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Racial slavery, that “peculiar institution” of the American South, has proven to be one of the
United States’ most enduring. In the immediate aftermath of the Civil War, it was repackaged
and re-articulated as a convict underclass. The justification for the marginalization of that
convict underclass, a group I refer to as the “criminal caste,” was often articulated in the same
terms that had been used to justify racial slavery, a pattern that reflected an underlying
commitment to white supremacy. The purpose of this article is to examine the role of historical
white supremacy, articulated through colorism and the systematic denigration of blackness, in
the construction of a criminal caste in New Orleans.

As historian Adam Rothman observed, the Americans who moved west from Virginia and
the Carolinas to settle the fertile lands of the Lower Mississippi River Valley, took their values
with them as they sought to transmute the wild frontier of Louisiana into “slave country”
(Rothman, 2007). Central to those values was a racialized caste system that stipulated black
bondage as a necessary counterpoint to white liberty. The internal logic of that caste system
demanded that where whiteness signified privilege, blackness necessarily signified
subordination; where whiteness signified virtue, blackness signified degeneracy and brutishness.
Where whites signified, as a group, the American citizenry, blacks (and non-white people,
more generally) signified subjects of the American state, separate from the body politic and
unfit for citizenship. This sensibility was, in fact, articulated explicitly by Chief Justice Roger
B. Taney, in giving the majority opinion in the Dred Scott case.

The words ‘people of the United States’ and ‘citizens’ are synonymous terms, and mean the
same thing...The question before us is, whether the class of persons described in the plea in
abatement compose a portion of this people, and are constituent members of this sovereignty?
We think they are not, and that they are not included, and were not intended to be included,
under the word ‘citizens’ in the Constitution, and can therefore claim none of the rights and
privileges which that instrument provides for and secures to citizens of the United States. On
the contrary, they were at that time considered as a subordinate and inferior class of beings,
who had been subjugated by the dominant race, and, whether emancipated or not, yet remained
subject to their authority, and had no rights or privileges but such as those who held the power
and the government might choose to grant them (Taney, 2010).
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Taney’s opinion constitutes the clearest articulation of white supremacy in American legal
history and represented a great legal victory for the southern planter class. Indeed, southern
states rebelled when northern states refused to abandon the movement for abolition after the
Dred Scott ruling. Despite the lip-service paid to “states’ rights,” Georgia’s declaration of
cause for secession decried northern states that “persistently refused to comply with their express
constitutional obligations” when it came to returning escaped slaves to their owners. Similarly,
South Carolina’s political leadership, denounced the northern states that “have deliberately
refused, for years past, to fulfill their constitutional obligations” when it came to returning
escaped slaves to their owners. The political class in Mississippi declared that their position
was “thoroughly identified with the institution of slavery” and the ruling elite of Texas
articulated their position as rooted in the belief that the African race was “rightfully held and
regarded as an inferior and dependent race, and in that condition only could their existence in
this country be rendered beneficial or tolerable” (Civil War Trust.org, 2014). These states
were defeated militarily but the ideological foundation of the Confederacy endured, impervious
as it was to northern military might.

Robert E. Lee signed an official surrender on April 9, 1865. Even so, Confederate insurgents
conducted a localized and low-intensity resistance to Reconstruction for decades after Grant
accepted the South’s capitulation at Appomattox. Such was the commitment to re-establishing
“white rule” in the South, with all that that entailed including the official subjugation of people
of color and the re-instituting of a system of bonded labor. This history of white supremacist
resistance and political maneuvering in New Orleans, the largest city in the South after the
Civil War, is particularly interesting.

First of all, resistance to Reconstruction was particularly violent in New Orleans and
extremism is always fascinating. James K. Hogue constructed a detailed history of the post-
Civil War insurgency in the Crescent City demonstrating the extent to which white supremacist
southern conservatives in the city coupled their legislative agenda with an organized campaign
of murderous street violence (Hogue, 2006). Historian Justin A. Nystrom explained this bloody
history as the result of post-Civil War political instability that led white supremacists to subject
the freedmen in their midst to wanton violence and terror in the absence of a system of laws
that explicitly outlined the inferior and subject status of people of color (Nystrom, 2010). In
some ways, the Confederate resistance in New Orleans represented a model for other
conservative reactionaries in the conquered South.

