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Although the population of Portland’s Black community is very small (7 percent in the city, 1 percent in the state), Portland provides an interesting look at a community that found itself in the path of urban redevelopment for “higher and better use” after years of disinvestment.  This trend has happened in cities all over the country.  It is critical to understand the links between the historical process of city development and the forces that impact Black communities, so that central city residents (like you!) might proactively engage with these forces.  Why is Northeast Portland’s African American community moving out of the neighborhoods that they have been calling home for most of the last century?  Let’s examine what that century has been like in NE Portland’s Albina neighborhoods.   

Albina was originally a company town controlled by the railroad before it became a part of Portland in 1891.  This area was located within walking distance of Union Station, on the east side of the Willamette River.  Prior to World War II, most black people in Portland worked for the railroad, so they settled near the railroad station.  In 1919, the Portland Realty board adopted a rule declaring it unethical for a realty agent to sell property to either Negro or Chinese people in a White neighborhood.  The Realtors felt that it was best to declare a section of the city for these minorities so that the decrease in property values could be contained within the Albina district.


Throughout the 1900s various forces worked together to limit the areas in which Blacks could live, restricting them to ghettos. First, between 1910 and 1940, more than half the Black population of 1,900 was squeezed into Albina by the real estate industry, local government, and private landlords, who restricted housing choice to an area two miles long and one mile wide in Lower Albina (what is today the Eliot neighborhood, where the Rose Quarter sits).  The second phase occurred in the 1940's, when roughly 23,000 Black workers who migrated to Portland for work in the shipyards were restricted to segregated sections of housing developments in Vanport and Guild's Lake-- modern day Delta Park, just south of the Columbia River.

On Memorial Day 1948, a dike on the Columbia River broke and flooded Vanport.  It killed at least 15 people and destroyed the homes of more than 5,300 families, roughly 1,000 of them Black (McElderry 1998). In the 1950's, after the Vanport flood, Blacks were funneled into the Albina District. 


During these years, the pattern of racial transition in Albina neighborhoods that would last the next 50 years was first established:  when Black residents moved in, White residents would move out.  This is known as “White flight.”  Portland, like other northern cities, responded to its growing Black population by confining them to “crowded, ancient, unhealthy and wholly inadequate” housing (City Club of Portland 1957:358).  The Housing Authority of Portland (HAP) refused to build public housing, even in the face of a severe housing shortage.  

You might wonder why the city didn’t encourage black people to move to parts of the city that didn’t have these housing shortage problems. HAP and Portland Realtors had two major reasons for refusing to integrate neighborhoods.  First, they maintained that because “Negroes depress property values,” it was unethical to sell to them in a White neighborhood; and second, if they “sell to Negroes in White areas, their business will be hurt” (City Club of Portland 1957: 359).  We now know that this idea was founded on racist beliefs; they only considered “unethical” those actions that they thought would hurt White families.


Starting in the 50’s, a series of major construction projects forced Black families to uproot and move north.  In 1956, voters approved the construction of the Memorial Coliseum in Lower Albina, which destroyed businesses and 476 homes, roughly half of them were African American homes.  The heart of the Black community in Portland was shifted north to NE Williams and Russell, where it thrived until the Emanuel Hospital Expansion project.  The city claimed that the expansion project would be done in the name of “urban renewal”.  The following statement is from Portland’s application for federal urban renewal funds:
There is little doubt that the greatest concentration of Portland’s urban blight can be found in the Albina area encompassing the Emanuel Hospital.  This area contains the highest concentration of low-income families and experiences the highest incidence rate of crime in the City of Portland.  Approximately 75%-80% of Portland’s Negro population live within the area.  The area contains a high percentage of substandard housing and a high rate of unemployment.  Conditions will not improve without a concerted effort by urban renewal action.  The municipal goals as established by the Community Renewal Program for the City of Portland further stress the urgent need to arrest the advanced stages of blight. 

--Portland Development Commission 1966:17

The plans for expansion would mean demolishing hundreds of houses in this area.  Albina residents organized, seeking to remedy the problem of aging and declining housing conditions through rehabilitation, not demolition.  Despite protests and riots, 76 acres of houses and businesses were cleared around Emanuel Hospital.  The heart of the Black community was demolished and they lost their “Main Street.”  The Emanuel Hospital expansion actually lost its funding, nothing was developed, and large swaths of land lie vacant even today. 


This forced the Black community to start over once again, without adequate compensation for their loss.  Urban renewal brutally disrupted various aspects of residents’ lives: economic, social, psychological, spiritual.  It disrupted their attachment to place and community.  Albina residents continued to move northward. 

During the 1980’s, disinvestment in the Albina area continued until problems became so severe that they finally became an issue for politicians in 1988.  Lack of economic growth, population loss, housing abandonment, crack cocaine, gang warfare, and redlining were all part of the scene.  Gang members and crack began streaming in from Southern California and local police were unprepared. The needs of Albina were ignored until the problems got so bad that they could not be neglected any longer.

