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Series Editors’ Foreword

In the fi eld of oral history, Kentucky is a national leader. Over the 
past several decades, tens of thousands of its citizens have been 
interviewed. The Kentucky Remembered series brings into print 
the most important of those collections, with each volume focusing 
on a particular subject.

Oral history is, of course, only one type of source material. Yet 
by the very personal nature of recollection, hidden aspects of history 
are often disclosed. Oral sources provide a vital thread in the rich 
fabric that is Kentucky history.

Crawfi sh Bottom: Recovering a Lost Kentucky Community, the 
tenth volume in the series, focuses on the history and culture of a vi-
brant neighborhood within Kentucky’s capital city, Frankfort. Through 
oral history interviews, Doug Boyd reclaims the stories of Crawfi sh 
Bottom and introduces readers to a lost-but-not-forgotten community, 
whose history has been told and retold by outsiders.

Oral history at its best not only preserves stories but also con-
textualizes and frames them in a historical context. Boyd brings the 
skills of an oral history theorist to these essential tasks as he analyzes 
the crosscurrents of race, class, and community in Crawfi sh Bottom, 
while also preserving an important segment of Frankfort’s rich his-
tory. His work provides a framework for implementing similar stud-
ies in communities everywhere.

James C. Klotter
Terry L. Birdwhistell
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Foreword

Scholars, writers, and poets have spilt gallons of ink musing about 
the “sense of place” that pervades the American South. This south-
ern sense of place, alas, is more often asserted than demonstrated. 
A skeptic might point out that the people of Maine, New Mexico, 
Wyoming, Oklahoma, and every other region in the United States 
purportedly also have powerful attachments to place. So when we 
refer to a southern sense of place, what exactly do we have in mind? 
What distinguishes southerners’ attachment to their place?

For many commentators, a sense of place is virtually innate and 
seemingly essential, as though it were in the blood at birth of those 
lucky enough to possess it. Paul Greenberg, a conservative colum-
nist and editorialist in Arkansas, has written that sense of place has 
to do with “identity, with roots sunk deep not just in the land but 
in the language and look and feel, and maybe death, of a place. . . .
Someone with a sense of place, all-informing and always present, 
. . . [is] anchored, secure, steady no matter which way the wind 
blows. In place. He may move, but he will not be moved.” But this 
notion of being rooted, anchored, cemented in a place and in a com-
munity drastically simplifi es the lived experience of place.

Douglas A. Boyd’s Crawfi sh Bottom: Recovering a Lost Kentucky 
Community offers a much more compelling and sensitive medita-
tion on place and its meaning(s). This book is a quietly ambitious 
work that, among other things, eloquently traces the ways that the 
residents of a community defi ne their place and their relationship 
to it. While the book’s subject is an obscure neighborhood in a small 
Kentucky city, it speaks to much more than local history. It provides 
a model of how we—historians, folklorists, local activists, geogra-
phers, residents—can conscientiously reconstruct and appreciate 
the meaning of place, even a place that has been physically erased 
from the landscape.

One of the pleasures of this book is its cumulative creativity. 
After reading the fi rst few pages, I thought I might be about to settle 
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into a conventional oral history of urban renewal. (There is a small, 
poignant, but now familiar body of work that retells the tragic con-
sequences of the wholesale destruction of communities in the name 
of urban renewal.) But Crawfi sh Bottom offers much more than 
that. Then I thought it might be a history of a colorful and vanished 
neighborhood. It is certainly that, but the book does many other 
things as well. And it does them with verve.

It is the rare multidisciplinary work that is more than a pastiche 
of ideas and approaches drawn from various fi elds of scholarship. 
Crawfi sh Bottom seamlessly weaves together history, folklore, and 
geography into an engaging, trenchant, and substantive whole. The 
book’s insights will be of interest to anyone who is intrigued by the 
way a sense of community emerges and evolves over time. While 
providing a fascinating account of the shifting boundaries of Craw-
fi sh Bottom, Boyd makes the abstraction of the “social construction 
of place” come alive. He explains how the absence of defi ned bound-
aries to the neighborhood meant that residents of Frankfort could 
and did set the boundaries according to their diverse notions of class, 
race, and community. When they did so, the residents revealed the 
complex and even contradictory ways in which they fashioned and 
sustained their sense of place.

In short, Boyd lays bare the sinews of community identity to 
which many scholars allude, but seldom excavate as fully or with 
comparable care. It is a testament to Boyd’s accomplishment that 
readers of Crawfi sh Bottom, who are most likely far removed in 
place and time from this little-known community, will develop a 
sense of—and an attachment to—a place that is now gone. By mak-
ing this connection possible, Boyd reminds us of novelist William 
Faulkner’s wise observation that a gifted observer can tease deep 
and enduring truths from a “little postage stamp of native soil.”

W. Fitzhugh Brundage,
author of The Southern Past:
A Clash of Race and Memory
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Introduction

Reputation as History

Craw was a small neighborhood in North Frankfort, Kentucky, lo-
cated on fi fty acres of swampy land along the Kentucky River. Out-
siders traditionally viewed Craw as the “bad” part of town, based on 
a long list of deeply embedded historical associations: violence, pov-
erty, corruption, dirt, saloons, pool halls, whiskey, cockfi ghts, disease, 
murders, gambling, bootlegging, prostitution, slums, and crime. This 
perception emerged in the decades following the Civil War and stig-
matized Craw and its residents accordingly, until the neighborhood’s 
destruction at the hand of urban renewal in the late 1960s and the 
early 1970s. Even following the “slum clearance,” Craw’s reputation 
was deeply ingrained in Frankfort’s public perception of the neigh-
borhood. In the minds of outsiders, this negative reputation was not 
only associated with dilapidated buildings or fl ooded streets but per-
sonalized, as it was directly applied to the former residents as well. 
As former Frankfort policeman G. T. Gill stated in a 1974 newspaper 
interview, “They were a rough class of people, who didn’t mind kill-
ing or being killed.”1

At least four blocks of the Craw neighborhood were originally 
included in James Wilkinson’s initial layout of Frankfort, Kentucky, 
in 1786. Craw’s boundaries were never considered offi cial in that 
they varied by period and perspective. Lying along the northwest-
ern corner of the city, Craw was informally bordered by the Ken-
tucky River and Wilkinson Avenue to the west, the railroad tracks 
at Broadway to the south, Washington Street to the east, and Mero 
Street to the north, with Long Lane, Gashouse, and Catfi sh alleys 
and Clinton and Blanton streets making up the interior.2

Some called it “the Craw,” or just “Craw,” while others later 
called it “the Bottom,” or just “Bottom.” Each nickname derives 
from “Crawfi sh Bottom,” an earlier name allegedly recalling the 
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presence of crayfi sh along the river. Recurrent fl ooding left the low-
land soggy and unfi t for construction, and little development took 
place in that section of the city before the Civil War. But war’s end 
brought freed men and women seeking inexpensive housing for 
their families. Increasing waves of immigration brought together 
poor families who could not afford housing in other parts of Frank-
fort. In time, Craw also became home to numerous indigent families 
from around the state whose mothers or fathers, husbands or wives, 
served sentences in the state penitentiary located just two blocks 
east of the neighborhood.

Until the 1960s, social boundaries contained Frankfort’s black 
residents to specifi c areas that included Normal Heights in the 
vicinity of Kentucky State Normal School (now Kentucky State Uni-
versity), rural communities such as Green Hill and Hickman Hill, 
various blocks of South Frankfort north of Fourth Street and east of 
Logan Street, and the portions of North Frankfort informally known 
as Craw or Bottom. The racial makeup of Craw, in 1956, was 60 per-
cent black and 40 percent white. However, despite the large pres-
ence of white residents in the neighborhood, many white outsiders 
perceived the area as primarily a “black neighborhood.”

In many ways, the destructive fl ood of 1937 marked the begin-
ning of the end of Craw as a neighborhood. Though the residents 
had experienced the devastations of fl ooding before, the 1937 fl ood 
pushed many beyond their limits. Tired of repeated disasters, some 
residents simply chose not to return to their homes, leaving many 
neighborhood buildings abandoned. In the years following, the 
neighborhood rapidly declined. The closing of the state reformatory 
in 1937 resulted in a major population decline as 2,273 inmates were 
relocated, along with their families.3 Although reform of the neigh-
borhood’s perceived defi ciencies and imperfections had been pub-
licly solicited by Frankfort residents since the 1870s, the creation of 
the Frankfort Slum Clearance and Redevelopment Agency in March 
1955 marked the offi cial beginning of the end for the neighborhood.

The Frankfort League of Women Voters further provoked slum 
clearance efforts in 1955, when a study revealed that more than 22 
percent of the arrests made in Frankfort in 1954 occurred in a three-
block area of the neighborhood, that 14 percent of Franklin County’s 
victims of tuberculosis resided there, that 11 percent of fi re alarms 
originated there, that almost 50 percent of those treated for venereal 
diseases lived in Craw, and fi nally, that the neighborhood generated 
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only 2 percent of Frankfort’s property tax revenue.4 The 1956 “Struc-
ture and Family Survey” conducted by Scruggs and Hammond, a 
Lexington city-planning fi rm, compounded the neighborhood’s neg-
ative image by emphasizing the overall lack of running water, bath-
ing facilities, and furnaces in a large percentage of the neighborhood 
dwellings. The report concluded that the majority of residents quali-
fi ed for low-rent public housing.5 The slum clearance agency wrote 
dramatic descriptions of its fi ndings: “In the worst part of Craw the 
houses were mere shacks, built of fl imsy scrap material which kept 
out neither rats . . . mice, nor misery.”6 After a long and painfully 
bureaucratic process, urban renewal destroyed nearly every building 
within the fi fty acres once known as “Crawfi sh Bottom.”

Folklorist and historian Charles Joyner writes that “all history is 
local history somewhere. . . . Still, no history, properly understood, is 
of merely local signifi cance.”7 In many ways, the story of this neigh-
borhood, in the lowlands of Frankfort, Kentucky, fi ts into a larger, 
national context of community struggles before, during, and after the 
social, economic, and psychological devastations of urban renewal. 

View of the entire plaza on the location of the neighborhood following urban 
renewal (prior to the construction of the hotel). Fort Hill in the background. Cour-
tesy of the Kentucky Historical Society.
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Labeled “slums” by city offi cials, countless poor, urban, and usually 
African American neighborhoods were systematically destroyed, 
scattering their inhabitants and replacing old dwellings and small 
businesses with commercial, industrial, and government buildings. 
Many of these areas were also working-class neighborhoods situated 
on fl ood-prone, low-lying land adjacent to a river and often referred 
to as “bottoms.” Kansas City’s “West Bottoms,” an industrial neigh-
borhood situated along the Missouri, Cincinnati’s “Bottoms” dis-
trict on the Ohio River, Alexandria’s “Bottoms” neighborhood on the 
Potomac, Columbus’s Franklinton (otherwise known as “The Bot-
toms”) situated on the Scioto and Olentangey rivers—all were also 
once working-class communities labeled “slums” by proponents of 
urban renewal and subsequently cleared between the 1950s and the 
1970s.

The North Frankfort Urban Renewal Project’s “slum c learance”
—originally proposed as a fi ve-year project with a tentative budget 

View of the plaza fountain and the State Offi ce Tower on the location of the neigh-
borhood following urban renewal. Courtesy of the Kentucky Historical Society.



Introduction  5

of $2 million—ultimately took fourteen years and more than $10 
million to complete. Urban renewal destroyed 345 buildings and 
displaced 369 families. The Capital Plaza complex, consisting of an 
offi ce tower, a parking garage, a YMCA, a civic center, and a federal 
building, rose from Craw’s ashes. The public housing once prom-
ised to the residents of the neighborhood, on the other hand, fell 
dramatically short of city leaders’ guarantees. Craw residents scat-
tered throughout Frankfort, and the community known as Craw or 
the Bottom became a memory. However, Craw’s reputation did not 
die when the buildings were knocked down. In fact, following urban 
renewal, the neighborhood’s reputation thrived.

Historical examination of the years between 1870 and 1918 
reveals strong evidence that Craw had earned, at least in part, its 
early reputation for crime, violence, gambling, prostitution, and pov-
erty. The traces of historical data regarding the early perceptions 
and history of the neighborhood that appeared in Frankfort’s news-
papers and the few brief, published paragraphs written by academic 
and local historians primarily document Craw’s criminal and impov-
erished character. The neighborhood’s bad reputation did not sim-
ply appear prima facie. It evolved through many years of extrinsic 
and intrinsic perceptions of symbolic events and individuals. Histori-
ans and local newspaper articles presented a monolithic and limited 
viewpoint privileging the perspective of neighborhood outsiders, 
focusing only on the extraordinary: people and events that rose 
above the routine performance of everyday life in the neighborhood. 
The resultant documentation mostly focused on the numerous crim-
inal incidents that occurred, the dreadful poverty of the residents, 
and the repeated fl ooding of the neighborhood. The residents of this 
neighborhood observed the same extraordinary events and individu-
als presented by these narrowly focused newspaper accounts; they 
knew the long history of civic and moral sins committed within the 
neighborhood. However, residents perceived Craw from a perspec-
tive different from the view shaped by the reputation imposed upon 
them. Residents witnessed fi rsthand the unfolding of everyday life 
combining in the routine formation of community. They raised and 
educated children in Craw; went to work to earn their survival in 
Craw; passed the time with friends and family in Craw; worshipped, 
laughed, loved, and died and mourned together in Craw. Dominant 
reputations arise, however, creating the perception of consensus, 
thus reinforcing the views initially responsible for their existence. 
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Through time, journalists and historians publicly represented the 
dominant reputation of Craw in print and, through repetition, cre-
ated the perception of offi cial truth. Thus, perception became real-
ity as this negative reputation emerged as the neighborhood’s central 
historical narrative and shaped public and historical memory.

The communication of life stories, remembrances, and experi-
ences among community members contributes to a growing body 
of shared individual memories. When experiences and perceptions 
move from the mind of the individual to the shared memories of the 
collective, a bond is forged based on these shared memories. From 
the repetition and reconstruction of shared memories emerges a 
sense of collective meaning, interpretation, and identity, which 
shapes and defi nes the worldviews of the participants involved. The 
result is the creation of public or community memories.8 The con-
cept of community depends on much more than close geographic 
proximity, yet the physical closeness that a neighborhood provides 
presents a tangible context wherein the intangible constructs of 
community have an opportunity to thrive. The community as a con-
struct, in the context of this study, greatly affects not only the ways 
in which former residents of the neighborhood and the Frankfort 
general public perceive their present realities, but also how they col-
lectively perceive their past.9

Much has been written about the role of collective memory in 
the study of history. More recently, scholars from numerous disci-
plines have brought the complicated issue of “social memory stud-
ies” to the forefront of historical and social scientifi c dialogue.10 The 
notion of a collectivity, a community, or a nation “remembering” is 
indeed complex and problematic, for individual memory in itself is 
an elusive construct. Some scholars contend that only individuals 
can “remember.” Amos Funkenstein states, “Just as a nation cannot 
eat or dance, neither can it speak or remember.”11 However, from 
within the complicated structures of community, in this case a neigh-
borhood, there clearly emerges a multitude of identities assigned to 
this neighborhood—collective identities based on patterns of mem-
ory—patterns based on both personal experiences and shared social 
perceptions of past symbolic realities.

Historian John Bodnar writes, “Public memory is shaped . . . by 
a combination of both offi cial and vernacular expressions.”12 Close 
examination of the dynamics between dominant historical memory 
and the subordinated social memories of the former residents of this 
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neighborhood reveals a power struggle for dominance, a struggle for 
permanence in the sphere of public memory. For a very long time, 
public memory in Frankfort heavily emphasized the offi cial expres-
sions that emerged from historical memory and ignored the less 
vocal, vernacular expressions emanating from social memory. Pub-
lic memory is malleable and dynamic and subject to conscious and 
unconscious manipulations. For example, the physical destruction 
of Craw was not enough for Frankfort’s city leaders. White business-
man, community leader, and vocal urban renewal advocate Farnham 
Dudgeon pointedly commented in 1965, “Today there are too many 
people thinking of the area as ‘the Craw.’ We have to overcome this 
stigma. . . . When our kids grow up they will never know ‘the Bot-
toms’ were there.”13

In order for public memory to be replaced, various processes 
must fi rst be installed that function to induce a social forgetfulness 
resulting in a state of “collective amnesia.”14 Overemphasis of the 
more sensationalized historical or offi cial memory in both the aca-
demic and the public spheres suppressed the memories of the col-
lectivity that actually experienced life in the neighborhood. Dudgeon 
hoped that public memory would eventually forget the “stigma” of 
that neighborhood. And he was not alone: city leaders named the 
Civic Center eventually built in the heart of what was once Craw the 
Farnham Dudgeon Center, in commemoration of the businessman’s 
aspirations to eradicate public memories of Craw.

RECLAIMING PUBLIC MEMORY

In 1991, historical and public memories of Craw converged when 
James E. Wallace, working on a master’s degree in history at the 
University of Kentucky, conducted twenty-fi ve oral history inter-
views primarily with black former residents of the neighborhood. 
Wallace, a white individual employed in a prominent position at the 
Kentucky Historical Society, had little ethnographic training. How-
ever, he diligently researched the neighborhood and its history prior 
to conducting interviews. Once in the fi eld, he made his intentions 
very clear—to use oral history interviews to document the history of 
this section of Frankfort and its community from the perspective of 
its residents, to dislodge and overturn negative outsider perceptions 
of this community in public memory, and to uncover and report 
the tragic injustices of urban renewal. In his interview with former 
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resident Maggie Knott, Wallace declared, “I’m trying to get an accu-
rate picture of what life was like and what happened to a people that 
I feel got used, abused, and pushed out.”15

Wallace wrote several papers for graduate courses using his 
research on Craw. Upon completion of his degree, with note cards 
and a slide projector in tow, Jim Wallace and his stories about Frank-
fort’s old Bottom district became quite popular on Frankfort’s local 
lecture circuit. He spoke dozens of times to local organizations, from 
civic clubs to genealogical societies, and over time his audiences 
grew. During this time, Frankfort’s local cable television station vid-
eotaped two of his presentations and has since frequently rebroad-
cast the programs.

Due to the constraints of human memory, Wallace’s interviews 
center on people and events associated with the neighborhood be-
tween the 1920s and the 1960s, primarily focusing on individuals and 
their relationship with the surrounding community. Public mem-
ory emerges from these interviews, revealing a distinct identity that 
clearly separated Craw from the rest of Frankfort. In many ways, it 
was that identity that led to the neighborhood’s eventual destruc-
tion. Saloons like the Blue Moon, the Peach Tree Inn, the Sky Blue 
Inn, and the Tiptoe Inn thrived throughout the 1960s. And various 
individuals—prostitutes like Ida Howard and “Mountain Mary,” and 
notorious “bad men” like Alex Gordon and local legend John Fallis, 
crowned the “King of Craw”—emerge in the interviews as the main 
characters in these narrative performances of community reconstruc-
tion. In one of Wallace’s conversations with former resident Henry 
Sanders, the neighborhood’s separatist reputation came up easily:

Sanders: And many times, if you was visiting somebody out 
of town, they would always say, “How’s Craw?” or “How’s 
the Bottom coming along?” or something like that. They’d 
been to Frankfort before.

Wallace: It had a reputation that extended beyond Frankfort.
Sanders: Yeah.16

But the oral history evidence reveals more than just the reputation 
of a poor, working-class neighborhood in a small-sized American 
city. Jim Wallace sought to fi nd an alternate version of history that 
would reveal Craw as a community of persons—a real place fi lled 
with real people, a locale that transcended its own seedy reputation.
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For the former residents of Craw, the lingering bitterness of the 
damage done to them by urban renewal clearly shaped their memo-
ries and thus their oral history narratives, both personal and collec-
tive, which they had not relinquished despite the availability of more 
captivating, perhaps more romantic narratives that had been per-
petuated in outsider public memory. Margaret Ellis showed great 
disdain for the buildings that currently occupy the land that used to 
be her neighborhood:

Ellis: See, we’re all very religious, and we’re liable yet to still 
get to live and to see them all washed over that wall down 
there [laughter—Wallace]. We still believe in our black 
heritage. . . . We still believe there is a God.

Wallace: And if there is, it will wash that whole thing away.17

Mary Helen Berry held a similar view of the buildings that now stand 
where her home once stood: “And we was so in hopes . . . the state 
offi ce building . . . would sink. . . . sink on down. And . . . down there 
on the corner of Wilkinson Street . . . we’d say, ‘Look at the building 
sink because they took it away from us.’ It was sad the way we had 
to go through that.”18

Frankfort’s experience with urban renewal was largely congru-
ent with national efforts toward revitalization, which often fell “far 
short of expectations.”19 Frankfort city offi cials urged neighborhood 
residents to trust the process and “put your faith in your elected offi -
cials.” The mayor at the time admitted that although some may suf-
fer, “the whole city should not continue to be blighted just because 
a few will be hurt.”20 During a slum clearance board meeting, Alice 
Simpson, a black neighborhood resident, clearly articulated that 
“the people think something is being done to them, not for them.”21

One major component of Wallace’s interviews focuses on the 
chronology of urban renewal from the neighborhood residents’ per-
spective. Wallace traces the process, from the initial surveys con-
ducted by the slum clearance agencies to the public hearings, the 
fi scal and political wrangling, and fi nally the perceived failure of city 
leaders to provide adequate housing for the neighborhood’s former 
residents, who were eventually displaced. During urban renewal, 
the city of Frankfort for the most part ignored the point of view of 
protesting neighborhood residents. Jim Wallace’s oral history proj-
ect encouraged former residents to express their feelings regarding 
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urban renewal and their subsequent displacement. Wallace, for 
example, asked Mary Helen Berry about her neighborhood’s resis-
tance efforts:

Wallace: Well, did you all fi ght it, try to fi ght back?
Berry: A lot of them went there and didn’t want to sell their 

home; but . . . you don’t fi ght the law. The law is it.
Wallace: Well, there were some public hearings, one at Mayo-

Underwood, I think. . . . Did you go to any of those?
Berry: No, because I say it was people that owned property. 

And I said we didn’t own no property. There wasn’t no use 
of us going, because we had been told that we were going 
to have to leave.

Wallace: Yeah. . . . [One] of the things that property owners did 
[was to hire] some lawyers.

Berry: They did. A lot of them did.
Wallace: But nothing ever came of that? Do you know . . . why?
Berry: Uh-huh. . . .
Wallace: I’ve read the names J. S. Carroll and a man by the 

name of Julian Knippenberg, and I’ve read quotes in the 
paper. They came in. They went to the fi scal court. They 
went to the city council. . . . They made all these statements 
like, “This is wrong and we’re going to fi ght it.”

Berry: But they didn’t.22

In a national context, urban renewal opened up suburban oppor-
tunities for whites and left very few options for African Americans. 
Forced from their homes downtown, black residents had scattered 
choices in terms of places they could live. Jim Wallace’s interviews 
all eventually emphasize the pain that accompanied the breakdown 
of community when the residents of the neighborhood relocated 
throughout the city of Frankfort. Despite the racist undertones 
of urban renewal in American history, Wallace’s oral history proj-
ect instead focuses on the concept of the lost neighborhood as a 
community. Each interviewee was asked about prejudice and seg-
regation in Frankfort. Most responded with an anecdote or two 
recounting an incident of discrimination; however, the issues of race 
and segregation played a very small part in this project. Since Wal-
lace made clear from the outset of each interview his aim of deepen-
ing and rehabilitating the general public’s image of Craw—to banish 
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it from public memory as merely a violent slum—interviewer and 
informant together constructed a new text, one in which many of 
the symbols of community life could be remembered and reframed, 
perhaps nostalgically, into celebratory memories of the neighbor-
hood as a friendly, family-oriented, and cohesive community that 
paid little attention to race as a construct, at least for this particular 
articulation of memory.

After Wallace had completed the oral history project, eighteen 
interviews were transcribed, and the tapes were deposited in the 
oral history archive at the Kentucky Historical Society. In May 1998, 
my position as the society’s oral history archivist placed me in every-
day contact with its collections, including the Craw collection. My 
interest in Craw heightened after I attended one of Jim Wallace’s 
public presentations on the topic. While closely reading the tran-
scripts of his interviews, I found myself focusing on the unfolding 
process of a community, led by an interviewer, clearly restructuring 
and reclaiming public memories pertaining to a neighborhood and 
its members. Jim Wallace overtly utilized oral history in order to 
give voice to neighborhood residents and to consciously contest and 
then counter the dominant versions of public memory of the neigh-
borhood. Because Wallace’s interviews all contain a consistent line 
of questioning, patterns in the structure of the resultant oral history 
narratives quickly emerge. Individual narratives consistently mani-
fest common elements that together form a larger tradition. Recon-
structing the life story of Craw thus organizes community symbols 
and “sites of memory” that create a sense of reconnection to former 
residents’ own perceived identities—identities once disconnected 
from dominant public memory—resulting in what linguist Charlotte 
Linde refers to as “coherence” with regard to interviewees’ personal 
relationships with this remembered community.23

Though I conducted a few follow-up interviews for the proj-
ect, this book is primarily based on the archived oral history inter-
views conducted by Wallace in 1991. Using an already produced, 
archived oral history project required the interpretation of inter-
views conducted by another interviewer. Because of my absence 
at the original interview events, I lacked much relevant contex-
tual information observable only from physical presence and par-
ticipation in those events. In addition, it was diffi cult to interpret 
accurately subtle nuances of speech and meaning from a silent 
transcript. Therefore, the original audio recordings, in addition to 
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interview transcripts, proved invaluable for reconstructing context, 
albeit in partial form.

Not being a participant-observer “out in the fi eld” with a micro-
phone and recorder in hand meant interpreting interviews conducted 
by an interviewer who carried his own agenda into the fi eld. Ales-
sandro Portelli writes, “The control of historical discourse remains 
fi rmly in the hands of the historian.”24 Jim Wallace selected individu-
als to be interviewed for his project and developed those questions 
and discussions that he wished to make salient, strictly managing 
the fl ow of information in his interviews. At times, he chose to move 
the conversation away from sensitive topics, even in interviews in 
which those topics seem to be otherwise freely discussed. Wallace 
then, as interviewer, fully participates in the process of the interview 
and thus emerges as an integral component in the resultant docu-
mentation of public memory. In many ways, the versions of public 
memory expressed in these interviews are signifi cantly impacted by 
his participation. Interviewers always play a crucial role in framing, 
structuring, selecting, and ignoring various potential components of 
an interview, either consciously or unconsciously. Thus, the resultant 
narrative is always a collaborative construction. Only through careful 
consideration of the participation of both interviewer and the inter-
viewee can the historic ethnographer effectively navigate realms of 
meaning and understanding in the oral history interview text.

Within the typical oral history interview, people frequently di-
vulge personal details of their lives, as well as details of the lives 
of others. Within the context of this particular project, interviewees 
discussed sensitive subjects including violence, crime, and prosti-
tution, often mentioning personal names in close association with 
these controversial topics. Working with archived materials necessi-
tates a conscious reminder that these names, which were freely dis-
cussed and recorded, signify very real people, with friends, families, 
and personal legacies. These people must be treated with respect 
and sensitivity despite the lack of a personal, conventionally ethno-
graphic relationship.

The great Irish cultural geographer E. Estyn Evans once noted, 
“Nothing less than the whole of the past is needed to explain the 
present.”25 Evans understood that all historical narratives are fated 
for incompleteness; the “whole of the past” is unattainable. Yet oral 
history evidence can greatly supplement and enhance the historical 
record and, when necessary, stand alone as a credible construction 
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of the past. Folklorist and oral historian Lynwood Montell’s classic 
work The Saga of Coe Ridge, published in 1968, demonstrates the 
usefulness and credibility of oral history in the reconstruction of an 
African American community that lacked written records. Mon-
tell at the time described oral history as an “untapped reservoir” in 
American history and referred to the “numberless” communities 
whose histories would remain unwritten unless historians turned 
to the “spoken word.”26 Without the alternative perspective gener-
ated from oral history narratives, dominant public memory of Craw 
would have remained a limited, one-sided, and thus incomplete ver-
sion of the past.

Every person has a story, and every story is different. Various peo-
ple perceive the same events and experiences through unique lenses
of interpretation. In addition, individual memories fade as time passes, 
and sometimes memories confl ict. However, this complexity places 
a greater sense of purpose and responsibility on the social func-
tioning of a community’s collective memory. Memories of the past 
give groups their identities, and the experience of remember-
ing, together, commemorates that which they remember and rein-
forces this shared identity through time. Folklorist Henry Glassie 
writes, “History is the essence of the idea of place.”27 This history is 
accomplished by understanding how the former residents of Craw, 
somewhat unifi ed by their memories, reimagined and framed their 
community’s history—and how this process infl uenced their sense of 
place—especially when the “place” so crucial to their personal iden-
tities was gone.

Public dissemination of Wallace’s research has changed the way 
Frankfort’s citizens remember Craw, both inside and outside the for-
mer neighborhood. This study examines the process of reconstruct-
ing social memories and individual negotiations between offi cial and 
vernacular memory as they coalesce in the oral history interview as 
an expression of public memory and community identity. In addi-
tion, I examine the dynamic role of the interviewer, in this case Jim 
Wallace, as he uses an oral history project to consciously counter 
dominant perceptions of memory. Chapter 1, “The ‘Lower’ Part of 
the City,” presents the early origins of the neighborhood, as it was 
depicted in print, and the resultant formation of historical memory. 
Chapter 2, “Defi ning Craw,” explores the intersection of meaning 
and neighborhood identity as former residents use the oral his-
tory interview to defi ne and frame spatial identities in the narrative 
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expression of memories of Craw. Chapter 3, “Contesting Public 
Memory,” examines the interplay between dominant and subordi-
nated memories and the role of Wallace’s interviews in the ongoing 
struggle between public memories and historical permanence. Wal-
lace’s nostalgic impulse is countered in chapter 4, “The Other Side 
of the Tracks,” as residents themselves celebrate the components of 
historical memory Jim Wallace was attempting to counter. Finally, 
chapter 5, “The King of Craw,” features narrative recollections about 
the life of John Fallis, a symbolic outlaw, in the narrative expression 
of both offi cial and vernacular expressions of public memory.

Underlying this study is a reexamination of the narrative construc-
tion of individual and community memories and their roles in shap-
ing the perception of social and symbolic aspects of a once-physical 
place.28 For almost one hundred years, dominant, outsider public 
memory of Craw focused on the neighborhood’s negative reputa-
tion. James Wallace’s oral history interviews consciously reconstitute 
this community’s cultural frame of reference and create a narrative 
articulation of a reconstructed community in memory that counters 
dominant, traditional versions of the past. This book explores how 
Jim Wallace’s oral history project commemorates a neighborhood 
that has now disappeared from maps, but not from memory.
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Chapter One

The “Lower” Part
of the City

Very few documentary records exist that allow us to interpret the 
earliest periods of the neighborhood known as “Craw” or “the Bot-
tom,” the poorest section of Frankfort. However, existing sources 
suggest that from its inception Craw captured and sustained the 
Frankfort public’s fascination. Few academic historians have written 
about Craw, and those who have rarely expand beyond brief, tan-
gential references, and primary sources are rare. The relatively few 
existing newspaper accounts that reference Craw mostly chronicle 
crime, violence, fl ooding, rampant alcohol use, and poverty. Nev-
ertheless, this small corpus of early newspaper references and arti-
cles contains crucial sources for setting up the historical context and 
interpreting Craw’s earliest years.

Since the neighborhood is no longer physically available for 
analysis, this chapter chronologically and thematically examines the 
trajectory of Craw’s life and death by reaching back to a memory 
embodied no longer in human persons, but in print, exploring this 
neighborhood between the time of its birth in the early 1870s and 
the fi rst premature declaration of its demise in the shadows of Pro-
hibition in 1918. In this period, the “lower” part of the city of Frank-
fort fi rst began to demonstrate the characteristic traits that would 
eventually defi ne it and serve as rationalizations for its reform and 
eventual destruction. During the 1870s, Frankfort newspapers pro-
vide the earliest historical references to the neighborhood as “Craw-
fi sh Bottom,” “Craw,” or “the Craw.”1 The use of these distinct tags 
by the city’s news organizations demonstrates emerging patterns of 
meaning inextricably linked to these unoffi cial, vernacular terms 
representing this neighborhood.



16  CRAWFISH BOTTOM

THE LOWLANDS

The neighborhood occupied fi fty acres of low-lying land along 
the Kentucky River. In 1897, local historian Jennie Chinn Morton 
described the land that eventually became Craw as having once 
been a racecourse for training horses and grounds for circus shows.2 
In celebration of Frankfort’s centennial in 1886, a local newspaper, 
the Capital, conducted several interviews with longtime local citi-
zens and printed their reminiscences of Frankfort. The eight pages 
of this special edition present some of those interviews, which offer 
a few clues about the early days of the land that would later be called 
“Craw.” Residents described this section of town as unsuitable for 
building, due to the regularity of fl ooding by the Kentucky River; 
one noted that when General James Wilkinson was stationed there 
in 1795–1796, the land was a “pond of stagnant water.” Wilkinson 
reportedly dug ditches to drain the land “so as to very much improve 
the premises, and destroy the noxious effl uvia, thereby preserv-
ing the health of the citizens.”3 Captain Sanford Goins narrated his 
childhood memories of Frankfort during the 1820s: “What today is 
so well known as ‘Craw’ was a large lake or pond of water.”4

Prior to the Civil War, settlement in Craw had remained rela-
tively sparse. In 1851, the legislature voted to move the gas works 

Frankfort in 1796 as depicted on the map “Road from Limestone to Frankfort in 
the state of Kentucky.” Plate #22 from Georges Henri Victor Collot’s Voyages dans 
l’Amérique septentrionale, 1826. The map was drawn in 1796 but not published 
until 1826. Courtesy of W. S. Hoole Special Collections, University of Alabama 
Libraries.
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from the northwest corner of Capitol Square to the corner of Mero 
and Washington streets. However, the effects of the emissions—“the 
most villainous compound of foul scents”—proved to be more severe 
than city offi cials expected.5 The legislature subsequently declared 
the gas works a “nuisance” and moved it to the edge of town, what 
would later become Craw.

According to available maps and images of Frankfort, the two 
vacant blocks of the northwestern part of town remained mostly 
vacant until the 1870s. The 1854 Hart and Mapother map of Frank-
fort (see page 18) shows the northwestern-most block, then framed 
by Wilkinson and Mero streets, almost completely vacant, although 
occupation of the blocks adjacent to Fort Hill increased to the east, 
away from the river. The Hart and Mapother map does show some 
settlement along Fort Hill, but Hill Street still lacked municipal 
sanction. The 1871 Birdseye map of Frankfort (see page 19) visu-
ally supports this development pattern, with the viewable city blocks 

The neighborhood in 1818 as depicted on the map “Kentucky: Reduced from Doct. 
Luke Munsell Map 1818 and 1834—Inset of Frankfort” (as indicated by added 
screening). Courtesy of the Kentucky Historical Society.
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nearest the river in the northwest corner still relatively vacant.6 
In the early 1870s, rapid development of the land to the north of 
Mero Street formed the Hill Street blocks of Craw on the tracts of 
land adjacent to the steep wall of Fort Hill on the north, and the 
1880 census reveals the civic creation of Hill Street adjacent to 
Fort Hill.

The 1882 Frankfort atlas visually displays dwellings on each tract 
of land on the south side of Hill Street between Wilkinson and St. 
Clair streets. The Frankfort city directory for 1884–1885 demon-
strates Hill Street’s development, with dwellings appearing mainly 
on the south side of the street, from the river to the workhouse; by 
the mid-1890s the development of dwellings had reached capacity 

The neighborhood in 1854 as depicted on the map “The City of Frankfort, Frank-
lin Co. KY: Hart and Mapother Map, 1854.” Courtesy of the Kentucky Historical 
Society.
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on both sides of the street. The atlas also confi rms the rapid settle-
ment of all three east-west blocks north of Mero Street moving away 
from the river in the early to mid-1870s.

According to historian Carl E. Kramer, the Civil War’s end 
brought the arrival of former slaves to Frankfort, seeking homes for 
their families. The land in Craw was inexpensive, so between 1865 
and 1880 construction commenced on humble dwellings for rental 
to blacks—always a slight majority—and poor whites.7 The evidence 
clearly demonstrates a population explosion in the neighborhood in 
the years following the Civil War. Frankfort’s African American pop-
ulation grew from 1,282 in 1860 to 2,335 in 1870—an 82.1 percent 
increase. Between 1870 and 1880, the black population rose from 
2,335 to 3,199, representing another 39 percent increase.8 The 1880 
census lists 173 “colored” residents and only 18 white residents liv-
ing on Hill Street. The 1884–1885 Frankfort city directory lists 69 
percent of the households in Craw’s core boundaries as “colored.” 
Craw also housed a large portion of Frankfort’s immigrant popula-
tion, predominately German and Irish. The 1884–1885 directories 
list professions among the black population as diverse as teachers, 
Capitol Hotel waiters, porters, drivers, and general and domestic 

Northwest Frankfort as depicted in “Birdseye View of the City of Frankfort the 
Capital of Kentucky, 1871.” Courtesy of the Kentucky Historical Society.



(Above) Early photo of the neighborhood from the “Slums of Frankfort” series. 
Photograph no. 3, 1913, Wilkinson Street. Courtesy of the Kentucky Historical 
Society. (Below) Early photo of the neighborhood from the “Slums of Frankfort” 
series. Photograph no. 8, 1913. Courtesy of the Kentucky Historical Society.
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laborers. Among the white populace in Craw at the time, occupa-
tions included mainly general laborers, those who worked in the 
nearby river mills, and a few policemen.

At different times in history this neighborhood possessed many 
labels that conveyed varying sets of meanings and associations to dif-
ferent groups of people. In the years immediately following the Civil 
War, newspapers still referred to this part of town as the “lower part 
of the city.” “We regret to learn,” one newspaper reported in 1876, 
“that a portion of the inhabitants of the lower part of the city, near 
the foot of Clinton and Mero street, were in some danger of having 
the lower stories of their dwellings invaded by the rising freshet.”9 
Also during the 1870s, Frankfort newspaper articles began to call 
for the implementation of municipal improvements for the “lower” 
part of town. Public requests for improvements focused mostly on 
the lack of street lighting and the poor condition of the area’s side-
walks and roads. One 1877 article complained, “The darkness back 
of Mero Street, even on moonlit nights is almost impenetrable.” In 
addition to noting the street’s bad sidewalks and dangerous cross-
ings, the article suggests that “a few lamps, distributed with good 
judgment, would help that part of the city very materially.”10 Another 
article that year stated that in order to fully appreciate darkness, one 
should travel “beyond Mero Street . . . after nightfall when there is 
no moon.11 “Beyond Mero Street” referred to the newly populated 

Fish Trap Island in 1818 as depicted on the map “Kentucky: Reduced from Doct. 
Luke Munsell Map 1818 and 1834 (Inset of Frankfort).” Courtesy of the Kentucky 
Historical Society.
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Hill Street block between Fort Hill and Mero Street, primarily 
inhabited by African American families in the 1870s and 1880s.

Earlier in the 1870s, newspaper articles had also begun to asso-
ciate this part of town with the less-desirable elements of society: 
“Sabbath Desecration—We are requested to call the attention of the 
proper offi cers of the city to the fact that a motley congregation of 
a hundred or more boys and men, white and black, assemble every 
Sunday on the sandbar, in the rear of Scott’s tenement houses, on 
[the] Kentucky river, within the city limits, where they shamefully 
desecrate the Sabbath, and horrify all decent people by shouting, 
racing, swearing, gaming in many ways, and committing all man-
ner of acts of Satanic deviltry.”12 John L. Scott’s tenement houses on 
Wilkinson Street, between Mero and Clinton, behind which such 
offenses occurred, backed up to the river just above Fish Trap Island, 
otherwise known as “the sandbar.”13 In the early years of Frankfort, 
“an assortment of snags, sandbars, rock shoals, [and] submerged 
islands” made the Kentucky River very diffi cult to navigate.14 Fish 
Trap Island, a signifi cant obstacle to river navigation at that time, 
measured nine hundred yards in length and rose sixty inches above 

Early photo of the neighborhood from the “Civic League” series. “Exterior of Resi-
dences,” 1913. Courtesy of the Kentucky Historical Society.
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the water.15 Its size and its relative isolation from the rest of the city 
made it a semiprotected place in which to violate civic and moral 
virtues. In addition to civic sins like gambling, and religious sins like 
“Sabbath desecration,” reports of violent crimes within the confi nes 
of the “lower” part of Frankfort also became more prevalent. One 
1875 article reported three “culled gentamen” who had been placed 
in the “cooler” for a violent confrontation that had broken out in “the 
lower part of the city.”16

In or around 1877, this part of town earned a more specifi c name, 
distinguishing it from the rest of Frankfort, as the city’s newspa-
pers less frequently used generic, spatially oriented terminology to 
describe the area. A February 1877 article in the Weekly Yeoman 
reported that “Esquire McDonald investigated a breach of the peace 
among some colored folk from ‘Craw-fi sh Bottom.’”17 In August 
1877 a piece announced that “the Alcalde of Craw Fish Bottom has 
recovered from the effects of a splinter, and is now on post.”18 That 
year the same newspaper also reported that “some of the colored 
brothers and sisters in the land of ‘Craw-Fish’ had a masquerade ball 

Early photo of the neighborhood from the “Civic League” series. “Views in Poor 
Settlements/Black Family in Front of Residences,” 1913. Courtesy of the Kentucky 
Historical Society.
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on Saturday night.” This article offers insight into early race relations 
in Craw, revealing that at the time of unmasking, “it was discovered 
that there was some white sheep in the fl ock.”19

Only the Weekly Yeoman used the term “Crawfi sh Bottom” in the 
public sphere in 1877, and throughout 1878 other Frankfort news-
papers still referred to the neighborhood as the “lower part of the 
city.”20 In June 1878, for example, the Weekly Roundabout referred 
to a fi ght that had occurred “in the lower part of the city last Sat-
urday night.”21 However, by the end of 1878, newspapers citywide 
were regularly using some variant of the new title.22 In November 
1878, the Weekly Roundabout reported details of an altercation that 
had taken place the previous Sunday: “There was a considerable row 
among the colored population on the corner of Washington and Clin-
ton streets. Tom Russell, a gentleman of the galvanized variety, hav-
ing become enthused with Market street kill-’em-quick, informed 
Hec. Moulden, a peacably inclined individual that he, Tom, was the 
best man in ‘Craw.’” Following a detailed description of the con-
frontation, it was announced that Hec. Moulden had triumphed and 
that Tom Russell “was required to pay $5 into the city treasury and 
will not tackle the wolf of ‘Crawfi sh’ again.”23 By using both “Craw” 
and “Crawfi sh” to refer to the location at “the corner of Clinton and 
Washington streets,” the article defi nitively confi rms the emerging 
link binding place and name. The epithets “best man in ‘Craw,’” 
“wolf of ‘Crawfi sh,’” and “Alcalde of Craw Fish Bottom” indicate the 
development of a hierarchical system for proclaiming who could be 
considered the “best man in Craw,” a notorious distinction achieved 
by expressions of strength, intimidation, and violence.

