


In 1850 a black could be the
fastest gun in the West, the
wealthiest settler in the
Territory, even an Indian chief.
By 1950, he was lucky to have a

Jjob sweeping up.

by Dick Pintarich

The author and the editors of Oregon Times would like to thank the
Oregon Historical Society for its generous cooperation in the prep-

aration of this story.
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Is it possible that Kilchis, a
chief of the Tillamook Indians
in the 1850s, was black? Jour-
nals of early pioneers mention
the strong Negro traits evident
in the chief’s appearance. If
that’s the case, and if the legends
about either of two occasions on
which Kilchis’s forebearer could
have joined the tribe are true, it
follows that Oregon’s first non-
Indian settler was a black man.

Indian legend has it that some-
time in the 18th century there
was a shipwreck on Nehalem
Beach. Indians called the vessel
the ‘“‘Beeswax Ship’’ after the
quantities of cargo that washed
ashore; historians say that it was
probably the Manila galleon San
Francisco Xavier. The story
goes that one of the survivors
was a black who taught the In-
dians how to make knives from
the metallic parts of the wreck.
His knowledge was greatly re-
spected by the Tillamooks, and
he soon married into the tribe.
Chief Kilchis is supposed to
have been one of his descend-
ants.

The other possibility involves
the first documented case of a
black in Oregon. He was Marcus

W Lven black
Scowboys get the

Lopius, personal servant of Cap-
tain Robert Gray when he set
down his anchor in Tillamook
Bay in 1788. When the crew
went ashore to do some trading,
a squabble arose. One Indian
tried to “‘steal’” a tool—the idea
of private property was a Euro-
pean import—and Lopius
chased him down. While this act
of heroism was taking place,
Gray’s crew of good Bostonmen
beat a hasty retreat back to the
ship. The last time they saw poor
Lopius, he was apparently being
stabbed to death by the Indians.
Captain Gray moved on, but not
before dubbing the bay *‘Mur-
derers” Harbor.”

Lopius may have been killed,
but the fleeing crew didn’t pause
to check his pulse. It’s intriguing
to conjecture that he survived
and joined the Indians, his son
becoming chief.

Improbable? Not really. In the
fluid days of the early pioneers,
blacks were mountain men, gold
miners, cowboys, wealthy entre-
preneurs, even founders of cities
in the burgeoning Oregon Terri-
tory. (A George Washington
founded Centralia, Washing-
ton.)

-



blues.

Interestingly enough, Indians
and blacks generally got along
well on the frontier. A man
named York took part in the
Lewis and Clark expedition,
originally as personal servant to
Captain Clark, but later as an
interpreter, mediator and deci-
sion-maker. He was reportedly
the subject of admiration and
curiosity among the Indians, and
the expedition journal records
that Indian women enjoyed
“petting”” him.

Only once was York’s color a
disadvantage. To the Selish In-
dians black was the color war-
riors painted themselves before
battle. They regarded York with
deep suspicion until, rubbing
wet fingers over his body, they
became convinced it was his nat-
ural color.

York completed the expedi-
tion and tried for awhile to make
a life for himself in the East.
When that didn’t work out, he
must have remembered the In-
dian maidens. He vanished, and
years later a mountain man
found him living happily among
a band of Missouri River Indians
—with four wives.

York profited by his frontier

adventures, but Jim Crow spread
his wings early over the land that
was to become the state of Ore-
gon. For fully 100 years, condi-
tions for blacks here were
scarcely better than in Missis-
sippi. And for a brief, terrifying
moment, the Ku Klux Klan rode
and virtually ruled in Oregon.
Marie Smith, who came to
Oregon in 1917, recalls what the
state’s  Southern-style racism
was like prior to World War II.
When internationally acclaimed
black tenor Roland Hayes came
to perform in Portland in the
1920s, she remembers, ‘‘he
wasn’t allowed in any of the bet-
ter hotels. He had to use back
elevators, and he had to eat in
his room. We found it very em-
barrassing that our town would
treat such a great man this way.”
An influx of blacks during
World War II to help man Kai-
ser’s shipyards changed all that.
The state’s black community
went from 2,500 in 1940 to
25,000 in 1945. An urban,
Northern-style form of discrim-
ination took over, particularly in
jobs and housing. It was easy
for employers and unions and
real estate agents to discriminate

because Oregon, unlike Wash-
ington and California, had not
passed one bit of civil rights leg-
islation. An oversight, to be
sure, but hardly a surprise in
terms of what one historian
frankly labels ‘‘Oregon’s racist
heritage.”

39 Lashes on the Back

Discrimination against blacks
was written into the territorial
constitution in 1843, which ac-
corded the right to vote to ‘‘every
free male descendant of a white
man twenty-one years old.”
Careful wording had to be used
because many of the legislator-
settlers had Indian wives. The
intent was to exclude blacks.

As if to underline the point,
in 1844 a law was passed for-
bidding slavery in Oregon. All
well and good. But the same law
forbade blacks as well. Slaves
not removed from the territory
within three years, the law said,
were to be freed. On the other
hand, free Negroes who were
still in the state in three years
would receive up to 39 lashes on
the back, to be repeated every

six months until they left.

