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On a typical summer day, Portland’s Irving Park bustles with activity in practically every 

corner of its sixteen acres. Walking along its winding paths, under towering Douglas firs, the 

noise of the city gives way to the delighted screams of children on the playground and the splash 

pad, the boisterous sounds of simultaneous basketball games, dogs barking in the off-leash area, 

and music playing from someone’s radio. The fresh, green smell of grass mixes with the smoky 

aroma emanating from the grills in the picnic area. It's a beautiful sight—everywhere you look, 

people are taking advantage of their public space. What you cannot see, however, is any 

indicator of the park’s history as a vital community gathering place for Black Portlanders.  

 Bordered by Northeast Fremont Street just a block east of Martin Luther King Jr. 

Boulevard in Portland’s historic Albina district, Irving Park was a hub for Portland’s Black 

community from the 1960s to the 1980s.1 Black people had lived in Albina since the early 

twentieth century, but the neighborhood experienced a major influx of Black residents after the 

Vanport Flood of 1948. Due to racist real estate practices, thousands of displaced Black families 

were forced to find shelter where they could, and Albina was one of the few places they could 

purchase or rent homes. Housing discrimination, compounded with mid-century urban renewal 

projects, further displaced Black residents on the eastside. By the late 1960s, most of Portland’s 

Black population resided in crowded conditions in neighborhoods around Irving Park along 

Northeast Union Avenue (now Martin Luther King Jr. Boulevard).2 Nearly four in five Black 

 
1 Albina refers to the North and inner Northeast neighborhoods of Eliot, Boise, King, Humboldt, Overlook, 

Irvington, and Piedmont today. Albina had stretched into Southeast Portland before urban renewal projects, such as 

the expansion of Interstate 5 and the construction of the Lloyd Center and Veterans Memorial Coliseum, forced 

scores of Black families to relocate in the 1950s-60s. 
2 Carl Abbott, Portland: Planning, Politics, and Growth in a Twentieth Century City (Lincoln: University of 

Nebraska Press, 1983). See also Michael N. McGregor, “The Vanport Flood,” The Oregon History Project, Oregon 

Historical Society, 2003; Roy E. Roos “Albina area (Portland),” The Oregon Encyclopedia, Oregon Historical 

Society, 2008.  
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Portlanders called Albina home in the late twentieth century, before gentrification priced out 

scores of Black families from the area.3   

 Existing scholarship on Albina spotlights the Black community’s struggle for civil rights 

against the city’s disinvestment and the Police Bureau’s use of deadly force. Lucas N.N. Burke 

and Judson L. Jeffries’ 2017 book The Portland Black Panthers: Empowering Albina and 

Remaking a City provides vital insight into Black radicalism in Portland and how the Portland 

Panthers helped shape the city’s political and physical landscape.4 Portland State University 

Professor of Urban Studies and Planning Karen J. Gibson has also conducted extensive research 

on Portland’s Black history, demonstrating how over sixty years of residential segregation and 

neighborhood disinvestment resulted in gentrification and displacement. 5 In addition, Gibson’s 

study with Leanne Serbulo about racial discrimination in the policing of Albina argues that the 

overwhelmingly white Portland police have been “critically important agents of an oppressive 

structure that resisted change in Portland and cities nationally.”6  

This project expands on the work of these scholars to explore the role of public space in 

community organizing and resistance efforts in Albina, highlighting not only the challenges but 

 
3 For an in-depth study of the contemporary gentrification of the Albina district, see Red G. Rick, The Gentrification 

of Albina (2021) and Carter William Ause, "Black and Green: How Disinvestment, Displacement and Segregation 

Created the Conditions For Eco-Gentrification in Portland's Albina District, 1940-2015" (Honors thesis, Portland 

State University, 2016).  
4 Lucas N. N. Burke and Judson L. Jeffries, The Portland Black Panthers: Empowering Albina and Remaking a City 

(Seattle: University of Washington Press, 2017). See also Jules Boykoff and Martha Gies, “‘We’re Going to Defend 

Ourselves’: The Portland Chapter of the Black Panther Party and the Local Media Response,” Oregon Historical 

Quarterly 111, no. 3 (2010). 
5 Karen J. Gibson, “Bleeding Albina: A History of Community Disinvestment, 1940–2000,” Transforming 

Anthropology 15, no. 1 (2007): 3–25. 
6 Gibson and Leanne Claire Serbulo, “Black and Blue: Police-Community Relations in Portland's Albina District, 

1964–1985,” Oregon Historical Quarterly 114, no. 1 (2013): 6-37. Graduate students have also contributed 

meaningful scholarship to Albina’s history: Katherine Eileen Nelson, “‘On the Murder of Rickey Johnson’: the 

Portland Police Bureau, Deadly Force, and the Struggle for Civil Rights in Oregon, 1940-1975” (MA diss., Portland 