By 1878, the increased frequency of crime and violence in Craw 
began to disturb members of the larger Frankfort community, 
prompting regular editorial comments in the newspapers direct-
ing the attention of the police to that neighborhood. The following 
describes a fi ght that took place between a mother and a daughter: 
“There was a bad case of wool pulling in Crawfi sh bottom Tuesday 
night. . . . The attention of the police is called to some noisy con-
gregations in that quarter.”24 In March 1879 the city’s growing dis-
comfort prompted the question, “Wouldn’t it be better to have two 
policemen in ‘Craw’?”25 By 1880, the neighborhood name “Craw” 
and its citywide reputation had been fi rmly established, and the 
newspapers began to make esoteric references to this now well-
known reputation: “On Saturday last . . . there was a white woman 
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trying to out-mum the river. She was beastly drunk, acting in the 
most disgraceful manner, cursing and swearing at all who came near 
her. This is a disgrace that even ‘Craw’ should blush at.”26 Later that 
year a similar article appeared, celebrating Craw’s violent reputa-
tion: “Charley Washington was laboring under the impression Satur-
day afternoon that he was the worst nigger Craw ever produced, and 
that he could lam any country nigger that ever presumed to set foot 
on the sacred precincts of Dog Walk.”27

By the end of the 1870s, references to “Craw,” “Crawfi sh Bottom,” 
or “the land of the Craw-Fish” had replaced all other more generic 
appellations for the neighborhood. The associations with these ref-
erents clearly included violence and crime, as well as drunkenness 
and indecency. “Craw” or “Crawfi sh Bottom” replaced the term 
“lower part of the city” in other public discussions, such as calls for 
municipal improvements to the neighborhood—“Craw craves more 
light”28—and sarcastic comments—“The thaw, the thaw, the beauti-
ful thaw—it makes such elegant walking in ‘Craw’”;29 “The walking 
yesterday in ‘Craw’ was not so good as it was last August.”30 By the 
beginning of 1880, Craw was more than just a voting precinct, a city 
ward, or a census district. The neighborhood’s growing reputation 
among Frankfort’s general population had become unmistakable.

THE “BEST MAN” FROM CRAWFISH BOTTOM

By the end of the nineteenth century the appellation “Crawfi sh 
Bottom” had clearly been shortened to “Craw.” A 1918 newspaper 
article printed a historical explanation of the origins of the name: 
“‘Craw’ took its name from the low terrain which is in keeping with 
the moral level of the section.” The article describes a particularly 
intoxicated individual who had “proclaimed himself the ‘best man 
from Crawfi sh Bottom,’” explaining that the man’s nickname had 
been shortened to “Craw” and that “the name clung to the district, 
which claimed him.” The neighborhood, according to the article, 
retained the “unsavory distinction when he was forgotten.”31

It is unclear exactly when this name was fi rst bestowed, or whether 
Hec. Moulden, Tom Russell, Charley Washington, or some other 
anonymous street fi ghter fi rst claimed the title that later became 
associated with the entire neighborhood. No single identifying inci-
dent, moment, or particular individual bears historical responsi-
bility for the naming of the Craw. The nickname may have indeed 
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emerged from the supposedly common sight of crayfi sh in the locale. 
What does materialize with great clarity is the neighborhood’s dis-
tinctive identity, clearly emerging among the residents of the capital 
city; by the mid-1880s, Frankfort’s Craw had a reputation through-
out the state.

In describing incidents of violence and crime in Craw, the open-
ing lines of newspaper articles were often formulaic, typically includ-
ing the pronouncement and location of the altercation, followed by 
a detailed description of the confl ict: “A diffi culty occurred in the 
pool room of Henry & Dean, on the corner of Clinton and Washing-
ton street”;32 “Two colored men engaged in a diffi culty in Craw Sun-
day night”;33 “A diffi culty occurred within the unsavory confi nes of 
‘Craw.’”34 In the decades following the Civil War, the neighborhood 
had earned the status of being considered a “classic,” one article not-
ing, for example, that “a diffi culty occurred in the classic precincts 
of Craw.”35 Another article reported on a fi ght that had occurred 
between two men named Johnson and Snider. The fi ght, it reported, 
had broken out “in Classic ‘Craw.’ . . . Johnson . . . drew his ‘little 
pop’ and blazed away four times.”36 Crime in Craw was often violent: 
“A cutting scrape occurred in Craw Monday night in which Chas. 
Gatewood seriously cut his wife.”37 Headlines like these commonly 
appeared in Frankfort papers: “SCRIMMAGE IN CRAW,”38 “CUT 
IN CRAW,”39 “A CRAW KILLING,”40 and “THROAT CUTTING 
AND CRAPS IN CRAW.”41 Much of the violent crime in Craw was 
linked in one way or another with alcohol: “Craw was crowded with 
drunken men Saturday night and the police made several arrests”;42 
“Phil Price, a gentleman of color, became very drunk Saturday night, 
and tried to do the city. He fi rst became involved in a diffi culty with 
another negro in Craw, and pulled his pistol and fi red.”43 Violent 
incidents often began in saloons, places like Porter’s Saloon, “on the 
corner of Washington and Clinton streets.” One article describes a 
violent clash occurring in this establishment: “Suter drew a pistol 
and shot Kelly twice, one ball taking effect in the stomach and the 
other under the left arm.44

Craw residents were not the only visitors to the neighborhood’s 
“lower” establishments in the 1870s and 1880s. The Frankfort Weekly 
Roundabout, for example, reported on one neighborhood outsider, 
a “former prominent judge,” who was arrested in 1884 “for being 
drunk and disorderly down in Craw Tuesday afternoon.” The article 
describes the judge as having previously “passed many a sentence 
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of imprisonment for life and shorter periods” and comments, “How 
have the mighty fallen.”45 Nor was an experience of the illegal in 
Craw limited to those who lived in the city. During Kentucky’s con-
tested gubernatorial election in 1899, political supporters, protest-
ers, and militia members were called to Frankfort from all over the 
state. The Mt. Vernon Signal, the newspaper for the seat of Rock-
castle County, located eighty miles south of Frankfort, reported that 
Thurman Ferguson of Langford Station and Professor F. S. Phillips 
of Wildie “got too much tanglefoot and sought the pleasures of that 
notorious dive known as ‘Craw.’” The paper notes that when Fer-
guson became disorderly and had to be arrested and searched by 
police, a “45 Colts pistol, a dozen or so cartridges and a pair of brass 
knuckles were found on him.”46 References in other cities’ news-
papers similarly describe the neighborhood as “that notorious dive 
known as Craw,” confi rming the fact that the neighborhood’s repu-
tation was known beyond Frankfort and that this reputation drew 
individuals to Craw from all over Kentucky.

Craw’s reputation in the 1870s and 1880s did not depend exclu-
sively on its being the poor, black part of town. The fact that Craw 
housed many families of prison inmates incarcerated at the peniten-
tiary on High Street, just outside of the neighborhood, enhanced 
Craw’s violent and criminal reputation. Often, over the course of 
prison inmates’ incarceration, their families established themselves 
in Frankfort, and reunited families frequently remained in the city. 
Since many such families could only afford to live in Craw, they set-
tled in and made their homes there. Other ex-convicts had nowhere 
to go upon their release, a fact that caused great public concern 
throughout the penitentiary’s life on High and Holmes streets and 
inspired frequent discussion among Frankfort’s local citizens.47

The Kentucky State Penitentiary, completed and fi rst occu-
pied in 1800, sparked public debate from its beginning. The pub-
lic frequently demanded prison reform, but the legislature rarely 
responded. In 1879, 775 of the 1,000 prisoners housed at the peni-
tentiary were treated for scurvy, and 75 prisoners died, yet sugges-
tions for reform continued to be ignored.48 Plagued by overcrowding, 
the penitentiary contained 540 inmates on January 1, 1868. On the 
same date in 1870 it held 653, an increase of 113 inmates. How-
ever, 659 convicts had entered the penitentiary during this two-year 
period, demonstrating a rapid rate of prisoner turnover.49 On January 
27, 1872, the Daily Kentucky Yeoman reported the capture of a local 
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burglar. Following the description of his capture, the article men-
tions that the burglar had been imprisoned until just a few weeks 
prior, but that the governor had pardoned him for good behavior 
while incarcerated. The article asks the legislature to take action on 
this matter, “sending convicts back to the places where they were 
convicted” upon the completion of their term: “Frankfort has suf-
fered too much from convicts turned loose in our midst without the 
means of getting away.”50

In 1879, the Tri-Weekly Yeoman contained an article that also 
refl ects this sentiment: “Sneak thieves and burglars have been oper-
ating in some of the private houses of this city.” The article casts 
blame on the recently “discharged convicts . . . trying to make a 
raise before departing for ‘pastures new.’”51 An 1879 editorial in the 
Weekly Roundabout estimated that 300 convicts were currently liv-
ing in Frankfort, many of whom continued to steal for a living. The 
writer advocates that these convicts should leave the community and 
return to their home counties or leave the state altogether: “Frank-
fort has already been the penal colony for the thieves of the State too 
long.” State law required the warden to give each convict only fi ve 
dollars upon departure from prison, but the editorial declares this 
amount insuffi cient: “In most cases the convict spends this money in 
getting drunk in a day or two after he gets out and then fi nds himself 
turned loose here in Frankfort, without money and without friends 
and for relief he goes to robbing our citizens.” The editorial proposes 
that each convict should be sent “back to where he came from” and 
that each county should “take charge of its own thieves,” without 
placing the full burden on Frankfort simply because it “happens to 
contain the Penitentiary.”52 This depiction of Frankfort as a “penal 
colony,” estimating the matriculation of nearly 300 former convicts 
into the city’s general population in 1879, conveys Frankfort’s grow-
ing frustration with increasing criminal activity. By 1897, this frus-
tration had both escalated and developed an explicitly raced target. 
One paper, for example, advocated a movement “to rid Frankfort 
of negro thieves that remained here after their term expired in the 
penitentiary.”53 Such sentiments inspired the citizens of Frankfort to 
begin their century-long efforts to rehabilitate Craw.

Craw’s residents—including many formerly enslaved, very poor 
people; the families of inmates at the state penitentiary and other 
recently released ex-convicts; and Frankfort’s poor white popula-
tion—shaped the neighborhood’s character. But in addition to Craw’s 
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demographics, its proximity to the Kentucky River also infl uenced 
the neighborhood’s development, with periodic fl ooding being one of 
the most important aspects of Craw’s development as a community.

KENTUCKY RIVER FLOODS

The Kentucky River wound its way through both South and North 
Frankfort, and residents of the city noted the daily rise and fall of 
the river. Flooding had plagued Frankfort since its initial settlement, 
but the fl ood of 1880 signifi cantly threatened the residents of Craw 
for the fi rst time since before the Civil War. One news story printed 

Two views of the neighborhood during the 1883 fl ood, as seen from the Old Capitol 
Dome. Courtesy of the Kentucky Historical Society.
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on February 14 reported that the river had risen seventeen feet 
since the night before and continued to rise at the rate of one foot 
per hour. The article described how the residents of Craw reacted: 
“Many poor families in the lower part of North Frankfort begun to 
move their effects to other quarter. . . . Many houses in ‘Craw’ are 
almost submerged—only the roofs being visible.”54 After the fl ood 
receded, the Weekly Roundabout reported that more than two hun-
dred families had been evacuated from Craw.55

Just three years later, in February 1883, the waters of the Ken-
tucky River threatened the residents of Craw once more. Announced 
in the headlines of the Weekly Roundabout as a fl ood “Like Never 
Seen in this City Before,” the rising tide “gradually crept up into 
North Wilkinson, Clinton, Mero, and Blanton streets until [by] noon 
the whole of ‘Craw’ was under water and the inhabitants were mov-
ing out rapidly.”56 In his 1912 history of Franklin County, local his-
torian L. F. Johnson portrayed the 1883 fl ood as more devastating 
than any other in recent memory, noting that “nearly all the families 
in the lower part of the city were moved out. All of the section known 
as ‘Craw’ was completely covered.”57 The 1883 fl ood devastated many 
sections of town, including the more stately homes of both North and 
South Frankfort. The fl ood covered half the city, depositing two to 
ten feet of water in the penitentiary yard, and surrounded Fort Hill 
completely. More than one hundred dwellings were shattered when 
they fl oated downriver and crashed into the St. Clair Street bridge; 
the submersion of the gas works located at the corner of Mero and 
Washington in Craw left the city dark, without power.58

Floods, a recurring motif in the unfolding story of Craw, took their 
toll on the neighborhood’s humble frame dwellings, as well as on the 
resiliency of its residents. In 1887, the residents were again evacuated 
as the river rose to a “greater height than at any time since the great 
fl ood of February 1883.”59 More devastating fl oods occurred in 1913 
and 1915, when it was reported that the residents of “Crawfi sh Bot-
tom” were driven from their homes once more.60 The repeated physi-
cal destruction of the neighborhood reaffi rmed the growing citywide 
perception of Craw as “the slums of Frankfort.” While fl ooding hin-
dered economic progress for many residents in Craw, poverty simul-
taneously prevented many families from moving out of the lowlands. 
Finally, the massive devastation yielded by the 1937 fl ood not only 
caused the permanent abandonment of the prison but also foreshad-
owed Craw’s ultimate destruction by urban renewal.



The “Lower” Part of the City  31

LOGGERS AND OTHER ROWDIES

The river had another impact on the neighborhood, closely tying 
it to the logging industry. Although the industry had grown inter-
mittently since the 1830s, it would reach “major proportions” in 
the years immediately following the Civil War.61 Between 1870 and 
1880, the number of mills in Frankfort increased from eight to thir-
teen; with this growth came an upturn in employment and wages, 
as well as in capital investment.62 According to historian Thomas D. 
Clark, log booms and mills were constructed in Craw’s vicinity, and 
men from the mountains, recently home from the war, took advan-
tage of this growing market. These loggers would launch their rafts 
and ride toward Frankfort, “and fi ve days later they rounded the big 
bend at Frankfort and boomed their logs before Craw.”63 In March 
1872, the Daily Kentucky Yeoman reported that between fourteen 
and fi fteen thousand logs had arrived over the course of one week.64 
Greater Frankfort encouraged the increasing success of the logging 
industry.65

As demand for logs grew, Frankfort had to cope with the “moun-
tain men” who delivered them. In 1876 it was reported that the latest 

“Log assembly and drift on North Fork of the Kentucky River near Hazard, 1900.” 
Courtesy of the Kentucky Historical Society.
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shipment of logs had been delivered by “292 hardy mountaineers” 
hailing from Lee, Breathitt, Owsley, Clay, Estill, Perry, and Knox 
counties.66 In 1877, the Weekly Yeoman announced, “Logs, Logs, 
Logs! The river is full of them.”67 In 1878, it was reported that “One 
Hundred and eight river men ate breakfast at Mrs. J. M. Wake-
fi eld’s on Tuesday morning and got through before eight o’clock. 
How many house-keepers in this city could feed as many men.”68 
In 1879, writers for the Tri-Weekly Yeoman noticed that “quite a 
number of mountain men have been on our streets during the past 
week.”69 Although these “mountain men” were delivering the much-
desired timber, their infl ux was somewhat alarming to Frankfort’s 
respectable citizens: “The lumber men are rushing excitedly around 
the streets with their ‘thieving rods’ in hand. They are murderous 
looking instruments.”70 In 1883, the Frankfort Weekly Roundabout 
reported, “There have been two or three hundred Mountaineers in 
the city at one time, this week.”71

In 1942, historian Thomas D. Clark published The Kentucky, a 
comprehensive look at some of the cultural elements of the Ken-
tucky River’s rich history. During the late 1930s, Clark had con-
ducted several interviews for his chapter on logging with men who, 
when they were younger, rode the rafts down from the mountains 
to Frankfort.72 Although Clark did not record or transcribe these 
interviews, the data from them informed his detailed description 
of riding the rafts down the river and his occasional dramatic refer-
ences to their destination on the banks of Craw. Clark’s interviews 
with raftsmen “Blowey” Jim Bishop, Bill Peters, and Bill “Turkle-
neck” Eversole, and their descriptions of the logging environment 
in Frankfort, infl uenced many later historians who would base their 
knowledge of Craw on Clark’s early writings.73 Clark described 
Craw as a place where loggers could “forget their trials and tribu-
lations and give themselves over to at least one night of complete 
debauchery” before beginning the long journey home. “The log-
ger,” Clark elaborated, “wandered deeper into the Craw section, 
which clung to the famous river cliff like a half-drowned animal. . . .
Here, behind the staid and dignifi ed Greek Revival capitol build-
ing, was all the wickedness of the biblical twin cities in concentrated 
form.”74

Writing a year earlier in Louisville’s Courier-Journal, Clark had 
described Craw in even more detail: “Just as there was the Barbary 
Coast of San Francisco and the Rampart district in New Orleans 
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where the old-time fl atboatmen cavorted, there was the Craw 
in Frankfort.” Clark continues: “Down in the Craw joy was unre-
strained. Playful logmen could go as long and as far as they wished 
so long as liquor and money lasted.” As for local reaction to the pres-
ence of these loggers, “polite Frankfort gathered its cloak about its 
shoulders and tilted its nose and looked the other way . . . happily 
oblivious to the rowdy whoopee which was taking place down on the 
murky shoulder of the river bank which clings so tenaciously to the 
foot of the north bluff.”75

Clark revisited the subject in 1981, describing Craw as a “murky 
social island” where there were “few moral inhibitions and no physi-
cal ones.” Clark describes the demographics of those visiting Craw: 
“Congregated there were saloonkeepers, hospitable women down 
from the hills, gamblers, and bullies enough to satisfy even the most 
belligerent hill-country raftsman.” He recalls conducting interviews 
in 1939 with some of the former loggers, “who freely reminisced 
about having been entertained by the ladies of the Craw,” describing 
“two mountain sisters,” a favorite topic during these interviews, who 
“anticipated the running of spring and fall tides with excitement akin 
to that of their more discriminating sisters who welcomed Demo-
cratic and Republican nominating conventions.”76

Although Clark’s writings contain relatively few descriptions of 
Craw in the late nineteenth century, they comprise the most com-
plete published writings on the neighborhood. Clark’s early refer-
ences to loggers’ role in the development of Craw also infl uenced 
later historians’ assertions about the place. In his book Kentucky: 
Portrait in Paradox, historian James Klotter mentions that after 
being paid for their delivery of logs, the men would enjoy the “big 
city” before heading for home: “In the rough area of the city known 
as ‘The Craw,’ the mountaineers found little law, numerous bars, 
plentiful prostitutes, and abundant gambling houses.”77 Klotter 
describes the exit of weary loggers from Frankfort; many would take 
a train to Lexington, where some would take a wagon and then con-
tinue on foot for the up-to-eighty-mile journey home.78

In 2001, William E. Ellis wrote The Kentucky River, based on 
oral histories conducted with individuals involved with the river 
in various capacities. In his discussion of this period in the logging 
industry, Ellis states that “Craw” was synonymous with “lawlessness 
and immorality,” acknowledging throughout the book the profound 
infl uence of Thomas Clark on his own research. In fact, Ellis cites an 
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oral history interview he conducted with Clark in 1994 during which 
Clark once more refl ected on the interviews he conducted with the 
early loggers in Craw.

In her book Early Frankfort Kentucky: 1786–1861, published in 
1986, Nettie Henry Glenn, a genealogist and local historian, also 
describes Craw in accord with Clark’s descriptions. Although she 
cites no sources for her depiction, Glenn dramatically paints Craw 
as “irresistible to lusty loggers” who sought out the “comforting 
diversions found only in the ‘Bottom.’” Very few of the “bearded, 
rough-clad mountaineers,” Glenn writes, resisted the “bacchanalia 
of Frankfort’s notorious houses of entertainment where moral val-
ues crumbled and hard-earned money was frittered away.” Glenn 
fi nishes her moral sketch of Craw by describing the aftereffects of 
debauchery: “Days later, bandaged and limping, the men trudged 
out of town. Those among them who had disdained saloon rough-
housing to patronize the ladies in the red-light district seemed rel-
atively unscathed. But venereal diseases were rampant in the old 
Frankfort brothels, and the ravages of their dissipation were yet to 
surface.”79 Although much of her book is anecdotal, Glenn’s Early 
Frankfort Kentucky clearly demonstrates the public’s fascination 
with the Craw’s reputed evils.80 Newspaper accounts and histories of 
the logging industry indicate that it exerted its greatest infl uence on 
the Craw in the years following the Civil War, but Glenn’s descrip-
tions present a point of view supposedly contained to the period 
prior to the Civil War.

In his book Kentucky Bluegrass Country, folklorist Gerald Alvey 
briefl y discusses Craw in the context of folk patterns of settlement, 
declaring that some scholars attribute the term “wrong side of the 
tracks” to the “black/white ghetto called Craw in the Bluegrass 
town of Frankfort . . . the northern section of Frankfort known as 
Crawdad Country, Crawfi sh Bottom, or simply the Bottoms or the 
Craw.”81Alvey too refl ects viewpoints expressed by scholars before 
him, repeating the sentiments refl ected in Carl E. Kramer’s Capital 
on the Kentucky, the most defi nitive historical study of Frankfort, 
that Craw was populated by indigent whites, recently freed blacks 
following the Civil War, and the families of penitentiary prisoners. 
Alvey further states, “In a short time the Craw became a haven for 
vagrants and other undesirables, who ran bootleg bars and brothels, 
engaged in cock fi ghts and other modes of gambling, and delighted 
in a wide range of other unsavory activities.”82
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FRANKFORT’S SEX TRADE

The majority of secondary source–based descriptions of the Craw 
derive their descriptions from Thomas Clark in the early 1940s, and 
each of these derivative descriptions references prostitution. One 
major element of Clark’s description of Craw in the newspaper arti-
cle he wrote prior to publication of The Kentucky does not appear 
in the fi nal published version of the book: “The Craw was work-
ing alive with drunken reeling logmen and their jubilant girlfriends. 
Lilla and Loozer Davidson from up in Owsley County were two con-
genial souls who contributed freely of their charms to make the boys 
from ‘up home’ have a good time. These girls had left their home 
because of a slight social error which placed them in bad repute up 
the river, but which made of them mighty entertaining girls at Frank-
fort.”83 Not only does Clark mention prostitution here, but he writes 
about the taboo topic using specifi c names, drawing on individual 
personalities. In my interview with Clark in May 2002, he acknowl-
edged that when he published these names in his article, local law-
enforcement offi cials in Frankfort assured him that all parties 
involved had either died or left the region. When he later learned 
the sisters still actually lived in Lexington, Clark pulled the entire 
paragraph from the book prior to publication.

The de facto quartering of Frankfort’s sex-trade activities in Craw 
established one of the primary defi nitional components of its repu-
tation, especially in the fi nal years of the nineteenth century. In the 
decades following the Civil War, houses of “ill-repute” or “bawdy 
houses” settled comfortably into the neighborhood. Policeman 
David Kirkpatrick, who also happened to be a resident of Craw in 
1880, made news in September 1876 when he arrested “some eight 
to ten negro women,” described in a newspaper article as “inmates 
of houses of ill-fame” in the “lower part of the city.”84

The 1880 federal census conducted in Frankfort’s Enumeration 
District 70 lists the occupations of Craw’s residents as, among oth-
ers, “laborer,” “blacksmith,” “porter,” “keeping house,” “servant,” 
“retail grocer,” and—along with these more reputable occupations—
“prostitute.” In 1883, Ms. Francis Graham, fi fty-eight years of age, 
resided at 434 and 436 Wilkinson, adjacent to the Kentucky River. In 
her home lived the following: Sallie Davis, age forty; Annie Edwards, 
age twenty-seven; Alice Salter, age twenty-one; Lulu Baker, age 
nineteen; and Mattie Lee, age twenty-six. The census notes that 
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these boarders, all white, all worked as prostitutes. A “mulatto” 
servant named Kate Ferrell, as well as a twelve-year-old boarder 
named Edmonia Ferrell—probably the daughter or sister of Kate—
also lived in this house. The next listing of a prostitute on Wilkinson 
Street appears in the subsequent census entry: Annie Henderson, 
white, age twenty-four, who had three children: Julia, Thomas, and 
Hattie, ages seven, fi ve, and two. This dwelling also housed Teresa 
Edwards, white, age twenty-two, and Lulu Smith, white, age fi f-
teen, both listed as boarders, both prostitutes. Sallie Owsley, white, 
age fi fty-fi ve, and also listed as a prostitute, lived across the street, 
facing the river, at 437 Wilkinson, along with twenty-one-year-old 
Rebecca Taylor, listed as a boarder and prostitute. Two doors down 
from them lived Anna Wells, white, age thirty-one, prostitute, with 
her three children, Charles, Nora, and William, ages fi fteen, ten, 
and one. Eighteen-year-old Ida Hamilton lived as a boarder with the 
Wells family and also worked as a prostitute.

Gaines’ Alley, from the North Frankfort (Craw) Real Estate Appraisals, 1958, 
Blk310 par38. Courtesy of the Kentucky Historical Society.
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In Gaines’ Alley (also known as Gas House Alley, Center Street, 
and Long Lane Alley), between Wilkinson and Washington Streets, 
the 1880 census lists another fairly dense concentration of sex work-
ers. Josie Finn, white, age twenty, a prostitute, lived with her par-
ents, Thomas and Lucinda Finn. Next door another prostitute, Belle 
Bancroft, white, age twenty-three, lived with her daughter Mattie, 
age six, and an eighteen-year-old boarder named Alleen Lambert, 
also listed as a prostitute. Belle Bancroft would move to 419 Wilkin-
son by 1883. Further down Long Lane Alley north of Clinton Street 
lived Lizzie Roberts, white, age twenty-four, occupation prostitute. 
Next door to Lizzie lived Mary Burns, white, age thirty-two, a pros-
titute and the wife of Norman Burns. Katie Kay, age twenty-one, 
their boarder, also worked as a prostitute. Nancy Carter, white, age 
twenty-nine, a prostitute, lived with her twelve-year-old daughter, 
Sallie. Thirty-eight-year-old Kate Moore lived alone on Washington 
Street, and twenty-seven-year-old Elizabeth Louden ran a house 
with twenty-one-year-old Flora Shindlebower as a boarder; all were 
listed as prostitutes.

Although this particular census district was, in terms of percent-
ages, predominantly black, the 1880 census does not identify a sin-
gle prostitute in the district as black. However, African Americans 
certainly worked as prostitutes in Craw. In addition to the “eight to 
ten negro women” arrested for prostitution by Offi cer Kirkpatrick in 
1876, the Capital reported in August of 1885 that “twenty dollars each 
was the fi ne imposed upon four colored women Wednesday, for keep-
ing a disorderly house in Craw.”85 But black women did not receive 
the same latitude afforded to their white sisters and thus may have 
been afraid to identify their profession to the census taker. In addition, 
black prostitutes may have needed a more “legitimate” occupation in 
addition to prostitution in order for them to economically survive, and 
that may have been the occupation listed by the census taker.

In 1884, Captain H. J. Hyde delivered his fi rst annual report as the 
chief of police to Frankfort’s mayor and city council. The fi nal portion 
of his report, entitled “A Word about ‘Craw,’” specifi cally noted the 
problem of prostitution. After distinguishing between Craw’s “respect-
able, worthy citizens” and those prone to “rowdyism and drunken-
ness,” Hyde called on the city council to clean up the neighborhood:

This part of the precinct has at the present time ten houses of 
prostitution and about ten or eleven dram shops within a few 
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squares of each other. Most of the turbulence is confi ned to 
this narrow limit, where the dram shops are located. On Sat-
urday night and all day on Sunday there is a continual stream 
of drunkards from them of every color. Every Saturday night, 
and other nights, the lowest class of negroes, all under the 
infl uence of whisky, have dances where the vile and vicious 
meet of both sexes, howling like so many Dervishes, making 
the night hideous with their drunken orgies. On Sunday it is a 
perfect Babel. None of the neighbors will report these places 
for keeping a disorderly house, and police can not do it, for 
if the person living close by will not make complaint to the 
magistrate no other person can. The rowdyism of Craw is not 
produced by the houses of prostitution. It is true their avo-
cation is one of sin but there are other houses that produce 
sin, death, shame and poverty. Look to them. Don’t stone the 
women and let the men go free. Restrict or cut off altogether 
the sale of liquor in this locality. But if they are allowed to sell, 
confi ne its sale to one or two instead of ten bar-rooms and 
others in process of erection.

Look at South Frankfort on Sunday without a single bar-
room. “So quiet is it there it would seem that there was a 
prayer meeting in heaven;” then go visit Craw with her open 
doggeries and drunken rowdies, and you will think there is a 
barbecue in hell. If the council will not heed this, your police 
force will have to be augmented. It is true the police have 
kept it in check tolerably well, but nevertheless shooting and 
fi ghting would occur, and often I had to center the entire 
force in the locality, leaving the business portion exposed, to 
prevent drunken rowdies from committing violence and cut-
ting up dog in Craw.86

Although the foregoing condemns Craw more or less wholesale, 
the authoritative voice of local law enforcement aims his reproach 
at the black residents of the neighborhood, calling them the “low-
est class of negroes” and criticizing their “vile and vicious” behav-
ior. The demonization of blacks by Frankfort’s white chief of police 
is here generalized to the entire neighborhood—largely racially 
segregated from other neighborhoods in Frankfort—despite dis-
claimers that he would restrict his accusations to the “disorderly 
portion” of Craw. Demonstrating oppressive racial antipathy, the 
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report omits the white community members’ involvement in these 
self-same “vile and vicious” behaviors. Hyde’s report appeared 
just four years after the city directory listed the names and ages 
of Craw’s white sex workers, but named no sex workers of African 
descent.

In 1888 an article in the Frankfort Roundabout criticized the 
white power structure that permitted such misrepresentations. The 
article states that “in the unholy precincts of Craw houses of ill fame 
are permitted to bloom and blossom as a rose” and faults city gov-
ernments’ lack of enforcement: “The police will not report or swear 
against the proprietor or keeper of any house. They ‘stand in’ with 
the inmates, and they will not inform on them.”87 Religious denun-
ciation, in this case, is not leveled upon the neighborhood, although 
disapproval is clearly stated in the descriptor “unholy precinct.” 
However, this criticism is squarely placed on the systemic abuse 
of power in Frankfort’s white city government regarding its par-
ticipation in and protection of a corrupt process, refl ecting public 
outrage regarding the city’s tolerance of the sex trade in Craw. The 
accusation that the police “stood in” with the inmates later proved 
credible.

H. P. Williams Jr., chief of police in Frankfort in 1893, reported 
to the city’s police and fi re commissioners that he must suspend Offi -
cer George Smith from duty, under the charge of being intoxicated 
while on duty. Offi cer Smith was also charged with “entering the 
premises of one Lottie Brown (who keeps a house of bad repute in 
the city of Frankfort) on the night of Aug. 22, 1893.” Both acts vio-
lated police force rules and regulations.88

At the time of this incident, Lottie Brown lived at 419 Wilkinson 
Street, a bordello run by Belle Bancroft in the early 1880s. Lottie 
Brown had minor signifi cance in the history of prostitution in cen-
tral Kentucky: between 1882 and 1883, she had had the distinction 
of being an “inmate” in Lexington, in the employment of Madam 
Belle Brezing, madam of one of the South’s “most orderly of dis-
orderly houses.”89 Brezing’s status as a local folk hero was so infl u-
ential that her death in 1940 merited an obituary alongside those 
of world celebrities in Time magazine.90 Although Brezing’s clien-
tele included numerous socially prominent and wealthy men from 
all over the world, her strict environment frustrated many of Belle’s 
“girls,” and they eventually struck out on their own.91 The reason 
for Lottie Brown’s departure from Lexington may never be known, 



Lottie Brown. Belle Brezing Collection. Courtesy of Special Collections, University 
of Kentucky Libraries.
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because the nature of her profession was transitory and strongly 
encouraged anonymity. Nevertheless, she indirectly connects the 
renowned Madam Belle Brezing to Frankfort’s Craw.

Moral outrage over prostitution in Craw, and the lack of enforce-
ment of the city’s laws, both continued to grow. In 1887, the Frankfort 
Roundabout reported that the grand jury had “found one hundred 
indictments against gambling, tippling houses and houses of prosti-
tution,” commenting, “Now let’s see if the offi cers will execute the 
law to its full extent.” 92 In 1896 the following headline appeared 
in the Argus: “The Bawdy House Again to the Front.” Apparently 
there had been a request to repeal a certain city ordinance that pun-
ished owners who knowingly rented their dwellings to individu-
als for use as a “house of ill fame”: “This ordinance was enacted to 
protect the decent people that were surrounded by bawdy houses 
in Craw.” Stressing that the ordinance should not be repealed, the 
writer warned that doing so would only “enable owners of property 
to lease for immoral purposes.”93

Although evidence demonstrates that prostitution also occurred 
in other parts of the city, the prevalent rhetoric leaves little doubt 
that Craw possessed the greatest concentration of sex workers in 
Frankfort. In 1910 the U.S. Congress passed the Mann Act, which 
prohibited the interstate traffi c of “white slaves,” and soon after, 
in 1912, prostitution in Craw stirred interest from the federal gov-
ernment. Under the State Journal headline “WHITE SLAVERS 
BEING WATCHED,” an article declared that the Department of 
Justice was inspecting Craw as part of its investigation of “white slave 
traffi c.”94 The article announced that Paul C. Gaines, the attorney in 
charge, was seeking any information on which to base an investiga-
tion, especially with regard to “procurers and the movement of these 
people from city to city.”95

Like Frankfort, cities throughout the nation struggled to success-
fully deal with prostitution. Although social purity reformers and 
moral perfectionists advocated the complete abolition of prostitu-
tion, city governments nationwide experimented with containment 
strategies. Although Frankfort offi cials never formally segregated 
the Craw as a “red light district,” the State Journal reported in April 
1913 that “there is no city ordinance segregating these women” and 
that the Franklin County grand jury had notifi ed prostitutes that 
they could live in dwellings located in “Gas House alley alone,” 
reporting that “city authorities are carrying out the ruling made by 



42  CRAWFISH BOTTOM

the grand jury.”96 The Frankfort city directory for that year supports 
this statement: every dwelling but three within the confi nes of Gas 
House Alley was a bordello.97 In the directory, the residents of ten 
out of thirteen addresses on the alley are given the offi cial title of 
“Madam.”98

Later the same month, following the grand jury’s informal estab-
lishment of a “red light district,” a devastating fi re engulfed the 
neighborhood, consumed most of the houses on Gas House Alley, 
and raised the question of where the Craw’s prostitutes would now 
reside, having been unoffi cially relegated to the alley. With the city 
thrown into a panic, a headline announced that these women “MUST 
STAY SEGREGATED: Inmates of the Burned Houses Can’t Invade 
Other Streets”:

Six houses and a small stable in Gas House alley, the city’s 
proscribed section, were destroyed by fl ames early yesterday 
morning. Failure to get water from the waterworks for three 
quarters of an hour or more, the fi remen say, resulted in the 
almost unchecked spread of the fl ames for a time. One effect 
of the fi re is the wiping out of over half of the “redlight,” all 
but three houses having been destroyed. The women who live 
in the burned places were notifi ed by the city authorities yes-
terday, that they would not be allowed to locate in any other 
part of the city, but that the city would pay their transporta-
tion if they wished to leave for “other” towns.99

The houses that were destroyed were establishments run by the 
prostitutes Minnie Bell, Gertrude Evans, Dora West, Grace Sher-
wood, Jewel Taylor, Jessie Morris, and Mary Burns. The fi re alleg-
edly began in the one-story frame house of Minnie Bell, which was 
unoccupied at the time due to the prior week’s fl ooding that had 
covered Gas House Alley in fi ve to six feet of water. The article men-
tions that rumors were circulating regarding the origins of the fi re, 
but that the cause had yet to be determined.

“THOSE DRINKING AND GAMBLING HELLS”

Craw’s reputation among residents of Frankfort had been shaped 
by several decades of direct observation, rumor, moral perception, 
stereotypes, and imagination. The Craw’s character stirred righteous 
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emotions throughout Frankfort, especially among those wishing for 
reform: “The street preacher, said to be one of the Salvation Army, 
tackled Craw Tuesday and found some rather tough citizens in that 
locality.”100 Clearly, during this time, what “Craw” represented to the 
public imagination was not far from actuality. Indeed, many “rather 
tough citizens” did live in the neighborhood.

