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etroit’s Birwood Wall recounts
the history of resilience and
engagement in the face of
northern racial discrimination.

The decisive characteristic of that discrim-
ination is that it is de facto as opposed to
de jure Jim Crow discrimination in the
South. (pp 22, 140)

The book concentrates on Detroit as
wartime industry and population boomed
between 1910 and 1950. The Birwood Wall
was constructed in 1941 to separate neigh-
borhoods in Detroit’s West Eight Mile com-
munity. (In the Introduction, the author tells
the story of climbing along the wall as a
16-year-old and asking his friend about its
purpose. “It was built to keep people like
me away from people like you,’” his friend
replied. (p 9)) The wall was constructed to
quell concerns of the Federal Housing Au-
thority (FHA), which was financing a new
subdivision to be situated next to “substan-
dard” black homes.

Van Dusen sees the wall as a symbol—
a tangible representation—of all the barri-
ers that blacks face in Detroit. (p 40) What
lurks immediately below the surface is the
seeming passivity of the wall’s rationale,
which was to secure financing by protect-
ing the FHA’s investment. In other words,
it may have seemed like an agnostic and
seemingly neutral concession to the reality
of population increase and racial unrest.
(p 82) But the reality of the wall is that it
reflected (and still reflects) discriminatory
attitudes and the systemic challenges fac-
ing blacks in Detroit.

Barriers to progress

The author identifies areas where barri-
ers hinder advancement and progress for
blacks living in Detroit: housing, education,
employment, transportation, healthcare, and
public accommodations.

It would be a mistake to think of these
barriers as silos isolated from one another;
instead, they are interdependent and propped
up by segregation. “The forced segregation
of African Americans into neighborhoods of
substandard housing, limited employment
opportunities, and poor transportation has
led to significant social and economic con-
sequences for residents of those neighbor-
hoods.” (p 165)

If one understands the significance of
these barriers according to the author’s chap-
ter ordering, housing barriers are the most
insidious and far-reaching in their implica-
tions. For many, home ownership is the
very foundation of a healthy financial life.
Yet “Detroit is a city so financially broken
that a normal mortgage market here almost
didn’t exist until just recently.”!
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Predictably, the housing crisis begets
other crises. For example, housing discrim-
ination (such as redlining and restrictive
covenants) makes it difficult to establish a
property tax infrastructure. A smaller tax
base, in turn, affects schools and inhibits
the possibility of a “comparable learning
environment” to that of wealthier suburban
districts. (Id.) The consequences of this are
immeasurable. “The paradox of education
is precisely this—that as one begins to be-
come conscious one begins to examine the
society in which he is being educated.” And
if one were to examine the infrastructure of
housing and education in Detroit, one could
hardly ignore how both had been ham-
strung by society in the first instance.

The same can be said regarding em-
ployment: even after automobile factories
were integrated, blacks were often given the
worst jobs, with two in three classified as
unskilled laborers, while only one in four
whites were similarly classified. (p 73) And
“[s]tarting on the bottom more often than
not led to staying on the bottom.” (p 73)

in Detroit.

[T]he reality of the wall is that it reflected
(and still reflects) discriminatory attitudes
and the systemic challenges facing blacks
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The wall is no longer a mere physical barrier.
It is now, physically speaking, repurposed

as a canvas bearing works of art and telling
stories about the struggle for civil rights.

As for transportation, Van Dusen sug-
gests that the Birwood Wall operated, psy-
chologically, to interfere with the freedom
“to come and go as one pleases.” (pp 116—
117) That theme recurs throughout the book
as Detroiters struggle to get to and from
work, the grocery store, and other places
where people ordinarily carry out their lives.
For many, neither public transit (which has
never had the capital and the vision to fully
meet the needs of Detroiters) nor the auto-
mobile (often prohibitively expensive be-
cause of high insurance rates and low credit
ratings) were viable options. (pp 118, 121)

Concerning healthcare, the author notes
that discrimination “permeated every aspect
of healthcare,” including discriminatory hir-
ing of medical professionals and inferior
treatment (or even nontreatment) for blacks.
And if one was treated, insurance compa-
nies would routinely reject or adjust claims
“based on the race of the claimant.” (p 130)

Finally, the author devotes a chapter to
public accommodations and explains how
service was often delayed or altogether
denied on the basis of race—whether in
hotels, restaurants, or other public destina-
tions. While not all restaurants denied ser-
vice, “for residents of West Eight Mile who
were unfamiliar with the lay of the land,
a casual visit downtown could turn into a
humiliating experience.” (p 144)

It all adds up to a bigger picture of daily
struggle and resilience.

