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Introduction to Phenix City Crime History

Phenix City, located in Alabama, has a complex and often notorious crime
history that has become a significant part of its identity. The Phenix City
crime history is marked by a series of events that have shaped the community
and its reputation. From the early 20th century through to the present day,
crime has influenced the town's development, politics, and social fabric.
This article explores the evolution of crime in Phenix City, key events,
figures, and the ongoing efforts to combat crime in the area.

The Early Days of Phenix City

Phenix City was founded in the late 19th century and quickly developed as a
hub for the textile industry. Its proximity to the Chattahoochee River and
Columbus, Georgia, contributed to its growth. However, with economic growth
came challenges, including corruption and crime.



The Rise of Organized Crime

By the 1940s, Phenix City became infamous for its organized crime activities.
The city was a hotspot for illegal gambling, prostitution, and racketeering.
Several factors contributed to the rise of organized crime in this small
city:

Proximity to Military Bases: The presence of military bases nearby
provided a steady stream of patrons for illegal activities.

Lax Law Enforcement: Local law enforcement was often ineffective or
complicit in criminal activities, allowing organized crime to flourish.

Political Corruption: Local politicians were frequently involved in or
turned a blind eye to criminal enterprises, further entrenching
corruption.

Key Figures in Phenix City's Crime History

Several notorious figures emerged in Phenix City during this era,
contributing to its criminal reputation. Some of the most significant
include:

1. Albert "Al" McGowan: A prominent figure in the gambling scene, McGowan was
known as a ruthless enforcer who controlled much of the illegal activity in
the city.
2. John "Johnny" O’Daniel: A local businessman with ties to organized crime,
O'Daniel played a significant role in the gambling operations and was known
for his violent tactics.
3. Eugene "Buddy" McGowan: Al McGowan's brother, Buddy was involved in
various illegal enterprises and was closely associated with the criminal
underworld.

The Infamous 1950s and 1960s

The 1950s and 1960s saw Phenix City reach its peak of notoriety. The city was
often referred to as the "wickedest city in America," a title that reflected
its rampant crime and corruption.

Violence and Political Turmoil

Crime in Phenix City often escalated into violence. Shootouts, assaults, and



murders became common, leading to a climate of fear among residents. This
period was marked by significant political turmoil, as efforts to clean up
the city were met with resistance from entrenched interests.

- The 1954 Election: The election of a reform-minded mayor, Frank L. McCoy,
aimed to tackle the rampant crime. However, his administration faced violent
opposition from organized crime elements, resulting in constant threats
against his life.
- The Murder of Albert McGowan: In 1953, Albert McGowan was killed, leading
to increased scrutiny of the city's crime. His death was a significant
turning point, as it exposed the extent of organized crime in the area.

The Phenix City Story: A Documentary of Crime

The crime history of Phenix City caught the attention of filmmakers and
journalists. The 1955 film "The Phenix City Story" dramatized the events
surrounding the city's crime wave and highlighted the struggles of locals
against organized crime. This film played a crucial role in bringing national
attention to the city's issues and underscored the need for reform.

Efforts to Clean Up Phenix City

The 1960s marked a turning point in Phenix City's crime history as various
efforts were made to eradicate corruption and restore law and order.

The Role of the Alabama National Guard

In the wake of increasing violence and public outcry, Alabama Governor John
Patterson called in the Alabama National Guard to restore order. This
unprecedented step demonstrated the severity of the situation and the state's
commitment to addressing the rampant crime.

Reform Initiatives

Several reform initiatives were launched, including:

- Strengthening Law Enforcement: Increased funding for local law enforcement
and training programs aimed at building a more capable and professional
police force.
- Political Reforms: Efforts to remove corrupt officials and establish a more
transparent government.
- Community Engagement: Programs aimed at involving citizens in crime
prevention and community safety initiatives.



These efforts began to show results, leading to a gradual decline in
organized crime activity in Phenix City.

Modern Crime in Phenix City

While Phenix City has made significant strides in reducing crime and
corruption, challenges remain. The city has seen shifts in its crime
landscape, transitioning from organized crime to other issues such as drug-
related offenses and property crime.

Current Crime Statistics

Recent crime statistics reveal a mixed picture for Phenix City:

- Property Crimes: Burglary and theft continue to be prevalent, reflecting
broader trends seen in many urban areas across the United States.
- Violent Crimes: While the rates of violent crime have decreased
dramatically since the peak of the 1950s and 1960s, incidents do occur and
are often linked to drug-related activities.
- Drug Offenses: The opioid epidemic and methamphetamine use have affected
the city, leading to an increase in drug-related crimes.

Community Initiatives and Law Enforcement Efforts

To combat modern crime, Phenix City has implemented several initiatives:

- Neighborhood Watch Programs: These programs encourage residents to take an
active role in crime prevention, fostering community solidarity.
- Youth Outreach Programs: Engaging youth in sports and educational
initiatives helps divert them from criminal activities.
- Partnerships with Local Organizations: Collaborating with community
organizations to address the root causes of crime, such as poverty and lack
of education.

These efforts reflect a commitment to building a safer community while
acknowledging the lessons learned from Phenix City’s tumultuous past.

Conclusion

The Phenix City crime history serves as a powerful reminder of the
complexities of urban life, marked by periods of extreme violence and
corruption. The city's journey from its notorious past to a community
striving for reform illustrates the resilience of its residents and their



determination to overcome the legacy of crime. As Phenix City continues to
address contemporary challenges, it remains a testament to the ongoing
struggle for justice and safety in communities affected by crime.

Frequently Asked Questions

What was the significance of Phenix City's crime
history in the mid-20th century?
Phenix City, Alabama, gained notoriety in the 1940s and 1950s as one of the
most corrupt cities in the United States, primarily due to rampant organized
crime, gambling, and political corruption, which led to national attention
and eventual reform.

How did the murder of Albert Patterson impact Phenix
City's crime problem?
The assassination of Albert Patterson, a prominent attorney and reform
advocate, in 1954 galvanized public outrage and led to a crackdown on
organized crime, eventually resulting in significant changes in local
governance and law enforcement.

What role did the local government play in Phenix
City's crime issues historically?
Local government officials were often complicit in the crime, with many
accepting bribes from organized crime syndicates, which allowed illegal
activities like gambling and prostitution to flourish unchecked.

What measures were taken to reform Phenix City
following its crime-filled past?
Reform efforts included the establishment of a new city government and law
enforcement initiatives, alongside community activism, which helped to
dismantle organized crime networks and restore law and order in the city.

How is Phenix City's crime history remembered today?
Today, Phenix City's crime history is remembered through various
documentaries, books, and historical accounts that serve as cautionary tales
about corruption and the importance of civic engagement and accountability.

Are there any notable crimes or criminal figures
associated with Phenix City's history?
Yes, notable figures include crime boss James 'Jim' McClung and various
gambling operations that dominated the area, with the city being a hub for



organized crime during its peak in the 1950s.
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