






a University of Chicago settlement worker mentioned that this gang “had
no political backing and had trouble in paying their rent.”136

However, as in the case of the Irish, it is a mistake to assume that
common perceptions of threats to the community necessarily led to a
communal response. For a community dominated by people of foreign
extraction, as the Polish community of Packingtown was, the momen-
tous events of 1919 constituted a vivid demonstration of what it meant
to be racially stigmatized. While there is evidence that some Polish lead-
ers advised abstention from antiblack actions during the riot, and that
some Poles in the labor movement may have even countered such activi-
ties by celebrating interracial worker solidarity, the thirty or so youths in
the Murderers reveal that a part of the community may have been more
inclined to choose racial violence as a strategy of empowerment. More-
over, that the young men of this gang did not represent an extremist or
fringe element is suggested by evidence from another story that began
to develop around the time of the riot—the tense relationship between
Poles and Mexican newcomers to the Back of the Yards. Describing rela-
tions between these groups in the mid-1920s, a student of Ernest Burgess
stated: “Without any reason other than that he was Mexican, the Polish
young men when they saw a Mexican on the street would pounce upon
him and beat him up.” These actions, the student concluded from her
interviews with residents of the area around Ashland and 45th, grew
out of a general feeling among Poles of superiority “to the dark-skinned
Mexicans who have had to live in very poorly furnished one-room shacks
and therefore have standards of living which appear lower to the Poles
than their own.” The primary focus of this researcher’s study, however,
is the interactions of youths in the streets, schools, parks, and movie the-
aters, thus presenting a conflict resembling the pattern of street-level racial
hostility established by the Irish athletic clubs. Her scattered evidence of
the feelings of older residents reflected a somewhat different situation.
Commenting on Polish attitudes toward Mexicans, for example, a Uni-
versity of Chicago settlement caseworker reported: “Some of the older
Polish men thought it was wrong to beat the Mexicans and favored al-
lowing them the rights of the street, but these wiser heads were unable to
do anything.” Kind words also came from an older Polish woman, the
leader of a group of mothers that met at the settlement, who told the in-
terviewer that she liked Mexicans, calling them “nice housekeepers and
good neighbors.”137

Such responses contrasted with the tendency of Polish youths to stone
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Mexicans and chase them out of local parks. Indeed, as Gabriela
Arredondo’s research on Polish-Mexican tensions in interwar Chicago
has demonstrated, many conflicts between Polish and Mexican young
men grew out of “intergroup heterosocial interactions” in youth leisure
spaces—pool halls, dance halls, and taverns. Because of the scarcity of
Mexican young women in such spaces, single Mexican men were prone
to pursuing relations with Polish women, a situation that both threat-
ened the masculinity of Polish men and led to the spread of gossip sur-
rounding the idea that Polish girls were “wild.”138 Such predicaments
shaped the development of Polish youth gangs bent on policing the sex-
ual boundaries of the community and reaffirming their manliness
through rituals of violence directed at Mexicans. This was not just the
case around the Back of the Yards. According to residents of the Polish
“Bush” community, gangs in this neighborhood as well “caused the
Latins much trouble” around this same time, breaking up picnics, send-
ing menacing letters to Mexican families, and attacking Mexican youths.
Explaining such actions, one resident later recalled, “the animosity against
the Mexicans started in the Bush area, when single Mexican men dated
the Polish girls.”139

Much like the pattern of Irish violence against blacks in this neigh-
borhood, racial attacks by Polish youths against both blacks and Mex-
icans took shape within a youth gang subculture that formed at the racial
boundaries of the community and along a generational fault line within
it. However, there were vital differences between Irish and Polish gang
subcultures. The Irish faced little danger of falling from the ranks of white-
ness, even if they were touched by feelings of degradation stemming from
their increasing inability to distinguish themselves from the foreigners
taking over their community. For the second-generation Polish youths
of Packingtown, many of whose parents clung to the Polish language and
the lifeways of Polonia, the generational fault line within their commu-
nity was much wider, a situation that raised the stakes of maintaining
the boundaries between the Poles and neighboring nonwhite groups. Un-
like the Irish, the Poles lived amid ethnic and racial uncertainty, a con-
dition captured colorfully by a young Mexican living in the Back of the
Yards in this period, who stated quite bluntly: “I detest the Poles . . . they
know nothing—nada, nada, nada. . . . The Poles always pretend they are
Americans; they are ashamed to say that they are Poles. They say they
are Germans or Americans.”140
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2
Between School and Work
in the Interwar Years

They came to a concession where three Negroes were perched
in cages; for ten cents anyone could hurl a baseball at them. If
the ball struck the proper mark the Negro was automatically
dumped into a tub of water beneath the perch.

Nelson Algren

Of course, there is always the chance of getting one to twenty
years, but what the hell, a guy’s got to get dough somehow.

Blake, a South Chicago gang member

THE NEW GENERATION, COMMERCIAL LEISURE, AND RACE LEARNING

In 1935, a youth worker assigned to a gang of teens in a Polish immi-
grant neighborhood around South Chicago’s hulking steel mills overheard
the following complaints and found them worth recording: “I’ve got to
get some money somehow; now I ain’t in school and ain’t working, it
ain’t like it was when I was in school. Then I had lunch money to use for
shows and things like that, but now I ain’t got nothing, and I need a new
pair of white shoes; a guy’s got to get new clothes now and then! Some-
how I gotta raise three bucks; that’s what a new pair of white shoes cost.
I don’t want to ask my mother, ’cause now’s a bad time.”1 While per-
haps a somewhat strange concern in the midst of the Great Depression,
when wage reductions and production cutbacks left blue-collar Chica-
goans with shallow pockets, a number of youth worker reports like this
one reveal that the severe economic circumstances of the 1930s altered
but hardly transformed patterns of daily life in working-class Chicago.
This was a period that shook the very foundations of the social order,
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