From the time of earliest settlement, Kentuckians have debated 
what to do about liquor. Although the antiliquor lobby has ebbed and 
fl owed, a serious state legislative attempt at regulation fi rst occurred 
in 1874, giving local communities the right to choose between “wet” 
and “dry” status.101 Once associated with moderation, temperance 
as a concept now became synonymous with the complete prohibi-
tion of alcohol. As support for temperance grew, public pressure 
increased on Frankfort’s city offi cials to deal with the abuses of alco-
hol in Craw. From the 1870s, the public believed that Frankfort offi -
cials tolerated criminal events in Craw and conveniently looked the 
other way when unsavory incidents took place there; public opin-
ion also often blamed alcohol for such immoral behavior. Citizens 
both inside and outside Craw often complained, but the city rarely 
took swift action. The public also expressed frustration regarding 
enforcement of the “Sunday Laws,” which prohibited the sale of 
alcohol on the Christian Sabbath: “The repeal of the Sunday law 
means drunkenness, carousing, fi ghting, horse racing, cock fi ghting, 
and the like on Sunday.”102 An 1887 article proclaimed that while the 
churches were laboring to save souls, “it seems that there is a revival 
going on in the whisky saloons, especially on Sundays.” The authors 
of the article walked the streets of Craw one Sunday morning “and 
saw those who ought to have been in Sunday school hanging around 
and going in and out of those drinking and gambling hells.”103 Most 
reformers viewed the consumption of alcohol as the source of prob-
lems throughout the week. One article reported on “two more cases 
of drunkenness and disorderly conduct in the north end close to the 
brothels and low saloons,” commenting, “So proceeds the wretched 
dance of moral ruin and death. How long shall the drunken rod of 
lawlessness, harlotry, and vice go on?”104

Although aggressive rhetoric condemning the behavior of those 
living and working in Craw commonly appeared in the newspapers, 
the perceived failure of law-enforcement offi cials to “suppress and 
reform” the district sparked the harshest public condemnation: 
“If the grand jury now in session will but faithfully and resolutely 
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exhaust its powers in its proceedings against the keepers of the 
bagnios, and the City Council but do the same against the owners 
of the houses so used, the good work of suppression and reforma-
tion, both of the polluted district and whole city, will undoubt-
edly be assured.”105 The public not only perceived corruption in 
the prostitutes and proprietors who ran the bawdy houses and 
saloons in Craw but also directed their reformist rhetoric toward 
corrupt politicians and their fraudulent dealings in and electoral 
exploitation of the neighborhood.106 One article observed that as 
elections drew near, “the gentleman from Craw, Battle Alley, or 
South Africa suddenly become a prominent citizen,” stating that 
while this “gentleman” usually “loaf[s] around the streets, living off 
what money or whiskey is given him by candidates for weeks,” on 
Election Day, he will “sell himself to the highest bidder, get on a 
glorious drunk and land in the work-house.” Upon his release, he 
“slinks off to his hovel to get ready for another election.”107 Indeed, 
around polling time, politicians often distributed “election light-
ning” in Craw, and during the closing decades of the nineteenth 
century, public outcry grew into heated and intense expressions 
of moral frustration. In February 1887, one newspaper editorial 
articulated this frustration: “The city of Frankfort should inaugu-
rate prompt measures for the suppression of the vice that is run-
ning rampant in that disreputable quarter known as ‘Craw.’ The 
events of a disgraceful character which have so long outraged the 
feelings of all decent people should be squelched by the merciless 
hand of the law. . . . This hot-bed of fl agrant immorality should be 
speedily purged of its immoral infection. . . . Join hands in demand-
ing that the disreputableness of ‘Craw’ shall cease.”108 The article’s 
characterization of “vice running rampant” in the “disreputable 
quarter known as Craw” carefully excludes from condemnation 
the “decent” citizens who were “of necessity obliged to live in that 
vicinity.” Indeed, Craw had a large percentage of poor residents, 
both white and black, who would be characterized by the authors 
of such articles as “decent,” but the neighborhood as a whole pre-
sented a much larger and easier target. The evil infl uence of Craw 
on the “moral atmosphere” of Frankfort thus became the rallying 
point for moral reformers: public outcry toward the city’s tolerance 
of vice would periodically swell, only to soon defl ate. However, an 
event occurred on September 4, 1909, that dramatically changed 
the city’s laissez-faire approach to Craw.
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SHOTS FIRED

“TWO KILLED AND THREE WOUNDED IN RIOT IN CRAW: 
Battle between Soldiers and Civilians Stirs All Frankfort.”109 The 
“riot” occurred on September 6, 1909, in “the Tenderloin section 
of Frankfort,” where a serious shooting occurred outside Howser’s 
Saloon on the corner of Mero and Center streets. Sergeant Ingram 
Tate of Somerset, Kentucky, and a civilian, Jeff Cook of Frankfort, 
died. Alex McNally, William Nickels, and Ed Miller were wounded. 
Alex’s father told the Lexington paper the Kentucky Evening 
Gazette, “There had been trouble all the week between the boys of 
the Second Regiment and the boys of the Craw section. There had 
been several clashes on the streets down here at night, none of them 
serious, but everybody was expecting trouble of a serious nature.”110 
Alex McNally explained:

He and Joe Nichols [sic] were standing just inside the door 
to the wine room when Sergeant Tate entered. Tate brushed 
between them jostling Nichols to one side. Nichols said some-
thing to him about rubbing against him . . . and the soldier 
responded in an angry tone. Both jumped back there was 
an oath or two and each man reached for his hip pocket. I 
saw Nichols pistol fi rst as the soldier was between Nichols 
and me. Joe fi red just about the time the soldier pulled his 
weapon. The bullet intended for Tate struck me in the breast. 
I dodged out the door and started for my home on Wilkinson 
street. When I reached the home of my aunt about two blocks 
from the scene of the trouble I fell weak and decided to go in 
there and have them get a doctor.111

Despite confl icting accounts, most reports note that Tate never fi red 
his gun. Joe Conway, the bartender at Howser’s Saloon that evening, 
reported that he had been serving a customer behind the bar when 
he heard “three shots in the wine room or dance hall, just back of 
the bar.” Conway commented that the shots were fi red “as quickly 
as it is possible for shots to be fi red.” Although he could not con-
fi rm whether or not the shots had been fi red from one weapon, he 
thought that they were. He described the scene immediately follow-
ing the shooting: “Joe Nickels ran from the dance hall into the bar 
room coming in behind the counter. . . . Nickels ran from the bar 
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into the tap room and . . . went on out the back door. I do not know 
whether the soldier shot or not.”112

An hour-long chaotic shootout unfolded between the other sol-
diers accompanying Tate that evening and the civilians in the bar. 
Bullets riddled Howser’s Saloon, breaking the glass out of nearly 
every window. There was immediate speculation that the soldiers 
had used their army-issued rifl es during the fray; close forensic 
examination of the bullet holes revealed that “some of the bul-
lets went clear through the building, tearing through the two outer 
walls and several intervening partitions. Probably fi fty bullet holes 
are to be found in the building.”113 Frankfort historian L. F. John-
son confi rmed just three years later that the confl ict had originated 
inside the house and that after the soldiers left the saloon, “about 
fi fty of them congregated on the outside, some had revolvers and 
others rifl es.” Johnson added that “the citizens” had taken refuge 
in the upstairs rooms and that “a great many shots were fi red by 
each side; the building and the furniture were almost completely 
demolished.”114

Civilian and military investigators had diffi culty determining 
exactly what happened inside Howser’s Saloon that evening. At an 
examining trial, soldiers and civilian witnesses offered confl icting 
testimony. The civilians all swore that Tate had threatened Nick-
els: “Will Kinkead swore that he saw Tate with a pistol in his hand 
advancing towards Nickels and that Nichols backed up against 
the wall to get away” and that “Nickels did not fi re till he believed 
Tate was about to shoot him.”115 All three of the soldiers who tes-
tifi ed gave confl icting accounts about what happened between 
Tate and Nickels and just who fi red fi rst. In addition, all three 
swore they saw no one from outside the saloon fi re any shots into 
the building after the initial shots were fi red. At the conclusion of 
the testimony, Judge Polsgrove declared, “The testimony shows 
that two people were killed and two wounded in this shooting 
and yet there is no proof that the defendant, Nickels, shot any of 
them except Tate, and there is no direct testimony that he fi red 
the fi rst shot at Tate. All the others who were concerned in the 
shooting are free and I will not hold this boy on the kind of testi-
mony that has been produced. He is dismissed.” Judge Polsgrove 
acquitted Nickels on the grounds of self-defense. Craw would not 
be as fortunate.
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THE SALOON ORDINANCE OF 1909

Few incidents in the neighborhood’s history attracted more attention 
than the 1909 incident that resulted in the fatal shooting at Howser’s 
Saloon. Although citywide calls for reform in Craw had risen and 
fallen in cyclic fashion throughout the course of its existence, the 
1909 incident drew the most visceral and vocal response yet. Shortly 
after the incident, a grand jury indicted E. W. Howser, the owner of 
the saloon in which the riot had originated, for maintaining a nui-
sance. The indictment of Howser was said to be “the fi rst step taken 
in an effort to secure better order in the Craw district.”116

On September 9, 1909, the Frankfort News proposed that a spe-
cial policeman be assigned to concentrate his attention solely on 
maintaining better order in “the saloon district of Craw.” The news-
paper suggested that the salary of the private watchman be paid by 
the district’s merchants.117 However, over the following days, calls 
for reform escalated in intensity: trying to maintain order within the 
Craw did not go far enough for many emerging reformers.

In addition to attempts to increase law enforcement, the incident 
inspired a strong call for moral reformation, stressing the dangers 
that Craw posed to the city of Frankfort. On September 7, 1909, a 
Frankfort News headline decried “CRAW’S TOLL OF BLOOD,” 
suggesting that the “disorderly dives in Craw” be closed and this 
“carnival of crime stopped.” Craw was “where the vicious and the 
low congregate” and where violence “clogs” the courts with murder 
cases. “The Craw,” the paper opined, “is a festering sore spot on the 
body politic of the city and the only way to cure it is to remove it.” 
Craw was compared to “a cancer eating and feeding on the body”: 
a “knife must be used and the cancer must be cut out by the roots 
and removed.” “The Craw dives,” the paper went on, “stand yet as a 
menace to the city, reaching out their slimy tentacles for the young 
men of Frankfort to squeeze the life blood out of them.” The pre-
dominant yet usually quiet “good people of the city” must “rise up in 
their might and wipe out Craw and make it impossible for any simi-
lar place to exist in Frankfort again.”118

Individual churches, the Citizens Improvement Association, and 
the Business Men’s Club also began to rally against the existence 
of the neighborhood itself. On September 11, 1909, a headline in 
the Frankfort News declared “AN AWAKENING AT LAST,” stress-
ing the need for swift action, claiming that the greatest danger was 
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the “ever-fi ckle public,” who would “too quickly forget about Craw.” 
Although there appeared to be “almost unanimous demand that 
the Craw saloons be wiped out,” it was feared that “in a few days 
the fi ght of Saturday night will be forgotten,” and nothing would 
be done. The city council was encouraged to act quickly, the paper 
stressing that “half-way measures will not avail. . . . The Craw must 
be wiped out.”119

Many newspaper articles of the period contained similarly angry 
rhetoric, referring to the Craw as “that sore spot” and portraying the 
neighborhood as “a breeding place for crime and criminals . . . [that] 
should not be permitted to exist.” They argued that the “quiescent” 
and “ever-fi ckle public will too quickly forget about Craw.” In the 
past, general calls for the reform of Craw had varied in intensity. 
Public criticism would initially follow incidents in Craw if they were 
of such magnitude as to rise above the respectable public’s level of 
tolerance. The outcry, however, would typically be quickly forgot-
ten. This article in the Frankfort News is one of the earliest instances 
when public rhetoric followed a call for reform in the district with a 
call for its eradication.

The Business Men’s Club led the charge against the saloons in 
Craw in September 1909 with a clear agenda. Under the headline 
“WAR ON CRAW SALOONS PROMISES GOOD RESULTS,” 
the Frankfort newspaper reported on a special meeting of the Busi-
ness Men’s Club, at which its members recommended that no more 
liquor licenses be assigned to vendors in Craw. City court records, 
the club noted, demonstrated that more than half of the arrests tak-
ing place in the city of Frankfort were from Craw and that in the 
past few years “no less than eleven men have been killed in the small 
area down there known as the saloon district, besides a number of 
cases of cutting and shooting that did not result fatally.”120 The meet-
ing yielded a resolution to petition the city council to consider pass-
ing an ordinance prohibiting the granting of licenses to sell alcohol 
in the territory, which was described quite specifi cally: “South of 
Broadway, West of High street, North of the Kentucky river and 
East of Washington in the City of Frankfort.”121

By creating a saloon district that excluded the streets of the Craw 
in the Craw Saloon Ordinance, passed in 1909, the city council indi-
rectly codifi ed the neighborhood’s boundaries. The Frankfort News 
reported that in acting on this issue, the city council was answer-
ing the demands of Frankfort’s population. Presented with petitions, 
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city leaders were now charged with the task of saving the city from 
this “festering sore spot.” The council meeting was attended by 
many who “wanted the ordinance restricting saloons to a defi ned 
territory passed and the council acceded to the demand.”122 At the 
time, thirty-two saloons operated in Frankfort, and the new ordi-
nance now established a “saloon zone,” wherein saloons would be 
given legal sanction; saloons would be prohibited outside this zone. 
Along with the Business Men’s Club, others also submitted peti-
tions to the council: Reverend Dr. M. B. Adams, representing the 
congregation of the Baptist church; Frank Chinn, representing the 
First Presbyterian church; Reverend Dr. C. R. Hudson, represent-
ing members of the Christian church; and Judge Ben Williams, who 
represented the Citizen’s Improvement Association.123 The actions 
taken by the Frankfort city council drew attention outside the city as 
well, Lexington’s Herald-Leader reporting, “COUNCIL IS AFTER 
SALOONS IN CRAW: Answer Demand of People to Cut Out Dives 
in Capital City’s Worst District.”124

Although few citizens dissented when the ordinance was passed, 
saloon owners accused the council of passing a measure that was by 
nature “a punishment to the innocent as well as the guilty.”125 The 
council answered this protest by invoking the “protective organiza-
tion” of saloon keepers who selectively ignored those in violation of 
the law. The council fi rmly chastised these saloon keepers: “Now, 
having declined to protest themselves they must stand for what they 
have brought on themselves.”126

Some also felt the city council’s punitive actions would mark the 
beginning of trouble in the saloon district of Craw, not the end. The 
Frankfort News warned that by prohibiting liquor sales in Craw, the 
council had opened the door for illegal sales. Others predicted that 
“the women who keep the houses of Craw” and occupy the “houses 
of ill fame” would fi ll the void left in the absence of saloons by ille-
gally selling liquor: “the public may be sure that the women will try 
to take the place left vacant by the removal of the saloons.”127 Once 
again, then, the prostitutes of Craw entered the public discussion, 
the editorial writer reminding the public that the saloons were only a 
single factor on a long list of evils present in the district. As it turned 
out, this warning proved prescient: violation of the ordinance per-
sisted in the years following its passage.

Observing the continuation of illegal activity in Craw despite 
the 1909 ordinance, city leaders actively condemned the Craw as a 
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“slum” and a “city menace” to larger Frankfort. The Civic League of 
Frankfort’s Civic Improvement Committee, founded in 1903 by the 
“ladies of this city” to promote city cleanliness, followed up in 1909 
by recommending that the “tenement houses” on “lower Wilkinson 
street” be offi cially declared a nuisance and cleaned up.128 The com-
mittee adopted a resolution proposing that many of the “unhealthy 
tenement houses” located in Craw should be taken care of: they 
were described as having “leaking roofs, open windows and intol-
erable conditions generally, destroying the health of women and 
children, and entailing untold suffering to the occupants, who are 
required to pay rents by indifferent landlords.” The Civic Improve-
ment Committee recommended that a health offi cer and a physician 
inspect the worst places in Craw and report their owners to the city 
council, which should “take immediate and vigorous steps to require 
substantial improvements in said miserable houses.”129

Three months following this declaration, Allison Fellows Bacon 
of Evansville, Indiana, spoke at the First Christian Church in Frank-
fort. Bacon, introduced by Mayor James H. Polsgrove, refl ected on 

Early photo of the neighborhood from the “Slums of Frankfort” series. Photograph 
no. 7, 1913. Courtesy of the Kentucky Historical Society.



(Above) Early photo of the neighborhood from the “Slums of Frankfort” series. 
Photograph no. 1, 1913. Courtesy of the Kentucky Historical Society. (Below) Early 
photo of the neighborhood from the “Slums of Frankfort” series. Photograph no. 5, 
1913. Courtesy of the Kentucky Historical Society. 
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how “the slums revenge themselves upon society for its neglect and 
abuse.” She showed photographs “thrown upon a screen by stereop-
ticon” of the slums of other cities, followed by comparable pictures 
from Frankfort. The State Journal later reported that Bacon’s images 
of Frankfort’s slums included “washing fl oating in the germ-laden 
atmospheres, [and] consumptives lying on dirty pallets.” Bacon went 
on to describe the children of the neighborhood as “future voters or 
criminals,” striking fear in the audience when she stated that Craw 
would create a “starting point for summer epidemics.” Mayor Pols-
grove concluded the evening by paying “tribute to the work women 
are playing in civic reform.”130 Civic and moral reformers continued 
to actively work to rid Frankfort of the evil that was Craw. Whether 
targeting alcohol, gambling, violence, or prostitution, or inspired 
by their perception of the neighborhood’s slumlike conditions as 
untenable, these reformers strove to improve Frankfort by destroy-
ing Craw.

Despite actions like the saloon ordinance of 1909 and the work 
of the Civic Improvement Committee, the Craw’s “evil” elements 

Early photo of the neighborhood from the “Slums of Frankfort” series. Photograph 
no. 6, 1913. Courtesy of the Kentucky Historical Society.
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persisted. Not until 1918 did the city of Frankfort feel it had defi ni-
tively scored a victory in its war against Craw. That year, an article in 
the State Journal noted, “Bloodshed gave ‘Craw’ its fame as much 
as vice. . . . Murders once were of almost weekly occurrences.” The 
same article now proclaimed that “Frankfort’s famous ‘Craw’ dis-
trict passed out of existence yesterday as a social factor. The saloons 
were withdrawn from there into the restricted zone three years ago 
and yesterday morning Circuit Court Judge Stout had before him all 
the women indicted at the present term of court.”131 By 1918, then, 
civic leaders were pronouncing Craw dead. But in a splendid irony, 
these reports of the Craw’s demise were short-lived and premature: 
the Nineteenth Amendment to the U.S. Constitution breathed new 
life into Craw.
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Ch apter Two

Defi ning Craw

During the mid-1870s, the streets and alleys of the northwest corner 
of the city of Frankfort began to differentiate into a neighborhood, 
a community of people with a distinct sense of place. Its emerging 
identity exceeded its reputation in the minds of local citizens—this 
place had a name of its own, used by insiders and outsiders alike. 
What the newspapers had once called “the lower part of the city” 
had many names during its brief history: “the Craw,” “Craw,” “Craw-
fi sh Bottom,” “Crawdad Bottom,” “the Bottom,” or just “Bottom.” 
Although the neighborhood never had offi cial civic boundaries and 
was never separate from the municipal entity called “Frankfort,” its 
boundaries were nonetheless palpable. Craw’s edges never appeared 
as borders on maps, and no sign ever appeared saying “You Have 
Now Entered Craw.” Craw’s boundaries were “folk boundaries,” 
drawn in the minds of Frankfort’s citizens.

The neighborhood’s emerging identity derived from a corpus of 
knowledge that attached meaning to particular city blocks, distin-
guishing a few streets and alleys from the rest of Frankfort. In his 
discussion of a district in north County Louth, Ireland, Arthur Grib-
ben writes, “When an individual’s experience of life in a particular 
locality becomes encoded by a combination of meaningful land-
marks and memorable human events peculiar to that place, that per-
son has achieved a sense of place.”1 The newspaper articles quoted 
in the preceding pages provide evidence that this neighborhood 
assumed a potential for containing meanings and memories that 
evoked a unique sense of place for its inhabitants. But Craw evoked 
an equally powerful, yet very different sense of place for Frankfort’s 
citizens who did not live within the confi nes of the neighborhood.

Folklorist Richard Dorson, in examining the link between folk-
loric expression and place, states that the folk region “lies in the mind 
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and spirit as much as in physical boundaries.”2 Folklorists interested 
in the culture of a particular region often focus their attention on 
the relationships between a geographic location and the traditional, 
unmediated expressions of its inhabitants, using geographic location 
as the “primary basis for a shared identity that is expressed in their 
lore.”3 Such folklorists attempt to understand “sense of place” as a 
mental construct and as a profound sentiment, both of which arise 
from and help to form the worldviews of a place’s people. Although 
Craw was not a region or a city but a neighborhood, the same motives 
and principles apply to it.

In the context of the oral history interview, perceptions of neigh-
borhood borders intertwine with labels that represent a place con-
tained within a remembered space. An examination of the mental 
maps of former residents and nonresidents of Craw reveals the 
intangible concept of “a sense of place” and the perceived boundar-
ies framing meaningful memories of the neighborhood. These nar-
ratives also document the transmission of knowledge of Craw and its 
boundaries over time. These oral histories reveal how certain place-
names for the neighborhood evolved, the general patterns of usage 
for them, and how the use of place names encoded some streets and 
alleys and houses in Frankfort as a community apart, turning them 
into locales that afforded not only a place to live but also “a sense of 
place.”

“THAT’S WHERE THE NAME CAME FROM”

The study of offi cial place names is called onomastics, and its practi-
tioners produce large volumes explaining collections of etymologies 
and histories of place names. Ronald Baker, a folklorist and expert 
in place-name legends, wrote in 1972 that place-name scholarship 
thus far had represented “exercises in lexicography,” focusing mainly 
on “spelling, pronunciation, origin, and meaning of place names as 
words.”4 Further, large onomastic studies have tended to concen-
trate on offi cial place names. “Crawfi sh Bottom,” “Craw,” and “Bot-
tom” were never offi cial place names, nor did the neighborhood ever 
have an offi cial place name, just voting- and census-district numbers. 
The vernacular names for northwest Frankfort that emerged over 
time were place nicknames. For this reason a folkloristic approach 
is particularly useful for analysis in this case, closely attending to 
emergent folk etymologies and etiological narratives to discover 
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the origins and uses of a neighborhood’s word images of itself, here 
using both previously printed sources and contemporary interviews.

As noted earlier, in the mid-1870s, Frankfort’s newspapers began 
to move away from the label “the lower part of the city” and to 
adopt “Crawfi sh Bottom.” It is unlikely that the neighborhood label 
appeared ex machina from the mind of some creative newspaper 
reporter. The nickname very probably circulated locally prior to the 
newspapers’ adoption of it. “Crawfi sh Bottom” was the earliest ver-
nacular place-name for this particular set of streets and alleys within 
the confi nes of greater Frankfort, the logical combination of two phe-
nomena associated with the location. The second part of the nick-
name, “Bottom,” served as both a spatial metaphor and a concrete 
description of “the lower part of the city,” low-lying, fl ood-prone land 
along the Kentucky River. This naming convention fi ts into a larger 
national pattern of neighborhood names containing the geographical 
reference “bottom.” Several other river-based cities throughout the 
United States also contain low-lying, fl ood-prone land adjacent to 
the river. Originally thought to be less than ideal locales, these areas 
often emerged as poor neighborhoods made up of immigrant and 
black residents and were usually considered to be the “bad” parts 
of town. The fi rst part of the nickname, “Crawfi sh,” probably origi-
nated in the common observation of crayfi sh on the riverbank and 
along the streets and in the yards of this neighborhood.5

At a certain point in the early development of the neighbor-
hood, a general image emerged in the minds of Frankfort residents 
based on their associations with life in the city’s poorest and most 
precarious sector. General perceptions of the area’s alignment with 
prevailing social norms defi ned a “personality of place.” Civic mean-
ing followed collective perception, but the signifi ed community 
needed a more explicit signifi er. In the absence of a municipally con-
ferred name, “Crawfi sh Bottom” emerged and, in its various forms, 
remained fi rm in day-to-day life and public memory. Whether the 
invention of a particular individual or of a news organization, or 
even the product of a single vernacular conversational exchange, 
this place nickname moved quickly through the traditional oral pro-
cesses of the local community.

A common progression in the development of place nicknames is 
the simple apocopic truncation of a word or series of words.6 Using 
this logic, both “Craw” and “Bottom” were excellent candidates for 
nicknames derived from the root “Crawfi sh Bottom.” “Bottom,” like 
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the earlier generic geographic indicator “lower part of the city,” viv-
idly describes the physical, tangible context of the neighborhood. 
Although “Craw” could very well be the product of a further apo-
copic truncation of “Crawfi sh,” its lexical meaning also introduces 
a potentially derogatory anatomical reference. In vernacular Amer-
ican English, “craw” refers to the crop, that avian organ wherein 
digestion commences; it also refers to the stomach of certain ani-
mals. The idiomatic expression “sticking in (one’s) craw” describes 
discontentment and irritation. The fact that this epithet seems to 
have come into use during the late 1870s, when crime and violence 
escalated in this part of Frankfort, makes it very likely that the dual 
connotations of the word “craw” made a moral statement in addition 
to fulfi lling other social functions.

Every historian who has written about Craw claims the crawfi sh 
etiology for the epithets “Crawfi sh Bottom” and “Craw.” Local his-
torian Margaret Averill wrote a short memoir of the neighborhood 
in which she repeats this place-name origin theory: “It was so called 
because the river would rise and cover the streets and houses in the 
early spring, leaving slimy mud when it went down. It was said that 
crawfi sh were left in the low places and that people started calling 
it ‘Crawfi sh Bottom,’ and fi nally, ‘Craw.’ ”7 The origin of this theory 
is unknown, yet people continued to repeat it verbally as well as 
in print. In an article published in the Frankfort Ledger in 1897, 
local historian Jennie Chinn Morton states that the land in Craw was 
“always available to the small boy for gathering ‘bait’: it abounded in 
crawfi sh from which it took its historical and euphonious abbrevia-
tion ‘Craw.’”8Another local historian, Nettie Henry Glenn, refers to 
the land that eventually became Craw as “a basky wilderness of stag-
nant ponds, cattails, mosquitoes and most of all, crayfi sh.” She con-
tinues her dramatic description: “With the exception of the tenacious 
mosquito, only this tiny crustacean, which so audaciously resembled 
the kingly lobster, survived the greedy maw of a hungry population. 
So eventually the area became known as ‘Crawdad Country,’ or ‘the 
Craw.’”9

Although Glenn says little about her sources, the few academic 
scholars who have considered the neighborhood in their research 
and writings share her sentiments. Historian Carl Kramer writes, 
“Frequently subject to fl ooding, the area apparently drew its name 
from the hordes of crayfi sh which would be left stranded by retreat-
ing fl ood waters.”10 Folklorist Gerald Alvey echoes these statements: 
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“Recurring fl oods would leave crayfi sh stranded by the hundreds.”11 
The topic of frequent fl ooding and large numbers of stranded cray-
fi sh in relation to the neighborhood’s naming appears throughout 
the scholarly historical references found in printed media.

Unsurprisingly, this place-name narrative also appears in many 
of the oral history interviews. Margaret Howard Ellis, for example, 
was not born in Frankfort, but she had lived there since childhood, 
reared by her mother with the help of her aunt and uncle, who lived 
at different locations in the neighborhood at various times.

Wallace: Why the name Craw?
Mrs. Ellis: They said years ago, when it was raining hard, the 

streets down there would be just full of crawfi sh.

When Wallace further questions Ellis, she attributes this crawfi sh 
phenomenon to inferior sewers, explaining, “Uncle Jim and them 
said they would all come up from the river.”12

Lifelong Frankfort resident James Calhoun grew up near the 
penitentiary on High Street. When James married, he moved into 
the neighborhood at the northeast corner of Mero and Center 
streets. In 1952 he moved to a house across the street, on Mero, 
where he lived for many years. Calhoun’s recollections also support 
the crawfi sh theory:

Wallace: As far as the name of the area being referred to as 
Craw or Bottom, where did the name come from?

Calhoun: Well, I’ve heard years ago . . . they said when the 
water used to back up . . . it backed up the crawfi sh. You 
could just get them by the thousands. And they say that’s 
why it was named Craw.13

R. T. Brooks likewise grew up in Frankfort and lived in Craw as 
a student in 1938, on Wilkinson Street. Brooks, who is white, also 
claimed that the origins of the neighborhood’s name derived from 
frequent fl ooding and stranded crawfi sh:

Boyd: So you say that Clinton and Washington were really the 
center . . .

Brooks: That was the center of Craw. And the reason they 
called it Craw, that’s the lowest point in Frankfort. When 
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the river come up . . . the fi rst place it backed up in the 
sewers was the corner of Washington and Clinton streets, 
and crawfi sh would come out. And that’s where the name 
“Craw” came from.14

Possibly, such oral history narratives regarding the name’s origins 
were subsequently referenced in print, thereby perpetuating in 
the present a legend that originated in the folk speech of the past. 
Whether the neighborhood’s earliest residents espoused this theory 
will never be proven defi nitively, but contemporary public memory 
continues to perpetuate this folk etymology.

Only one former resident interviewed by Wallace even partially 
supported the theory posited by the 1918 article linking the nick-
name “Craw” to a particular individual (see chapter 1). Mary Helen 
Berry, a lifelong resident of the neighborhood, told a version of this 
origins story that supports the 1918 newspaper account, although it 
is not identical to it:

Wallace: Well, let me ask you about the name Craw. You have a 
whole different theory on how the name came about than 
anybody else.

Berry: Yes.
Wallace: Can you tell me your theory on what Craw came from, 

the name?
Berry: Well, it’s like I said that they said, it was a man named 

Craw that owned . . . a lot of homes in Craw. They say, 
“Go to Craw and he will fi nd you a house.” And that’s what 
they say, that’s where it came from. And, then, when these 
crawfi sh would come up, that’s where he got it.15

Berry thus also tangentially maintains that the presence of the craw-
fi sh inspired the place name, thus supporting and adding another 
dimension to the more popular place-name narrative.

“WE USED TO CALL IT THE BOTTOM”

Many of the former residents whom Jim Wallace interviewed knew 
nothing of the origins of the name “Craw.” Although most acknowl-
edged the existence of “Craw” as a neighborhood label, many insid-
ers interpreted the label as a derogatory one that was imposed on the 



Defi ning Craw  61

neighborhood by outsiders and chose to use another name for their 
neighborhood instead. Most members of the neighborhood’s fi nal 
generation (1930–1968) chose to call their section of town “the Bot-
tom” or just “Bottom,” another epithet seemingly derived from the 
root “Crawfi sh Bottom.” “Bottom,” however, appears to be more than 
simply a neutral geographic term. Most probably, “Bottom” emerged 
in reaction to previous derogatory labels, since no printed evidence 
demonstrates that the term appeared until well after “Craw” or 
“Crawfi sh Bottom” had taken root in local vernacular speech.

Ellsworth Marshall was born in 1926 and raised on Mero Street, 
between Wilkinson and Washington. In an interview with Marshall, 
Jim Wallace asked about the difference between the two names.

Wallace: As far as the name Craw or Bottom, did residents 
really refer to that area as Craw or Bottom?

Marshall: Well, what comes to my mind . . . most of them 
referred to it as the Bottom.

Wallace: The Bottom.
Marshall: Maybe the older ones, you know, before me, you 

know, called it Craw. But whenever, you know, asked . . .
Wallace: “Where do you live?”
Marshall: “I live in the Bottom.” Well, everybody knew where 

the Bottom was, or Craw.
Wallace: Yes. Well, the reason I asked, some people, I’ve used 

the term Craw and they corrected me very quickly, they 
consider that a derogatory.

Marshall: Yeah. Well, I guess it was. But I always referred to it 
as the Bottom. I never used the word Craw.16

Marshall thus proposes that the older residents called it “Craw,” but 
that most in his generation called it “Bottom.” Despite his statement 
that he never used the word “Craw,” he acknowledges the encoded 
meaning in the statement, “Everybody knew where the Bottom was, 
or Craw.” In separate interviews, former residents Maggie Knott and 
Alex Sanders, both African Americans, expressed similar viewpoints 
about the esoteric and exoteric usage of the two labels. Sanders 
stated outright, “Most people that didn’t live in the neighborhood, 
they called it Craw.” Maggie Knott confi rmed this: “I guess that’s 
what we called it then, and they called it Craw. That’s what they did. 
But we used to call it the Bottom.”17
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Knott’s statements “they called it Craw” and “we used to call it 
the Bottom” highlight the difference between neighborhood insid-
ers and outsiders, the negotiation of the meaning of the name. 
Mary Helen Berry explained to Wallace that she used the term 
“Bottom” while growing up and “resented the word Craw after we 
heard so many slander remarks.”18 Despite her resentment at the 
word “Craw,” Berry later clarifi ed that “Craw and Bottom were the 
same.” However, people rarely used the nicknames interchange-
ably, tending to call the neighborhood one name or the other. When 
Wallace conducted an interview, he was often uncertain which label 
the individual being interviewed preferred. The interviewee would 
politely answer questions about the neighborhood if Wallace used 
the “wrong” label, but the referent was clearly the same, and Wal-
lace would quickly shift his usage to meet that of the informant. 
His interview with Evelyn Carroll clearly demonstrates justifi cation 
for his occasional confusion. Carroll spoke about when she and her 
friends, as children, collected rags and bottles from the city dump 
for entertainment in the neighborhood: “And us kids would get the 
rags in some kind of cloth sack or burlap sack and just cram it as full 
as we could. Then, we’d tear out to the Bottom with it. Craw. They’d 
weigh the sacks and give us money for it.”19 The labels “Craw” and 
“Bottom” invoked similar associations for some, but residents like 
James Graham clearly distinguished between the two:

Wallace: Did the people that lived down there refer to the area 
as Bottom or Craw, or would that have been considered 
derogatory?

Graham: Well, actually, you had two: the Craw and the Bottom 
were one and the same in a sense that some streets, some 
sections of the streets, wouldn’t have been called the Craw. 
But, you know, usually any people referring to it, they 
referred to the whole thing as the Bottom.20

Graham, a neighborhood native, reveals his perception of a complex 
system of differentiation between “Craw” and “Bottom.” In his con-
ceptual scheme, he associates “Craw” with the bad part of town and, 
more specifi cally, the bad part of the neighborhood. That some resi-
dents of Craw believed that the epithet referred only to the vicin-
ity of the intersection of Clinton and Washington streets, and that 
“the Bottom” referred to the rest of the neighborhood, may have 
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served an important social function—it excused them from identify-
ing themselves as having lived in what was considered the worst part 
of Frankfort by many neighborhood outsiders. Several residents of 
the “Bottom” made the distinction that “Craw” was only a few spe-
cifi c blocks of the neighborhood, those harboring the worst of the 
saloons, gambling, physical violence, and prostitution.

In her 1966 book Filling the Chinks, local historian Ermina Jett 
Darnell does not write about the origins of Craw’s name, as other 
local Frankfort historians do. In the few sentences she devotes to 
the neighborhood, Darnell chooses to fi rmly and defi nitively clarify 
the proper usage of the vernacular term “Craw”: “The lowest point 
of this area became known as ‘Crawfi sh Bottom,’ later shortened to 
‘Craw.’ Outsiders coming to Frankfort almost invariably call it ‘The 
Craw,’ as though it were a thing instead of a place, but that is no 
more correct than to say, ‘The Lexington.’ It is CRAW (Never THE 
Craw!), or if you wish to be elegant, ‘Crawfi sh Bottom.’”21 Darnell’s 
analysis creates a seemingly minor, yet quite signifi cant linguistic 
distinction between Frankfort insiders and those “outsiders” who 
came to Frankfort. In her quest for standardization, Darnell reveals, 
in outsiders’ erroneous usage of the vernacular term, the presence 
of multiple levels of what linguist Dell Hymes refers to as “speech 
communities.”22 Darnell, a neighborhood “outsider,” claims Craw as 
her own from the perspective of being a Frankfort resident. Her 
statement implies that the community of Frankfort comprised the 
outer valence of a common cultural frame of reference: all residents 
of Frankfort knew of the general connotation of the word “Craw.” 
Most revealing in Darnell’s statement is what she chooses to omit. As 
Ellsworth Marshall suggests, “Craw” may possibly have been more 
prevalent in the vernacular speech of older residents in the neighbor-
hood, while “Bottom” or “the Bottom” evidenced a newer label that 
neighborhood insiders chose for their own use. Local newspapers dat-
ing to the period 1870 to 1930 support this view. However, Darnell’s 
depiction of outsider speech gives no indication of the presence of an 
inner valence to the cultural frame of reference she notes.

Usage of the term “Craw bats,” a derogatory reference to the res-
idents of Craw, further demonstrates the division between neighbor-
hood insiders and outsiders. Also a lexical derivation from “Crawfi sh 
Bottom” and “Craw,” the term “Craw bat” was not neutral or compli-
mentary. In an unrelated oral history interview that Margaret Price 
conducted with Frankfort resident Harold Collins in 1977, Collins 
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discussed the relationship between what he called “Craw bats” and 
the rest of the inhabitants of Frankfort:

Yes, it really has changed tremendously . . . particularly in 
the Capital Plaza area, which was Craw. “Crawfi sh Bottom,” 
actually, was the original appellation that they used. But the 
people who lived there were known, I hate to say this . . . 
as Craw bats. And they lived in this Craw area, which was a 
slum, defi nitely a slum, and a rather criminal slum because it 
was known to be one of the worst areas in the United States, 
especially in a small city.

And for many years it was really worth your life to go there, 
especially at night, which was a very daring thing to do. Some 
of the boys who would get their nerve up, and go in a group 
on Saturday night usually regretted it because they ended 
up if not being chased out, beaten up, and then thrown out 
because they weren’t welcome.

And the “Craw bats” on the other hand, which, I hate to 
say this, but this is part of Frankfort . . . were not welcome up 
in town. As long as they stayed in Craw nothing happened to 
them; as soon as they came across Broadway, they were arrested 
just for being there. . . . It was just an understanding that they 
stayed there and the police didn’t go down into Craw.23

Each time Collins uses the term “Craw bat” he acknowledges its 
derogatory nature with an apologetic “I hate to say this.” R. T. Brooks 
offered a more whimsical example of the application of the nickname 
“Craw bat” with reference to the neighborhood’s residents: “They 
called them Craw bats. That was their name. Cecil Powell, see, he 
lived down there at one time. Now, Cecil Powell . . . would try to 
get all of the Craw bats together, and anybody that ever lived there. 
And he said, ‘We ought to elect a Craw bat queen.’”24 On its surface, 
“Craw bat” appears to be a derogatory term; however, Brooks’s ref-
erence to Cecil Powell’s use of it problematizes the issue since Pow-
ell identifi es as a former resident himself. Jim Wallace asked former 
resident James Ellis for his thoughts on the term:

Wallace: Would the residents down there . . . have resented the 
use of the word Craw? Did they not like to be referred to 
as “Craw bats”?
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Ellis: They resent that a lot. Newshounds picked that up . . . 
and put that hat on them.25

In addition to confi rming local resentment of the terms “Craw” and 
“Craw bat,” Ellis directly attributes the terms to outsiders, specifi -
cally to Frankfort’s news organizations. Regardless of the origins of 
the term “Craw bat,” its use by former residents in these oral history 
interviews proved a rarity.

In 1903, Dr. E. E. Underwood, a vigorous and well-respected 
community activist, exemplifi ed the emic and etic dynamics 
involved in designating the neighborhood by its vernacular place 
name. Underwood, one of few practicing African American doc-
tors in Frankfort, kept both his residence and his medical practice 
in the neighborhood. In May 1903, Underwood delivered the key-
note address for a gathering celebrating the placement of the cor-
nerstone on the site of the future Odd Fellows Hall, later known as 
the American Legion building. The Lexington Leader described the 
ceremonies in Frankfort as “attended by city and county offi cials and 
other leading white citizens and a vast concourse of colored people.” 
Underwood’s address, which appeared in the Sunday-morning edi-
tion of the paper, described the proposed building, “a three story 
brick structure,” as a “thing of beauty and a joy forever.” According 
to Underwood, the new building would provide “increased facilities” 
that would provide for business, set an example for other structures, 
and instill pride in neighborhood residents. In fact, Underwood 
offered this advice to city offi cials: “It is not too much to suggest 
that notice be at once served upon the honorable Mayor and Coun-
cil that an ordinance must be forthwith passed making it punishable 
by life imprisonment, or death, or both for any individual—man, 
woman or child, white or black, to ever again call this section of 
our city ‘Craw.’”26 Judging by the comically exaggerated harshness 
of the proposed penalties, Underwood clearly delivered his state-
ments about usage of the neighborhood’s name in jest. However, the 
underlying point he makes remains clear: he invests great faith in 
the hope that economic development in his beloved neighborhood 
would overshadow its long-standing bad reputation.

It is, of course, impossible to conduct a fully exhaustive exam-
ination of the perception and meaning of every nickname for 
Frankfort’s most fascinating neighborhood. Too many of its former 
denizens have moved on or passed on. But careful examination of 



66  CRAWFISH BOTTOM

the meanings underlying the words chosen to represent this neigh-
borhood can begin to reveal these residents’ ideas, their feelings, 
and their “sense of place.” Since the 1940s, neighborhood outsid-
ers—those living in Frankfort as well as those living outside it—
predominately used the name “Craw.” “Bottom” tended to be the 
term favored by members of the community in later generations, 
especially black residents. Almost invariably, when Jim Wallace 
asked an interviewee how the neighborhood might have acquired a 
particular name, the conversation turned to delimiting the neighbor-
hood’s boundaries.

“NOBODY KNEW EXACTLY WHERE CRAW WAS”

Published sources yield few clues regarding specifi c neighborhood 
boundaries, but local newspapers reveal the fact that the intersec-
tion of Clinton and Washington streets was the center of Craw. From 
1870 to 1930, most of the lifespan of the neighborhood, newspapers 
vaguely and sporadically identifi ed portions of Wilkinson and the 
westernmost blocks of Clinton, Blanton, and Mero streets as part 
of Craw.

Geographical and environmental barriers often create patterns 
of physical and cultural isolation, signifi cantly infl uencing the social 
groups they segregate.27 Distinct physical landmarks on three sides 
separated the section of North Frankfort within this neighborhood. 
To the south, railroad tracks cut Broadway in half. On one side of 
the tracks has always stood a prominent and affl uent part of Frank-
fort commonly known as the “Corner in Celebrities,” referring to the 
presence there of several nationally prominent residents in Frank-
fort’s earlier years. Somewhere to the north of the tracks was Craw. 
On the northern side of Craw rises the abrupt natural wall formed 
by Fort Hill. Acting as another ontic boundary, the Kentucky River 
to the west separates this section of North Frankfort from the rest 
of the city.

Wilkinson Street is the westernmost street, running parallel to 
the river. Three of the four east-west streets running through the 
northwestern part of downtown, Broadway, Clinton, and Mero, 
included extensions that reached beyond Wilkinson Street and 
ended at the river. The fourth east-west street to the north, Hill 
Street, ends to the west at Wilkinson, without extending to the river. 
Lumber mills existed between the Broadway and Clinton extensions 
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to the north and south and between the river and Wilkinson Street. 
Because of the mills’ presence in this block, very few homes occu-
pied that part of Wilkinson. North on Wilkinson, toward the river, 
the concentration of dwellings increased. The physical boundary to 
the north—the steep incline of Fort Hill—towered over the houses 
of Hill Street, creating a natural line of demarcation. Since a large 
percentage of Craw’s early population consisted of recently emanci-
pated black families, many outsiders considered Craw the black sec-
tion of Frankfort. From the 1870s until Craw’s fi nal demise in the 
early 1970s, Hill Street was primarily populated by black residents 
who rented their homes from local property owners. Hill Street, just 
two blocks long, ran from Wilkinson on the west to St. Clair on the 
east. Because of the steep incline of the hill to the north, the major-
ity of dwellings occupied the south side of the street prior to 1925.28

The neighborhood as depicted in 1882. “An Atlas of Franklin County, Kentucky: 
From actual surveys under the direction of B. N. Griffi ng,” 1882 (street names 
added). Courtesy of Special Collections, University of Kentucky Libraries.
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The railroad tracks that cut Broadway in half separated contrast-
ing parts of town, making them another salient border in any map 
of the neighborhood. To the east, there is no naturally occurring or 
constructed boundary. The Old State Capitol grounds lie to the east, 
making up an entire city block. Extending north from the capitol 
grounds and contiguous with the eastern end of Hill Street is the 
continuation of St. Clair, interrupted by the capitol. To the east of 
St. Clair Street is Buffalo Alley, an extension of Lewis Street. East of 
Buffalo Alley are Ann Street, Elks Alley, and fi nally High Street, its 
main feature the state penitentiary.

