First Ward crying out for action 

Crayton seeks recruits from community.
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Almeta Crayton is fed up. 

Last week’s gunfire in central Columbia prompted the First Ward councilwoman and others to convene a public meeting last night at Douglass High School. 

“We’ve had enough,” she said before the discussion began. “We can hide our faces, but black-on-black crime is real, and I’m not going to wait until someone gets hurt before I call it.” 

She said she would patrol the streets at night with fellow volunteers to see what is happening in Columbia’s central neighborhoods and call police when she sees criminal behavior. 

“We need some help, and the help is us,” Crayton said. “We need to help ourselves because nobody else is coming. We need to solve our own problems.” 

The meeting was sponsored by the Columbia Housing Authority, the Frederick Douglass Coalition and the First Ward Ambassadors. About 40 people attended, including police Capt. Brad Nelson and several local pastors and youth mentors. 

Last week, three related shootings endangered children playing outdoors and damaged an in-home day-care and three cars. Police arrested suspects Byron Anderson, 19, and Michael J. Walker, 20, and today were seeking to arrest a third suspect, 18-year-old Koda Coats. Anderson and Walker were released after posting bond. 

Anderson attended last night’s meeting, sitting at a table at the center of the room and listening as others expressed alarm at the shootings. He did not speak publicly about his arrest or the incidents. 

For years, Crayton has held similar meetings to motivate residents to take back neighborhoods from violence, drugs and poverty. 

“You can’t do anything if you ain’t got money,” she told the audience. “You can’t even die without money. … Don’t let it just be Almeta at the city council meeting.” 

One issue lacking resources is the return of ex-offenders to the community, she said. They come back to the city with no hope for a job and can easily return to crime to support themselves. 

“How can you transition if you haven’t got a place to stay?” Crayton asked. “You’re gonna do what you gotta do, which is sell dope.” 

Some people at the meeting supported an 11 p.m. curfew for minors, but others said much of the recent violence stemmed from young adults. 

“What about those who are 21, 22 or 23?” asked one young man. 

The discussion turned to the lack of male role models for black youths and where residents could go to volunteer as mentors. 

Crayton spoke again: “These young men need men to step out onto the streets. They need men to step up to the plate.” 

“It’s going to take some soldiers,” Glen Cobbins said. “Some menfolk.” 

The Rev. Larry McBride told the crowd he was a “problem child” of Columbia, with a burglary conviction at age 12 and time behind bars nine times. He worries that many parents don’t restrict what their children are exposed to in music and entertainment. 

The Rev. John Loving spoke near the end of the two-hour meeting. His home at 311 Lasalle Place was hit by four bullets Wednesday afternoon. 

His wife operates an in-home day-care at the residence, and six children in her charge were playing in the back yard when the gunfire erupted. Though no one was injured, the incident alarmed the community. 

Loving pointed at faces in the crowd and asked why people continue to lie and keep silent about who was involved in the violence. 

“Nobody talks,” he said. “And it keeps happening.” 
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