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Founded by the Wheeling Area Historical Society in 1968, the UP-

PER OHIO VALLEY HISTORICAL REVIEW is the only pub-

lication of its kind in the northern panhandle of West Virginia. Ded-

icated solely to local history topics, it has become a treasured publi-

cation and valuable tool for studying and learning about our geo-

graphic area. Wheeling National Heritage Area Corporation 

(WNHAC, later Wheeling Heritage) continued the tradition, editing 

and publishing the REVIEW from 2010-2018. Ownership of the 

UOVHR publication was transfer red in the second half of 2018 

to the Ohio County Public Library in Wheeling. 

UOVHR content has histor ically included ar ticles, transcr ibed 

documents, book reviews, and accounts of the economic, political, 

social, and cultural history of the greater Wheeling area contributed 

by historians, researchers, and scholars. Any editorial views ex-

pressed by authors do not necessarily reflect the views of the 

OCPL. 

OCPL is honored to publish the UOVHR and continue this 

great tradition for years to come.  
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On the Cover: Top image courtesy “Mapping Inequality: redlining in 

New Deal America,” University of Richmond. See: https://

dsl.richmond.edu/panorama/redlining; Wheeling, WV circa 1935. 

Bottom: City of Wheeling Urban Renewal Authority. Ca 1970s. 

 

UPPER OHIO VALLEY HISTORICAL REVIEW  

NOTE FROM THE EDITOR  

 

Dear Readers: 

There have been some significant developments regarding the 

Chuck Howley sign efforts since the publication of our last issue.  

First, on August 5, 2023, Mr. Howley was finally enshrined as a 

member of Pro Football Hall of Fame, Class of 2023. His son 

Scott delivered the acceptance speech. 

Then the campaign to raise money to design, create, and install a 

welcome sign honoring Chuck for his Hall of Fame induction at 

the south entrance to Warwood. More than fifty people donated, 

including major donors like the Warwood Vets and the City of 

Wheeling, as well and dozens of individuals from Warwood and 

Wheeling. Sandra Caldwell at McClellan signs made the metal 

sign and a crew from the city completed the installation on 

Wednesday, October 18, 2023. The Wheeling crew also installed 

new signs to commemorate City Council’s unanimous vote to 

name the football field at Garden Park after Chuck Howley.  

Finally, Mr. Howley’s number (66) was retired by West Virginia 

University on Nov. 4, 2023. He wore #54 for the Cowboys. 

Transitioning to the content of the new issue you are reading, in 

my view, this is arguably one of the most important ever pub-

lished by the Review, in that it explores race relations in Wheel-
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The welcome sign seen above, deigned by yours truly and Erin 

Rothenbuehler, now stands near the south entrance to Warwood. 

Below, city workers install one of three new Chuck Howley 

Field signs at Garden Park. 
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ing, particularly focusing on the modern era, from the latter Jim 

Crow “Green Book” years of the 1930s to 1960s, to a closer look 

at the impact of redlining and urban renewal on Wheeling’s Af-

rican American neighborhoods by Brian Kammer, to the turbu-

lent decades of the 1960s and 1970s in a piece by Tim Triveri. 

We hope these well researched articles will inspire additional 

scholarship on race relations in Wheeling and serve as a model 

for similar smaller, rust belt cities. 

 

 

 

 

 

 
Seán Duffy, Editor 
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Making a Way Out of No Way: Wheeling in the Green Book 

By Seán Duffy 

As a prelude to what follows, it might help to examine the impact 

of “Jim Crow” policies on Wheeling’s African American com-

munity in the context of “The Negro Motorist Green Book.” 

 

“Travel is fatal to prejudice, bigotry, and narrow-mindedness, 

and many of our people need it sorely on these accounts. Broad, 

wholesome, charitable views of men and things cannot be ac-

quired by vegetating in one little corner of the earth all one's life-

time.” ~ Mark Twain 

I first learned about the existence of 

“The Negro Motorist Green Book” 

from Ann Thomas, when I inter-

viewed her in 2012 for the second 

volume of The Wheeling Family. 

Both sides of Ann's family were 

originally from North Carolina be-

fore joining the Great Migration 

and moving north for better treat-

ment and increased opportunity. 

Ann’s Aunt Esther May (her moth-

er’s sister) and Uncle Maxton 

“Mac” Singletary were among the first of her family to 

choose Wheeling as their new home. They migrated from North 

Carolina and opened the New Dixie Restaurant, aka 

“Singletary's,” in an old Victorian residence on Chapline Street 

in the middle of what was, at the time, an established African 

American neighborhood. 

Wheeling’s “Little Harlem” 

The family lived upstairs, and earned extra income by renting 

rooms to boarders. “Because of segregation,” Ann said, “there 

Ann Thomas as a young nurse. 
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was an economy in Wheeling that catered to the African Ameri-

can community.” There was a robust Black community on Chap-

line Street where the restaurant was located while Ann was grow-

ing up, primarily concentrated in the 1100 and 1200 blocks. 

Many of the businesses were Black-owned, but most of Wheeling 

remained segregated during Ann’s childhood – “Jim Crow laws” 

still forcibly separating blacks and whites in most public facili-

ties. Thus, the Black neighborhood on Chapline Street north of 

12th Street evolved into one of the nation’s thousands of “Little 

Harlems,” a reference (see Alvin Hall's Driving the Green Book) 

to the New York neighborhood that became the standard for 

Black culture during the Jim Crow era. It became, in effect, a 

second Wheeling, existing side-by side with White Wheeling, but 

with virtually no interaction. 

As Ann explained it, when the trains were still running in Wheel-

ing, African American men who worked on the trains often need-

ed a place to stay during an overnight layover. In segregated 

Wheeling, laws or policies prevented them from staying in the 

White-only hotels. Even when famous Black people, like heavy-

weight champion Joe Louis, visited Wheeling, they had no 

choice but to stay in the African American neighborhood. 

In a 1936 speech delivered for the Blue Triangle Branch of the 

YWCA’s “Race Relations Day,” over radio station WWVA, 

Wheeling's only Black attorney at the time, Harry H. Jones, pro-

vided some detail for the economy of “Wheeling's Little Har-

lem,” the Chapline Street neighborhood: 

“A brief survey of our local colored population shows: that the 

group has six churches of three denominations; that it owns real 

estate worth about $500,000; that it manages one fraternal corpo-

ration worth nearly $130,000; one drug store, one tailor shop, 

two restaurants, two billiard parlors, and two beauty shops. In the 

professions, business, trades and personal service, the group is 

represented by: four physicians; two dentists; twelve clergymen; 
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one lawyer; twenty-two school teachers; one chiropodist; two un-

dertakers; two social workers; three tailors; four beauty parlor 

operators; two master hat cleaners, and a large number employed 

as cooks, maids, waiters, messengers, porters, bootblacks, jani-

tors, elevator operators, chauffeurs, and barbers.” 

 

The Bible of Black Travel 

But for those who weren't from 

Wheeling – train workers or Black 

travelers, for example – how were 

they to know about the neighbor-

hood and the safe places it offered? 

It was in answer to this question 

that Ann first mentioned the Green 

Book, the first several editions of 

which lists the Singletarys’ estab-

lishment as the only restaurant op-

tion in Wheeling. Conceived and 

published (from 1936 to 1967) by a 

mailman named Victor Hugo Green 

with his wife Alma, the publication 

was designed to help black travel-

ers locate, “boarding houses, res-

taurants, beauty shops, barber shops and various other ser-

vices…” and to help them “avoid as many difficulties and embar-

rassments as possible.” 

This pencil was the only artifact remaining from her family's restaurant when 

I spoke with Ann in 2012. 

Victor Hugo Green 
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As the Library of Congress put it: 

“The Green Book became 'the Bible of black travel' during the 

era of Jim Crow laws, when open and often legally prescribed 

discrimination against African Americans and other non-whites 

was widespread. Green wrote this guide to identify services and 

places relatively friendly to African-Americans so they could 

find lodgings, businesses, and gas stations that would serve them 

along the road. It was little known outside the African-American 

community.” 

Ann’s aunt and uncle needed help with the restaurant, so, when 

Ann (born 1938) was just six months old, her mother, Laura, 

who grew up on a North Carolina tobacco and cotton farm with 

13 siblings, moved with her daughter to Wheeling. Ann’s aunt 

and mother ran the restaurant while her Uncle Mac worked as a 

mailman in Bridgeport, Ohio. The arrangement was a typical one 

for segregated neighborhoods, where female entrepreneurship 

was essential to these new economies. 

Jim Crow laws forbade African Americans from sitting down 

Tellingly, above this early newspaper ad for a waitress at the New 

Dixie are two ads for a “white girl” to do housework. 
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and eating at any of the local restaurants, unless they were Black-

owned. In addition, most of Wheeling’s many theaters were 

white-only. “There was a black movie theater called the ‘Fedo’ 

located in the African American Pythian Building,” Ann recalled, 

“which also offered a pool hall and barbershop in the basement 

area. There was a drugstore—Doc White’s Pharmacy [two doors 

down from the movie 

theater]. Doc’s store 

had a soda fountain in 

the back. The front was 

more of a drugstore or 

general store. In the 

basement of the drug-

store was a jukebox, old 

wire tables and chairs, 

and Friday evenings or 

on Saturdays, that was 

kind of a social place to 

meet.” Doc’s pharmacy 

would also be listed in 

the Green Book. 

 

Wheeling in the Green Book 

“Afoot and light-hearted I take to the open road, 

Healthy, free, the world before me, 

The long brown path before me leading wherever I choose.”  

-Walt Whitman, “Song of the Open Road” 

 

Wheeling establishments first appeared in the 1939 edition of the 

Green Book. These included the Verse Hotel at 1042 Market 

Street; the aforementioned Singletary Restaurant at 1043 Chap-

Doc’s pharmacy as it looked in the day. 
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line; The Ameri-

can Legion at 

1516 Main and 

Elks Club at 1010 

Chapline (both 

listed under 

“Night Clubs”); 

and two beauty 

parlors Miss Hall 

on 11th St. and 

Miss Taylor on 

Chapline. Anoth-

er beauty parlor, 

“Mode-Craft,” 

was listed from 

1950-54 at 1028 

1/2 Chapline. 

Also listed were 

four addresses 

under “Tourist 

Homes” – more or less rooms for rent or boarding houses. One 

of these, at 114 12th Street, belonged to Mrs. W. (Elizabeth) 

Turner, widow of Wheeling's first African-American police of-

ficer, William Turner, who died in 1928. Mrs. Turner's tourist 

home would remain in the Green Book until 1960. Other such 

homes were owned by Mrs. C. Early (132 12th), Mrs. R. Wil-

liams (1007 Chapline), and Mrs. J.T. Hughes (1021 Eoff St.). 