There were several reasons for
sympathy for such legislation in
Oregon, including the much-
mouthed fear that Indian-Negro
alliances might lead to revolu-
tion; but the determining factor
was doubtless that most of the
new Oregon settlers came from
the South and Midwest, and
their attitudes came with them.
Part of the rules of an 1843 wag-
on train from Iowa read: ‘“No
Black or Mulatto shall, in any
case or circumstance, be admit-
ted to this society, or be permit-
ted to emigrate with it.”” Ex-
residents of the Midwest, while
opposed to slavery per se, found
it hard to tolerate ‘‘saucy free
Negroes,”” as one pioneer put it.

Nevertheless, black people
were not immune when “‘Oregon
fever’” bit the nation in the
1840s. George Washington
Bush came west in 1844 and
soon became one of the richest
men in the territory through
farming and the promotion of
wagon trains. Anti-black laws
had already been on the books
for a year, and theoretically ap-
plied to the whole territory, but
the sheriff wasn’t required to
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Left to right: Governor La Fayette Grover pre-
figured George Wallace in the schoolhouse
door; Chief Justice George Williams pointed
out that slaves would be too expensive to main-
tain during the winter; George Washington,
like George Bush, headed north away from ra-
cism, and founded Centralia; Governor Joseph
Lane wanted Oregon to secede from the Union;
Mayor Earl Riley thought Portland could only
absorb ‘‘a minimum of Negroes’’; Dr. DeNorval
Unthank fought to stop the birth of a ghetto, but
later generations called him an Uncle Tom.

cross the river. Bush got as far
as The Dalles, sized up the situa-
tion, and turned north, taking
with him many of his compan-
ions, black and white. Ironical-
ly, it was a decision that later
helped the United States claim
land from the British up to the
49th parallel. The area, they
could point out, had been colo-
nized by Americans.

In the early days, the anti-
black laws had little practical ap-
plication, since there were so
few blacks in the territory. Most
of the blacks who could afford
to make the trip west were free,
but despite the anti-slavery
clause in the constitution, sev-
eral whites brought slaves with
them. One such slave, Robin
Holmes, tested the law in 1844
by suing his owner for custody
of his still enslaved children.
Holmes won his case, but not
many blacks imitated him. A
black drawing attention to him-
self could easily become the vic-
tim of the territory’s other anti-
black laws. Thus, slavery was
not uncommon here, and even
Joseph Lane, Oregon’s first ter-
ritorial governor, had a black
man who wasn’t given his free-
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dom until 1878. Lane was a
Scuthern sympathizer and chose
to ignore the results of the Civil
War.

When it came time to draw up
a constitution for statehood, one
of the key issues here, as in the
rest of the nation, was the status
of blacks and whether to allow
slavery in the state-to-be. The
debate among delegates in Sa-
lem and in the newspapers was
highly emotional, but pro- and
anti-slavery forces agreed on
one thing: They were both anti-
black.

Those in favor of slavery,
mostly Democrats, spoke loudly
of the need to preserve the Union
by maintaining a balance be-
tween slave and free states. The
Corvallis Occidental Messenger
claimed that ‘‘African slavery is
the conservative feature in our
system of government and must
be broadly maintained . &
“Scientific”” articles appeared
which showed ‘‘Negroes were
not truly human,” but some-
where between man and beast.

Although outnumbered, the
pro-slavery forces were better
organized and boasted some of

Oregon’s most prominent citi-
zens. Judge Matthew Deady was
a rabid pro-slavery man; Gover-
nor Lane imported a journalist
from the East to edit the Port-
land Times, a pro-slavery news-
paper. When an anti-slavery
convention met in Albany and
wanted to have its minutes print-
ed in the Salem Statesman, the
pro-slavery editor Asahel Bush
refused, calling the group “‘a
collection of old grannies.”

A slave state on the Pacific
coast looked possible until
George A. Williams, chief jus-
tice of the Oregon Territory,
wrote a lengthy letter to the
Statesman . In it, he argued the
case against slavery on pragmat-
ic, if not very enlightened,
terms. Williams maintained that
slaves would be too expensive
to bring to Oregon and maintain
during the long winters; slaves
might “‘degrade” the quality of
free white labor; and once set
free, he warned, blacks might
overrun the state, joining with
the Indians to endanger white
rule.

The Williams letter changed
Oregon minds about slavery, but
not about blacks. Slavery was

rejected 7,727 to 2,645, but the
measure to prohibit free Negroes
from immigrating to the state re-
ceived an overwhelming nine-
to-one blessing.

Apparently, many voters
agreed with a letter which ap-
peared in the Oregonian in 1855:
. . . niggers should never be
allowed to mingle with the
whites. . . . Niggers always ret-
rograde until they get back to
that state of barbarity from
whence they originated. .
They never kin live with the
whites. The almighty has put his
mark on them. . . .”

“When in Doubt,
Vote No”

In their first presidential election
as a state, Oregonians chose Ab-
raham Lincoln in 1860 with the
less-than-overwhelming support
of one-third of the electorate.
Lincoln later said he carried the
state by the ‘‘closest political
bookkeeping that I know of.”
With his election came a back-
lash of saber-rattling for the
South. Following the lead of the
“Knights of the Golden Circle,”
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3,000 strong in Oregon, Gover-
nor Lane lobbied unsuccessfully
in favor of seceding from the
Union to form a ‘‘Pacific Repub-
lic of Western States.”

After the war, the Thirteenth
Amendment, abolishing slav-
ery, passed easily enough in
Oregon. But the Fourteenth,
guaranteeing citizenship to
blacks, barely passed the legis-
lature, which later voted to res-
cind its ratification—twice.
Governor Woods didn’t even
bother to call a session to vote
on the Fifteenth Amendment—
black suffrage. He knew the leg-
islature would never ratify it,
and indeed, Oregon didn’t get
around to approving the Amend-
ment until 1959.

