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Police Relations in the Williams Ghetto 

 
Throughout the United States in the 1950’s and 1960’s the civil rights movement had 

achieved vital legislative victories in regard to equal rights, however, true equality did not exist. 

The victories achieved were immense, such as the Brown V. Board of Education that resulted in 

desegregation of public schools. Still, the court never enforced the ruling and whites continued 

to segregate schools. Other victories included the sit ins that resulted in the desegregation of 

stores throughout the South and the nation. It would appear to many African Americans, that 

the United States was heading in a better direction. Unfortunately, the system continued to allow 

whites ways to discriminate against African Americans, despite all of these victories. 

One of the greatest problems faced by African Americans was discrimination in housing 

and the workplace, especially in urban centers. As a result of these practices “ghettoization” 

occurred across the nation, and blacks were forced into densely crowded, run down areas, 

better known as ghettos. During this time period, Portland Oregon had a ghetto of its own in the 

Williams Ave. neighborhood located in the Albina district. According to articles from the time, 

the neighborhood was a breeding ground for vice and violence, police relations were 

unsatisfactory, and there was a cry for an increased presence to combat the rising violence and 

crime in the area.1 To many whites, including the Portland chief of police, the problem within the 
 
neighborhood needed the utmost attention of the community and police department.2 

 
 
 

1 “Ghetto Breeds Vice”, 1959-75 Newspaper Clippings. Box 6. Urban League of Portland Records, Oregon 
State University Archives, Corvallis, Oregon. 
2 “Portland’s Crime Problem”, 1959-75 Newspaper Clippings. Box 6. Urban League of Portland Records, 
Oregon State University Archives, Corvallis Oregon. 



2 
 

By the end of the 1950’s, violence was on the rise in cities across the United States. In 
 
Portland there was a need for more police, although the city’s crime levels were not as severe 

 
as New York or Los Angeles, it was still a growing problem.3 What is more, crime was 

 
considered everyone’s problem, therefore it was everyone’s responsibility to prevent and fight it, 

and an emphasis was placed on security in order to ensure the city would be under control. 

Episodes of youth violence in Portland such as the fatal shooting of a juvenile began appearing in 

headlines. Judging by one article, a 15 year old was shot and killed by a classmate, leading the 

public to demand something be done to improve the situation. One of the very first demands 

was for the increase of manpower in Portland’s law enforcement agencies. 
 

In 1959, the Oregon Journal compared the Williams neighborhood to the TV show 
 
“Tombstone” and the Western town by the same name, famous for its midday shootouts.4 

 
Violence in the Williams neighborhood became so common, that the comparison was easily 

accepted by the public. Consequently, responsibility was placed on the neighborhood 

(non-whites) to handle the problem from within and to take control. In a similar article, the 

argument was made that it was up to the African American leaders and the “decent people” in 

the neighborhood to promote a more lawful climate, which would ultimately result in less of 

presence needed by police to control crime in the neighborhood.”5 

In the interesting critique comparison of the Williams neighborhood and “Tombstone”, 

its author, William Moyes, stated that the comparison was an understatement. According to 

Moyes, “the shootings in Tombstone were civilized and well announced and beside that, it was 

 
 

3   “Portland’s Crime Problem”... 
4   “B.Mike’s Lowdown Looks Mighty Lonely for Albina, Thanks to Earp”, 1959-75 Newspaper Clippings. 
Box 6. Urban League of Portland Records, Oregon State University Archives, Corvallis Oregon. 
5   “Negroes Must Help”, 1959-75 Newspaper Clippings. Box 6. Urban League of Portland Records, Oregon 
State University Archives, Corvallis Oregon. 
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always safe to walk the streets night or day. The Albina district is not safe, the violence is not 
 
civilized and it is being committed by youth, not responsible adults like in Tombstone.”6 It was 

 
clear that violence was beginning to become a serious problem in the Williams neighborhood. 

The situation called for escaping , but the problem was that African Americans were being 

forced to live in that area of town because of their race and economic status. 

Perhaps the most important of the 1959 Williams neighborhood articles was “Negroes 

Must Help” by Wayne Keith. In fact this was only one of two articles that labeled the Williams 

neighborhood a “ghetto”. In the article, Keith argues that ghettos, like the Williams 

neighborhood, was a breeding ground for crime, and provided an environment where crime 

could be easily committed and tolerated because there existed no infrastructure to effectively 

fight crime. What is more, when police were actually in the area, there was only so much they 

could do and this was very much the result of community attitudes and even more so the dismal 

ignorance on the part of law enforcement officers, in regard to human relations.”7 

One of the big questions that arose from all of this is was, what creates ghettos? In a 

response to Wayne Keith, Nicholas Granet claimed that ghettos were created by whites, who 

forced all non-whites to live in a select area within the city, he also felt that whites would 

continue to claim that they wanted equality, but choose not to practice it themselves.8 The 
 
evidence was in the continued practice of racial discrimination in housing/renting, where 

non-whites were essentially forced to live in the ghetto, and could not escape it. 

