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Abstract 

Prior to the Civil Rights movement, most cities in the United States had at least one racially 

segregated neighborhood--a place where the "others" lived. This was typically a geographic 

location designated by the European American community as the area non-European Americans 

could reside. In Boise, Idaho, non-Whites lived in the River Street Neighborhood, a place where 

African Americans, Basque, Japanese, Eastern Europeans, and poor Whites established homes and 

businesses. River Street existed as a segregated enclave where, out away from prying eyes, African 

Americans, Basques, and other non-White people could escape overt segregation. This multi-

disciplinary dissertation examines the River Street Neighborhood as a óregion of refugeôða 

geographic place where residents formed a subculture where many of the racial mores of the time 

could be subverted and, in many ways, exploited. The dissertation also addresses the ways material 

culture, oral histories, archival documents, and community based participatory research (CPBR) 

can coalesce for advocacy for the preservation of minority historic properties. 
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Introduction : Ethnic Minorities in American West History , River Street, and 

Boise, Idaho 

The American West is a geographic region that has been imbued with meaning by 

American society. It plays a role in the American ethos that is unlike other parts of the country. It 

is a geographic region, a landscape, and an idea. The Western landscape is marked by aridity that 

forced human occupants to make technological and cultural adjustments in order to forge viable 

settlements. While the boundaries of this region have been easily drawn on a map, it has been said 

that ñGeography did not determine the boundaries of the West é history created themò (White 

1993:3). Geographically, the American West begins at the 98th meridian and includes all states 

straddling or west of that line (Flamming 2009:8).  

The legend of the West is a continuation of the Eurocentric idea that the New World was 

an untouched, pristine wildernessïa frontier that was meant to be subdued by human beings 

(Flamming 2009). In this worldview, once cities, farms, and communities had been firmly 

established, the surrounding region was no longer wild. The West was conquered by European fur 

trappers to the Lewis and Clark Expedition to emigrants on the Oregon Trail; it was civilized by 

non-Native peoples. Civilizing the western half of the United States took on deep meaning 

following the Civil War because memes of that day portrayed this as the last frontier, the last 

unsettled place in the country. It was our national destiny to transform this region as had been done 

in the eastern half (Limerick 1988; White 1991). After decades of non-Native emigration, historian 

Frederick Jackson Turner declared the civilization process done in 1893 (Turner 1921). The West 

had been tamed. The frontier had been closed. 

The nationalistic and racist idea that the American West was a wild frontier that had been, 

or could have been, civilized is only valid from the Eurocentric perspective from which this history 
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was forged. The Turnerian position described the West as a frontier that acted as ña unique 

independent agent, little influenced by outside forces andéa powerful environmental determinant 

in shaping human inhabitants to accord with its own requirementsò because this narrative played 

into concepts of European American exceptionalism and dominance (Robbins 1994:186). Living 

in the West was difficult and bringing civilization could only be done by an exceptional people at 

the top of the social and physiological pyramid. From this perspective there was no room for the 

Native Americans who had settled the region for millennia, nor for the Spanish colonists or 

Mexicans who had been living in the Southwest and California for centuries prior to the Gadsden 

Purchase. Nineteenth- and early twentieth-century histories of westward migration also failed to 

mention the role played by a number of different nationalities and races including Asian and 

European immigrants or African Americans (Limerick 1988; White 1991). Until after the 1960s, 

non-whites were nearly omitted from this history. Acknowledging the presence of non-white 

people is an important element of the New West History (Limerick 1991). By combining archival 

documents, archaeological data, and oral histories, historical archaeology with an anthropological 

bent can also add voice to those who have been overlooked. 

Through a concerted effort at integrating documents, oral histories, historical narratives, 

and public archaeology, this dissertation tracks the development of a multi-ethnic, non-white 

community in Boise, Idahoôs River Street Neighborhood to help redress this historical omission 

by demonstrating how racism has played out in an urban western environment initially designed 

and built by European Americans. The River Street Digital History Project and its public 

archaeology component conducted in this urban community takes advantage of the legislative and 

practical tools afforded by the National Historic Preservation Act to demonstrate how preserving 
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the history of the River Street Neighborhood may be deployed as a peaceful but powerful weapon 

to dismantle structural racism in the American West. 

The River Street Neighborhood: A Case Study of Structural Racism in an American West 

City  

The River Street Digital History Project embarked is a campaign to chronicle life in the 

River Street Neighborhood in central Boise in hopes of filling in the missing history of this place. 

It focuses on a bounded sector of the City of Boise that was established in the 1890s and remains 

a residential place today (Figure 1). The Project includes a digital humanities component designed 

to make archival documents, maps, and oral histories accessible to publics around the world via 

the internet (www.riverstreethistory.com). Former River Street Neighborhood residents were 

solicited to provide oral history interviews with the understanding they would be uploaded to the 

internet. This was a chance for their stories to be told and to contribute to the history of this place. 

In an attempt to engage the largest number of individuals as possible, the Project synthesizes this 

information into videos, digital documents, and an interactive virtual tour that can be used by 

anyone with a digital device (tablet, smartphone, or computer). Content from the website has also 

been synthesized into a paperback book that can be ordered through a print-on-demand service or 

at local libraries (White 2016). 

  

http://www.riverstreethistory.com/
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Figure 1: River Street Neighborhood Overview  
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In 2015, a public archaeology project was conducted in one area of the neighborhood. The 

archaeological component is the focus of this dissertation. Centered on the Erma Hayman House 

at 617 Ash Street, the River Street Archaeology Project was another opportunity for local residents 

and the descendant community to contribute to the history making process. Volunteers, university 

students, archaeology professionals, and historic preservationists were among those that 

participated in excavations in the neighborhood. The public archaeology component was a chance 

for those interested in archaeology but unfamiliar with the neighborhood to contribute while also 

learning about the role structural racism played in the creation and maintenance of the 

neighborhood. Select parts of the archaeology results will also be added to the website. 

As River Street was the only non-white section of Boise, this place is a strong analytical 

case study for recontexutalizing the history of racial minorities in the American West because it 

was a bounded geographic area that was known by city residents as the place for ñthe others.ò 

Also, River Street was not defined by a single racial or ethnic group because it was inhabited by a 

mixture of African American, Asian, Basque, European immigrant, and poor white people. Finally, 

very little work has been done on non-white urban enclaves in the American West. This work fills 

a large void in our understanding of the West. 

A Framework for Dismantling Structural Racism in Western History  

This dissertation is an attempt to chronicle how structural racism created and maintained 

the River Street Neighborhood as a separate social and geographic region in the City of Boise and 

the way this place affected all who lived there. Chapter 1 of this dissertation outlines the history 

of African Americans, the Basque, and other non-white groups in the City of Boise. Western urban 

centers like Boise had non-white districts, but our understanding of life in these places, specifically 

how they were created and maintained through structural racism, has been understudied. The 
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process of dismantling structural racism in the West logically begins with a critical examination 

of structural racism as it developed in the United States and how it has become embedded 

(wittingly or not) in our understanding of the past, specifically of urban places such as the River 

Street Neighborhood is the topic of Chapter 2. Chapter 3 takes the next logical step of recasting 

the conventional historical context through the lens of contemporary notions of landscape, place, 

and emplacement that take into account cultural and ethnic identities and viewpoints of the River 

Street Neighborhood residents as well as their past use of an urban space to construct community. 