Agitation against the Four-
teenth and Fifteenth Amend-
ments was widespread. The
Statesman said with disgust,
“The fetid corpse of buried abo-
litionism is risen again, quick
with the demon spirit known and
hated of old.”” The Oregonian
asserted that it was the policy of
the federal government to force
white men’s daughters to marry
blacks.

In a move that prefigured

George Wallace in the school-
house door, Governor LaFayette
Grover said in his inaugural that
the amendments ‘‘have never
been legally sanctioned,” and
would be accepted by Oregon
“‘only under duress.”

All this vitriol, at a time when
there were perhaps 300 blacks
in Oregon! And truth to tell, rac-
ism in Oregon was focused on a
more visible target—the thou-
sands of Chinese who entered
the state after the Burlingame
Treaty of 1868, which encour-
aged such immigration. Still, the
black exclusion law grated. One
out-gunned liberal sarcastically
proposed a revision in the state’s
exclusion law in 1864, which
read in part: ““. . . a white man
may murder, rob, rape, shoot,
stab, and cut any of the worth-
less, vagabond races. . . . Pro-
vided, he shall do said acts of
bravery and chivalry when no
white man is troubled by seeing
the same.”

Modify that sentiment slight-
ly, and you hit mainstream Early
Oregon. In 1900 and 1916, bal-
lot measures to eliminate Ore-
gon’s ‘““‘Black Laws” from the
constitution were referred to the

voters. These laws had long
been made obsolete by federal
law, but as the Advocate , a black
newspaper, put it, they were ““a
disgrace to Oregon’s fair

name.”” Fair name or foul, in .

both elections the measures were
defeated. Not until 1926 did
Oregonians finally vote to elim-
inate black exclusion from their
constitution. In so doing, they
failed to follow the editorial ad-
vice of the Oregonian for this
election: ““When in doubt vote
No.” Little harm could come of
voting against a measure, coun-
seled the editors, ‘‘But we can’t
be sure of the effect of change.”

Like most immigrant groups,
Oregon’s small black population
formed lodges and organiza-
tions, not only for companion-
ship, but to help out one another
in times of need as well. One
such group, the Working Man’s
Joint Stock Association, was
formed to help blacks financial-
ly, its function similar to a mod-
ern insurance company. Most
often, however, blacks looked to
their church for these purposes.
The first black church in Oregon
was the People’s Church, found-
ed in Portland in 1862. This

grew into the First African
Methodist Episcopal Zion
Church in the *80s, and survives
today.

Transcontinental railroads
came to Oregon in the 1880s,
and with them the first signifi-
cant increase in black popula-
tion. Many came with the rail-
roads as porters and waiters, and
a host of others sought employ-
ment in railroad-related capaci-
ties as Portland became a bust-
ling terminus. When Henry Vil-
lard brought his Northern Pacific
Railroad to town in 1887, he also
began the construction of the
Portland Hotel, one of the most
elegant of its day. The manager
imported about 75 blacks to
work in the hotel as waiters and
cooks.

It was difficult for blacks to
get any job outside of menial la-
bor—one man reportedly made
$400 a month, good pay in those
days, but he had to hold 12 jani-
torial jobs to do it. Not surpris-
ingly, then, the men working in
the Portland Hotel became the
elite group. Once settled, they
generally bought homes and
moved their families out West.
They also formed the New Port-
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Trainworkers on parade. In the 1880’s, they produced the first big
increase in Oregon’s black population. They were an elite, but were
encouraged to leave when their employment was up.

land Republican Club, which
grew to have a say in local poli-
tics—all the way down to ap-
pointments to the police force.

Others who were influential,
but with a difference, were the
blacks involved with the wide-
open underworld life of turn-of-
the century Portland. Gambling
and prostitution flourished in the
“‘cribs” of Northwest Portland,
where most of the city’s blacks
then lived. The underworld and
the corrupt politicians of the day
worked together very well; poli-
tical favors were exchanged lib-
erally without respect to race.

By the turn of the century, in
keeping with the national trend
toward urbanization, most of
Oregon’s thousand blacks lived
in Portland. This trend, by the
way, was encouraged by rural-
ites such as the white citizens of
Liberty, Oregon, who, in 1893,
ordered all blacks out of town.
This action prompted the Port-
land Telegram to suggest the
town change its name.

The effectiveness of black po-
litical groups was growing. A
branch of the National Associa-
tion for the Advancement of
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Colored People was organized in
Portland not long after the group
was founded in 1909. When a
group called the Afro-American
Club began lobbying for legisla-
tion in 1919, they succeeded in
having introduced a bill which
called for the extension of
‘“‘equal privileges in hotels, thea-
ters, and other public places to
all persons regardless of race.”
Because it was a politically sen-
sitive issue, they had a hard time
finding someone to sponsor the
bill in Salem. A Multnomah
County representative finally
agreed, but it had rough sailing
in partisan waters. Some Port-
land delegates tried to steal all
available copies to prevent dis-
cussion. The lone surviving
copy was cycled through more
than its share of committee hear-
ings and several moves for in-
definite postponement.