These businesses also verify the importance of female entrepre-

neurship in segregated Black neighborhoods. 

The Verse Hotel disappeared from the 1941 edition, and the 

Green Book itself halted publication during the Second World 

War, resuming in 1946. The Blue Triangle (segregated) Branch 

of the Y.W.C.A. was first listed in the 1949 Green Book under 

 

The “Black Elks Club” on Chapline St. as it appeared 

in the 1939 Green Book. -Urban Renewal photos 
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“Lodging,” which replaced “Tourist Homes” as a category. Lo-

cated on 12th Street, the Blue Triangle, in addition to teaching 

life skills to African American girls, was highly active in trying 

to improve race rela-

tions in Wheeling. Its 

archives, now a part of 

the collections of the 

Ohio County Public 

Library, are an invalua-

ble resource. 

1949 was also the last 

year for the Singletary 

Restaurant to be listed. 

It was replaced by the 

“Blue Goose” at 1035 

Chapline in 1950. Also 

making its first appearance under “Drug Stores” in the 1950 edi-

tion was Doc White’s “North Side Pharmacy.” 

So remained the Wheeling listings until 1956, when only the 

Blue Triangle, Blue Goose, and Mrs. Turner’s place were still 

listed. The Blue Triangle dropped out in 1957, and by 1958, only 

Mrs. Turner remained. 

By 1961, there were no listings for Wheeling, while Moundsville 

still offered lodgings at Mrs. Blanche Campbell’s place at 1206 

4th Street. 

As the Library of Congress put it, “Shortly after passage of the 

Civil Rights Act of 1964, which outlawed the types of racial dis-

crimination that made the Green Book necessary, publication 

ceased and it fell into obscurity.” Ironically, this progressive and 

necessary step forward also spelled the end for many of the 

Black-owned businesses of Chapline Street. 

 

Wheeling listings in the 1948 Green Book. 
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Broken Promises: Redlining, Urban Renewal, and the 

Destruction of Wheeling’s Multi-Racial and Black 

Neighborhoods (Part I) 

By Brian Kammer 

“We had what the white community had, but for us. We had estab-

lished a good community – a small but strong community. It was 

like Black Wall Street. We took care of each other. We could with-

stand racism because there were positive things that reinforced 

against racism. Urban renewal was the annihilation of my commu-

nity. We saw the bulldozers tear down our homes. When I think of 

the grief, heartache, and trauma that it brought to our lives, I cry.” 

 ~Wheeling resident Donna Terry1 

 

“The whole African American social fabric was there on Chapline 

Street. When urban renewal did happen, people got displaced.  

Some people went to Ohio. It pretty much decimated the Black 

community. The Black community from that point has never been 

the same and will never be the same.”   

 ~Wheeling resident Ann Thomas 2 

 

“When urban renewal came through, there was a thriving Black 

community in Wheeling, West Virginia, folks. It was wonderful!  

When you think of that thriving community, most of that history is 

not known. It’s got lost. That history has scattered itself to a point 

where, to try to collect it back is a process, because so many of our 

individuals who lived it have passed on.”   

 ~Darryl Clausell, President, Wheeling NAACP3 
 

I. INTRODUCTION 

History versus memory, and memory versus memorylessness.  

Rememory as in recollecting and remembering as in reassembling 

the members of the body, the family, the population of the past.

 ~Toni Morrison4  
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“Urban renewal” typically calls to mind government-sponsored 

demolition and construction projects in the 1960s and ‘70s that 

destroyed or reshaped whole neighborhoods and communities – 

disproportionately minority communities – in order to make way 

for new highways or commercial districts in America’s large cit-

ies, like New York, Detroit, and Chicago. Less understood is that 

the majority of urban renewal projects were carried out in small 

cities5 like Wheeling, West Virginia, an industrial city on the 

Ohio River, whose population peaked at about 75,000 in the first 

half of the 20th century, declining to about 23,000 currently. In 

Wheeling, “urban renewal” frequently evokes recollections of 

Interstate 70 and State Route 2 highway and tunnel construction 

during the late 1950s continuing through the early 1970s. These 

projects were destructive of mostly white neighborhoods, and so 

they are centered in the public memory of urban renewal in a city 

that is over 90 percent white. Left unsaid in wistful laments about 

lost East Wheeling and Elm Grove neighborhoods is that other 

Wheeling neighborhoods, like Elm Terrace, Edgewood, Oak-

mont, Beech Glen, Woodsdale, and Warwood, could readily ab-

sorb residents displaced by highway/tunnel projects – because in 

a segregated city, these were white neighborhoods willing to ac-

commodate white newcomers.6    

Rarely acknowledged is urban renewal’s far more devastating 

impact on Wheeling’s Black community, which, though small at 

about 5% of the population, had been, as Donna Terry’s words 

above convey, a thriving community in the downtown riverfront 

neighborhoods since immediately after the Civil War.7 In 1936, 

Harry S. Jones, a Black teacher at the segregated, all-Black Lin-

coln School and an attorney, described that community: 

“About one out of every twenty persons living in Wheeling is of 

African descent. . . . A brief survey of our local colored popula-

tion shows: that the group has six churches of three denomina-

tions; that it owns real estate worth about $500,000; that it man-

ages one fraternal corporation worth nearly $150,000, one drug 
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store, one tailor shop, two restaurants, two billiard parlors, and 

two beauty shops.  In the professions, business, trades and per-

sonal service, the group is represented by: four physicians; two 

dentists; twelve clergymen; one lawyer; twenty-two school 

teachers; one chiropodist; two undertakers; two social workers; 

three tailors; four beauty parlor operators; two master hat clean-

ers, and a large number employed as cooks, maids, waiters, 

messengers, porters, bootblacks, janitors, elevator operators, 

chauffeurs, and barbers.”8  

At that time, Wheeling’s Black residents occupied a few neigh-

borhoods in the downtown river-adjacent sections of the city, 

with working class elements and some small business operators 

concentrated in the Center Wheeling area. Teachers, doctors, 

lawyers, and other Black professionals concentrated among 

homes on the hillside above Chapline Street between 10th and 

12th Streets, near Lincoln School.9 Anecdotal accounts, census 

records, and other historical documents show that during the 

early 20th century, Wheeling’s downtown population was, in 

fact, a mosaic of ethnicities where Black Americans, white Ap-

palachians, and European and Middle-Eastern immigrants lived 

alongside and among one another. Though not necessarily an 

exemplar of “beloved community,” downtown nevertheless 

maintained a polyglot, multi-ethnic, cosmopolitan character.10  

At the same time, Wheeling’s suburban neighborhoods were, by 

dint of private prejudice and pro-segregation government policy 

and practice (e.g, racial exclusion covenants and “redlining”), 

off-limits to non-white homebuyers and renters.11 Further, racial 

segregation in public accommodations (restaurants, theaters, 

etc.) was a social mandate if not encoded in black-letter law.12   

Especially in the early decades of the 20th century, intimidation 

tactics such as cross-burnings by the Ku Klux Klan enforced the 

color line in Wheeling.13    

Housing segregation in Wheeling was to some extent the result 

of private white prejudice in an overwhelmingly white majority 
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city during the period of the “Great Migration” of Black Amer-

icans into northern urban centers during the early decades of 

the 20th century.14 More foundationally, pro-segregation feder-

al government housing policies (such as “redlining”) institu-

tionalized pervasive racial bias in the real estate and banking 

industries, systematically locking Black people out of housing 

markets in new suburban neighborhoods and from credit mar-

kets generally.15    

As housing scholar Arnold Hirsch has pointed out:  

“[M]any blacks – especially those in the developing middle 

class – made frequent, repeated attempts to move beyond the 

confines of identifiably 'black' neighborhoods. They were re-

Image 1 - 1935 Wheeling "Residential Security Map" showing color cod-

ed credit risk zones. “Redlined” areas indicated “hazardous” credit risk 

due to the presence of Black residents and “foreign born” immigrants. 16 
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buffed not by invisible, impersonal, or anonymous forces, but by 

the overwhelming application of explicitly racial restrictions that 

reflected the desires of the dominant white majority. No other 

group had to face such an onslaught; it was the distinguishing 

characteristic that separated the black ghetto from the ethnic 

slum.”17  

From the mid-1930s until the passage of the Fair Housing Act of 

1968, federal government policy not only sought to contain mi-

nority communities in increasingly deteriorating downtown 

neighborhoods, like Wheeling’s, it generously subsidized white 

settlement and wealth-accumulation in the suburbs.18 Thus, gov-

ernment housing policy, including repeated waves of urban re-

newal and white flight from the 1950s through the early 1970s, 

undid downtown Wheeling’s vibrant, multi-racial neighborhoods 

and accelerated segregation in the city.19 By 1971, what Wheel-

ing Urban Renewal Authority (URA) planners that year called 

the “Chapline Street East” neighborhood, roughly bounded by 

10th and 12th Streets, from High Street to Chapline, had become 

home to almost the entirety of Wheeling’s Black community and 

was almost entirely Black.20  

That year, the first phase of the ill-fated Fort Henry Mall Project 

– Wheeling’s last urban renewal experiment – began to be car-

ried out in force. The never-completed project sought to radically 

alter the downtown central business district (CBD) and surround-

ing blocks by having most of it declared “blighted” land, allow-

ing the city to use its eminent domain power to demolish dozens 

of homes and businesses, ostensibly to be replaced by a massive, 

futuristic new shopping mall – the Fort Henry Mall -- and beauti-

ful new housing.21    

Today, city residents typically recall the aborted shopping mall 

element of the project and lament the 1973 city-wide referendum 

that resulted in the project’s termination and the abolition of the 

Wheeling URA.22 This left an opening for a successful mall de-

velopment in the late 1970s just across the Ohio River in St. 
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Clairsville, Ohio.  It is widely assumed that the opening of the 

Ohio Valley Mall speeded the decline of Wheeling’s downtown, 

the city’s economy as a whole, as well as its population, during 

the 1980s and 1990s. 

Seemingly lost to the city’s public memory – that is, primarily 

the memory of its white residents -- of urban renewal is that the 

only progress made towards the completion of the mall project 

before it was abruptly curtailed was the near complete demoli-

tion of the Chapline Street East neighborhood, a neighborhood 

that had been the heart of the Black community in Wheeling for 

a century and in many ways the vibrant, cosmopolitan heart of 

the city itself. For Black Wheeling residents, certainly, the trau-

ma and pain of that loss is still very palpable. Today, the neigh-

borhood is physically commemorated only by the Nelson Jordan 

Center, the city’s sole publicly owned recreation center.  