Chapter 4 places the archaeological work conducted at River Street within the larger framework 

of African American archaeology in the United States, most of which has been conducted in the 

southeast and eastern United States. This chapter also discusses how archaeology and historic 

preservation has not saved African American historic properties in the West at the same rate as it 

has for European American properties. 

Chapter 5 discusses the oral history and archaeological methods used in the River Street 

Archaeology Project, along with the research questions that guided the project and the 

interpretation of its results. The results of the archaeological excavations are discussed in Chapter 

6. Artifacts and deposition near the Erma Hayman House show intact archaeological sediments 

exist in portions of the archaeology project area. The materials in these sediments provide a 

glimpse of what life was like for neighborhood residents between the 1890s and 1960s. 

Chapter 7 synthesizes of the entire archaeology project. The combination of oral histories, 

archaeological data, the built environment and history come together to provide a rich narrative of 

life in the neighborhood that can be used to understand life for non-whites elsewhere in the 

American West. This dissertation concludes with Chapter 8, which is a discussion of how public 
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archaeology in places like River Street can address structural racism and collect the data necessary 

to advocate for the preservation of African American-related historic properties. 

Documents, Historical Narratives, and Oral Histories  

The conceptual frameworks and methods conventionally used by European American 

historians and adopted by historical archaeologists need to be re-contextualized to more accurately 

reflect the cultural milieu within which the records of historical events originated. In addition to 

architectural and archaeological remains, the history of the River Street Neighborhood can be 

found in oral histories and archival documents. These two forms of data are central to the formation 

of historical narratives. Scholars are accustomed to overvaluing narrations of the past that are 

created by academicians and other professional historians; however, all people create historical 

narratives on a daily basis. When we tell stories of the past, we are acting out events as we recall 

them and are simultaneously crafting these memories into narratives for consumption by other 

people (Tonkin 1992; Trouillot 1995:2). Oral history has the capacity to inject first-hand accounts 

of past events as they are remembered by the individuals who experienced them. Human beings 

see the world based on remembrances of the past as they are interpreted through the social and 

cultural lenses inherited through the socialization process (Tonkin 1992). In many ways, we are 

the sum of our memories. Oral history is a means of recording lived experiences into narratives 

that can be used in the future. 

Social actors, narrators, oral historians, and the publics that consume oral histories must be 

familiar with the cultural lens through which each narration is created in order to be able to 

comprehend the particular version of the past that is being conveyed. ñHistory is always produced 

in a specific historical context,ò and it is viewed through a culturally specific lens (Trouillot 

1995:22). It is this culturally specific context of oral history creation and consumption that is 
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almost more important than the recorded narrative. Tonkin (1992:39) writes, ñAcademic historians 

must test the authority of oral tellers, but of course oral tellers are putting forward their own claims 

as well, fitted to the audience they know.ò This is the principal reason why history has frequently 

neglected oral history in favor of archival documents and other written accounts, which are seen 

as more accurate. However, written texts are also aspects of, ñsocial action, and as cultural 

production, indivisibly interrelated with other forms of symbolic processesò (Tonkin 1992). Both 

written documents and oral histories are produced in social and cultural contexts that influence the 

end product. Tonkin explains (1992:113ï114); ñOral historyï is not intrinsically more or less 

likely to be accurate than a written documentéò because it is also rooted in culturally specific 

contexts in both time and space. 

The subjectivity of oral histories and archival documents can be somewhat ameliorated by 

quantifiable, positivistic studies of the past. Historical archaeology seeks to provide another view 

of the past, a parallel narrative text, through the systematic recovery, recordation and analysis of 

material cultural deposits created in the past. Historical archaeology is both a science and a 

humanity, but it is the employment of processual method and theoryðthat is, an emphasis on 

scientific positivism based on hypothesis testing through quantifiable dataðthat sets it apart from 

other humanities (Hume 1968; Litt le 2007; Wylie 2002). Historical archaeology seeks to fill in the 

missing gaps between written texts and lived memories by using archival documents and historical 

maps to craft archaeological interpretations (Beaudry 1993; Deetz 1996). The combination of texts 

and archaeology creates yet another narrative of the past. Thus, the archaeologist becomes a 

different kind of narrator. 

Relying on historical documents without analyzing the cultural, social, and historical 

milieu in which they were created is the principal shortcoming in historical archaeology. This is 
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especially salient for African American archaeology because the scholars interpreting sites, the 

methods they use, and the principal audience of intended consumption are not African American. 

This is slowly changing. Historical archaeologists today realize the multivalence of archaeological 

sites and the materials within them. Many are also aware of the fact that race, history, and memory 

have been used to bolster European American hegemony in the United States.  

In short, in order to examine African American and other ethnic minority contributions to 

western history, it is important to understand both the actors and narrators that create historical 

narratives. African Americans and other non-white peoples are rarely emphasized in seminal 

works in American West history because: each narrative is constructed in time and place by an 

author who thinks about the past through a culturally specific lens; non-whites are rarely the 

architects of these historical texts, and; archival documents, which are the foundation of histories, 

were created by a Eurocentric society. American West historical narratives also emphasize 

extractive industries like logging, mining, petroleum extraction, and farming, while overlooking 

the urban character of western life. The power of asking untraditional questions to investigate 

inequity in the past and present is a major strength of building African American western history 

on archaeology. In addition to the ability to offer untraditional but readily accessible avenues for 

learning about and understanding African American, western history from an archaeological 

standpoint can serve to dismantle historical racism by virtue of inclusion (Perry and Paynter 1999). 

The digital history project presented in this dissertation is an example of this strategy. 

Exposing the creation, existence, operations, and legacy of race-based discrimination to 

local residents unfamiliar with the history of enclaves like River Street helps dispel structural 

racism because it provides a comparatively non-confrontational space where visitors can confront 

a difficult aspect of American life. This is, perhaps, one of the most enduring aspects of the River 
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Street Project because it will remain in the minds of visitors, participants, and local communities 

long after the archaeology has ceased. 

How Digital Humanities and Public Heritage Can Combat Structural Racism 

Public heritage projects, especially those with an archaeology component, like the one 

conducted at River Street can do much to address some of the negative aspects of modern society 

like structural racism. These projects attract not only members of the descendant community but 

also those who are interested in history, heritage, and archaeology. This project was conceived, 

guided, and reported with inclusiveness in mind. Descendants were given an opportunity to 

contribute, participate, and interact with the project however they liked. Research questions and 

goals were created in collaboration with local residents. They were given a chance to take 

ownership of the results. 

While descendants and local residents are provided an opportunity to participate in crafting 

historical narratives, others who are not affiliated with these places come for a variety of other 

reasons. Interest in archaeology, desire to conserve historic properties, or an interest in local history 

brings unaffiliated individuals to the project area. In their quest to answer personal questions, these 

people are confronted with difficult aspects of living in the past like segregation, discrimination, 

racism, and poverty. When it comes to structural racism, being exposed to the existence of race-

based discrimination and how it played out in a portion of their communityôs past exposes 

European Americans to the legacy of these activities. 