Because of the demarcations formed by the hill to the north, the 
river to the west, and the railroad tracks to the south, one might 
suppose that the physical borders of the neighborhood coincided 
with the mental maps in the memories of residents and nonresidents 
alike. In her brief writings on Craw, Frankfort resident and local 
historian Margaret Averill refl ects on the neighborhood’s borders: 
“Craw was where we did not go.” Averill elaborates: “It was always 
understood that we did not cross Broadway because then, sooner 
or later, we would be in Craw. Nobody knew exactly where Craw 
was.”29 Averill identifi es the neighborhood as being on the other side 
of Broadway, across the railroad tracks. But her nonspecifi c state-
ment that “sooner or later” one would fi nd oneself in Craw suggests 
that her guardians meant for her to stay close to home. Her admis-
sion that “nobody knew exactly” where to draw the boundary lines is 
telling: Craw was where she was not allowed to go.

The people Wallace interviewed defi ned the limits and interior 
of Craw, or Bottom, in various ways, boundaries shifting depending 
on individual perspectives. Wallace carried with him to most of the 
interviews an early twentieth-century map for visual reference. In 
almost every case, he asked questions about physical borders, hop-
ing to obtain the names of specifi c streets, alleys, and city blocks 
comprising the neighborhood. He obtained no consensus. With the 
aim of improving on Wallace’s efforts, I conducted a few interviews 
in 2002, with equally vague results.

In his interview with former resident Henrietta Gill, Jim Wallace 
expressed the diffi culty of determining the neighborhood’s precise 
boundaries:

Wallace: I have a hard time getting any two people to agree on 
the exact boundaries of Bottom.
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Gill: Well, the Bottom is just from, I guess what they’d call the 
Bottom or the Craw . . . it started at . . . Broadway and went 
toward Hill Street.

Wallace: All the way up to Fort Hill, really?
Gill: Yes.
Wallace: What, and the river on the west?
Gill: Uh-huh.
Wallace: How far would it go eastward?
Gill: I’d say to the back of the Old Capitol . . . St. Clair.30

Jim Wallace often expressed his understandable confusion over the 
neighborhood’s boundaries. Prompted by Wallace, Alex Sanders gave 
him this description:

Wallace: When you talk about that area, what would you say 
the boundaries . . . it’s sort of fuzzy in my mind as what area 
specifi cally does that include?

Sanders: . . . The river to . . . St. Clair Street. And Broadway 
to Hill Street. They considered that fi fty little acres, you 
know.31

Sanders’s and Gill’s defi nitions provide the most common map of the 
space/place: the Kentucky River to the west, Broadway and the rail-
road tracks to the south, Hill Street and Fort Hill to the north, and 
the grounds of the Old State Capitol and St. Clair Street to the east.

When asked about his perception of Craw’s boundaries, child-
hood resident John Sykes said, “From the hill to Broadway and from 
. . . I guess that’s Wilkinson Boulevard back up to . . . right behind 
the old capitol.”32 Harry Goebel McCoy confi rmed this description. 
When he included Hill Street in his defi nition, Wallace clarifi ed that 
he meant to include Hill and Blanton streets:

Wallace: As far as the Craw area, what would be the boundaries 
of it if you had to sort of map out where it was? Would it be 
Wilkinson on the west?

McCoy: I’d say the whole . . . on the other side of Broadway.
Wallace: Here’s Broadway on the south.
McCoy: South. I would say that’s south. North . . . north would 

be the other side of Broadway. . . . Now, from Washington, 
I’d say Washington Street down across Washington, 
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Wilkinson Street, Mero, Hill, Clinton, and there’s supposed 
to be . . . there’s another street in there somewhere. 

Wallace: Well, now, there’s Center Street or Gaines’ Alley.
McCoy: Well, that’s one of them too, yeah.
Wallace: Would you say when you get up here into Hill Street 

and Blanton and all, are you still in the Bottom?
McCoy: I’ll say yeah, all in there you was.
Wallace: Okay . . . that’s one of the things people don’t really 

agree. Some say, well, Bottom is only just right in around 
here, Washington and Clinton, where the joints were.

McCoy: Well, actually they was right. But far as you know, on 
the other side of the tracks, I’d say all of that.33

Neighborhood boundaries: Gill, McCoy, Sanders. Image derived from “An Atlas of 
Franklin County, Kentucky: From actual surveys under the direction of B. N. Griff-
ing,” 1882 (neighborhood borders and emphasis added). Courtesy of Special Col-
lections, University of Kentucky Libraries.
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Most of Wallace’s interviewees addressed his border inquiry 
by focusing on the streets that enclosed the neighborhood. Their 
answers correspond with the way Wallace framed the question: he 
usually asked only about street names. Although McCoy does not 
limit his description to neighborhood borders and includes internal 
streets and alleys, his point is clear: McCoy considers Craw to be the 
entire area inside Hill Street to the north, Broadway to the south, 
and the Kentucky River/Wilkinson Street to the west. McCoy moves 
his defi nition east of Henrietta Gill’s: his Craw includes one more 
block, running from St. Clair to Washington streets. Margaret Berry 
adds yet another dimension:

Wallace: If you had to talk about the boundaries of Bottom, 
what area would Bottom encompass?

Neighborhood boundaries: Margaret Berry. Image derived from “An Atlas of 
Franklin County, Kentucky: From actual surveys under the direction of B. N. Griff-
ing,” 1882 (neighborhood borders and emphasis added). Courtesy of Special Col-
lections, University of Kentucky Libraries.
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Berry: To me, all of it.
Wallace: From the river to . . . how far east would you go, St. 

Clair?
Berry: To the . . . the end of St. Clair.
Wallace: Broadway on the south end of it, the railroad 

tracks?
Berry: Yes, because it used to be blacks lived down near the 

river on Broadway.
Wallace: Oh, really? On both sides of the . . . tracks?
Berry: On both sides . . .
Wallace: Did it go all the way up to Hill Street?
Berry: Yes. All the way to the hill.34

Berry adds specifi city by differentiating sides of the streets that 
enclosed the neighborhood, including both sides of St. Clair and—
surprising Wallace—both sides of the railroad tracks of Broadway. 
Her reasons confi rm the traditional description of Craw as a black 
neighborhood, since she includes the other side of Broadway in her 
defi nition because African Americans once lived there.

When considering the spatial organization within the cognitive 
mapping scheme of Frankfort’s citizens, the majority defaulted to 
the area encompassed by Hill Street to the north, the Kentucky 
River and Wilkinson Street to the west, Broadway to the south, and 
St. Clair Street to the east. However, memories are rarely homoge-
neous, and variants almost always appear. In fact, former residents’ 
perceptions varied so greatly that the seemingly simple task of defi n-
ing the neighborhood’s boundaries becomes impossible. Much time 
has passed since urban renewal destroyed the neighborhood, leav-
ing only imprecise memory maps by which to reimagine its area, the 
interior space of a named place, a place in which one might remem-
ber community.

The notion of Hill Street as the northern border of the neighbor-
hood is one of the main variants to emerge from Wallace’s interviews. 
The description given by former resident Jo Beauchamp confi rms its 
place in most defi nitions of the neighborhood:

Wallace: Does the Bottom just include Broadway to Mero and 
Wilkerson to Ann, or do you go all the way up to Hill Street 
when you say Bottom?

Beauchamp: Went to Hill Street.
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Wallace: All the way on up to Hill Street?
Beauchamp: Yeah.35

Former resident James Calhoun’s defi nition of the neighborhood is 
far more limiting than previous ones: “If somebody would say, ‘Well, 
where is Craw?’ it’s on Clinton Street, or it’s on Washington Street. 
Because, see, that area took in . . . from, Broadway to Mero, from 
Madison Street to Wilkinson. That was the Bottom.”36 Calhoun’s 
defi nition breaks with others, focusing on specifi c blocks in North 
Frankfort. Accepting Wilkinson Street on the west and Broadway 
on the south, Calhoun draws in one block of Madison Street fac-
ing the Old State Capitol grounds, running from Clinton Street 

Neighborhood boundaries: James Calho un. Image derived from “An Atlas of Frank-
lin County, Kentucky: From actual surveys under the direction of B. N. Griffi ng,” 
1882 (neighborhood borders and emphasis added). Courtesy of Special Collections, 
University of Kentucky Libraries.
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to Washington Street, and north on Washington, ending at Mero 
Street. Mary Helen Berry offered her defi nition:

Wallace: See, that’s another thing. Can you sort of defi ne Craw, 
[the] boundaries of it?

Berry: Craw was, I would say . . . from Mero up to Washington 
Street, and a certain area of Clinton Street. That was the 
Craw. From Wilkinson Street over to Washington. Then, it 
was . . . Madison Street. That was where Craw ended.37

Most informants identifi ed a block of Madison Street adjacent to 
the capitol grounds as part of the neighborhood. However, Calhoun’s 

Neighborhood boundaries: Mary Helen Berry. Image derived from “An Atlas of 
Franklin County, Kentucky: From actual surveys under the direction of B. N. Griff-
ing,” 1882 (neighborhood borders and emphasis added). Courtesy of Special Col-
lections, University of Kentucky Libraries.
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and Berry’s descriptions both exclude the two most northwestern 
blocks of North Frankfort. Calhoun’s defi nition adds slightly more 
specifi city to the common defaults proscribed by physical markers 
on three sides, but many former residents remembered Craw as 
having different specifi c boundaries. James Graham’s idea that “Bot-
tom” denoted the larger neighborhood and “Craw” referred only to 
the intersection of Clinton and Washington streets has a high degree 
of specifi city. Barbara White, born and raised on the 600 block of 
Wilkinson Street, had a different perspective. Her home was located 
near the intersection of Wilkinson and Blanton streets, facing the 
river, in a part of Frankfort considered by most to be wholly in Craw 
or Bottom:

Neighborhood boundaries: Barbara White. Image derived from “An Atlas of Frank-
lin County, Kentucky: From actual surveys under the direction of B. N. Griffi ng,” 
1882 (neighborhood borders and emphasis added). Courtesy of Special Collections, 
University of Kentucky Libraries.
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Boyd: And that was considered “Bottom”?
White: Well, we didn’t consider it “Bottom.” What we 

considered “Bottom” was Washington Street. It was 
Washington Street and a part of Clinton Street where 
they had all those “joints.” Now we considered that “the 
Bottom.”38

White’s defi nition is not common, but neither is it unique. Anna 
Belle Williams’s also alludes to a limiting description of the district’s 
physical boundaries.

Wallace: Do you remember when you fi rst went down to Hill 
Street or fi rst saw that section of Frankfort? Do any early 
impressions stick in your mind about that area?

Williams: No, because when we moved into it, we moved on 
Washington Street.

Wallace: Where on Washington were you on? You had 
mentioned that earlier, and I forgot to ask you.

Williams: Between . . . I’m trying to think of the street . . . 
Mero and Blanton.

Wallace: You were pretty far up there, then.
Williams: Yeah. See, I didn’t . . . I didn’t hardly ever go down 

in the other section of . . . what they called the slum or the 
Bottom. But it was a nice area up there where we were.39

Williams differentiates between the area where she lived (the north-
ern section of the neighborhood) and “the Bottom.” She equates 
“Bottom” with “slum.” By referring to the “other section” as a slum, 
Williams limits “the Bottom” to the corner of Clinton and Washing-
ton, where the most notoriously violent drinking establishments were 
located, thus excluding a densely concentrated residential area of 
Frankfort north of Mero Street, predominantly inhabited by African 
American families. In my interview with sisters Margaret Macintosh, 
Jean Winkfi eld, and Lillian Barnett, longtime residents of Hill Street, 
they emphasized the same exclusion. When asked about the boundar-
ies of Bottom and whether or not they included Hill Street, Macintosh 
and Barnett agreed. Winkfi eld, however, had a different opinion:

Boyd: So the Bottom really went from Hill Street to Broadway, 
to the railroad tracks?
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Macintosh: No, the Bottom didn’t go to Hill Street.
Boyd: Oh, it didn’t go to Hill Street?
Macintosh: No, it stopped middle way of . . .
Barnett: Mero.
Macintosh: What street was that, that Miss Samuels lived on?
Barnett: That was Washington, right next door to the ice plant.
Macintosh: Well let me tell you, it would really stop at Frog 

Wood’s Grocery Store. Do you know where that was at? 
Do you know where Frog Wood Grocery Store was at? It 
actually stopped there.

Barnett: Well, that’s Mero Street.
Winkfi eld: . . . get my voice on this tape. . . .
Mason: So, you’re saying that Mayo-Underwood was not in the 

Bottom?
Winkfi eld: Yes, it was.
Barnett: No, it wasn’t.
Macintosh: No, it wasn’t in the Bottom. . . .
Barnett: It stopped before it got to Mero Street.40

Later in my interview with them, Macintosh and Barnett were dis-
cussing violence in the neighborhood when Macintosh said, “They 
had shootings up there in the Bottom. They called it the Bottom. 
We didn’t live up there.”41 In the context of our discussion on crime, 
two of the three sisters emphasized that they did not consider Hill 
Street part of the Bottom. Most defi nitions that pinpoint the corner 
of Clinton and Washington streets acknowledge this corner’s vicin-
ity as Craw. Barbara White limited the boundaries to the corner of 
Clinton and Washington streets, where lots contained the saloons 
and the joints—but she also referred to that corner as “Bottom.” 
White primarily used “North Frankfort” to refer to the rest of the 
general vicinity.

From 1958 until 1984, the neighborhood was progressively 
destroyed, the victim of another failed experiment in urban renewal, 
which former residents, not surprisingly, remembered with resent-
ment and bitterness some thirty years later. Given that very little 
physical evidence of the neighborhood survived the 1970s, oral 
history interviews have become the best source for a cognitive 
reconstruction of the neighborhood. Jim Wallace’s use of Sanborn 
insurance maps of the neighborhood as visual cues in his interviews 
facilitated just such reimagining of the neighborhood, allowing new 
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spatial expressions of individual versions of neighborhood identity 
to arise.

The names “Crawfi sh Bottom,” “Craw,” “the Craw,” “Bottom,” 
and “the Bottom” never appear on offi cial maps of Frankfort, yet 
personal and collective meanings specifi c to a distinct place, specifi c 
to a community’s life and death, infuse that physical space occupied 
by certain streets and alleys; those meanings construct a sense of 
place. History creates and perpetuates public memory, that body of 
shared memories both experienced and learned secondhand, that is 
such an important aspect of the social construction of identity. Folk 
neighborhoods like Craw are created and continuously re-created 
in what Erving Goffman calls the “replaying” of memories that reify 
the insider and outsider elements of the resultant, narrative-based 
community.42 But public memory is infused with multitudes of indi-
vidual memories and is therefore inherently complex, malleable, 
and polyvalent.

The concept of a community as a homogeneous human group 
bound together in time, space, and identity is not helpful and is, in 
fact, false. No predictable relationship among place, memory, com-
munity, identity, and meaning exists. Geographer Yi-Fu Tuan tells 
us that “place is an organized world of meaning.”43 Shared identity 
based on the organization of meaning draws its nourishment from 
a single body of traditional knowledge; however, when a variety of 
spatial identities emerges, contested terrain results.44 The ethno-
graphic process of encouraging cognitive memory mapping pro-
duced a heightened sense of place in Wallace’s informants; through 
it, they again planted their personal and public memories in mean-
ingful ground. By refl ecting on the encoded meanings of their old 
neighborhood’s multiple names, they heightened and confi rmed 
their sense of place. By exploring the multiple levels of their experi-
ence of Craw/Bottom, they allow us to share in a kind of knowledge, 
however slight and vicarious, about a sense of place that includes not 
only multiple spatial boundaries but negotiable potential for social 
identity.
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C hapter Three

Contesting Public Memory

Neighborhood borders are but one component in the complex con-
struction of individual perceptions of community identity. The expres-
sion of neighborhood borders within the oral history interview frames 
distinct spatial identities, but the construction of place includes much 
more than the act of drawing borders. Following his inquiry into the 
understanding of neighborhood boundaries and spatial identities, 
Jim Wallace progressed into the realm of meaning as he investigated 
various aspects of the genius loci. In the narrative reconstruction 
of a sense of place, the interviewer poses questions in order to gain 
insight into the informant’s system of encoded signs and symbols and 
attempts to “decipher or decode space.”1 The neighborhood once 
known as “Craw” or “Bottom” now exists only in memory, but the act 
of communicating life stories and remembrances of the neighborhood 
in the present transforms individual memory into a shared communal 
entity. When individual experiences and perceptions are absorbed by 
the shared memory of the collective, combined with predominant ver-
sions of historical memory, the result is the formation of a collection 
of knowledge primarily based on public memory. However, the pres-
ence and intervention of the ethnographer somewhat problematize 
the exploration of public memories by altering and shaping the con-
tent, tone, and direction of the constituent narratives.

Wallace chose each individual to interview for the project because 
of his or her connection to the neighborhood. Interviews often com-
menced with questions establishing the relationship of the individual 
with the neighborhood’s history: “Now, where in Craw did your fam-
ily live?” Often interviewees responded to this introductory question 
with brief narrative descriptions of childhood homes in Craw, lead-
ing people to mention details like the lack of electricity and running 
water, or the use of outdoor privies while they were growing up. This 
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line of questioning usually yielded some details regarding the indi-
vidual life histories of the informants. Following his inquiries into 
the individual’s past personal relationship with the neighborhood, 
Wallace often proceeded down a list of people, places, and events—
neighborhood symbols, icons, and personalities assembled from his 
extensive preliminary research and augmented with each interview. 
He hoped that his mention of a particular business establishment 
or individual would trigger relevant memories and fi nd congruence 
in his informant’s cultural frames of reference. If Wallace’s question 
connected with associations with a particular sign or symbol situ-
ated within the informant’s system of memory, he adjusted the line 
of questioning accordingly. When that topic had run its course, he 
would resume listing places, names, and events relating to the neigh-
borhood. Certain symbolic representations from that list consistently 
emerged as shared components of the community’s public memory. 
Historian W. Fitzhugh Brundage states that “collective memories, 
like personal memory, are constructed, not simply reproduced.”2 
This chapter explores the construction of the symbolic components 
that served to perpetuate this community’s sense of place in mem-
ory. Along the way, it examines the interviewer’s role in the construc-
tion of oral history narratives.

“WHAT DO YOU REMEMBER?”

Early in each of his 1991 interviews, Jim Wallace would pose some 
variation of the following question: “What are your earliest remem-
brances of Craw or Bottom?” In theory, this open-ended question 
allowed his informant to begin the interview with an initial state-
ment relatively unmediated by the presence of the interviewer. 
Responses often began with the informant’s description of impres-
sions from childhood, which would segue into a nostalgic tribute 
to the closeness and cohesiveness of the Craw/Bottom community. 
Mary Helen Berry’s response focused directly on her earliest mem-
ory of the neighborhood and quickly transitioned into a commentary 
on strong community ties:

Wallace: What is your earliest remembrance of growing up in 
Bottom?

Berry: Well, the fi rst thing I remember, there was no 
automobiles in our area. It was all horse-and-buggies. The 
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people there were poor people, but everybody looked 
after each other. And my mother had to work and I had 
to stay in homes of other people, but I was a child of the 
neighborhood.3

With some exceptions, the neighborhood remained very poor 
throughout its existence. Wallace’s interviewees frequently referred 
to the daily struggle against poverty and to the community’s role in 
helping families and individuals to overcome. White former resident 
Jo Beauchamp, for example, focused on the diffi culties his family 
experienced while living in the neighborhood:

Wallace: When you think about your earliest remembrances of 
the Bottom, or of that area, what comes to mind?

Beauchamp: When I think of the Bottom, I think of a lot of the 
hard times and the hardships we had down there.4

Indeed, the individual and collective expression of the struggle to 
survive is one of the preponderant themes in the narratives collected 
from former residents; it is, in fact, the most salient feature of nar-
rated memories of the neighborhood, and it emerges in both insider 
and outsider public memory. Economic struggle as a fact of life in 
the Bottom became clear to Wallace early in his undertaking, and 
he shaped his interviewing style in such a manner as to illuminate 
and understand neighborhood cohesion in the face of economic and 
political hardship and social misrepresentation.

In an interview with Henrietta Gill, Wallace prefaced his ques-
tion with a statement that alludes to his own developing view of the 
neighborhood:

Wallace: There’s so much that has not been written down 
that is only in the memories of people. . . . The few things 
that I’ve read about Bottom were mostly written by white 
people who did not live there who maybe heard some 
anecdotes or stories from friends. . . . And, so, they wrote 
about it as if the whole place was sort of a hedonistic kind 
of . . . red-light district.

Gill: No, no, no, no, no, no, no.
Wallace: When you think of it, when you remember Bottom, 

what comes to mind?5
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In this particular instance, Wallace’s introductory remark sets a par-
ticular tone, thus altering the function of the actual question in this 
case. It is not surprising that Gill’s response to his actual question—
“When you remember Bottom, what comes to mind?”—is framed in 
response to his declarative preface to the question; Gill immediately 
and adamantly refuses Craw’s bad reputation and addresses only the 
closeness and cohesiveness of her community, despite its poverty:

Well, there’s so many things. The fi rst thing that comes to mind 
is neighborliness, closeness. And this seems strange, but we 
were black and white together. Next door to me was a white 
couple. And in the same house with them lived a black couple.

If I lived next door to you and I didn’t see you come out 
and put something on your clothesline or something, the fi rst 
thing I did was wonder, “What’s wrong with them today, I 
haven’t seen them today. . . .” The fi rst thing we did was go 
and knock on the door, we checked on them. And, then, we 
shared.

If I had food and my next-door neighbor didn’t, I shared 
what I had because we were all poor together. There were 
some that had a little more than others, but being black, 
most of us were poor. . . . But there was a closeness that you 
don’t fi nd. . . . We were mostly all there as a block, all there 
together.6

Still, although the interviewer’s question is framed in a leading man-
ner and clearly reveals a bias, certainly infl uencing Gill’s choice 
of possible answers to the question “What comes to mind?” her 
response conforms to those given by the overwhelming majority of 
individuals interviewed about the neighborhood. This is no surprise, 
since a generally nostalgic, neighbor-centered historical tone com-
monly pervades community-based oral history projects.

Alex Sanders grew up in Craw on Mero Street. Following a brief 
description of his family’s lack of running water and a furnace, and 
their use of an outdoor toilet, Sanders said, “In general, it was a 
nice location for the people. People didn’t realize they was living 
in a ghetto or living in a slum at that time. But the thing about liv-
ing down in Craw, it was a nice place to live. You didn’t have to 
lock no windows or close no doors or anything like that at night.”7 
At the beginning of his interview, former resident James Calhoun 
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commented on life in the Bottom generally: “It was a good place, 
you could see everybody. You could go down and sit on the cor-
ner. People come into town to see somebody, they would say, ‘Well, 
have you seen so-and-so.’ All you had to do was say, ‘Go down and 
sit on the corner of Clinton and Washington. They’ll be by.’ And 
they would. Everybody would come down. It was a friendly attitude; 
blacks and whites lived together. They would have their scrapes, 
fi ght. Sometimes there would be shootings. But they were in the 
neighborhood, and everybody looked out after each other.”8 James 
Calhoun’s declaration of neighborhood cohesion is not presented in 
reference to the Bottom’s poor conditions. Instead of framing his 
statement in opposition to the struggle with poverty, Calhoun, like 
Alex Sanders, delivers his portrait of the community in opposition to 
the neighborhood’s violent and criminal reputation.

Calhoun, like Henrietta Gill, also inserted a statement in 
response to the widely held misperception regarding the neighbor-
hood’s monolithic association with African Americans. While parts of 
the neighborhood were, at different times, predominantly inhabited 
by African Americans, many interviewees framed their statements 
about their early memories in opposition to the public perception 
that only poor blacks lived in Craw. Such responses also appear in 
other oral history projects. In a 1996 interview conducted by Winona 
Fletcher for a separate oral history project on the African Ameri-
can community in Frankfort, former resident Archie Surratt stated: 
“The Craw area . . . a lot of people would make you believe that it 
was all black, but it wasn’t. There were a lot of white people there, 
and there was a relationship there that you’ve probably never seen 
any place else. Even the whites that were down there, they were 
part of it and they were ‘buddy-buddy.’ They were with you if you 
had troubles and so on.”9 Racial separation clearly occurred inside 
the neighborhood, as was true for most postbellum southern cities. 
African Americans attended separate schools, churches, restaurants, 
and hospitals, and they spoke of these community institutions with 
great reverence. However, when speaking about a larger sense of 
community in the neighborhood, the residents of Craw repeatedly 
expressed to Wallace their sense of being more unifi ed with white 
neighbors by their socioeconomic condition—the struggle of every-
day life in this poor community—than they were divided by their 
race. As James Calhoun stated, “Blacks and whites lived together. . . .
Everybody looked out after each other.”10
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Of course, there was racism in Frankfort, Kentucky, and African 
Americans were segregated to varying degrees. Anecdotes emerge 
throughout Wallace’s interviews describing separate community 
institutions. However, more dominant is the sentiment that whites 
and blacks, inside the neighborhood, got along. When the issue of 
race came up in Wallace’s interview with Maggie Knott, a black for-
mer resident, she said, “We got along together.” Wallace responded, 
“That’s one of the things I’ve heard about this community, that it 
wasn’t just black. There were whites down there. And racial relations 
were pretty good.” Knott reacted: “We didn’t have no problems like 
blacks and whites fi ghting among one another and all of that kind of 
stuff. We just didn’t have that problem down there because . . . if I 
have to tell you the truth about it . . . I didn’t know what they mean 
when they was talking about segregation because I had always got 
along with the whites . . . just as well as I did the blacks. We always 
got along just fi ne.”11 Throughout the project, former residents con-
sistently claimed fairly harmonious race relations. Further investi-
gative research could surely have identifi ed numerous incidents of 
racial discord and perhaps undermined public memory as expressed 
by former residents; Wallace could have probably spent more time 
drawing out memories of racial discord in the community or focus-
ing on the underlying racism of urban renewal. However, his choice 
was to focus on more unifying forces of community in this particular 
neighborhood, zeroing in on the effects of urban renewal and how it 
displaced the entire community, black and white.

The repeated narrative expression of the general cohesiveness 
of the community despite racial and economic tensions infuses each 
interview with a subtle, yet consistently nostalgic and rather defen-
sive tone. Long-held opinions surface in opposition to what former 
residents believe to be misperceptions of the neighborhood main-
tained by outsiders. The oral history interview gave these individu-
als a forum in which fi nally to refute the more dominant opinions of 
those who had never shared in the life of Craw.

“DEPLORE THOSE WHO WOULD MAKE A MOCKERY”

The fi rst chapter explored the early beginnings of a general, exter-
nally imposed perception of Craw as a crime-ridden slum, espe-
cially as represented in and perpetuated by historical memory. Few, 
if any, items of information ever appeared in the local media that 
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contradicted the idea of the neighborhood as, in its totality, a morally 
degenerate and physically dangerous place. Even after the comple-
tion of urban renewal in Frankfort in the early 1970s, the idea that 
Craw had been an unmitigated civic disaster rather than a commu-
nity of citizens continued to be promulgated by local news media.

On February 9, 1975, journalist Ron Herron published an article 
in the Frankfort State Journal containing his interviews with former 
members of the Frankfort Police Department—Assistant Chief Paul 
Rogers, Assistant Chief Doug Clark, and Captain James Smith. The 
article was intended as a nostalgic look back to a time when crime 
in Frankfort appeared to be simpler, less frequent, and less seri-
ous—excepting those inevitable instances occurring in the Bottom. 
At the end of the article, the neighborhood itself becomes the topic 
for Herron’s interview with Rogers: “‘That’s where we had most of 
our excitement,’ Asst. Chief Rogers recalls with a grin. All sorts of 
misbehavior festered in the Bottom—bootlegging, gambling, fi ght-
ing, prostitution among them. Even so, Rogers recalls Frankfort as 
a relatively safer place to live in, overall, because police knew where 
to expect most of their trouble—in the Bottom. . . . ‘I believe we had 
a better community back then, in a way,’ Rogers explains. ‘You didn’t 
have crime spread out over town like we do now. It was mostly in one 
place.’ . . . Cuttings and shootings abounded in the Bottom.”12 In the 
article, Herron explains that “the Capital Plaza had not been built in 
the early 1950s and Frankfort had the Bottom—Craw—in its place.” 
He continues: “Before Urban Renewal cleaned it up, the Bottom 
was strictly the wrong side of the tracks for respectable Frankfort. 
Those who ventured into its dim-lit streets were lured into such col-
orful spots as the Peach Tree Inn, the Blue Moon, the Sky Blue Inn, 
the Tip Toe Inn, the Tiger Inn, the Rendezvous. . . . Police kept 
busy.”13 The city’s law enforcement offi cials appear to be credible 
sources regarding Frankfort’s criminal trends, and the documentary 
evidence to some degree substantiates Rogers’s statements about 
historic crime rates in the neighborhood.

The offi cer’s grinning fascination with “expected trouble” might 
have led Herron into further investigation of governmental poli-
cies that ensured the “festering” of crime in the Bottom’s “dim-lit 
streets,” but Herron did not pursue that line of inquiry. Few print 
accounts had appeared over the years to oppose commonly held 
views of the neighborhood’s disreputability, and what little attention 
Craw received only perpetuated such “exciting” characterizations. 



86  CRAWFISH BOTTOM

After the neighborhood’s destruction, these “entertaining” char-
acterizations had the potential to pose a more permanent kind of 
threat to the community’s shared memories of Craw. However, its 
former residents would not allow public memory to be so swiftly and 
asymmetrically concretized.

Three weeks after publication of his original article on Frank-
fort’s police force, Herron published a full-page follow-up on March 
2. This feature did not follow up on comments he had made about 
the police force, but instead responded to the few paragraphs he had 
written about the Craw district. Herron’s second article, “The Bot-
tom: Society Branded It as the Wrong Side of Town, but a Former 
Resident of Craw Has Fond Memories,” begins:

To City Police, it was a den of iniquity, where violent crime 
could be expected on a regular basis. To much of white Frank-
fort, it was the wrong side of the tracks—a place protective 
parents warned their children about. . . . To Urban Renewal, 
it was a slum, ripe for clearance in the 1950’s spirit of let’s tear 
it down and start over. But to hundreds of blacks and poor 
whites, the bottom—Craw—was home, for better or worse, 
and some who lived there remember it as better than conser-
vative Frankfort liked to think. There was enough community 
pride in Craw, in fact, that more than a little resentment was 
aroused by a recent State Journal story that touched on the 
seamier side of life there, as recalled by some of Frankfort’s 
older policemen.14

Herron’s article features an interview with James “Papa Jazz” Berry, 
a former resident whom Herron characterizes as “one of the most 
articulate defenders of Craw and its residents.” James Berry, forty-
six when Herron interviewed him in 1975, had been a lifetime resi-
dent of the Bottom until urban renewal forced him to move.

In Herron’s article, Papa Jazz acknowledges that there is some 
truth in the neighborhood’s criminal reputation but explains:

It would be needless for me to say that Craw was unblem-
ished, because it wasn’t. We fought, yeah. We cut. We shot 
when it was necessary, and there were some murders. But 
police records will show that in over 95 per cent of the crime 
committed in that area, the people were prosecuted. . . . Craw 
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was not the work of the people who lived in it. . . . They had no 
choice. This little corner of the world was created from a sick 
society. The city fathers needed a place to get rid of what they 
said was a bunch of disgraceful elements. . . . With all these 
people out of their hair, high society would not be disturbed.15

Berry explicitly states that the neighborhood could not have devel-
oped and survived as it did without greater Frankfort’s conscious 
complicity. Herron paraphrases Berry: “Sure there was some pros-
titution, some gambling and some violence in Craw . . . but some 
of it resulted from the survival instinct. With regard to prostitution, 
for instance, Berry remarks, ‘With so little money and such bad liv-
ing conditions, those women sold what they could to meet the bare 
necessities of life, what little it was.’”16 When Herron directly asks 
Berry why Craw had such a criminal reputation, Berry cites selec-
tive and discriminatory law enforcement practices and adds, “Those 
crimes committed outside the Craw section were usually laid over in 
court until they were forgotten.”

The balance of Herron’s lengthy article focuses on the closeness 
of the community. Papa Jazz continues: “From these hardships . . . 
the people in Craw formed a bond of togetherness that has not been 
equaled before or since, to my knowledge. We lived together, played 
together, fought with one another, cried together and all other things 
that make people close. Some of this was due to lack of money, sub-
standard houses, outside toilets, too few faucets that served 10 or 12 
families. . . . Integration, as integration goes, was in progress in the 
Craw section, because there wasn’t any color barrier whatsoever.”17 
Berry then proceeds to address and defend particular community 
symbols. In Herron’s earlier article on the Frankfort police force, for 
example, Assistant Chief Rogers runs down a list of “colorful spots” 
in Craw frequented by law enforcement offi cers, including the Tiger 
Inn. Papa Jazz now defends the Tiger Inn against negative charac-
terizations: “[The Tiger Inn] was opened so that children from the 
Mayo-Underwood School would have some place to go. The people 
that opened it were fi ne, upstanding men, with a good educational 
background.”18

Herron’s second article notes that while “some nightspots did gain 
notoriety,” other neighborhood landmarks should also be remem-
bered. The “landmarks” that Berry mentions include the Odd Fel-
lows building at Washington and Clinton, the Mayo-Underwood 
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School, and Robb’s Funeral Home, as well as persons such as Pro-
fessor Mayo and the local educator E. E. Underwood, a community 
activist and medical doctor. These monuments and icons were well 
worth highlighting because, according to Herron, “to white Frank-
fort across the tracks . . . Craw was more often symbolized by such 
retreats as the Blue Moon, the Tiptoe Inn, or the Peach Tree Inn,” 
all “joints” where the “sordid” behaviors that represented the neigh-
borhood to outside visitors occurred. Of course, it need hardly be 
mentioned that it was just this sordidness that attracted outsiders to 
the district after dark in the fi rst place.

In this article, James “Papa Jazz” Berry and Ron Herron together 
constructed a text that successfully contests many secondhand and 
inherited notions about the Bottom. In conclusion, Berry states, “Craw 
was my home most of my life. . . . I have no reason to be ashamed. 
I do feel sorry for those that caused the Craw. I deplore those that 
would make a mockery of it and its people. I hope in the coming 
years, any words written about it will be good; enough bad has been 
said. Those of us who were born there and lived there should be bet-
ter citizens because of it.”19 Berry here again directs his listener to 
appreciate the oppressive context of daily life in the old neighbor-
hood, created and perpetuated by powerful infl uences beyond its 
control, but he does not ignore the fact that crime fed the prevalent 
bad reputation of the Bottom. What seems to bother Papa Jazz most, 
however, is the possibility that the historically one-sided depiction of 
his neighborhood prior to 1975 would become a permanent feature 
in Kentucky history, fi xed in public memory as a true and complete 
account of the place, even in the minds of the community’s own 
members. And in fact, in this second article, Papa Jazz Berry and 
Ron Herron created a document that would have a much greater 
impact on the neighborhood’s legacy than either of them could have 
imagined.

Jim Wallace openly focused his 1991 interviews on shared com-
munity symbols rather than on the criminal reputation of the neigh-
borhood. In fact, Wallace’s interviews echo the basic sentiment, 
tone, and intention of Herron’s follow-up article featuring Papa Jazz. 
When asked about this article’s infl uence on the formation and actu-
alization of his own oral history work, Wallace stated that “it was the 
fi rst piece I encountered where an actual resident of the neighbor-
hood presented an ‘insider’s perspective’ of life in the area. That per-
spective stood in stark contrast to most other secondary works which 
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presented an unfl attering and grim view of life.” Wallace recalled 
using the article in the actual interview as a point of reference when 
talking with former residents: “I often took it with me to early inter-
views and used it as a starting point.”20

Even though Wallace conducted his interviews years after the 
article appeared, Herron’s work with former residents played a sig-
nifi cant role in shaping this subsequent oral history research. It 
sparked Jim Wallace’s interest in obtaining better insight into the 
emic perspective of the community; created a foundation for his 
preliminary research; and provided him with his initial list of per-
sons, events, and other topics to cover in his interviews. Further, it 
served as a point of reference within the new interviews: Wallace’s 
overt use of the article as a point of departure for his own work 
with former residents clearly communicated his benevolent inten-
tions toward public memory of the neighborhood and thus positively 
contributed to shaping the form and direction of each conversation.

Community members harbored bitterness long after their forced 
relocation by urban renewal in the mid-1960s. Given Craw’s repu-
tation as a criminal slum, and the fact that everything written about 
it prior to 1975 had been so biased toward sensationalism and cen-
sure, Herron’s interview with Papa Jazz and their combined defense 
of the Bottom quickly fostered a sense of relief, and even redemp-
tion, among former community members. It offered former resi-
dents powerful and enduring signs of their community’s cohesive 
legacy, while simultaneously emphasizing the fragility of that legacy 
in public memory and the historical record. Having had their per-
sonal and collective experience narrated back to them as shameful 
and defi cient for the better part of their lives, and having learned to 
defend their own histories with silence and defensiveness, narrators 
now found in Wallace’s interviews a psychological-emotional space 
in which they could fi nally celebrate their sense of place.

SOCIAL STRUCTURES

Frequently, Wallace’s initial inquiry into his informant’s earliest 
remembrances of Craw prompted nostalgic discussions of what 
turned out to be the interview’s major themes—overcoming eco-
nomic hardship and experiencing a closer sense of community. 
When those conversations began to fade, Wallace segued into a rap-
idly paced person-, place-, and event-based line of inquiry that often 
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did not include direct questions at all. He aimed to maneuver his 
informant through a list of items he had generated beforehand, men-
tioning the name of a person or a business establishment in the hope 
of triggering a relevant reminiscence. In his interview with Helen 
Holmes, Wallace explained his approach: “When I started the proj-
ect, I was very interested in the Bottom area. I took a list of names 
of businesses and you may not have any knowledge of any of these. 
. . . If you do, stop me, and maybe you could recount your experi-
ences.”21 If the person, place, or event that Wallace mentioned was 
familiar to the informant, a dialogue about it may or may not have 
ensued. If it did not elicit a response, Wallace quickly moved on to 
his next item. Not surprisingly, the list of items he used eventually 
included a core group of people, places, and events basic to nar-
rative and symbolic expressions of community life in memory, the 
same core items and signs that had structured everyday life and thus 
the early development and functioning of public memory inside the 
neighborhood.

Participants in Wallace’s interviews discussed public buildings, 
business establishments, and other physical landmarks—the Tiger 
Inn, the Mayo-Underwood School, the American Legion building, 
Corinthian Baptist Church, St. John AME, the Sandbar, Fred Sut-
terlin’s Ice House. Former residents also commented on more infa-
mous neighborhood sites—the Peach Tree Inn, the Blue Moon, 
Kozy Korner, the 99 Club, and the Tiptoe Inn, to name a few. How-
ever, several entities emerged from the interviews as crucially salient 
features of a collective cognitive map.

Because Wallace interviewed more African Americans than 
whites, many of the shared symbolic resources he discovered may 
have been primarily meaningful to blacks and of more secondary 
interest to Craw’s white former residents. However, as is revealed in 
those interviews that Wallace did conduct with whites, many were 
deeply signifi cant to all of the community’s inhabitants. Physical 
structures housed memorable institutions, businesses, and person-
alities when Craw existed as a place; in the interview situation, each 
remembered structure revitalized memories of community in the 
minds of its old residents. When, for example, Wallace asked Henri-
etta Gill what she thought was “the heart of Bottom,” she responded, 
“It was probably Clinton and Washington, right in the neighbor-
hood. Most of it was starting at Broadway . . . go down until you got 
to Clinton Street. Of course, there was further down . . . to Mero, 
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and that’s where the Tiger Inn was, and the church on Mero, the 
Corinthian Baptist Church. The school was on Mero on the other 
end . . . and the groceries were on Mero.”22 Much of the discussion 
regarding signifi cant places in the neighborhood included structural 
entities infused over the years with meaning and memory, a pro-
cess that transformed buildings made of wood, brick, and mortar 
into symbolic representations of a living human community. The dis-
trict’s African American churches and its then-segregated African 
American schools are repeatedly represented in the oral histories 
collected by Wallace, and those I have collected, as institutions that 
meaningfully imprinted themselves in public memory.

