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325th STREET CONTR0VE t$Y

I . BACZGROTJND

Since early October, there has been conflict between the 125t h

Stroot-marchants and some groups in the community, parti .cularly the Amsterdam

eras and the 0onsumers Protective Committee, It has now reached sorious pro-

portions. All attempts at negotiations by int ..•r,stud parties, including in

dividuals, nowspapors end ministerial alliances have failed ,

The issues are not basically interracial, but tensions which grow

out of them have sorious implications for interracial relrtions in the communi-

ty as a wholo,

Both sides to the controversy have contacted the Mayor's Cormtittoe

on Unity in di fforont• ways .
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In addition, a communication from the Consupors Protective Com-

nittoo was referred by your office to us for "Such Action as the Pacts in th e

Case may W rrant" .

Exploratory conferancos were hold with the parties involved i n

the oontrovo-sy on December 23, 1947 0 red. January 15, 1948,

The issues in ( this controversy am of long strnding and have many

historical ramifications, To gain a full understanding of this background, an d

to invostigato the morits of thc questions involved in the numerous charges ,

ailogr.tions and insinuations that have been made, would require a prolonged.

so'ios of hoatings . The urgency of tho existing situation does not permit such

a programs and it is likely th^t ,von such en investigation would love the

basic issues in the controversy unsolvod, Since the basis of the Committee ► s
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iatsrpeitioa Is to alleviate the rr•cial teasiuns az;:sing out of the controversy ,

then to determine the =rite of the complaints which have beeu lade, the

Committee conftass itself to prOposals which it hoios nil promote the former

purpose ,

II . + . §

The following quotations ore the Consumers Protective Committee' s

eum:aary of its a arges a,.;ainst the 125th Street merchants .

"I : ThaY tell inferior merchandise

2 2. They nh%rge exorN ,taut prices,

2J. They use a two and three-price system ,

2 4. They practice double dealing .

"5. T'ae .e fs l to absorb through the preeess of employment, skille d

?:1e.g_0 professionals of the community.

"6. In cost instances they refuse to lapel the price and Quality

of ucrchaudiee .

2 7, They refuse to advertise their products in local newspapers for

comparative value.

s s, There is a general leek of cooperation on the part of local

merchants to .cotvunity institutions .

"9. They have no interest in the improvement am& ap pearance o f

the coy :nuuity,

"10. Through some process of collusion, it is impossible for Negro
s

businesses to be established on the Street" ,

The Uptown Chauber of Cor.'eeree, which claims to represent 126 of

the 260 stores on 125th Street has allegedly admitted the possibility that

some stores have been guilt ;; of bad business practioes, but contends that they

are no better or no :orse than in the average neighborhood,



' Such information as the Conrlittoo on Unity hoe boon rblo to assembl e

indicates tbrt by solectiva shopping, a poison con by as cher:ply in the

125th Street neighborhood as elsewhere in New York City, There ore nt,ay

diffiraltios, howovor, to this kind of shopping . Moro rrilsowives in the

Harlon community work thrn do outsido, The 1940 Census figures show tha t

20% more of the women 14 yon s of ago and over in the Harlon connunity or e

gaiaftlly er..ployod then in the remainder of tho City . This moons that ther e

to lots tin() for shopping., rnd t,r.t children do a. larger portion of it .

7i.doubtodly, the level of consunor edue• .tion in that olonont of the

Harlon cr.ulunity which is of rol tivoly recent rural b-ckgroun.d is not as high

c would be tilt, for thes .: population :: who rro better integrated into city

life• eons: gw'ntly, sale' Lcsistrnco is not as high ^s it would bo among peopl e

moo( ..: . .ari lnc za . In urbr-.n living.

The Study done by our Connittoos in 1945 showed that the .insanitrry

atoio: o: o as crowded as are the sanitary once, and that the demon& is groater

for the highly advertised oxponsive brands of connoditios than for tho loss

oxp©nsivo onos of equ,.1 "-'luo, The . ogle inky in smaller quantities, fo r

which. cS course, they pay nor . .