Transforming archaeological data to digital format allows the results and message of this 

project to be spread worldwide. Other communities in the United States and elsewhere in the 

Western Hemisphere were created and maintained through the same forces that built River Street 
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as the racialization process is central to historical life in places forged from the colonization 

process. This project is unique because it used oral history and archaeological methods to collect 

data that was digitized and made available to other publics through the internet. This is rarely done 

for anthropological projects. The scale and diversity of delivery methods (i.e., videos, digital 

document, and interactive maps) provide a range of ways individuals can interact with the data in 

their own way. Using the internet to spread understanding of structural racism as seen in Boise, 

Idaho gives the archaeology project a greater reach and makes its message available to a much 

larger audience. In this way, the River Street Project has potential to impact communities 

throughout the English-speaking world. It is hoped the methods and theories used in this project 

be applied in other communities, in other languages, and through other cultural lenses. 



21 
 

Chapter 1: Contextualizing the African American Western ExperienceðA 

View from Boise, Idaho 

In order to examine African American contributions to American West history, it is 

important to understand both the actors and narrators that create historical narratives. African 

Americans and other non-white peoples are rarely emphasized in seminal works in American West 

history because: each narrative is constructed in time and place by an author who thinks about the 

past through a culturally specific lens; non-whites are rarely the architects of these historical texts, 

and; archival documents, which are the foundation of histories, were created by a Eurocentric 

society. American West historical narratives also emphasize extractive industries like logging, 

mining, petroleum extraction, and farming, while overlooking the urban character of western life. 

Rural Versus Urban West in African American and Racial Minority History 

While historical narratives of the Black West emphasize African American cowboys, 

Buffalo Soldiers, and black homesteaders, most of the African American experience in the West 

was urban, as it was for the majority of other emigrants regardless of race. The urban western 

experience is not part of the romantic narrative of the western frontier, so it does not coincide with 

the popular vision of the West. Allmendinger (2005:xiii) explains; ñSince the West is not urban, 

in the minds of people who cling to the notion of a mythic frontier, the concept of modern 

multicultural West is not very popular.ò Urban settlements in the West were important to African 

Americans; they were crucibles for todayôs African American communities. Cities helped black 

Westerners generate a sense of cooperation and shared destiny that was absent in rural contexts 

(Taylor 1998:196). 
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In the West, Black populations outside Texas, Oklahoma, and Kansas remained small 

during the nineteenth century, and large-scale African American migration did not begin until the 

twentieth century (Taylor 1998:135). While all emigrants moved to the American West in search 

of economic opportunities, these opportunities were sought through different means. Black people 

were denied access to land under the Homestead Act through a number of different discriminatory 

actions, although some African Americans were able to secure homesteads through preemption or 

purchase. The settlers at Nicodemus, Kansas were possibly the most noteworthy African American 

homesteaders; however, most black homesteaders lived in Oklahoma. Blacks also went west to 

escape the seething racism that held them back in the eastern United States. They did not always 

find equality in western cities, but their small numbers did not threaten European Americans so 

racial violence against blacks was less common in the West (Katz 1996; Flamming 2009; Taylor 

1998; Taylor and Moore 2003). 

Most African Americans worked as laborers or operated small businesses in cities. Few 

attempted the hardscrabble homesteading life that characterized much of the European American 

experience. African American enclaves and interracial neighborhoods were how blacks and other 

minorities in the West shielded themselves from racism. Because they primarily lived in cities, 

blacks in the West had an urbane existence not experienced by rural westerners. African American 

women were found almost entirely in cities. While black women comprised less than one percent 

of the females living in the American West, they played a central role in the creation and 

maintenance of the numerous African American communities in this part of the country (DeGraaf 

1980:286). Despite the socioeconomic side effects caused by racism, African Americans had 

access to a range of goods from around the world. Their children attended school and blacks were 

able to build fraternal lodges and womenôs societies. These institutions instilled a sense of pride 



Chapter 1: Contextualizing the African American Western Experience 

23 
 

in the community and a duty to self-betterment (Dickson 1997; Flamming 2009; Taylor 2012; 

Taylor and Moore 2003). Blacks and other minorities were integral parts of the urban west, 

especially when their segregating effect on communities is taken into account. The presence of 

African Americans, in particular, was a polarizing factor that divided western cities into districts 

based on race. This fragmentation was a powerful force in the development of western cities. 

The urban black experience is largely overlooked in African American historical 

narratives. Until the late twentieth century, African Americans were only noted obliquely in 

western histories as aberrancesïoddities in an otherwise European American story. The recent 

African American histories of the West have done much to craft a narrative of the black experience 

in this region but these too have emphasized discovery, exploration, and cowboys rather than 

focusing on the way life was experienced on a daily basis for westerners in the past (Flamming 

2009). African American literature has done more to describe the everyday black experience in the 

West, including the urban black experience, than history (Glasrud and Champion 2000). 

Using the urban West as a starting point for evaluating the role of African Americans and 

other minorities in western history is important because it places them in an environment with a 

much more complicated cultural milieu than remote work camps or homesteads. Population 

density allows for more complex social interactions and provides a space where social systems, 

including the mores and history that underlies the racialization process, may be expressed more 

completely. There is more of a need to solidify racial boundaries in urban spaces because racial 

categories are more necessary for maintaining the labor structure at the heart of capitalism. In the 

city, there is more pressure to solidify group boundaries and justify the hierarchical differentiations 

that allow elites to maintain their status and privilege. 
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A Brief Prehistory and Protohistory of Boise, Idaho 

The area that would become Boise, Idaho had long been occupied by Paleoindian and 

Native Americans for over 10,000 years before Europeans arrived. Over time, early Great Basin-

Columbia Plateau cultural groups evolved to become direct ancestors of the Northern Shoshone 

and the Bannock, both of whom occupied the Boise area at the time of European Contact. 

Europeans started creating records of the Native American way of life in southern Idaho very 

recently in comparison to other areas of the country. When Lewis and Clark arrived into the West 

they found native groups that had been living there for hundreds of generations and had adapted 

to various environments. The Northern Shoshone lived in an area that extended from eastern 

Oregon into Wyoming and south into Nevada. Combining both Great Basin and Columbia Plateau 

cultural characteristics, the Shoshone lived in small bands subsisting on seeds, pine nuts, wild 

wheat, bitterroot, and camas. They also fished for salmon, conducted communal rabbit, sage hen, 

and antelope drives, and hunted for other game as it was available. Their mobility was greatly 

increased after obtaining horses in the late sixteenth century and the Shoshone people began to 

explore the northern Great Plains (Butler 1966, 1986: Murphy and Murphy 1986; Wells and Hart 

2000:18ï20). 

Life changed dramatically with the arrival of the horse and European Americans along the 

Boise River. Horses provided additional options for the Shoshone with regard to their subsistence 

cycles. In the Boise River drainage proper, Shoshone groups continued to rely on local camas and 

salmon supplies while using the horse to trade with buffalo hunting groups to the east (Walker 

1978; Wells and Hart 2000:18ï20). The horse also boosted the size of seasonal ceremonial 

celebrations. The site of present-day Boise was the location of a seasonal Native American 

gathering. Located at the base of Table Rock, which is adjacent to the northern edge of the City of 
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Boise, this gathering was where Native groups in the northern Great Basin, northwestern Great 

Plains, and Plateau regions congregated to trade goods and conduct ceremonies. The horse allowed 

the gathering to expand and tribes from further away to participate. By the early nineteenth century, 

fur traders knew this gathering as the Sheewoki Fair and recognized its cultural significance. The 

fair lasted two months and included: ñNorthern Paiute from Oregon and Nevada, Umatilla, Cayuse, 

Nez Perce from farther north, Cheyanne and Arapaho from Colorado, and Crows from Wyoming 

[who] joined Northern and western Shoshoniò (Wells and Hart 2000:12ï13). 