Once a major institution of Black social life in Wheeling, today 

it sits neglected on a stretch of pot-holed asphalt once known as 

Charles Street, surrounded by overgrown vegetation that has re-

claimed the adjacent now-vacant properties, where only concrete 

steps remain to mark where houses once stood. Darryl Clausell, 

President of the Wheeling NAACP, expressed the sense of be-

Image 2 - Chapline Street East Urban Renewal Plan and image of planned Ft. 

Henry Mall, 197123 
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trayal, anger, and sadness evoked by the ruined hillside commu-

nity in 2022: 

“The city made a promise. They told those individuals if you sell 

your land . . . we will rebuild everything as new apartments and 

houses . . . If you look at it today, there’s nothing.”24    

Within the Black community, as Mr. Clausell has pointed out, 

the displacement and loss caused by the neighborhood’s destruc-

tion has rendered a clear history of that time difficult to recover: 

“That history has scattered itself to a point where, to try to collect 

it back is a process, because so many of our individuals who 

lived it have passed on.”25 Clausell’s testimony, along with that 

of Donna Terry and Ann Thomas above, expresses a sense of 

loss consistent with the phenomenon of “root shock,” identified 

by scholar Dr. Mindy Fullilove as the individual and collective 

trauma experienced by communities, especially of color, who 

have been directly impacted by urban renewal’s spatial and psy-

chic dislocations: 

“Root shock, at the level of the individual, is a profound emo-

tional upheaval that destroys the working model of the world that 

had existed in the individual’s head … Root shock, at the level of 

the local community, be it neighborhood or something else, rup-

tures bonds, dispersing people to all the directions of the com-

Image 3 - Charles St and the Nelson Jordan Center (behind white house), 1971 

and at present (red brick structure) 

(Image on left courtesy Ohio Co. Public Library; on right, photo by the author) 
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pass.  Even if they manage to regroup, they are not sure what to 

do with one another.  People who were near are too far, and 

people who were far are too near. The elegance of the neighbor-

hood – each person in his social and geographic slot – is de-

stroyed, and even if the neighborhood is rebuilt exactly as it 

was, it won’t work. The restored geography is not enough to 

repair the many injuries to the mazeway.”26  

Indeed, Wheeling’s experience is emblematic of that of Black 

communities in many small cities affected by urban renewal.  

As University of Pennsylvania history professor Brent Cebul 

writes, “the intimacy of clearance in small city renewal projects 

was no less devastating [than in larger American cities]. Com-

munities that had lived and worked beside each other were 

ripped apart . . . . [T]he fullest expressions of identity and citi-

zenship rest on the most intimate foundations—the spaces of 

home and community through which our lives take on meaning, 

a neighborhood to which we might return, memories created 

and that come rushing back. Returning to such spaces enables us 

to rediscover our roots, collapsing, for a moment, the distance 

between past and present. Urban renewal robbed generations of 

these formative spaces—and much more besides.”27  

This article represents an effort, in the spirit of Toni Morrison’s 

exhortation to 're-member' the past, to piece back together 

sometimes painful aspects of the city’s history that have not 

been adequately documented: in this instance, the history of 

what Wheeling lost in that last, failed experiment with urban 

renewal. It is also an attempt to situate that loss in the context of 

larger forces – including explicitly racist government housing 

policies – that negatively impacted Wheeling’s Black communi-

ty and arguably caused the city as a whole to decline. The dis-

cussion begins on the eve of demolitions in the Chapline Street 

East neighborhood, takes a step back in time to about 50 years 

before that crisis, and then offers some conclusions from the 

perspective of 50 years after the citizens of Wheeling voted to 
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terminate the Fort Henry Mall project and dissolve the Wheeling 

URA, leaving trauma, destruction, and decline in its wake.   

II. 1971: Racial Tensions Peak on the Eve of Urban Re-

newal Demolitions 

In 1971, a time of national disillusionment with stalled civil 

rights “progress” and in the wake of national unrest over racial 

injustice in the late 1960s, tensions between the Black communi-

ty and police in Wheeling were high. Wheeling had been spared 

the kind of unrest seen in larger cities, where uprisings in the late 

1960s came in response to racist police violence, long-standing 

patterns of structural racism in housing and employment, and the 

assassination of beloved figures such as Martin Luther King, Jr.  

However, Wheeling’s Black residents complained of the same 

kinds of discrimination fueling discontent nationwide: over-

policing, especially directed at Black youth; racial bias in the job 

market; a lack of affordable housing; and segregation and dis-

crimination in the rental and housing markets, just as a new 

“urban renewal” project was set to transform the city.28    

Late on the night of January 3, the Sunday after the New Year, 

these tensions came to a head. Black youths had gathered at the 

Pythian Building on the corner of Chapline and 11th, one of the 

only entertainment venues available to them in the city. Sudden-

ly, dozens of Wheeling police officers, including Chief Art 

McKenzie, descended on the corner dressed in full riot gear.  

Heavily armed officers violently rounded up and jailed over a 

dozen young people and teenagers on charges of “abusive lan-

guage,” disorderly conduct, and failure to obey orders to dis-

perse.  Those arrested included 20-year-old George “Farmer” 

Lee and 19-year-old Bobby Wade.  Wade sustained a severe con-

cussion after being beaten by police while in custody, according 

to Lee. In response to suffering unrelenting pain for several days 

afterward, Wade shot and killed himself in his family’s Lincoln 

Homes apartment not far from the Pythian Building.29        
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Later, Chief McKenzie would claim in public hearings that the en-

tire Chapline Street incident started when police received unverified 

reports of “firecrackers going off,” “rocks and bottles … being 

thrown,” possibly at some white youth in a car, and an old Christ-

mas tree laying in the street.31 Most of the arrested youth were 

quickly released and their cases dismissed for what Chief McKenzie 

and other officers would admit was a lack of evidence of wrongdo-

ing.32 One neighborhood resident noted that Wheeling police would 

not have reacted similarly had such trivial complaints been called in 

from the all-white Warwood neighborhood further to the north.33 In 

his autobiography published decades later, McKenzie would con-

cede that he and his men had physically assaulted George Lee and 

others without cause, and that the rock-throwing and other trivial 

alleged mischief provided a useful opportunity to demonstrate the 

effectiveness of his department’s new heavily-armed riot squad with 

its cutting-edge gear and weaponry.34  

The evening after the Chapline Street disturbance, on January 4, the 

A&P grocery store on 29th Street in south Wheeling, far from the 

Image 4 - Bobby Wade, center.30
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site of the police crackdown on Chapline Street the night before, 

burned to the ground. A handful of other minor incidents that 

evening purportedly involved bottles 

of flammable liquid thrown at homes 

and vehicles that did little to no dam-

age. Citing no evidence other than 

unsupported conjecture by Chief 

McKenzie and the Wheeling fire 

marshal, the local News-Register and 

Intelligencer newspapers attributed 

the A&P fire to arson and breathless-

ly connected these so-called “fire-

bombings” with the previous night’s 

disturbance at Chapline Street – in-

sinuating that the “bombings” were 

perpetrated by Black youths retaliat-

ing for the police action the night be-

fore.36 The Intelligencer editorial 

board accused unidentified Black 

“vandals,” without evidence, of the 

“fire-bombings,” questioned whether 

“outside agitation” was influencing 

events in the city, and called for a 

muscular police response.37  

The media characterization of the fires persisted even though the 

city fire marshal and local FBI and ATF agents claimed they had 

not “found anything that would indicate this was a fire-bombing” 

and could point to no evidence of arson.38 Despite this, the arrests, 

the subsequent fires, and the tragic death of Bobby Wade, deeply 

unsettled the city and suggested that more significant prob-

lems, including over-aggressive, possibly racist police and struc-

tural discrimination in the housing and employment markets, 

needed to be addressed. 

In February 1971, the West Virginia Human Rights Commission 

Image 5 - Wheeling police 

obtain new riot gear.35 
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convened public hearings in Wheeling ostensibly to address the 

events of January 3-4 as well as other issues facing the Black 

community there. The Commission invited Chief McKenzie, the 

fire marshal, members of the Black community, local business 

and church leaders, and representatives of labor unions, to testify.  

The testimony of community members and police and fire au-

thorities further revealed the flimsy basis for the police raid on 

the Pythian building.39 For their part, despite a total lack of evi-

dence, police and fire officials insisted that the so-called A&P 

“fire-bombing” was in retaliation for the Chapline Street raid – 

even though local and federal fire and law enforcement officials 

had already publicly disavowed this theory and could point to no 

evidence of arson whatsoever.40    

However, the hearings allowed Black community members to 

document persistent racial discrimination in housing and employ-

ment, especially within all-white city government and law en-

forcement, as well as a lack of vocational training and meaning-

ful access to recreation for Black youth. Witnesses described per-

sistent racist treatment and over-policing by poorly trained all-

white city law enforcement. More than one witness “cautioned 

that the current tension in Wheeling in the black community was 

not a black problem, but a white problem that is being ignored.”41 

Tellingly, unions declined to send any representatives to the hear-

ings to rebut testimony that craft unions had systematically shut 

Black workers out of the skilled trades.42    

The Human Rights Commission report issued in April 1971. The 

report documented a vibrant economy – for whites; but Black 

unemployment was nearly double that for white working age 

adults, and chronic under-employment of Black residents due to 

discrimination was impeding Black progress. For Black children 

living in East Wheeling, access to recreation was nearly non-

existent. Oglebay Park “might just as well be out in the Rocky 

Mountains” for Black kids.  The Commission also found racial 

discrimination in housing was a primary driver of ongoing ten-
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sions in East Wheeling, exacerbated by the imminent Chapline-

Street-East/Ft. Henry Mall urban renewal project: 

“There was a consensus among those who testified that housing 

discrimination does exist in Wheeling. There is a shortage of 

rental housing in Wheeling and the Wheeling area which makes 

housing discrimination enormously burdensome for black citi-

zens, most of whom rent and do not own housing accommoda-

tions. Urban renewal and interstate highway construction projects 

have chopped up the City of Wheeling, affecting mostly the poor 

neighborhoods and the black neighborhoods . . . A new urban ur-

ban renewal project is scheduled for a neighborhood which is 

99% black . . .      