Michelle Alexander has observed that the dilemma of black freedom was eventually solved
for white supremacists through a re-articulation of the antebellum “black codes.” These new
laws, according to Alexander, “were intended to establish systems of peonage resembling
slavery” and that in addition to the black codes, southern whites passed vagrancy laws and
convict leasing laws, the cumulative effect of which was to re-establish a semblance of the
antebellum slave caste through the institutional criminalization of poverty, specifically, and
black life, in general (Alexander, 2012, pp. 27-30). It is this system of disenfranchisement and
enslavement through criminalization that Alexander refers to as “the New Jim Crow” of a
contemporary, “colorblind,” United States. Understanding the formation of a criminal caste
from the corpse of the slave caste in New Orleans is indispensible in making the connection
between not only Alexander’s “New Jim Crow” and classic Jim Crow repression but also



between classic Jim Crow repression and that system of antebellum slavery from which it
evolved in the first place.

Historian William Ivy Hair observed that black people in Louisiana were “subjected to a greater
degree of violence than Negroes in other areas of the South during the late nineteenth century.”
He attributed this to the both the “labyrinthine social history of antebellum and colonial
Louisiana” and also to the “commingling of English-speaking and Creole-Cajun cultures (that)
had resulted in a milieu of political instability and unusual insensitivity to human rights” (Hair,
2008, p. 186). In addition to class divisions and racialized caste divisions, Louisiana also
experienced ethno-cultural divisions between Anglophone Americans and Louisiana Creoles
and Cajuns that included fundamentally different conceptions of race (and caste).

Louisiana, like the rest of Latin America, practiced a tri-partite caste system that included
whites and blacks, like the Anglo-American system, but also an in-between group of “gens de
couleur libres,” or free people of color. These free people of color, who for the sake of
convenience I shall refer to as “Creoles,” were a people whose political interests often remained
distinct and separate from that of both whites (including “white Creoles”) and enslaved blacks
during the antebellum period. Creoles were politically disenfranchised under the American
caste system which denied the rights and political equality of non-white people including the
masses of enslaved Africans and displaced Amerindians, people with whom Creoles shared
kinship ties. At the same time, Creoles often had kinship ties to whites and, like their white
Creole cousins, were embedded (and sometimes personally invested) in a system of racial
slavery that dominated every conceivable facet of economic activity and social life in colonial
Louisiana. In 1859, due to concerns that Creoles were abandoning New Orleans due to white
racism, the conservative New Orleans Daily Picayune published a flattering homage to the
city’s community of free Creoles of color, proclaiming:

Our free colored population forms a distinct class from those elsewhere in the United States.
Far from being antipathetic to whites, they have followed in their footsteps, and progressed
with them, with a commendable spirit of emulation, in the various branches of industry
most adopted to their sphere. Some of our best mechanics and artisans are to be found
among the free colored men. They form the great majority of our regular, settled masons,
bricklayers, builders, carpenters, tailors, shoemakers etc whose sudden emigration from
this community would certainly be attended with some degree of annoyance…whilst we
count among them in no small numbers, excellent musicians, jewelers, goldsmiths, tradesmen
and merchants. As a general rule, the free colored people of Louisiana, and especially of
New Orleans—the “Creole colored people,” as they style themselves—are a sober,
industrious and moral class, far advanced in education and civilization (1859).

Though free people of color had more extensive legal protections than slaves, they did not
enjoy the same liberty as (white) citizens. As Judith Kelleher Shafer observed, “(a)ny white
person, not just the civil authorities, could and did force free blacks to prove their freedom,”
typically by producing manumission papers or some other form of legal identification (Schafer,
2003, p. 97). This legal custom gave every white person in Louisiana a clear, and ever-present
power over every black person in Louisiana. However, it is of particular note that this custom



only applied to dark skinned people of phenotypically African appearance. In an uncommonly
explicit articulation of colorism, Louisiana law “presumed that light-skinned persons of African
descent were free” and that “dark skinned ‘Negroes,’ as the law termed them, were presumed
to be slaves” (Schafer, 2003, p. 100). This legal reification of social and legal privilege
associated with phenotypical European features, and the corresponding degradation of
phenotypical African features extended, well into the American period, the life of a tripartite
caste system in Louisiana that included the master-caste of whites, an intermediary caste of
(typically bourgeois or petite-bourgeois) people of color, and a subjugated caste of blacks.