 
 
 

6   “B.Mike’s Lowdown Looks Mighty Lonely for Albina, Thanks to Earp”, 1959-75 Newspaper Clippings. 
Box 6. Urban League of Portland Records, Oregon State University Archives, Corvallis Oregon. 
7   “Ghetto Breeds Vice”, 1959-75 Newspaper Clippings. Box 6. Urban League of Portland Records, Oregon 
State University Archives, Corvallis Oregon. 
8 “Hypocrites”, 1959-75 Newspaper Clippings. Box 6. Urban League of Portland Records, Oregon State 
University Archives, Corvallis Oregon. 
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As the timeline progressed it became obvious that the Williams ghetto was getting out of 
 
control, up to the point that cops refused to patrol the area on foot. This greatly limited 

interactions and assistance to the area. At the same time there was a large demand for an 

increased amount of patrols in the area and a crackdown. Part of the crackdown would close 

down offending establishments (i.e. liquor stores) and a strict firmness was to be shown by city 

hall and police headquarters towards the troubled neighborhood. By closing down liquor stores 

that had become popular hangouts for deviants, they would scatter and disperse creating a less 

concentrated group of troublemakers.9 

However a swift crackdown might actually cause more harm than good.  If a massive 

shakedown were to occur of all known deviant characters, it would be an extreme violation of 

their due process rights, which every citizen is entitled to. If a group is trying to maintain it’s 

rights, they cannot attack and take away the rights of others, just because they are suspected 

deviants. In one article, Taub argued that a shakedown was the wrong solution to the ghetto 

problem. The real solution lay in increasing the job opportunities of African Americans and 

making it possible for non-whites to purchase homes outside the ghetto, allowing them to 
 
escape ghetto.10 This could only be done by eliminating discriminatory barriers that existed in 

 
the hiring/housing process. 

 
By late 59’, Williams was so dangerous that you couldn’t walk the streets day or night 

without feeling safe. Police were doing their best, but could not provide the sufficient amount of 

protection for the safety of all in the community. There was a huge need for an increase in the 

 
 
 

9 “The Ghetto Again”, 1959-75 Newspaper Clippings. Box 6. Urban League of Portland Records, Oregon 
State University Archives, Corvallis Oregon. 
10 “Astounding and Thoughtless”, 1959-75 Newspaper Clippings. Box 6. Urban League of Portland Records, 
Oregon State University Archives, Corvallis Oregon. 



11 “Recruitment Of Policemen From Minorities Urged”, 1959-75 Newspaper Clippings. Box 6. Urban League 
of Portland Records, Oregon State University Archives, Corvallis Oregon. 

 

police force, both in uniform as well as plain clothed officers. Crime was a growing problem 
 
and there was a need for police to help combat the problem. In the late 1960’s, there was a 

 
initiative to hire police from within the community especially minorities.11 The idea was that the 

 
hiring of minority police would help ease the tension of race relations in Portland in regard to law 

enforcement interactions with the public. 

In the big picture of things, the Williams Ave neighborhood is a microcosm of the 

“ghetto problem” of the North’s urban city centers. It is everything from: overcrowded housing, 

substandard living conditions, lack of jobs, to the crime and violence of predominantly black 

neighborhoods. In a historic narrative it is the civil rights struggle of the North, “white flight”, 

militant aggression, and institutional racism. Piecing together the articles, there is the sense that 

deep political rifts exist between the city and the Williams ghetto. To those living outside the 

ghetto, it is a question of security, or in other words containment. What is more, the problem is 

considered internal and youth are targeted as the problem. From policies to increase security, to 

programs to keep youth off the streets; these are only partial solutions not to make things better, 

but to maintain order within the ghetto. In  Black Power: The Politics of Liberation in 

America, Kwame Ture and Charles V. Hamilton discuss the ghetto problem in Chapter 7 of the 

book. In both representations of the ghetto, the same three problems are brought up. The 

problems are as follow: housing, jobs, and educations. Interestingly enough, the Williams Ave. 

neighborhood is facing the same three problems. However, according to powers situated 

outside the ghetto, the problem is strictly about stopping violence, crime, and vice within the 

ghetto. Ture and Hamilton make the following point when it comes to the ghetto, “Larger 



12 Kwame Ture and Charles V. Hamilton.  Black Power: The Politics of Liberation in America, (Vintage 
House Inc: New York), 1992, pg 160. 

 

society becomes indignant and utters irrelevant cliches about maintaining law and order”.12 Both 
 
are referring to the means by which white people turn the problem into a question of keeping the 

ghetto under control and come to the conclusion that in order to solve all the problems of the 

ghetto, crime must be stopped. Moreover, if one is to apply the colony model to the Williams 

neighborhood it becomes apparent that the goal is to maintain residential segregation and racial 

isolation of the neighborhood from white neighborhoods. Consequently, police relations within 

the community are reduced to the subjugation and intimidation of non-whites living in the ghetto. 