The inferences that those v ttorns are ?tau: to the fact that the

merchants are white is unfortunotc, for t..cr- is no assurance that wore th o

merchants themselves Nogro, there iwou1d be a diff .,ronco of behavior .

T20	 t.,

The Qonnittoo proposes tho following program as its contribution

to the possible solution of those problon3 .

	

,

1, . We rocomnond that the ;.:orohants tog:thor with community loodor ..

=hip develop a nutu'lly aceept7.b1<< statement of business poll.

ties and prroticos which will Not standard against which t o

, 11 4 Study of the Comparison of the Cost of Food and Shopping Facilities in
0roator Now York, 'Harlem, . , Wesbnton Heights.



bO, PrOotieap of, iadividual merchants . There is at present

agre'100,t., on nAsh p statement .

00levIriplecoatilwous implementation of such a statement of policie s

so llOPMR01etiano, tie mayeen Committee on Unity will use its goo d

**sewage the merehants am& local citisecry to establish
.

through whiedi they tan help era :lie:ate bad business praeti .es

4

	

1$ the Streets ,ngl. more equitably handle complaints and grievanqp.

41splorations have alrefAir been made alomg these lines . The
fi

09srienoc .of Chicago and Newark indisate that sues a program can b e

. offeetiwe if. ALevelopsd intelligently .

46., ft peommend that some qualified community agency, such as the Greater

Wow York Urban League develpi a Comprehensive Consumer Program for

the community. Initial ,explorations indicate that the Greater New York

' Urban LeaAPA ..is favngbly disposed towards the recommendation, an d

that numerous other community agengies will lend their support to it .

(soo-intO.Is pregiente4 on Page 5 . )

Wc,recommeld that the fthurehesask their aemberships to create consume r.

gr9m,!; to assist in spreading-information collected by the proposed

CoapTehensive COnaUmOr Semite.

ts Propose tolimilerteke ' other Commodities Cost Study in the 125th

$t,e*$ area if resapries cp.* Cs* seured

qh Ira recommend that the Now York 8ity O'Cuncil of the State Commissio n

kitailkst lPisarimirition join with the 4ayor t , Committee ca Unity in

making a study cf empleypent trii0ticew in the 135th Street area ,

14 7e pyre one to make a study of

	

iacesopportasitiee for Negroes i s.

	

01,

the 128th Street area .



8. We recommend that the City Administration proceed with dispatc h

with-the development of the proposed public market in Harlem .

f#(PUSED COWP ' I4 sIVEcoisu,1ER S . RVIC E

It is hereby proposed that as a part of the solution of the 125t h

4Street controversy ; the Greater New York Urban League, or like organizatiae ,
7

,

be asked to develop a Comprehensive Consumer Service . Such a service i s

long .overdue. UndouotedJ.y. a large factor in the adjustment of tha t

,Segment• of the Negro population which is from, relatively speaking, rural

backgrounds relates to shopping habits and conaumer knowledge . The ob-

jective- studies which have come to our attention *e shown that an

individual, if selective, could shop as cheaply in the Negro section o f

the community as elsewhere.

The following festors, Meweyer, militate against such shopping

practices .,

Low income, absence of meebani,cal refrigeration, and crowded housing ,

prevents people from buying in larger quantities .

Children do much of the shoppine, i and this gives wide latitude for

,y
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exploitation.

The opportuhit r for exploitation of axAay Harlem housewives i s

greater because they de not 1 ave as much time to shop as do their counter-

	

.
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parts in other com4uA ,ties . 4vea though tail?, are stores in the community

where good values can be pbtained, there is a larger proportion of unfi t
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stores where they are tempted to buy without regard to values, becaus e

q . ;

	

of convenience .

Another factor which plays a large part, undoubtedly, is the age-old

;3

	

, problem { of rural peoples being exploited by high pressure salesmanship .

.