Louisiana’s Civil War history is brief and underwhelming but the 1860’s constituted the most
important decade in the history of Louisiana for the people of color who lived there. Louisiana’s
elites dragged Louisiana out of the union on January 26, 1861 but by April of 1862, Confederate
Louisiana’s direct, official, involvement in the Civil War had come to an end with relatively
little bloodshed. After federal occupation, “contraband slaves” began pouring into the city
from surrounding rural areas and gathered around Camp Parapet, a Union base established by
Brigadier General J.W. Phelps near the river bend in Jefferson Parish (Jefferson Parish
Bicentinnial Commission, 1976; Berlin, 1985). Phelps sought to form a regiment of colored
soldiers out of these men, and so he issued a call to arms, full of references to patriotism and
manly honor. He accompanied his patriotic appeals with promises of compensation (including
land) in a fashion reminiscent of Andrew Jackson’s exhortation to Louisiana’s free colored
population prior to the Battle of New Orleans. Despite the fact that Andrew Jackson was often
remembered by Creoles in New Orleans as a villain who played on Creole aspirations of political
equality to entice them to fight for him, only to betray those aspirations after the battle was
won (Desdunes, 1973, pp. 3-6), some Creoles answered Phelps’ call; history was repeating
itself.

Roughly one week after the fall of New Orleans, a delegation referred by Phelps
representing New Orleans’ colored Creole community, comprised of Edgar Davis, Eugéne
Rapp and the brothers Henry and Octave Rey, approached General Benjamin F. Butler to
address the possibility of mustering a Creole regiment. None of the Creoles spoke English and
Butler spoke no French, but through an interpreter, Mr. St. Albain Sauvinet, they assured
Butler of their support and loyalty to the federal cause. Butler hoped to fortify his position in
New Orleans in light of rumors of a Confederate counter-attack and so allowed for the formation
of a colored Union regiment, the 1st Louisiana Native Guard (Desdunes, 1973, pp. 118-120).
Many officers from this regiment, including the Rey brothers, would later form the core of the
armed force tasked with combating the Confederate insurgents described by Hogue and
Nystrom: New Orleans’ Metropolitan Police.

Unreconstructed Confederates and racists engender little sympathy as political actors.
However, it is plain that, from the beginning, the primary function of the New Orleans
Metropolitan Police was to facilitate Union occupation of the city more than it was to fulfill
any civil, constabulary, function: it was one branch of an army of occupation. The mission of
the Metropolitan Police during Reconstruction was to guard against armed insurgents and to
protect civil government from the clutches of conservative white supremacists who aimed to



oppose any political movement that agitated for racial equality. The Metropolitan Police,
however, relied on the presence of federal troops to accomplish this purpose and when those
federal troops withdrew in 1877, Reconstruction in Louisiana ended.

In Louisiana, the power of racist white oligarchs had re-emerged in the 20th-century stronger
than ever before and in New Orleans, the face of that racist, white, oligarchic regime belonged
to Martin Behrman. A complicated person and a keen politician, Behrman succeeded the city’s
last native Francophone mayor in December of 1904 and served in that office continuously
until December of 1920. Born in New York City, Behrman was a masterful rhetorician who,
with all the sincerity of a protestant minister and despite his own Jewish roots and Yankee
bona fides, praised the white supremacists’ struggle in the 1870’s that “broke the power of the
carpet baggers and routed the Metropolitan police force” (Behrman, 1977, p. 54) and compared
the suffering of the Ladies of the Confederate Southern Memorial Association during that
“dark and trying period...of Reconstruction” to the “trials and tribulations of the women of
Sparta” (Behrman, n.d.). Behrman was elected once again in 1925 before dying in office in
1926. Transforming New Orleans into a truly American city (and also into a Jim Crow city)
was his legacy.

Prior to his term as mayor, Behrman served as a delegate to the 1898 Louisiana
Constitutional Convention which oversaw the disenfranchisement of more than 120,000 colored
voters, an agenda that Behrman pursued because, in his own words, he “saw that the fact that
the negroes were able to vote was at the bottom of a great deal of trouble” (Behrman, 1977, p.
51). In Behrman’s estimation, whites in New Orleans had given black people “a great deal”
through their disenfranchisement and as proof of this assertion, he offered the comparatively
low incidence of race riots and public lynchings in New Orleans as evidence (Behrman, 1977,
p. 52). In his memoire, Behrman reminisced on the relative improvement of race/caste relations
over the course of his term, and articulated his own belief in the role that black
disenfranchisement played in that improvement:

I remember the murder of two police officers in a negro church called the “Council of
God”...There was no danger of a riot. The murderers were arrested, tried and hung without
the least sign of a riot. Had the two officers been deliberately murdered by negroes in my
youth, anywhere from two to twenty negroes would have been killed. Perhaps more than
that...The negroes no doubt are better treated and enjoy more peace in New Orleans than in
any other large city. A majority of them appreciate this...In Chicago on the other hand a
serious riot occurred immediately after the war (WWI). The negroes vote in Chicago
(Behrman, 1977, p. 53).