In concluding, the Williams ghetto is another look at the Northern struggle for decent 

housing, job opportunities and the right to live where one chooses. Often, the popular solution 

to the “ghetto problem” is more security and juvenile programs. The blame is laid on those living 

in the ghetto rather than seeking a solution benefiting all. What is more, the institutions within the 

ghetto remain in the control of whites, this includes law enforcement agencies. Without control 

of these agencies, ghettos like the one in Portland and other urban centers are reduced to the 

subjugation and control of outside powers, creating a vicious cycle of poverty, violence, crime, 

and increased aggression towards their oppressors. 
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“Portland’s Crime Problem.”  Oregon Journal 1959.  This article talks about Juvenile gang 

wars in Portland Oregon and a fatal shooting of a juvenile (juvenile on juvenile shooting).  This 

article argues that crime is everyone’s problem and therefore it is every ones responsibility to 

prevent crime.  More police and man power is needed to put a handle on crime in Portland, 

even though it is not at as high of levels as other cities such as New York City and Los Angles, 

it is a problem nonetheless.  There is concern that it will soon be on the rise.   

 “Negroes must help.”  Oregonian 8­28­59.  This article talks about at 15 year old boy who 

shot a classmate.  The community needs to come together to help, to prevent such tragedies 

from occurring.  Williams neighborhood has become like “Tombstone” (violent old western 

cowboy movie).  The “good people” need to help to improve the neighborhood and it’s 

reputation.  The issue is being placed completely on non­whites to handle the situation by taking 

control of their own neighborhood.  It is up to the Negro leaders and the “good people” to 

promote a more lawful climate.   

“Ghetto Breeds Vice, Crime.” (In respone to “Negroes must help.”)  Letter to the editor, 

Oregonian 9­1­1959.  “Negroes must help.” Is not the whole story, the author does agree with 

the article however but parts are missing.  Author (who has been involved in race relations) says 

that Williams district is a Ghetto, it is overcrowded and substandard, and people are forced to 

live there because of their race.  Ghettos are a breeding place for crime, and it provides an 

environment where crime is easily committed and tolerated.  “Actually the crime situation in the 

Williams Avenue district is very much the result of community attitudes and even more so the 



dismal ignorance on the part of law enforcement officers, in regard to human relations.” 

Housing discrimination in the city forces non­whites to live in the ghetto.  Author: Wayne Keith 

“Hypocrites” Oregonian 9­7­1959.  In response to Wayne Keith article (“Ghetto Breeds 

Vice, Crime”).  Author says that Keith is correct about ghettos being a breeding place for crime 

but his question is: “what creates ghettos?”  Ghettos are created by whites, who force all of the 

negroes to live in a certain area.  Whites claim they want equality, but don’t practice it, and 

continue to push Negroes into the ghetto.   

“The Ghetto.” Oregonian August 23, 1959.  Williams district is the Negro Ghetto of Portland, 

crime and vice is becoming out of hand, so bad that Cops are refusing to patrol the area on 

foot.  There needs to be a crackdown and closing off offending establishments and having more 

patrols in the area, and a firmness shown by city hall and police headquarters.  Second, liquor is 

often involved and liquor stores that have become hangouts for undesirables and hoodlums need 

to be closed.  It is better to scatter and break up the areas, and closing down hangouts will do 

so.   

 “B. Mikes Lowdown Looks Mighty Lonely for Albina, Thanks to Earp” Date: 

8­31­1959.  Oregon Journal.  Author William Moyes.  The author gives a critique of the article 

that compared Albina district to TV’s “Tombstone.”  He said that this comparison was an 

understatement.  The shootings in Tombstone were civilized and well announced and beside 

that, it was always safe to walk the streets night or day.  The Albina district is not safe, the 

violence is not civilized and it is being committed by youth, not responsible adults like in 

Tombstone.   



“Astounding and Thoughtless” Letter to the Editor, Oregonian.  Date: 8­29­1959.  In 

response to the article “Time for Action.”  The suggested shakedown of all known characters is 

an extreme violation of due process rights.  If you (Portland) are trying to maintain your rights, 

you cannot attack and take away the rights of others (suspected criminals).  The actual solution 

should be increasing job opportunities for negroes and making it possible for blacks to purchase 

homes outside of the ghetto, by eliminating discriminatory barriers that exist in real­estate.   

“Violence In Portland” Oregonian 8­28­1959.  Letter to the editor.  In response to the 

article “Time for Action.”  The city of Portland is no longer safe.  The threat of violence and 

rape are a reality.  Police are doing their best, but cannot be everywhere.  There is a strong 

need for more Police, especially those in plain clothes.  Crime is growing problem in the North 

Williams area.  Author Elmer M. Golder 

“Recruiting Of Policemen From Minorities Urged” Oregonian April 20, 1967.  The hiring 

of Minority police will ease the tension of race relations in Portland in regard to law enforcement 

interactions with the public.   
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