Before the tally, a female rep-
resentative named Thompson
announced, “‘I am going to vote
against this bill because I am a
Southern Democrat and still har-
bor the prejudices of the South
toward the colored race.”” Then
she warned, ‘‘But no Republi-
can, of the party of Lincoln,

could vote against this mea-
sure.”

This speech so benumbed one
Republican from Multnomah
County that he slipped out of the
hall and locked himself into a
committee room on the third
floor—a sort of Profile in Cow-
ardice. Unfortunately, he was
missed: the Speaker ordered he
be brought back ‘‘dead or alive.”
Discovering the locked room,
but getting no response after
hammering at the door, some of
his colleagues crawled through
a transom to forcibly evict the
Honorable Representative.
Asked to explain his absence, he
began his explanation, “‘I don’t
want you to think I was trying to
dodge a vote on the question.”

““Of course not,”” chorused the
House.

Antics over, the roll was
called, and the measure was nar-
rowly defeated.

“Koons, Kikes and
Katholics”

One of the early campaigns of
the Oregon NAACP was to pro-

test the showing of D. W. Grif-
fith’s Birth of a Nation in 1915.
Griffith’s version of Reconstruc-
tion had Southern audiences
shooting up the screen when a
freedman was shown seducing a
white girl, and drew wild ap-
plause when the white-hooded
heroes of the movie, the Klans-
men, rode up to save the day.

Small wonder, then, that
alongside advertisements for
Nation was displayed the Imper-
ial Wizard’s invitation to come
join the newly disinterred KKK,
which billed itself as ‘‘a high
class order for men of intelli-
gence and character.”

By 1921, the “Invisible Em-
pire”’ was in full swing in Ore-
gon, complete with robes,
hoods, King Kleagles and all the
other claptrap associated with
the struggle against, as the KKK
put it, “‘Koons, Kikes and Kath-
olics.” The Klan in Oregon was
organized by Major Luther Pow-
ell (King Kleagle) and run by
Fred L. Gifford (Exalted Cy-
clops). It was estimated that by
1922 there were 25,000 active
members in Oregon, and as one
historian explains, ‘‘Capitaliz-
ing on postwar tensions, the




For four years, the Klan ruled. Left to right: representative National Safety Council; Portland police
captain; Chief Jenkins; Sheriff Hurlburt; D. A. Evans; King Kleagle Powell; Lester Humphreys;
special agent, Justice Dept.; Mayor Baker; P.S. Malcolm; Exalted Cyclops Gifford.

Klan claimed to have grown
from nothing . . . to control of
Oregon politics by 1922.”

There’s a lot to that claim.
The Klan was strong enough to
pass legislation closing all Cath-
olic schools and win the ensuing
referendum vote (though it was
soon declared unconstitutional),
and almost single-handedly to
elect a dark horse candidate,
Walter Pierce, governor.

In Portland, the Klan got
Mayor Baker to agree to the or-
ganization of a vigilante force of
100 to aid the police. Baker also
agreed that the Klan should help
choose these men, perhaps an in-
significant concession, since the
Klan already claimed 150 mem-
bers of Portland’s finest as mem-
bers.

Because of the relatively
small number of blacks in Ore-
gon at the time, the Klan direc-
ted its main effort against Catho-
lics. But blacks were not com-
pletely overlooked. A man was
lynched by a hooded mob near
Jacksonville in 1922 for alleged-
ly stealing chickens, consorting
with white women and bootleg-
ging. In Medford, George Burr
was lynched but cut down before

death and ordered to leave the
area. Women living in Northeast
Portland were branded and
warned to leave the city.

But the ideology of the Ore-
gon Klan may have been con-
fused. Once they donated the
lumber for the construction of a
black church—presumably on
the grounds that it was not Cath-
olic.

The Klan collapsed as sudden-
ly as it had sprung up. Rank and
file klansmen began to notice
that dues were rising sharply—
was Cyclops Griffin lining his
own pockets? Dissatisfaction in-
creased when some pressed to
recall Governor Pierce, who ap-
peared totally indifferent to Klan
wishes once he got into office.
Other kluxers argued it wouldn’t
look good to recall a man they’d
worked hard to elect. The result-
ing power struggle tore what was
left of the Klan apart. By 1924,
it was finished in Oregon.

By the end of the *30s, 98 per-
cent of Portland blacks worked
for the railroads in some capa-
city. There seems to have been
an unwritten agreement in this
period that no one else would

hire a black, or if they did,
would pay their way out of the
state once the job was finished.
Even the waiters at the Portland
Hotel had been fired and their
places filled by white waitress-
es, a move combining racism
with sexism that resulted in low-
er wages.

Jim Crow was still the norm
in restaurants or theaters, but
school segregation was not a
problem in Portland because
there were so few black children
and they were widely scattered.
School segregation was a reality
only in towns like Vernonia,
where the sawmill imported its
laborers and set up separate fa-
cilities for blacks.

The widely scattered living
pattern of Portland blacks was
changing, however, and not by
accident. Dr. DeNorval Un-
thank, Portland’s only black
doctor at the time and the black
community’s most important
spokesman, complained in the
Oregonian, ‘“‘There is a well-
organized plan—Ilong in plan-
ning—to set aside the Albina
district for Negroes. . . . [The
Portland Realty Board] is en-
couraging and advocating this

policy of discrimination and seg-
regation.”

Many years later, historian E.
Kimbark MacColl in The Shap-
ing of a City published proof to

support Unthank’s claim—in
the form of a letter by prominent
Portland realtor Chester A.

