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The Role of the Civil Rights Movement in Oregon

I started researching the role of the Civil Rights Movement in Eugene with high hopes. Civil Rights as a subject is so large, and so well-covered nationally, that I figured sources would overflow. I knew that Oregon had a spotty history at best concerning the treatment of African Americans, but that knowledge lent me to expect a more fervent Civil Rights Movement in the area. As it turns out, racial oppression dates back to before Oregon became a state, when the Ku Klux Klan was a powerful force. The citizens of Oregon tried their utmost to keep African Americans away, so any Civil Rights Movement later contained mostly whites. Looking at the greater picture of Oregon as a whole, including the roles of Eugene, Portland and other cities, provides a clearer picture of the local Civil Rights Movement than studying any one city can. The role of the Movement was change, but it didn’t happen suddenly, and it grew out of a sordid history of discrimination.

To understand the situation in Oregon during the 1960s, I needed to research the history of the area more than a century earlier. I checked extensively online for timelines of the national and local civil rights movements. I searched the general university library, and the special collections archives. I gathered many books on Civil Rights in general and poured through the chapters and indices looking for any information on Oregon. This research simply emphasized the idea that the movement was not so powerful here due to the lack of African American inhabitants. My search then turned to Oregon history, where I sifted through the material to find information on race relations.

In 1844 slavery was outlawed in the Oregon territories. This may seem to indicate an enlightened attitude toward African Americans by the whites there, but this was not the case. The aim of making slavery illegal was to keep African Americans out of the area. To this end, a “Lash Law” was passed the same year, declaring that any Black in the territory be whipped, 20 to 39 times, every six months “until he or she shall quit the territory.”
 Slaves were required to be freed, and to leave the area within three years: “Any free blacks age 18 or older had to leave the area, men within two years and women within three. Black children were permitted to stay in the Oregon Country until they reached age 18.”
 By December of the same year, this law was deemed too strong; before it went into effect, the lashings were changed to forced labor. African Americans guilty of being in the area were “hired out publicly to whomever would employ them for the shortest amount of time. After the period of forced labor expired, the ‘employer’ had six months to get the black individual out of Oregon.”
 This was just the first exclusion law passed in Oregon; while other states passed similar laws, Oregon was the only one to write them into its constitution.

Oregon became a state in 1859, with a constitution that barred Blacks in several articles. It was the only state admitted to the Union with an exclusion law in its bill of rights. Article I Section 35:

No free negro, or mulatto, not residing in this State at the time of the adoption of this Constitution, shall come, reside, or be within this State, or hold any real estate, or make any contracts, or maintain any suit therein; and the Legislative Assembly shall provide by penal laws, for the removal, by public officers, of all such negroes, and mulattoes, and for their effectual exclusion from the State, and for the punishment of persons who shall bring them into the state, or employ, or harbor them.

This article was not repealed until 1926, despite being outdated by the changes in the US Constitution after the Civil War.
 Along the same lines, Article 11 Section 6 clearly denied the right of suffrage to every “Negro, Chinaman, or Mulatto,” and was not repealed until 1927.
 Oregon was admitted to the Union despite this stain in its constitution after much deliberation by Northern politicians. Every state was attempting to deal with the issues of race at the time; it was determined that Oregon’s method of avoiding the problem, by preventing Blacks from living there, was a valid temporary solution.

As the Civil War began, the Secret Knights of the Golden Circle founded many chapters in Oregon. As precursors to the KKK, they were against the Union, and for slavery; they wanted to start a new Pacific Coast Republic using land from California and Oregon.
 During the Civil War a member of the Knights living in the Corvallis area, Joe Avery, attempted to convince Oregonians to consider slavery as a necessary element in the farming industry:

Oregon is undoubtedly an agricultural country, and recent experiments made in the Rogue River valley, prove beyond a doubt the adaptability of the soil to the growth of Chinese sugar cane, it becomes a question of importance then, whether we can have, without slavery, a permanent supply of labor. White man is very uncertain; can't keep him on a farm at one dollar per day when surrounded by mines. Chinaman no likee - no sabby. Free negro wants five dollars per day. The result it is feared, would be deplorable to sugar interests and farming generally. This is a strong argument in favor of slavery.