The landscape that would become the City of Boise was an important location on the east-

west transportation and communication corridor that extended across southern Idaho. It was a 

locus of trade between Columbia River, northern Great Basin, and western Great Plains groups. 

As a result, the Boise area was targeted by fur trappers in the early nineteenth century (Wells and 

Hart 2000:13). These were among the earliest European Americans to visit the region. Historians 

believe the origins of Boiseôs name came from early French trappers who called the drainage 

ñWood Riverò (Rivière bois). French Canadian trappers called it ñBoiseò after 1836 but most 

Hudsonôs Bay maps still show it as the Wood River (Wells and Hart 2000:13). The Shoshone were 

first encountered by Lewis and Clark in the Lemhi Valley in 1805, but fur trappers were the first 

to establish a light but sustained presence in the area from the 1810s and 1830s (Wells and Hart 

2000:24ï25). 

Fur traders capitalized on the existing trading network that traversed southern Idaho along 

the Snake River Plain. The first Fort Boise was established in 1834 by the Hudsonôs Bay Company 

near the confluence of the Boise and Snake Rivers and the present-day town of Parma, Idaho, 

approximately 41 miles northwest of the area that would become the River Street Neighborhood 

(Wells and Hart 2000:24ï25). Fur trapping in the Snake River Plain was contested between British 
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interests led by the Hudsonôs Bay Company and various American trapping organizations. Fort 

Boise was built to compete with Fort Hall, which was built in 1834 on the Snake River about 300 

miles southeast of the Boise/Snake River Confluence near present-day Pocatello, Idaho by 

Nathaniel J. Wyeth of the American Trading Company. The first Fort Boise was plagued by attacks 

by Native Americans and it was moved to a second location about five miles north of present-day 

Parma, Idaho in 1838 (Wells and Hart 2000:15).  

During the 1840s, these fur trading forts were the only places where emigrants on the 

Oregon Trail could obtain supplies and assistance. The Oregon Trail traversed Idaho and brought 

thousands of European Americans into Shoshone territory. This encroachment sparked conflict as 

the emigrants allowed their stock animals to graze on Shoshone lands. Emigrants also appropriated 

water, timber, and other resources without permission or paying for their use. Intermittent attacks 

on emigrants brought calls for the United States government to intervene (Madsen 2000:27ï29). 

On August 20, 1854, an attack nearly destroyed an emigrant party near what is now Middleton, 

Idaho. Army reprisals against this attack weakened European American forces in the area and left 

Fort Boise vulnerable. The Fort had to be abandoned. From 1854 until 1860, there was very little 

European American presence in southwestern Idaho (Wells and Hart 2000:15). 

A gold strike in the Boise Basin, approximately 20 miles north of what is now the City of 

Boise, sparked an influx of non-Native Americans into south-central Idaho. In 1862, a small party 

of European Americans made the arduous trek from the site of the second Fort Boise into the 

Grimes Creek drainage which is northeast of Boise. Along Mores Creek, they found what they 

were looking for on August 2, 1862. The discovery of gold in the Boise Basin, a region centered 

around present-day Idaho City, Centerville, Pioneerville, and Placerville, Idaho, sparked a rush 

that brought people surging into the area (Wells and Hart 2000:17). Mining camps popped up 
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throughout the area in 1862ï1863; an estimated 15,000 to 20,000 non-Native people had arrived 

by the summer of 1863 (Bird 1934; Wells and Hart 2000). The Idaho Territory was established on 

March 4, 1863 (Wells and Hart 2000:17). 

Boise Becomes a Town 

The area of present-day Boise City was developed to supply the mining camps. 

Agricultural fields and small farms were established along the river; by 1864, all easily irrigated 

land had been put into production (Wells and Hart 2000:18). The Boise Basin gold rush increased 

hostilities from Shoshone who struck back against trespassing and from the horrible conditions 

they faced due to by the loss of their most productive lands at the hands of European Americans. 

Settlers clamored for a military presence to defend both miners and farmers from the Shoshone. 

The 1863 Organic Act that created the Idaho Territory also brought the first Indian Agents to 

southern Idaho and ushered in an era of treaties. In 1863, a third Fort Boise was established along 

the Boise River in the same place as present-day Boise City. All Shoshone lands within 30 miles 

of the Boise River in the area that would become Boise City were ceded in the Treaty of Fort Boise 

signed on October 4, 1864 (Madsen 2000:43; Wells and Hart 2000:22). The unratified Bruneau 

Treaty of April 12, 1866 with the Bannock Shoshone sought to force the relinquishment of 

additional lands south of Boise (Wells and Hart 2000:30). The Shoshone continued to fight back 

despite these treaties. The Snake War of 1866ï1867 saw Fort Boise serve as the operating base for 

engagements in Owyhee County, Idaho and southeastern Oregon that ended in the ultimate 

suppression of Shoshone in the area (Wells and Hart 2000:30). After thousands of years living 

along the Boise River, the Shoshone in the Boise area were relocated to the Fort Hall Reservation 

near Pocatello, Idaho in 1869 (Madsen 2000:43ï54). 
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Towns sprang up in the Boise Basin. Roads connected these mining towns to the 

agricultural settlement at Boise. The mining boom surged throughout the 1860s. Idaho City was 

founded in 1862 and its population briefly surpassed that of Portland, Oregonïbecoming the 

largest town in the Pacific Northwest for a short time (Wells and Hart 2000:17). Despite this surge, 

the Boise Basin gold fields were not open to all. While Chinese were among the early surge of 

prospectors into the area, Boise County passed a law in 1863 excluding African Americans and 

Chinese from prospecting. Chinese entrepreneurs started other service businesses like restaurants 

and laundries. Most African Americans were deterred, but some still entered the gold fields 

occasionally during the 1860s and 1870s (Bird 1934:119; Mercier and Simon-Smolinski 1990:4ï

6). Boise became the administrative center of southwestern Idaho. An assay office was built in 

Boise City to count all the gold pouring down from the hills, and a small town was platted between 

Fort Boise and a riverside farm in the location of present-day Julia Davis Park (Bird 1934; Wells 

and Hart 2000:19). Through long deliberation, Boise became the territorial capital in 1864. At the 

time, it had about 60 buildings including those made with sod or adobe (Wells and Hart 2000:19).  

By the 1870s, the Boise Basin was panning out. Cities that provided supplies to the miners 

like Boise and Walla Walla fared much better than towns founded in the gold fields (Bird 

1934:175). Boise City continued to grow during the 1860s and 1870s as land was cleared, irrigation 

ditches constructed, and agricultural fields planted. Log cabins gave way to frame buildings. 

Churches, schools, and substantial brick buildings were slowly built. By 1868, Boise was a 

settlement of 400 buildings, 250 private dwellings, 20 saloons, two churches, and four elementary 

schools with 200 students (Wells and Hart 2000:35). 

 



Chapter 1: Contextualizing the African American Western Experience 

29 
 

 

Figure 2:Birds Eye View of Boise, Idaho (1888). River Street is marked in red (courtesy of the Idaho State Archives, Boise) 

Boiseôs economic livelihood during the late nineteenth century revolved around irrigated 

farming (Figure 2). The Boise River was a reliable water source but its frequent floods destroyed 

farmsteads. By 1876, over 50 individuals and ditch companies had filed claims on the Boise River. 