Two of Frankfort’s three large downtown African American 
churches were in the neighborhood. St. John AME church was on 
the corner of Clinton and Lewis streets (Buffalo Alley). Corinthian 
Baptist was on the north side of Mero, between Washington and 
St. Clair streets, perpendicular to Catfi sh Alley. The third was First 
Baptist Church, located adjacent to the penitentiary at the corner 
of Clinton and High. Although it sat a few blocks outside the neigh-
borhood, many members of its congregation resided in Craw. Other 
houses of worship in the neighborhood with signifi cant congrega-
tions included the Bethel Temple Apostolic Pentecostal Church on 
the corner of Clinton and Washington and the Baptist Mission on 
Wilkinson Street. But St. John AME, Corinthian Baptist, and First 
Baptist had the largest congregations, and these churches came up 
with regularity and were described at length in the oral histories.

The centrality of churches to neighborhood life is obvious 
throughout the interviews. As James Calhoun recalled, “You went 
to church, you had Sunday school. . . . That was a must. . . . That
. . . was a thing that they put into their children, Sunday school and 
church.”23 In his interview with Henry and Margaret Ellis, Wallace 
stated, “It seems like to me the church played a large role in the 
black community.” Both Henry and Margaret attended church regu-
larly, Henry at St. John AME and Margaret at Bethel Temple Pen-
tecostal. Margaret responded by saying, “It did, because we went to 
church or you didn’t go nowhere else.”24 Mary Helen Berry made 
a similar statement regarding the importance of church in her life 
while she was growing up: “My mother was strictly religious. We had 
to go to church. Well, I had a boyfriend; if he didn’t like church, I 
didn’t keep him, because he had to go to church with me.”25

Church topics ranged from ideas about leadership, to gossip 
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about former preachers, to personal-experience narratives about 
Vacation Bible School, to talk about how the various black churches 
interrelated. The interviews, however, are especially useful for gain-
ing descriptions of exterior and interior features of buildings that are 
long gone. Only St. John AME survived the destructive path of urban 
renewal, although First Baptist Church was outside the Bottom and 
therefore spared. But the buildings that housed the congregations 
of Corinthian and Bethel Temple were destroyed, their congrega-
tions forced to migrate to other parts of the city in order to worship. 
Even though two of the three larger congregations found homes in 
North Frankfort, the oral history interviews tended to focus on those 
churches that permanently lost their buildings.

James Graham grew up in the Bottom and belonged to Corin-
thian Baptist Church as a child. Wallace asked Graham about the 
church’s physical building:

Graham: Corinthian was a beautiful church, well kept, 
maintained inside and out. And it didn’t stay. They lost the 
pipe organ. They went into a tremendous amount of debt 
. . . gave up a fi xed building with all of that space and all of 
the things they had. As a kid, see, I went to Sunday school 
there. That fellowship hall that they had in the back of that 
. . . it was beautiful.

Wallace: Describe it to me.
Graham: Behind the back of the building, which ran into the 

back of that building right into my backyard . . . they built 
. . . what they called the Fellowship Hall. . . . They had 
Sunday school classes on the top fl oor. And, then, they 
had Sunday school rooms where they could have banquets 
where they had food. They had a kitchen, a full-fl edged 
kitchen. . . . It was really . . . it was a heck of a thing.

Wallace: Sounds almost like a community center. . . .
Graham: We used it as a community center. It was the original 

. . . it was one of the original community centers. There was 
no comparison to what they have over there [now].26

When urban renewal forced the church to move in 1966—ninety-
eight years after it was fi rst consecrated—the loss of the organ to 
which Graham referred was a particular blow. It had been purchased 
by the congregation for $6,000, but it appraised for only $3,360, and 
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the estimated cost to move it to a new location was $10,000. Unable 
to sell its most beloved instrument of praise, the church had to leave 
it behind. The loss of that organ was a memorable tragedy to the 
congregation’s members even in 1991, a powerful symbol of the 
gross injustices perpetrated on poor people by urban renewal.

Wallace was particularly interested in illuminating urban renew-
al’s psychological and emotional consequences, especially for the 
black members of the community. In addition to the churches, 
the black community took enormous pride in the segregated black 
schools of Frankfort. In 1882, Clinton Street School was built just 
behind the penitentiary, and nineteen-year-old William H. Mayo 
from Cincinnati began work as its fi rst principal. By 1900, Mayo and 
eleven other faculty members taught kindergarten, elementary, and 
high school classes to almost fi ve hundred children, “despite the 
handicaps imposed by racial segregation and inadequate fi nancial 
support.”27 Mayo-Underwood, at the corner of Mero and Wilkinson, 
replaced the Clinton Street School in 1929. Like its predecessor, 
Mayo-Underwood housed kindergarten through high school classes. 
The school was named for William H. Mayo and the highly respected 
black educator E. E. Underwood, who was also a prominent citizen 
and community activist. Mayo-Underwood was an impressive brick 
building that occupied half a city block. In an architectural context 

Mayo-Underwood School, 1930. Courtesy of the Kentucky Historical Society.
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dominated by small frame dwellings, it stood out from its surround-
ings. However, all of those interviewed by Wallace remembered the 
school more as an impressive social institution than as an imposing 
physical structure.

Clinton Street School’s fi nal year of operation was 1928. Many of 
the older informants began their schooling at Clinton Street School, 
transferring to Mayo-Underwood in 1929. The school continues to 
be an enduring symbol of community in the neighborhood. Every 
person asked about it remembered the dedication of its teachers, 
who were role models and community leaders both inside and out-
side its classrooms. Henrietta Gill recalled her teachers: “There were 
things they didn’t get paid for. . . . Once I wanted to take typing, 
and Ms. Eperline Hays was our teacher. The typing class was full 
because I didn’t make up my mind till the last minute that I wanted 
to take it. She would bring her portable typewriter to school every 
day and teach me typing. And she lived in South Frankfort, now. She 
walked over there . . . and she brought a little portable typewriter 
with her to teach me to type. I mean, this is the kind of teachers we 
had. Yes. They were dedicated.”28

Wallace’s interview transcripts contain numerous references to 
this group of dedicated, hardworking teachers. Informants regularly 
listed Alice Samuels, Ms. Caise, Ms. Chase, and Mary C. Holmes, 
women especially revered in the community’s memory. John Sykes 
related why the teachers at Mayo-Underwood were better for their 
students than the white teachers they had after integration: “I think 
we had better teachers, because they didn’t teach you what was in 
the book, they taught you what life was about. . . . They were history. 
They knew from the time . . . when people were slaves . . . almost. 
Their grandparents and their parents were slaves. And they told us 
about how things had changed. . . . They taught us about life and 
a lot of things. They taught us about food and hygiene. . . . They 
wouldn’t dare teach that at Frankfort High. But they wanted you to 
be clean, solid, healthy citizens later on . . . so they took that extra 
step. Plus, they knew everybody’s grandmama.”29

Memories of the abandonment of Mayo-Underwood in 1964 
and its eventual destruction were especially bitter. Margaret Berry’s 
statement resonates with the tone Wallace heard in many conversa-
tions about the school. “They took the school away from us. If they’d 
let us alone, left our teachers alone, the school would have been 
there and our children would have learned something. Now, they go 
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to school . . . these people don’t care nothing about them. They don’t 
push them. . . . We got some come out of Mayo-Underwood as law-
yers and doctors and everything.”30

Mayo-Underwood, one of the most celebrated symbols of the 
community, was a center for both academic and nonacademic social 
interactions and represented prestige for the community. On several 
occasions, Wallace’s informants mentioned that the high school had 
produced “lawyers and doctors” and other successful professionals. 
In their interviews, neighborhood residents took the opportunity to 
recall and honor the positive aspects of growing up in a segregated 
society—teachers who were themselves part of the community, who 
cared about black students’ futures, who pushed past misconceived 
social ideas because they did not believe them in their own hearts.

Papa Jazz defended the Tiger Inn after Herron’s fi rst article 
named it as one of the Craw’s drinking establishments likely to be 
a site for police intervention, and the Tiger Inn likewise found a 
defender in almost every oral history interview that Jim Wallace con-
ducted. This was a restaurant owned and operated by Ewing Atkins. 
On his tax return, the establishment was offi cially listed as the Tiger 
Inn Café, but those who remembered it well dropped “Café” from 
the name. The Tiger Inn was the hangout for teenage students from 
Mayo-Underwood, but also for African American teenagers from 
all over Frankfort. Atkins ran the Tiger Inn from 1931 to 1963 at 
400 Mero Street. During urban renewal in the 1960s and 1970s, he 
moved the restaurant to 429 Washington Street, where it served the 
community from 1963 to 1968, after which it closed its doors for 
good.

During its long tenure on Mero Street, the Tiger Inn was a living 
symbol for the African American community living in the Bottom, as 
well as for the rest of black Frankfort. It was, in their direct experi-
ence, an establishment in striking contrast to the “joints” that gave 
their neighborhood a bad reputation. Ellsworth “Tubba” Marshall 
described the place for Wallace:

Marshall: After the games, we would go to Tiger’s Inn. Ewing 
Atkins owned Tiger’s Inn.

Wallace: Can you sort of describe what it looked like?
Marshall: It was just a small restaurant . . . only just a half a 

block from the school. . . . Well, mostly where all of the 
school kids hung out was Tiger’s Inn. And you wouldn’t call 
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that a honky-tonk because you couldn’t do anything but 
play the Victrola and eat. That’s all because Atkins didn’t 
have anything else except that.31

When Jim Wallace asked James “Buddy” Ellis where he would 
take girls on dates when he was a teenager, Ellis responded defi ni-
tively: “Tiger Inn.” He continued:

Ellis: I’m going to tell you about Tiger Inn. I didn’t have any 
money. I’d go down there, and I’d be sitting down there 
drinking a Coke, and just laugh out loud. Atkins would 
[say,] “All right, boys, get on out of here.” . . . You just talk 
a little loud or something, he’d say, “All right, let’s go,” just 
like that.

Wallace: He didn’t permit a lot of carousing and roughhousing.
Ellis: No, no, no, he sure didn’t.32

In recounting their fond memories of the Tiger Inn, former resi-
dents nearly always mentioned Ewing Atkins along with his business. 
Helen Holmes described Atkins in her conversation with Wallace:

Holmes: He was a little hunchback. . . . He had a very unique, 
clean, orderly restaurant.

Wallace: Well, people speak very highly of the Tiger Inn.
Holmes: Oh, yes.33

To neighborhood outsiders, the Tiger Inn may have been just 
another joint, but it was an especially meaningful neighborhood sym-
bol for those who attended Mayo-Underwood and to others who fre-
quented the area. For almost thirty-seven years, the Tiger Inn was 
the hangout for Frankfort’s black teenagers, but it never shook its 
associations with the Bottom in the public memory of white neigh-
borhood outsiders.

Another building that stood out from the rest of the neighborhood 
was the American Legion building, located in the heart of the neigh-
borhood at the corner of Clinton and Washington. The impressive 
three-story, cut-stone building owned by the American Legion housed 
numerous businesses and organizations over the years. Wallace often 
brought with him to interviews a set of maps and photographs as visual 
cues. One was an image of the American Legion building.
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Wallace: These were taken in 1913 by a group called the Civic 
League. You might remember that building there. That 
building is a beautiful color.

Knott: Oh, this is the American Legion on the corner of 
Washington and Clinton.

Wallace: And, see, when they took that photograph . . . that was 
when there used to be a pharmacist . . . a black drugstore in 
the basement called the People’s Pharmacy. . . . And I think 
there was a black Mason’s group or some kind of a Masonic 
organization . . . and there’s all of the members out there. I 
don’t know who.

Knott: Well, see, now . . . I wasn’t born when all these pictures 
were taken. But I do know this is the . . . well, what did 
they call it? The American Legion, they named it that. It 

American Legion building/Lodge/People’s Pharmacy, 429 Washington Street, 1917. 
Courtesy of the Kentucky Historical Society.
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had another name at fi rst . . . and then . . . they called it the 
American Legion in my time.

Wallace: Oh. I didn’t realize it had another name to it.34

The building was a source of pride. It served local social groups; 
it housed black institutions such as the People’s Pharmacy and Dr. 
E. E. Underwood’s medical practice; it quartered social groups like 
the Masons, the American Legion, and the Odd Fellows. Like the 
Mayo-Underwood School, the building itself symbolized cohesion 
for the black community, but it held deep signifi cance for everyone 
who lived in the neighborhood. James Graham discussed the build-
ing with Jim Wallace at great length:

In the American Legion over there, you had a building . . . 
that was put together by blacks. I mean, that was built by, 
that was a three-story building. . . . They owned that building. 
They built it. That building was built by a black organization. 
Black craftsmen and black organization. That was the Odd 
Fellows . . . at the corner of Clinton and Washington. The 
white three-story brick . . . creek stone. A beautiful building, 
a beautiful building, three stories high. It had two businesses 
in the bottom. . . .

The American Legion was run up in it, and, then, they had 
living quarters on one side . . . and, then . . . they had a dance 
fl oor and the lodge. The Masonic Lodge met up there for years 
and years on the third fl oor . . . it was a nice huge-size build-
ing. And . . . when you found out what they did to that, just 
like I say . . . they condemned the building. . . . because they 
couldn’t get at you one way. . . . They couldn’t say the building 
was dilapidated because everything was up to snuff. . . .

They was not going to let it just stand there by itself. . . . 
We argued several times. I mean, they said they was going to 
reconstruct the American Legion. “No, no, that building can’t 
stay there,” you know.35

When urban renewal razed the American Legion building, emo-
tions were charged. James Graham’s statements convey deep 
feeling about this neighborhood symbol. Although on some 
occasions Wallace brought up the building himself by referring 
to the picture, interviewees often spontaneously mentioned it 
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without any prompting from Wallace about the structure’s social 
significance.

PERSONS AND PERSONALITIES

The names of the same people appear in interview after interview. 
Although this resulted in large part from Jim Wallace’s painstaking 
preliminary research and his style of listing the names of people 
in interviews, the names Wallace mentioned to prompt memories 
seem to belong to individuals his informants wanted to discuss. Pat-
terns emerge from the oral history texts as the names of the same 
local personalities come up repeatedly, people who for one reason 
or another came forward in the light of memory: the “King of Craw” 
John Fallis; benevolent tough-man Will Castleman; local resident 
“Squeezer” Brown; “ladies of the evening” like Ida Howard and 
“Mountain Mary”; neighborhood characters like Eva Cox; restau-
rant owner “Shineboy” and “Twenty Grand,” the owner of the noto-
rious Blue Moon; local Negro League baseball player “Black Cat” 
Graham; “Frog” Woods, the grocery store owner; ice cream vendor 
Tony Papa; the beloved pale-skinned, singing-and-dancing under-
taker, Jack Robb; landlords John Buckner and Dulin Moss. Wallace’s 
initial research laid the foundation for his list of signifi cant names, 
and it grew as he acquired more information in each interview.

As evidenced by the preceding list, the tradition of nicknam-
ing was widespread in Craw, producing such memorable epithets 
as “Black Cat” for Thomas Graham, James “Papa Jazz” Berry, 
“Shineboy” for Alfred Pollard, “Twenty Grand” for Harvey Sarven, 
“Frog” for Huston Woods, James “Squeezer” Brown, “Corn Pud-
din” for local barber Charles William Chiles, local politician John 
“Doughbelly” or “Uncle Dough” Griffey, and bar owner “Frenchie” 
LaFontaine. Often the interviewees knew only the nickname of an 
individual, never having known his or her given name.

After the fi rst few interviews, this tradition became apparent 
to Wallace, who began to inquire about nicknames. Local white 
resident Harry Goebel McCoy stated in his interview that “all of 
the colored guys had nicknames,” to which Wallace responded, 
“That’s something I found out. Almost every colored, even the 
women, had nicknames.”36 James Calhoun offered Wallace his 
thoughts and theories about some of the neighborhood’s nicknam-
ing traditions:
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Wallace: When you think of . . . the tough men, the men with 
a reputation for being good with their fi sts, who comes to 
mind from the Bottom as being sort of a rough-and-tumble 
kind of person?

Calhoun: Well, there were people that would come in here 
and leave and you’d hear about them, and you didn’t get 
familiar with them, and you just heard of their names . . . 
but it wasn’t that much going on in my time.

  But before that, they had old tough men and different 
things, and some of them I’ve heard of. . . . Well, anyway, 
when all these fellows got out of prison, they had 
nicknames. And, you know, some of them could have died 
and nobody ever knew what their names were. . . . But we, 
as being respectable kids, we had to call everybody Mister.

  Now, there was a fellow down there . . . all I’ve ever 
known, and a lot of people right around here now, his 
name, they called him “Diamonds.” We called him “Mr. 
Diamonds.” “How are you, ‘Mr. Diamonds’?” Nobody 
never knew his name.

  There was another fellow they called “Mr. Turtle” 
because he did look like a turtle. There was another fellow 
. . . he had a saying, “Honey, hush.” And he’d laugh and 
just talk and touch you and holler, “Ah, Honey, hush.” 
“Hello, Honey,” we’d say. “How are you, Mr. Honey? How 
are you, Mr. Hush?” And people don’t know his name. . . . 
“Shotgun. . . .” We found out his name was Howard Dixon.

Wallace: Are these all white guys?
Calhoun: No, black. . . . They’re all black. And most of them, 

they’d come here, they’ve come out of prison, or they’ve 
come into here . . . that was during the ’30s. And one or 
two of them lived up into the ’40s and died . . . and nobody 
never knew their names. But I sit around and think a lot of 
times, I just wonder if people are looking for them. Nobody 
never came to visit them. But they all lived good and 
worked. . . . But they lived by their nicknames.37

In his interview with Henry and Margaret Ellis, Wallace tried to 
understand the personal signifi cance of nicknames in Craw. He was 
trying to formulate a question when he said, “It struck me that it’s 
important to have a nickname . . . almost like you’re accepted into 
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the group. . . . Did you have a nickname?” Henry Ellis responded 
fi rst:

Henry Ellis: No, I didn’t have any, but just about everybody else
. . . everybody had a nickname really. It’s amazing that . . .

Margaret Ellis: That we don’t actually know their real name.
Henry Ellis: When they die, if they don’t put in parenthesis 

their nickname . . .
Margaret Ellis: It passes us up.38

When asked about nicknames, Mary Helen Berry expressed her 
strong feelings about the tradition:

Berry: I hated them.
Wallace: You hated them?
Berry: I hate nicknames, because . . .
Wallace: All right, “Corn Pudding,” “Doughbelly.”
Berry: Yes.
Wallace: “Black Cat.”
Berry: Yes.
Wallace: “Shineboy.”
Berry: I . . . I didn’t like them because . . . a lot of time . . . 

people die . . . you never did know their real name.39

Whether people loved or hated nicknames, the African American tra-
ditions of the neighborhood valued them. Despite Wallace’s meticu-
lous efforts to discover individuals’ offi cial names, many nicknames 
were familiar while legal names remained unknown. As several infor-
mants attested, these individuals would die, and unless the news-
paper’s obituary identifi ed their nicknames, members of their own 
community would never have known they had passed on.

Personal nicknames are like place nicknames in the way that inti-
mate meanings originate in them and public memory perpetuates 
itself in them. Some nicknames have identifi able origins, while the 
etiology of others remains unknown. Nevertheless, in this particular 
community, nicknames served as primary signifi ers for many of the 
Bottom’s persons and personalities.

One individual appeared in almost every interview, emerging in 
Wallace’s transcripts as an unlikely but treasured community icon. 
James “Squeezer” Brown was not rich or powerful, not known for 



James “Squeezer” Brown. Courtesy of Nell Cox.
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outrageous or criminal behavior, and probably never saw his name in 
the newspaper. Yet almost everybody remembered him vividly. Not 
much is known about “Squeezer’s” life story, making his presence in 
these oral history narratives vitally important.

Squeezer Brown was an indigent minstrel and “Pied Piper” for 
the children of Bottom. A World War I veteran, Brown was known 
for his abilities to sing and play the guitar, mostly for children, and 
for inventing entertaining and memorable songs. He occasionally 
spent a large percentage of his fi xed monthly income on treats for 
the children of the neighborhood. Henry Sanders remembered one 
incident involving Squeezer at the Tiger Inn:

The fi rst time I ever knowed “Squeezer” Brown, we was liv-
ing on Clinton Street, and I was going to the Clinton Street 
High School; [I was] in kindergarten, and “Squeezer” was 
painting an old house on the corner there. And that sun 
got hot. He came down off the ladder and looked up at the 
sun, went home and got his guitar and came back and got 
to picking on the guitar and said, “I don’t bother work and 
work don’t bother me.” Of course, I was very young, and it 
amazed me.

He got his pension from the First World War and . . . he’d 
get a bunch of kids and he’d march with them, you know. Like 
they was in the army. They had to march. And he’d march 
them to Tiger’s Inn, and that’s where the kids hung out. . . . 
and he’d have the man lock the door and then get anything 
they wanted in Tiger’s Inn.

Now, if they didn’t act right, they couldn’t get nothing. But 
if they acted right, they’d get pop and ice cream and candy, 
anything they wanted. And they said he spent most of his pen-
sion on those kids.40

Anna Belle Williams remembered Squeezer traveling around the 
neighborhood with a banjo. “Brought all of the children to him,” 
she said. “He had always had candy for the kids.”41 Wallace took the 
information about Squeezer that he had gained from previous inter-
views and brought it up in his discussion with James Calhoun, who 
fondly remembered Squeezer:

Wallace: Let’s see, who else. “Squeezer” Brown.
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Calhoun: “Squeezer.” Now, to have met him you would have 
loved that man. That man could keep you laughing. He 
could play the piano, could play a guitar, banjo, loved 
children. He spent his bonus on children.

Wallace: The story I’ve heard on him, he was painting a house 
not far from Mayo-Underwood School, and the sun was 
getting high in the sky, and he came down off the ladder 
and he went and got his guitar, and he started to sing a song 
that goes . . . “I don’t bother work and work don’t bother 
me.”

Calhoun: “ . . . bother work and work don’t bother me . . . I 
don’t give a doggone . . .” or something. . . . Oh, man, that 
man was something. He was something. To follow him 
around, and watch him, and sit around. . . . He was an 
enjoyable person to be around.

Wallace: They said that he used to line the kids up and march 
them like he was drilling them.

Calhoun: That’s right.
Wallace: In World War I . . . I guess he’s a veteran. . . . And he’d 

take them over to Tiger’s Inn and close and lock the door, 
and if they were good they could get anything they wanted, 
pop or candy, and if they were bad he would put them out 
and send them home.

Calhoun: He had so many down there one day, across the 
street . . . he had them lined up from the little ice house 
on Washington Street . . . going in the front door, coming 
out the back, I’ll say he had a hundred, a hundred and fi fty 
kids, black and white.

Wallace: Good grief.
Calhoun: “Go in and get anything you want.” Candy. Of 

course, Mr. Atkins, he didn’t have too much of it, but he 
sold out of any candy. . . . He paid for it. “Squeezer” was 
something else. Yes sir, he was a wonderful, wonderful 
person.

Wallace: Everyone I’ve ever talked to has . . . and I’ve got a 
picture of him. I didn’t bring it with me today, but, uh, 
sometime I’ll bring it by. It shows him sitting on the front 
porch strumming a guitar.

Calhoun: Uh-huh. Did he have his uniform . . . his hat? 
Sometimes you’d see him in different outfi ts. Sometimes 
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you might see him in a high hat with tails on, and play. . . . 
Oh, he was something.

Wallace: Everybody speaks highly of “Squeezer” Brown.
Calhoun: James Brown . . . that was his name.42

James “Squeezer” Brown is but one example of a person who 
appears and reappears in these oral histories, thereby gaining a 
solid foothold in the public memory of his community. The name 
of James “Squeezer” Brown would certainly otherwise have even-
tually slipped out of time, forgotten. But Squeezer Brown embod-
ies all that was good about Craw and the community of people who 
lived there; he emerges from the pages of these interviews as a hero 
whose name is cherished in the private heart and the public memory 
of his neighborhood.

SUBMERGED IN MEMORY

When Jim Wallace asked Jo Beauchamp about his earliest remem-
brance of the Bottom, his fi rst response focused on the hardships 
faced so often by people in the community. When he continued, 
Beauchamp said, “There’s just so much that happened . . . it’s just 
hard to put your fi nger on one different thing.” A silent moment 
passed in the interview. Wallace had begun to proceed to his next 
question when Beauchamp interrupted him, saying, “I guess the 
worst tragedy I can remember down in there was the 1937 fl ood. 
Oh that was terrible. The water come up and got all of our houses.”43 
Indeed, the 1937 fl ooding of the Kentucky River was the worst 
in Frankfort’s history. On January 22, the river reached a record-
setting crest of 45 feet; four days later it fi nally peaked at 47.2 feet. 
The fl ood infl icted tremendous damage on Frankfort, driving thou-
sands from their homes.44 Memories about this devastating fl ood 
emerge from the oral history narratives as stories about an impor-
tant community-binding event, conveying a sense of place that is 
commonly associated with all of downtown Frankfort, but especially 
with Craw. The Bottom was usually the fi rst place in Frankfort to 
fl ood, and its proximity to the river ensured that it would experience 
the most frequent devastations.

Among the symbolic events discussed in the interviews, the 1937 
fl ood appears most often and elicited the most vivid and consis-
tent narratives. In an interview with Harry Goebel McCoy, Wallace 
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inquired about the fl ood, and McCoy responded, “Yes, I can remem-
ber that ’37 fl ood. Well, we was living on Wilkinson Street. We lived 
on the hillside, then . . . down there on the other side of the church. 
. . . We was small kids. I seen houses go down the river, seen dogs 
on top of houses.”45 With four-fi fths of the city covered in water, 
many residents displaced from the Bottom sought shelter with fam-
ily members living at higher elevations. Many former residents of 
the neighborhood described their family’s housing situation during 
the fl ood. James T. Graham recounted what he remembered about 
returning to his house by boat during the fl ood: “The ’37 fl ood. . . . 
I rode in a boat with my father over the top of my house. Over the 
top of my house, the house that I lived in, 611 Washington Street, 
the house next to that was a two-story house. And the boat was up 
to the window in the second story. I can remember that very well.”46 
Another former resident, Henry Ellis, had a similar experience in 
the fl ood that year. Ellis remembered his house covered by rising 
water: “I was living on Center Street during the ’37 fl ood . . . a two-
story house . . . and the water got up to the second fl oor . . . and we 
came out the second story in a boat.”47

Throughout the neighborhood’s history, each time the Ken-
tucky River fl ooded and the water receded, neighborhood residents 

Flood scene in Craw, with People’s Pharmacy to the right. Courtesy of the Kentucky 
Historical Society.
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would fl ee and then begin the process of moving back in again. 
James T. Graham described his family’s experience moving back to 
their home: “After the water went down, we went in and cleaned. 
We washed and soaked and did all of this . . . trying to get the mud 
out of it.”48 Margaret Ellis described her family’s repeated deal-
ings with the aftermath of recurring destructive fl oods: “But they 
would clean them out. Everybody would clean out their house, 
and make a big fi re and scrub the fl oors and things, and move right 
back in.”49

Individual families were not on their own as they faced the pro-
cess of rebuilding their lives. Several of Wallace’s informants recol-
lected the community effort that ensued following fl oods. George 
Simmons narrated one scene: “In the Bottom, when the water came 
up and everybody had to move out, it was just almost like having a 
convention or something. . . . They’d move out . . . have their drinks 
and everything. It was a celebration in a way. And . . . when the water 
went down, they’d go back in and start cleaning their houses out, 
and having the same type of party.”50 When Wallace invoked Sim-
mons’s statement in an interview he conducted with Mary Helen 
Berry later, she told a similar tale:

Berry: You had a good time. Wherever you go, everybody had 
little money, and you just ate and drank and played cards, 
and you’d dance, and you told yarns, yes.

Wallace: When the water went down, everybody would . . . help 
each other?

Berry: Help each other clean up and move back in there 
and everything. You would never know there’d been a 
fl ood.51

In short, preparation for fl oods and the reconstruction pro-
cess that followed them was a ritual community process, a nearly 
annual reality well understood by members of this riverside com-
munity. The notion that residents could interpret such destruction 
as a type of “party” or “celebration” would astound many outsid-
ers. Mary Helen Berry’s description of the fl ood evoking the refugee 
experience, everyone having “a good time” while eating, drinking, 
playing cards, and telling stories, is diffi cult for nonparticipants to 
imagine. The subtext of these narratives is, once again, a subtle com-
mentary on the sometimes nostalgically remembered strength and 
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cohesiveness of that intangible sense of place that held sway with the 
residents of Craw.

When the water receded, the residents, weary from the chro-
nic fl ooding, would move back into their homes. The return pro-
cess particularly interested Jim Wallace. In his interview with 
Margaret Ellis, he inquired about the cycle of going and coming 
home again:

Wallace: Why would they come back?
Ellis: Because you had nowhere else. And then, down in there, 

a lot of people owned their homes. So they wasn’t just 
going to leave them.52

Mary Helen Berry explained to Wallace that most residents of the 
Bottom did not choose whether or not to return: “It was home. 
Where were they going? They didn’t make enough to go establish 
themselves other places . . . because the further you got, or the bet-
ter the location, you had to pay more rent.”53

When Wallace asked William Isaac Fields about returning to the 
neighborhood after a fl ood, he signaled that he knew how hard all 
that coming and going had been on people:

Wallace: I’ve heard a lot of people say that the ’37 fl ood was 
a turning point for that neighborhood. A lot of people 
didn’t come back after they got fl ooded out. A lot of places 
got washed away and didn’t get rebuilt. Would that be 
accurate?

Fields: Well, a few people didn’t go back; but hey, when you 
going no place else, you go back in there, and clean it out, 
and stay there.54

It is true that many of the buildings destroyed by the fl ood were 
never rebuilt, as it is true that some people chose not to return to 
the neighborhood after the fl ood. But the families of most of those 
interviewed did return. Wallace prompted Anna Belle Williams for 
her memories of the community in times of fl ood:

Wallace: I’ve asked this question of other people that are 
repeatedly fl ooded out . . . but they always go back.

Williams: It’s home. They don’t have any place else to go.
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Wallace: Some of them have said the fl ood even brought them 
closer together.

Williams: It did, because everybody helped everybody else, 
that’s right.55

“It’s home.” Williams offers this statement as her primary reason 
for returning to Craw after each inundation, capturing the essence 
of the reasoning behind repeated returns to the devastated neigh-
borhood following fl oods. Of course, there were serious practical 
reasons for return, including property ownership and the general 
lack of affordable housing outside of Craw. But “home” refers to 
much more than the simple frame structures in which people live. 
The concept of “home” includes the familiar network of people 
with whom individuals interact, the grocery stores where they shop, 
the churches and schools they attend. The narrative texts gener-
ated by Wallace’s interviews clearly demonstrate that the fl ooding 
of the Kentucky River provided a key component of the neighbor-
hood’s identity and thus a major theme in the oral-historical narra-
tive reconstruction of Craw.

Since the completion of his oral history project documenting 
memories of life in the Bottom, James Wallace has conducted doz-
ens of presentations of his research for the greater Frankfort com-
munity. They include slides of prominent places destroyed by urban 
renewal—Mayo-Underwood School, the Odd Fellows Hall/Ameri-
can Legion building, the Corinthian Baptist Church—accompanied 
by his reading of excerpts from his interviews. What results is the 
repeated commemoration of the neighborhood, a public invocation 
that emphasizes the role of select components in the redevelop-
ment of public memory of a community’s reconstructed identity. 
Wallace does the selecting, as did the individuals he represents in 
this way; all have selected versions of memories that stand in refu-
tation of the narratives imposed from without. The broadcasting of 
Wallace’s videotaped presentations on Frankfort’s local cable tele-
vision channel has turned Craw’s collective memory into a perfor-
mative artifact of the ubiquitous mass media, making it possible 
for former residents—and for us—to repeatedly reinforce this new 
commemorative understanding of the historical legacy left by this 
neighborhood.

This coherent body of oral history narratives emphasizes once-
subordinated memories and provides a more complete understanding 
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of life in this neighborhood. It once existed only in the mnemonic 
repertoires of former residents, but when these memories are gath-
ered up and refl ected back through an ethnographer’s lens, the 
revived depiction becomes part of a larger narrative tradition, the 
formation of a new version of public memory. These narrative recon-
structions organize memorable community symbols in the mind and 
create coherence with regard to individuals’ personal relationship 
with this remembered community.
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Chap ter Four

The Other Side of the Tracks

Although Jim Wallace originally conducted his oral history project 
to fulfi ll course requirements in graduate school, the timing of the 
project, the deposit of his materials into the archives at the Ken-
tucky Historical Society, and the repeated public presentation of his 
research fi ndings have, over several years, combined to play a sig-
nifi cant role in organizing community symbols that counter domi-
nant perceptions, representing a new version of the neighborhood 
in public memory. Wallace often framed interview questions, even 
entire interviews, in opposition to the deeply ingrained public per-
ception of Craw as a violent, criminal place.

Several decades prior to Wallace’s project, a few archived oral 
history interviews with neighborhood outsiders discussed the sub-
ject of Craw in the larger context of documenting Frankfort history. 
Colonel George Chinn was the former director of the Kentucky His-
torical Society and a local historian whose father served as the war-
den at the penitentiary on High Street in 1907. It was well-known 
that one of Colonel Chinn’s favorite historical topics to discuss was 
bootlegging, and in an interview Enoch Harned conducted in 1980, 
Chinn discussed Craw:

Chinn: There is something that is connected directly with the 
penitentiary that is seldom mentioned, and that is a place in 
Frankfort called Craw. There was a slum area in Frankfort 
that was known as Craw. It’s now right where the offi ce 
towers are. . . . See, this penitentiary was built in early 
1800, and by the time of 1900, around in there, there had 
been enough people in prison whose families had moved 
down here to be close to them. . . . If you got fi fteen years 
in the penitentiary, you got fi fteen years in the penitentiary.
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  It was quite a common thing for the families to 
move down to be close to them, and they had a regular 
establishment here in Frankfort, and it was called Craw. 
Now if you think that Dodge City was rough, you should 
have known Craw in its heyday. There was just an 
unwritten law in Frankfort that as long as you did this on 
the other side of the railroad tracks and buried your dead, 
everything was all right. Don’t cross over on the other side. 
. . . You can imagine the lawlessness that went on among 
the people who settled under those conditions. Well, I 
mean the families, you can imagine the type of individual 
that was attracted down here in the beginning; they were 
the families of the people in the penitentiary. They prided 
themselves in Craw.

  You’d always have known who is “King of Craw.” He was 
supposed to be the Al Capone of that area, and whoever 
killed the “King of Craw,” he automatically became “King 
of Craw” himself, as long as he lasted. I could name two or 
three, but I won’t.

Harned: When people got out of prison, did they stay around in 
this vicinity?

Chinn: Their family had been here so long it was natural that 
they’d stay. As long as they stayed in Craw everything was 
fi ne. But don’t cross the railroad tracks.1

Chinn’s statements regarding the lawlessness of the neighbor-
hood and the penitentiary’s infl uence on its purported culture of 
crime and violence serve as excellent examples of the view of the 
neighborhood generally held by Frankfort’s white residents and his-
torians. Public perception of the neighborhood was, indeed, gener-
ally consistent with Colonel Chinn’s dramatic descriptions. Although 
neighborhood outsiders considered Craw to be a negative entity in 
a civic context, the prevalence of narrative descriptions celebrating 
these negative elements indicates a sense of historical pride held by 
Frankfort citizens who appear to eagerly claim ownership of Craw in 
a historical context. Craw’s presence in Frankfort’s historical narra-
tive gives the city a distinctly unique and “entertaining” quality that 
emerges from what could be perceived as the city’s more mundane, 
politically dominated historical identity. Thus, dominant public mem-
ory in Frankfort tended to overemphasize the seedy elements of 
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Craw’s compelling personality. In defense against one-sided accounts 
such as these, Wallace and those he interviewed invoked the spirit 
of the statements made by James “Papa Jazz” Berry in Ron Herron’s 
State Journal article about the Bottom and actively sought to change 
the public’s perception of the historic neighborhood.

REMEMBERING SAFETY

Jim Wallace did not set out to celebrate, or even confi rm, the long-
held perception of the neighborhood as a criminal and violent place. 
He focused his interviews on the close-knit, family-oriented com-
munity that transcended outsider perceptions. In the process of con-
ducting this project, Wallace demonstrated time and time again the 
interviewer’s impact in determining the general course of the inter-
view, as well as the interviewer’s potential impact in determining the 
resultant course of both insider and outsider public memory. When 
the subject of prostitution in Craw came up in an interview with 
Henrietta Gill, she said to Wallace, “Things I could tell you, honey,” 
and he responded, “I wouldn’t ask you to tell me anything like that,” 
and shifted the conversation away from the topic.2 But in almost 
every interview, he posed the question, “Was Craw a violent place?” 
Often, Wallace positioned this question in the context of a lead-
ing statement, such as the following: “Now, I’ve heard some debate 
between people that Bottom was not a violent place; there was vio-
lence, but it was mostly in association with people getting liquored 
up at a joint and causing trouble. But as far as the area itself, there 
wasn’t excessive violence.”3 Constructing his questions by fi rst stat-
ing the presence of a “debate” regarding the neighborhood’s violent 
character, followed by a clarifi cation that reorients the association of 
violence to the presence of alcohol, and fi nishing with the conclusion 
that “there wasn’t excessive violence” in Craw introduces a narrative 
and thematic structure for the interviewees to follow in their reply.

In response to Wallace’s inquiries about whether or not former 
residents felt safe living in the neighborhood, most stressed that the 
criminal element was contained, that they felt completely safe in 
the neighborhood. Mary Helen Berry stated, “We didn’t know what 
it was to lock your door. . . . Everyone looked out for each other.”4 
Henry Goebel McCoy remarked, “I don’t remember my dad ever 
locking the door.”5 Anna Belle Williams confi rmed this sentiment 
and added that the residents’ sense of security depended on the fact 
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that they all experienced the same economic diffi culties and were 
“struggling together.”6 When Wallace asked Alex Sanders about the 
fact that no one seemed to remember locking his or her door, despite 
the neighborhood’s criminal reputation, Sanders told a story that 
represents the secure feeling the former residents held in memory:

Sanders: I remember a lady by the name of Ms. Matt Hardin. 
She’s the type of lady that would go visit people late at 
night, or go help somebody that was sick. And many times, 
I would hear her talk about she could walk through the 
Bottom and when she got to the Bottom she was safe. . . . 
She didn’t have to worry about nothing.

Wallace: The reverse of what everybody else says, “Don’t go 
through the Bottom at night.”

Sanders: No, she said when she got to the Bottom, everything 
was all right.7

Isaac Fields later corroborated Sanders’s story: “I mean, every city’s 
got an area where somebody gets killed, you know, where you’ve 
got them joints, and guys get drunk. Somebody is going to get hurt 
once in a while. But other than that, why, a lady could walk down 
through the Craw at two o’clock, any time of the night by herself and 
wouldn’t nobody bother her.”8 In fact, when asked directly whether 
or not they felt safe, most residents said that they felt a sense of secu-
rity in their former neighborhood that they did not have presently. 
The story of Ms. Matt Hardin stands in stark contrast to the pub-
lic misconception of a neighborhood rife with violence and criminal 
chaos.

Nostalgia is a feeling or expression of longing, in the present, for a 
more positively associated place or time imagined in the past, a phe-
nomenon that introduces the outside perception of potential distor-
tion into the individual and collective expression of memory in the 
pursuit of historical truth. On some level, the memories of former 
residents of Craw are caught in what historian Stephanie Coontz 
terms the “nostalgia trap,” remembering a safer past reality than ever 
actually existed.9 Once criticized by scholars as unreliable history, 
perceived nostalgia has become accepted, critical to understanding 
embedded meaning in historical interpretation and to overcoming 
the perception of certain oral histories as merely “substitute memo-
ries.”10 Barbara Shircliffe suggests that an examination of nostalgia 
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“can validate the strengths of the black community and the commu-
nal bonds that provided a framework for confronting racism.”11

For the overwhelming majority of residents interviewed for this 
project, Craw, or the Bottom, was a safe place for them and their 
families to live. The neighborhood was a community where people, 
both whites and blacks, looked out for one another. Wallace’s oral 
history interviews were consciously conducted in such a way as to 
emphasize the overall sense of community expressed in former res-
idents’ statements of safety and well-being, creating a potentially 
nostalgic frame for both the interview and the project. Although for-
mer residents almost always implied that the neighborhood was not 
as violent a place as its public image would suggest, the question 
arises whether or not public memory had historically taken an anti-
nostalgic view in overemphasizing the neighborhood’s violent and 
criminal identity.