Linking enfranchisement of blacks to catastrophe and societal collapse, white supremacists
like Martin Behrman articulated their political program of institutional discrimination as a
defense of civil society, itself. Objectively, it is better for two people (guilty or not) to be
arrested, tried and hanged than for “anywhere from two to twenty,” innocent and uninvolved
bystanders to be murdered by white racists intent on inflicting collective punishment on the
black community through violence and terror. For Behrman, black people constituted an ever-
present threat to social order that could only be remedied through either absolute white



supremacy or the annihilation of the black community. It is in this context that Behrman believed
that he had extended a “great deal” to New Orleans’ blacks through his efforts to disenfranchise
and marginalize them.

Creoles in New Orleans had vigorously and vehemently opposed Jim Crow, bringing their
fight all the way to the Supreme Court of the United States in the Plessy v. Ferguson case.
African Americans, however, were less invested in racial integration. As Historian Joel
Williamson notes, it was often the case throughout the South that segregation “was the Negro’s
answer to discrimination” as much as it was whites’ answer to emancipation and this pattern
holds true in New Orleans’ African American community at the turn of the 20th-century
(Williamson, 1965). This crucial difference in ideology between the Creole and African
American communities can only be properly understood by interrogating the intra-caste class
stratification that existed in the black community of New Orleans.

The sort of public accommodations that Creoles were fighting so hard for access to (first
class car service on public trains, for example) were often luxuries that existed well beyond
the means of the impoverished working class African American masses. It did little good for
the African American day laborer to desegregate a white saloon that he could not afford to
patronize. The ideological chasm between the petite bourgeois Creole community and working
class African American community, aspirational integrationism opposed to black autonomy,
reflected divergent class interests. However, some historians have suggested that these divergent
interests were also the result of ethno-cultural, or even racial, differences.

Marcus Christian, perhaps the most important black historian of Louisiana in the 20th-
century, observed that after the defeat of their political agenda of racial equality, Creoles “drew
themselves into a clannish group, and in pride and self protection, refrained from all possible
social intercourse with full-blooded negroes” (Christian, n.d.). Creole historian, and member
of the Comité de Citoyens, Rodolphe Desdunes’ described what he perceived as the essential
differences between Creoles (or, “Latin Negroes”) and African Americans (or, “Anglo-Saxon
Negroes”) in 1907:

One hopes, and the other doubts. Thus we often perceive that one makes every effort to
acquire merits, the other to gain advantages. One aspires to equality, the other to identity.
One will forget that he is a Negro in order to think that he is a man; the other will forget
that he is a man to think that he is a Negro. These radical differences act on the feelings of
both in direct harmony with these characteristics. One is a philosophical Negro, the other
practical (p. 13).

The economic security that Creoles enjoyed, a legacy of their status as free people and of their
monopolization of key building trades in the antebellum period, afforded them the necessary
political and social stability to engage issues like caste equality and the meaning of citizenship
in ways that only middle class people could. By necessity, the concerns of African American
freedmen were focused more on establishing material security —indeed with establishing
community— which often meant freeing themselves from white dependency and white
interference in their community’s affairs. Creoles had hoped to create a new society in Louisiana



through the ratification of the 1868 Louisiana Constitution, perhaps the most radically egalitarian
document of its kind, for its time. Yet, African American freedmen were not as interested in
Creole aspirations of liberté, égalité, et fraternité as they were in being, as one freedman put
it, “rid forever of MASTERISM” (Follett, 2011, p. 59). Though there were definitely ethno-
cultural differences between Creoles and African Americans, it is a mistake to allow ethnic
differences, including ethnic antipathies, to obscure class (and caste) distinctions between
these groups. It is easier to philosophize with a full stomach and, for an African American in
Jim Crow New Orleans without a home or gainful employment, there was no such thing as a
“non-practical” concern, especially when “vagrancy” was grounds for imprisonment.

