A Story of Detroit
By Rod Fraser

According to the National Post, “at the end of WWII,
Detroit took a big step down the road to becoming
the city it is now ─ broke, abandoned, dependent
and dangerous.” Fortunately, this was not always
the case.
In the early twentieth century, Detroit was a
magnet ― drawing people from all over Canada and
the United States, for its high paying jobs. My great
aunt and grandmother, Sarah and Hattie Middleton,
were two such arrivals, looking for adventure and a
good job. They traveled to Detroit from Toronto,
Canada in 1905 and 1912 respectively. Hattie’s son,
Gordon Armstrong, followed in 1925.
Wikipedia’s, History of Detroit, tells us ─ that at
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about 45,000. The city continued to grow in the
years that followed. But it was Henry Ford and
automobile manufacturing that really increased its
size. The population increased from 265,000 in 1900
to 1.5 million in 1930. By 1950, the population
peaked at close to 2 million.
When the United States entered World War II,
production of commercial automobiles ceased, as
Detroit began manufacturing jeeps, M5 tanks and
B24 bombers. It was here ─ in the war years, a time
of its greatest prosperity ─ that the decline described
by the National Post began.
As 300,000 Americans flooded into Detroit during
the war years, all looking for work, racial tensions
increased. About 25% of the migrants were black,
pushing the number of African-Americans in the city
to almost 200,000, or 15% of the overall population.
Detroit was a segregated city. According to the
National Post, “Woodward Avenue ― the city’s main
street ― was the boundary between whites and
blacks, with blacks living in ‘Black Bottom’” and the
whites living to the west of Woodward Avenue. The
main street, itself, “was white-held territory.”
My cousin, Tom Armstrong had this to add,
“‘Black Bottom’ was an area just east of Woodward
Avenue, along Warren Avenue at Hastings Street. It

-3was the center of black culture in Detroit from the
1920s to the 1950s.”
The original French settlers called the area ‘Black
Bottom,’ because of its dark topsoil. The name had
nothing to do with the black people who lived there,
and called it their own in the early to mid-twentieth
century.
In the 1960s, Detroit razed ‘Black Bottom’ and
replaced it with an urban renewal project. This old
neighbourhood is now covered by Highway I-75 and
a large hospital complex.

The 1943 Race Riot

Serious racial problems in Detroit arose during the
war years due to a shortage in housing. When some
large-scale apartments were finally built, fights
broke out over whether the apartments would be
rented to blacks or whites. This soon led to a major
race riot in the city.
Another cousin, Ron Armstrong, told me his
experience during this riot,
“On a June day when the riot started in 1943, I
was in the downtown area at the Detroit Dog
Pound to pick up our new dog, Spot.”
“I saw the violence starting up on Woodward
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As I watched from the rear window of the
streetcar, a large crowd of black men surrounded
the next streetcar and were working to turn it
over on its side. Spot and I made it home okay. I
was eleven years old.”
Elaine (my cousin Tom Armstrong’s wife) also
had some memories of the 1943 riot. She recalled
that it started on the first day of summer.
“School had been out a week for summer vacation
and my sister and a friend left to catch the BobLo Boat for the amusement park on Bois Blanc
Island. After a full day, enjoying the carnival
rides, they returned to Detroit and got off the boat
at the foot of Woodward Avenue.”
“As they walked to catch the streetcar, they saw
large groups of people further down Woodward
Avenue throwing rocks at one another. When they
saw that, they hailed a cab ─ only to be told by
the cabbie they would have to walk home. He
wasn’t going to drive to their neighborhood.”
“Elaine’s sister and her friend started walking,
careful to choose side streets they felt were safe.
They did arrive home safely, much to the relief of
their parents.”
“Later at home, as we prepared for bed, my
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bat for protection. The rioting did not come
anywhere near our west-side home. It remained
confined to the area “east of Woodward Avenue.”
The National Post article had this to say about the
devastation,
“The riot turned very deadly when a white police
officer was shot by a black person at the Frazer
Hotel in ‘Black Bottom.’ Detroit police and state
troopers raced to the hotel, surrounded the place
and pumped tear gas canisters and about 1,000
bullets into the building. That ended the riot.”
“It had lasted just two and a half days. 34 people
died (25 Black people among them). At least 675
people were injured, and nearly 2,000 were in jail.
Woodward Avenue was in shambles. Damages
were estimated at $2 million ⎯ about $50 million
in today’s money.”
An argument could be made that Detroit never
recovered from this riot. While the war years
continued to be prosperous, and the peacetime
economy that followed, was also good for Detroit,
the increasing racial tensions and race riots took
their toll.
According to the above Wikipedia source,
“Detroit was still 55 percent white according to
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34 percent of the population.”
“As the black population increased, the white
population, and many of the city’s businesses,
fled to largely white suburbs and surrounding
cities, ever increasing the percentage of the black
population in Detroit.”
Today, the city’s population has declined to about
690,000 people, 83% of whom are black. As recently
as the early 1990s, there were over a million people
living in Detroit.

