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OCEAN RIDGE — When James McBride drowned on a rocky 100-foot stretch of

beach, no lifeguard was there to rescue him. He was there because he and other blacks couldn't swim at Delray Beach's supervised municipal beach.

The tract is now an undistinguished stretch of beach across Old Ocean

Boulevard from a line of condominiums. A half-century ago, it was "Negro Beach," and the flashpoint for one of South Florida's largest civil rights battles.

In the summer of 1956, Delray Beach opened beaches and pools to blacks, then backed down. The city tried to de-annex black neighborhoods, then built a pool for blacks to deter them from city beaches. When that didn't work, they told blacks to swim at the strip miles away.

City leaders said they were trying to preserve the city's tourist trade. Unrepentant whites threatened blacks with violence and then called for authorities to close the Ocean Ridge beach because it was too dangerous.

The small stretch was uneven and unclean. Sharp rocks were scattered on the sand and in the shallow water.

"The first dive I took out there, I had to take about 16 stitches in my

head," Alfred Straghn recalled.

Straghn knew James McBride, who jumped into the water to try to rescue his brother J.C. and drowned in the summer of 1956. In fact, Straghn helped bury McBride.

Straghn now owns one of the area's major funeral homes. Then 28 and starting in the funeral business, he helped handle McBride's arrangements. Now 78 and a witness to history, he worries today's young people have no concept of the battles that preceded them.

"You can't get them to believe something like this went on," Straghn said.

"After you have went a long ways with this through the years, I believe

people get complacent about it. You forget where you came from. Both races forget how far we traveled to make this a united country. And many blacks, really, I think, forget what brought them over troubled waters."

Clashing on the coast Local newspapers, Miami television stations, Florida's governor and the national black magazine Jet were all watching what was happening in Delray Beach.

Black leaders had sued the city in January 1956 to open the city's

6,000-foot-long municipal beach and its pool. The same day, a judge

dismissed the suit, saying that no city ordinance officially barred blacks and that some blacks swam at the beach.

A cross was burned at a black night club. Black leaders and moderate city officials received death threats. The city's aquatic director said no blacks would swim in the pool as long as he was in charge. The Delray Beach Journal said in an editorial that a segregated society "can live together at peace and for the benefit of all" and called black efforts toward equality a Communist plot.

On May 20, 1956, 35 blacks went to the beach near the Seagate Club for a "wade-in." As many as 100 whites stood by. More blacks arrived. Fearing violence, Police Chief R.C. Croft ordered the beach closed. To everyone. That night, three more crosses were burned.

Later that week, the city council, citing security concerns, voted to

formally bar blacks from the beach and pool. The lone dissenting voice:

commissioner and former mayor Catherine Strong.

The following Sunday, May 27, blacks defied the city ban and went to the beach. Whites went as well. Police confiscated a trove of guns, ice picks, hatchets, machetes, chains and pipes.

The next week, on June 5, the commission voted 4-1 to get the state

legislature to let Delray Beach de-annex black neighborhoods accounting for some 3,600 residents — then, as now, about a third of the city's population. Voting no: Catherine Strong.

"It was ridiculous," Straghn recalled. The plan later died in Tallahassee.

Over the next several Sundays, more blacks, perhaps 100 at a time, conducted "swim-ins" at the city beach. Around the same time, in talks with city leaders, a group of black community leaders — while never conceding their right to use the municipal beach — accepted the idea of the separate beach in Ocean Ridge and construction of a pool on what is now Pompey Park. Thrilled they now at least had a safe place to swim, albeit segregated, local black leaders celebrated a grand opening.

By then, the city was moving on the plot in Ocean Ridge.

The 100-foot-wide, 1,100-foot strip had been in Ocean Ridge's town limits but had become an unincorporated tract, by court order, in November 1948. Delray Beach had bought it in 1954. It spent $7,278 to improve it and formally opened it in May 1957. 

"The purchase of the 100 (feet) in another city was an affront, although sincerely done, many thought and expressed at the time," Delray Beach educator and historian C. Spencer Pompey, who died in 2001, wrote in his memoir More Rivers to Cross, published in 2004. "And when one member of the (city) council acidly responded, when questioned, 'You are lucky to have 100 (feet) anywhere,' the request to use 'our beach' intensified."

Delray Beach installed two 6-foot-by-9-foot portable toilets in June 1957.

It voted to spend $3,728 to place three armed special deputies to guard the potties after more than one attempt was made to burn them down. At one point, the deputies were there around the clock, and a deputy once fired on an intruder.

For the next two years, Ocean Ridge tried to either shut down the beach or annex the property back. The spat ended up in court.

Alva H. Walker, one of the special deputies assigned to patrol the beach, testified that few blacks were using it, none in the previous two weeks, and that night use had been barred. But Ocean Ridge residents near the beach claimed its use by blacks day and night, as well as noise from a generator that powered lights, constituted a nuisance that was deterring current and potential tenants.

Realtor Walter Dutch testified the beach had depressed property values in the area to the extent his salesmen "would just rather not work the property at all." He said values dropped as soon as Delray Beach bought the tract "and word began to get around that it would be used as a Negro beach."

Blacks voted with their wallets, starting a boycott of Delray Beach

merchants. By 1960, merchants estimated they had lost $8 million. An

interracial committee was formed and met with council members and community leaders.

In an era before Florida established a sweeping public meetings law, council members held many meetings in private, sometimes in their kitchens, or told reporters the meeting was open to the public but reporters couldn't say what happened.

But by then blacks were regularly going to the municipal beach.

'Liberalize my views'

Ocean Ridge finally annexed the disputed beach in early October 1960. Mayor J.J. MacDonald told a reporter in July 1961, "All our moves and acts are aimed at getting the Negroes off our beach."

And in a September 1961 meeting that followed two "wade-ins" on successive weekends, Delray Beach city council members told a black leader they "recognized the legal rights of all Negroes to the same facilities as the white population enjoys..."

Just before that, an Ocean Ridge residents group had told Delray Beach, "now that your public beach has been desegregated, without any real disturbance and without any participation on our part, we want to cooperate with you and your council in the orderly closing and disposition of your Negro beach in our community."

By then, Delray Beach had spent more than $100,000 on the beach, mostly for the watchmen. In May 1963, it approved the sale of the property to Catherine Rex, owner of an adjacent tract. The parcel is now a string of homes just north of the Briny Breezes-Ocean Ridge line.

Gulf Stream Mayor William Koch, now 85 and still operating his

half-century-old real estate office, was president of the Delray Beach

Chamber of Commerce during the beach spat. He said the bad publicity gave way to positive ink over what was a relatively peaceful transition to integration compared to the rest of the country.

"Delray realized there was a problem and they had to address it," Koch said.

The Delray Beach Journal, which had editorialized against integration, is long gone. The Journal — then the News-Journal — was sold to Perry

Publications, which then owned The Palm Beach Post, in 1959. The

News-Journal shut down in 1986.

"My own attitudes have changed greatly in recent years, and I make no

excuses or apologies for this," Lora Sinks Britt, who had owned the Journal, said in her 1984 memoir, My Gold Coast. She died in 1999.

"Like many people, I had to liberalize my views," Britt wrote, "but this was not really too bad, because we had known for years, if only subconsciously, that there was something wrong in our society when a double standard prevailed..."

And in March 1964, when the city opened a new neighborhood center, it was named for Catherine Strong.
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