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Honoring Portland’s 
Black History

One hundred and fifty years ago, there were a little over three hundred 
African Americans living in Portland. By law, Oregon did not even allow 
blacks into this state until 1940. Through their hard w ork and persever
ance despite discrim inatory practices against them, blacks in Portland 
have made great strides. Please jo in  us as we examine the proud path 
o f  this ever-developing A frican A m erican com m unity who have boldly 
changed the face o f  Portland’s history.
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By Ron W eber for

Union Station
Portland’s population o f  2,800 

in 1860 grew to 17,600 in 1880 and

quintupled once again rising to 
90,000 by 1900. In 1870, only 346 
African Americans were counted in 
the city census. M any lived right on 
the edge o f  Portland’s downtown
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his lantern on the floor, beside him. Many African American men at 
the turn o f  the century in Portland were Union Station laborers. 
(Courtesy o f  OHS)
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Pays Tribute To Black 
History Month

commercial center. The area was 
close to the Union Railroad Station 
on the W est Side o f  the river in what 
today would be the lower northwest 
area. The railroad was known to 
specialize in African American la
bor. The Transcontinental Railroad 
was com pleted in 1869, opening 
scores o f  opportunities for black 
workers. George Pullman, owner o f  
the Pullman RailroadCarCom pany 
used African American men almost 
exclusively as Red Caps (baggage 
handlers) and Pullm an Porters. 
M any used their earned wages to 
buy homes and raise their families in 
the Union Station area. As Oregon 
had been called “a very prejudiced 
state” in the early 1900’s, the con
cept o f  black people buying prop
erty in Portland often met with dis
favor.

North Broadway
By the end o f  the century, there 

were just a little over one thousand 
African Americans in thecity. Black 
citizens began to grow in what was 
now called “the North Broadway 
area,” across the W illamette River
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