De facto discrimination:
The big picture

The book carefully treats the implica-
tions and internal mechanics of de facto
discrimination as distinct from de jure dis-
crimination. The former grows out of com-

paratively more passive (but still pervasive)
discriminatory attitudes than the latter, and
is expressed and implemented in public
policy with “little public dissent.” (p 169) In
other words, racial barriers are erected and
implemented in a seemingly quieter—yet no
less systemic and connected—way than in
the South. But the reality of Detroit’s de facto
segregation is that discriminatory attitudes
did not (and do not) need to be expressed
out loud because an infrastructure com-
prised of racial barriers as its cornerstones
already frustrates the progress of the city’s
blacks. (p 165) No one needs to say or do
anything when the gears of society are de-
signed to elevate one group over another.
You can just quietly go along.

The book employs a largely aggregate
analysis, thoroughly researched and from a
mostly top-down view of Detroit. From this
vantage point, Detroit’s history is one of out-
migration; demographic change; and segre-
gation in schools, housing, healthcare, and
employment. These realities are only exacer-
bated by missed opportunities and inaction.

The author discusses various efforts and
possibilities for regional planning, such as
the formation of the Southeast Michigan
Council of Governments (SEMCOG). Yet
SEMCOG provided the city of Detroit with
little comparative representation and often
left its interests, such as regional public
transit, ignored. (pp 162-163) After a law-
suit alleging discriminatory practices within
SEMCOG was dismissed, efforts were made
to strengthen the council, which implemented
a new voting system. Later attempts to re-
place SEMCOG with a new regional authority
“and hold accountable publicly funded spe-
cial purpose regional agencies” (p 164) were
unsuccessful, as were proposals such as tax-
base sharing (distributing larger shares of
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tax dollars to communities with a “smaller
per capita property value” (p 167)) or efforts
to integrate Detroit schools. (p 165)

In short, the author argues that what has
been missing is a “top-down master plan,”
and the resulting void has been occupied by
“local groups and organizations [who] have
explored various options to achieve bottom
up reform.” (p 168) Yet these “[pliecemeal
and disconnected efforts tend to be ineffec-
tive in preventing malignant problems long
in the making.” (p 169)

The view on the ground

Van Dusen includes individual anec-
dotes for the reader to better understand
the view from the ground. The reader sees
individuals relying on themselves to sur-
vive and create better lives for their families
and communities coming together to con-
front the various barriers to their progress
through grassroots efforts. For example,
the author tells the story of John Crews and
his family, who fled the South in search of
opportunity. The first step was affordable
housing, and the Crewses initially found a
downstairs flat to rent. (p 21) But “inevita-
bly,” the landlord raised their rent in con-
secutive months. They realized that their
arrangement was not sustainable, but they
had few other viable options. They opted
to purchase a fixer-upper on a high-interest
land contract and eventually were evicted
over a single missed payment. (p 28)

The Crewses moved in with family in
the Eight Mile subdivision, which at that
time had no municipal water service. The
nearest clean water source was a quarter-
mile away. (p 29) But they made it work,
and John found a job as a carpenter. The
Crews family, like so many others, was in-
volved in local churches, which, along with
organizations such as the Detroit Urban
League and other community nonprofit
and volunteer efforts, created opportunities
to establish and maintain roots.

The book also describes how individuals
came together for collective efforts to build
and sustain communities. The author de-
scribes the West Eight Mile community as “an
island, a curious suburban experiment in
self-help” away from more populous regions
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of Detroit. For example, during World War 1,
the Detroit Urban League mobilized volun-
teers to help southern migrants find housing,
employment, education, and healthcare ser-
vices. (p 145) Over time, the league expanded
its services, organizing social activities, im-
proving homes and neighborhoods, and
planning events for local children to see such
sights as Greenfield Village. (p 146)

The Birwood Wall today

The Birwood Wall still stands but has
since been transformed “into something
more uplifting than a memorial to segrega-
tion.” (p 172) Specifically, various artists
mobilized by a nonprofit lent their crafts
and talents to create murals depicting civil-
rights heroes, African-American culture,
and “bitter memories of the segregationist
south.” (p 172)

The wall is no longer a mere physical
barrier. And its significance is no longer to
separate neighborhoods or represent the in-
sidious barriers that confront Detroit’s black
population. It is now, physically speaking,

OUT OF SYNC?

Career
Self-Care
Recreation

Relationships

Community

STATE BAR OF MICHIGAN

February 2020

LAWYERS AND JUDGES ASSISTANCE PROGRAM (800) 996-5522

repurposed as a canvas bearing works of art
and telling stories about the struggle for civil
rights. It stands testamentary to resilience
and cohesion, to challenges overcome and
those yet to be conquered by individuals
coming together as a community:.

Conclusion

This is an important book. It can be
technical at times, with details that may
seem insignificant to readers unfamiliar
with Detroit, the West Eight Mile commu-
nity, and the roads and locations that frame
the history of the area. But Van Dusen is
careful to make that history accessible to
those unfamiliar.

As with any good book, you get out of
it what you put into it—not least of which
are opportunities to understand, reflect,
engage, and join with others to solve prob-
lems. Not only are these aspirations for
members of our Bar, but they are also the
lessons and legacy of those who did, and
still do, the same in the West Eight Mile
community and throughout Detroit. m
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