After the Civil War, many African American freedmen settled in New Orleans above
Canal Street and “Back-o’-Town.” Today, much of what was Back-o’-Town is contained in
New Orleans’ Central City and Mid-City neighborhoods but throughout the 19th-century, this
was one of the most treacherous areas within the city limits. Even as late as 1874 there “were
many instances...of men becoming hopelessly lost, and perishing, in the trackless cypress
swamps” that made up Back-o’-Town, according to local folklorist and journalist, John Churchill
Chase (Chase, 1949, p. 167). Yet, for most African Americans the dangers of this natural
environment were avoidable in ways that the white supremacist regime of Jim Crow New
Orleans was not. Neither alligators, nor water moccasins nor disease-bearing mosquitoes proved
as perilous as the legal, institutional, discrimination that forced most African Americans in
New Orleans to engage a daily struggle for survival against soul-crushing desperation and an
emerging pattern of inter-generational poverty that proved to be as inescapable as quicksand.

The association of poverty with moral failure and spiritual weakness has deep roots in the US.
Going back to the earliest days of the Trans-Atlantic slave trade, the relative power and wealth
of European nations compared to the African and Amerindian nations subjugated by white
Christians was interpreted as evidence of divine favor and providence in the same way that
innocence and guilt was determined in medieval trials by combat. Historian George M.
Fredrickson observed that brutalities of the American slave system was often interpreted as
“manifestations of divine judgment on the human race for its original fall from grace” and that
among the most “comforting rationalizations” for slavery was that enslavement in the American
colonies exposed “heathens” from “barbarous African societies” to Christianity, thus offering
them the prospect of salvation in exchange for their suffering and exploitation (Fredrickson,
1982, p. 72).

Max Weber observed that in the United States, particularly, the violation of business
agreements or employment arrangements was often not so much “treated as foolishness but as
forgetfulness of duty” (Weber, 1992, p. 17). This sensibility Weber identified as the “Protestant
Work Ethic,” a concept that he suggested was crucial and indispensible to properly
contextualizing the historical evolution of capitalism in the West. At its best, this ethic explained
poverty as a consequence of the poor choices of individuals lacking in personal discipline. At
worst, the Protestant Work Ethic was like a Divine Right of Capital that held up wealth as a
reflection of the superior wisdom and virtue of the affluent while explaining away poverty as
an outward manifestation of poor people’s inner wickedness and moral failures.



In 1699, the Commonwealth of Massachusetts established a legislative provision for the
construction of “houses of correction” in every county. These houses of correction, whose
functions could also be fulfilled through local prisons, were “to be used and imployed for the
keeping, correcting and setting to work” of all those in Massachusetts determined to be

rogues, vagabonds and idle persons going about in any town or county begging, or persons
using any subtle craft, jugling or unlawful games or plays, or feigning themselves to have
knowledge in physiognomy, palm-estry, or pretending that they can tell destinies, fortunes,
or discover where lost or stol’n goods may be found, common pipers, fidlers, runaways,
stubborn servants or children, common drunkards, common night-walkers, pilferers, wanton
and lascivious persons, either in speech or behaviour, common railers or brawlers, such as
neglect their callings, mispend what they earn, and do not provide for themselves or the
support of their families (Massachusetts, 2002).

Some of the above infractions are familiar and easy to understand: thieving, con-artistry, public
drunkenness and brawling. However, the criminalization of the homeless (“vagabonds”), the
unemployed (“idle persons and beggars”) and workers who bristle at being treated unfairly or
exploited (“stubborn servants”) is hard to comprehend unless one believes that poverty and
the lack of a sufficiently servile demeanor in working class people ought to be remedied through
incarceration in prisons where the business of “correction” often took the form of forced,
unpaid, labor.

The ethno-racial narratives marshaled to justify the enslavement of blacks in the US and
the religious narratives used to normalize the incarceration of the poor during the 17th and
18th centuries became synthesized in scientifically verifiable “facts” during the Jim Crow era
in order to justify the incarceration of black people. Frederick Hoffman, an insurance company
statistician and an unambiguous champion of “Aryan” supremacy, determined that black people
were more racially predisposed to crime, an observation that carried resonance across theological
space and time. Blacks, according to Hoffman, were innately, racially, morally defective and
thus prone to anti-social, criminal behavior, a tendency that was aggravated as a result of
blacks being forced to participate in a multi-racial society with white people. In his 1896
work, Race Traits and the American Negro, Hoffman declared that the “history of Anglo-
Saxon conquest and colonization is one endless proof of race superiority and race supremacy”
over people of color (p. 314). In particular, the degenerate racial tendencies of blacks were
particularly problematic for Hoffman who believed that such tendencies could only be arrested
by “radical and far-reaching changes in their moral nature” (p. 328). Without such radical
changes, Hoffman concluded, black people’s “gradual extinction (was) only a question of
time” (p. 329). Hoffman’s view informs the justifications for not only racial segregation but
also for institutional violence against black people, including police repression but also white
racist vigilantism and lynching. For many American whites, all black people were regarded as
potential criminals who deserved temporal punishment just as surely as sinners deserved Hellfire.

