CHINK’S STEAKS
By Gerard J. St. John
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This morning’s Philadelphia Inquirer headline trumpets a story about the neighborhood steak sandwich place that changed its name from “Chink’s” to “Joe’s,” after doing business at the same Wissinoming location for 64 years.  The sandwich shop was named for its original owner, Samuel “Chink” Sherman.  Recently, the name came under attack by some members of Philadelphia’s Asian-American community who consider the name “Chink” to be an offensive slur against people from Asia.  If a slur it be, it was not always that.  Back in the 1950s, “Chink” was a fairly common nickname.  West Philadelphia High’s Ray “Chink” Scott was one of the best basketball players ever to come out of Philadelphia.  No one complained about Chink Scott’s nickname – not even Wilt Chamberlain who challenged Scott for “bragging rights” on West Philadelphia’s basketball courts.

The current media frenzy over the name “Chink” reminds me of an experience that I had in the early-1970s.  I was a lawyer representing Yellow Cab Company of Philadelphia in the defense of a personal injury claim brought on behalf of a youngster who suffered a broken leg when he tried to run across a busy street in his densely populated neighborhood. (A “child dart-out case” was the way that the cab company described it.)  An arbitration panel of three lawyers held the cab driver liable for the accident, and entered an award in favor of the young plaintiff.  I filed an appeal on behalf of the cab company in the Court of Common Pleas of Philadelphia.  Filing such appeals was a fairly common procedure, particularly for Yellow Cab.  The appeal resulted in a new trial before a judge and jury.  Who knows?  The jury might see things differently from the three-lawyer arbitration panel.  So too might the trial judge.  Those were my hopes before I learned that the appeal was assigned to Judge Raymond Pace Alexander.
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In those days, Raymond Pace Alexander was regarded as the dean of African-American judges in Philadelphia.  A graduate of the University of Pennsylvania’s Wharton School, and Harvard Law School, his slender, dignified appearance was immediately recognizable in the legal community.  Even with his stellar academic background and more than forty years experience as a Philadelphia lawyer, it was difficult for him to get the bar association’s recommendation to serve as a judge.  However, after a full investigation, the nomination was approved; he was elected and had served on the bench for more than ten years by the time my case came up on appeal.  Clearly, Judge Alexander was not likely to give preferential treatment to Yellow Cab Company and against an injured neighborhood child in a case that three experienced lawyers had already determined was the fault of the cab company.  
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To make matters worse, the plaintiff was represented by Hardy Williams, a very likable lawyer, a Korean War veteran, who looked like he was still in good enough shape to play basketball for his West Philadelphia High School alma mater.  Williams played for West Philadelphia about ten years before Chink Scott.  Hardy was a recognized leader of the African-American community in Philadelphia politics.  At the time of our pretrial conference, his political star was in the ascendant.  You didn’t have to be a genius to know that I did not stand a chance in this appeal.

Judge Alexander began the conference by inviting Hardy Williams to state the facts of the accident.  Hardy had barely begun when the judge interrupted in an awkward manner.  “This boy – the plaintiff – is he . . . Oh how do I say it? – of color?”  Before Hardy could respond, the judge went on to explain his hesitation.  “All my life, I have been involved in civil rights work.  An important part of that work has been to protest the use of disparaging terms, and to avoid my own inadvertent misuse of that disparagement.  We worked long and hard to eliminate the use of the word ‘Nigger.’  Gradually, we settled on two acceptable words, ‘negro’ and ‘colored.’  Now, people are beginning to take offense at those words, calling them ‘patronizing’ – and I just cannot bring myself to use the word ‘Black.’  We have always considered that word to be an insult.  But that is the word that people seem to want nowadays.”  Hardy interrupted the soliloquy, and said, “Yes Judge, he is one of us.”  Insofar as the claim against Yellow Cab Company was concerned, it did not matter whether the young plaintiff was black or white — or green for that matter.  There was no way that the cab company could prevail in that courtroom.  I would see to it that the case was settled quickly.  It was also a case that would be quickly forgotten.  On the other hand, it will be a long time before I forget Judge Raymond Pace Alexander and his thoughts on the use of words of disparagement.

It seems that a cottage industry has recently emerged to find disparagement in commonly used words and images.  In my childhood years, we used to identify with many members of the American Indian tribes, including chiefs like Geronimo, Sitting Bull, Prince Joseph, and of course the Lone Ranger’s faithful companion Tonto.  In recent years, that has changed.  The public news media now tells us that identification with American Indians is exploitative and should be stopped.  About twenty years ago, St. John’s University in New York changed its nickname from the “Redmen” to the “Red Storm.”  The Atlanta Braves baseball team dropped its “screaming Indian” logo from its batting practice caps, and even considered eliminating its traditional chant known as the “Tomahawk Chop.”  Similarly, the Cleveland Indians and the Washington Redskins football club survived challenges to their long-standing identities.  

The editorial board of the Philadelphia Inquirer came to the defense of its journalists, declaring that the name Chink’s “required a certain heedlessness of the very existence of Asian Americans.”  Nothing was said about being heedless of common sense, or ignoring the intent and plain meaning of the words.  I wonder what Raymond Pace Alexander and Hardy Williams would have thought of “Chink’s Steaks.”  Not much, I’ll bet.  Neither Judge Alexander nor Hardy Williams went out of his way to create disparagement where none exists.  They focused their efforts on real insults, and ways to resolve them. 
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