The shortage of housing, the shortage of rental housing, the trend 

for whites to move to the suburbs with blacks concentrated in the 

‘Inner City’ and the admitted prevalence of discrimination in 

housing, all have contributed to the general anxiety, apprehen-

sion, and discontent that has produced the racial tension that ex-

ists in Wheeling and the Wheeling area.”43  

The inequities described by Black community members and by 

the Commission in its report would have been depressingly famil-

iar to former Wheeling NAACP President Harry S. Jones, whose 

powerful 1936 radio address, “Wheeling’s Twentieth Man,” was 

a nearly identical indictment of the segregation and pervasive dis-

crimination restraining Black progress in the city.44 Nothing, it 

seemed, had improved in nearly four decades. 

The Commission concluded its report by noting that it would not 

attempt to make specific fact-findings regarding the incidents of 

January 3-4. With demolitions looming, the Commission found 

no fault as to the January 3 incident and issued only vague recom-

mendations that failed to meet the urgency of the moment. It 

urged community leaders to come together with the nebulous 

goal of finding solutions to the problem of racial inequality in the 

city. The only concrete recommendation in the report was for the 
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re-constitution and funding of the hitherto ineffectual Wheeling 

Human Rights Commission.45 White city and police officials 

found it easy to avoid any admissions of error or racial discrimi-

nation while publicly praising the Commission’s report and prom-

ising to work – at an unspecified, leisurely pace – on undefined 

solutions to racial tensions in Wheeling.46 In this way the report 

strongly resembled the federal Kerner Commission Report, issued 

in 1967 in response to widespread racial unrest, which, although 

remembered for its acknowledgment that “white institutions cre-

ated . . . and white society condones” segregated Black neighbor-

hoods, had more impact in recommending that police forces be 

strengthened and given more legal authority to suppress riots, 

thus cementing passage of the notorious Omnibus Crime Control 

and Safe Streets Act of 1968, which funded the expansion and 

militarization of police forces.47      

Black community members were far less sanguine of the city’s 

commitment to racial justice. Their fears would prove justified as 

the city’s Urban Renewal Authority proceeded to raze Chapline 

Street East neighborhood homes and business to the ground, scat-

tering its former residents, many of whom left the city altogether.   

The city fulfilled many Black residents’ suspicion that what the 

city intended was not urban renewal so much as “Negro remov-

Image 6 - Chapline-St-East faces demolitions as hearings begin (Feb 2, 1971 

Intelligencer) 
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al.”49 Certainly, by destroying the heart of a once thriving com-

munity that had called Wheeling home since the close of the Civil 

War, the city seemed to be executing its preferred solution to the 

urgent problems identified by Wheeling’s Black residents and 

validated by the state Human Rights Commission. Ann Thomas, a 

beloved former Ohio Valley General Hospital and later Clay 

School nurse, stated in a 2015 interview that, “[t]he Black com-

munity from that point has never been the same and will never be 

the same.”50  

Brian Kammer is a legal aid lawyer in Decatur, Georgia. But he 
grew up in Wheeling in the 1970s and 80s. He attended Wheeling 
Country Day School and Linsly School before leaving the state to 
attend college. He went on to become an attorney defending 
death-sentenced prisoners in Georgia for over two decades. That 
work necessarily involved investigating how class and racial ine-
quality and injustice impacted his clients' lives and their commu-
nities. Brian never lost touch with his own hometown and re-
tained a passionate interest in its history. In recent years he has 
documented the history of segregation and racial disenfranchise-
ment in Wheeling, focusing on the impact of redlining and urban 
renewal on its multi-racial and Black neighborhoods.  

Image 7 - Bulldozers on Chapline Street, 1971.48 
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What to Expect in Part II 

In the second and final installment of “Broken Promises,” Mr. 
Kammer will focus on how racial exclusion covenants and ex-

plicitly racist federal government policies such as “redlining” 
undermined the multi-racial character of downtown Wheeling 
neighborhoods and accelerated housing segregation in the city,  

thus shutting Black residents out of wealth-accumulation oppor-
tunities lavished on whites and leading to "ghettoization" of the 
Black community.  These policies paved the way, literally, for 

urban renewal,  which crowded Black residents into one corner 
of the city (destined for destruction) and exacerbated the eco-
nomic decline of the city as a whole. 
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The Turbulent Years, 1968-1971: A Review of Race 

Relations in Wheeling, WV and a Call for Communi-

ty Action 

By Tim Triveri 

On the evening of January 8, 1971, nineteen-year old Robert 

(Bobby) Wade Jr. was relaxing at his mother Geraldine’s home at 

the Lincoln Homes apartments in Wheeling, West Virginia with 

his seventeen-year old friend Marvin Paige.1 Lincoln Homes was 

a public housing project situated on Wheeling’s Vineyard Hills 

above the East Wheeling neighborhood.2 

Initially an Italian-American enclave, by 1971, East Wheeling 

and the hills above it were primarily African American, the demo-

graphic change a part of the larger process of urban renewal and 

public housing construction in Wheeling during the 1950s and 

1960s.3 Bobby Wade had recently returned home to Wheeling on 

leave from the United States Merchant Marine and for the past 

week had been struggling with debilitating headaches. Early Sun-

day January 3rd, he, Marvin, and sixteen other Black Wheeling 

youths attending a birthday party near the Pythian Building on 

Chapline Street, a center of Black life in Wheeling at the time, 

were arrested in a show of force by a special police unit com-

manded by police chief Arthur McKenzie.4 The unit was heavily 

outfitted with nightsticks, riot shields, body armor, and shotguns.5 

Officers had been in the area after a fight broke out on the street 

near the party, but reports of young Black men throwing rocks, 

bottles, and a Christmas tree at motorists in the area brought a 

large police force in response. 

One partygoer, Edward Lamb, later testified to the city that a car 

of “white youths” had started a “racial incident” that led to the 

rock, bottle, and tree-throwing and led to at least one commercial 

property being hit with rocks.6  

After the initial incident, Wheeling police moved into the area 

and closed off both ends of the block where the party was taking 
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place: one unit at the top of the hill on Chapline and another at the 

bottom. After talking with some partygoers, police moved down 

the hill and arrested seventeen people, including Bobby; his 

cousin and fellow merchant mariner George “Farmer” Lee; cousin 

Gerald Saunders; and friends Marlene (née Sinclair) Midget, 

Pamela (née Paige) Dudley and her brother Marvin, and Douglas 

Larry “Bucky” Branham. Allen Manns, home on leave from the 

Air Force and wearing his uniform, was also arrested.7 According 

to testimony, during the arrest, officers used racial slurs and beat 

several partygoers, including Bobby and Lee with their 

nightsticks and flashlights, placing a shotgun under the chin of at 

least one person.8 After handcuffing Bobby, the officers painfully 

dragged his leg across the pavement before hoisting him into the 

back of the police car.  

While being processed in jail, Bobby, provoked by racial slurs 

and repeated abuse of his wounded leg, “kicked” one of the ar-

resting officers. Bobby later testified that the pressure on his 

wounded leg caused him to try to push his tormentor away with 

his knee.9 The officer wrestled Bobby to the ground and pistol-

whipped him in the face, still handcuffed, at least once.10 Accord-

ing to an interview with the Wheeling newspaper, the Intelligenc-

er, Bobby was offered medical treatment, but he refused. Bobby 

did not know it at the time, but he had suffered a skull fracture 

and a concussion, causing his brain to hemorrhage.11 He was 

charged with disorderly conduct, resisting arrest, and assaulting a 

police officer.12  

The following evening, Wheeling’s A&P Supermarket at 29th and 

Wood Street burned down in an alleged firebombing, several oth-

er buildings were allegedly firebombed and sustained some dam-

age, and at least two police officers’ lives were threatened.13 City 

officials, police, and the paper tied the disturbances to the arrests 

on January 3rd, though eyewitnesses dispute the official narra-

tive.14 Marlene Midget later remembered “Many of us were in the 

Air Force, the Merchant Marine, or home from college, but in the 

newspaper, we were ‘thugs.’”15  
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The all-Black empowerment group, We Exist (WE), met with the 

city to discuss the Chapline Street arrest, as well as broader is-

sues between the city and police and the Black community, but 

meetings were generally unproductive.16 Early-1971 was in the 

middle of a prolonged period of vandalism and “juvenile delin-

quency” (the contemporary language) in Wheeling. The meeting 

revealed continued tensions between Wheeling’s Black commu-

nity, city leaders, and above all, city police. The heavy-handed 

response on January 3rd is representative of such tensions. To 

Bucky Branham, “When you’re a hammer, everything looks like 

a nail.”17 

Publicly, Bobby spent the next week testifying in court about the 

incident and interviewing with the Intelligencer. At home, 

though, Bobby was not himself. His mother sometimes found 

Bobby in a darkened room in the fetal position, trying to find re-

lief from light, sound, and headaches – all textbook examples of 

post-concussion syndrome.  

Around 9:15 PM on January 8, 1971, after repeatedly singing the 

same song over and over, Bobby Wade shot himself in the 

head.18 His ten-year old sister Lolita was in the home at the time. 

Panicked family and friends attempted to transport Bobby for 

medical attention, but the gunshot was fatal.19 Marvin Sinclair 

was never the same again after witnessing his friend’s death, a 

silent victim of the incident on January 3rd, 1971.20  

Meetings between WE and the city continued after Bobby’s 

death, but the city’s position became entrenched, and the story, 

gleaned through Wheeling newspaper archives, gradually goes 

quiet. In 2023, the Lincoln Homes project is gone; replaced by an 

urban hillside farming project. Vineyard Hills, where Lincoln 

once stood was never redeveloped for housing, a victim of urban 

renewal and soft soil.21 Gone too is Bobby Wade. There are no 

public memorials to Bobby. It is unlikely that many people in 

Wheeling’s White community know the story or his name. If not 
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for George Lee, who blogged about Bobby in 2016, the Ohio 

County Public Library’s archives of the Intelligencer, and a pan-

el discussion of eyewitnesses held at the Ohio County Public 

Library on January 24, 2023, featuring Lee, Saunders, Sinclair-

Midget, Paige-Dudley, and Branham, all arrested in the same 

incident,22 Bobby Wade would have died two deaths; lost to his-

tory forever.  

A City of Contradictions 

Wheeling is a city of contradictions. Once a hub of shipping on 

the Ohio River and a steel and iron stronghold, the “Friendly 

City” has suffered a long and painful economic decline like so 

many other Rust Belt communities. Its nickname reflects the 

prideful feeling many current and former residents have for their 

home, but it is also an image that city leaders want to project to 

reverse the trend of population loss. The nickname is also indic-

ative of its current and historical paradoxical status: a small city 

with a big city feel; a business-friendly, but socially liberal en-

clave in a deeply conservative state.23 But for those who grew up 

in Wheeling’s marginalized communities, the “Friendly City” 

can project an uncaring image. Residents should ask, “Is Wheel-

ing friendly and livable to all?”  