Diversion dams were used to bring water to crops. A large flood in 1876 destroyed these diversion 

dams, levees, and ditches, flooding farms and homes along the Boise River. Chinese farmers were 

quick to build dams to protect their farms south of Boise but other farmers were not as lucky (Stacy 

1993:3ï5). Boise farmers remained undaunted by these floods and irrigated land expansion 

continued as planned. A major, $60,000 dollar canal expansion was launched in 1878 that hoped 

to expand local irrigation canals by more than 50 miles and connect several existing canals into a 
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larger network. Named the Ridenbaugh Canal, the system started with a seven-mile long canal and 

was eventually expanded to 53 total miles (Wells and Hart 2000:39). In 1882, another plan to 

irrigate between 300,000 and 500,000 miles below the City of Boise was initiated. This joint 

agricultural-mining venture called the New York Canal stalled until 1909 (Wells and Hart 

2000:56,58). Another flood in 1896 was even more destructive. Most of the truck farms on the 

floodplain that provided vegetables to the city were destroyed. Lumbermills, warehouses, and 

utilities near the river were flooded. The River Street Neighborhood, which had only recently been 

platted, was spared the brunt of the flood damage; nevertheless, a major bridge and other 

infrastructure nearby were destroyed (Stacy 1993:6ï8). 

Arrangements to enlarge the Boise Valleyôs irrigation during the twentieth century could 

not continue expanding until flood control was improved. This was made possible in 1906 through 

government funding and technical expertise through the United States Reclamation Service. Work 

on the New York Canal was restarted in 1906 and a series of flood control dams were built soon 

after. Completed in 1909, the Diversion Dam just upstream from the City of Boise provided 

hydroelectric power as well as flood control and irrigation water. The Arrowrock Dam, completed 

in 1910, provided additional control and irrigation water. These developments caused irrigation 

farming to surge. By 1916, the Boise vicinity had made 223,866 irrigable agricultural acres 

available for farming (Stacy 1993:8ï12; Wells and Hart 2000:78ï79,85). Floods were controlled 

by these dams and became much less destructive. 

As a regional commercial center, the founders of Boise sought a connection to larger 

opportunities and, at the time, railroads were at the core of the nationôs transportation and 

communication network. Whispers of a railroad arriving in Boise began as early as 1868 and 

numerous schemes were proposed in 1870s: Puget SoundïLa GrandeïBoiseïGreen River Union 
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Pacific Extension (1869); Portland, Dalles, and Salt Lake (1871); and Winnemucca as a Central 

Pacific alternative (1872) (Wells and Hart 2000:38). Advocacy reached a crescendo during the late 

1880s. With a population of 1,900 in 1880, Boise was large enough to justify the construction of 

a railroad connection. Construction crews on the Oregon Short Line (OSL) Railroad entered 

southern Idaho on June 16, 1883 and, despite the fact Boise was on the Oregon Trail and connected 

to mines to the north, was not chosen to be a town on the main line. Grade requirements for trains 

were different than they were for horse-drawn wagons, so the OSL chose a route down Indian 

Creek, south of Boise City (Wells and Hart 2000:43,45). 

Boise residents remained hopeful. They moved to prevent another town from becoming the 

rail terminus in the local region by proposing the construction of a 15-mile-long branch line, 

surveying the alignment, and purchasing all the land along this route (Wells and Hart 2000:46ï

49). A 1885 Boise City map depicts a ñRailroad Reserveò along the southern edge of downtown 

Boise. Rail access became a reality when the Idaho Central Railway completed the branch line 

from the OSL terminus near present-day Kuna, Idaho to Boise on September 4, 1887 (Wells and 

Hart 2000:50ï51). The Oregon Short Line mainline would not reach the city until 1925, but the 

spur track did foster growth in downtown Boise until then (Bird 1934:252ï253; Waite nd:6). 

A Neighborhood South of the Tracks 

The 1890s brought real estate speculation and development schemes to the area that would 

become the River Street Neighborhood. John McClellan started this process when he platted his 

property in 1890. During the 1890s, the Riverside, Miller, and City Park Additions were platted in 

anticipation of the arrival of the Oregon Short Line Railroad. The River Street area was subdivided 

to provide parcels for warehouses and housing. It was envisioned that this would become a home 
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for the workers employed at the various warehouses that flanked the railroad and businesses in 

downtown Boise. In fact, few opulent houses were built in the area (Demo 2006; Stacy 1995). 

By the early 1900s, the River Street Neighborhood had evolved into a mixture of 

commercial and residential properties. Idaho had become a state in 1890 and Boise was poised for 

growth. The town had nearly 6,000 residents and irrigation canal construction provided an infusion 

of people and money (Stacy 1995:7). Flood control made agricultural land on the floodplain open 

for development. Most houses in River Street were built between 1900 and 1930 (Demo 2006). 

Historical maps show that the completion of the Ridenbaugh Canal (1878) and Diversion and 

Arrowrock Dams for the New York Canal had greatly diminished the Boise Riverôs flow near 

River Street, but seasonal floods were still common and the land adjacent to the river would remain 

undeveloped for decades to come (Stacy 1993). 

The River Street Neighborhood was carved from the agricultural fields and orchards that 

had previously flanked the Boise River. Before it was redeveloped into a mixed-use residential 

and commercial space, Boise residents used this open space for recreation (Figure 3). Riverside 

Park opened in 1902 and was an attractive, convenient place for Boiseans to relax and enjoy the 

amusements (Demo 2006:17ï18; Hart 1989:143). The park was located near the present-day 

intersection of River Street and Capitol Boulevard, and it had a bandstand, dance pavilion, theater 

and baseball field. The baseball field and theater housed memorable events while the frequent 

dances at the park brought visitors throughout the year. The San Francisco Opera Company 

performed at Riverside Park following the 1906 earthquake as the group waited to secure a new 

venue back in San Francisco (Hart 1989). The baseball field hosted several Boise teams that played 

organizations from across the Pacific Northwest. Riverside Park remained open until 1912 when 

most of this location was filled with railroad warehouses. Portions of the park also became part of 
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a Girl Scout camp and a Forest Service office that used to occupy the land between River Street 

and the Boise River west of Capitol Boulevard during the mid-twentieth century. Former residents 

recall playing at the Girl Scout grounds, which featured a softball field, into the 1960s (Madry 

2014; Terrell, III 2014). 

The earliest houses in the River Street Neighborhood were constructed during the 1900s, 

1910s, and 1920s (Demo 2006). Most of these residences were built as rental properties and 

consisted of a range of ñready-builtò housesïstandard dwellings that were made in factories and 

shipped on railroad cars to a town where they were assembled based on enclosed instructions. 

Demo (2006:32) explains: 

ñBy the early 1900s, the grandiose architectural plans for ñcottageò and ñbungalowò 

were scaled down by enterprising home-building companies as they responded to 

huge demands for affordable, quality housing from a growing American working-

class that was more than willing to settle for small, uncomplicated, and unadorned 

homes.ò 

During the first decades of the twentieth century, companies compiled plan books where potential 

home buyers could select home plans for the homes and select which home they would like to buy. 