REMEMBERING CRIME

When Henry Goebel McCoy said in his interview that he didn’t 
remember his father ever locking the door and that if you were not 
looking for trouble you would be safe, his wife spoke up—a rare 
occurrence over the course of their interview—forcing her husband 
to clarify his memory:

Mrs. McCoy: Well, there was always stabbings down there.
McCoy: Do what, now?
Mrs. McCoy: In those places where they’d go in and get drunk.
McCoy: Well, yeah, but . . .
Wallace: The joints?
McCoy: Yeah.
Mrs. McCoy: Yeah.
McCoy: Now, we was talking about . . . we was just talking 

about everyday life. Now, we’re not talking about what they 
do at nighttime.12

McCoy, caught-off guard by his wife’s interjection, admits that there 
was a difference between what he terms “everyday life” and “what 
they do at nighttime.” He implies that during the day Craw was safe, 
but that after dark the “joints” would impose violence on the com-
munity with some regularity. His distinction accounts for the primary 
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association of neighborhood violence with its drinking establish-
ments. When one of Wallace’s few white informants, R. T. Brooks, 
was asked the same question, he startled Wallace with his response:

Wallace: I’ve heard that Craw was a violent place, a place of 
gambling and prostitution and . . .

Brooks: Well, it was.
Wallace: Was it really?
Brooks: Yeah.13

When Wallace asked Jo Beauchamp, another white informant, 
about violence in Craw, Beauchamp responded defi nitively, “Yes, 
it was. It was a violent place.”14 Ellsworth “Tubba” Marshall and 
his wife, both black, responded in much the same way as Goebel 
McCoy and his wife:

Wallace: Well, was it a violent place?
Mrs. Marshall: No, no, it wasn’t.
Marshall: Oh, there was violence down there.
Mrs. Marshall: Oh, yeah.
Marshall: Yeah, oh, yeah. There were killings down there, now. 

Sure, there were killings.15

Again, one spouse immediately answers with a defi nitively reactive 
response, denying the overall characterization of the neighborhood 
as a “violent place,” only to be contradicted by the other. The inter-
view continued as Wallace specifi ed that the violence and trouble 
he had been hearing about was associated with outsiders who fre-
quented the drinking establishments:

Wallace: Well, I’ve heard that a lot of the violence came into 
the community when people from outside of Bottom came 
and partied Saturday night. . . . and got a little bit . . .

Mrs. Marshall: Yeah . . .
Marshall: Yeah. You know, that’s . . .
Mrs. Marshall: South Frankfort now is worse than the Bottom.
Wallace: Yeah.
Marshall: He wants to know about the Bottom. He doesn’t 

want to know about South Frankfort.
Wallace: Let me ask you all. . . . Somebody told me Saturday 
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night, the thing to do was go out and get your best clothes on 
and be seen in the Bottom. I mean, what would you all . . . 
when you wanted to go out and go to a nice place or go to a 
place that was special in the Bottom, where would you go?16

Before her husband can address the violence, Mrs. Marshall defl ects 
attention to the current state of South Frankfort. When he redirects 
the interview to the topic of criminal violence in the Bottom, Wal-
lace, uncomfortable with the disagreement, casually steers the inter-
view to another, more positive, community-oriented topic. When 
Wallace interviewed James Ellis, Ellis, although Wallace had not 
yet broached the topic of violence, responded to inquiries about his 
“earliest remembrances” of the neighborhood by offering this:

Ellis: Well, I can remember [laughing] down there somebody 
getting killed about every week down there in that Bottom 
[laughing].

Wallace: Oh, really?
Ellis: Yeah.
Wallace: Was it a violent place?
Ellis: Oh, yeah.17

“NOBODY EVER TOLD YOU THAT ONE?”

In Ron Herron’s 1975 article about the Frankfort Police Depart-
ment, several offi cers recalled the criminal character of the neigh-
borhood. In Herron’s follow-up article featuring an interview with 
James “Papa Jazz” Berry, Berry advocates a more balanced, contex-
tual examination of the neighborhood, one that moves beyond its 
seamy side, but he does not deny the facts that fed Craw’s reputation. 
Often memory produces logically contradictory narratives, resulting 
in two positions on the same subject. Goebel McCoy’s differentia-
tion between “everyday life” and nighttime activity both illustrates 
and underlines this fact. Wallace, inspired by Berry’s printed appeals, 
usually guided his interviews in a direction that emphasized the 
closeness of community in the neighborhood, but his list of names, 
places, and events did include some of the district’s better-known 
characters, some infamous for their disregard for the law. Despite 
what many of Craw’s former residents claimed, instances of violent 
crime did indeed occur. Historical evidence, including newspaper 
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articles, court documents, and police reports, points to the fact that 
the neighborhood’s reputation was well earned, especially in the ear-
lier decades of its existence.

Most of Frankfort’s police reports for the fi rst half of the twenti-
eth century have been destroyed, with only scattered reports from 
a few years in the late 1950s surviving in the state archives. These 
few extant reports confi rm a high degree of police activity in Craw, 
and that violence occurred mainly in association with the local drink-
ing establishments. Harvey “Twenty Grand” Sarven, the owner and 
operator of the Blue Moon, reported many of the incidents. A young 
woman, for example, confessed to Police Offi cer Edward Conway 
following a shooting incident at Sarven’s club in 1959:

About 9:00 P.M. I went to the Blue Moon went to the back 
booth and drank a beer. . . . I saw Henry Sanford and Fran-
cis Barron sitting in the booth next to the rest room with his 
arm around her. I said I had a notion to beat her up and she 
said come on if you think you are big enough. Then I went to 
them and made a grab for Francis and Sanford grabbed me 
and held me while she grabbed me by the hair. Twenty Grand 
said if I didn’t behave myself he was going to bar me out. 

Blue Moon Saloon. Courtesy of the Kentucky Historical Society.
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Then I told him that I was going to get that whore (Francis 
Barron) then I left and went home (410 Washington Street) 
and got a gun, my own gun. Calvin Stewart saw me leaving 
and asked me what I was going to do but I did not answer 
him. Then I saw rag mop (Florence Cunningham) and Betty 
Kuhn, they said who are you going to shoot, I didn’t answer. 
By that time I was at the Blue Moon door and told Grace to 
put that whore out (Francis Barron) they would not put her 
out. Then I told them that I would get her sometime. Then 
I looked through the window and saw her with her back to 
me. I aimed at her and pulled the trigger. I tried to load it 
again but Twenty Grand and some other man held me. I knew 
Francis was shot when I saw her grab herself and fall over. I 
didn’t mean to kill her, I just wanted to wound her to let her 
know that I meant business. The reason I did this is because 
every time I get a boyfriend she tries to take him away from 
me. I make this statement of my own free will knowing that it 
can be used against me in a court of law.18

The corner of Clinton and Washington, 1940. Courtesy of the Kentucky Historical 
Society.
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The police report states that the perpetrator’s offense was “Shoot-
ing and Wounding,” that her motive for shooting Ms. Barron was 
revenge, and that she used a “.22 Cal. Remington Rifl e Single Shot.” 
A report that appeared in the next morning’s newspaper clarifi es that 
the bullet had not killed Barron; it had “penetrated the skin of her 
head but did not damage the skull.”19

Interviews from Wallace’s project note recollections of bootleg-
ging, gambling, and political corruption in a less serious manner 
than exhibited when violent crime was involved. A large repertoire 
of community narratives emerges from these interviews, stories told 
with great pride that invoke people, events, and images directly con-
gruent with the neighborhood’s criminal reputation, despite denials 
within the same interview frame that the neighborhood deserved its 
reputation of violent crime.

The corpus of narratives relating to specifi c violent historical 
events steadily grew as Wallace proceeded with his project. George 
Simmons and Henry Sanders recalled “bad man” Alex Gordon. 
While Simmons remembered items on Shineboy’s restaurant menu, 
the fact that Shineboy had come from the mountains, and how much 
the community liked Shineboy, Sanders interjected:

Sanders: But he and Alex Gordon got to shooting at one 
another down there one time. They were arguing about 
something, Shineboy was drinking.

Simmons: I didn’t know that.
Sanders: Alex, he was, too. And they got to shooting at one 

another and they were like two cowboys shooting at one 
another.

Simmons: Yeah.
Sanders: One behind one tree and the other one behind the 

other one.
Simmons: How about that.
Sanders: They came out shooting guns [laughter]. They shot 

about eight, ten times one night. Didn’t hit nobody.
Simmons: How about that.20

Alex Gordon was alleged to be a local bootlegger linked with several 
of the violent incidents rooted in Craw’s public memory. Wallace and 
James Calhoun discussed an incident that occurred on August 30, 
1932: the alleged shooting of neighborhood resident Willie Davis:
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Wallace: Do you remember much about Alex Gordon?
Calhoun: Alex Gordon. Yes, I do. I remember the day that he 

was supposed to have killed . . . Willie Davis. . . . That was 
in the afternoon.

Wallace: You mean, shot him right out in broad daylight in the 
street?

Calhoun: Yeah. It was about 5:30. Right out in the street. . . . 
Oh, heck, this here was in the ’40s. . . . And seemed like 
Willie . . . I don’t know whether he got whiskey on credit 
from him or owed him money, or what, but this happened 
in the evening about 5:30 out on the corner of Washington 
beside . . . where Willie lived there.

  There’s a little house sit right out on the street. And he 
was sitting in the door, and his wife had gone in the house 
or done something, and when he got up Alex Gordon come 
down, and he [Willie Davis] fell right on that manhole 
cover. I can draw a picture. . . . And that was in the 
afternoon. Oh, I’ll never forget.

Wallace: So, Willie never had a chance to defend himself. He 
just got shot.

Calhoun: Willie Davis, he fell dead on that . . . on that manhole 
cover. . . . I’ve seen three people get shot. . . . But then, you 
don’t want to be no witness. You think about what’s going to 
happen to you, and you started running.21

Newspaper accounts of the incident closely parallel Calhoun’s mem-
ory. According to one article, Alex Gordon surrendered to police 
shortly after Davis died.22

When Wallace asked Jo Beauchamp about incidents of vio-
lence that he remembered in the neighborhood, Beauchamp re-
marked that in 1929 there had been twelve murders. Beauchamp 
followed this statement by relating the story of a particular crime 
of passion:

And then, old man Blackwell killed his wife and killed Bill 
Casey. He lived in a duplex house, and he was a sound sleeper, 
but he suspicioned that Bill was fooling with his wife.

And there was a duplex, they had a door that connected 
them together. He set a bucket of water against that door, and 
he got up the next morning, and that bucket was way out in 
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the fl oor. And he loaded up his shotgun . . . he loaded special 
shells. And Bill come out going to the privy. It was up in the 
backyard. And he killed him.

And I understand his wife said, “You killed the onliest man 
I ever loved.” And by God, he turned around and killed her. 
Oh, there was some terrible tragedies happened on down 
there.23

Goebel McCoy told Wallace that he blamed the violence in Craw 
on neighborhood outsiders coming in and stirring up trouble in the 
local bars. McCoy delivered an account of a mysterious killing he 
remembered having happened when he was a teenager:

I remember one night when we was kids, I’d say just before 
I went in service, I’d say I was sixteen years old. We went out 
one night. A bunch of us got together, and we was going to 
buy some beers. . . . You know, we could go in this cat house, 
we called it. This woman come back there and just brought 
us some beer. We opened it and looked inside. There was not 
anything but Pepsi Cola in it [laughter]. She said, “You all are 
too young to buy this.”

Now, that night they had a murder in her house. I think his 
name was . . . Mr. Wilson, they call him. Got his head cut off. 
She woke up the next morning, and his head is in the . . . his 
head is over in one corner and his body is in bed. They hadn’t 
never have found that guy that killed him. Hadn’t nobody 
ever told you about that one?24

Interviewees often related violence to a few specifi c individuals, 
such as notorious bad men like Alex Gordon and John Fallis. These 
narratives generally feature a fairly consistent list of establishments, 
including the Blue Moon Saloon, the Sky Blue Inn, the Peach Tree 
Inn, and the Tiptoe Inn. Together, these people and places com-
bined to produce performances that represent the darker aspects of 
the neighborhood’s identity.

“A NIGHT OR TWO BEFORE THE VOTE”

The subject of corrupt politicians consistently emerges from the 
interviews, often focused on white elected offi cials courting the 
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black electorate. The neighborhood was in a voting district that had 
proven infl uential in local elections:

Wallace: Some people have told me that the politicians would 
come down and court the vote.

Berry: They would buy your vote. Now that, I do know.
Wallace: What, come and offer you money?
Berry: Umhumm.
Wallace: What . . . how much would they give for a vote?
Berry: I never knowed how much it was, but I’ve heard them 

talk . . . this such and such a person is coming down and 
going to buy my vote for such and such a thing. And then, 
on election time . . . now I’ve seen this done . . . of course, I 
wasn’t old enough to vote . . . that they had a man standing 
outside the polls and you’d go in there, they’d. . . . Whoever 
would come up . . . they’d give them a half a pint of 
whiskey to vote for such and such a person.

Wallace: Huh. They’d get your vote with a half a pint of 
whiskey?

Berry: Umhumm. They’d slip it to you, you know.25

Ellsworth Marshall elaborated on the corrupt political activity that 
went on in the neighborhood:

Marshall: During voting time, you know. They’d all come 
down. That was the only time they come down.

Wallace: Was to court the vote.
Marshall: Right, that’s all. And in that era, you know, they’d 

bring their booze or something like that and promise you 
this, that and the other . . . to get that black vote . . . and 
after the voting was over, you never saw them.

Wallace: I had one person say to me that when the Bottom 
existed and the blacks were there, they were a political 
force, and you had to go down there and court the people 
in the Bottom.

Marshall: Yeah, yeah, that’s right.26

Henrietta Gill said, “In the Craw, we were mostly a block . . . you 
had come to us to get our votes because we were all right there 
together.”27
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Former residents related many nonspecifi c stories about 
unnamed politicians, and those who worked for them, who appeared 
in Craw around election time to infl uence the way the neighborhood 
voted and offered “liquid bribes.”28 But the most consistently popu-
lar narrative told about political corruption in Craw pertained to for-
mer governor A. B. “Happy” Chandler’s various appearances in the 
locality around election time.29 George Simmons and Henry Sanders 
related one such story to Wallace:

Sanders: I went on down in the Bottom and was in the liquor 
store. And there was a pretty good crowd of people in 
there because some of them had been to the rally, see. In 
walked Happy, Harry Chandler and two or three more of 
his henchmen, shaking hands and patting on the back and 
everything. And my brother-in-law . . . he was in there. And 
he wasn’t for Happy. And when Happy looked out there, 
he set the house up. . . . I didn’t know this, but I had heard 
this.

Simmons: He’d left the rally. He’d go down in the Bottom to 
Mike Deakins’.

Sanders: Yeah. Yeah, that’s where he went.
Simmons: And he’d go down there, and when he walked in, 

they were looking for him.
Sanders: Well, George Taylor.
Simmons: Was it George Taylor’s then?
Sanders: George Taylor had the whiskey store. . . . But, anyway, 

he would go in and everybody was looking for him. When 
they saw him, they knew, “I’m going to get a drink free.”

Simmons: And he’s telling the bartender to “set them all up” 
and then “give me the bill.”

Sanders: And he walked on out, walking out shaking hands, 
patting everybody on the back . . .

Simmons: Yeah. Oh, yeah.
Sanders: “Going to vote for me tomorrow. Vote for me 

tomorrow.” And a lot of them, a lot of politicians, that’s 
where they got the black vote.

Simmons: That’s right.
Sanders: They’d come down there a night or two before the 

vote . . . and buy beer and whiskey.
Simmons: Yeah, yeah.30
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Wallace used the narrative he heard from Simmons and Sanders 
in his interview with Jo Beauchamp, who corroborated their story 
about Governor Chandler:

Wallace: They said when Happy was running back in ’55, he 
went down there and went in one of the joints and threw 
down fi fty dollars and set the whole place there up . . . and 
patting people on the back and shaking hands.

Beauchamp: He done it. I had a cousin voted for him nine 
times fi rst time he run [laughter]. And he voted for him 
two or three times in Versailles. He voted nine times for 
him that day. . . . Hell, they took me and voted me over 
there in that old Rock Quarry precinct when I wasn’t but 
twelve years old.

Wallace: Good grief.31

Many of those interviewed for the project told similar stories 
about their elected offi cials appearing in Craw and purchasing 
liquor as a means to infl uence the outcome of state and local 
elections.

“MAKING MONEY SELLING THAT MOONSHINE”

Bootlegging recurs as a common theme in Wallace’s interviews. In 
no way was the practice unique to the neighborhood; other districts 
in Frankfort and neighboring cities in the region had thriving stills, 
especially during Prohibition. However, the oral history narratives 
imply that Craw was, in fact, a center for illegal alcohol production 
and distribution for central Kentucky, both during Prohibition and 
after its repeal. Jo Beauchamp described some of the activity in the 
neighborhood:

Wallace: Did you know any of the bootleggers that were 
working down there during Prohibition?

Beauchamp: [Laughing] Shit, all of them. In fact, they caught 
my stepdaddy making whiskey. Yeah. My stepdaddy 
bootlegged. I knowed them all.

Beauchamp proceeded to relate the specifi cs of an incident with his 
stepfather. Then the subject of costs and prices came up:
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Wallace: It was no wonder people were bootlegging. You could 
make good money.

Beauchamp: Well, damn, you had to wear a badge just to keep 
yourself from one another, there was so many of them. 
Home-brewed beer, every other door up there, you could 
buy . . . everybody had home-brew beer.

Wallace: Well, wasn’t the police cracking down on these 
people?

Beauchamp: Oh, yeah. They’d catch one once in a while, when 
they wanted some beer. They’d take your beer and keep it, 
the damn rascals.32

James Ellis told a story about a technique a local bootlegger used to 
avoid the attention of local law enforcement:

Ellis: There was a tree up there on Washington Street, and they 
had a picture of that tree where a guy was bootlegging out 
of the tree. Selling, out of a tree.

Wallace: You mean, he kept his stash inside?
Ellis: Yeah, in that tree, yes, selling out of the tree. They never 

did get him.33

Margaret Berry playfully shaped a childhood memory into a story 
about a family member who participated in bootlegging, shedding 
more light on the bootlegging tree than James Ellis did. Abruptly 
offering the information about her aunts’ participation in bootleg-
ging, she surprised Jim Wallace:

Berry: I had an auntie that bootlegged.
Wallace: Oh, really [laughing].
Berry: Both of them. Both of my aunties on my mother’s side 

did.
Wallace: Did they make their own home brew and sell it?
Berry: No, no. They’d get it on Saturday night before the liquor 

store closed.
Wallace: Well, who were their customers, local blacks or whites?
Berry: Anybody. One auntie used to make home brew. . . .
Wallace: They tell me some guy used to bootleg out of a tree 

down there.
Berry: “Wild Bill.”
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Wallace: “Wild Bill” [laughing].
Berry: Umhumm. Yes, indeed. But he had it in with the police.
Wallace: Oh, really?
Berry: Umhumm.34

Following the repeal of Prohibition, bootlegging continued, 
especially because of the laws prohibiting the sale of alcohol on Sun-
days. Because of the period during which the interviewees lived, 
it appears that bootlegging was particularly active in the neighbor-
hood. Most of the individuals interviewed for the project had some 
memories of the activity, several common narratives surfacing in the 
interviews. One of the more frequently performed concerns Nan-
nie Oliver and her son “Little Willie.” George Simmons and Henry 
Sanders fi rst introduced it to Jim Wallace:

Sanders: Yeah. You remember . . . what’s Little Willie’s 
mamma’s name? What was her name?

Simmons: Little Willie Oliver.
Sanders: Anyway, she was bootlegging, you know, years down 

there. And she had that son . . . making money selling that 
moonshine. So, after red whiskey came back, she continued 
to sell that moonshine. Well, they got her, and Judge Jeffers 
told her, said, “Nannie.” . . . Said, “Now, if you come back 
again,” said, “I’m going to give you days, you got to quit 
fooling with this stuff.”

  “All right, Judge. All right, Judge.” She went right back 
to the Bottom and started bootlegging again, selling that 
stuff, and they got her again. Took her back. Judge told her, 
“Nannie, I told you the last time you was up here if you 
came back I’m going to give you some days, and that’s what 
I’m going to do. I’m giving you two hundred-and-some-odd 
days in the workhouse.” She hollered, “Judge, what you 
going to do with Little Willie?”

  He said, “Take Little Willie with you.” He fi xed it where 
Willie could go to the workhouse every night and get out of 
there in the morning and go to school. “What you going to 
do with Little Willie?” Little Willie wasn’t but about fi ve or 
six or seven years old.

Simmons: They took you and went to the workhouse.
Sanders: He said, “Take him with you.”35
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Many other former residents of the neighborhood whom Jim 
Wallace interviewed repeated this narrative. After a few interviews, 
Wallace began to include Nannie Oliver in his list of names that he 
hoped would prompt elaboration. In the process of incorporating 
this story into his interviews, Wallace became a more active partici-
pant in the narrative performance and thus in the manipulation of 
public memory. Wallace asked Henry and Margaret Ellis about Nan-
nie Oliver, and Henry began to tell the story. When Mrs. Ellis warned 
him that the interview was being recorded, Wallace intervened:

Wallace: Nannie Oliver.
Ellis: They have a joke about that.
Mrs. Ellis: Henry, that’s on tape.
Wallace: I think I’ve heard this one. “What are we going to do 

with Little Willie?”
Ellis: Yeah.
Wallace: “What am I going to do with Little Willie?”
Mrs. Ellis: Yeah [laughter].
Wallace: “Take him to the workhouse” [laughter—Ellis]. 

Somebody . . . somebody done told me that one [laughter].
Mrs. Ellis: Boy, he’d come from the workhouse ever morning at 

seven sharp.
Ellis: To go to school, going to school.
Mrs. Ellis: She had him just as clean and dressed up [laughter]. 

Coming from the workhouse to go to school [laughter]. 
Come right down by our house.

Wallace: Yeah. She apparently bootlegged a little bit.
Ellis: Yeah.
Mrs. Ellis: Umhumm. . . .
Wallace: You had to get by.
Mrs. Ellis: Yeah. You know, times were hard.
Wallace: Well, I’d heard that story about, uh, Willie Oliver.
Mrs. Ellis: Yeah. “What am I going to do with Little Willie?”36

Wallace attempts to overcome Mrs. Ellis’s reluctance by letting them 
know he is aware of the story of “Little Willie.” What results is a per-
formance of “Little Willie” by Jim Wallace, confi rmed as true by his 
informants. Jo Beauchamp was unfamiliar with the tale, and again, 
Wallace proceeded to perform the narrative, hoping to stimulate 
Beauchamp’s memory:
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Wallace: Nannie Oliver. She was a bootlegger, black woman. 
Had a boy, Little Willie, Little Willie Oliver.

Beauchamp: Uh-huh. Yeah, I was trying to think of her 
husband’s name. Oliver. Do you have his name in there?

Wallace: No. I don’t have his name.
Beauchamp: I knowed of her.
Wallace: A story on her was they picked her up for bootlegging 

and she said, “Aw, Judge, what am I going to do with Little 
Willie?” Said, “We’ll fi x it to you can take Little Willie 
to the workhouse with you.” They locked him up in the 
workhouse, too.37

Anna Belle Williams was also unfamiliar with the story, so Wallace 
told it for her:

Wallace: Oh, okay. Nannie Oliver.
Williams: Uh-uh.
Wallace: Nannie was a bootlegger.
Williams: Oh.
Wallace: That’s the story on that [laughter].
Williams: No, I don’t know anything about her.
Wallace: Okay. She apparently got caught one time, and the 

story goes that she had a son, Little Willie, and the judge 
was going to give her time in the workhouse. And she 
said, “Oh, Judge, oh, Judge, what am I going to do with 
Little Willie?” [laughter—Williams]. And the judge said 
. . .

Williams: Take him with you . . .
Wallace: “You can take Little Willie to the workhouse” 

[laughter]. You heard that story, yeah [laughter].38

Toward the end of the story, Williams interrupts with the punch line, 
acknowledging that she knows about “Little Willie.” In his interview 
with Maggie Knott, Wallace brought up the name Nannie Oliver. 
Knott responded with some hesitation because of the presence of 
the tape recorder:

Wallace: Nannie Oliver.
Knott: She’s dead [laughing].
Wallace: They said, uh, she was apparently a bootlegger.
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Knott: Yeah, yeah. I’m not . . . I’m not telling if you’ve got that 
turned on.

Wallace: Yeah, it’s on. . . . But they told a story where the judge 
was going to give her some time [laughing—Knott], and 
she said, “What I am going to do with Little Willie?”

Knott: Who told you that?
Wallace: I’m not going to squeal on them. Said, “What am I 

going to do with Little Willie?”
Knott: Now, that sounds like Henrietta.
Wallace: And the judge says, “Well, I’ll fi x it so you can take 

Little Willie with you.”
Knott: Fix it so you can take Little Willie with you.
Wallace: Little Willie with you.
Knott: Yeah. Well, they did. They took him, and Little Willie 

went to school.39

Within Wallace’s interviews, the former residents play a crucial 
role in actively shaping direction, content, and tone. Each perfor-
mance they give and their selection of what to divulge and what to 
leave out guide the interviewer in eliciting as full a reconstructive 
narrative as possible. The result is that the interviewees partially 
determine what questions they hear and therefore the overall struc-
ture of the interview. However, in the Beauchamp, Williams, and 
Knott interviews, Wallace actually delivers the story he attempts to 
collect, playing an active role in the shaping of public memory, inad-
vertently ensuring the survival of the story of “Little Willie” among 
neighborhood outsiders, as well as among former residents who did 
not know the story or had forgotten it. The palpable motivation for 
such eager participation on the part of the interviewer is the enthu-
siastic prompting of memory and the opportunity to improve rap-
port with the interviewee by sharing the more entertaining and 
informative data collected thus far. The consequence is an overt, yet 
probably unconscious manipulation of memory. The interviewer is 
introducing new material into the individual repertoires of the inter-
viewees, thus standardizing the repertoire of the collectivity.

“THE MONEY MEN AND THE DAMN POOR ONES”

The women employed as prostitutes who lived and worked in the 
neighborhood proved to be enduring topics in the performance of 
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public memory. In an oral history interview conducted for a different 
project, Ernie Guthrie, an African American resident of Anderson 
County, noted his childhood memories of visiting Frankfort’s Craw: 
“What I know about the Bottoms in Frankfort, we called that the 
red-light district.” Guthrie gave a detailed description of “ladies 
standing out of the evening in the night with their red lights out 
there in the front, and they would be all dressed up and made up.” 
Guthrie called the women “three-two ladies.” When prompted for 
the origins of this name he stated, “They were called three-two 
ladies because they were paid three dollars for the room and two 
dollars for the lady. Some of them were seventy-fi ve [cents] or one-
dollar ladies, and it just depended on what part of Frankfort and 
the Bottoms that you went to. Of course, I was sort of a kid and I 
remember it, going down with some guys, but I wasn’t old enough 
to participate in none of that stuff.”40 Although Wallace intended 
to elicit the community’s memories to construct a document con-
tradicting the neighborhood’s reputation as a red-light district, he 
could not avoid the subject of Craw’s sex trade: prostitution took 
place in the neighborhood. However, James “Papa Jazz” Berry 
insisted that it was not exclusive to Craw, and he defended the 
women by adding, “They were not in business. They were trying 
to live.”41

Like Papa Jazz, most of the people interviewed for Wallace’s 
project resisted the characterization of the neighborhood as a “red-
light district”:

Wallace: I’ve heard or read in some of my references that, uh, 
the Craw was a red-light district for young ladies.

Henrietta Gill: Uh-uh, uh-uh, no more than anywhere else, no. 
They weren’t like you’d think of prostitutes, now. It wasn’t 
that kind of, let’s see. How can I say this? You know, like 
women standing on the corner and all like that.

Wallace: Umhumm.
Gill: . . . It wasn’t that, no, no, no, no. But, uh, there was one 

house that you could go to, and there were some women in 
this and that house. . . . Everybody knew who they was. So, 
you stayed on the other side of the street. They were most 
of the time nice people. They’d give you everything and 
do anything for you. . . . But it wasn’t on every corner and 
every two or three houses. It wasn’t like that. Everybody 
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knew it, but it was on the q.t., as we used to call it. But yes, 
it was there.

Wallace: A community secret?
Gill: Yes.42

Mary Helen Berry remembered the chaos of County Court Day, 
when the streets were fl ooded with merchants, people, and live-
stock. In her description of the scene, she initiated a discussion of 
prostitution in the neighborhood:

Berry: I’m going to say it like it is. Lower end of Clinton Street, 
that’s where they had a lot of assignation houses.

Wallace: You mean red-light?
Berry: Red-light. That’s what you call assignation houses. And 

these men, it’s all they would come. I don’t know where 
they come from, the country or where. But they would get 
drunk, and you could see the people there because they 
would have the money.

The topic drifts to violence and Berry’s early remembrances. Then 
she remembers something she had left out of her earlier discussion 
of prostitution:

Berry: Listen to what I forgot to say. My auntie worked in an 
assignation house . . . she was my mother’s oldest sister. 
And, as a child, I went into a trunk, I never saw such 
beautiful jewelry. And I said, “Mom, whose beautiful 
jewelry is this?” She told me . . . we called her “Sis.” . . . I 
said, “Where did Sis get this?” She said, “From where she 
worked.”

  Because at that time I didn’t know what a assignation 
house was. I said, “Where she work?” She says, “Well, 
the people be in a hurry. They leave.” She didn’t want to 
come around and tell this child what it was all about. . . . 
And of course, they had too much to drink. They would be 
afraid to come back and ask, “Did I leave my watch? Did I 
leave my pick?” I’m telling you, there was some beautiful 
jewelry.

Wallace: Yeah. Let me be sure I’m pronoun- . . . assignation?
Berry: Assignation house.43
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Wallace referenced Mary Helen Berry’s description of County Court 
Day in his interview with Jo Beauchamp, who also seamlessly transi-
tioned from the topic of County Court Day into the subject of pros-
titution in the neighborhood:

Wallace: She said on Court Day and on certain times, they’d 
drive these hogs and cattle and get them slaughtered, and 
the men would get a little money and the place they’d go 
was corner of Clinton and Washington, to the joints down 
there, and, uh, fi nd affection and fi nd drink.

Beauchamp: Yeah. There was prostitutes down there.44

Wallace did not directly ask Beauchamp whether or not pros-
titutes worked in the neighborhood. He referenced Mary Helen 
Berry’s description of County Court Day and indirectly mentioned 
that intoxicated men with money would look for “affection and . . . 
drink,” prompting Beauchamp to speak directly on the topic. Wal-
lace followed up Beauchamp’s segue with an inquiry into the extent 
of prostitution in the neighborhood:

Wallace: Well, was it a red-light district?
Beauchamp: Well, now, there was back years ago, there was 

a red-light district down there on, they called it the Gas 
House Alley, which, later on, they changed it to Center 
Street. And all them houses up and down there were 
whorehouses.45

Beauchamp was one of the only individuals Wallace interviewed 
who referred to the days when the working prostitutes of the city 
were unoffi cially segregated in Gas House Alley, or Gaines’ Alley. 
Following the fi re that wiped out much of the alley in 1913, the 
women had to move to other locations throughout the neighbor-
hood. Later in the interview, Beauchamp enthusiastically offered 
the following anecdote about an exchange between two prostitutes 
in a joint down on the corner of Mero and Center streets, where 
“all the girls hung out.” Beauchamp described the scene as one girl 
approaching the other:

“I wanted to ask you something.” Now, I got this second-
handed. I’ve heard it several times, so I believe it’s true. Said, 
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“I know damn well I’m a better-looking woman than you, bet-
ter built and everything. But,” said, “I want you to tell me, 
how is it you always get the money men and I have to take the 
damn poor ones?”

She said, “The only thing I can tell you, I keep my ass up 
off that sheet.” I’ve heard that a dozen times. I was too young 
to remember it.46

Beauchamp’s comments—“I got this second-handed” and “I’ve 
heard it several times, so I believe it’s true”—clearly demonstrate 
that there was an active tradition of storytelling about the prostitutes 
in the neighborhood. This tradition extended beyond the neighbor-
hood and Frankfort residents. In an interview conducted by Terry 
Birdwhistell for the University of Kentucky’s Louie B. Nunn Cen-
ter for Oral History, renowned Kentucky journalist John Ed Pearce 
recalled a story about a particular Kentucky legislator’s prelegislative 
session ritual:

Pearce: And there was a fellow there named Charlie. . . . I 
remember. . . . But Charlie didn’t bother anybody. Charlie 
would come down to Frankfort, and he’d get himself a 
room, and he’d check in with his friends, and then he 
would go to a whorehouse down in what was then known as 
“the Craw” . . . down by the river. It was a big, fl at area. . . .

Birdwhistell: Right.
Pearce: . . . Down there. And there were a number of houses 

down there of questionable virtue, and this one house that 
he frequented was approached by long steps, oh, maybe 
twenty of them leading up to this house. And Charlie 
walked up the steps laboriously and knocked on the door, 
not knowing that in his absence for two years the house 
had been bought by sort of a Holiness preacher. And he 
said, “Yes?” And Charlie greeted him jovially and sort of 
pushed past him and said, “Well, you’ve changed things 
around here.” And the man said, “Indeed, we have.” “Well, 
I hope I can see Miss Beatrice” or whatever her name 
was. And he said, “Sir, you’re quite mistaken. This is the 
home of the Reverend So-and-so.” And Charlie said, “Well, 
that’s all right with me. Where’s Beatrice?” And this got 
into sort of a controversy there in the doorway, and the . . . 
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preacher shoved Charlie, and he fell down the steps. And 
picking himself up, he looked up and he said, “Well, I don’t 
know what you are or claim to be, but I’ll tell you, with a 
temper like that, you’ll never run a successful whorehouse” 
[laughter]. There were always a bunch of women hanging 
around there.47

Several of the women and several “houses of ill-repute” appear 
consistently throughout Wallace’s interviews. One legendary estab-
lishment was the Eight Mile House that James Calhoun situ-
ated “right behind Tiger Inn.” Calhoun described the house as “a 
big long house, sat right on the street that was known as the Eight 
Mile House.”48 Henry and Margaret Ellis corroborated Calhoun’s 
memory:

Ellis: Yeah, because I was real small . . . was on Washington 
Street, and they had the Eight Mile House. Well, I didn’t 
know nothing about that too much. In fact, I couldn’t go 
around there anyway, and I just heard about it, you know. It 
was right in behind Tiger’s.

Mrs. Ellis: It was down there. It was behind Tiger’s.
Ellis: Right behind Tiger’s Inn.
Wallace: On the same side of the street?
Mrs. Ellis: Same side, uh-huh.
Ellis: Right.
Wallace: Sort of a place you’d go to meet, uh . . .
Ellis: Well, there was a little of everything there [laughing].49

Henry Ellis brought up the subject of the Eight Mile House, 
mentioning that as children they were not allowed to go near it. 
George Simmons and Henry Sanders elaborated on what one might 
fi nd in front of the house:

Sanders: Ever tell you about the Eight Mile house in Bottom?
Wallace: What now?
Sanders: Eight Mile House.
Wallace: No. I never heard of that. What is . . .
Simmons: [Laughing] I didn’t know that.
Sanders: Oh, it was a sporting house.
Wallace: A spo- . . . a sporting? Oh.
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Simmons: [Laughing] I didn’t know about them houses.
Wallace: Why Eight Mile?
Sanders: I never did know why they named it Eight Mile, 

but the old person named Lloyd Bell, he was drunk one 
afternoon. And they had fi ve or six women living in that 
house. And he passed there one day, and about fi ve or six 
kids out on the street playing, you know . . . they’re young 
enough. He stopped and looked down and shook his head 
and says, “All of these kids and none of them got no daddy” 
[laughter]. They belonged to the women in the house, you 
see. So, they went on down the street. “That’s a shame.”50

The Eight Mile House was one of several bordellos in the neigh-
borhood, but it is the only one discussed in Wallace’s oral history 
interviews by name. All of the others were known by the names of 
the women who ran them. George Simmons and Henry Sanders told 
a humorous story about Eva Cox’s house:

Simmons: Eva Cox. I had forgotten her.
Sanders: She . . . she run a sporting house, too.
Simmons: Yeah. Yeah.
Sanders: Well, she tied a rag around her head all the time. And 

she was one of those places that was integrated way back 
yonder when there wasn’t no integration talked about, see.

Simmons: Oh, yeah. Yeah.
Wallace: She had girls that were white and black working for her.
Simmons: Yeah. Yeah.
Sanders: You’d point out a woman on the street down there 

and tell her you’d like to have her, and she said, “I’ll have 
her in two or three days, just check with me.” So, old 
Cecil Warren . . . I know, Cecil swore this was the truth 
here [laughter—Simmons]. He got to Miss Eva. Cecil 
was a good-looking guy, you know, handsome looking and 
everything.

Simmons: Oh, yeah. Got that jive. . . .
Sanders: . . . He pointed this white girl out in the Bottom. Miss 

Eva told him, said, “Well, I’ll get her for you.” About three 
or four days later, she say, “You go in the back way, and the 
girl go in the front,” see. She come to Cecil and told him, 
said, “She’ll be around at my house at three o’clock in the 



The Other Side of the Tracks  137

afternoon.” Said, “Now, you be there. And it’s going to cost 
you ‘X’ amount of dollars,” she told him.

  “I got it, Miss Eva. All right.”
  “Pay your half now. Give me the money because I don’t 

trust you, Cecil.” She made him pay . . . right then.
  He went on around, and the girl was there. The girl 

undressed, rolled the covers back. Cecil said, “The prettiest 
white sheet on the bed you’d ever laid your eyes on, and 
there was laid the prettiest black snake, laying up there 
curled up in the middle of that bed you ever seen.” Said, 
“And I come back and told her,” says, “when that girl 
saw that snake,” says, “she left out of there running and 
screaming. And I went back and told Eva, “Eva, you put 
that snake in that bed on purpose.”

Wallace: Yeah. It sounds like a setup.
Simmons: Yeah.
Sanders: Uh-huh. And Cecil . . . he said her bed was clean, and 

she kept clean sheets and everything, and she didn’t have 
no snakes in her house. But he was over there, and that 
snake was curled up right in the middle of that bed.51

The houses were usually segregated along racial lines, serving 
either blacks or whites, but usually not both. Simmons and Sanders 
clarifi ed the practice of segregating the establishments:

Sanders: But Maggie had women, and Ida had women.
Simmons: Yeah.
Sanders: But Ida catered to the white, and Maggie catered to 

the ones that had the money. And they claimed that the 
mayor got caught down there one night. But they claimed 
police raided it because she was letting both races go in 
there. It made her money.52

The prostitutes of Craw often frequented the local drinking 
establishments. When Jim Wallace inquired about reasons behind 
the neighborhood’s violent reputation, R. T. Brooks stated, “They 
would sell beer.” Brooks continued:

Brooks: Now . . . there’s the Blue Moon, see. That popped up 
in the ’50s.
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Wallace: Where was Blue Moon located?
Brooks: Well, see, I’ll tell you, John Fallis was on the corner. 

The next building on Clinton Street towards the river was 
the Blue Moon. . . . And that was where Peggy Davis and, 
of course, Mountain Mary and Lucille Downey and . . .

Wallace: A number of individual maidens made their living 
there. I heard that the mountain men would . . . this is back 
in the ’teens, and . . .

Brooks: Yeah. Well, see, they’d get to dancing. They had those 
nickelodeons, you know . . . and, then, of course, they sold 
beer. Beer was legal.53

In the local narrative tradition, interviewees usually named both 
prostitutes and their customers, often in a spirit of enthusiasm. The 
most common name to emerge from these expressions of public 
memory regarding prostitution in Craw, from both the black and the 
white perspectives, was that of a white madam named Ida Howard. 
Some individuals, like Goebel McCoy, acknowledged familiarity but 
chose to avoid the topic:

Wallace: Ida Howard.
McCoy: I remember her, yeah.
Wallace: Do you have any remembrances at all about Ida?
McCoy: Well, she was a go-getter [laughing].
Wallace: Yeah.
McCoy: That’s all I can say for her.54

In his reticence to discuss the topic, McCoy was defi nitely in the 
minority. Most spoke freely and with great respect about Howard. 
Margaret Macintosh offered her childhood perceptions of Howard, 
who was her neighbor:

Boyd: How would you characterize Hill Street then?
Barnett: What we had about two white people, we moved from 

. . .
Macintosh: We moved from 317 to 419.
Barnett: 419.
Macintosh: Hill Street.
Barnett: And it was an old house, w-h-o-r-e-s, right there on the 

corner. And I’ve forgot the woman’s name that ran it.
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Boyd: Would that be Ida Howard?
Macintosh: Yeah [laughter]. How did you know? And you know 

. . . show you how dumb and naive we were. See, we had 
to come that way to . . . if we were going down the street. 
Come around that house. She had a nice pretty house. Had 
these girls sitting on top of . . .

Ida Howard. Courtesy of the Kentucky 
Historical Society.