While many of his other arguments in favor of slavery focused on purely racist ideas of the inferiority of Blacks, the economic issues he brought up resonated with other people in the state. Considering many Whites emigrated to Oregon to escape the stifling economy in the East, his words caused them to fear that their troubles had followed them to Oregon.

Avery was far from alone in using the idea of racial inferiority as a way to justify slavery. In 1864 Oregon Legislator George Lawson of Yamhill County moved that non-whites should be legally treated as inferiors due to an innate condition. He said:

It being the opinion of this legislature that a negro, Chinaman or Indian has no right that a white man is bound to respect, and that a white man may murder, rob, rape, shoot, stab and cut any of those worthless and vagabond races, without being called to account therefore; provided he shall do the said acts of bravery and chivalry when no white man be troubled by seeing the same.

This clearly delineates the mindset of many Oregonians at the time, and they were the forefathers of Oregonians who would later think and vote in the same manner. Years later, in 1937, a nationwide poll asked people, “Should congress enact a law which would make lynching a federal crime?” Amazingly enough, the Pacific states were the least in favor, with only 59% saying yes. This was even fewer than in the Southern states, where 65% voted in favor.
 It is obvious then that Avery was not alone in his opinion above.

With the end of the Civil War in 1865, Oregon passed the 14th Amendment by referendum, but the state did not truly pass the amendment for three years. In that time the ban on interracial marriages increased to include Hawaiians, Chinese people, and Native Americans. The 15th Amendment states that, ”The right of citizens of the United States to vote shall not be denied or abridged by the United States or by any state on account of race, color, or previous condition of servitude.”
 It was amended to the US Constitution in 1870, two years after the 14th Amendment guaranteed basic civil rights to all citizens. It did not pass in Oregon, or California, and would not be ratified by Oregon voters until 1959. The clauses in the Oregon Constitution banning suffrage for Blacks were superceded when the 15th Amendment passed, however Oregonians still fought against it, starting in 1883:

An attempt is made to amend the Oregon Constitution to remove its ban on black suffrage. The effort fails despite the fact that the clause in question was rendered moot following the passage of the Fifteenth Amendment... Further attempts to remove the language prohibiting blacks from voting were made in 1895, 1916, and 1927.

Racist views held sway over many powerful people in Oregon, such as Governor “Honest John” Whiteaker and Judge Matthew Deady. The KKK was a major presence in the politics of several cities in the state. In 1922 at the National Governor’s Conference, Governor Ben Olcott said, “We woke up one morning and found that the Klan had about gained control of the state. Practically not a word has been raised against them.”
 He was replaced by Walter M. Pierce as Governor that year, with the help of the KKK.
 In the early 1920s, the KKK burned crosses on Skinner’s Butte in Eugene, on Mount Tabor in Portland, and various other locations around the state.
 In Eugene the burning crosses were used to intimidate the residents of “Tent City,” where Blacks were forced to live outside the city boundaries. The crosses were also used to ward away African Americans who would enter the city as railroad workers—migration to Oregon was slow except for groups of these workers who started coming in the twenties.

Compared to the rest of Oregon, Portland was slightly ahead of the curve; in 1914 the first NAACP chapter West of the Mississippi river was founded. However, the treatment migrant Blacks received upon arrival far from equaled that of Whites. The exclusion laws were rarely enforced even before they were removed from the books, but discrimination popped up in all corners of life. In the 1930s Blacks were prevented from owning property near Whites when real estate companies defined “the meaning of a white segregated neighborhood as one that did not have a black-occupied residence within four blocks.”
 This created physical boundaries between the white and black areas of the city.