Certainly, in the past decade there has been a push for socially 

progressive policies that are often at odds with the rest of the 

state. Wheeling was one of the first cities in West Virginia to 

adopt a non-discrimination clause for LGBTQ+ people. There 

are small but annual Pride celebrations downtown. Councilwom-

an Rosemary Ketchum became the first openly transgender per-

son to be elected to public office in West Virginia in 2020.24 

There is an active human rights commission in the city govern-

ment and at least one historical human rights commission. There 

have been several different Black and anti-racist groups in the 

city’s history. To prepare for the city’s 250th anniversary of its 

founding, the city government  passed a 2019 Juneteenth Reso-
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lution acknowledging its past as a slave city and its Jim Crow leg-

acy.25 There were peaceful demonstrations against police brutality 

during the wider George Floyd protests in the summer of 2020, 

and Wheeling became the first city in West Virginia to declare 

racism a public health crisis.26 But Wheeling has only ever had 

two Black city councilmen and no African American persons 

have sat on city council since 1991.27 Historically, there have 

been few Black police officers in Wheeling. Racial economic ine-

quality is felt deeply in Wheeling. The White poverty rate in the 

city stands slightly above the national average at 13.7% (national 

average 10.3), but the Black poverty rate stands at whopping 

41.6% (national average 25.2%).28 Wheeling’s Black population 

is only about 5.7% of the total population with an additional 1.8% 

identifying as “Two or More Races.”29 The legacy of housing dis-

crimination is evident in neighborhood segregation. 

Wheeling is essentially divided between its inner and outer neigh-

borhoods, separated by Wheeling Hill.30 In the 1930s, the Home 

Owners’ Loan Corporation (HOLC) graded the inner neighbor-

hoods – North Wheeling, East Wheeling, South Wheeling, and 

Wheeling Island – as “Definitely Declining” or “Hazardous.”31 

The outer neighborhoods, sometimes historically referred to as 

“out the Pike,” that were further from industrial activity along 

Wheeling Creek and generally away from flood plains, were 

graded as “Best” or “Still Desirable.”32 In 1940, Wheeling’s 

Black population was mostly concentrated in what today is part 

of inner-Wheeling in sections of Downtown, East Wheeling, and 

Center Wheeling. During the period of urban renewal in the 

1950s-1970s, many Black families lost their homes to the city’s 

use of eminent domain through the Urban Renewal Authority and 

were forced to move from their historic enclave Downtown into 

East Wheeling and later Wheeling Island.33 Articles from the In-

telligencer and secondary literature from Seán Duffy and Allen 

Dieterich-Ward suggest a possible connection between the after-

math of the assassination of Martin Luther King Jr. and the razing 

of Black neighborhoods near the central business district, but the 
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possibility requires further study to ascertain the city’s intent. 

The “redlining” of specific neighborhoods contributed to exclu-

sionary mortgage lending and aided in modern segregation in 

Wheeling.34 The continued effect of neighborhood segregation 

became most apparent in early 2020 when the Ohio County 

Board of Education proposed a school realignment which would 

have sent students from Wheeling Island to Wheeling Middle 

School in South Wheeling rather than to Triadelphia Middle 

School, which sits in a more affluent and White part of the city. 

The Board’s intent was to use Wheeling Middle as the county 

hub for at-risk students since the school already serves a large at

-risk population and has programs and staff in place. The local 

chapter of the National Association for the Advancement of 

Colored People (NAACP) protested the proposal, describing it 

as “economic segregation,” while acknowledging that was not 

the intent of the board.35 The episode demonstrates the ways in 

which “colorblind” policies can have a discriminatory effect.  

Wheeling collectively needs a better understanding of the histo-

ry of segregation and race relations in the city. The Ohio County 

Public Library, library-affiliated blog Archiving Wheeling, the 

Wheeling Heritage Foundation, local magazine Weelunk, and 

especially the work of local archivists and historians Duffy and 

Erin Rothenbuehler, have done enormous work in preserving 

Wheeling’s history. Still, there are gaps in the city’s history, 

most notably during the late 1960s and early 1970s, which was a 

period of Black activism, but also a turbulent period of race re-

lations in Wheeling. In an effort to gain status as a National 

Heritage Area, the city contracted ethnographers Michael and 

Carrie Kline to conduct an oral history project between 1994 

and 1996.36 The “Wheeling Spoken History Project” is a great 

example of the power of oral and public histories. A wider pub-

lic history project with Wheeling’s African American communi-

ty would serve to fill in the gaps of Black history in Wheeling, 

preserving Black heritage and Black sites that still stand, con-
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textualizing neighborhood migration and segregation, and im-

proving community relations.  

While the history of race relations and disturbances in larger cit-

ies have been well-documented, there is a need for such analysis 

in small cities. Historians Thomas Sugrue and Andrew Goodman 

suggested the 1967 riot in Plainfield, New Jersey provides context 

for race riots in comparable mid-sized and smaller cities during 

the Long Hot Summer.37 Similarly, Wheeling’s turbulent late-60s 

and early-70s can provide context for race relations in small Rust 

Belt cities. Exploring and remembering such histories will inform 

communities looking to improve community-government rela-

tions, improve community-police relations, inform policymaking, 

and take a crucial step toward restorative justice. 

Wheeling’s Turbulent Years: 1968-1971 

Amidst the backdrop of urban renewal, displacement, and eco-

nomic decline, Wheeling experienced the most contentious period 

of race relations in its modern history. During the mid-to late-

1960s, major uprisings occurred in urban Black neighborhoods in 

the American North, Midwest, and West each summer. The 1960s 

race riots featured mass protests by African Americans in the 

streets, “looting and burning stores and battling their cities’ most-

ly White police forces.”38  During the summer of 1967, there were 

163 uprisings in over 150 American cities.39 In response, Presi-

dent Lyndon Johnson formed the National Advisory Commission 

on Civil Disorders, better known as the Kerner Commission, to 

study the causes of the riots and make suggestions for prevention. 

The Commission’s report said in clear terms that pervasive White 

racism, poor relations between police and Black communities, 

and second-class status bestowed on African Americans in all fac-

ets of life caused the violence. Furthermore, “white terrorism” 

directed against non-violent protests created an environment that 

encouraged violence as a response to systemic racism. Feelings of 

frustration and powerlessness boiled over during the hot summers 

into explosive rioting.40 Sugrue and Goodman have since shown 
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that African Americans across the country were connected by 

television news media during the Long Hot Summer of 1967, 

and that a “virtual network” of the Black experience helped 

shape the language of the riots, specifically the use of Black 

Power rhetoric of self-defense and self-determination. 41 

The U.S. saw further urban uprisings after the assassination of 

Martin Luther King Jr. on April 4, 1968. Riots occurred in near-

by Pittsburgh and Baltimore. Regular Army troops were sent in-

to Baltimore, while National Guardsmen were sent into Pitts-

burgh, specifically into the historically Black Hill District neigh-

borhood.42  

Wheeling did not experience any largescale violence in 1967, 

but there was some limited violence in the aftermath of King’s 

assassination. On the night of April 8th and into the morning 

hours of April 9th in the 10th and Chapline section of the city, at 

least one set fire spread to nearby buildings, which displaced at 

least two families. Reports of rocks and bricks being thrown at 

cars and buildings caused police to issue a warning to motorists 

to stay out of the area. There were unconfirmed reports of gun-

shots. Although the police chief did not anticipate the violence 

spiraling out of control, he did comment that they may close off 

that section of the city to prevent the violence from spreading 

into the central business district.43 The proximity between the 

Black community on Chapline and the central business district 

almost certainly influenced the URA’s decision to raze the prop-

erties in 1971 and relocate Wheeling’s historic Black community 

further east to East Wheeling away from the downtown central 

business district.44 This crucial sequence of events must be sub-

jected to further study, including reviewing URA and city docu-

ments to ascertain whether or not explicit racial motivations 

were a factor in the razing of the Chapline neighborhood. In a 

telling connection with the Plainfield riot in 1967, some Wheel-

ing residents remembered writing “Soul Brother” or “Soul Sis-

ter” on their homes to identify the owners as Black and prevent 
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property destruction.45 This reveals Black telephone and media 

networks between Wheeling and other Black neighborhoods 

across the country as Sugrue and Goodman argued. In any case, 

the death of King kicked off a period of activism in Wheeling 

that initially demonstrated city leaders’ willingness to negotiate 

and make reforms, but poor relations between the Black commu-

nity and police saw these promises collapse into frustration 

amidst the backdrop of further economic decline and neighbor-

hood change. This period culminated in frustration and violence 

in 1970 and 1971. 

In what was a sign of things to come, the Intelligencer did not 

interview any local Black leaders in the immediate aftermath of 

the assassination and rioting. Instead, the paper ran a tepid op-ed 

about violence betraying King’s message in the April 6th edi-

tion.46 Along with his insistence of non-violence, King was a 

fierce advocate for radical change of American racial and eco-

nomic conditions, famously chastising White moderates for their 

failure to support such changes in his “Letter from a Birmingham 

Jail.” Sanitizing King’s more radical pronouncements, such as in 

the Intelligencer’s 1968 op-ed, has become common in the dec-

ades since his death. On April 8th, the Intelligencer reported on 

an interfaith memorial service for King, which featured clergy 

from both White and Black churches from multiple Christian 

denominations, as well as a Jewish rabbi. The article remarked 

on the interracial and emotional atmosphere but notably pointed 

out an elderly Black woman who did not stand for the singing of 

the national anthem.47 The Intelligencer’s position demonstrates 

the limitations White city leaders would display in negotiations 

with groups displaying a more radical brand of Black politics in 

the coming years, as well as the general position of the White 

establishment in the U.S. in 1968.  