State University, 2018): https://pdxscholar.library.pdx.edu/open_access_etds/4434/; Joshua Joe Bryan, “Portland, 

Oregon's Long Hot Summers: Racial Unrest and Public Response, 1967-1969” (MA diss., Portland State University, 

2013): https://pdxscholar.library.pdx.edu/open_access_etds/995/. 

https://storymaps.arcgis.com/stories/5e3196e07fbe48e092c495c052f2ef6f
https://storymaps.arcgis.com/stories/5e3196e07fbe48e092c495c052f2ef6f
https://pdxscholar.library.pdx.edu/open_access_etds/4434/
https://pdxscholar.library.pdx.edu/open_access_etds/995/
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also the victories and joys elicited by communal use of Irving Park. Whereas existing literature 

focuses on the struggle of displacement, this spatially informed approach demonstrates the Black 

community’s resilience, strength, and humanity despite institutionalized anti-Black racism. By 

claiming and investing in public space, Black Portlanders exercised agency over their stories. 

Although we often take their existence for granted, public parks are imperative for the 

vitality of a functioning democratic society. Occupying public space is an inherently political act 

that takes on new dimensions in resistance movements. Parks provide an open setting for people 

to come together to share space; in other words, parks are sites for building community at its 

most basic level. Historian Andrew Kahrl has argued that “in an age when personal wealth 

closely correlates with political influence, public spaces afford marginalized voices in society 

places where they can go and be heard, where dissident views can be aired and nonconformist 

lifestyles can be expressed freely, and where a diverse nation can engage in the hard work of 

becoming a diverse society.”7 With this significance in mind, cultural geographer Don Mitchell 

has studied the increasing rate of the privatization of public space in late-stage capitalism. 

Mitchell celebrates people’s resistance against this trend, stating that “if the end of public space 

is a tendency, then sometimes that tendency is thwarted by people acting democratically.”8 In 

this way, Black Portlanders envisioned and utilized Irving Park as a democratic space—one to 

serve their needs and sustain their community. Irving Park provided not just a place for 

recreation—how parks were traditionally intended—but also a site of protest and activism for 

Black Portlanders in the face of institutionalized poverty and oppression. 

 
7 Andrew Kahrl, Free the Beaches: The Story of Ned Coll and the Battle for America's Most Exclusive Shoreline 

(New Haven, CT: Yale University Press, 2018): 292. 
8 Don Mitchell, “People’s Park Again: On the End and Ends of Public Space” in Environment and Planning 49 no. 3 

(2017): 503-518. 
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Some scholars have researched these spatial and environmental issues in the context of 

Black history specifically. Environmental historian Brian McCammack explores the multifaceted 

connections Black Chicagoans forged with urban green spaces in Landscapes of Hope. In the 

chapter “Playgrounds and Protest Grounds,” McCammack analyzes the complex and even 

contradictory meanings Black Chicagoans tied to urban parks during times of severe racial 

unrest. He argues that Black people’s ability to claim public green spaces in their neighborhood, 

such as Washington Park, was particularly valuable because it gave them a place to be in 

community without having to worry about white violence or cultural expectations. Yet at the 

same time, this separate natural haven represented Black Chicagoans’ increasing segregation.9 

Geographer James A. Tyner highlights how the Black Panthers’ spatial strategies to assert 

control over their communities were integral to their community survival programs in his essay 

“‘Defend the Ghetto’: Space and the Urban Politics of the Black Panther Party.”10  

These studies on the multifaceted meanings attached to place have informed and framed 

my research, leading me to investigate how Black Portlanders used public space during times of 

pronounced racial inequity. To explore this topic, I drew on material from the City of Portland 

Archives, the Oregon Historical Society Research Library, Portland State University’s 

Rutherford Family Collection of Historic Black Newspapers of Portland, and the Oregonian, the 

state’s preeminent newspaper. As I mined the archives, Irving Park came up again and again, 

leading me to wonder what purposes this park served, what meanings residents attached to the 

space, and what visible and invisible battles were fought over these sixteen acres. 

 
9 Brian McCammack, Landscapes of Hope: Nature and the Great Migration in Chicago (Cambridge: Harvard 

University Press, 2017). 
10 James A. Tyner, “‘Defend the Ghetto’: Space and the Urban Politics of the Black Panther Party,” Annals of the 

Association of American Geographers 96, no. 1 (2006): 105-118. 
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“make children feel worthwhile” in an education system that systematically disenfranchised 

them.66 

 

Clipping from “Children grow in Reading Tree's Shade,” by Suzanne Richards, The Oregonian, July 12, 1987. 

