
The Clayton Conundrum  

When it Comes to Racial Equity, 
Clayton Wants to Do the Right Thing. 
Can it Summon the Will and Find the Way? 
 

By Richard H. Weiss 
Executive Editor, Before Ferguson Beyond Ferguson 
 
Kelvin Westbrook and his wife Valerie Bell moved to Clayton, Mo. a dozen 
years ago with their three children, then middle and high school age. They 
were among the first African Americans to move into Clayton Gardens, 
tearing down a modest home and building a spacious one. 
  
Just like so many of their neighbors in this town of nearly 17,000, Westbrook 
and Bell are accomplished and well-to-do. All five family members are 
Harvard graduates. Since moving from New York to the St. Louis area 25 
years ago, Westbrook co-founded a cable and telecommunications firm, 
launched a Clayton-based consultancy in the same field, served as chairman 
of the board of BJC HealthCare, and also as a member of several corporate 
boards, including ADM, Commerce Bank and Stifel Financial Corp. 
 

Bell-Westbrook family. 
 



Bell, an attorney and civic volunteer, served pro bono as a settlement 
coordinator for the St. Louis school desegregation case, then went on to lead 
the St. Louis Public School Foundation and became the first African American 
to head the board of trustees at John Burroughs School. 
 
And yet, Bell and Westbrook say they still feel like outsiders in their 
community. They know other African Americans, living or working or just 
visiting in Clayton, who do as well. 
 
If there’s a moment for Westbrook that puts it in 
sharp relief it’s when he dons athletic gear and 
heads to the Clayton Community Center to shoot 
hoops. In those moments, Westbrook transitions 
from looking like the successful businessman he is 
to a black man in a hoodie, 6 feet tall, 180 pounds 
and 64 years old. Westbrook says he doesn’t feel 
comfortable walking the five blocks from his home 
to the community center. So he drives. 
 
“It just doesn’t make sense,” Westbrook says. “But 
that’s what I do.” 
 
By contrast, no one feels any more love for his 
hometown than Alex Berger III. He likes to call Clayton “the Emerald City." 
But he’s joking at least a little bit. Berger recognizes Clayton must address a 
long festering problem that in some ways is borne of its own success. He is 
hoping the formation of a Community Equity Commission will bring about a 
day when everyone regards Clayton as he does. 
 

Berger, now retired, served many years as an 
HR specialist for several corporate 
entities. Clayton is full of professionals like 
him who bring their expertise to community 
boards. They take pride in Clayton’s status as 
a leader on such issues as minimum wage, 
smoking bans, and sustainability. 
They want to get race relations right, too, not 
as a PR ploy, they say, but because it’s the 
right thing to do. 
 

“What’s important is that people feel like they are respected when they are 
in our city as residents or visitors and that we respond to their needs,” 
Berger said. 
 

Alex Berger III at his Clayton home. 

Kelvin Westbrook 

Alex Berger III at his Clayton home. 



If that occurs, many will cite as a catalyst an incident that occurred just 
around midnight on July 7, 2018 at an IHOP on the southwest edge of the 
municipality. 
 
That’s when Clayton police stopped a group of 10 African American college 
students on suspicion of participating in a dine-and-dash incident at the 
restaurant. In the aftermath, one of the students, Teddy Washington, along 
with his parents filed a complaint, saying the students were victims of racial 
profiling. It drew attention because the students were innocent and 
exemplary. They were just getting started with their collegiate careers at 
one of the nation’s finest schools. The university’s administration, which had 
been struggling with racial equity issues of its own, was quick to stand up for 
its students and demanded an immediate apology. 
 
Then-state Rep. 
Stacey Newman, D-
Richmond Heights; 
Washington University 
professor Shanti 
Parikh; Clayton 
resident and racial 
equity advocate Laura 
Horwitz; and Redditt 
Hudson, an assistant 
St. Louis circuit 
attorney and co-
founder of the National 
Coalition of Law 
Enforcement Officers 
for Justice, Reform and 
Accountability, led a 
rally on the students' 
behalf on the 
commons area outside 
the high school. The 
Washingtons were 
interviewed on CNN 
and NPR. 
 