	

The practices of "Pulling--in," ' ipouble-prices" etc ., are a part of this

problem.
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One other point aLou` w::..i.^}..►

	

h&s •es,. said. is that of carryin g

on time purchases ,

An agency such se a 7cm r.'ebensive Co.ieu,iers ;er ;ice could rende r

invaluable assistance by ,

1. Coordina 4.i,ie si'cn iu°or~:at&on E.e exist

	

.ori.ces and

, values, and asdis, :ing in giving ,rid sperm. pubi =.oi ty to t:iem ,

2. By price-taking in the stores to co :nae-, w t.h _p :c;css in the re-

mainder of the community . In bbi.s At; jr ;;hey could advise with the

stores when the ;r pr.-i.ces are ont of line and report grievance s

which may arise, to the agencies involved . They could publiciz e

bad business practLces so that the community would be aware of

the techniques through which they are cheated.

3. Such an agency could perform an effective function in developin g

Consumer Committees in churches and other institutions of th e

community so that they could get further information on consumer

values as near the "grass roots" of the community as possible .

Such a program could be accomplished on a minimum budget

because interested agencies of the community would undoubtedl y

assist in providing resources with which to develop it '

r : COMODITY PRICE STUDY •

The Mayor's Committee on Unity proposes a Commodity Cost Study

in the 125th Street area which would bring up to date comparative foo d

costs, but would include as well other cost-of-living commodities . The

findings of such a study should be of tremendous value ih giving direction

to the agencies working on this problem . Particular attention will b e

given to quality of merchandise in the chain stores in order to uncover

data relating to the accusations that the chain stores use their Harlem

•



outlets to dispose of theta iufsrior cor-:Modities .

In such a study ; t'ze Committee will seek the assistance o f

those agencies which have had experience with thi% kind of work .

;STUDYOF EFdPLQ'MENT PRACTICESOF }25TH'TR T AREA

The Mayor l s Committee on Unity proposes to initiate a Study

of Employment Practices of the 125th Street area, Ctosig?- ..ed to shed

light on the allegation that "they (the merchants) failed to absorb ,

through the process of employment, skilled N;gre professionals in the

community" . In this undertaking, the assistance of the New York City

Council of the State Commission Against Discrimination will be sough t

as well as the Industrial Division of the Greater New York Urban League .

II. ORGANIZATION OFTHE 125TH STREET MERCHANTS

The Uptown Chamber of Commerce had indicate: that it enroll s

only 126 of the 250 merchants on the Street . Consequently, it would be

difficult to expect the Uptown Chamber to assume the responsibility of

disciplining recalcitrant merchants who do not belong to its membership .

Numerous suggestions have been made that an agency be entrusted

with the responsibility of passing judgment on the business practices on

the Street and recognizing the merchants who measure up to desirabl e

standards by providing tcliem with an insignia to be displayed in their

windows . She believe this could be dangeroje for there

	

the possibility

that it night be interpreted Al a Form IL blackmail .

We propose instead that the Mayors Committee on Unity with th e

assistance of Qther qualified organizations, attempt to work out with

the merchants and the community a plan whereby the merchants would assume

the initiative in developing their own patterns of discipline to the end

of avoiding periodic recurrence of tensions .



'III . STUDY OF LUSINr,aS CiPO.TL.; ITIES

•The Mayor's Committee on Unity, together with other qualifie d

agencies, should study the usiness op . ortunities for Negroes in th e

125th otreet neighborhood, The elements of such a study should in-

clude whether there is collusion to peep Negro merchants out, th e

obstacles to Negroes obtaining capita] . with which to work, and problem s

of obtaining; 'business experience with which to launch such undertakings .

S	 UM IiARY

Itr is hoped that these proposals will provide a basis o f

cooperation through which the people of the Harlem community, a s

ell as the organizations involved, will recognize the interdependence

of all to c chic ve 1l—being for the co nun i t y .

Finally, the Committee is most c .p.)reciative of the interes t

that the City Administration has shown in the problem and wishes to

	

'

thank the Mayor for the assistance oei ng given by the Departments o f +

Hcalth end Mi rke ts .

We also wish to express our thaaks for the strong support that

the Mayor is ;diving to the Harlgt M:rketl project .

Az the proposed studies develop, there is a possibility tha t

the assistance of other Departments may also be needed . If so, we

shall advise you accordinglr .

)TDfea
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