 

From the late 1970s to the late 1980s, the Reading Tree offered Black children of all ages 

fun and engaging opportunities to improve their reading during the summer.67 While Anderson 

or other volunteer teachers read aloud to a circle of preschoolers, middle and high schoolers 

tutored elementary school-aged children with flashcards and reading workbooks. One such tutor 

was fourteen-year-old Kenny Dembo, who had flunked out of school twice, until he found 

direction helping first, second, and third graders learn to read, inspiring him to want to become a 

 
66 Huntly Collins, “Teacher tries to involve parents,” The Oregonian, December 28, 1980; Kathy Durbin, "Teacher 

honored for expanding students' horizons," The Oregonian, February 17, 1983. 
67 While it first began in 1970, archival evidence suggests the Reading Tree was most active during the late 1970s to 

the late 1980s. 
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teacher.68 Adolescents like Dembo were paid through the City of Portland’s Summer Youth 

Employment Program with funds from the federal Comprehensive Employment and Training 

Act. Many teenage instructors worked at the Reading Tree year after year, offering them 

consistent work experience in a period of growing joblessness.  

The significance of city and community involvement in the Reading Tree cannot be 

overstated. The program was jointly funded by the Portland School District and the Portland 

chapter of the Urban League. Not only were older youth provided paid opportunities to teach 

younger children, but local church groups and individuals also donated boxes of books for 

children to take home and read.  

In the early 1980s, Black city leaders promoted programs such as the Reading Tree to 

combat continued tensions caused by unemployment, inflation, and cuts in federal social 

services. Herb Cawthorne, a member of the Portland Public School Board who was instrumental 

in pushing for the Black United Front’s school desegregation plan in 1980, felt particularly 

concerned that high rates of Black unemployment could result in tensions of “explosive 

proportions” during the summer. Police were also wary of “racial problems in the Albina area” in 

the summer of 1981, explicitly naming Irving Park as a probable site of a “large scale riot” if one 

were to break out.69 Thus in 1981, Cawthorne, along with the Urban League’s executive director 

Freddye Petett and Portland’s first Black Commissioner Charles Jordan, devised the 

“Community Action for Summer Learning,” a program aimed at “keeping youngsters 

 
68 Huntly Collins, “Reading Tree spreads knowledge at park site," The Oregonian, July 28, 1980. 
69 F or more on the Black United Front’s efforts for educational equity, see Ethan Johnson and Felicia Williams, 

“Desegregation and Multiculturalism in Portland Public Schools,” Oregon Historical Quarterly (2002). Police 

reports reveal clear bias and ignorance of the realities of anti-Black racism. In an intelligence report from Officer 

Falk to Lt. Dimick on May 12, 1982, Falk writes of: “Both political figures attempting to gather votes in the Albina 

area, and social activists working within the press,” as “continuously haranguing black citizens into the belief that 

they are being oppressed by the white citizens…” City of Portland Archives, Police Historical/Archival Investigative 

Files, Black United Front 2/3, A2004-005, 8090-03. 
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occupied.”70 CASL was specifically designed to give young Black Portlanders something 

productive and educational to do in the hopes of keeping any potential agitation at bay. Indeed, 

the language used to publicize the program reflected the call to “keep cool” voiced fourteen 

years earlier.71 Seeing the success of the Reading Tree, Cawthorne, Petett, and Jordan promoted 

it as a central feature of the summer learning program. 

Summer after summer, The Oregonian reported higher numbers of children attending the 

Reading Tree every day.72 Oregonian articles and advertisements emphasized how Reading Tree 

instructors cultivated a joyful, inviting environment. The program claimed the picnic area in the 

southwest corner of the park and transformed it into a reading wonderland: “Make-believe faces 

adorn the trees, easels stand on the grass to display children’s stories and brightly colored 

banners proclaim ‘Professor Phonics Gives Sound Advice.’”73 Using the public space available 

to them, dedicated community members fostered excitement and a love of learning in so many 

Albina schoolchildren.74   

The Reading Tree offered more than something fun to do, however. Many children ended 

up there because they had nowhere else to go while their parents were at work, and crucially, the 

Reading Tree provided free lunch. As Petett pointed out, some of the children stayed in the 

program all day. Federal financing cutbacks in 1981 threatened the Reading Tree’s ability to 

provide this vital resource to local youth, making it all the more imperative for the larger 

community to raise funds for the Reading Tree as part of the Community Action for Summer 

 
70 “Cutbacks cited in racial tension,” The Oregonian, May 31, 1981. 
71 “Portland can keep cool this summer by having something constructive to offer when young people are looking 

for something to do,” from “Summer tinderbox,” The Oregonian, June 11, 1981. 
72 By 1987, it was estimated the number of children reached over 100 a day, many coming multiple days a week (it 

ran Monday through Friday, 9:30am-2pm)."Reading Tree breakfast aids youngsters," The Oregonian, June 18, 1987. 
73 “Reading Tree spreads knowledge at park site,” The Oregonian, July 28, 1980. 
74 “World expands under 'Tree,'" The Oregonian, July 7, 1983. 
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Learning.75 By 1987, Reading Tree kids joined other young park goers for the Portland Public 

Schools’ free lunch program.76 Therefore, the Reading Tree aided parents by providing their 

children with learning opportunities and nourishment. This would have been especially important 

for parents who could not afford or otherwise did not have the availability to be with their 

children during the day in the summer. 