Moores of Commonwealth, Inc.
“We were discussing at the
Realty Board recently the advis-
ability of setting up certain dis-
tricts for negroes and orientals,”’
Moores wrote. ‘“We talked about
the possibility of creating desir-
able districts which would ac-
tually cater to those groups and
make life more pleasant for
them. After all,”” he added in a
stroke of munificence, ‘‘they
have to live too, the same as
youngsters.”’

And so, segregated housing
was instituted by local realtors
meeting around a conference
table. As a matter of ‘‘ethics,”
local realtors would refuse to
rent or sell homes to blacks out-
side of specific areas. When in
the 1920s the YWCA donated a
building on Williams Avenue for
a black YWCA, some protested,
believing it should not be accep-
ted because it was an obvious
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WWII Shipyards. The shortage of workers was so acute that Kaiser was
running trains from the East and South, yet the unions were locking

qualified blacks out.

move toward segregation. But
most blacks accepted the gift
gladly as a needed center for the
community. By the end of the
’30s, Albina housed most of
Portland’s black population.

“Why Don’t You Go
Back Home?”

As America geared up for the
Second World War, the in-
creased job opportunities and
high wages of defense work en-
couraged many blacks to migrate
to Portland, where the shortage
of workers was so acute the Kai-
ser Company was running trains
from the East and South to trans-
port shipyard recruits.

The September 30, 1942, edi-
tion of the Oregonian includes
a front-page photo of 500 happy,
singing New Yorkers arriving in
Portland on the ‘“Magic Carpet

Special’’ en route to the Kaiser:

shipyards. Not shown were the
30 blacks on board. These men
were the forerunners of many
more, and they were not wel-
come. Buried in the same edition
was a report on a meeting held
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by white Albina residents pro-
testing the proposed construc-
tion of a Negro dormitory in
their area. The major complaint
was that if more blacks were al-
lowed to move into the area it
would bring an increase of crime
and the depreciation of property
values. Said a leader of the pro-
tests, “’If it is necessary to bring
in large numbers of Negro work-
ers, locate them on the edge of
the city. If they are allowed to
fan out through the city, it will
soon be necessary to station a
patrolman on every block to pre-
vent what some Negroes are
pulling around here.”” There
were frequent complaints that
blacks were molesting white
nurses around Emanuel Hospi-
tal. Of course, there had been a
long history of white men mo-
lesting the nurses, but that
wasn’t news.

Blacks looking for work in the
shipyards immediately ran into
trouble. The boilermakers un-
ion, which controlled most of
the shipyard employment, re-
fused to let blacks work at
skilled jobs even though many
were qualified. When forced by
federal wartime regulations to

admit the black workers, the
boilermakers asked them to join
““an all-Negro auxiliary boiler-
maker union.” Eighiy workers
refused to join the Jim Crow un-
ion and were promptly fired.
The attitude of the boilermakers
forced blacks into a Catch-22 sit-
uation: Unions often claimed
blacks needed to improve their
skills to be employable, but
blacks were excluded from boil-
ermaker and machinist vocation-
al schools because ‘it was a
waste of training facilities to
train Negroes in these trades in-
asmuch as they could not find
employment in them.” Of
course they couldn’t find em-
ployment—the unions were
locking them out.

The NAACP applied pres-
sure, and matters improved—a
little. Blacks were allowed to
work, but there remained rigid
segregation on the job. Nathan
Nickerson, now acting executive
director of the Urban League of
Portland, came to Oregon from
California during World War II.
Despite a college degree, experi-
ence as a ‘‘leadman’’ in Califor-
nia shipyards, and impeccable
credentials, he couldn’t get a

skilled job, though the doors
were wide open to white people
with absolutely no experience.

Nickerson went to the Oregon
State Employment Office,
where he was told nothing was
available. Spotting a list of job
openings on the desk, he read:
“Swan Island Shipyards. Weld-
er. White Only. . . . Kaiser Ship-
yards. Burner Trainee. White
Only. . . . Oregon Shipyards.
Scraper. White Only. . . .”” The
state itself was following the dic-
tates of the boilermakers union.
He finally took a job running a
black crew which was allowed
to do menial work or work
whites didn’t want to do. What
really rankled was that, though
he couldn’t join the union, the
shipyard took union dues from
his paycheck.

Long-time residents of Port-
land, both black and white, ex-
pressed disgust with the well
over 100,000 wartime migrants
pouring into the city. While this
growth brought with it undesir-
ables of all races—escaped con-
victs, active burglars, peddlers
of vice—race conscious Port-
land’s main concern was writ
large in a 1942 Oregonian head-
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line: “New Negro Migrants
Worry City.”” Dr. Unthank com-
plained to the paper, saying,
‘‘the worry to the city is the pre-
judice in its heart, the unfairness
to a group of people who are
coming to Portland to do their
part, however small.”

One problem that was not
imaginary was a shortage of
housing for war workers. On the
East Side, black population
more than doubled, and migrants
were forced to sleep in churches,
lodges, on tavern pool tables and
in the back seats of cars. Outside
the Albina area the only housing
available to blacks was in a few
West Side hotels formérly run
by Japanese, who, of course,
were now interned.

And there was endless talk
about crime, even though the
black crime rate, outside of mis-
demeanors like ‘‘loitering,”” was
not out of proportion to the total
population. But with little to do
and no place to go, blacks often
hung out on the streets or in local
gambling parlors and were easy
marks for the police. Misde-
meanor arrests fed a strong anti-
black feeling in Portland, aggra-
vated by what Reverend J. J.