At or around 11PM on July 23, 1900, three white police officers approached two African
American men who were sitting idly on a stoop in the 2800 block of Dryads Street, Uptown.
Officer August T. Mora, became aggressive when one of the men, Robert Charles, stood up



from the porch when questioned. Mora attacked with his billet but when Charles refused to
submit, the officer drew his pistol and fired off three rounds, striking Robert Charles in the leg
at least once. Armed himself, Charles returned fire, striking Mora in the thigh and the hand.
From this exchange ensued an orgy of racial violence that engulfed the city of New Orleans
for four long and bloody days (Wells-Barnett, 1900; Hair, 1976; Williamson, 1984, pp. 201-
209).

Robert Charles was an African American laborer who had moved to New Orleans from
Mississippi where he was born to sharecroppers Jasper and Mariah Charles, who were still
slaves when Robert was conceived. In New Orleans, Robert Charles’ consciousness had become
politicized and he had, in fact, already begun preparations to expatriate to Liberia. However,
Robert Charles never made it to Africa and, instead, became a catalyst for a tempest of racial
violence that would consume the city of New Orleans for the better part of a week. When all
was said and done, Robert Charles had killed four policemen and seven others who had joined
the lynch mob to apprehend him and had wounded more than a score besides. The white mob
that had gathered to apprehend him numbered over a thousand when they finally smoked him
out of his refuge at 1208 South Saratoga street with a burning mattress. Even after he was
dead, angry whites opened fire on his lifeless body, emptying hundreds of rounds into his
corpse, mutilating his remains and rendering them unrecognizable (Hair, 1976, pp.2-15, 166-
178).

William Ivy Hair observed that to many whites, Robert Charles was “a ‘monster,’ ‘an
unreasoning brute,’ ‘bad nigger,’ ‘cocaine fiend,’ ‘woman beater,’ ‘dangerous agitator,’,
‘ruthless black butcher,’ and ‘bloodthirsty champion of African supremacy.” This is in stark
contrast to the attitudes of many working class blacks in New Orleans who “were reportedly
regretful only that he had not taken more policemen with him when he died,” and for whom
Robert Charles became a folk hero (ibid., p. 2). The sympathies of Creoles in New Orleans
certainly did not lie with the white mobs who were murdering blacks indiscriminately on the
street and threatening “to set fire to an entire block of Negro homes, then shoot all the inhabitants
when they ran out” (ibid., pp. 177-178). Yet, it is equally certain that their sympathies did not
lie with Charles or the poor African American community above Canal Street that suffered the
worst of the racist terror and violence.

Jelly Roll Morton summed up the Creole response to the Robert Charles affair best when
he remarked to Alan Lomax that Robert Charles had been memorialized in a popular song in
New Orleans that he once knew but that he found “best for me to forget...in order to go along
with the world on the peaceful side” (Lomax, 1952, p. 59). Creoles did not denounce the New
Orleans police department for provoking a violent confrontation with Robert Charles or for
supervising his murder. Some Creoles (just as some middle-class African Americans did) saw
Robert Charles not as a hero, but instead as a “‘demon,’ ‘devil in embryo,’ ‘lawless brute only
in the form of human,’ and ‘hideous monster’” and, according to William Ivy Hair, were
“more gratified at Charles’ death than were the whites since their fear of racial retaliation had
grown with each day he remained at large” (Hair, 1976, pp. 2, 178). Creoles watched from
the sidelines as the city government assented to the public lynching of Robert Charles but,
as a community, did not condemn New Orleans’ last native Francophone mayor, Paul
Capdeville.



Capdeville rewarded Creole faithfulness to his administration in a number of substantial
ways. When angry whites threatened to turn their rampage Downtown, to the Creole section
of the city, Capdeville responded by deploying machine guns against them. Creole loyalty to
the regime also partially explains why Creoles were allowed the continued privilege of policing
their own neighborhoods.