At its core, the Reading Tree offered a sense of community to children in the Albina 

district. The consistency of gathering every weekday alongside other kids who looked like them, 

and moreover being taught by older youth and teachers who looked like them, gave the children 

a feeling of belonging that was sorely lacking during the school year in the 1970s “when many 

black inner Northeast Portland children were bused to schools in distant parts of the city.”77 

Being “the Black people’s park,” as Colden Brown called it, Irving Park acted as the perfect 

setting for the Black community to uplift one another through efforts like the Reading Tree; it 

was geographically and socially the heart of the community.78  

The Reading Tree in Irving Park made up one branch of a larger movement for 

educational equity in Northeast Portland. When examined in the context of the Black United 

Front’s campaign to desegregate Portland Public Schools in the early 1980s, Ron Herndon’s 

Albina Head Start Program, and the Black Education Center, it is clear that the Black community 

organized through multiple intersecting veins to prioritize children’s academic success and 

 
75 “Cutbacks cited in racial tension,” The Oregonian, May 31, 1981. 
76 "Children grow in Reading Tree's Shade," The Oregonian, July 12, 1987. 
77 "World expands under 'Tree,'" The Oregonian, July 7, 1983.  
78 Brown, “Rapping About Albina.” 
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overall wellbeing. 79 Albina’s investment in children despite the city’s continued neglect 

epitomizes the goal of Black liberation to forge a self-reliant community. 

 

CONCLUSION 

Public parks embody the intersection between environmental and social history, and thus provide 

fertile ground for studying local community histories. From everyday park use to special events 

and programs, examining how ordinary people come together in public settings highlights how 

communities cultivate belonging at the most basic level. For groups facing systemic oppression, 

claiming public spaces represents resistance and resilience. Histories of people using what is 

available to them to sustain their communal ties and take care of one another are some of the 

most valuable stories to remember and preserve. 

Irving Park is a vital setting in Albina’s history. At Irving Park, Black Portlanders built 

and reinforced communal ties, protested injustice, and envisioned liberated futures. The 1967 

rebellion is a key feature of this rich history, but certainly not the only one. In the late twentieth 

century, Irving Park was the backdrop for numerous events like the 1968 Model Cities rally, the 

1972 Black Community Survival Conference, and annual African Liberation Days. In addition to 

these large special events at Irving Park, Albina residents created ongoing daily programs in the 

park, most notably the Reading Tree. These events and programs provided essential resources to 

Black Portlanders, while simultaneously raising the community spirit through music and cultural 

celebration. In addition to using Irving Park as a platform to uplift their community, Black 

Portlanders rallied to invest in the physical space itself. It was, after all, Black community 

 
79 See Johnson and Williams, “Desegregation and Multiculturalism in Portland Public Schools,” and Evan Smiley, 

“The Harriet Tubman Middle School Protests: Black United Front vs. The Portland School Board,” Public History 

PDX: A Project of the Department of History at Portland State University (2017). 
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members who successfully persuaded the city to use Model Cities funds for the park’s facelift in 

the early 1970s.  

     In the face of anti-Black racism manifesting in public spaces, Albina residents utilized 

public settings to openly express racial pride. This spatial dimension is crucial—through this 

analytical lens, we see reclamation of identity through the reclamation of space. In response to 

spatialized discrimination, Black Portlanders utilized public space to resist racial injustice and 

assert their communal strength. They used Irving Park to establish a network of care.  
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Appendix A:  

“Special Picture Page of Irving Park Incidents,” The Clarion Defender, August 3, 1967, 

published by L.D. Walters, edited by Jimmy “Bang Bang” Walker, 2742 N. Williams Ave. 

Courtesy of Portland State University Special Collections, Rutherford Family Collection Historic 

Black Newspapers of Portland, http://archives.pdx.edu/ds/psu/20490.  

http://archives.pdx.edu/ds/psu/20490
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Appendix B:  

Map of Model Cities zone from a November 1968 Interim Report, City of Portland Archives, 

Model Cities (Archival), Model Cities Subject Files - Citizen Planning, A2001-014, AF/71471. 

See Irving Park highlighted in green. 
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Appendix C:  

1982 African Liberation Day flyer, City of Portland Archives, Police Historical/Archival 

Investigative Files, African Liberation Day, 8090-03, A2004-005 