The second World War brought more African Americans into the city, as well as Whites, to work in the Kaiser shipyards near Portland. Albina, one of the few integrated neighborhoods, refused the newcomers entrance at the time, so a new city was created to house the workers and their families. This city, Vanport, flooded in 1948 leaving over 16,000 people homeless in the Portland area.
 At this time the discrimination of the real estate companies played a large role in preventing these people from finding homes. The integrated area of Albina became premium land as the only neighborhood that allowed African Americans to settle. The same year as the flood, the State finally repealed a law passed in 1862 prohibiting Whites from marrying anyone ¼ or more Black. 

Due to the housing shortage in Portland, many African Americans came to Eugene in 1948. As Opal Clark says, “Up to that time only two Negro men, both of them employed at the Southern Pacific railroad station, lived in Eugene with their families.”
 The newcomers from Portland didn’t find the housing situation in Eugene any easier, however. Before 1965, African Americans were not allowed to live within the city limits of Eugene and real estate agents who catered to the housing needs of these families could lose their licenses. 

African Americans trying to live in Eugene had three choices before 1965: Ferry Street / Tent City, Glenwood, and West 11th.
 Tent City lasted until 1949 as a “collection of Army Tents, and wooden houses built in Alton Baker Park at the north end of the Ferry Street Bridge…. Then the Ferry Street Bridge was refurbished and Tent City was bulldozed….”
 Eleven tents, and three real houses made up the “city” by 1948.
 At the time, West 11th was outside of the city limits and people living there had to walk 3 miles to a gas station to get water. 

These living conditions, while not very different from those of many Depression-era families, were far from humane. Families lived in “mud flats by the Amazon slough, which flooded in winter” and paid exorbitant prices for run-down houses.
 

Sam Reynolds paid $3,600  for property with no water, no sewer, no electricity, a half finished shack. The property was valued at $1200. That community, was subject to drive by intimidations by people burning crosses and claiming to represent the Klan.

 At that time a group of white community members, known as the Lane County Council for Civic Unity, attempted to relieve the local resistance to integration, and find temporary housing for the incoming blacks. Just as the restaurants and hotels had refused their services to people of color, the banks would not loan them money, for housing or otherwise.
 “The deep-seated prejudice extended to the refusals to give service to Blacks in hotels and restaurants.”
 

The hotels and restaurants in Eugene emulated the discriminatory tactics of the rest of the state. By 1950 Portland was the only major city without any civil rights legislation. Early that year the Portland City Council tried to chang that by passing an ordinance fining businesses $500 for refusing to serve blacks. 
 The Oregon State Hotel Association and the Oregon Restaurant Association both opposed the city council’s decision by petitioning to refer the decision to a citywide vote.
 Due to this petition, the ordinance failed and discrimination remained legal. It wasn’t until 1953 that the Public Accommodation Law in Oregon banned discrimination in businesses.
 

During the 1950s Oregon had a steady stream of legislature passed to promote equality under the law. In 1949 the Fair Employment Practices Act passed, two years later many repeals of unjust laws were made, and the Vocational Schools Act passed. Near the end of the 1950s, two Housing Acts passed, attempting to alleviate the situation for many African Americans. Although the legislature helped, the problem persisted, and the main issue became enforcement, as it was elsewhere in the country.

By 1954 the National Civil Rights movement was really getting started. That year the Supreme Court ruled in the Brown vs Topeka Board of Education trial that ‘separate but equal’ educational facilities were inherently unequal, and so were illegal under the 14th Amendment. The following years saw the Montgomery Bus Boycott led by Rosa Parks and Dr. Martin Luther King Jr., and in 1956 the busses were desegregated. That same year the Southern Christian Leadership Conference was founded, with the goal of bringing legal equality to African Americans through nonviolent means. A year after that the National Guard was called in to assist nine Black students into a previously all-White school in Little Rock, AK. Four students sat-in at a segregated lunch counter in Greensboro, NC, and the Student Nonviolent Coordinating Committee(SNCC) was founded, in 1960. 

In 1961 the Congress for Racial Equality (CORE) initiated the first freedom rides to test the ruling of the year before that segregation in interstate travel was illegal. Two years later Dr. Martin Luther King Jr. gave his famous “I Have a Dream” speech on the steps of the Lincoln Memorial. He once again emphasized the necessity of using nonviolent protest:

We must forever conduct our struggle on the high plane of dignity and discipline. We must not allow our creative protest to degenerate into physical violence. Again and again we must rise to the majestic heights of meeting physical force with soul force.

