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Evolution of a Permanent
Negro Community in Lansing

BY DOUGLAS K. MEYER

Professor Meyer is in the department of geography at
Eastern Illinois University.

Much attention has focused on the historical roots and
the residential distribution of large Northern Negro ghet-
toes. However, the origin of permanent black communities
and the initial residential patterns in smaller cities remains
a neglected field of research Although migration is not a
recent phenomenon, early Negro population movements
and residential patterns have escaped public attention until
fairly recent times.

Like many other medium-sized cities today, Lansing,
the capital of Michigan, has experienced since 1940 the
impact of large numbers of Negroes. This population
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growth from 1,638 in 1940 to about 11,000 in 1969t hal
been rapid in proportion to the city’s previous Negro pPopu-
lation. A black community, however, has always existed
even though its early settlement went virtually unnotjced
by whites.

Migration accounted for about 90 percent of Lansing’s
pre-World War I Negro population growth. The proportion
of black residents born in states other than Michigan fluc-
tuated between 77.8 percent in 1860 and 51.2 percent in
1880.% During each census from 1850 to 1894, more blacks
declared Michigan as their state of birth than any other
state. As a rule these persons were either children, adoles-
cents, or young adults. Consequently, the remaining state
of birth data provide a more meaningful picture of the
origins and patterns of migration.

The adult Negroes in 1850 came from New York and
the Upper South states of Virginia and North Carolina.
One could assume that the blacks from New York arrived
with the early white settlers, since pioneers from that state
predominated in the founding of Lansing. In 1860 Michi-
gan’s two sister states to the south, Indiana and Ohio, were
the primary birth places of Negroes. Those few blacks who
came from the Upper South came from the border states of
Virginia and Kentucky. Even though Canada in 1860 sup-
plied 14.8 percent of the black residents, the Canadian
blacks did not comprise an important segment of the popu-
lation, since these individuals were confined to the state
reform school.

Most of the population increase in 1870 and 1880 orig-
inated from the border states of the Upper South, es-

1. Calculated from: “Lansing School District Census, May, 1969.” MS in
Lansing School District Administrative Records.

2. Often in America’s early census the Negro population particularly
was underenumerated as much as 20 percent in some areas of the
country. Comparing all available sources, United States and State of
Michigan censuses, city directories, and interviews with older black
residents, the author believes that Lansing’s black population data are
accurate but realizes that the enumerators were limited in training and
reliability.
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pecially Kentucky and Virginia, New York, Canada, Ohio,
and Indiana. Those blacks born in Canada consisted pri-
marily of inmates in the state reform school, young single
adults who were employed as servants, waiters, laborers,
and children. During the 1870s, for the first time, four
adults from Canada established residence in Lansing. Based
on their birthplace the assumption could be made that their
parents escaped from slavery via the Underground Railroad
into Canada before the Civil War. By 1880 an insignifi-
cant number of blacks from the Deep South resided in the
capital city.

Only the 1884 and 1894 population schedules of the State
of Michigan censuses still exist for Lansing. Their im-
portance lies in the fact that they indicate important Negro
migration trends operating during the 1880s and early
1890s. The Northern states of New York, Ohio, Indiana,
and especially Michigan continued to provide the bulk of

Growth of the Negro population of Lansing, Michigan: 1850-1969*

Total Increase Negro Increase
Year Popy- ———— Popu- ———————— Percent
lation Number Percent Jation Number Percent Negro

1850 1,229 — — 13 —- — 1.0
1860 3,074 1,845 150.1 27 14 107.7 0.9
1870 5,241 2,167 70.5 77 50 185.2 1.5
1880 8,319 3,078 58.7 208 131 171.4 2.5
1890 13,102 4,783 57.5 341 133 63.2 2.6
1900 16,485 3,383 25.8 323 ~-18 -5.3 2.0
1910 31,229 14,744 89.4 354 31 9.5 1.1
1920 57,327 26,098 83.6 698 344 97.1 1.2
1930 78,397 21,070 36.8 1,409 711 101.9 1.8
1940 78,753 356 0.5 1,638 229 16.3 2.1
1950 92,129 13,326 16.9 2,971 1,333 81.3 3.3
1960 107,805 15,678 17.0 6,745 3,774 127.0 6.3
M" 22,193 20.5 11,000¢ 4,255 63.0 8.5
VanSF June 1, 1969

,calc“')‘B Plunning Department.