B e E

Vanport, 1948. Portland still hoped the black migrants would disappear,
and that’s nearly what happened. ;

Clow called ‘‘damaging news-
paper publicity,”” which blamed
the blacks for what was really
“‘police hysteria.”

Said Clow, ‘“The entire Negro
population should not be criti-
cized for what one or two Ne-
groes do. This is not a war
against the Negro, but a war
against Japs and Germans.”” But
Mayor Earl Riley gave the gov-
ernment’s view: ‘‘Portland can
absorb only a minimum of Ne-
groes without upsetting the
city’s regular life.”” The ‘‘prob-
lems” would be solved, he
thought, if black migrants went
back to where they came from.

Before the war was over the
black population of Portland had
risen to nearly 25,000, and many
expressed desire to remain. Fed-
eral wartime regulations pro-
hibited segregation, and when
federal housing was developed
at Guilds Lake and Vanport, the
overflow of black war workers
moved in. But even new com-
munities practiced what was
called ‘“‘spot integration,” re-
stricting blacks to specific areas
within the developments.

Although government leaders

sometimes declared Portland to
be leading the nation in race re-
lations, it was a truism among
black migrants that Portland was
one of the worst towns on the
West Coast. Black soldiers were
not allowed to enter white rec-
reation facilities, and a special
USO center was opened for them
on Williams Avenue. The war
also saw an increase in ‘“We cat-
er to white trade only!” signs,
declared illegal in Washington
and California - years before.
When one black war worker
went into a Chinese restaurant
and his attention was called to
the sign by a Chinese girl, he
asked, ‘“How the hell did you get
in here?” He complained to the
mayor, who promised to investi-
gate. But nothing could be done
because there were no ordi-
nances forbidding racial dis-
crimination by restaurant own-
ers. ,

As the shipyards were phased
out after the war, blacks were
usually the first to go: ‘‘Last
hired, first fired.”” Unions didn’t
recognize black seniority. Many
left town, but not all. Two years
after the war, statistics showed
12,000 unemployed blacks in

Portland—the total black popu-
lation was unknown.

Prospects for blacks after the
war were grim. There were no
jobs available, segregation in
housing was blatant, and dis-
crimination of all types was
practiced more than before the
war. Julius A. Thomas of the
National Urban League de-
scribed Portland as ‘‘the most
prejudiced town in the West,”
and the Journal of Social Work
said race relations in Portland
were the worst of all Northern
cities; yet, responding to a rumor
that these tensions could result
in a race riot, Mayor Riley was
quoted as saying he did not be-
lieve a race problem existed.
The Oregonian editorialized that
racism was ‘‘comparatively so
minor a problem, it would be
shameful for us to engage in
even a discussion of extreme re-
action.”” Portland still hoped the
black migrants would disappear.

Which is very nearly what
happened. Many blacks lived at
Vanport City, on the site of what
is now Delta Park. Jerry-built
crackerbox houses stood on low
swampy land surrounded by
leaky dikes and railroad em-
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measure 20 by 20 feet.

bankments. In May 1948, record
stream flows on the Columbia
began surging at the dikes.
“Don’t get excited!”” a leaflet
from the housing authority be-
gan, in an attempt to calm con-
cerned Vanport citizens. The
next day, the dikes gave way,
the flimsy houses were washed
downriver, and Vanport became
a lake 30 feet deep.

By 1950, Albina had become
a community of overcrowded,
unemployed and largely frustra-
ted people. Some blacks tried
their luck in Eugene, lured by
increasing sawmill employment.
They were sold lots at inflated
prices on a tract of land one and
a half miles west of the city be-
side Amazon Creek. It so hap-
pened, however, that Amazon
Creek, which drains the city and
most of the surrounding area,
had been ‘‘improved”’ by the
Army Corps of Engineers in
such a way that whenever it
rained, water stood in large
ponds around the shacks occu-
pied by the black families. There
were no water or sewer lines.
“The kids were sick all the
time,” one resident remembers.

Eugene blacks had few choic-

34 JuLy 1978

The Albina Mural Project will be a major attraction for the thousands of
Convention in Portland this month. Murals portraying black workers, Martin Luther King,

es. One family rented a home on
Friendly Avenue, a nice-sound-
ing but highly inaccurate name.
No sooner had they moved in
than the landlord received a call
threatening to ‘‘blow the house
off its foundation’’ if his tenants
didn’t leave. There were only
142 blacks in town, but Eugene
residents were afraid more
would follow. The prevailing
(albeit familiar) attitude was
voiced by a representative of the
governor’s office when he asked
a spokesman for the Eugene
black community, ‘““Why don’t
you go back home?”’

“Your Foot
on My Neck”

Oregon had passed some civil
rights legislation in 1949, the
Fair Employment Practice Act.
Employers and unions had to be

more subtle now, but they still -

discriminated. As late as 1959
it was reported by Wallace Tur-
ner in the Oregonian that even
the “‘flaming liberal Harry Brid-
ges has not admitted Negroes to
[the Longshoremen’s] Portland
local.”” The attitude of the public

was made clear in 1950, when
a Comprehensive Civil Rights
Ordinance was passed by the
Portland City Council. Referred
to the people, it was soundly de-
feated.