Unfortunately the protesters were met with violence not only during the freedom rides and sit-ins, but also two years later as a bomb exploded outside a Baptist church in Alabama. Placed by a KKK member who wouldn’t be put in prison until 1977, the bomb killed four black schoolgirls and wounded many others.
 


The Freedom Summer began in 1964; SNCC sent volunteers to Mississippi with the goal of increasing the number of Black voters there, and in other ways improving access to the voting system for African Americans. That same year the Civil Rights Act of 1964 passed, prohibiting segregation and discrimination based on an “individual's race, color, religion, sex, or national origin.”
 Malcolm X was killed in 1965, the same year the march from Selma to Montgomery caused President Johnson to sign the Voting Rights Act. In 1968, Dr Martin Luther King Jr. was shot.
These powerful events brought progress in the direction of integration all over the country, but they were most potent in areas more populated by African Americans. While Oregon was just as discriminatory as Southern states, its history of preventing Blacks from even entering the area had kept it more removed from the issues that were currently breaking on the national scene. This would begin to change due to the growing number of political activists in the state, and the increase in legislature aimed at eliminating discrimination, but it was a slow process.


During the 1950s, the situation at the University of Oregon mirrored the racist attitudes of the rest of the city:

Negro girls who attended the University of Oregon were not allowed to room with white girls, even when the latter requested it. There were no Negro faculty or staff members at the University or Negro teachers in the public schools.

It was during this time that CORE came down from Portland, and gaining membership from the University, began to organize the Civil Rights movement in Eugene. The members found Whites and Blacks in the area who would work for their cause, and gave them direction:

It was CORE who was in the thick of the organizing around housing, harassment, police brutality. It was CORE who organized an unwelcome celebration at the airport to unwelcome the Sheriff of Selma Alabama, who was coming to speak on "What Really Happened at Selma", when Martin Luther King Jr. and other civil rights "Communist Dupes" were marching there.

CORE continued its work through the 1960s as the Student Movement picked up speed at the University. Groups such as the Students for a Democratic Society and its later spin-off Weather Underground organized protests against the Vietnam War and other issues on campus. The radical Left, especially the Weathermen, tried to utilize the ubiquitous media to show its membership to be more integrated than it was in such a white town. They pushed minority members to the front during protests, so that any photograph would show a variety of races, and were even known to bring in minority people from other areas of the country just for the media. These groups had a hard time gaining support from the few African American students who went to the University because “they didn’t want to be used by the radical Left, and they weren’t.”


Despite changes on campus, the institutions remained very discriminatory. Groups such as Upward Bound were created to increase minority membership at the University, but they had a difficult time finding eligible students in the state, and often had to look to other parts of the country. Private groups such as sororities had not changed their policies by that time, and African American students were ostracized as a result:

If you were a woman, an undergraduate, and you were to be known having a cup of coffee with a black student, you could, and did, lose your membership in a sorority.

While sororities and fraternities for African Americans existed since the early 1900s, there were none on the University of Oregon campus at the time.


Even beauty parlors refused the potential African American customers in Eugene, saying that “they did not know how to cut ‘that type of hair.’ As a result, in the early 1960s, a black barber and beautician from Portland came to Eugene to cut, press, and shampoo the hair of the black community.”
 With the establishment of the Human Rights Commission in 1964, the business situation in Eugene began to change. “Blacks began to be employed by the City, Pacific Northwest Bell, and downtown markets and department stores.”

In 1968 the Eugene chapter of the Black Panther Party(BPP) started. It grew out of the Black Student Union at the University where students focused mainly on the University community, racism and academics. The BPP used community-based programs to aid the rest of the city.
 Their programs helped poor people of all colors, with the “overall philosophy of looking at issues from a class analysis and not only a race analysis.”
 This led the group to have good relations with other organizations such as The Patriot Party for poor Whites and the Brown Berets for Latin Americans. The programs included free breakfasts for poor children served out of a church, a “Liberation School” which focused on African and African American history, and a public speaker program.