The reaction seemed to many white residents in Clayton unusually 
vociferous given that no one got hurt or even arrested. But perhaps it was 
the last straw. There had been several incidents, some documented and 
others shared by word of mouth that had rankled African Americans living 
and working in the community. 

Rabbi Susan Talve was among those speaking at a rally protesting alleged racial 
profiling by Clayton police against Washington University students.  From left, Redditt 
Hudson, then-state Rep. Stacey Newman, Laura Horwitz, Pam Washington and Shanti 
Parikh. Partially hidden in the background, Teddy Washington, one of the university 
students involved in the incident. 



 
One involved African American businessman and Clayton resident Jason 
Wilson. Wilson was stopped by police on two occasions as he was canvassing 
door-to-door for election to the Clayton School Board. In one of those 
instances, Clayton officials point out, the stop occurred because two 
residents called police regarding a different person canvassing in the same 
neighborhood. By coincidence, they say, Wilson was in the same area. 
 
Also making news were annual state reports noting that Clayton police, 
among those in many municipalities, were stopping African American 
motorists in disproportionate numbers to the city's population. Clayton 
officials have said the news reports about police behavior have been blown 
out of proportion. They say the police stop reports don’t take into account 
the city’s daytime population and its position as the county seat. 
 
“I think it's an inadequate report,” said interim Clayton police chief Mark 
Smith. If you draw a three-mile radius around City Hall, the African 
American population is 29 percent. We're not just dealing solely with the 
Clayton population on a daily basis.” 
 
Even so, many African Americans interviewed for this story say they 
frequently see or learn from their friends about acquaintances who have 
been pulled over. They have no numbers, nor can they know for sure what 
prompted officers to make these stops. But their recollections are vivid, and 
they don’t see it happening often with white motorists. 
 
In late September of last year, Clayton made public a report that cleared the 
officers involved of wrongdoing in the IHOP incident. But a subsequent 
report  from consultants identified numerous challenges concerning racial 
equity, very much at odds with the way many 
residents and civic leaders see their community. 
 
The consultants said Clayton civic leaders and 
residents were facing “an existential moment” 
and “must decide if they want to sweep those 
concerns away and ignore them or if they want 
to withhold judgment, listen to each other and 
agree on the kind of community they want for 
their children.” 
 
On Sept. 24 last year, Mayor Michelle Harris and 
the Board of Aldermen approved an ordinance 
establishing the Community Equity Commission. 
 

Clayton Mayor Michelle Harris 



“Our community is committed to making Clayton a welcoming and safe place 
for all,” said after the vote. “We have an opportunity to make meaningful 
progress for our region as a whole, which continues to struggle with equity.” 
 
It won’t be easy. A long time ago, Clayton was less prosperous, but more 
diverse with a vibrant black community. Then it was made to all but 
disappear. 

'Suffocated and Snuffed Out' 
Current St. Louis area residents may find it hard to believe but there was a 
time when Clayton had more African-American residents than University 
City. In 1960, just 88 African Americans were living in University City among 
a population of more than 51,000, according to a study by the University of 
Missouri-St. Louis. By 1970, that number had grown to 9,000 and University 

Aerial view of Clayton in 1955, before it became the region's second downtown with office towers and high-rise apartment 
buildings. (Missouri Historical Society archive) 



City now has a reputation as one of the most diverse municipalities in the 
region. 
 
Clayton, by contrast, had as many as a thousand black residents, among 
15,000 residents in the 1950s and early 1960s. Many were members of 
working-class families with roots in Clayton dating at least to the 1870s.  
But by the 1960s, those residents were leaving for other parts of St. Louis 
County, to the city of St. Louis, to other parts of the nation. To a great 
degree that is why Clayton, though prosperous and progressive in so many 
ways, faces challenges and controversy around diversity and inclusion. 
 