Historian Howard Rabinowitz noted that “blacks served on (New Orleans’) metropolitan
police until the overthrow of the Radicals in 1877" at which point, he suggests, the force was
reorganized as white society’s “first line of defense against the blacks” (Rabinowitz, 1994).
Rabinowitz, however, was mistaken. Arthur Boisdoré, Etienne “Stephen” Broyard, Henry
LeBeaud, Louis Joseph Therence, and George Doyle were all Creoles who served as officers
on the New Orleans police force until as late as 1913 (Flores-Robert, 2011). Ten years later,
when the African American community demanded the right to police their own neighborhoods,
Superintendent of Police Guy R. Molony rejected their demands, recalling that previous
experiences with such arrangements had “occasioned much trouble” since, according to Molony,
it had been “impossible to limit the activities of negro policemen to their own race.” Molony’s
objection spoke, not only to Creole policemen’s willingness to assert their constabulary authority
over whites, but also to the fact that between 1913 and 1923, the ideology behind Jim Crow
had evolved such that no person of color, regardless of complexion or class background, could
ever be allowed to wield institutional authority over any white person, under any circumstances
(The Times-Picayune, 1923).

Historian Joel Williamson convincingly argued that the Robert Charles riot “established
the pattern for Negro-white relations for the next half century (Williamson, 1984, p. 201). In
fact, this pattern was observable even as late as September of 1970 when a group of African
American community activists in New Orleans’ Desire Housing Projects (“the Desire”)
organized under the banner of the National Committee to Combat Fascism (NCCF), were
subjected to “military-style invasions” by the police. The New Orleans branch of The Black
Panther Party operated from the NCCF headquarters in the Desire and the NOPD, after
denouncing those organizations as disruptive of public order, raided the NCCF headquarters.
The Black Panthers answered the NOPD’s incursions with small arms fire but were forced to
surrender when the police advanced on their positions with armored vehicles on November
19, 1970 (Arend, 2009; Joseph, 2010, p. 93; Bloom and Martin, 2013). This dramatic
confrontation, in many ways a replay of conflicts between the African American community
and unreconstructed Confederates a century prior, set the stage for Mark Essex, “the Howard
Johnson’s Sniper,” three years later.

People who knew Mark Essex did not describe him as a criminal but as a “quiet, bright”
young man, who “got along well in school,” and who “went to church on Sunday.” He was
born in Kansas on August 12, 1949 and graduated from high school in 1967. Essex became
politically radicalized as a black nationalist and joined the Black Panther Party after experiencing
racist discrimination at the hands of San Diego police while stationed in southern California
after joining the US Navy in 1969 (Berry, 1973). In October of 1970, Mark Essex went AWOL
(that is, absent from duty without official leave) after realizing that he had “begun to hate all
white people” and was later found unfit for duty, after only a year of service, because of his
racial antipathies. His sister, Penny Essex Fox, recalled that when her brother returned home



from the Navy, he was adamant that he “didn’t want to see kids grow up to be oppressed by
the white man...he wanted to change (society) himself...not wait another 500 years” (ibid., p.
29). Mark Essex chose his moment on New Years’ Eve, 1972. He was living in Uptown New
Orleans in an apartment only four blocks away from the stoop where Robert Charles shot
Officer August Mora more than 72 years earlier.

The first policeman Mark Essex killed was not white. In fact, Essex’s first victim was a
Creole cadet named Alfred Harrell, one of the earliest black recruits to the NOPD after
desegregation. Harrell was shot through the heart at 11PM on December 31, 1972 and killed
instantly. Next, Essex turned his rifle on NOPD Lt. Horace Perez, but succeeded only in
wounding him, shooting Perez in the ankle. Officer Edwin Hosli was responding to a break-in
alarm at a warehouse in New Orleans’ Gert Town neighborhood when Mark Essex shot him in
the back with a .44 Magnum Carbine rifle and disappeared into the night.

The police response to Mark Essex’s rampage was predictably draconian. Following the
murder of Edwin Hosli, New Orleans police descended on Gert Town like an occupying army,
breaching and entering homes without warrants and terrorizing black residents. Such tactics
echoed the history of white night-riders terrorizing freedmen in Back-o’-Town and, in fact,
would have barely begged notice under Jim Crow but such overt violations of black civil
rights were more problematic in 1973. After a flood of complaints and numerous threats of
litigation, NOPD officials called off the search for Mark Essex. The failure of NOPD to tactically
evolve beyond the racist police practices of the 19th-century threatened to allow a cop-killer
to escape justice (Hustmyre, 2010; The Times-Picayune, 2011).