In terms of housing and neighborhood conditions, Albina hit rock bottom in the 1980’s.  Black residents who could afford to move left the area, while those who could not stayed behind and lived with the consequences.  Conventional bankers had effectively redlined Albina—bled the life out of it.  This led to housing abandonment on a major scale.  In some areas of Albina, 10% of homes were vacant.  There were enormous amounts of fraud and deception inflicted on the people in Albina.  Because they couldn’t get the solid, conventional loans, hundreds of people rented less-than-standard housing, while others paid high rates and were swindled out of ownership through deceptive contracts. It was common for people to pay a mortgage for years, only to find out, when they tried to sell the home, that they did not own it. 


In the early 1990’s, gentrification began to creep into Albina and still continues today.  For the first time in 50 years, the population of Albina neighborhoods grew.  The pattern of racial transition was reversed, as Whites were enticed by the affordable prices and reclaimed housing they had left decades earlier.  During the 1990’s, the City of Portland finally put effort into the revitalization of Albina neighborhoods.  In response to complaints of neighborhood activists and the recommendations of a city wide task force report on abandoned housing, the City began using building code enforcement to confront the extreme level of housing abandonment.  As Whites bought up the homes, it displaced many low-income folks to far-flung areas where they could afford the rent.       

While many Black Portlanders appreciate the physical improvements associated with the recent neighborhood revitalization, they also feel the loss of community that has come with it.  Take this quote:

Of course it’s nice and fixed up now, and the crime rate is down.  We wouldn’t want to have it the other way.  But everyone wants home.  Where is our place then?  People know where they want to live if their culture is represented there.  If a certain kind of person looks at Hawthorne, they know that’s where they can be to feel comfortable.  But our culture is scattered everywhere.  It used to be that living “far out” was 15th and Fremont.  Now it’s 185th and Fremont.  A lot of people leave the neighborhood because they feel they’re leaving something that’s not theirs anymore anyway.  It will never be that way again.  There’s a lot of sadness.  For a lot of us, it’s just too hard to stay and watch your history erased progressively over time.  There are just too many ghosts.

--Lisa Manning, Albina resident 

It is important for the new homeowners of Albina neighborhoods to understand that some people paid a price to keep property values low. It seems that the relationship between the Albina community and city agencies could be characterized by extremes of absolute neglect and active destruction for most of the 20th century. 
To summarize, during the 1940’s and 1950’s, the Black community was centered in Lower Albina, which consisted of three neighborhoods:  Eliot, Irvington, and Lloyd.  Then, during the late 1960’s and early 1970’s, urban renewal forced Albina residents to relocate.  The center of Albina was moved North, above Fremont Street, into Upper Albina, which consists of five neighborhoods:  Boise, Humboldt, King, Sabin, and Woodlawn. Today, the name “Albina” is synonymous with the African American community in Portland, but how long will this be the case if Blacks are moving out of the neighborhood at alarming rates?  The question becomes:  how do we maintain and honor the very important history of Portland’s Black community?   

Ghetto: A section of a city in which members of a minority group live, especially because of social, legal, or economic pressure.  This term was originally used to describe the section of cities where Jewish people were forced to live prior to WWII.  Kids often use this term incorrectly and sometimes offensively.








Disinvestment:  The withdrawal of money and services that are usually given to communities to keep them healthy, such as building, street, and park maintenance; garbage collection; and transportation.  








Segregation/integration:  A tool of social and economic control that operates by confining Black citizens to a designated section of the city.  Segregation can also exist in terms of schools, transportation, businesses, etc.  Integration is the process of trying to reverse the effects of segregation.  








Gentrification:  Gentrification happens when money is put into housing and commercial buildings in a typically low-income area, as well as things we don’t think much about like transportation, street trees, signage, and lighting.  It includes the movement of higher-income residents into a lower-income neighborhood and often involves racial transition.  








Blight: refers to deterioration, faulty planning, inadequate or improper facilities, the existence of unsafe structures, or any combination of these factors which could be detrimental to the safety, health or welfare of the community.  In Portland, this word was used to justify the demolition of hundreds of Black homes and businesses, which would not be considered blighted by today’s standards.








Urban renewal: The redevelopment of areas within a large city, typically involving the clearance of neighborhoods that didn’t hold value in the eyes of the developers.  








Redlining: This is an illegal and discriminatory practice, when banks refuse to lend money or extend credit to borrowers in certain "struggling" areas of town. Redlining became known as such because lenders would draw a red line around a neighborhood on a map, often targeting areas with a high concentration of minorities, and then refuse to lend in those areas because they considered the risk too high. Even though it is now against the law, some lenders today are still accused of redlining.