Most of Clayton’s African-American families back in the day lived in an area 
roughly bounded by what is now Forest Park Parkway on the south, the land 
encompassing the Ritz Carlton Hotel on the east, Carondelet Avenue on the 
north, and Brentwood Boulevard on the west.  Forest Park Parkway was once 
a railroad right-right-of-way and the enclave of African-Americans, along 
with the all-black Crispus Attucks School and the all-black First Baptist 
Church of Clayton, was located on the north side of those tracks. 
 
A turning point came in 1948 when Famous-Barr opened a suburban store at 
Forsyth and Jackson Avenue. Encouraged by the store’s success, more 
retailers opened in Clayton, along with major businesses such as the Brown 
Shoe Co. In 1959, Clayton approved a master plan that carved out several 
hundred acres from the residential area where its black residents were living 
to add to its business district. This was part of a nationwide trend and it also 
took place in other parts of St. Louis County. It was then called urban 
renewal. (Critics called it urban removal, or more archly, “Negro removal”).  
 
Planners didn’t see it 
that way. To them it 
made sense to 
purchase the least 
expensive land 
available and 
contiguous to sites 
already used for 
commercial 
purposes. Those 
areas just happened 
to be where black 
residents were 
living.  
 

Clayton civic leaders celebrate construction of the municipality's first high-rise office 
building in 1962. (Missouri Historical Society archive.) 



It also happened to be the path of least resistance. Not one African-
American resident served on Clayton’s Board of Alderman nor did any hold a 
seat on the planning commission during the time that civic leaders, planners 
and developers targeted their modest homes for redevelopment. So it’s 
unlikely Clayton’s burghers gave much thought to disrupting to what was for 
Black families an idyll. 
 
One of those growing up in the targeted area was the Rev. Dr. Doris 
Graham, now 81. “We lived on a street called Bonhomme (pronounced 
bonum), but we called it bonhomie,” she recalled wistfully for Emma Riley, 

who produced a documentary about Clayton called Displaced and Erased. 
“We all knew each other and watched out for each other. It was such a 
happy time for me.” 

The McKay family in 1956, six years before they would be forced to move from Clayton as part of the city's redevelopment 
efforts. Julius McKay is at far left, and Ida McKay is in the center. (Family photo) 

https://vimeo.com/213255255


 
Also growing up in the neighborhood was Gerard McKay, one of Julius and 
Ida McKay’s seven children. Ida’s family had been living in Clayton going 
back to at least 1900 when her grandmother, Mary Breckenridge Ellis, lived 
there. Gerard can remember having cousins, aunts and uncles living in 
homes close by.  
 
The McKays lived for many years on a quarter of an acre just off Hanley 
Road.  The home was set back from the street with a terraced lawn dotted 
with apple and plum trees. Over the years, Julius, who made his living as a 
truck driver, would add to his one-bedroom frame home bit by bit. With the 
help of his brothers and friends, he installed plumbing for an indoor 
bathroom, dug out a basement, and added a dining room and a second story 
with two bedrooms for his growing family. He would also add a smokehouse, 
barbecue pit and picnic area as well.  
 
By then – the mid-to-late 1950s – Gerard, “just a small kid” as he described 
himself could almost literally see the handwriting on the wall – the signs 
posted on cyclone fencing naming the contractors doing the razing, 
excavating and new construction.  
 
“People were moving out, their homes were being demolished,” McKay 
recalled. “For a while 
there would be a 
vacant lot, then a 
commercial building 
would be built in its 
place. My parents 
didn't give us details, 
but we just sort of 
thought, ‘Okay, we're 
going to have to be 
moving. Where are we 
going to go?’"  
 