A aled from: Lansing School District Census May, 1969.
ree: U. S. Census of Population, 1850-1960.
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Lansing’s Negro migrants. Of Michigan’s two sister states
to the south, Ohio provided by far the largest number of
black migrants. Yet an important shift in the makeup of
the Negro migrants lies hidden in the figures. In the pre-
vious censuses, single persons under the age of nineteen
predominated among those from the Northern states, but
beginning with the 1880 census and particularly with the
1884 and 1894 censuses a rapid influx of blacks over
twenty-one is clearly visible. These adult blacks brought
their families to the city, thus creating a stable black com-
munity. Today the descendants of some of these families
still reside in Lansing. The number of Negro families in-
creased from less than ten in 1870 to over eighty in 1894.?
Previously, mobility characterized the Negro population.

Cass County, Michigan, contributed the majority of the
Negro families who established roots in the capital between
1884 and 1894.* This movement from Cass County had
begun by 1880 and persisted until after the turn of the
century. Michigan did not dominate as the primary place
of birth; instead Ohio, Indiana, New York, Canada, and
the border states of the Upper South supplied the greatest
numbers.

By 1894 few Negroes had migrated from the Deep South;
however, Kentucky and Virginia of the Upper South main-
tained their place as the major contributors of blacks from
the South. Although the number of blacks from the South
grew each decade from 1860 to 1894, their proportion in
the total Negro population declined during the period.

By 1900 a major component of Lansing’s Negro com-
munity were of Canadian birth. With each decade since
1860, the number increased so that by 1884 and 1894 their
proportion of the total black population had stabilized at

3. This is based on a comparison of names in the United States and
Michigan censuses.

4. Joseph W. Jarvis, African Methodist Episcopal Church 1869-1917
(Lansing: n. p., 1917), p. 19. A comparison of the family names in
the two Michigan censuses with those listed on page 19 and the au-
thor's interviews support this conclusion.
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about 21 percent. Not counting migration within Michi-
gan, more Negroes immigrated from Canada in 1884 (54)
and in 1894 (89) than any other place. Canadian-born
black families were arriving in Lansing as early as the
1870s; however, the most increase occurred in the early
1880s. And the majority of the Canadian Negroes were
descended from slaves who escaped before 1860 to Canada.®
Many of the 50,000 Canadian Negroes who generally
dwelled within 100 miles of Detroit returned after Ap-
pomattox to the United States, particularly to Michigan.®
Although a number of Canadian black families came di-
rectly to Lansing, many others resided elsewhere in Michi-
gan—Cass County and Mecosta County for example—for
varying lengths of time before journeying to the capital
city.”

The black population of the capital declined from 415
in 1894 to 323 in 1900 but increased slightly to 354 in
1910. Some possible reasons for this loss in Negro popula-
tion might be (1) movement to areas where employment
was better, (2) dissatisfaction with Lansing, (3) loss of
identity, (4) increasing discrimination, (5) census taking
errors, and (6) increase of foreign born who took over
black jobs. Similarly, the total Negro population in Michi-
gan experienced a very slow rate of growth between 1890
and 1910.

Despite the considerably slower pace of Negro movement
to Lansing, the black migration patterns which operated in
the last two decades of the nineteenth century persisted
until World War I. It seems that the few Negroes who did
move to the city in the early 1900s represented either intra-
state movement or transfer from Canada.® Three factors

S. Homer B. Carr, “Before the Ghetto: A Study of Detroit Negroes in
the 1890’s” (unpublished Master’s thesis, Wayne State University,
1968), p. 5.

6. 1bid.

7. This was substantiated by interviews with Lansing’s older Negro resi-
dents when discussing their family histories.

8. This point was brought out numerous times in the interviews with the
older black residents.
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influenced the Negroes’ choice of Lansing as their place of
residence at the turn of the century: (1) job opportunities,
(2) relatives and friends living in Lansing, and (3) central
location of the city in the State.’