In the aftermath of King’s murder, the city formed a human 

rights council – a predecessor to the city’s human rights commis-

sion - and began meetings by the end of April. One member was 
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a local White professor, Walter Moss, who became active in civil 

rights actions in the city. Moss and his wife established a scholar-

ship at Wheeling College (later Wheeling Jesuit University and 

presently Wheeling University) for Black students. Despite the col-

lege’s founding after the 1954 Brown v. Board of Education of To-

peka decision and having no legal racial barriers for admission, 

according to Moss, Wheeling College had no Black students as of 

1967.48 Wheeling’s public schools, though, were sites of student 

activism. On April 9th, Ohio County Schools announced students 

wishing to stay home would be excused from class. The day be-

fore, Black students at Wheeling High School and Clay School re-

fused to attend class, feeling their schools did not adequately show 

respect to King’s memory. Black students chanted “A prayer for 

spring, but not for King!,” implying morning prayers were said that 

did not address Martin Luther King’s murder.49 Black youth activ-

ism increasingly fueled more radical politics frustrated with contin-

ued systemic racism and violence in the face of non-violent pro-

tests nationwide, and advocated for self-determination and self-

defense for Black people, collectively known as the Black Power 

movement.50 

Around the same time as the formation of the Wheeling Human 

Rights Council, Wheeling resident Geraldine Paige called together 

a group of fourteen sets of African American parents to meet in a 

neighbor’s home and discuss issues facing the Black community. 

They came to call themselves We Exist (WE). It was the first all-

Black civil rights group formed in Wheeling. Members founded 

WE on the principles of Black self-determination, Black empower-

ment, and Black pride. A similar group called COMBAT formed in 

nearby Steubenville, Ohio sometime before April 1969, demon-

strating the spread of Black empowerment groups in the upper-

Ohio Valley during the late 1960s.51 Paige, elected as WE’s vice 

president, said the purpose of the group was to “work itself out of 

existence” by preaching Black self-help. She believed too many 

African Americans were waiting for the “white man” to empower 

Blacks.52 While WE adopted some of the principles associated with 
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the Black Power movement, non-violence was still at the heart of 

the group. Paige believed violence was damaging to people of all 

races and blamed the news media for over-emphasizing violence.  

WE’s initial actions worked with the Greater Wheeling Area De-

velopment Council, which had also formed in the aftermath of 

King’s murder, in implementing a survey of issues facing the 

Black community. They found most residents were not political-

ly engaged, but those that were felt that city council was made-

up of entrenched “yes-men.”53 Residents reported feeling ig-

nored by health and fire regulations and by municipal services, 

many noting a lack of street cleaners in the Chapline Street 

neighborhood. The survey revealed poor relations with police, 

with some reporting that Black children grew up fearing police-

men and that few wanted to become policemen. The survey ex-

posed a major generational gap, with youths favoring more ex-

pansive change of all levels of society, while adults preferred a 

more conservative approach. Housing was a “major concern.”54 

Paige told the newspaper that many Black residents were elderly 

and could not keep up their properties or had become cynical and 

given up hope for a better future. She also believed landlords 

were a problem, and that “something should be done,” perhaps 

coyly alluding to collective tenant organizing or just simply ex-

pressing the desire for justice.55 Both possibilities are indicative 

of WE’s founding principles.  

WE’s early actions also included job placements and education. 

Paige reported that the group had solicited various banks and 

businesses to support the Black community, but none were inter-

ested, an illustrative example of the position of Wheeling’s pri-

vate sector leaders on grassroots Black activism. WE also 

planned to heavily lobby the Ohio County Board of Education to 

support Black students. The group was especially adamant that a 

“Negro history” class be taught as a supplemental history class in 

grades six through twelve.56 In a separate article, the Intelligenc-

er cited WE as having provided the new superintendent of Ohio 
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County Schools, LeRoy Watt, a list of grievances, which Watt 

called “the result of a lack of communication.”57 A communica-

tions director had been appointed, but Watt warned against stu-

dent militancy, saying students did not have the right to walk out 

of classes.58 Although Watt did not specifically address Black 

protests, the implication was clear, and such a dismissive state-

ment toward WE’s list of grievances reveals institutional limita-

tions to Black concerns during the turbulent years. 

Wheeling newspapers first reported on WE on August 15, 1968. 

A downtown rally had been organized, and the Intelligencer ran a 

brief article on the main speaker, Don Pitts, a Wheeling native 

and former aide to Martin Luther King. Pitts had recently helped 

organize the Poor People’s March on Washington D.C. after 

King’s death in the summer of 1968.59 Nearly 300 people attend-

ed the rally on Sunday, August 18th.60 Aside from Pitts, WE 

president Edward Lamb, WE vice-president Geraldine Paige, 

Reverend Lewis Grady of the Wayman A.M.E. Church, Walter 

Moss, and Dr. Frank Horton, a recently hired Black professor of 

history at Wheeling College, all spoke to the crowd. The Intelli-

gencer subtlety emphasized Pitts’s atypical (for Wheeling) ap-

pearance, describing his “gold medallion” worn “over his sky 

blue Afro-styled caftan.” Pitts spoke of the long history of pro-

gress of Black people in America from slavery to the present as 

he urged “my people” not to “sleep during the revolution.”61 

Pitts’s rhetoric called for a social revolution rather than a violent 

one, which was common to politically radical groups like the 

Maoist-oriented Black Panther Party. At various times through-

out the speech, he spoke of changing times, brotherhood, and uni-

ty, and urged his “brothers” not to “succumb to the destructive 

force of violence, which would deny present and future genera-

tions their claim to freedom and justice.”62 Lamb promoted the 

formation of a police academy for teenagers, saying it would ben-

efit minorities after graduation who had trouble finding jobs.63  

Moss was the only White person to speak at the rally, using his 
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time and academic expertise to dispel historical myths, such as the 

benevolent slave master trope, and stereotypes of African Ameri-

cans by explaining the historical effect of systemic discrimination. 

Moss told the audience “Mr. White,” referencing the White politi-

cal establishment, was afraid of the term “Black Power,” which he 

believed was a call for African American self-empowerment.64 

Moss spoke of the hypocrisy of the American presence in Vietnam 

while politicians called for non-violent protests against racism. 

Moss told the audience he believed there were causes for which 

violence was justifiable, saying “If there was ever a just cause, this 

is it.”65 Dr. Horton spoke about the reunification of the Black fami-

ly, calling for Black fathers to return home, echoing Pitts on the 

need for a social revolution. To the wider community, Horton said 

Whites must “free themselves from the sickness” of racism.66 

The rally appears to have been a major success. In the following 

days, an Intelligencer op-ed hailed the rally and ran the profile on 

WE’s early activities. The Intelligencer’s op-ed did take somewhat 

of a pedantic tone, praising the orderly fashion of the crowd and 

the rhetoric of Black improvement, ignoring Moss’s more radical 

pronouncements. The op-ed blamed racial tensions in Wheeling as 

the result of “a lack of communication,” a seemingly common re-

frain from the city establishment, rather than deep-seated racial ani-

mosities, and told readers while they did not have to agree with all 

of the speakers, they should “appreciate the essential justice of the 

Negroe’s [sic] case.”67 While the Intelligencer’s tone leaves a lot to 

be desired, it demonstrates a cooperative atmosphere in Wheeling 

in late-summer 1968. The Intelligencer’s reports granted WE insti-

tutional legitimacy, but more importantly, grassroots energy in the 

community demonstrates WE’s popular legitimacy. In November, 

Horton and Moss gave lectures on the “Politics of Protest” at the 

Equinox, a student-centered coffee shop, which had re-opened in 

the Pythian Building on Chapline Street.68 

Momentum seemed to be with the forces of change, but there were 

worrying signs in the paper, which reported opposition to a pro-
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posed high-rise public housing project in the mostly White War-

wood neighborhood north of North Wheeling.69 Though the high-

rise was eventually built, in his work Richard Rothstein demon-

strates how opposition to public housing can take on a racial con-

text, with White residents in the proposed area usually complain-

ing about an increase in crime or a decrease in property values.70 

The predicted opposition reveals the politics of race and urban 

space were factors in Wheeling during the late-1960s and early-

1970s.  

In February 1969, the Intelligencer ran a story on Horton’s reac-

tion to a report by the Urban Coalition and Urban America Inc., 

entitled “One Year Later.” The report criticized the nation for not 

having done enough to implement the changes the Kerner Com-

mission suggested in 1968. Horton had quickly become a major 

civil rights figure in Wheeling and an important leader for the 

Black community. He had at times been criticized for being too 

aggressive, but his position as a minister with the House of the 

Carpenter and as a history professor clearly gave him a degree of 

legitimacy with the people of Wheeling. Horton felt Wheeling 

was moving too “moderately” to implement racial reforms in a 

meaningful way.71 He pointed to the Kerner Commission’s sug-

gestions in housing, education, employment, and welfare as being 

an example of actions the city could take but had at that time only 

taken some steps toward improving the housing situation. Hor-

ton’s interview revealed that in an act of racial solidarity, some 

White Wheeling residents had contacted him about properties 

they could sell to African Americans. The problem, Horton said, 

was not enough African Americans in Wheeling had the financial 

ability to buy houses. Horton’s response exposes the limitations 

of simply increasing access to property in the face of structural 

wealth inequalities between Black and White families.  

Horton hoped to see more city action taken in training Black 

teachers to help retain more young African Americans who typi-

cally left Wheeling for employment after their high school gradu-
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ation. But in order to retain young people, he believed there need-

ed to be more high-paying jobs open to African Americans. At 

that time in Wheeling, Horton called such jobs “token” jobs.72 

While the Board of Education had implemented a Black history 

course, not enough teachers had the training to properly teach it. 