For the McKays it 
would be California, 
though Gerard 
remembered his 
parents looking at 
other Clayton homes 
nearby.  He surmised 
they either couldn’t 

McKay family members in a recent photo shot in California. Gerard McKay is at 
far left. (Family photo) 



afford those homes or wouldn’t be allowed to buy them, given the 
segregation and redlining practices at the time.  
“The choice was something forced upon us,” he said. “It isn't like we could 
say, ‘Let's go to the city council and vote, and let's be a part of the political 
process that designates our area as commercial. Oh, and then we'll take 
advantage of it, and be able to get higher prices.’ There wasn't any choice.” 
 
Donna Rogers-Beard, an  educator and historian who has written and 
lectured on the African American experience in Clayton, agreed. “The 
community was slowly suffocated and snuffed out,” she said.  
 
Rogers-Beard, who taught in the Clayton District for many years, said the 
children who departed with their moms and dads, grandmas and grandpas 
would miss out on the best public-school education the region had to offer 
just as it was becoming available to them. 
 
With the Brown v. Board of Education decision in 1954, African American 
children were getting a chance to attend schools with whites. Unlike his older 
siblings, Gerard would get to attend Maryland School and could walk there 
as it was just a few blocks away. In terms of facilities, this was a major step 
up from Attucks School, essentially a two-room schoolhouse where the 
younger African American students were taught on the first floor, and the 
older students on the second 
story.  
 
Longtime Clayton residents, 
like Alex Berger, who 
attended grade school in the 
mid-to-late 1950s will 
remember attending school 
with a few black children, but 
not finding very many of 
them when it came time for 
high school graduation in the 
1960s. By then the African-
American residents had been 
uprooted.  
 
And so, too, their church. 
First Baptist Church of 
Clayton had sat for more than 
70 years on the corner of 
Bonhomme and Brentwood 
Boulevard, just across the 

The St. Louis Post-Dispatch published a laudatory article about the 
Rev. Willis Louis Rhodes, who served for more than 50 years as pastor 
at First Baptist Church of Clayton. Redevelopers purchased the church 
property in 1962 and built a high-rise apartment overlooking Shaw 
Park. (Post-Dispatch archive) 



street from Shaw Park. The church was then overseen by the Rev. Willis 
Louis Rhodes, who served as pastor for more than half a century. Under his 
leadership, the church had grown from 60 parishioners in 1907 to more than 
600 by 1955, according to a story in the Post-Dispatch at the time. Seven 
years later, developers purchased the church property and built a high rise.  
 
“With great pride we announce that we are now ready for occupancy in the 
magnificent Barclay House in Clayton,” the owners declared in a Post-
Dispatch advertisement. “Magnificent because we have combined some of 
the architectural features of Florida, California, the Lake Shore Gold Coast of 
Chicago and New York’s Fifth Avenue into one exciting new building.” 
 
The advertisement extolled the 17-story Barclay House as a place of 
“comfort and luxury for the discriminating few.” 
 
The church would relocate to 2801 North Union Boulevard, which at the time 
was a solid working-class neighborhood, but soon fell on hard times. A visit 
to the church one Sunday recently found about 30 of the faithful inside in a 
sanctuary in some disrepair. Terri Pruitt stepped outside to greet a visitor 
and spoke of how the church now 
has a congregation of just 50 
members. “Yes, we have seen 
better days,” Pruitt said. “There 
are a lot repairs we need to do. 
We keep it going by the grace of 
God.”  
 
Pruitt, 58 years old, is among the 
youngest of the congregants. 
Pruitt noted that another church 
down the street had recently 
shuttered. As for Clayton Baptist: 
“It’s touch and go. A church 
without young people is a dying 
church,” she said.  
 
Still she added, “We remain 
hopeful and optimistic,” as the 
church is now searching for a 
new pastor, who will be expected 
to attract and inspire more 
worshippers 

 Terri Pruitt at Clayton Baptist, now located in the city of St. Louis, 
and dealing with a declining membership. (Richard Weiss photo) 



'Emerald City' 
 
For those who continued living in Clayton and others who could afford to live 
there, life has been very good. Berger got an excellent education in Clayton 
schools, then returned and bought a home on Venetian Drive near Meramec 
School for $189,000 in 1984. It is now worth well north of $800,000, 
according to a Zillow estimate. That is approximately a 330 percent increase 
and nearly double the rate of inflation.  
 