The following map represents black residential patterns
which evolved from approximately two decades of perma-
nent occupance by Negro families in Lansing.’® An initial
clustering of Negro residences appeared along Sycamore
south of Washtenaw Street, of which the majority originated
from Cass County. Yet the largest number of black house-
holds occurred in the block bounded by Butler, Main, Di-
vision, and William streets; most of the inhabitants came
from Canada. Domestic servants living with their em-
ployers vividly stand out on the map, since only one black
resident dwells in a block. Most of the blacks downtown
lived at a rooming house on East Allegan Street. The ma-
jority of Lansing’s Negroes lived west of the Grand River,
with the exception of the thirty-six Negro inmates in the
reform school (map). In addition a few blacks resided in
the northeast on Turner Street, near East Michigan Avenue
east of Pennsylvania Avenue, and south of the Grand and
Red Cedar rivers.

As a permanent black community became established
between 1870 and 1894, the black residential pattern
which evolved primarily consisted of small clusters in
racially mixed blocks within an area bounded by Ionia
Street on the north, Logan on the west, Isaac Street (now
Olds Avenue) on the south, and Townsend Street on the

9. These reasons for moving to Lansing are based on the interviewees’
own experiences and what was mentioned by Negro residents who
preceded them.

10. Prior to the discovery of the 1884 and 1894 State of Michigan censuses
at the Ingham County Clerk’s Office, Mason, Michigan, the available
city directories werc utilized to portray black residential patterns.
However, the accuracy and the completeness of the population data
from the 1894 Lansing directory, along with the others available,
fall far short of the State of Michigan censuses. Such criticism does
not take away the fact that the city directories are a most important
and interesting historical source. Race designation ceased with the
1904 Lansing directory.
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east (map). But an exclusive westside black settlement
had not emerged, even though Negroes were not dispersed
throughout the city. Instead a few such clusters adequately
accommodated most of the Negro population, 415 in 1894.
Prior to World War I, Negro households witnessed few
spatial changes from the established residential pattern of
1894. Since Negro migration to Lansing never attained
large proportions prior to World War I, both the older
Negro residents and the community at large could absorb
the new migrants without resorting to residential segrega-
tion. Furthermore, most Negro migrants had undergone
acculturation to Northern ways of living before arriving in
Lansing and no general shortage of housing existed. No
restrictions as to location of residence and business emerged
in the city. Consequently where black residents developed
small clusters, these were due chiefly to voluntary actions
of Negroes inspired by need to be near relatives, friends,
one’s own kind, and work. The clusters were also due to
limited incomes and occupational status.
A contemporary author wrote of Lansing’s black com-
munity:
As a whole the coloured people of Lansing are peaceful and
industrious, a natural part of the wage-working population.

Individuals have become highly prosperous and are much re-
spected.!

Furthermore, Baker expressed the opinion that comfort-
able living conditions, little discrimination, and a good job
opportunity prevailed more favorably for Negroes in the
smaller cities of the North and West. Because of the higher
social, educational, and job skill levels of the black migrants
who arrived in Lansing between the late 1870s and 1914,
a Negro community developed which was characterized by
a larger proportion of home buyers, about 60 percent, and
more prominent leaders than one might expect for the size

11. Ray S. Baker, Following the Color Line (New York: Harper Torch-
books, 1964), p. 110.
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of the black community.’ Jarvis supports the opinion that
the early Negro residents were favorably accepted by the
early whites.” But white hostility began to increase as
shown by the fact that blacks had experienced greater op-
portunities within the white community prior to 1900 than
available around World War I.*

Prior to 1890 American Negroes labored primarily
as agricultural or domestic service workers.”® Since most of
the blacks in the North lived in cities, they were chiefly em-
ployed in service occupations. Lansing particularly fitted
this pattern because it was the capital and demanded hotel
and other domestic services. The Negro, therefore, found
ready employment.

The occupational structure of the Negro population
changed little between 1850 and 1880. The primary male
occupations were (1) waiters, porters, and cooks in the
hotels and restaurants, (2) barbers, (3) house servants,
and (4) common laborers. By 1880 there were Negro brick
masons and a blacksmith, foundry worker, janitor at the
state house, furrier, and fish dealer. In some instances the
Negroes owned their own businesses.

As the Negro population grew larger in Lansing, the
female segment became more a part of the occupational
structure. The women were employed in service occupa-
tions as servants, washerwomen, and dressmakers. Young
Negro women served as domestic servants in a number of
white homes. The increasing number of employed black
women resulted probably from the need to augment their
husband’s earnings and the fact that the white women

12. Sixty-seven Negroes were listed in the Freedmen's Progress Commis-
sion, Michigan Manual of Freedmen’s Progress (Detroit: n. p., 1915),
as home owners in Lansing. By 1915 Lansing’s black community con-
sisted of slightly over 100 families. Fifteen out of the 94 honorary
vice-presidents of the commission resided in Lansing.