The house materials were delivered to the lot where it was to be erected and workmen or the home 

owner assembled the house (Demo 2006; Massey and Maxwell 1999; McAlester 2013). Early 

houses in River Street were primarily one- or two-bedroom dwellings with outbuildings including 

outhouses, sheds, stables, and garages at the rear of the lot. City directories and Sanborn Fire 

Insurance Maps indicate these outbuildings were frequently converted into smaller dwellings. In 

addition to these ready-built homes, a smaller number of vernacular houses of differing styles were 

built (Demo 2006). 
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Figure 3: Sanborn Fire Insurance Map of River Street Neighborhood (1903) (Courtesy Idaho State Historical Society Archives, Boise) 
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Figure 4: River Street Neighborhood Boundary (1917) (Courtesy Idaho State Historical Society Archives, Boise)
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 Neighborhood residents from the 1900s and 1920s included middle and working class 

European Americans. At this time, all of the platted lots had not yet been filled with buildings and 

the neighborhood was a convenient place for individuals that worked in downtown Boise which 

was just across the railroad tracks to the north (Figure 4). Prominent Boise resident Charles 

Hummel recalls that his father, Frederick Charles Hummel, lived on 14th Street in the River Street 

neighborhood as a youth. Charles Hummel believes River Street is iconic of the walkable 

neighborhoods of the early twentieth century: ñThis is old BoiseéThis area was laid out before 

the automobile. You have big houses next to little houses, porches and small front yards. Its 

walkable. People could sit on their porches and talk to people on the sidewalk.ò (Hummel and 

Woodward 2010:29). Buildings sat on a floodplain and, thus, were designed with higher 

foundations in case of a flood. Hummel also noted the proximity of the neighborhood to downtown 

Boise and its high-density of jobs and remarked that, as of 2010, it still retained much of this 

desirable character: ñItôs accessible. It encourages human interaction. Its evolution has largely 

respected its history and its identity remains intactò (Hummel and Woodward 2010:29). These 

desirable characteristics are what made the neighborhood attractive during the early twentieth 

century, but other development casted a shadow that reduced its desirability. 

At the same time when residential buildings were being added to the neighborhood, 

warehouses and commercial buildings were also being built nearby. In 1928, the neighborhood 

was rezoned as ñunrestricted,ò which meant existing residential buildings would remain while 

commercial and industrial buildings could be erected on all sides (Osa 1982:2; Stacy 1995:9). This 

change in zoning immediately diminished the desirability of the neighborhood as a residential 

space because it meant that polluting warehouses and factories could be built in this area at any 
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time. Many homeowners living in the neighborhood began to leave, either renting out their homes 

or selling them outright. 

Nevertheless, by the 1920s the River Street Neighborhood was a conveniently located place 

for working class Boiseans. Its relatively new housing stock and the large number of warehouses, 

factories, and businesses along the rail line meant the neighborhood was in close proximity to jobs 

and commerce for the city. The population of Boise was rapidly growing. Between 1900 and 1920, 

Boise had grown from approximately 6,000 residents to over 21,000 (Wells and Hart 2000). A 

number of owner-occupied residences became rentals and River Street became a solidly working-

class neighborhood occupied by European Americans alongside multi- ethnic minorities. By the 

1930s, about 65 African Americans called this place home (Hummel and Woodward 2010:67). 

River Street as a Multi-Racial Neighborhood 

During the 1930s and 1940s, River Streetôs reputation as a space for non-white Boiseans 

had solidified. While most of the neighborhoodôs residents were European Americans, immigrants 

from Eastern Europe, the Basque Country, and Japan as well as African Americans made their 

homes there and formed a tightly woven community (Bertram 2014; Demo 2006; Hummel and 

Woodward 2010). Yet, River Street traversed a turbulent period during the mid-twentieth century 

and, by the 1980s, much of what once was had been lost. Houses had been demolished. Businesses 

shuttered. New, large condominiums and apartments were built on top of the previous small, 

detached, single-family dwellings. Attempts at historic preservation had failed. The future of the 

River Street Neighborhood was not clear, but one thing remained constant throughout all those 

changes: community. The history of the River Street Neighborhood is intrinsically linked with the 

histories of Boiseôs Basque and African American communities. It is these two non-white groups 

that made River Street the home of ñthe others.ò 
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Basque Immigrants in River Street 

The River Street Neighborhood is significant for the understanding of the Basque 

experience in the American West and Boise because it was important for the survival of their 

community during its formative years. As a place for the ñothersò, River Street was a safe harbor 

from overt discrimination. It was also a place where the Basque could practice their customs and 

language without fear of persecution (Demo 2006; Totoricagüena 2004). The archaeological 

remains of Basque activities in the neighborhood of the past solidify their connection with this 

landscape and secure their place in its history. 

By the 1920s, River Street was known for its non-European American occupants. The first 

Basques arrived in the neighborhood in 1902 and were followed by more Basque families and 

sheepherders during the 1910s. Most of the Basque congregated around Lee and Ash Streets and 

on Loverôs Lane (Demo 2006:105ï106). Basque residents did their best to maintain their 

traditions. A handball court was built circa 1906 based on traditional Basque L-shaped design. 

This feature allowed the Basque to play traditional games they had known in Spain while also 

socializing amongst themselves in their traditional language (Alegria 1987; Totoricagüena 2004). 

As immigrants, the Basque faced discrimination outside the neighborhood; however, River Street 

was a space where they could continue many of the practices they brought over from Spain. 

Traditional Basque customs in Spain mandated family property pass to the eldest son, 

forcing younger sons to make their living off the farm. This custom prompted many Basque men 

to travel to the Americas in search of economic opportunities (Totoricagüena 2004). The first wave 

of single Basque men came to Idaho during the late nineteenth century, paving the way for their 

brothers, uncles, and cousins who followed. By the twentieth century, these men were joined by 

wives, sisters, and other women who helped solidify a Basque diasporic community in Boise. 
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Boardinghouses in downtown Boise housed most single men and entrepreneurial families 

servicing the Basque community. A second enclave in River Street near Lee and Ash Streets 

became home to extended families that shared homes or lived nearby (Alegria 1987; Demo 2006). 

The Basque suffered because of their unique language and customs. During the nineteenth 

and early twentieth centuries, European Americans in Boise did not consider Basque immigrants 

white people. They faced difficulties finding work and housing. At school, their children were 

ridiculed because of their language and the way they dressed. Basque children were not allowed 

to speak their traditional language in Boise schools (Totoricagüena 2004). One way they could 

overcome this discrimination was by suppressing their traditionsïdance, language, and dressïand 

by adopting European American customs. The Basque also distanced themselves from other non-

white communities. As the African American population rose in the River Street Neighborhood, 

Basque families moved away to escape the stigmatization of living in ñthe black neighborhoodò 

(Demo 2006). 

European immigrants and non-European Americans moved to the neighborhood at this 

time. The first Basques arrived in the neighborhood in 1902 and were followed by a few more 

Basque families and sheepherders during the 1910s. Most of the Basque congregated around Lee 

and Ash Streets and on Loverôs Lane (Demo 2006:105ï106). European immigrants from other 

countries also arrived during the first decades of the twentieth century: most notably Greek and 

Croatian individuals and families (Demo 2006:108ï109). Immigrants faced discrimination outside 

the neighborhood and were increasingly forced to live in the River Street area; however, within 

the neighborhood, people were friendly, helpful, and neighborly. 
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River Street, African Americans, and Boise, Idaho 

Boise has always been primarily occupied by people of European descent; its African 

American population has always been small. Most blacks settled on the geographic peripheries of 

what is considered the American West in states like Texas, Kansas, and Oklahoma. African 

Americans avoided places that were seen as having low economic prospects such as the Dakotas 

and Idaho for a good reason: racism permeated American society and individual blacks were in 

danger in predominately white communities. The American West was no different (Oliver 1995:5; 

Taylor 1998:104ï105). As a result, these states have historically had very small African American 

populations. Idaho Territory had only 60 African Americans in 1870 even though over 284,000 

blacks lived in the sixteen states and territories of the American West (Taylor 1998:104). Ten years 

later, the Idaho Territory only had 53 blacks. The African American population of the State of 

Idaho had grown to 201 by 1890. Idahoôs black population stood at 293 in 1900 even though over 

765,000 African Americans lived in the American West (Taylor 1998:135). 