Few would argue that in a region with a reputation tarnished by #Ferguson 
and a soaring murder rate, Clayton stands out as a jewel with top-notch 
schools, beautiful homes, and a robust business and retail district providing 
a tax base to pay for it all. What’s more, Clayton, along with neighboring 
University City, is home to Washington University, one of the nation’s most 
highly regarded institutions.  
 
As with many communities over the years, Clayton has struggled at times to 
balance its budget, and its retail businesses have faced strong competition 
from glitzy malls in neighboring communities. But with all of that, Clayton 
has found ways to prosper, so much so that it is one of the few communities 
that can afford to provide backyard pickup for trash and recycling. It will just 
not do to have refuse containers sitting out on the street. 
 
Clayton leaders have been innovative. The town was the first in the region to 
bar smoking in restaurants. Civic leaders, most notably Ben and Susan 
Uchitelle, started the Saint Louis Art Fair in 1994 that has become one of the 
best attended in the nation.  
 
Given that record of civic success, many Clayton civic leaders were taken 
aback at the blowback from the IHOP incident. They don’t see themselves as 
operating a government or a police force that is insensitive. They say a lot of 
work has been done to create a community and police department that is 
fair and welcoming to everyone while acknowledging the work is never 
finished.  
 
Interim Chief Smith, who has been on the force for 20 years, his entire 
professional career, says the police force is all about doing the right thing. 
“We were one of the first departments in Missouri to be CALEA accredited,” 
he said. (That’s the Commission on Accreditation for Law Enforcement 
Agencies, which touts itself as the gold standard in public safety.) 
 
Westbrook couldn’t say that he saw the IHOP incident coming, but he could 
see something like it on the horizon with the stories he was seeing in the 

http://www.saintlouisartfair.com/saint-louis-art-fair/about-us.html


media, those he was hearing from his friends and his own uneasiness about 
walking to the community center. “We were not on a good path,” he said.  
Westbrook said a mutual acquaintance helped facilitate a meeting for him 
with then-Chief Kevin Murphy. 
 
“Kevin and I had coffee at Jason’s coffee shop and established a rapport,” 
Westbrook recalled. I suggested – and he thought it was a good idea – that 
I’d be willing to talk to anyone on his force about these issues, to help 
enlighten, expand their lens in terms of how they view people.”  
“He said, ‘Okay, I’ll get back to you.’  
 
“He did get back to me. But there was no interest. I think he was surprised 
that he didn’t get any traction on the offer to have me.”  
 
(A question might be why the chief didn’t simply insist on his officers having 
the interaction with Westbrook, but there is no answer. Murphy has declined 
to comment for this story.) 
 
Westbrook said his dialogue with Murphy continued. They met again – this 
time with Jason Wilson in the wake of his having been questioned by Clayton 
Police as he canvassed door-to-door as a school board candidate.  
 
“We had breakfast and just talked about what happened and how they 
followed the book (regarding Wilson) and how they adhered to their training. 
‘I said, great. But for some reason the training came up short because the 
community was asking: How could this happen?’” 
 
A few months later, the IHOP incident unfolded, leaving Westbrook all the 
more exasperated. He was out of town when the news broke.  
 
Westbrook shot off an email to then-Mayor Harold Sanger and Murphy 
expressing his frustration. 
 
The email led to a meeting of 
Sanger, Westbrook and 
Murphy at City Hall. That 
conversation, more than 
anything, influenced the 
former mayor to go beyond 
simply defending the police 
department’s conduct. 
 