It has been said that the
11,000 blacks who now re-
mained in Oregon were not mili-
tant, that they were ‘‘waiting for
a break in attitudes” and a fair
shake in housing and employ-
ment. But, Marie Smith be-
lieves, ‘‘the migration opened up
things. Now there were enough
blacks to crack open other fields
besides railroads and hotels. The
trouble before was you couldn’t
tell employers to hire blacks if
there weren’t many blacks
around to hire.”” Historian Gor-
don Dodds agrees: ‘“The migra-
tion strengthened older com-
munity organizations like the
NAACP and stimulated new
ones like the Urban League.”
Also, ‘‘the newcomers gave the
Caucasians an opportunity to
deal with blacks other than as
members of a tiny minority and
gradually to erode Oregon’s rac-
ist heritage.”

If Oregon had not passed any
civil rights legislation before

delegates to the NAACP

1949, it suddenly became very
active in the field. The Fair Em-
ployment Practices Act was soon
followed by the Vocational
Schools Law (1951) and the
Public Accommodation Law
(1953), among others. In 1957,
these laws were strengthened by
amendment, and the first Fair
Housing Act passed.

It was the overture to two dec-
ades of legislative progress, and |
the new sense of urgency was
expressed by E. Shelton Hill, for
a time director of the Oregon Ur-
ban League. ““If you’ve got your
foot on my neck,” he told the
Oregonian, ‘‘1 don’t want you
to remove it ‘with all deliberate
speed.’ I want you to remove it
NOW.”

And inevitably, men like De-
Norval Unthank, who had
formed their tactics as leaders of
atiny, isolated black community
in a hostile society, began to be
perceived as ‘““Uncle Toms.”

“They fought a good fight,”
said Mayfield Webb, head of the
local NAACP, “‘but things are
moving now, and they just aren’t
with it.”

By the end of the ’50s, Oregon



- A

ANCIL NANCE

had become one of the leading
states in terms of civil rights leg-
islation. If the black community
was a little unfair in reconsider-
ing the records of men like Un-
thank, the historical revisionism
that now  beset Oregon as a
whole bordered on total am-
nesia. Here is the Oregon Blue
Book for 1959-60:

“In 1949, still true to her tra-
ditional policy of fair treatment
for all workers, Oregon became
the sixth state in the nation to
pass a Fair Employment Prac-
tices Act. . . . If Oregon sticks
to her traditional labor policy,
she will continue to be a good
and reasonable place for the la-
boring man and woman to work
and raise a family.”

Traditional policy?

Need it be said, legislative
progress does not automatically
translate into social parity. Ac-
cording to a recent study by Port-
land State University, unem-
ployment among Oregon blacks
is now one and a half times the
white rate, while median family
income for blacks is only 54 per-
cent of white family income.

And in 1978, school segrega-
tion is a fact of life in Portland,

courtesy of an earlier era’s real
estate “‘code of ethics.”” In 1964
Boise Elementary School was
96 percent black. After nearly a
decade and a half of integration
efforts, that figure has dropped
no lower than 80 percent. Sev-
eral area elementary and high
schools face similar problems.
Elsewhere in Oregon a residu-
al racism survived to celebrate
the bicentennial with the rest of
our traditions. In 1975 Pat
Wheeler, a black woman, re-
ceived a grant to produce a film
on Oregon black history for pub-
lic television. When she walked
into an Ashland restaurant with
white cameraman Ed Geis, the
result was a minor sensation.
Amid a silent, staring crowd, the
waitress made it clear that they
had better clear out. Later, in
Klamath Falls, Wheeler phoned
a prominent local historian said
to be interested in bicentennial
projects. She asked him if he had
any information about the his-
tory of blacks in the area. His
one-sentence reply ended the
conversation: “‘Don’t know
nothin” about ’em, and I don’t
want to know nothin’ about
eml? O

Mural artist Isaac Shamsud-Din lived in Vanport
until it was washed away in the flood of 1948.

ix thousand delegates are in

Portland this month for the
national convention of the Na-
tional Association for the
Advancement of Colored
People. It is the first time the
convention has been held here,
through there has been an Ore-
gon branch almost from the
NAACP’s beginning in 1909.

Through July, the Oregon
Historical Society has on display
a Smithsonian Institute traveling
exhibit—*‘Blacks in the West-
ward Movement.”” This is a sub-
ject long ignored by historians,
novelists and filmmakers, de-
spite the fact that at least half of
the cowboys-on the Chisholm
Trail were black. A large photo-
graphic display demonstrates
how common it was in the old
West to see a black mountain
man, gold miner or one of the
many cavalrymen known as Buf-
falo Soldiers.

Yes, ‘““Deadwood Dick’ was
black, and he may have been the
fastest gun in the West.

The Albina Mural Project has
completed its giant paintings of
the Afro- American heritage with
special emphasis on blacks in

Oregon. Each mural measures
20 feet by 20 feet and illustrates
one era of black life. Pioneer set-
tlers, black workers and the
Vanport flood are some of the
subjects treated by local artists
who know the state well; artist
Isaac Shamsud-Din lived in
Vanport until it was washed
away in the flood of 1948. The
murals are at the Albina Human
Resources Center at 5200 N.
Vancouver Avenue.

A badly needed new book on
Oregon black history has recent-
ly been published by the Black
Studies Center at Portland State
University entitled Blacks in
Oregon, an Historical and Sta-
tistical Report. It covers'the sub-
ject better than anything to date.