During the nineteenth century, Fort Boise had a contingent of African American soldiers 

who lived outside of town and helped protect the settlement. African American soldiers at Fort 

Boise spent most of their time in the high desert outside of town searching for hostile Native 

Americans (Mercier and Simon-Smolinsk 1990). After the cessation of hostilities between the 

United States Government and Idaho Native Americans, African American soldiers were used to 

break union strikes in Idaho mining communities (Taylor 1998). A small number of African 

Americans also moved through the area as part of the Oregon Trail migration and through 

employment on the Union Pacific Railroad after 1894 but few stayed in Idaho for long (Etlinger 

1987; Mercier 1990; Mercier and Simon-Smolinski 1990). 
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The majority of blacks in Idaho congregated in urban centers like Boise and Pocatello 

where they could find work in the service industry and as entrepreneurs (Mercier and Simon-

Smolinsk 1990; Oliver 1988) (Figure 5). While racism existed in Boise, Jim Crow laws of the late 

nineteenth century were directed more at the Chinese than they were at African Americans (Oliver 

1995:5). The small African American community in Boise coalesced in the early 1900s. In 1910, 

there were 47 black people in Boise and they lived throughout the city. The church was at the heart 

of black life in Boise, but early African Americans had no official church to attend prior to 1921. 

While an African American pastor arrived in 1904, Reverend William Riley Hardy, sermons were 

held in different homes and businesses at that time, including a blacksmithôs shop in the 

commercial district (Oliver 1995:7ï9). Saint Paul Baptist Church was the first African American-

Figure 5: The Shines family before emigrating to River Street in the mid-twentieth century, n.d. (Courtesy Lee Rice, II) 
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owned building in the City of Boise. Erected in 1921 at 124 Broadway Avenue on donated land 

purchased by a white woman, the church became a meeting place for Boiseôs African Americans 

and was an anchor to the community. By the 1970s, one fifth of the black population of Boise was 

affiliated with St. Paul Church (Oliver 1995:9). 

Living in such a remote location, the African 

Americans in Boise built a network of reciprocal 

relationships based on an intense need for 

assistance. Relativesðboth real and adoptedðwere 

interdependent upon each other when it came to 

food, shelter, clothing, and employment. As was the 

case with urban blacks elsewhere in the United 

States, Boiseôs African Americans helped each other 

in times of need and could expect to receive the same consideration in the future (Oliver 1995:10ï

11). Oliver writes (1995:10); ñévery few African Americans could hope to acquire a surplus of 

goods or money in any degree because of the needs of the entire community were so great.ò The 

most noteworthy feature of this system was its ability to include persons of all ages, genders, and 

employment status into these established kin networks to benefit the greatest number of people. 

Children were fed, housed, and clothed regardless of whether or not they were actually family 

members (Figure 6). This willingness to help and communal reciprocity was extended to all black 

folk around the community. Additionally, black people watched out for each otherôs children and 

freely disciplined them. A child was corrected when acting inappropriately even if the adult had 

no blood kinship to the child. In this way, African Americans could keep their children out of 

trouble and within the boundary of acceptable behavior. The actions of African Americans in Boise 

Figure 6: Child from the Terrell family in River Street 
Neighborhood, n.d. (Courtesy Idaho State Historical 
Archives, Boise) 
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were a continuation of survival mechanisms 

originating from the Jim Crow of the eastern and 

Midwestern United States (Oliver 1995:10). 

The River Street Neighborhood became 

known as ñthe black neighborhoodò during World 

War II when a large number of African American 

soldiers were stationed at the military bases near 

Boise, particularly Gowen Field which is adjacent 

to the City of Boise and Mountain Home Air Force 

Base located approximately 20 miles east of town. 

Many of these black soldiers were allowed to bring 

their families, but faced few housing options in 

Boise. River Street was the one place they were 

allowed to rent homes (Osa 1982:5; Stewart 1980) 

(Figure 7). It was also the only place where African 

Americans could buy homes because it had 

previously been associated with European 

immigrants and the Basque during the 1920s and 

1930s. The ability for African Americans to 

purchase property in River Street contrasted with 

other parts of the country where blacks were not 

allowed to buy property at all. Owner-occupied 

African American properties in River Street were also investments. Long-time African American 

Figure 7: Berenease and Lee Rice, n.d. The Rice family 
lived in the neighborhood for decades, raising their 
children there (Courtesy Lee Rice, II) 

Figure 8:Lee Rice, II and his mother Berenease in front of 
their house in the River Street Neighborhood (Courtesy 
Lee Rice, II) 
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River Street resident Bessie Stewart recalls convincing her husband to purchase a house in the 

neighborhood during the war. They immediately rented it out to black soldiers with families and 

did not move into the home until after World War II (Stewart 1980). The Stewarts were not alone. 

A number of other black Boiseans were able to purchase homes in the River Street Neighborhood. 

Many of these individuals lived in River Street for decades (Figure 8). 

After World War II, the surge of black renters in the River Street Neighborhood subsided 

but it remained a predominately rental neighborhood. The neighborhood demographics changed 

sharply following the war and accelerated after the 1960s when African Americans in Boise began 

pushing for their civil rights. African American activist Dorothy Buckner recalls that the push for 

civil rights was spearheaded by a small segment of Boiseôs black community. Most blacks were 

against upsetting the status quo even though they were excluded from living in most of the city. 

There was discrimination in Boise, but it was not anywhere close to the way things were in other 

parts of the United States (Buckner 1981). Boiseôs schools had always been integrated. African 

Americans were allowed to own businesses and homes even though this was possible in a limited 

area. Race-based violence was rare. For most blacks, Boise was not perfect but it was better than 

life in other parts of the country. 

During the mid-twentieth century, the River Street Neighborhood also became known for 

illicit activity. It is not clear if this new activity corresponded with the fact that the neighborhood 

was becoming increasingly low-income or if it was the result of a real increase in crime. It is 

known, however, that certain parts of the neighborhood earned a reputation for gambling and 

prostitution businesses. Residents continually say that this type of activity was concentrated on 

Pioneer Street (todayôs Pioneer Walkway) (Madry 2014; Terrell 2014). Nevertheless, Boiseans 

began to view the entire neighborhood as a place of vice. Interviews with former residents have 
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acknowledged the presence of illicit activity on Pioneer Street (Buckner 1981, Madry 2014, Terrell 

2014). Several of the businesses on Pioneer had legitimate business street fronts while the back of 

the shop housed gambling and other activities. One example is Blackjackôs Barbeque Restaurant 

that used to operate at 500 S. Ash Street. Today, this is a neighborhood center but, according to 

Dorothy Buckner (1981), it doubled as a gambling hall. Blackjackôs was operated by African 

American entrepreneur ñPistolò Johnson. In addition to operating the barbeque restaurant, Johnson 

also repaired houses in the neighborhood and acted as a rental agent for absentee property owners 

in River Street (Buckner 1981). The tales of Pioneer Street as a red light and gambling district are 

widely known in Boise lore, but the descendant community has always stressed that River Street 

was much more than a place to have a good time. It was a close-knit community where residents 

tended to overlook skin color and judged each other based on the content of their character. 