The BPP also held protests that were considered more militant:

…You can imagine white Eugene having a whole long bunch of Black students closing the streets and marching down the downtown streets of Eugene—that occasioned some eyebrows.

The Party conflicted with Eugene police a few times, one of which occurred when policemen attempted to enter a Party member’s house without a warrant. This happened in 1969, and was met with considerable resistance from the BPP as a whole. By 1970 the BPP broke into various parts, with many leaving Eugene for other parts of the country, and others continuing on at the University of Oregon.


In 1976 the Eugene/Springfield chapter of the National Association for the Advancement of Colored People(NAACP) was founded. It started programs for the improvement of young people of color, focusing on African Americans due to their having the “highest dropout rates and lowest scholastic scores.”
 To this end, the NAACP worked for “The mobilization of adult community for the promotion of classroom and after-school excellence among black students” and “The recognition of academic achievement among black students on par with the recognition awarded athletic achievers.”
 

Due to the fact that even now African Americans make up just 1% of the population in the area, the Eugene/Springfield NAACP is only 20% Black, with the rest being Asian, Latin American, Native American, and White.
 Even so, it is the largest NAACP chapter in the state.

In 1850, only 54 African Americans resided in Oregon; by 1900 that number was over 20 times larger. The emigration slowed down after those years, so by 1940 the population was slightly more than double that of 40 years earlier, with 2,565 Blacks in the state. Ten years later about five times that number lived in Oregon, echoing some improvement in the situation for African Americans in the state.
 Even with this fairly steady growth, the relative numbers of Blacks to Whites shows that Oregon’s history of racism still has its effect. Of all the state, Portland has the largest number of African American citizens, but it is still ‘lily-white’ compared to cities of the same size in other parts of the country. 

Before the slow process of improving the living situations for African Americans began in the 1940s, coming to Oregon was similar to walking into a lion’s den. KKK members marched down the city streets of Eugene, Corvallis, Albany and other cities in Oregon, and had streets named after them in those cities. Signs proclaiming ‘white-only’ were commonplace in restaurant windows, hotels and banks. Housing conditions were terrible, jobs for African Americans were of the lowest kind, and lynching still took place. The local laws contradicted the national laws in the list of protections due the Blacks, and enforcement was sketchy at best. 

In spite of all this, African Americans did emigrate to Oregon and endure the caustic environment. The history of the state notwithstanding, there were Whites in the area willing to help them gain legal equality. The environment of the 1960s was such that change seemed constantly on the horizon, and it was because of the attitudes of the young, and others who were willing to make a stand. Through community groups, legislature and activism, the Civil Rights Movement grew nationwide, including Oregon. Oregon had been a Southern-type state; lack of numbers was the only thing that prevented the same violent response to the burgeoning change in racial attitudes as in the South. In Eugene the vibrant Student Activist Movement also aided in creating an ambiance of change. This movement may have overshadowed the Civil Rights Movement in Eugene, unfortunately, being another reason why the dramatic confrontations over race in the South were less flagrant in Oregon. 

When I began this paper, I was certain the lack of information I found on the Civil Rights Movement in Eugene, and Oregon in general, was due to the state’s history of exclusion and discrimination. I still believe that history lessened the impact of the national movement on the local scale, by simply giving Oregon a reputation that kept Blacks away in the long run. But at the same time that the state was brutally white except for a small minority of African Americans, another minority of activists, of many races, began work that would prevent open discrimination. Not all has changed—the KKK still exist in Oregon, and people are still victimized due to the color of their skin—but these events occur against the law. These laws that supposedly mark the transition of attitudes were never meant to change how people think—that is not possible with a law—but they did affect the way people are allowed to act. One would hope that eventually this induces a change in the mindset, towards a perspective more tolerable to other people. The 1960s of Oregon may not have been as memorable to most as those of the Deep South, but they were still important years that brought Oregonians closer to a more enlightened way of thinking.
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