13. African-Methodist Episcopal Church, p. 8.

14. Ihid.

15. Lorenzo J. Greene and Carter G. Woodson, The Negro Wage Earner
(Washington, D. C.: The Association for the Study of Negro Life and
History, Inc., 1930, p. 36.
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Opposite page, Blanche Miller, organist in the
Lansing African Methodist Episcopal Church.
Above, the Hillsdale Baptist Church in Lan-
sing. Left, a Lansing couple, Mr. and Mrs.
Harold Lett and son, Robert. Below, home of
Lansing builder, John W. Allen.
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rarely entered domestic employment; there were, therefore,
job opportunities.

But as a permanent Negro settlement took roots, changes
arose in the employment pattern of blacks. During the last
two decades of the century blacks engaged in a greater
variety of jobs, even though service occupations and com-
mon laborers continued to dominate. By 1894 there were
eight teamsters, a blacksmith, four dressmakers, eight
painters and paper hangers, five plasterers, nine stone and
brick masons, five carpenters, two moulders, a teacher, two
nurses, and a clerk.’”® A number of black-owned businesses
operated in Lansing between 1880 and 1914; as many as
five barbershops—seventeen barbers in 1894—two res-
taurants, a fish dealer, a blacksmith, a house mover, and
three building contractors. Some of the businesses existed
in the present central business district of Lansing on both
Michigan and Washington avenues. Two of the building
contractors, John W. Allen and Andrew Dungey, were
noted for their excellent work in the construction of quality
homes and buildings."” Dungey built over 300 homes in
Lansing.

By 1910 male Negroes found their occupational structure
rather rigid. Little change had occurred after 1894, as they
continued to predominate in unskilled labor, primarily gen-
eral laborers, and service jobs, especially barbers and jani-
tors. Because three black builders operated in Lansing, it
probably benefited the existence of the Negro skilled crafts-
men, especially carpenters, and brick and stone masons.
The state government employed a few Negro clerks and
janitors. The automobile and related industries, particular-
ly foundries, boomed in Lansing during the first decade of
the century. And about 10 percent of the employed male
blacks gained a foothold as unskilled and semi-skilled
workers. Domestic and service occupations accounted for

16. Michigan, “Census of Ingham County, 1894”; MS in State Archives,
Lansing.
17. Freedmen’s Progress, pp. 107, 117.
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83.7 percent of the Negro females’ employment in 1910."
About half of all the black women employed were servants.
And the above Negro occupation pattern for both men and
women generally persisted for the next forty years.

In conclusion, the major areas which repeatedly con-
tributed to the growth and formation of Lansing’s black
community before World War I were Michigan, New York,
Indiana, Ohio, Virginia, Kentucky, and Canada. The
primary Negro migration pattern represented intra-state
movement within Michigan. A second stream involved a
transfer from Kentucky, Indiana, and Ohio northward into
Lansing. The third movement extended westward from
New York and Virginia, though one also spread westward
from Ontario, Canada. All four of these migration streams
became very distinct beginning in the 1870s. The excep-
tion to the usual Northern pattern concerned the shift of
Negroes from Canada into Michigan between 1870 and
1914 with the peak reached by 1894. And the historical
roots of Lansing’s permanent Negro community lie par-
ticularly with those families which had settled for a time
in Cass County, Michigan, before moving to the capital.

When the Negro population was small and immigration to
Lansing slow prior to 1914, the total community could
integrate new black arrivals. As a result, the initial resi-
dential patterns which evolved with the Negro settlement
in the 1880s witnessed little change until after World War
I. Negroes dispersed throughout the area of the city within
the bend of the Grand River, but south of Ionia Street.
Generally a few blacks resided in clusters in racially mixed
blocks and a few additional clusters could easily accommo-
date the population increase. This study suggests that the
constraints or exclusions imposed by the white majority
prior to World War I were primarily directed toward a
rigid occupation structure, rather than a segregated resi-

18. Ibid., pp. 312-14.
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dential structure. Whereas, the latter developed during
World War II when rigid boundaries imposed an involun.
tary choice of housing on the Negro, resulting in ghetto
concentrations in west-central Lansing.