Essex reappeared about a week later after murdering a white grocery store owner, Joe
Perniciaro. Perniciaro had informed police that he’d seen Essex on January 2nd and on January
7, 1973, Mark Essex walked into Perniciaro’s store and shot him dead before making his way
to the site of his last stand, the Downtown Howard Johnson’s in New Orleans. Armed to the
teeth, he startled a group of black hotel workers upon entering the building. Essex reassured
them that he was only there to kill white people and, from there, proceeded to murder a pair of
vacationing honeymooners, as well as the hotel’s general manager and assistant manager, all
of whom were white (ibid.).

As soon as police arrived on the scene, Essex opened fire on them. Before he was done,
Mark Essex had shot seven police officers, killing three, including Deputy Police Chief Louis
Sirgo. After police snipers had proven to be of limited effectiveness, the NOPD was forced to
deploy a military attack helicopter against Mark Essex which rained automatic weapons’ fire
on his position on the roof of the hotel. Essex’s body, like Robert Charles’, was barely
recognizable when the smoke cleared; he had been shot more than 200 times (NOPD, 1973).

There are many parallels between the death of Robert Charles in 1900 and the death of Mark
Essex in 1973. The violation of African Americans’ civil rights in New Orleans during the
police manhunt for Mark Essex would have certainly been familiar to African Americans in
1900. Like Robert Charles, Mark Essex had discovered radical black nationalist politics after
coming to the city from a rural community and, like Robert Charles, Mark Essex’s politics



informed the violence that he unleashed on whites in New Orleans. Both Robert Charles and
Mark Essex were killed in storms of secular Hellfire, served from the barrels of guns wielded
by whites empowered by the state to summarily execute black criminals who had dared to
shoot policemen.

It would be disingenuous to suggest that nothing at all had changed in New Orleans
between the deaths of Robert Charles and Mark Essex. New Orleans’ black community, in
1973, benefitted from educational and occupational opportunities that were virtually
unattainable for black people in 1900. New Orleans police searching for Mark Essex in Gert
Town swarmed the neighborhood like an occupying force, subjecting black residents to
arbitrary searches and otherwise treating them as if though they were criminals, simply
through common racial identification with Essex. However, in post-Jim Crow New Orleans,
this approach was unsustainable; the NOPD was no longer white society’s defense against
“the blacks” even if police officers, the majority of whom were white in 1973 (Lewis, 2015),
still treated individual black citizens as if they were criminals for no apparent reason. Less
than six years after the death of Mark Essex, New Orleans elected its first black mayor,
Ernest Morial, to office.

Like Mark Essex, Ernest Morial was a black man who deeply disapproved of the
discrimination suffered by black people in the US. Unlike Mark Essex, Ernest Morial came
from a middle class Creole family in New Orleans and like the Creole activists who had formed
the Comité de Citoyens in the 1890’s, sought to work within the courts to effect social change.
In fact, prior to his election as mayor, Morial was deeply distrusted by many African Americans
in New Orleans because he was “not black enough and did not represent the interests of the
New Orleans black community” on account of his phenotypical appearance which allowed
him to pass for white if he chose to do so (Moore, 2010, p. 141). African American uneasiness
with Morial abated following his election but the persistence of the African American
community of New Orleans’ historical memory of Creoles’ complicity with and accommodation
of Jim Crow is significant.

The distrust many African Americans felt for fair-skinned Creoles like Morial spoke directly
to class conflicts between fair-skinned, aspirationally middle class Creoles and dark-skinned,
working class African Americans. These class conflicts were (and often are, still) understood
by many in New Orleans, blacks and whites alike, in a racial shorthand informed by colorism.
This colorism privileged fair-skinned Creoles in 19th-century New Orleans by law and in
20th-century New Orleans by custom.

Ernest Morial was succeeded in office by Sydney Barthelemy who was also a passé blanc
Creole. Barthelemy was succeeded by Ernest Morial’s son, Marc Morial who was, in turn,
succeeded by another fair-skinned Creole, Ray Nagin. In the 32 years between Morial and
Nagin, however, the astronomically high incarceration rate of black people in the city has
contributed to Louisiana becoming the prison capital of the world (Chang, 2012). This tragic
state of affairs demonstrates the enduring historical legacy of white supremacy in Louisiana, a
fact evidenced by the persistent criminalization of black bodies despite the narratives of a
colorblind and post-racial society in the US.
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