When Westbrook mentioned 
his unease about walking from Former Mayor Harold Sanger at his Clayton home. 



his home to the Clayton’s community center, “That really got me," Sanger 
recalled. "And for me that was the beginning of, ‘What do we do about 
this?’” 
 
In September 2018, Clayton hired 21CP Solutions LLC and its partner firm 
Strategic Applications International to conduct a study on what it could do 
“to provide support in strengthening relationships between police and the 
community, and address the broad issues surrounding policing that can 
undermine those relations.” 
 
The consultants held a series of meetings that included police officers, 
community members, students and civic leaders and in July 2019, a year 
since the IHOP incident, they issued a report with many recommendations, 
some of which the city had already implemented. 
 
By then police chief Murphy had retired, the city manager, Craig Owens, had 
found a new job, and Mayor Sanger was term-limited out of office. 
 
Their successors promised to follow through. The Community Equity 
Commission that was established was given a broader charter than simply 
dealing with police matters. Mayor Harris called formation of the commission 
a first step that would provide leaders with insight and guidance. 
 
Residents who attended the meeting seemed encouraged. Former mayor 
Ben Uchitelle gave the board a hooray. And Yvonne Tisdal, an African 
American resident, also praised the effort. Both Uchitelle and Tisdal later 
were appointed to the seven-member commission. 
 
“I’m hoping to help,” Tisdal said. “You will know the difference when it’s real 
and when it’s not real.” 
 
That’s a nice way of framing the question. Is Clayton’s effort for real, or, 
perhaps, unrealistic?  

Too complacent? 

Sanger notes that land values are so high in Clayton that it is almost 
impossible to persuade developers and lenders to create housing that would 
be affordable to more people of color. 
 
Meanwhile the desegregation program that brought thousands of African-
American students to Clayton since 1982 is winding down. The district has 



an enrollment of 2,620 students, of which 15 percent are African American 
and seven percent mixed-race students.  
 
When the current group of African American students graduate there will be 
many fewer students of color to replace them. Desegregation advocates are 
looking at new models for transfer programs that would allow students to 
cross district lines based on income, but none has been proposed. 
 
Educator and historian Donna Rogers-Beard says that Clayton, even with all 
its assets, cannot simply expect African American families who have the 
means to buy a residence or rent in Clayton will want to live there. They 
have other options. Over the years, other communities in St. Louis County 
have become more diverse, she noted, their schools are good, and 
homebuyers can get larger homes and bigger lots for their money.  
 
“Many African-Americans currently see Clayton as a very hostile, 
unwelcoming place,” Rogers-Beard said. To consider coming into the 
community — pioneering as it were — might invite more stress than some 
families want. 
 
Westbrook and his wife, Valerie Bell, intend to remain in Clayton for the 
foreseeable future. But Bell says she doubts that her grown children will 
return to Clayton or the region. They don’t see it as a place to raise their 
children and Bell says she understands why. 
 

Too many St, Louisans are complacent when it comes 
to inclusion and equity, she says. 
 
“Their families are good. Their lives are good. They 
have all the things they need, the schools, the stadium, 
the soccer thing that they're doing, the hockey team, 
Forest Park, the Arch,” Bell said. But when you start 
looking at the quality of life for everyone else, it's 
pretty abysmal. 
 
Bell and Westbrook believe Clayton in particular has 
the resources and the know-how to address its racial 
equity issues. But they have adopted the show-me 
attitude of their adopted state. 
 
Other regions have been able to “galvanize and get out 

of the bad circumstances that they're in and start making progress,” Bell 
said. “Not so in St. Louis. And I think that's largely because the powers-that-
be who really have control don't really have the requisite interest.” 

Valerie Bell 



 
Richard H. Weiss, a former Post-Dispatch reporter and editor, is founder and executive editor of Before 
Ferguson Beyond Ferguson, a non-profit racial-equity storytelling project. More stories on this subject 
are available as PDFs or booklets at beforefergusonbeyondferguson.com. Weiss can be reached at 
weisswrite@gmail.com. 
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