However, Horton’s own students at Wheeling College and West 

Liberty State College were responding well to his Black history 

courses. In a sentiment that echoed the seminal Black newspaper, 

the Pittsburgh Courier, in 1925, Horton believed Wheeling resi-

dents, White and Black, were too content: “There is an attitude in 

Wheeling of contentment, that it’s a nice town and we don’t want 

to change it. Many blacks and whites are satisfied with the way 

things are. The ones who are uncomfortable feel they don’t have 

the power to change it.”73 Horton, though, moved on to a position 

in Pittsburgh in May 1969, depriving Wheeling of an important 

Black voice with institutional legitimacy connected to the main-

line Civil Rights Movement.74 

WE continued to make its presence known to the city, but be-

tween 1969 and 1970, relations between WE and the city soured 

over issues of how to curb juvenile delinquency. In April 1969, a 

series of incidents in Vineyard Hills and around 11th Street led to 

the arrest of two Black youths, one of whom was a minor; the 

other, James Robert Lee, was 21.75 In one incident, three Black 

youths mugged a person for “walking on black ground” near 

Vineyard Hills. Another incident involved rock and bottle throw-

ing around 11th Street. At least one projectile damaged a police 

car.76 Police arrested a minor for rock-throwing, and arrested Lee 

for trying to prevent the minor from being placed in the police 

car. It is unclear if either person had any connection to the mug-

ging. WE president Lamb, speaking for 25 Black residents, insist-

ed the city investigate three police officers for the use of force in 

the arrest of the two Black youths. City manager Charles Steele 

agreed to the investigation, telling the Intelligencer the accusation 

was serious enough to merit an investigation but ultimately found 
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no wrongdoing and took no disciplinary action. Steele nor the 

Wheeling PD elaborated on the topic, demonstrating institution-

al opacity when it came to issues of race relations.77 However, at 

the same time, Steele proposed a curfew extension from 10:15 

PM to midnight after a meeting with 25 Wheeling residents, 

calling the curfew unrealistic for Wheeling youth. That police 

chief Joseph Noll and WE both expressed support for the exten-

sion reveals the still conciliatory, if souring, relationship be-

tween WE and the city in early-1969.78 It is unclear if Steele met 

with the same 25 that asked for the investigation, but the time-

line of the events match each other. City council initially op-

posed the curfew extension, but a compromise moved the cur-

few from 10:15 PM to 11:00 PM in May 1969. Councilman 

Jack Adams was the only councilman to vote no on the compro-

mise, saying gang activity on Wheeling Island would be easier 

to control with an earlier curfew, likely a thinly veiled implica-

tion of Black criminality.79  

Still, the incidents in April and Adams’s objection point to a ris-

ing level of crime in Wheeling. By November 1969, after the 

arrest of a Black 17-year-old for the robbery and assault of an 

elderly woman, WE admitted failure in its efforts to curb the 

high rates of juvenile delinquency. Paige lamented that their 

programs could only provide activities and support for home-

work until 9:00 PM, and that parental support was necessary. In 

what was perhaps an admittance of a loss of community enthusi-

asm, or perhaps a reflection of socio-economic conditions, Paige 

believed many of the parents “simply don’t care to help us.”80 

WE and other civic organizations met with new Police Chief 

Arthur McKenzie and all parties expressed optimism but found 

no immediate solutions. Wheeling police had begun Youth Aux-

iliary programs to try to bring troubled young people into law 

enforcement, but the situation continued to deteriorate.  

In March 1970, after what was deemed a “juvenile crime wave,” 

Wheeling city council suspended its normal rules to move the 
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amended curfew further back to 10:00 PM.81 The ordinance also 

included increased penalties for the parents of juvenile offenders 

with fines as high as $100 and imprisonment up to thirty days. It 

was left up to juvenile judges to decide whether an offender 

would have their name published. According to Steele, police 

forces had been “beefed up” to combat the “crime wave,” noting 

that many incidents also included adults.82 In late March, four 

Black women with WE picketed the City-County Building, 

claiming the city refused to meet with them to discuss their con-

cerns on the city’s “inaction” on various issues.83 Steele claimed 

he had scheduled a meeting with a WE official, but that the per-

son did not show up to the meeting. One of the women carried a 

sign that said, “Curfew without Compassion is Unfair!” Another 

said the “responsible members” of the Black community 

“recognized the need for closer cooperation” and the necessity of 

upholding the law, but that the penalties came with “undue harsh-

ness” and “discrimination,” showing the growing rift between 

WE and the city.84 The same day, police arrested a Black man 

living at the Hil-Dar public housing project for interfering with an 

officer and for unruly conduct.85 The following day, Steele met 

with WE, but would not entertain relaxing the recent curfew ordi-

nance. In opposition, new WE president Raymond Harvey 

claimed the harsh penalties placed unequal economic hardships 

on Black parents and that police unfairly targeted Black youths 

for curfew violations.86 

The curfew issue ruined the relationship between the city and 

WE. Withdrawing crucial institutional support, the Intelligencer 

criticized WE as being “uninformed” and “unfair” in their allega-

tions of police racism.87 The Intelligencer went into attack mode 

to defend the city and police, alleging tranquil race relations and 

claiming much of the national disorder had not been felt in 

Wheeling. Placing the burden on Black individuals rather than 

structural racism, the op-ed argued WE should not blame police 

for the fact that most of the incidents had occurred in Black 
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neighborhoods. Perhaps most egregiously, the paper defended 

allegations that the police used racial slurs during arrests as just a 

fact of being human.88 

The Intelligencer’s op-ed reflects an important shift in race rela-

tions in Wheeling in the early-1970s from one of optimism and 

cooperation to one of bitterness and frustration. The city invited 

WE to a URA housing seminar in May 1970, but race relations in 

Wheeling continued to deteriorate.89 By May, Police Chief 

McKenzie expressed his frustration with the national decline in 

police reputation. In an interview that could have been given in 

2020, McKenzie lamented the negative portrayal of police offic-

ers in the news media. He reported feeling that there would be a 

national police shortage soon as less and less people were grow-

ing up wanting to be police officers.90  

It is certainly true Wheeling police had their hands full in 1969-

1970. In late July, three youths attacked Patrolman Alfred Darby. 

One of the attackers was an 18-year-old from Mozart, a White 

section of the city. McKenzie expressed “disgust.”91 Late in the 

evening on July 22nd, a massive racial brawl between some 60 

young people broke out at a dance at Wheeling Park with 750 

people in attendance. When park officials called police, they re-

ported “gang fights between whites and blacks” had gotten “out 

of hand.” A fight between a White youth and a Black youth earli-

er in the evening may have been the initial spark that set off the 

brawl. Fights broke out sporadically after the initial one, until fi-

nally the situation deteriorated into an all-out brawl. One person 

was hit with a chair; one was stabbed. Attendees reported seeing 

weapons, but police did not find any. When the dust settled, eight 

people were injured, six of whom had to go to the hospital for 

treatment.92 The brawl marked a low point in what was a difficult 

year for race relations in Wheeling. That December, McKenzie 

and Steele recommended the creation of the Wheeling Bureau of 

Police Reserves to have a citizen police presence in all areas of 

the city at a moment’s notice.93 



UPPER OHIO VALLEY HISTORICAL REVIEW • VOLUME 43, No. 2/WINTER 2023-24  

 53 

The new year continued where 1970 left off. Shortly after the cre-

ation of the Police Reserves, Bobby Wade was arrested in the Jan-

uary 3rd incident, and the 29th Street A&P burned, though no evi-

dence of arson was found (see Kammer’s article, p. 25).94 The ex-

plosive incidents led to tense negotiations between the Black com-

munity, including WE, and the city. The Black community ac-

cused Steele of “sending the entire police department” to Chapline 

Street on January 3rd and accused the police department of brutal-

ity and racism. For his part, Steele denied both accusations and 

blamed Black organizations for turning the meeting into a shout-

ing match like “every other meeting,” reflecting the poor relation-

ship between the Black community and the city between 1969-

1971.95 During the meeting, Black residents expressed a series of 

grievances with the city that reflected the goals of Black self-

determination. Echoing national trends in Black neighborhood self

-determination, many cited the hatred of police presence in their 

neighborhood and demanded the right to self-police the communi-

ty. Others demanded more respect from police, reducing the level 

of “harassment” by displaying shotguns on the dashboard of patrol 

cars,96 rather than asking for their total absence from Black neigh-

borhoods. The consistent theme of the meeting was frustration. By 

January 1971, Steele appeared to be at the end of his rope. He ad-

monished Black residents, reminding them of the steps taken in 

recent years to improve community relations, including 500 free 

swimming passes for Black youths and an open policy of commu-

nication, for which he accused Black residents of using to com-

plain rather than to provide solutions to their problems.97 The 

meeting was unproductive, ugly, and likely convinced many Black 

residents the city was no longer an ally. WE president Raymond 

Harvey issued a statement on behalf of Bobby Wade, George Lee, 

and Marlene Sinclair, who alleged police brutality during their ar-

rests.98 WE’s statement echoed many of the themes from the 

Steele meeting and from previous years. WE contended that the 

police department had not taken enough serious steps to improve 

community relations, citing a lack of open communication with 
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African Americans. WE believed the show of force of January 

3rd was “distasteful,” and reflected the feeling that many African 

Americans had that a heavy police presence in a small area car-

ried a racial context.99 WE argued that until these fundamental 

issues were corrected, incidents like January 3rd would continue 

to happen.  

The Black community and Steele held a second meeting the fol-

lowing day on January 6th.100 Steele reiterated he would no long 

attend unproductive meetings but was willing to have serious 

conversations. Steele, city leaders, and business leaders denied 

there was any racial context to the city’s troubles. Many believed 

the issues to be complex, and that more solutions needed to be 

offered to solve the recent troubles. Lone Black city councilman 

Clyde Thomas blamed the unrest on a “small segment of people;” 

a failure of parents to control their kids.101 Thomas seemed to take 

the events personally, revealing fractures in the Black community 

over the events, by saying he “would no longer fight for these 

kids . . . The fact is most of them are looking for trouble . . . you 

can’t expect law enforcement officers to treat them like kids. 

There’s no way in the world I’ll stand up for them, but I’ll do an-

ything for the rest of the community.”102 The Greater Wheeling 

Community Development Council, represented the center. They 

posted bail for Wade, Lee, and Sinclair, and asked Wheeling resi-

dents to find common ground saying, “As the only black-white 

organization locally, we feel we must help find a meeting ground 

between the polarized factions in the city.”103 Three days later, 

Bobby Wade died, demonstrating the consequences of ignoring 

WE’s demands. 

The Intelligencer that same day reported on rising joblessness in 

Wheeling; as high as 9%, which disproportionately affected the 

Black community.104 In February after Bobby’s death, the West 

Virginia Human Rights Commission conducted a fact-finding 

investigation on the events of January 3rd to offer solutions to 

Wheeling’s unrest. Black residents testified that a “lack of availa-
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ble jobs, discrimination in employment, inadequate recreational 

facilities, substandard housing, and strained, or non-existent, 

community police relations,” as being the main problems facing 

the Black community.105  

Two community leaders, Dr. Houston A. Lewis, a dentist, and 

Reverend Lee Wright, the president of Wheeling’s NAACP, sug-

gested more vocational training would alleviate Black material 

conditions in Wheeling. Unfortunately, in a city that was once the 

site of interracial class solidarity during the 1919 steel strike, a 

scarce occurrence in that era of labor-race relations, labor unions 

in Wheeling had fallen prey to the worst impulses of racially ex-

clusive craft unionism, effectively telling Black workers not to 

apply for union jobs.106 Lewis and Wright also suggested more 

African Americans on the police force would improve long-

standing issues. But Raymond Harvey of WE testified the unrest 

was a “white issue.”107 He accused the URA of “establishing a 

new black ghetto by relocating residents to the Thirteenth Street 

area,” and blamed police for being poorly trained and overreact-

ing.108 Harvey’s accusation at worst confirms the racial motiva-

tions behind the URA’s clearing of Chapline Street and at a low 

best confirms many African Americans in Wheeling felt there 

were racial motivations to urban renewal. Demolition of Chapline 

was set to begin the week after the investigation.109 Others cited 

poor maintenance in public housing and blamed the news media 

for creating an environment where police were forced to make 

heavy-handed arrests. Perhaps the most poignant testimony came 

from Beatrice Parks, who exclaimed “the system has to be 

changed, or something terrible will happen.110 For the Wade fam-

ily, it already had. 