Ida Howard’s home at 405 Hill Street, Block 316, Parcel 16. From the North 
Frankfort (Craw) Real Estate Appraisals, 1958. Courtesy of the Kentucky Histori-
cal Society.
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Barnett: Standing on the balcony.
Macintosh: In pretty negligee and everything. And I’m dumb 

enough . . . that they must be movie stars . . . come to fi nd 
out what they was there for.55

Many former residents related stories about Ida Howard and her 
entrepreneurial endeavors, but admitted to knowing little about her 
biography. Jo Beauchamp, the only one who gave details of Ida’s 
marriage, described her transition from housewife to madam:

Wallace: Well, do you remember Ida Howard?
Beauchamp: Oh, my goodness, yeah.
Wallace: Come out of the mountains?
Beauchamp: Yeah. Come out of the mountains and brought her 

down here, and she was a lot younger than Henry. And he 
was so jealous of her, he kept her in the house all time; but 
my uncle, Johnny Fallis, he worked over there at that rock 
quarry, and he’d sneak over there. And he went with her a 
lot of times. And then, when old Henry, he went back up, 
he killed a man up there in the mountains, and he went 
back up there for something, and by God, they killed him.

Wallace: They caught up with him up there.
Beauchamp: Yes sir, and . . . and then Ida, she just, well, she 

just got a big house there and got a couple of girls there 
and just run a whorehouse for years and years, and she 
never was busted.

Wallace: Well, why? I guess she had connections with . . .
Beauchamp: She paid off. That’s the only thing I could ever 

fi gure out why they never did bust her. But she was right 
there on Hill Street, had that big house, and later on, she 
moved up on Madison Street. Then, later on, she moved 
and she was getting old, she moved up on Main Street. . . .
Now, she’d do anything in the world for you. I’ve heared 
her take in old down-and-outers, rent them a room and, 
well, they didn’t have no money to pay, and she said, “Well, 
you just don’t owe me nothing. I’ll give you the night’s 
lodging.”56

After he had conducted only a few interviews, it became clear to Wal-
lace that Ida Howard could not be defi ned simply by her profession. 
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Her name appears repeatedly as another neighbor in the commu-
nity. Mary Helen Berry, for example, responded to a question about 
Ida Howard:

Berry: Yeah, she was white.
Wallace: Well, she was a woman of questionable reputation.
Berry: She was one of the ladies of the night. She was a good 

neighbor.57

The phrase “ladies of the night” juxtaposed with “good neighbor” 
might seem incongruous. But Ida Howard transcended the stereo-
type of “the Madam,” even though her profession did impact peo-
ple’s perceptions of her. Anna Belle Williams spoke about living in 
close proximity to Ida:

Wallace: Okay. There was a Miss Ida Howard, a white woman. 
Sort of . . . I guess, a woman of questionable reputation.

Williams: Yeah. She lived right down the street on Hill Street. 
She had a nice home, called it “Ida’s.” She lived in the 
next block on Hill Street because I never will forget some 
man came to my door early one morning looking for Ida 
[laughter]. And I was about ready to clobber him.58

Community perception of Ida Howard did not emphasize either her 
profession or her race. Although many of the former residents spoke 
of her operation in the neighborhood, they usually told stories about 
her with a high degree of respect. When Wallace inquired about this 
phenomenon, Mary Helen Berry explained:

Berry: These people were nice. There was two other 
outstanding prostitutes down there . . . they were nice to 
colored people.

Wallace: They were white gals?
Berry: They were. They were white. And they would just stop, 

and they always had something nice to say to you.
Wallace: So, they were pretty much a part of the community.
Berry: They were part of everything.
Wallace: And accepted and not ostracized.
Berry: I tell you, I hate to say this. They brought their stuff 

down in the black area because they knew they could not 



142  CRAWFISH BOTTOM

live what they were doing in the better area . . . if they were 
making money. But we didn’t pay no attention because long 
as they took care of their business, it didn’t bother us none. 
And they were nice to children and everything.

Wallace: Now, that’s . . . that’s sort of a pleasant thing to me. 
I don’t sense a lot of judgment being passed on people 
because maybe you were doing something society 
considered wrong.

Berry: No. That’s your business. You have to live with that 
yourself.59

Despite acceptance of prostitutes as neighbors and members of 
the local community, laughter often accompanied narratives about 
neighborhood prostitutes. Many of these stories, and the women who 
appear in them, function as key components of humor and enter-
tainment in the narrative repertoires of the former residents. The 
historical relegation of Craw’s prostitutes into the role of narrative 
entertainers concurs with the sexual mores and taboo perceptions of 
the general culture. The subject of sex is introduced for entertain-
ment purposes in a variety of narrative contexts, and the oral history 
narrative as an expression of public memory is no exception.

The fact that former residents celebrated the more criminal and 
“immoral” aspects of the neighborhood’s character contradicts their 
attempts to defensively minimize these components of Craw’s rep-
utation. However, this contradiction clearly demonstrates a more 
complex and dialectical relationship between insider and outsider 
public memory. Within the oral history interview frame, interview-
ees balanced the need for a comfortable, nostalgic view of their 
community with their repertoire of compelling, exciting, and enter-
taining stories about the neighborhood. The stories of crime, vio-
lence, and prostitution add dramatic elements to the larger narrative 
that they themselves may have interpreted as mundane. It was the 
criminal and “immoral” elements of the neighborhood’s reputation 
that gave Craw its separatist character, and a sense of pride in this 
distinction most certainly emerges among former residents. Despite 
the potential negative correlation, the interviews reveal a strong and 
celebratory association with this particular component of the neigh-
borhood’s complex historical identity.

Former residents knew of outsiders’ perceptions of Craw, for 
this reputation was fi rmly entrenched in public memory. Despite 
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Wallace’s claims about wanting to overturn these perceptions, those 
he interviewed performed what they perceived as the more enter-
taining elements of insider public memory, possibly for the bene-
fi t of the interviewer, who was clearly an outsider. The oral history 
interview provided an opportunity for former residents to mediate 
between insider and outsider public memory, merging components 
of each in the process of commemoration. At one point in Wallace’s 
interview with George Simmons and Henry Sanders, Simmons sud-
denly said, “Now, look here, something else . . . I’ll just mention the 
prostitutes.” This kind of conscious transition shifted the tone of the 
interview from the more serious or perceived mundane expression 
of earliest memories—memories of everyday life, coping with pov-
erty, or anger at urban renewal—to what the neighborhood’s for-
mer residents clearly considered to be a more balanced expression 
of the public memory of Craw, which continued to perpetuate the 
very components of the neighborhood’s reputation that Wallace was 
simultaneously attempting to minimize.
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Chapter Five

The King of Craw

Several individuals emerged from the oral history interviews to per-
sonify various aspects of the neighborhood’s numerous identities. 
No other individual represented both outsiders’ and former resi-
dents’ memories of the neighborhood more comprehensively than 
the legendary John Fallis, crowned the “King of Craw.” His obitu-
ary, appearing in the Louisville Courier-Journal two days following 
his death, describes his alleged killing at the hand of Everett Rigsby 
and then continues: “That is what Everett Rigsby did to John Fal-
lis, Frankfort’s ‘bad man,’ at a craps game in Gas House Alley, main 
thoroughfare of the once famous ‘Craw.’ Over this region, a voting 
precinct, Fallis ruled unoffi cially as censor of politics and public 
morals, and on its outskirts sold liquor.”1

Fallis, a white man, ran successful bootlegging operations and was 
a local political boss who gambled, fought, lied, cheated, womanized, 
and regularly demonstrated a quick temper. According to Fallis’s wife, 
“he had a tirable [sic] temper and would do things that he regretted 
to his dieing [sic] day.”2 Fallis often displayed extremely violent ten-
dencies, which, combined with his quick temper, resulted in a lengthy 
criminal record that included counts of “Cutting in Sudden Heat and 
Passion,” “Malicious Cutting and Wounding,” “Shooting and Wound-
ing Another With Intent to Kill,” “Shooting and Wounding,” “Will-
ful and Malicious Cutting and Wounding With Intent to Kill Without 
Killing,” “Insurance Fraud,” “Having in Possession an Illicit Still,” and 
“Selling Intoxicating Liquor.” Jo Beauchamp, John Fallis’s nephew, 
discussed him in an interview with Wallace:

Beauchamp: Now, I had a uncle. I guess you’ve got that in 
there someplace. John Fallis.

Wallace: Yeah, tell me about John Fallis.
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Beauchamp: Well, he was a bad man. He was an evil man.
Wallace: In what way, evil?
Beauchamp: Mean. He would beat the piss out of you for 

nothing. Beat up a many a man. He hit my grandmother 
with a pair of brass knuckles. . . . He was mean. He was 
evil.3

When Wallace asked neighborhood resident Isaac Fields whether 
he remembered John Fallis, he responded, “Oh, God. He was the 
law down there. Police didn’t go down there. He was the law down 
in the Bottom.”4 Fallis also had a reputation as a political force in the 
voting precinct of Craw, and Wallace asked Beauchamp about this 
activity:

Wallace: Do you know anything about the part he took in 
politics?

Beauchamp: Well, like, somebody wanted to go down there 
and get him and give him a bunch of money. Say, “Go down 
here and buy me some votes and help get me elected.” And 

Portrait of 
John R. Fallis. 
Courtesy of R. T. 
Brooks.
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they’d pay him. Well, they’d do that. See, John Fallis can do 
something to votes. He’d tell you to go up there and vote 
for so-and-so, see; give them fi ve or ten dollars.

Wallace: So, he’d make sure that they’d get all the votes bought 
up.5

Still, despite his criminal record, his involvement in political cor-
ruption, and his violent reputation, many of Craw’s former residents 
remembered Fallis as a local hero. Many perceived him to be an 
honest, hardworking, kind, charitable, and generous man who gave a 
tremendous amount back to the community in which he lived. Mary 
Helen Berry grew up near the Fallis family and remembered playing 
with John Fallis’s children:

Berry: Oh, Fallis was a big bootlegger. But he was good to 
black people.

Wallace: I’ve heard so many people say that.
Berry: He was so good.6

John Fallis, a complex fi gure, lived a life beset with contradic-
tions. Blacks and whites living inside and outside of the neigh-
borhood both loved and feared him. His place in public memory 
remains solid thanks to three primary forms: court records, news-
paper accounts, and personal narratives passed on to the neigh-
borhood’s fi nal generation of residents. In addition, the Kentucky 
Historical Society’s research collection has in its genealogical sur-
name fi les an unedited document written by John Fallis’s son Benja-
min “Bixie” Fallis, including a few paragraphs written by John’s wife, 
Anne, in the mid-1940s. In February 1969, “Bixie” Fallis donated to 
the society a typewritten copy of the original fourteen-page biogra-
phy, which contains dramatic descriptions of his father’s life story. 
The intentions of this unedited manuscript become clear on the sec-
ond page when the writer, referring to himself as “the author of this 
book,” claims that “I know the readers of this book will learn to love 
Johnie which he was called among his friends.” The manuscript in 
fact begins by strongly asserting the author’s perception of John Fal-
lis’s rightful place in local public memory: “The true life story of John 
R. Fallis is true and real in every detail. Every episode of his life 
was packed with thrills and dare deveil [sic] experiences which will 
be long remembered by his friends and admirers throughout this 
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part of Kentucky.”7 Although the document begins with this procla-
mation about Fallis’s place in public memory, the subsequent pages 
strive to solidify that place by putting a particular spin on Fallis’s life 
story. The family narrative, for example, repeatedly refers to John 
Fallis as a “real modern Robin Hood . . . to whom justice was never 
given, but thousands of friends of Frankfort and the surrounding 
counties shall long remember his great deeds of kindness and real 
friendship. . . . I’m proud his blood runs through my veins today. 
His name is often brought up and discussed among his friends, how 
kindness was done to many who were unable to help theirself. As the 
story goes along it will prove to thousands he wanted to be friends to 
everyone, but often marked a killer. That’s why a rat shot and killed 
him in the back.”8 The life story of John Fallis—as represented by 
the documentary sources, “Bixie” Fallis’s family narrative, and vari-
ous performances of John Fallis stories from Jim Wallace’s oral his-
tory interviews—yields insight into a complex, contradictory fi gure; 
close examination of these sources reveals the process of the folklor-
ization of history in the ever-unfolding formation of public memory.

John Fallis was born on April 13, 1879, and his parents moved 
to Frankfort, Kentucky, when he was young. Little information 
about John’s parents exists in written form, and little appears in Wal-
lace’s oral history interviews. Fallis’s nephew Jo Beauchamp offered 
the only oral history testimony that reveals any insight into Fallis’s 
childhood:

Beauchamp: Now, you told about this John Fallis. His 
mother run a whorehouse and she had her two daughters 
[laughing]. . . .

Wallace: Had her own daughters working for her in a house of 
prostitution? Good grief.

Beauchamp: Yeah. Hell, they said take all the damn police in 
Frankfort to get her in the workhouse when she got drunk. 
. . . They said she was a mean son-of-a-bitch.9

The written family narrative offers two brief anecdotes from Fal-
lis’s childhood that function to explain his personality and behavior 
as an adult. The fi rst focuses on the early manifestation of his “quick 
temper,” which often led “Johnie” into physical confrontations. The 
narrative claims that “people picked on him” as a child and that “this 
caused him to pack a knife.” Fallis’s parents “often scolded” John 
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and “even gave him whippings and made him go to church, which 
he learned to love in his early life.” The family narrative then states 
that John was singing in the Salvation Army choir “the night he met 
the girl of his dreams, which later in life, became his wife.”10 The 
author of this account often thus balances stories about the origins 
of John Fallis’s violent nature with discussions of the important role 
of the church in Fallis’s life. An article in the Western Argus corrob-
orates the story of John’s participation in the Salvation Army choir, 
describing an incident that occurred when Fallis was eighteen years 
old: “John Fallis was tried yesterday in the police court for disor-
derly conduct, and fi ned $2 and costs.” The article claims that Fallis 
“seems to have been singing with the Salvation Army Tuesday night, 
and on his way home sung ‘Mother, take me, take me to thy home,’ 
too loud, and Policeman Robinson took him to the workhouse.”11 
The contradictory combination of Fallis’s violent and criminal ten-
dencies with his exploration of religion and his personal journey of 
faith, charity, and goodness appears throughout the family story. “He 
gave his life to the Lord for sometime, but like many of us today let 
the Lord slip out of his heart. His high temper often caused him to 
lose out in going to church.”12

The second revealing childhood anecdote from the early pages of 
the family narrative refers to the way John fi rst met his future wife, 
Anne: “At the age of 11, he met the girl of his dreams, which after-
wards became my Mother, the former Anne Thompson Crain. . . . 
Anne and her mother went to Church one night after moving from 
Woodford County. This was the fi rst time she saw Johnie and Johnie 
saw her, because all during the church he kept his dark keen eyes on 
her, and it wasn’t long afterwards he found out where Little Anne 
lived.” The author guesses that this meeting proved to be the begin-
ning of “Johnie’s downfall” and describes Fallis following Anne home 
that night after church. Anne’s brother Louis “gave him a spanking 
and ran him home, but that wasn’t in Johnie to hear it done.” Fallis 
came back the next day and “hung around little Anne’s house” until 
“Anne couldn’t stand the temptation of knowing whether Johnie was 
hanging around outside.” When she came outside and spotted Fal-
lis, she ran back into the house, Fallis following her: “Under the bed 
she went, and under the bed Johnie also went, so Anne screamed.” 
Anne’s mother came quickly, pulling John out from under the bed. 
When Anne’s mother asked John why he had chased her daughter, 
John remarked, “I wanted to kiss her and she wouldn’t let me, so 



150  CRAWFISH BOTTOM

I kissed her anyway.” Anne’s mother began whipping young John. 
According to the author of the family narrative, Fallis “thought of 
a little scheme” while being spanked: “After she’d stopped little 
Johnie told little Annie’s mother that he was an orphan and had no 
mother or father, so little Annie’s mother, who was so tender-hearted 
told Johnie that anytime he could come back and eat at her house.”13

This narrative foreshadows Fallis’s range of personality traits as 
an adult. His mischievous nature often led him into trouble, yet his 
charming personality shielded him from the consequences, extri-
cating him from many troublesome circumstances. As the narrative 
continues, Fallis reveals the truth about his family. When asked why 
he told the lie, he says, “because he loved Little Annie”—a declara-
tion that “brought the Crain and Fallis families close together.”14 As 
it would many times, John Fallis’s charming personality overcame 
his fl aws in the eyes of Craw and the rest of Frankfort.

“Bixie” Fallis’s narrative, the primary source of biographical 
detail about the life of John Fallis, describes Fallis as “very hand-
some, with dark eyes and coal black hair.” Standing about fi ve feet, 
eleven inches tall, he weighed approximately 175 pounds and had a 
“ruddy complexion and muscular build.” John and his wife, Anne, 
married on May 31, 1899. Together, they had thirteen children, only 

John Fallis behind the counter in his grocery store. Courtesy of the Kentucky His-
torical Society.
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fi ve of whom survived infancy. Fallis entered the military on May 6, 
1898, and served with the Second Kentucky Infantry in the Spanish-
American War. However, he was honorably discharged on October 
31 that same year. Although Fallis never fought overseas, he appar-
ently suffered injuries that led to his early discharge. According to 
the family narrative, he hurt his knee when he was pushed from 
the train on which he worked as a guard. The reason for the scuffl e 
is not mentioned. Professionally, Fallis then worked at a variety of 
trades, including, at different times, blacksmith, carpenter, stonema-
son, and logger. When he was young, he also worked at the Hemp 
Factory Mill, but he eventually settled down at the George T. Stagg 
Distillery, where he worked for seventeen years, during which time 
he served as the head distiller.

After leaving the distillery, Fallis ran a grocery store at the cor-
ner of Hill and Wilkinson streets.15 Between 1908 and 1910, John 
and Anne moved to 701 Wilkinson Street, where he ran a grocery 
store. Both their residence and the grocery shifted location among 
701, 702, 703, and 704 Wilkinson Street, properties purchased over 
a period of about fi fteen years and eventually sold.

On August 25, 1927, Fallis fi led for a divorce from Anne. In the 
divorce petition, he claimed that he and Anne had been separated 

John Fallis in his grocery store with his wife, Anne. Courtesy of Charlene Ellis.
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with no cohabitation since August 1923, stating that “without like 
fault on his part the defendant abandoned this plaintiff in this county 
and state within fi ve years last past.” In addition, John claimed that 
he had already given Anne all of the property that he owned.16 In 
fact, in 1924 he had formally transferred the property into Anne’s 
name, “that for and in consideration of one dollar the receipt of 
which is hereby acknowledged, and the natural love and affection 
which the fi rst party bears to the second part, who is his wife.”17 Ear-
lier that year, Fallis had been incarcerated, serving a sentence that 
would extend throughout most of the year. During that time, Annie’s 
whereabouts were unknown; the city directory does not list her 
name. Living in the Fallis residence at 703 Wilkinson that year were 
J. M. Blackwell and his wife, Anna Mae Blackwell, while Henry and 
Ida Howard lived across the street. Following her husband’s death, 
Ida Howard became a well-known prostitute, alleged to be romanti-
cally linked to Fallis at several different times.

When John was released from the Franklin County Jail, he was 
briefl y listed as living at 701 Wilkinson. In 1925 he purchased prop-
erty on the west side of Washington Street, and the 1926 Frank-
fort directory says he ran a restaurant at the corner of Clinton and 

John Fallis’s home at 703 Wilkinson, Block 318, Parcel 12. From the North Frank-
fort (Craw) Real Estate Appraisals, 1958. Courtesy of the Kentucky Historical 
Society.
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Washington streets. The specifi cs are unclear, but around this time 
Fallis began an extramarital relationship with Anna Mae Blackwell, 
the former wife of J. M. Blackwell, who had lived in Fallis’s home 
during his incarceration in 1924. The following year, he lived with 
Anna Mae Blackwell at 412½ Washington Street, above a restaurant 
he managed.

A few of those whom Jim Wallace interviewed spoke candidly 
about Fallis’s personal life, specifi cally his extramarital affairs. In 
almost every interview, Jim Wallace actively inquired about Anna 
Mae Blackwell and her relationship to John Fallis. Scrolling through 
his list of names, hoping to elicit relevant memories, Wallace 
attempted neutrality by referring to Anna Mae Blackwell as John 
Fallis’s “special friend”:

Wallace: Anna Mae Blackwell.
McCoy: Yeah. I remember her.
Wallace: She was John Fallis’s special friend . . .
McCoy: Yeah.18

Mary Helen Berry, who remembered when Anna Mae moved 
into the neighborhood, corrected Wallace’s usage of the term “spe-
cial friend” with regard to Ms. Blackwell:

Wallace: Anna Mae Blackwell. They said John Fallis had a 
special friend.

Berry: That was Anna Mae Blackwell, mistress.
Wallace: Yes.
Berry: Yes, yes. Well, she moved in our area. On Washington 

Street.19

R. T. Brooks identifi ed Anna Mae Blackwell as the former Anna Mae 
Shearer and described her as “the Sophia Loren of the time, she was 
that good-looking a woman.”20 Fallis’s divorce from Anne Fallis was 
never legally fi nalized, and his relationship with Anna Mae Blackwell 
never formalized. However, John lived with Anna Mae and their son, 
Paul Douglas Fallis, until John’s death in 1929.

The family narrative goes to great lengths to portray John Fallis 
sympathetically, as a kindhearted man with a weakness for beautiful 
women and a violent temper. The fi rst documented expression of 
his temper occurred in early January 1904, when Fallis participated 
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in a near-fatal fi ght with Robert Semonis while attending a crowded 
dance at the home of A. J. Douthitt. During the fray, Fallis cut and 
stabbed Semonis several times. Fallis was then arrested and charged.

In the context of its discussion of marital tension between John 
and Anne, the family narrative offers an account of the incident at 
the dance that includes and excludes certain telling details. The orig-
inal unedited text includes the omissions indicated below:

They soon patched things up and was getting along fi ne until 
one night Johnie slipped out and went to a big dance. He just 
couldn’t withstand being told what to do. He just had to slip 
out now and then to have a good time. After this dance was 
about half over, lots of the men in those days drank pretty 
heavy, but not Johnie. His strickly weakness was beautiful 
women. It seemed he always picked the best looking and 
they seemed to prefer his company, as Johnie was a smooth 
dancer, besides being handsome, and a smooth talker. These 
acts made other men mad, so this happened to the biggest 
and the most dangerous man of the dance. This man was 
_______, a fellow over six feet tall. He pulled a ______head 
on Johnie and snapped it into his face. As always Johnie was 
as _______ as a _________, slipped sideways, and knocked 
the gun from his hand. Before ____________ could pick it up 
Johnie had pulled a large spring handled knife and started to 
defend his life, by sticking and cutting the big _________until 
he dropped to the fl oor. The big fellow was very good with his 
fi st and was too much man for Johnie, but the knife was the 
big difference in this fi ght. ______________ didn’t die, but 
came nearly of doing it.21

In fact, the trial had to be postponed because Semonis remained in 
what his physician described as a “precarious” condition. When it 
was clear that Semonis would not die from his wounds, and that the 
charges would not be upgraded to murder, Fallis’s trial commenced 
in April. Franklin County Circuit Court records demonstrate that 
the few witnesses for the defense claimed that Semonis was the 
aggressor and that John Fallis acted in self-defense. Lannie Rice, a 
witness for the defense and a resident of Craw, stated that he heard 
Fallis “telling Semonis that he was his friend and didn’t want to fi ght 
him.” Some witnesses for the prosecution actively avoided making 



The King of Craw  155

incriminating statements about Fallis. Ida Griffy, for example, deliv-
ered this statement, which she quickly amended as noted: “I was 
dancing with Mr. Fallis at the dance, hid, did not see any of the dif-
fi culty and know nothing about the fi ght.”22 Other witnesses stated 
that Fallis was attempting to break up another fi ght when the scuffl e 
with Semonis began. Witness C. M. Coovert stated that “John Peev-
ler and some body were fi ghting. I saw Fallis rush across room with a 
knife like he was trying to cut Peevler. I caught him to stop him and 
he cut at me—backed me out of the house cutting at me. When I got 
back in there, Fallis and Semonis were fi ghting. . . . Fight about over 
when I got back in the room.”23

Witness John Peevler gave the most detailed account of the 
incident. Peevler, who had arrived at the party with Willis Bobbitt, 
stated that he had been dancing with Ms. Handy when Luke Crane 
approached and asked her to dance. When Ms. Handy told Crane 
that she would not dance with him, Crane “raised a fuss.” Peevler 
described Fallis approaching the dancing couple, angrily stating, 
“Do you know what I’ll do with you[?] I’ll take you out in the yard 
and choke you to death.” At this point Peevler describes Bob Semo-
nis trying to break up the scuffl e, stating, “We don’t want to have 
any trouble here.” Fallis retreated and went over to the corner, and 
Peevler and Handy continued to dance. Peevler stated, “I swung my 
partner as I danced by the door. Fallis cut at me and . . . Coovert 
caught Fallis. Then Fallis cut Coovert’s clothes. Bob Semonis went 
after Fallis to keep him from cutting Coovert.”24

A. J. Douthitt, the owner of the house and the host of the dance 
party, stated that the fi ghters were “near the fi re quarreling” when 
he approached the brawlers to break them up. When Douthitt told 
them he didn’t “want any disturbance,” John Fallis reacted vio-
lently: “John Fallis immediately reached around my shoulders and 
cut Semonis on the head. They both began to fi ght. Semonis had 
no weapon of any kind that I saw. Fallis had a knife. . . . Semonis 
said ‘Why shit John, what are you?’ John said, ‘I’ll show you what I 
am,’ and raised the knife.”25 Testimony like Douthitt’s and Peevler’s 
convinced the jury that John Fallis was guilty of “Cutting in Sudden 
Heat and Passion.” Fallis was sentenced to six months in the county 
jail, in addition to paying a fi ve-hundred-dollar fi ne.

In November of that year, a petition appeared before Governor 
J. C. W. Beckham for the pardon of John Fallis. It included letters 
written by several citizens of Frankfort, including James Buford, the 
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county attorney; eight of the jurors who had convicted Fallis; and the 
prosecuting attorney, Robert Franklin. The petition also included a 
statement from the county jailor: “In the month of July an attempt 
was made to break jail by some eight or ten prisoners confi ned on 
the second fl oor of the Franklin County Jail. One of these prisoners 
did escape and but for the promptness and courage of the petitioner 
John Fallis, who not only stopped some of the prisoners from escap-
ing but gave the alarm so that the jailor could reach the jail in time 
to prevent the escape of all the prisoners therein, all of them would 
have escaped.”26

In addition, a letter written by Fallis’s victim, Robert Semonis, 
claimed that he and Fallis “have always been friends,” that the fi ght 
between them had been a misunderstanding, and that he had “no 
feeling against the said Follis [sic] but on the contrary entertains 
toward him a friendly feeling.” On December 3, 1904, Governor 
Beckham granted John Fallis a full pardon.27

Over the years, Fallis was convicted several times for bootlegging 
activities. In the process of examining a picture of Fallis in the store 
where he and Annie lived, R. T. Brooks chose to segue into the topic 
of Fallis’s bootlegging:

Brooks: He lived over the store. That was part of it. Now, his 
residence was right over the store. . . . And, of course, like 
I say, they bootlegged in those days, see. And I remember 
the old chimney, see. . . . Right there. That was the store, 
see. The house, residence, is up over that, see. You can see, 
he kept a neat store. If you look, you can see . . . overhead, 
particular to this end, right behind this was a storage area 
where he kept extra groceries. And . . . there was a garage 
where he could drive in the same building.

Wallace: Umhumm.
Brooks: And, then, there was another building back of that 

that was storage. But he had a chimney in there where you 
could put a heater. But the chimney was not a chimney. 
It was . . . basically because there was another chimney 
upstairs. But that’s where he put his . . .

Wallace: You could store things in that chimney, couldn’t you? 
[laughing]

Brooks: Yes, sir. That chimney was built with a . . . because I 
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seen the tank it was built around, see. And that’s . . . where 
he could fi ll up bottles . . . he needed.28

Henry Sanders and George Simmons also remembered Fallis’s 
bootlegging:

Sanders: Back in those days were Prohibition days. And he had 
a, well, might say a ring, operating in all Frankfort selling 
moonshine.

Wallace: You mean, bootleggers working for him?
Sanders: Yes.
Simmons: Yes. Stilling all that moonshine. There’s a story there.
Sanders: Yeah. Of course, all he did, walk around dressed up, 

looked like a governor or something, see. You didn’t see no 
work clothes or nothing on him [laughter]. But he was very 
good.29

While interviewees recounted Fallis’s reputation for bootlegging, 
his alleged marital infi delities, and his violent tendencies, much of 
the discussion also focused on his role as a neighborhood grocer and 
an active and responsible participant in family and community life. 
There was much talk of Fallis’s assistance to the black community in 
the Bottom:

Sanders: Now, you talk about people getting along, when I was 
a kid, they had a fellow named Fallis, John Fallis.

Simmons: Yeah. I remember.
Sanders: And he was more so a kingpin around the Bottom.
Simmons: Now, he was white.
Sanders: Yeah, he was white. . . . But he helped a lot of black 

people.
Simmons: Yeah.
Wallace: How did he help them?
Sanders: Well, if they needed coal, he’d have some coal sent to 

them; or, if they needed groceries, he’d give them money 
to go buy groceries. And if they needed clothes, he’d give 
them some money to buy clothes. Just different things. 
Whatever they needed, he’d try to help them with it.

Wallace: Well, did he ask anything in return?
Sanders: Nope. Nope.30
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Henry Sanders related a specifi c story about his and his brother’s 
childhood interactions with John Fallis:

Sanders: I mean, one day, we was standing on the corner. I 
had a twin brother, and we had a little wagon. We always 
got a little red wagon for Christmas. And we was running 
up and down the street in it, and he was on the corner, 
and of course, you never knowed what might fl are up any 
time. He looked at us and told us, said, “Hey, you little 
fellows don’t have a bit of business on this corner in the 
world.” Said, “Here.” He gave us a dime or a nickel or 
something.

Simmons: And that was big money.
Sanders: Yeah, back in those days. Said, “You all take this and 

go on home now. I don’t want to catch you back down here 
anymore.” And of course, that scared us.

Wallace: Yeah, yeah.
Sanders: He told us to not come back anymore. But we obeyed 

him. We didn’t go back anymore.
Simmons: Because they was looking forward to another dime.
Sanders: Yes . . . he was awful good to the blacks down in the 

Bottom.31

When the topic of John Fallis came up in his interview, Goebel 
McCoy said that “John Fallis, at one time, was a pioneer of down there, 
you know.” At this moment, Mrs. McCoy interjected her thoughts:

Mrs. McCoy: He was a fi ne man.
Mr. McCoy: In other words, he helped the poor people.
Wallace: How did he help them?
Mr. McCoy: Well, I don’t remember John Fallis too much. I 

remember my dad’s telling me he run a grocery store. . . . 
People that had no money to pay, he helped them make it. 
Now, that’s what I heard. He helped poor people. . . . But 
you didn’t want to cross him.32

James Ellis, a small child when he knew John Fallis, remembered 
him as a “tall fellow,” and he “thought he was a very nice fellow, 
very nice.” Ellis continued: “Now, you’re talking about somebody 
out walking down the street, them people wouldn’t be out here 
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gambling when the women come down. No, siree. He’d tell them 
in a minute. And, see, John, of course, John was a bootlegger. . . . 
We’d try to give pop bottles, as kids, because he’d give us nickels 
for them bottles, see. And that’s what he’d pour his whiskey in, see, 
and sell that whiskey.” When prompted, Ellis told Wallace a specifi c 
story that conveyed his perceptions of John Fallis and his childhood 
respect for him.

Ellis: Well, what we had done, we was playing on the street, 
and some guys come down from uptown. They was 
probably half drunk. “God damn it, get out of the way, 
boys,” and raised that foot to kick, and John Fallis had a 
pearl-handled pistol. I remember looking right at it, looking 
at the barrel of it. See, I scooted on out of the way.
 He said, “You kick them and you’ll be laying there.”
 “Oh . . . I didn’t mean no harm.”
 He said, “Get on back uptown, don’t want to see you 
down here.”
 And them guys, I mean, they hauled bunk, right on out of 
there. He was just like that.33

James Calhoun refl ected on Fallis’s efforts to help his neighbors: 
“John Fallis . . . he’s helped the blacks out. He’s bought coal for them, 
he’s done this, he’s done different things for a lot of us . . . things you 
don’t forget.”34 The family narrative echoes this sentiment: “John 
Fallis was one of the best natured fellows you ever met.” Then it 
continues: “He would give you the last cent he had if he thought that 
you needed it. He would donate to Churches, help hospitals, and all 
kinds of charity work. It was his delight to help little children, and 
[he] pitched money on the ground to see them scramble for it. He 
would play marbles with them for hours. Then when he would beat 
them, he would divide the marbles and give them back to them. 
He would enjoy himself with them. Often buy them clothes to get 
them to go to Sunday school and church. He was so good natured.”35 
“Bixie” Fallis’s written narrative repeatedly emphasizes his father’s 
charitable side: “He was ready to help those that needed help, was 
always giving in distress.” The author points to a particular moment: 
“When my little brother died, he gave himself to the Lord, and lived 
a good life for some time.” However, Fallis was allegedly approached 
one day by an unknown individual who punched him, stating, “I hear 



160  CRAWFISH BOTTOM

that you are living for the Lord.” This, the author states, was “more 
than he could stand . . . and he hit back and lost out with the Lord.” 
Nevertheless, John “had a good heart in him” and was “always doing 
something for someone else.” The author cites one particular inci-
dent involving a poor family who had moved to Frankfort from “the 
mountains.” One child died, and the father had no money to pay for 
the burial. Being new in town and not knowing anyone, the father 
was referred to Fallis: “He asked my Father if he would loan him the 
money so that he could bury his child. My Father paid all the burial 
expenses and did not charge the man anything but a good meal.”36

Wallace’s interviewees repeatedly stressed the compassionate 
dimension of John Fallis’s personality through many stories of Fal-
lis giving credit at his store, paying for coal and food, and paying 
for funerals when families could not. The unpublished family narra-
tive written in the 1940s captures the sentiments shared by many of 
Craw’s former residents.

BLOWN TO KINGDOM COME

Fallis’s biographical and criminal exploits proved legendary, and 
public memory focused its attention on two primary incidents in his 
life and career. First, in 1912, Fallis faked his own death by blow-
ing up his boat with dynamite and then fl eeing Frankfort, leaving his 
wife and children behind in mourning. The headlines in the Decem-
ber 10 newspaper read, “ONLY HIS HAT FOUND WHEN HE 
DISAPPEARED: John Fallis Seemingly Is Totally Obliterated by 
Explosion.” The article contains the following report of the incident:

John Fallis, the Wilkerson street grocer, is supposed to have 
stumbled and fallen while carrying a box of dynamite from 
his store to his boathouse on the river bank about 300 yards 
back of his house Sunday night. A few minutes after he left 
the house carrying the dynamite, a terrifi c explosion shook 
Frankfort. An immense hole in the river bank showed where 
the box of dynamite had exploded and Fallis’ hat was picked 
up nearby, but not a shred of fl esh, a drop of blood or a scrap 
of clothing has been discovered near the scene that could be 
identifi ed as part of Fallis’ person. The river has been dragged 
without revealing anything of the mystery of the man’s total 
obliteration and Mrs. Fallis has offered a reward of $25 for 
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the recovery of her husband’s remains. The explosion of 
dynamite shook every building in Frankfort a minute after 8 
o’clock Sunday night.37

The article explains that Fallis had been using the dynamite to 
“blast out” a space in the hill behind the family’s house on Wilkin-
son Street. While John was away that Sunday, Mrs. Fallis had found 
the children playing with the sticks of dynamite. The article contin-
ues: “When Mr. Fallis returned home his wife told him he ought to 
take the dangerous stuff down to his houseboat on the river, which 
was some three hundred yards from their home, so that the children 
could not get it. Fallis at once took the box of dynamite and started 
to the boat with it. A few minutes later a terrifi c explosion was heard 
all over the city.”38 The article reports that the neighborhood quickly 
mobilized upon hearing the explosion, searching the riverbank and 
dragging the river, “but not a shred of clothing that Fallis wore, nor 
a fragment of his body could be found.” According to the article, 
“Everybody in Frankfort discussed the explosion yesterday and many 
different theories were advanced about it, but as not a single piece 
of clothing or of the body were found, the matter still remains a mys-
tery.” The article states that Fallis’s body, believed to be in the river, 
would be discovered in a matter of days. It describes Fallis as a gro-
cer who was “thought to be in a fairly prosperous condition” and who 
was survived by his wife and fi ve children, ranging in age from one to 
twelve years old. The article opines that the reward of $250 for the 
body’s recovery would “stimulate a number of people to watch the 
river for a week or more with the hope that the body will rise to the 
top of the water.”39

The following day the local paper reported that the search for 
Fallis’s remains continued, with no success. Interestingly, the last 
lines of that day’s article read: “It is stated that Fallis had several 
thousand dollars insurance on his life, including some accident insur-
ance.”40 With a reward offered for the discovery of his remains, and 
his wife about to collect on the insurance, Fallis mysteriously reap-
peared the evening of December 14, fi ve days following the inci-
dent. The headline read: “JOHN R. FALLIS RETURNS HOME 
AFTER FLIGHT: Finds Administrator in Charge of Estate and 
Wife Mourning.” The article explains that Fallis had not after all 
perished in the explosion: “John Fallis is alive. While rivermen with 
lanterns and grappling hooks and stimulated by the reward of $250 
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offered by his administrator were searching the cold depths of the 
Kentucky river for fragments of his remains last night, he walked in 
on his overjoyed wife and four children. The story of Fallis’ wander-
ings since the explosion of dynamite on the river bank in the rear 
of his store last Sunday night would furnish the plot of a popular 
romance.”41 The article recaps the incident and the efforts of search 
parties over the past few days. More important, it recounts Fallis’s 
version of events and presents a logical explanation for his mysteri-
ous disappearance:

He did, indeed, stumble, as surmised, but he threw the box 
down the bank, and the next thing he knew, according to his 
statement, he was near the railroad and overheard someone 
in passing remark how terrible it was “those people being 
killed with dynamite.” The fear seized him that he had killed 
someone. He walked to Christiansburg and caught a freight 
train for Louisville. He did not tarry there longer than neces-
sary to board another train for Jacksonville, Fla., and there 
while waiting for a boat he read a newspaper that he was the 
only victim of the explosion. He immediately wrote a letter 
to The State Journal, which beat him back to Frankfort only 
a few hours and in the letter he told the story of his fl ight. He 
arrived shortly after 9 o’clock last night on an inter-urban car 
from Lexington.42

Since only the Fallis houseboat suffered harm, the general public 
accepted John Fallis’s explanation for his bizarre disappearance fol-
lowing the explosion. Presumably, everyday life for the Fallis family 
resumed.

The family narrative attributes the origins of this 1912 incident 
to marital tension over John’s regular infi delities. The author of this 
narrative describes John as a smooth-talking “Don Juan” who had a 
“keen eye for pretty women,” yet notes that “his good wife stuck to 
him, even after catching him with other good looking women.” The 
narrator walks the reader through the events of the day of the explo-
sion: “Johnie and his wife Anne had a good stiff argument about 
the way Johnie was carrying on, so he decided he’d tell his wife he 
would end everything for good.” The narrative states that Fallis went 
down to where one of his boats had been tied up on the Kentucky 
River and placed dynamite strategically on the boat. Taking a long 
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fuse to shore, Fallis lit the fuse and ran up the bank. The narrative 
continues:

After the terrifi c explosion his wife and friends soon gathered 
at the boat to see what happened to Johnie. After fi nding part 
of his clothing, he put around the boat, they said, “Poor Joh-
nie had blown himself to Kingdom Come.” But Johnie was sly 
as a fox. He caught a freight train in the stillness of the night 
and went off to St. Charles, Louisiana, to work as a carpenter. 
Poor Anne and his family were grieving their hearts out for 
Johnie. After several weeks away from home, Johnie wrote to 
Anne. She was scared to death when she received the letter 
from him. She was in mourning and was about to receive his 
death insurance. Johnie only pulled this trick to see if Anne 
still loved him. Like always, she forgave him for everything.43

The family account differs from the newspaper accounts in sev-
eral ways. One major discrepancy concerns the length of time Fallis 
was absent from Craw. “Bixie” Fallis’s document states that Fallis was 
gone for “several weeks,” while the news accounts have him return-
ing after only fi ve days. The family narrative offers insight on the 
origins of the argument between John and Anne and admits, even 
celebrates, Fallis’s premeditation. The family account further claims 
that Fallis, after disappearing, worked as a carpenter in St. Charles, 
Louisiana, whereas Fallis claimed, in his statements to the newspa-
pers, that he had been in Florida. In an unrelated article about John 
Fallis that appeared in the State Journal in 1921, the reporter revis-
ited the 1912 incident:

He created a sensation several years ago by disappearing after 
an explosion of dynamite on the river bank which wrecked 
his johnboat. He had carried the dynamite down to it and 
shortly afterwards there was an explosion which shook that 
part of the city. His hat was found and the river was dragged 
for remnants of his body. It was so certain he had been killed 
that application was made to collect his life insurance, but a 
few weeks later he wrote from Florida saying he had stum-
bled and dropped the dynamite and the explosion had so 
stunned him that he didn’t know anything until he recovered 
his senses in Florida.44
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Nine years after the incident, newspaper accounts also exagger-
ated the timeline of Fallis’s disappearance, extending the fi ve days 
reported in 1912 to a more dramatic return “a few weeks later.” Pub-
lic memory had already begun to capitalize on the hype surrounding 
the life of John Fallis during his own lifetime.