“‘Freedom Frontier: A History
of Blacks in Oregon,’” originally
a film written and produced by
Pat Wheeler for the Oregon Edu-
cational and Public Broadcast-
ing Service, is now being dis-
tributed by the Northwest Media
Project. This 55-minute film is
available to any interested or-
ganization—schools, civic
groups, etc. For information call
223-5335.
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My name is,AlfraA ﬂilllamson, I vias bora ia Portlzni, Orscon
cad craduated from‘Benson\Pclytechnical Hish 3chéol 2nd I 2m
wresently attending the Pivision of Continual iiuveation at the
University of Orecon ¢amous,

1 s gonlvine for 2 l-0 C.0. deferrment. 1 am a Conscientious
Oviector ’.r 2ll tars., I »refer to ork in = &i¥ilinn 1ife onlv,

I pfefer to vork in my ovn Black coamunity for the heslth,

aafety end velfare of my peonle.

In refusiids to ficht in o racist ar 10,000 miles miray 1 y
mblicly voice the feelinrs of the majoritvy of Alack »eowle in '%

the Unltec states ~ho have refused to exoress their anti-var
sentinents for fear of brutal renression (lost of job, imdrisomnent,
assassination).

In tokine wy stond acetnst thls recist ar I urve 211 ay
Bleek brothers =nd Christion ministers to cowmnly 1ith the Hirher
ey 6: aaakine #nd to actively susport Anti- ar, eal Antil-oraft
in the 2lsek community.

in pesistine I stand fully alirned with ether Afre-aAncricans
vho have denounesc this ~enocidal wvar and have refused to
martlecinate namely: lortin Luther kinsg, and the Southern Christisan
Lealershin Confereace, the 3tudent .on-Violent Cooriinatin-~
Conmittee, donalc Tockman, &2 ie Oguenio an’ the thousands of
Afro=-Americans vho heve said, "Hell ho--Ameriéi is the 32lack
ent's bat tlepgroun . ,”

The Bleck, Indien; hexlcan, and Puerto Rican Amerioans of
the Unlte¢ 3tates are denied the basie ceuwoerstic rirhts vhich
are Hroviced for them in the Constitutlem of the United 3tates,
"I.ife, liberty, ani the oursuit of hanminess.”

Black meonle are taxe’ ithout bein~ renrecontel: e are

subject to trizls by juries vhich are not our veers: ve ore

)
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avriere . without L. .vins refress: we arc teva? o “roviie sunerior

w
o
0
e
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o
&
0}
e
o
(0]

or: Aonied the ri~xht te 1ivs vhile atteand lns

>

inferior schools vhere 2 are foreced to live, e ere called _unon

<

for the ailitcory sorvice of their country »rithout receivin~

nroner “rotection fro the country to Iishit other colored neonle

aroun: the vorld =zn! even firht their drether:; ~ister, fathers
an’ nothers in the cities of these countries.

Cur As2ee¢, the Black Peonle ore systematicszlly Jemmoralized
to buils this voverful nzation. W hove endlured the atrocities
for four hunire’ ves-rs of morasl sufferinc thot there can gven
Be no comderiton in history. ‘Ub heve been sol? frou the suction

blogk, «e have heen lynched

e
b

e have bzen saveccly sunished

vithout trisl or ‘ue nrocess of law,

i)

{43)

hoave suffersé enouch wa'er the ¢ouble voke of slavery

A

21nd historr +1ll judze you smceori in~ly. 5y forcins me o [irht

the! Vistamacse oeonle *hich ars: 10,000 miles 2oy, fon't vou

2

) Vo bhey ierel ofklin e 0, add e thivd wokocbo «Cae e 1

e fully support the courageous action of Brother Alfred
Williamson in refusing to help carry out the racist policies
of the U3 Government. ;

Black Siudent Unionl PSC Portland SNCC

Black Student Union, UO SFIRITHOUSE
ack Impact

SUFFORT <L WILLIAMSON'S RESISTANCERL

Wednesday, hiarch 27, 7 a.n.
Pranaportation provided for all Induction Center
who cofie:  Jefferson H.S. SW 5th & Taylor

6:30 a.na

o



Inter-Cultural Forum of Oregon presents

Dr. James Cone

A Black Perspective on America”

The historical and contemporary meaning of the Black struggle in the light of

the Black Church and its theology.

James H. Cone is Charles A. Briggs Professor of Systematic
Theology at Union Theological Seminary in New York. He
has earned the M.A., Ph.D., LL.D., and L.H.D. and is an expert
on the Black Church, Black power and politics, Asian
theology, the Third World, and feminist issues.

Dr. Cone has lectured at nearly 200 colleges, universities,
and divinity schools and has given more than twice that many
papers and addresses at major conferences. He has also
lectured in some 14 foreign countries. His books include
Black Theology and Black Power, A Black Theology of
Liberation, and God of the Oppressed. His articles have
appeared in Ladies Home Journal, Christian Century,
Encyclopedia Britannica, and Reforme. He is also a
consultant to Scholastic Magazine.

Dr. Cone has been on radio and TV throughout the U.S.
and in Kenya, Ethiopia, and Ireland. He received a
Rockefeller Foundation Research Grant in 1974. He is listed
in Outstanding Educators of America, Contemporary
Authors, Dictionary of American Scholars, and Living Black
American Authors, among others.

Jan. 19, Linfield College
Jan. 20, Lewis & Clark College
Jan. 20, Reed College

Jan. 21, University of Portland