The West Virginia Human Rights Commission made numerous 

suggestions to improve community relations in Wheeling. In the 

Intelligencer, Steele accepted most of the suggestions as reasona-

ble, but took a measured tone in committing to them. He denied 

the police force needed reform, claimed the city could not active-
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ly campaign for Black officers, and pointed to the eleven Black em-

ployees the city hired to supervise playgrounds the previous sum-

mer. The commission suggested strengthening the local human 

rights council, something Steele agreed with while blaming a lack 

of funding for its inactivity. Most representative of the city’s atti-

tude at that time was Steele’s emphasis that the commission’s find-

ings were only suggestions, and though the city would likely utilize 

them, much of the report “consisted of opinion.”111  

The Wheeling human rights commission seemed more receptive. Its 

chairman said the members endorsed and supported the report and 

urged all Wheeling residents to read it and unite to follow through 

on its recommendations.112 George Lee was skeptical, believing the 

report abdicated responsibility for real reforms. He was initially 

convicted for disorderly conduct and fined, but successfully ap-

pealed his conviction, which was overturned. Bobby Wade’s name 

was dropped from the court proceedings since he could not be there 

to defend himself.113 The final mention of WE in the Intelligencer 

was in April 1971. Raymond Harvey spoke at a luncheon in Bel-

laire, Ohio, echoing many of the same concerns WE had in the past 

few years. He maintained WE was not advocating that Wheeling 

police lower their standards or establish a quota system for Black 

officers but lamented the lack of qualified Black youths to take the 

civil service exam to be policemen. Harvey hoped qualified candi-

dates could somehow be brought in from Ohio, despite it being 

against municipal law. He again accused the URA of creating a new 

Black ghetto in Wheeling, calling its fair housing act worthless, and 

blamed the city’s lack of recreational opportunities for young peo-

ple, especially ones where Black and White children could interact, 

as being part of the cause the unrest of the past few years.114 Harvey 

moved to Bridgeport, Ohio sometime in 1971, where he remained 

active in Wheeling politics, especially lobbying for more Black po-

licemen and teachers. He died in 1978. Ascertaining the fate of WE 

requires more research, including interviews with living former 

members. 
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Conclusion 

The long history of economic decline, neighborhood destruction, 

poor housing, and racism caused an out-migration of young Black 

Wheeling residents. Resident Chip West, an African American, 

believed young people turned to illicit means of income in order to 

survive the lack of legitimate employment.115 Clyde Thomas be-

lieved the declining Black population caused Wheeling African 

Americans to “self-segregate,” which prevented the city’s resi-

dents from “confronting their own prejudices.”116 But in an ironic 

twist of fate, Wheeling’s long economic decline has given it a di-

rection for revitalization. In the 1990s, the Friends of Wheeling 

group became dedicated to the preservation of Victorian homes 

and buildings in Wheeling.117 The city and private developers have 

worked since the 1990s to maintain the historic character of 

Wheeling, and preservation has become central to the city’s eco-

nomic plan. However, troubling trends remain. In 2018, racist so-

cial media posts caused racially motivated fights at Wheeling Park 

High School. Students and parents testified to the Board of Educa-

tion that a “significant racist culture exists” at the school.118 The 

local NAACP suggested the creation of a Black History class, 

which was implemented the following year.119 In 2020, after 

George Floyd’s murder, a former student published a petition ask-

ing for Ohio County Schools to pledge to implement anti-racist 

reforms. The petition, which allowed for students and former stu-

dents to share their experiences with racism, drew a significant 

amount of attention from the public.120 The county implemented a 

community book study, and the high school created an anti-racist 

club.121 Right-wing attacks on the teaching of history, though, 

threatens to hinder the ability of public school teachers to ade-

quately address racism. 

As young developers move to revitalize older homes in Center and 

East Wheeling, the threat of gentrification has the potential to dis-

place people in the new century. As the city again considers urban 

revitalization, Black communities should be given a greater voice 
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to avoid the mistakes of the past. In many ways, this is already 

happening. Black grassroots movements such as Men of Change 

are working within their communities to bring great attention to 

cultural diversity and issues facing the Black community in 

Wheeling.122 The city’s mayor and council have shown themselves 

to be actively involved in anti-racist measures. If preservation is to 

remain a focus of the city government, the city must take greater 

steps to show the Black community that their lives and their histo-

ries matter. In doing so, Wheeling could avoid what Sugrue called 

the “neoliberalization of the city” – the development of economi-

cally-exclusive commercial spaces for the middle- and upper-

classes – and democratically respond to the macroeconomic forces 

that heralded its decline.123 

There are several ways in which a city-backed public history pro-

ject with Wheeling’s Black community can accomplish this. First, 

consistent funding to the Ohio County Public Library is vital to the 

preservation of Wheeling’s memory. Their recent focus on elevat-

ing Black stories has proved invaluable to the study of Black histo-

ry in Wheeling. Second, historic markers with information should 

be placed around the former Chapline Street neighborhood. If 

Wheeling is to prioritize its downtown, pedestrians should have 

the opportunity to learn the history of urban renewal and its effect 

on the former historic Black neighborhood. Learning the history of 

the urban spaces where it happened will create a museum-like at-

mosphere of reflection for those willing to stop and read. Similar-

ly, and third, historic Black sites should be preserved. The historic 

Clay School still sits in East Wheeling, deteriorating inside, but 

“the bones are still good.”124 It once served as the center of the 

East Wheeling community. It would take a major investment, one 

outside of the city’s economic reality, but if the right investor can 

be found, Clay can and should again be an East Wheeling anchor. 

The Pythian Building on Chapline still stands but is vacant. A city-

backed public history project would almost certainly spur interest 

in these sites. The Jim Crow-era Lincoln School building is still in 

use as a juvenile corrections facility, but the historic school, its 
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staff, and its tradition of academic excellence should not be for-

gotten. Fourth, as the city considers a Wheeling museum, a walk-

ing route with markers and information can create an urban muse-

um experience. Using preserved historic buildings as satellite mu-

seums to complement a main museum would ensure many 

Wheeling stories are told.125 The Pythian Building could be used 

to tell the story of and memorialize Bobby Wade. 

But statues, museums, and buildings without true steps toward 

restorative justice are only acts of tokenism. By prioritizing 

Wheeling’s complex racial history, the city can partner with 

Black community groups and private investors to right the 

wrongs of the Chapline Street and Center Wheeling urban renew-

al. Dieterich-Ward has asserted Wheeling’s economic failures 

were due to the lack of a strong private-public foundation that 

characterized Pittsburgh’s economic revival. That may be true 

economically, but the human and cultural cost of the Pittsburgh 

Renaissance must be remembered. Indeed, Pittsburgh has taken 

steps toward restorative justice with Hill District groups.126 With-

out understanding Wheeling’s tumultuous 1960s and 1970s, a 

new private-public foundation that is undemocratic has the poten-

tial to exacerbate existing inequalities.127 

The history of race relations in Wheeling is a topic which requires 

further study. This paper largely focused on the mechanisms of 

urban segregation and race relations in Wheeling during the latter 

stages of the Civil Rights Movement. There is much to be ex-

plored including: the history and role of the NAACP in Wheeling, 

the history of Black-Jewish solidarity in Wheeling, the fate of We 

Exist, the histories of Wheeling’s school consolidations, the role 

of Black churches in Wheeling, the various Black fraternal organ-

izations in the late-nineteenth and early-twentieth centuries, the 

long fight for recreational urban spaces, the role of organized la-

bor and working-class politics in race relations (making use of the 

dissertations of David Javersak, William Hal Gorby, and Allen 

Dietrich-Ward), and the role of discriminatory real estate practic-
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es in Wheeling neighborhood segregation. A city-backed public 

history project could prioritize oral histories, akin to the Wheel-

ing Spoken Project, from any of the living figures from the turbu-

lent years in the 1960s and 1970s to fill in the gaps and preserve 

the memory of a difficult period in Wheeling’s history. Doing so 

would be a real step toward informing policymakers and citizens 

alike of race relations and issues in the community, ensuring that, 

to paraphrase Bucky Branham, history is told not by the 

“predator” but rather by the “prey,”128 that is to say, from the bot-

tom-up. Some may criticize the effort. To echo Frank Horton, 

many are content and do not want things to change. But accord-

ing to Marlene Midget and George Lee, “Wheeling is stuck. It’s 

not moving;” “It's unfortunate how when I come back here, 

things are all the same.”129 Wheeling collectively must come to 

grips with its racist past and present. It is not nor has it ever been 

a raceless or an apolitical haven from society’s larger issues. To 

confront the past as a community and right its wrongs democrati-

cally is to make good on the promises of the Friendly City. 

 A Wheeling native, Tim Triveri lives in Canonsburg, PA with  

his wife. He is a public school history teacher at Wheeling Park 

High School. Triveri earned his MA in History from Slippery 

Rock University, December 2022. 
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www.archivingwheeling.org 

Archiving Wheeling is an online community designed to showcase the 

local and regional history collections of the Ohio County Public Li-

brary and its heritage partners. Contributor posts feature stories and 

images about the contents of each partner’s archival and special collec-

tions, highlighting historic photographs, postcards and other images, 

books, journals, letters, maps, prints, pamphlets, brochures, advertising 

ephemera, and the like, that are related to the history of Wheeling or 

the Upper Ohio Valley region.  
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Unless otherwise noted, all content is copyright 

© 2022, Ohio County Public Library. All rights 

reserved. 
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The purpose of the Upper Ohio Valley Historical Review is to provide 

research-based information for readers that is as historically accurate 

as possible. The conclusions drawn or views expressed by writers and 

researchers of the articles contained within these pages do not neces-

sarily reflect the views of the Library, its staff, and /or its representa-

tives. The editor invites reasonable challenges to the accuracy of infor-

mation presented with supporting evidence. Verified corrections will 

appear in future editions. 
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