The oral history accounts are no less dramatic. Evelyn Carroll 
remembered the incident best, and with a little coaxing from Linda 
Anderson, one of Carroll’s friends and a local historian present for 
the interview, she related her tale.45

Carroll: So, we thought he’d died. We dug his grave. We put 
some apples in the grave and covered him up.

Anderson: So he’d have something to eat.
Carroll: Then he come back, so we went out and dug him up. 

We laid Johnny, but old Johnny come back to haunt us.
Anderson: You never did . . . you never did tell him that tale.
Carroll: Did you want it?
Wallace: Yes, I’d . . . [laughter—Carroll and Anderson].
Anderson: Yeah, tell it. Tell it on the tape recorder about 

Johnny showing up.
Carroll: It was funny.
Anderson: Yeah, do it. Tell it.
Carroll: Well, it was a tale that you heard. You couldn’t swear to 

it, but you heard it, didn’t you?
Anderson: We heard it spoken, yeah [laughter]. And we said, 

“Oh, our Johnny’s dead.”
Wallace: Big Johnny Fallis?
Anderson: And everybody down there was running to the 

riverbank. You tell him about it. Yeah, go ahead.
Carroll: His clothes was just up there in the tree and up on the 

riverbank. His shoes was up there.
Wallace: What, this tremendous explosion and all this stuff was 

blown . . .
Carroll: Yeah. We thought they’d blowed Johnny up and his 

clothes was up there. And I guess he knowed about what 
time the freight train is going; so he swum the river, and 
he goes over to the old water tank, gets on that freight, and 
leaves. Of course, they’re dragging the river, and we was all 
crying and going on.

  Well, we didn’t see him for several months. And, oh, 
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here come . . . our Johnny. It was several months later, and 
up pops John Fallis. My sister must have saw him fi rst. She 
ran to tell Mom, but Mom didn’t believe her, and she said, 
“You come and see.” So she did, and we all saw John Fallis. 
And the last time they had seen anything about him, his 
clothes over there in that tree on the riverbank.

Wallace: Everybody thought he’d been blown to kingdom come.
Carroll: And he puts his clothes in the river and got them wet 

and throwed them up there. So they’d think he was blowed 
up, you know. And then, he just wanted to leave.

Anderson: But her sister was the little child standing at the 
door, and she called him “Johnny Foddis.” And she went 
back to the kitchen, turned around, and said, “Mommy,” 
says, “I see ‘Johnny Foddis.’” And her mamma says, “Oh, 
honey,” says, “Don’t say that.” Says, “Johnny’s dead.”

  She says, “No, Mommy, I see ‘Johnny Foddis.’” She went 
to the door and looked out, and there he was, grinning. 
And she says, “Well, my goodness, Johnny,” says, “Where 
in the world have you been?” And he put his hand up to 
his elbow and says, “I’ve been where the bananas grow that 
long.” But of course, they was glad to see him back. . . .

Carroll: Been to South America. He was their good friend, 
wasn’t he? We was glad for him to come back, so we give 
him some pennies. We couldn’t stand to think he was 
gone.46

Carroll’s fi rsthand account of John Fallis’s much-touted death 
and sudden return “several months later” exaggerates both the 
length of his absence—“several months”—and the location of his 
destination—decidedly romantic and dramatically far away from 
Frankfort. Carroll wastes no time refl ecting on Fallis’s explanations 
for his actions and assumes that he faked his death. When Wallace 
asked for her interpretations of John’s reasons, she assumed that he 
was running from the law.

When Wallace mentioned that besides being in the grocery 
business, Fallis had an interest in boat building and the river, R. T. 
Brooks laughed:

Brooks: Oh [laughing], yeah. He faked suicide one time. . . .
Wallace: He and his wife sort of got maybe a little crosswise.
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Brooks: Well, see, he was going to old Ida Howard [laughing]. 
That’s what Ms. Fallis calls her. And she was a good-looking 
woman, but she was a lady of the town. And she was very 
religious. And she’d said . . . she’d call him a “slink.” Said, 
“That ‘slink’ ain’t going to touch me after being with that 
old Ida Howard,” you know. And . . . she was a lady of the 
town . . . and she was a good-looking woman.47

Brooks cites John’s infi delity with Ida Howard as the main source for 
marital tension between John and Anne Fallis. Whether Brooks con-
siders this particular affair as the source of the argument that incited 
Fallis to fake his own death is unclear. Leaving this topic behind, 
Brooks quickly moves on to a discussion of Fallis’s relationship with 
Anna Mae Blackwell, but later he returns to it unprompted:

Brooks: But at the time he faked . . . you was talking about boat 
building. He blowed that thing up, see, with dynamite and 
put cow bones and everything else in there, and they was 
dragging for him and looking for him, see. They said, “Well, 
John Fallis got blowed up down there.” Well, he set it up 
because this was a shanty boat. But a lot of people lived on 
the river then.

Wallace: But you say . . . because he and his wife had a falling 
out?

Brooks: They were out . . . and his son and the police was after 
him, see. . . . Matter of fact . . . he watched them drag for 
him, and he was up on Fort Hill watching them. . . . They 
were dragging for him, see. He had blowed that up. . . . I 
don’t think it was for any insurance. That was just to get 
them off his back.48

R. T. Brooks introduces several new elements into the narrative. 
In addition to marital tension between John and his wife, Brooks, 
like Evelyn Carroll, implies that John may have been fl eeing legal 
problems. The notion that Fallis had planted cow bones, in addition 
to his torn clothing, in order to deceive the search teams is unique. 
Finally, the idea that Fallis watched his neighbors from Fort Hill as 
they searched for his remains recalls a famous motif in Mark Twain’s 
The Adventures of Tom Sawyer in which Tom witnesses the search 
for his remains and his own funeral.
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FUGITIVE FROM THE LAW

Another major incident involving John Fallis occurred on June 15, 
1921, when Fallis found himself at the center of Frankfort’s most 
dramatic and violent single event of the decade. By the time the 
smoke had cleared in the morning, and the fi ery embers had cooled, 
John Fallis had shot three of the eight policemen on the Frankfort 
police force; two innocent bystanders; and, by accident, his own son. 
The State Journal published a report stating that Offi cer E. H. Tay-
lor had caught Carlos Fallis climbing on a roof of a building in order 
to gaze “down on a carnival in the rear of the old Capitol.” After Car-
los was ordered down, the boy struggled, and an altercation ensued. 
Taylor was backed up by offi cers Wainscott and Willhelm, and as the 
three led Carlos Fallis to the station, John Fallis “intercepted them 
at Main and Lewis Street.” After Fallis verbally warned the offi cers 
to set Carlos free, Fallis opened fi re: “Two shots in quick succession 
struck down two of the offi cers and a third went wild. . . . Policeman 
Taylor had been disarmed during the struggle of arresting Carlos 
and quick to act as he was to shoot, Fallis caught his son by the arm 
and hurried hmi [sic] away through the rapidly gathering crowd. On 
the way to their home, a boy whom they passed heard Fallis say: ‘I 
got you out this time, but don’t you ever go out again without a gun.’” 
The article describes eyewitness accounts claiming that one of Car-
los’s companions had reported the arrest to John Fallis, who “hurried 
to the carnival grounds and through the Old Capitol yard, where he 
fi red his revolver in the air.” The witness dramatically described Fal-
lis running through the State House yard, fi ring shots in the air and 
shouting at the offi cers to “let his son go.” The article cites another 
eyewitness, L. J. Skiles, identifi ed as “an insurance man,” who stated 
that he saw “some one brush by him and then heard the report of a 
revolver. He said that he recognized Fallis.”49

Fallis retreated to his grocery store on Wilkinson with his teen-
age son Carlos. In response to Fallis’s rampage, Sheriff Bain Moore 
and Chief of Police Y. D. Mangan deputized several citizens at the 
scene and contacted Governor Edwin P. Morrow for additional assis-
tance. Governor Morrow contacted the head of Kentucky’s National 
Guard, Adjutant General Morris, who supplied the posse with 
Springfi eld rifl es and ammunition from the state arsenal. With Fal-
lis barricading himself in his store, the posse surrounded the build-
ing. At this point, Offi cer Charles “Slug” Noonan approached the 
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door. As he approached, Fallis called out for him not to enter. When 
Noonan continued approaching the door, “Fallis fi red point blank 
with a shotgun terribly wounding him.” The article reports that some 
of the buckshot struck posse members John Foster and Jeff Lynn 
and Offi cer Jesse Colston, who was shot in the arm. The posse was 
ordered to surround the house and “prevent Fallis’ escape.”

Other positions were taken up along the river and on the hill above 
Fallis’s home. The article states that “neighbors of Fallis declare that 
his house is a regular arsenal”: “They said that he has dynamite in the 
house, shot guns and many pistols. Fallis is known as a bad man and 
is said to always carry two Colt Automatics. . . . Because of his repu-
tation for being a ‘bad man’ Fallis is feared by a lot of his neighbors. 
His friends say that he is alright as long as things suit him but that 
if anyone disagrees with him then he is ‘some fi ghter. According to 
persons who have known Fallis for years he has always said he would 
kill anybody who interferred [sic] with his family in any way.” Fallis 
was reported to have gone home following the initial shootings, tell-
ing his wife and children to go to a neighbor’s home because he had 

Frankfort State Journal, June 16, 1921. Courtesy of the Frankfort State Journal.
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an infant who was “seriously ill” and was expected to die. When the 
police asked his wife if she would approach John while he was bar-
ricaded in the store to try to get him to surrender, she was reported 
as saying, “I wouldn’t dare,” claiming that her husband “would shoot 
her.”50 Losing patience with Fallis and fearing more casualties, the 
men began fi ring multiple volleys into the store, eventually causing it 
to catch fi re. However, Fallis mysteriously escaped his burning store 
and eluded the surrounding posse, becoming a fugitive from the law.

The governor offered a $500 reward for his capture, and rumors 
of Fallis’s whereabouts commanded public attention throughout the 
region. His crimes captured daily headlines in nearby cities, includ-
ing Lexington and Georgetown, and the next day the State Jour-

nal reported a series of Fallis 
sightings and a message from 
John Fallis himself. The article 
describes armed men stationed 
at “every entrance to Frank-
fort,” waiting for Fallis’s arrival. 
Fallis had apparently been seen 
“coming to Frankfort with two 
45 automatics dangling in their 
holsters from his belt.” An 
eyewitness account from Tay-
lor Carter, an engineer on the 
Frankfort and Cincinnati rail-
road, claimed that Fallis “had 
visited the Duvall station, four 
miles from Georgetown and 
had talked with W. A. Richard-
son, station agent.” According 
to Carter, Richardson claimed 
that Fallis had sent both a gun 
and a note for his wife. Rich-
ardson had given the gun and 
the note to Wallace Carter, Tay-
lor Carter’s brother, who was 
the engineer on a freight that 
had arrived in Frankfort the 
preceding day. The note alleg-
edly advised Mrs. Fallis to “take 

Frankfort State Journal, June 21, 1921. 
Courtesy of the Frankfort State Journal.
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the gun and murder an offi cer.” It continued, “If you do not I will 
return tonight and kill him myself.”51

Fallis fi nally surrendered to authorities on June 20, seven days 
after the shootings. The State Journal reported that “John Fal-
lis, gunman, now in the Jefferson county jail, will have to face four 
charges of malicious shooting and wounding with the intent to kill.” 
Fallis waived his examining trial, secured bond, and returned to 
Frankfort. The same article allowed Fallis to publicly tell his side 
of the story: “John R. Fallis . . . denied in the Jefferson County Jail 
he was a desperado, and added that after a bath and rest he would 
be ready to go back to Frankfort to face trial.” The article described 
Fallis as “unkempt, unshaven and haggard from his fi ve days’ hiding 
while posses scoured the countryside.” Fallis apparently “deplored 
his looks,” which he felt gave him a “desperate appearance,” and said 
that he didn’t want the public to “consider him a dangerous man.” 
Fallis stated, “I was never more than fi ve miles from Frankfort.”

He continued, “When I hear that my 3-month-old baby was at the 
point of death nothing could keep me from seeing him and my wife.” 
Fallis claimed to have stayed two days in the vicinity of Stamping 
Ground, just east of Frankfort, where he slept out in the open, and 
provided his version of the day’s events: “He was in his home above 
his grocery, last Wednesday evening when a youth brought word his 
son Carlos, 18 years old, was under arrest and being beaten to death 
by police.” Grabbing his .45-caliber automatic pistol, he “rushed up 
the street, fi ring two shots into the air.” He claimed that when Fal-
lis demanded that Carlos be freed, Offi cer Wainscott reached for his 
gun. Subsequently, Fallis shot the offi cer twice. He then shot Offi -
cer Wilhelm, “who held the handcuffs which were on Carlos’ wrists.” 
Fallis stated, “I then shot at Patrolman Taylor, but missed, and Tay-
lor ran away.” Fallis took his son home, informed, he claimed, that 
several armed men were pursuing him. He sent his wife and chil-
dren across the street. When Offi cer Noonan appeared at the door 
and demanded Fallis’s surrender, Fallis poked his shotgun through a 
window and “dropped the offi cer”:

Fallis then ran out of the back door and made his way to the 
country, taking his shotgun, revolver and some money he says. 
. . . “I hid near the Kentucky River Distillery after return-
ing to the Frankfort vicinity and saw machine loads of armed 
men searching for me. I stayed at the distillery until Sunday 
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night when I learned my baby was sick and went to visit it.” 
Fallis declared his only idea was to save his son when he was 
told the police were beating young Carlos to death and said 
he had no desire to harm anyone else though he had many 
opportunities.52

THE MAKING OF A FOLK HERO

Fallis stood trial for indictment #2976, the fi rst count of “Shooting 
and Wounding Another With Intent to Kill,” for shooting Offi cer 
Guy Wainscott and was convicted on April 14, 1922, sentenced to 
six months in the county jail and ordered to pay a fi ne of $250. For 
indictment #2977, the shooting of Offi cer C. E. Noonan, Fallis was 
acquitted on January 4, 1923. Charges were dropped for indictment 
#2975, the shooting of Offi cer William Wilhelm, at the request of 
Offi cer Wilhelm in a letter composed on November 10, 1924. D. 
Mangan, the chief of police, submitted a letter in support of Offi cer 
Wilhelm’s request for clemency. While Fallis awaited trial in January 
1924, he was arrested again for one charge of “Having in Possession 
an Illicit Still” and four charges of “Selling Intoxicating Liquor.” Fal-
lis pled guilty and was convicted on all fi ve counts. In addition to the 
six months he would serve for shooting Guy Wainscott, he received 
four months’ additional time for bootlegging.

That Fallis served minimal time for the shootings was a victory in 
itself. But Fallis took his luck even further—he sued his insurance 
companies, Rhode Island Insurance Company and British America 
Assurance Company, for fi re damage to his grocery store suffered 
during his spree. Fallis simply denied that the damages incurred to 
his store were the direct result of his crimes—and he won. The jury 
awarded Fallis more than $1,600.

Fallis’s nephew Jo Beauchamp told Jim Wallace his version of the 
events that led to the 1921 shootings:

Wallace: Oh, I’ve heard a story where . . . John Fallis shot 
Offi cer Wilhelm was coming up toward, I guess, his store 
or something . . . and he thought it was Guy Wainscott.

Beauchamp: No, that’s not. It was “Slug” Noonan that he shot 
with his pump gun. Shot him through the glass. He was 
sneaking around looking in there. And he told Carlos . . . 
Carlos had one of his little brothers or a sister in his arms, 
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said, “You back down here till I can get this pump gun.” It 
was “Slug” Noonan. It wasn’t Wilhelm.

Wallace: Ah, okay.
Beauchamp: It was “Slug” Noonan. And they got that pump 

gun out from under that counter, and boy, he poured it on. 
Got him right in the damn face, glass and all.

Wallace: Did he live?
Beauchamp: Oh, yeah. All of them offi cers, he shot . . . I think 

he shot three that night. He shot Colston, Guy Wainscott, 
and “Slug” Noonan.

Wallace: Well, what led to the incident? Why . . . why were . . .
Beauchamp: Well, there was a carnival here in town, and Carlos 

was a young boy, and he wanted to look in that girlie show, 
and he climbed up on the damn tent, looking down at them 
girls dancing down there, and nude.

Wallace: Yeah.
Beauchamp: And one of these carnival men called the police, 

and Guy Wainscott didn’t like him no way, so he got him 
down there, and Carlos put up a battle with him, and 
somebody went down there and told Uncle Johnny, and it 
was just a short distance up there from Wilkerson Street. It 
happened up there on . . . right there on Madison Street. 
When Uncle Johnny got up there, well, Wainscott was 
beating on Carlos with this club, and he backed off [and] 
said, “Don’t hit him no more.” He hit him again, and then, 
Johnny shot him. And he had a .45 automatic. And he got 
Carlos and went on home, and Colston was on the police 
force, and he was supposed to have been a bad man, and 
they tried to keep him away from down there and not let 
him go because they wanted to take Uncle Johnny alive.

Wallace: Yeah.
Beauchamp: But nothing happened. He broke loose from them 

and went down there and . . . [laughing], shit, here they 
come hauling his ass back. He shot him.53

Beauchamp offers an interesting and rare perspective on Fal-
lis’s interaction with his son Carlos during the incident. No other 
individual offered Jim Wallace any information about Fallis’s 1921 
shooting spree, and the family narrative makes no mention of the 
incident. That Fallis served only a total of six months for his crimes 
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is astonishing. That he successfully sued his insurance company for 
rebuilding his store was extraordinary. But Fallis’s greatest victory 
must be that his reputation as a violent criminal has never overshad-
owed his “Robin Hood” status in local public memory.

In August 1929, Fallis found himself, again, in a heated shoot-
out in the street, this time with Offi cer Richard Glass, on Election 
Day for the primaries. In the course of the skirmish, a stray bul-
let from Fallis’s weapon struck a bystander in a voting booth, Lewis 
Brightwell, who later died from his injuries. Fallis was arrested for 
manslaughter. The Lexington Herald reported that Fallis had been 
released on $1,000 bond pertaining to a manslaughter charge “in 
connection with the death of Lewis Brightwell.” Brightwell had been 
wounded in the leg when Fallis engaged in “a pistol duel with Patrol-
man Glass on Election Day. Blood poisoning and lockjaw resulted 
from the wound and Brightwell died.”54 The family narrative offers 
the following account of the Election Day shootout:

It was voting day, and by some reason there was a shot fi red 
and my Father’s friend, who was standing near him said to my 
Father, Johnie that man is shooting at you. My Father jumped 
behind a gas tank. Then my Father shot at him and the bullet 
went wild and struck the voting booth, and Mr. Brighwell [sic] 
was hit in the leg, and late on took Lock Jaw and died in great 
agony at the hospital. He was a good friend of my Fathers and 
then his people had a warrant for my Father and they placed 
man slaughter against him. My father mourned a great deal 
about it for he cared so much for “Old Dad,” as we all called 
him and my Father didn’t live but two weeks, from that time 
until he was laid away.55

As the narrative suggests, Fallis was fatally shot at two o’clock in 
the morning on August 18, 1929, while he was out on bail—struck 
by Everett Rigsby with fi ve bullets during a craps game in a house 
at the corner of Clinton and Gashouse Alley. That morning, Fal-
lis’s death dramatically made the front page of the Frankfort State 
Journal. The article reported that Fallis had been shot in the head 
and several times in the side. When struck, Fallis “fell in to the arms 
of one of the men standing nearby” and died instantly. The article 
notes that fi fteen to twenty men who allegedly witnessed the shoot-
ing quickly dispersed, making it “very diffi cult to get accurate details 



(Above) Frankfort State Journal, August 
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18, 1929. Courtesy of the Frankfort State 
Journal.
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of the shooting at such an early hour in the morning.” The article 
continues: “News of the shooting spread rapidly, and in a few min-
utes a large crowd of curiosity seekers had gathered and it was only 
with the greatest diffi culty that they could be restrained.”56

The Lexington Herald reported that there were possibly thirty 
men taking part in the craps game that evening. With regard to 
Fallis’s possible complicity in his own death, the newspaper states: 
“Police said that they were unable to ascertain whether Fallis fi red 
any shots but declared that they found no gun on his body.”57 After 
shooting Fallis, Rigsby “left the house and walked down the street 
about fi fty yards,” where he turned himself in to Offi cer Richard 
Glass, the policeman who had engaged in a shootout with Fallis the 
week before. Rigsby apparently told Glass, “I have just killed John 
Fallis and want to surrender.” The police offi cer detained Rigsby 
in the city workhouse and later transferred him to the county jail. 
Rigsby waived his examining trial; his bond was set at $5,000. The 
State Journal describes the courtroom, “with such a crowd present 
that every available seat in the room was taken and the halls and 
stairways were packed solid.” Rigsby is described as “dressed in a 
brown suit and as calm and cool as if nothing had happened. He 
gazed through the crowds, speaking to friends who were present. 
During the long wait he smoked several cigarettes and chewed a 
cake of chewing gum.”58 Despite the circumstances of the killing, 
the testimony, and the witnesses present, and despite Everett Rigs-
by’s confession to Offi cer Glass, Rigsby was acquitted of the crime 
of murder.

Wallace’s interviews with R. T. Brooks and Jo Beauchamp describe 
the context of the killing and candidly raise questions about it.

Brooks: Well, down that, in that alley, see . . . now, when you 
get on down to the corner of Center and Clinton Street, 
this is where John Fallis got killed. This was actually the 
building. I was telling you that he was, he had gone to bed. 
But he had to walk a half a block down and a half a block 
up, and they was in Ed Fincels’. See, there was some old 
meat markets down in there, too.

Wallace: Umhumm.
Brooks: Yeah. See, Fincels run the meat market. Well, this was 

Ed Fincels’ place. See, John wasn’t . . . they didn’t go in 
the Peach Tree where he run. . . . They . . . walked down 
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the corner, but . . . and the way I understood it . . . in the 
back of . . . when you go into Fincels’, of course, it was like 
the old saloon. In the back room, there’s always a gambling 
table, see.

Wallace: Sure.
Brooks: That’s where they had them. But you sold your beer 

and liquors out front or . . . well, you wasn’t allowed to sell 
liquors because it was illegal at that time, but they sold 
“boot-moonshine” liquors, you know [laughter]. . . .
But, anyhow, this . . . this Rigsby, I understand, cheated 
on purpose, and John Fallis reached over and whops him 
one, but he’s got the gun out under here . . . and pulls the 
trigger. And John Fallis jumps up and reaches for his gun, 
but he doesn’t even have it with him. And then, the guy 
poured two or three more into him, see, and . . .

Wallace: So he was actually playing cards when he got killed.
Brooks: It was murder. It was murder.
Wallace: He didn’t have a gun on him.
Brooks: Yeah. It was murder. It was set up, and, uh . . .
Wallace: Well, did, uh, did the police fear coming down into 

Craw?
Brooks: Well, they did. They . . . if they’d come, they’d just go 

through [laughter]. They didn’t stop.
Wallace: They really didn’t . . .
Brooks: But that’s what I was telling you. He had an air about 

him, you know, that they knew that they better not. . . . 
They could come down there as long as they stayed in line 
and didn’t try to interfere with anything. But they were the 
law. And he . . . he respected the law, but he did like [what] 
he wanted to do, too.

Wallace: It sounds like he was a man of political infl uence, too.
Brooks: Yeah, he was. And everybody respected John Fallis.

Earlier in the interview, Mrs. Brooks had joined R.T., recalling Fal-
lis’s murder:

Brooks: I was probably only two blocks from where he got 
killed when I was a kid because I remember the headline 
says “John Fallis Killed” and you can . . .

Mrs. Brooks: What did it call him? He was the czar or . . .
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Brooks: The King of Craw is dead.
Mrs. Brooks: King of Craw . . .
Brooks: That’s the way they said it.
Mrs. Brooks: Yeah.
Brooks: The King of Craw.59

R. T. Brooks’s detailed account of Fallis’s murder complements 
the account given by Jo Beauchamp. The theories put forth by 
Brooks and Beauchamp focus attention on the fact that Fallis’s kill-
ing was a professional job and Everett Rigsby was a professional gun 
for hire. Beauchamp specifi ed who he thought ordered the murder.

Wallace: ’Cause Fallis was dead by ’29, wasn’t he?
Beauchamp: Yeah. They had a hired gun got him.
Wallace: What happened there? I do . . .
Beauchamp: Well, he was . . . Them police was scared of 

him. And they wanted to get rid of him, and by God, they 
brought in a professional killer. That’s what we always 
believed. . . . a fellow by the name of Rigsby.

Wallace: Yeah, Everett Rigsby.
Beauchamp: Everett Rigsby, and, uh . . .
Wallace: Do you know the story of the night that he was shot, 

how that happened?
Beauchamp: Well, now, they was having a crap game down 

there in one of them joints, and they got in an argument 
over there, and this guy said he’d made his point, and then 
Uncle Johnny said, “You’re a lying little hooker. You didn’t 
do it,” and then, by God, he [Everett Rigsby] just pulled 
out his gun and shot him.

Wallace: Yeah.
Beauchamp: He fell under the crap table, and he walked 

around that crap table and took dead aim and hit him right 
there.

Wallace: Made sure he fi nished . . .
Beauchamp: Made sure he killed him. He come down there to 

kill him in the fi rst place. He’d been down there looking 
for him before because I heared Grant Fallis tell Uncle 
Johnny, says, “Johnny, watch yourself now. There’s a man 
looking for you.” And Uncle Johnny says, “Well, I’ll pin 
a rose in his ass with that pump gun if he comes around 
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fooling with me.” And he carried a .45 automatic in his 
hip pocket all the time. It was a nickel-plated and pearl-
handled. Heck, I’ve seen it time and time again.

Wallace: He didn’t get a chance to draw it, I guess. He got shot 
before . . .

Beauchamp: No. They tried to say he didn’t have his gun on 
him, but Chester, when he fell under that table, Chester 
took that gun off of him.

Wallace: Oh.
Beauchamp: Chester Fallis, who was running the joint.
Wallace: Was it the Peach Tree, you think, or what . . .
Beauchamp: No. It was . . . called it the Wide Awake.
Wallace: The Wide Awake.
Beauchamp: Yeah, it was right on the corner of Gaines Alley 

and Clinton Street.
Wallace: Well, you’re the fi rst one who’s ever known all the 

details.60

Beauchamp’s account of the evening’s events includes the 
sequence of events, the location, conversations Fallis had, and the 
whereabouts of Fallis’s supposed fi rearm. As Fallis’s nephew, Beau-
champ may have been privy to information known by family mem-
bers alleged to have been present at the killing. Since twenty to thirty 
witnesses supposedly were present at the craps game, yet unavail-
able to authorities, vernacular accounts of the incident diffused into 
the community and entered the realm of public memory without 
much reference to printed sources.

Fallis’s funeral, held at the Frankfort Cemetery on Tuesday, 
August 20, 1929, was well documented in the news media. The fam-
ily narrative briefl y describes his funeral: “He was so kind to the 
age[d], both white and colored. His funeral was held at home. The 
old colored Mammies bowed their heads and wept as they gazed on 
his body. They said he always done for them when they asked him.”61

The oral history interviews include little information about 
John Fallis’s family after his death, but apparently his wife and chil-
dren stayed in Frankfort. Anne Fallis still owned their home at 703 
Wilkinson Street when urban renewal forced her to sell in the 1960s. 
Carlos became a Kentucky state representative, and Bixie became a 
local fi refi ghter. Fallis’s daughter Annie died in an automobile acci-
dent, and his son John Jr. died at an early age. Anna Mae Blackwell 
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married again. Upon Anne Fallis’s death, John’s son Bixie had his 
father’s remains exhumed and reburied beside her at Sunset Cem-
etery on the outskirts of Frankfort.

John Fallis’s life and death profoundly impacted the community of 
Frankfort, both inside and outside Craw, and his legend continues to 
resonate in the memories of his former neighbors. Certain aspects of 
Fallis’s life consistently appear in the repertoires of former residents 
when placed in the narrative context of Wallace’s interviews. Although 
Wallace found varying degrees of familiarity with Fallis’s story, 
the overwhelming majority of those interviewed—neighborhood
insiders and outsiders, black and white—knew his name well.

John Fallis has played a major part in Jim Wallace’s research 
presentations to local groups. In the mid-1990s, Wallace presented 
“The Life and Times of John Fallis” to a local group called Historic 
Frankfort, and the local cable television station videotaped it. Wal-
lace concludes his public presentations on Fallis with these words: 
“This is a death that is wrapped in a lot of mystery. Wrapped in a 
lot of mystery that will probably never ever be determined. There 
is an air of the deliberate about the death of John Fallis that has 
me curious.”62 John Fallis’s extraordinary ascent to folk-hero status 
became clear to Jim Wallace as he conducted his project. Numer-
ous and entertaining stories about him, full of plenty of details and 
facts, depending on the speaker’s perspective, give John Fallis a clear 
place in the formation of Craw’s identity. Folklorist Roger Abrahams 
writes that heroes of his type “refl ect something of the cultural val-
ues and situations around them. . . . Examination of their deeds in 
relation to other aspects of the life of the group will be helpful in 
understanding the culture of the group.”63

In his article “The Making of the Popular Legendary Hero,” Hor-
ace Beck articulates the basic criteria for a legendary hero: “First, it 
is not necessary—indeed it may well be detrimental—to be endowed 
with the . . . moral virtues to achieve heroic stature. . . . Second, it 
is imperative that the times be fortuitous to make the special fl air 
a man has shine out. . . . Third, personal fl amboyance and the abil-
ity to talk a good game far overshadows the ability to ‘cut the mus-
tard.’ . . . Fourth, and perhaps most important, is the power of the 
written word and the publicity agent.”64 John Fallis fi ts nicely into 
this model. His moral character as represented in public memory is 
contradictory. Some believe that at his core Fallis was a “good man” 
who selfl essly assisted the less fortunate of his community at a time 



The King of Craw  181

before social welfare legislation had been enacted. Others believe 
that Fallis was essentially a violent criminal who manipulated his 
community to achieve his own ends. In addition to the opportuni-
ties that bootlegging offered during Prohibition, Fallis benefi ted 
from a culture that celebrated the gangster and political-boss mod-
els. The fact that he was called the “King of Craw,” along with the 
prominence of his name on the local front pages, demonstrates the 
successful construction of Fallis’s powerful image. A combination of 
sources—including newspaper articles documenting his deeds and 
misdeeds, court records, oral history narratives, and photographs, as 
well as the written family narrative—has shaped public memories 
of John Fallis. Wallace’s oral history project captures the expression 
of public memory, while the repetition of his public presentations 
perpetuates and further concretizes Fallis’s status as an outlaw-hero. 
Indeed, this retelling will also further negotiate the heroic memory 
of John Fallis in the public sphere.

The 1940s family narrative consistently refers to Fallis as a 
“real modern Robin Hood” to whom “justice was never given” and 
emphasizes his charitable nature. In some ways, Fallis does fi t the 
classic “Robin Hood stereotype.” In his book Bandits, historian Eric 
Hobsbawm writes that both social and criminal bandits “tend to exist 
surrounded by clouds of myth and fi ction.”65 Hobsbawm describes 
social bandits as “peasant outlaws whom the lord and state regard 
as criminals, but who remain within society and are considered by 
their people as heroes . . . to be admired, helped and supported.”66 
For Fallis to be considered a “social bandit,” his legend must involve 
interactions with his community. Long after his death, stories of 
his exploits thrive in the context of public memory. Contempora-
neous media coverage of his crimes and adventures demonstrates 
a fairly high level of local celebration and support. Whether Fal-
lis consciously recognized his “constituency” will never be known.67 
However, glimpses of particular aspects of the collective tradition of 
his legend emerge. That Fallis enacted the “social bandit” tradition 
is evidenced by his behavior as expressed in news accounts, in court 
records, in the commentary found in the family narrative, as well as 
in the expression of Fallis’s life in the performance of oral history. 
The “social bandit” tradition itself may have shaped the direction 
in which Jim Wallace directed his interviews as his fascination with 
John Fallis grew.

Folklorist Américo Paredes discusses the “folklorization of actual 
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events” in his research on the Mexican ballads known as corridos. 
Paredes follows the trajectory of stories as they become “folklor-
ized,” that is, as they move between genres and groups, beginning 
with actual, historical events and moving on to artistic expressions 
recounting a given story in a “more or less factual way.”68 The story 
of John Fallis clearly underwent the folklorization process, mov-
ing away from the telling of actual events and being transformed in 
the narrative process into the range of legends that exist in present 
memory. Accounts from newspapers, the written family narrative, 
and the performance of oral histories combine to commemorate the 
life of this outlaw-hero. The traditional bandit is often positioned in 
opposition to injustice, and urban renewal was arguably the greatest 
injustice to befall Craw. Most accounts recall John Fallis as a con-
tradictory folk hero—a neighborhood boss who fed the poor and 
helped the sick and grieving, including African Americans. Yet, Fal-
lis’s violent and criminal tendencies proved so dramatic that retell-
ings of his exploits continue. As a result, John Fallis has become 
a powerful symbolic representation of subversion of and rebellion 
against authority for both black and white members of the Craw 
community. John Fallis, the most recognizable narrative fi gure 
emerging from Wallace’s interviews, is white—and he symbolically 
represents many black residents. Once more, the neighborhood’s 
residents demonstrate a tendency to unite around common symbols 
and common experiences rather than to choose division based upon 
race, in both legend and memory. In many ways, the expression of 
Fallis’s life story follows the traditional narrative patterns of typical 
literary and folk heroes, outlaws, and bandits. The life story of John 
Fallis as articulated in Wallace’s interviews with the former residents 
of Craw once more effectively demonstrates the powerful impact of 
tradition in the shaping and development of public memory.
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Conclusion

Remembering Craw

The Craw is gone, as are most of its longtime residents. Surface 
assumptions would suggest that individuals “remember” only the 
span of their own lives, a common perception of the nature and con-
straints of human memory and thus of oral history. However, this 
vague perception ignores the crucial role of traditional, or pub-
lic, memory in the process of constructing individual and collec-
tive historical identities. The subjects of many of the narratives of 
Craw existing in contemporary historical consciousness extend well 
beyond the temporal limits of the tellers’ own lifetimes. John Fallis, 
the legendary “King of Craw,” was killed in 1929. Most of the indi-
viduals interviewed in this collection were young children when this 
event occurred. Although they did not necessarily recollect personal 
experiences with Fallis, they knew a core set of narrative details that 
they freely offered regarding Fallis’s life. Stories about Fallis are just 
one example of the many components of esoteric knowledge nec-
essary for ongoing participation in this particular community. Sto-
ries are passed on through generations and woven into the fabric of 
collective identity. In fact, the transmission of knowledge through 
space and time is integral to cultural experience. The act of transmit-
ting this traditional knowledge in communicative events, including 
oral history interviews, frames contemporary worldviews, informing, 
defi ning, and redefi ning shared identities and thus simultaneously 
creating and perpetuating community, even in memory.

From the neighborhood’s beginnings, public perception of Craw 
selectively focused on the criminal aspects of the neighborhood’s rep-
utation. Crime remained prominent in the ongoing reformulation of 
the public memory of Craw as expressed by neighborhood outsid-
ers and, to a surprising degree, by many of those former residents 
whom Wallace interviewed in the early 1990s. Even though Wallace’s 
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interviews were consciously and intentionally framed to elicit coun-
termemories, both interviewees and interviewer found themselves 
collaboratively recalling narratives refl ecting both extremes of the 
neighborhood’s remembered past. They talked nostalgically about 
the closeness of the community but concurrently celebrated histori-
cal reputations that made the neighborhood extraordinary from a 
historical perspective. Nostalgia in these oral history interviews is 
consistently balanced by the real and the sensational in individual 
memories. The newly expressed countermemories deconstruct his-
torical memory of the neighborhood and bring a reconstituted pub-
lic memory into balance.

The physical destruction of this particular neighborhood did not 
suffi ce for local urban renewal advocates, who wanted to dispose of 
the memory of Craw along with the physical neighborhood. Farn-
ham Dudgeon told the press in 1965 that there were “too many 
people thinking of the area as ‘the Craw.’” He predicted that public 
memory would soon forget the neighborhood and hoped that “when 
our kids grow up they will never know ‘the Bottoms’ were there.”1 

Dudgeon was wrong. It has been thirty years since urban renewal 
erased the physical presence of the neighborhood, and Craw is not 
forgotten. The former residents of the neighborhood, Ron Herron, 

The neighborhood’s destruction as urban renewal begins. Courtesy of Nell Cox.
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James “Papa Jazz” Berry, Jim Wallace, and I have all attempted to 
insure otherwise.

The narrative reconstruction of Craw creates a community in 
memory. Shared identity in this community originally emerged from 
the experience of growing up together in the Bottom; that expe-
rience resulted in the formation of a shared cultural frame of ref-
erence, a shared sense of place, a shared repertoire of community 
symbols and stories. Jim Wallace’s oral history project empowered 
former residents to challenge dominant public memory and reclaim 
their community-based identity. Historian Michael Kammen writes 
that communities reconstruct their past according to the needs of the 
present.2 In the spirit of James “Papa Jazz” Berry’s printed defense 
of the neighborhood, Wallace’s project enabled former residents to 
gain some sense of control over historical meaning and articulate 
a more relevant and “usable” past.3 For former residents, this past 
gave meaning to their present and provided an ongoing connection 
to a long-cherished place.

Jim Wallace’s oral history project reframed the neighborhood 
narrative in the public sphere. As John R. Gillis notes, “Commemo-
rative activity is by defi nition social and political, for it involves the 
coordination of individual and group memories.”4 Commemoration 
occurs on three levels of Jim Wallace’s oral history project. First, 
remembrance occurs between the interviewer and the informant; 
as the interviewer, Jim Wallace became an active participant in the 
commemorative event. Commemoration also occurs at the com-
munity level as isolated individuals come together—although not 
physically in this case—to create both a community in memory and 
an archival memorial out of an oral history project. The third level 
emerges as the city of Frankfort adopts the newly emergent narra-
tive as the dominant one. Jim Wallace’s speeches live on, repeatedly 
broadcast on Frankfort’s local cable channel. The Kentucky Histori-
cal Society has hosted an exhibit of photographs and maps of the 
neighborhood in conjunction with Wallace’s lectures. The Frank-
fort City Museum has understandably embraced the more sensa-
tional and seemingly entertaining aspects of public memory and 
has repeatedly featured the folk-hero aspects of John Fallis: in its 
2009 fund-raising campaign, twenty-fi ve dollars bought the donor 
membership in the “John Fallis Gang.” Craw has also played a defi n-
ing role in the museum’s annual “Murder and Mayhem Tour” of 
Frankfort, which invites participants to “join our stroll of the streets 
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in downtown Frankfort and experience the town’s ‘dark side.’ . . . 
Because of the graphic content of Frankfort’s sordid past, the tours 
are only open to those 19 and over.”5

Since Craw’s destruction, however, the members of this commu-
nity no longer experience face-to-face interaction on a regular basis. 
“Community” in the physical sense is gone. Henrietta Gill’s remarks 
stand in here for similar ones made throughout many of the oral his-
tory interviews:

Gill: It’s a closeness that I’ll never know again.
Wallace: That’s one of the things that Papa Jazz said in his 

article and other people have said to me, that once 
everybody was scattered, a lot of friendships got lost, you 
lost contact.

Gill: I think that’s what hurts most. And now here I am, I’m at 
sixty-eight and a half, I’m one little black woman living out 
here in a white neighborhood with no friends. I don’t even 
have anyone that I can say, “Come over and have a cup of 
coffee with me.”

  Now, when we in the Bottom, all I’d have to go to the 
fence and say, “Have you had your coffee yet?”

  “No, I haven’t.”
  “Come on over and let’s have a cup of coffee. . . .”
Wallace: Yeah.
Gill: See, that’s that sharing I told you about.
Wallace: That social interaction, yeah.
Gill: Yes. And, then, you’d talk about everybody and that’s how 

you knew all of the news because . . . now, I’m sitting out 
here. . . .

Wallace: Isolated maybe?
Gill: Yeah, isolated. And we’re all just like that. You’ll see one 

here and one there.6

Through oral history research conducted for this volume and oth-
ers, and the stories’ eventual publication, the former residents of the 
neighborhood, physically separated for decades, are forever united 
in narratives conveying their common history and shared experience. 
And through this process, these stories invite neighborhood outsid-
ers to share a bond as we consider new memories of Craw, memories 
long pooled in a sense of place; carried from a near-extinguished and 
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largely alien past; and shaped into memorable symbols, icons, and 
narratives in the often nostalgic mind’s eye of the present.

Narrative expression of the past exists in the spoken present and 
in the memories of the moment. Shared identities and a sense of 
belonging to history resonate from the expression of these memo-
ries in the performance of oral histories. The dynamics of public 
memories of this neighborhood fl ow between the individual and the 
dispersed community, between tradition and innovation, between a 
sense of belonging and a sense of loss, between archival, documen-
tary, and vernacular histories, and coalesce to reconstruct a sense of 
meaning and connection, a sense of place, and now, thanks to an oral 
history project, a remembered and therefore vital community.
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