Some Personal Observations

Elaine Armstrong told me some details of her family
life in Detroit in the years that followed.
“In general, things tended to stay quiet between
the races, when the colored people stayed in their
own areas, away from all-white neighborhoods.”
“In the next five years, as the black population
grew, they started to move closer to our home at
3014 West Hancock Street, so our family moved
to a mostly Polish neighborhood ─ where my
parents bought their first home in June 1948 at
3785 Williams Street.”
This was a general trend. As the population of
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white areas, white Detroiters (and more prosperous
black families) moved further into the suburbs or
beyond the city limits.
Elaine’s family did the same: from West Hancock
Street, they moved to Williams Street and then
finally to Kentucky Street, a nice neighborhood in
the extreme north-west of Detroit. “Unlike many,”
Elaine commented, “our family never lost money on
the sale of a home.”

The 1967 Race Riot
Elaine told me her recollections of the 1967 race
riot in Detroit. By this time, she had married my
cousin, Tom Armstrong, and they were living outside
the city ─ in Redford Township. Here is her story,
“By 1967, most of our family had moved away
from Detroit. There were just Mother, my sister
Peg and brother Leo left at home on Kentucky
Street. Dad had passed away in 1966.”
“On a hot summer day in late July, a race riot
broke out in the city. Mother and Peg were
spending the day with us in Redford Township,
when news of the riot reached us.”
“We followed the television coverage of the
looting and burning of buildings and cars, and
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next several days. Leo was away in Canada and
stayed there for a week before returning to work.”
Ron Armstrong had this to add,
“On Saturday afternoon, July 22, 1967, my wife
and I decided to go to our favorite Chinese
restaurant on Cass Avenue in Detroit.”
“We sat talking for a time after dinner, enjoying
several cups of coffee in the cool airconditioned
atmosphere, reluctant to leave the restaurant and
experience the over ninety-degree heat in the
car.”
“When we finally left the restaurant late in the
afternoon, we noticed there was a large group of
black men standing at the corner talking. They
turned and glared at us as we drove by in the car.”
“There was another crowd of black guys standing
around at the next street and my wife remarked
‘I don’t like the look of this.’ We quickly
accelerated the car to get the hell out of there.”
“The next morning, the 1967 Detroit race riot was
in full force with extensive coverage on television
and in the daily newspapers. I never did believe
that the 1967 riot was spontaneous, after what
Hazel and I observed that Saturday afternoon.”
“I believe the word was spread to ‘get ready for
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happened on that weekend in 1967 when the city
of Detroit was largely destroyed for whites and
blacks alike.”

The Aftermath and the Future

Ron and Tom Armstrong, their father, and their
wives left Detroit in the late 1950s. Burroughs
Corporation, the company that employed them
decamped from Detroit as well.
On July 18, 2013, Detroit defaulted on its debt
and entered bankruptcy proceedings. After sixteen
months of bickering, lawsuits and negotiation, a final
settlement was announced. Creditors took a huge
haircut, and pensioners agreed to reductions and
diminished benefits. According to Think Progress,
“Under the deal approved on November 7, 2014,
Detroit exits bankruptcy with $7 billion less in
debt than what it owed in the spring of 2013.”
“The plan includes nearly $2 billion in new
spending to restore services. This will leave the
city with about $11 billion in debt and a
reasonable chance to become viable ― albeit at a
population level that is smaller by half from its
former glory.”
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privately funded developments in the downtown
area of Detroit were underway.
“There are new sports facilities in downtown
Detroit that will draw thousands of fans to football
games; and the Red Wings hockey games at the
Joe Lewis arena will be a similar draw for the city.”
An article in the Detroit Free Press confirmed this
trend. It reported Quicken Loans founder, Dan
Gilbert and his partners ⎯ among others ⎯
purchased or otherwise controlled about sixty
properties in downtown Detroit with the intention of
revitalizing its commercial core.
Tom Armstrong, Elaine’s husband, told me there
were now lovely parks and walking trails along the
river in the city ⎯ and many new apartment
buildings built downtown. Elaine had this to add,
“Detroit is moving in the right direction toward
neighborhood renewal, by cleaning up blocks of
deserted houses and turning the land into urban
gardens.”
While all this seems to be true, reasonable people
may still have concerns about the city’s future.
Despite the above-noted changes, there are many
unresolved
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neighborhoods,

―

abandoned
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vandalized

housing

complexes,
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and poverty.
Because of this, it is not clear this downtown
prosperity ─ likely restricted to upscale urban
professionals ─ is going to spread throughout
Detroit. Or in the event that it does, it may take
years or perhaps decades to do so.
I will finish with a cautionary message from
Bankruptcy Judge Steven Rhodes, which he directed
to Detroit’s civic leaders:
“You are about to get your city back from us in
the bankruptcy world. We give it back to you with
the fresh start your city needs. We hope we
helped.”
“It is now on you to implement this plan. I have
found that you will do that. Please make me right.
It is in the city’s best interest. The city’s true and
full fresh start depends on it.”
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