These negative stories about what happened along Pioneer Street were used to help build 

a negative view of the River Street Neighborhood in the eyes of other Boiseans. The fact that they 

took place in a geographic area associated with non-whiteness built upon existing racial and ethnic 

stigmatization of the neighborhoodôs residents and was used to further cast this place as beyond 

upstanding European Americanness. To live in River Street was to be not white; to be not white 

was associated with illicit activities, marginalization, and stigmatization. This identity built upon 

long-standing negative connotations of non-whiteness that are at the heart of the social systems 

undergirding American society. Discrimination and racism is systemic in the United States. As 

explained in the next chapter, this process is played out not only in our culture but also on the 

landscape. 
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Chapter 2: Racialization and Regions of Refuge in Historical Archaeology 

 Anthropologists understand that racial categoriesïthe phenotypic variations that have been 

categorized as ñracesòï are more related to learned behaviors than genetic variation. The American 

Anthropological Associationôs Statement on Race (1998) acknowledges that approximately 94 

percent of genetic variation in Homo sapiens sapiens is found within racial groups, which means 

there is more genetic variation within racial groups than between them. The Statement continues 

to explain that ñraceò, as it is understood today, was a social mechanism developed in European 

colonies to aid the exploitation of indigenous people, slaves, and the lower classes. As explained 

in this chapter, the racialization process was derived from Darwinian evolutionary thoughts, 

colonialism, and capitalism. 

How Race has been Created in the United States 

Racial identities are formed by people through the same mechanisms that are used to craft 

all identities. Building upon Frederick Barthôs work regarding the creation of ethnic identities 

(1969) and Jonesô investigation of the complex, entangled nature of ethnic identities (1997), 

research in River Street uses race and other social identities as a form of identification that can be 

understood by persons familiar with American society and those who research that society. Social 

identities like race are simultaneously created by individuals as a means of signifying who they 

are as individuals and by other people who reify aspects of this projected identity. Additionally, 

individuals use a similar process to as a means of crafting group affiliations. This complicated, 

subjective process is constantly happening in real-time and is found in all human cultures. Race is 

just one of many identities forged by people in the United States (Figure 9). 
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Figure 9: The Identity Formation Process 

Addressing the role racial identities have played in the historical, social, political, and 

economic landscape of the United States is important for understanding how racialization 

maintains the European American identity. Most importantly for the analysis of racial identities in 

River Street, anthropologists must remember that racial identities are fluid and context specific. 

Racial identities are purely ideological concepts that are a means of separating human populations 

and are principally created by those who play a role in the formation of social hierarchies. Central 

to the racialization process is the use of real or perceived physiological differences to strategically 

create a hierarchy in which some races are judged to be superior to others (Orser 2007, 2004:115ï

118). In the United States, this hierarchy has been structured to define and maintain social relations 

between various racial groups, most prominently European Americans versus ñthe otherò; and to 

control access to goods, political power, economic strength, and overall life opportunities 
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(Hartmann et al. 2009; Orser 2007). European Americans are created through the same structural 

systems that have established other racial categories. 

Attempts to decolonize the social sciences has led to the investigation of whiteness as a 

form of academic discourse. In the last few decades, an interdisciplinary field of whiteness studies 

arose from critical race theory as a means of revealing the critical power of whiteness in American 

society and the muddled effect of whiteness as a race in anthropological and sociological study 

(Hartigan 2005:187ï189; McDermott and Samson 2005). Whiteness as a racial category depends 

heavily on defining non-whites. ñOtheringò ethnic and racial groups like African Americans, 

Native Americans, and European and Asian immigrants creates a space where whiteness can 

coalesce as a distinct racial identity (Hartigan 2005:188). Like blackness, whiteness is a state of 

mind, an ideological construct that becomes perpetuated through discourse, practice, and daily 

behaviors of which most people are unaware but which nonetheless perpetuate racial identity 

(Hartmann et al. 2009). Ruth Frankenberg (1997:1) argues that white studies in the social sciences 

focus on three core theoretical positions and hypotheses: 1) whiteness is a location of structural 

advantage of race privilege; 2) it is a standpoint from where white people look at themselves, 

others, and society, and; 3) whiteness refers to a set of cultural practices that are usually unmarked 

and unnamed (Hartmann et al. 2009:406). 

Early whiteness studies scholars portrayed whiteness as a default identity, the backdrop 

against which other races are compared. This suggests whiteness is benign or ñinvisible,ò but this 

characterization depends upon the perspective from which you view whiteness as a racial category. 

Whiteness and European American identity is associated with European heritage, but other terms 

have been used to describe white people. Also, European Americans have traditionally not 

considered European immigrants white until they had internalized and started expressing certain 
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attributes that are considered part of the performance of white culture (McDermott and Stimson 

2005; Orser 2007, 2004). Whiteness as a racial category is very subjective (Hartmann et al. 2009). 

Researchers have had difficulties defining European Americans because ñwhiteness has been 

identified as a core set of racial interests often obscured by seemingly race-neutral wordsò 

(Hartigan 1997:496). Whiteness is associated with unmarked, normative practices that have been 

used to characterize what it means to be an American. Practicing white culture involves living 

within a system designed to perpetuate the material relations and social structures that reproduce 

white privilege and racism in the United States (Hartigan 1997:496ï497). The default status of 

whiteness as a racial category is integral to the maintenance of structural racism because any racial 

group that deviates from this norm is considered ñother,ò which makes their presence and position 

within wider society an unnormal state. 

Whiteness has a different meaning for individuals that consider themselves white based on 

education, region, and belief in progressive ideals like equality and diversity (Croll 2007; 

Hartmann et al. 2009). Whiteness has also changed throughout history (Isenberg 2016). This 

makes whiteness difficult to study archaeologically without contextualizing it within space and 

time. Meg Gorsline (2015) has proposed a useful rubric for investigating whiteness in historical 

archaeology that builds upon work conducted by other social scientists among European American 

populations over the last 20 years. Gorsline proposes five key points that historical archaeologists 

can use to contemplate the historical construction of whiteness: 1) whiteness is a constantly 

shifting social construction that changes throughout time, 2) whiteness interconnects with other 

axes of identity including gender, ethnicity, nationality, class, religion, and sexuality; 3) it is rooted 

in the global history of colonization and imperialism; 4) engaging with whiteness is to recognize 
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that racism is also a white problem, and; 5) whiteness has a material dimension. While race may 

be constructed, racism is real and it has material effects (Gorsline 2015:295ï296). 

Issues of power inherent in capitalist societies was also observed by Eric Wolf and other 

World Systems theorists. Throughout his Introduction, Wolf frequently mentions the trans-

Atlantic slave tradeï an activity that forcibly moved Africans to the Western Hemisphere and 

transformed them into enslaved workers. Wolf (1997:21) notes that understandings of the growth 

of world economic systems must relate history and theory in order to reveal the processes that 

effected populations around the world. The resulting historically informed theory must be able to 

account for outcomes of processes that affected populations in a specifiable time and space. 

African Americans in Boise are descendants of African slaves brought to the United States; 

however, the racialization of both European Americans and African Americans is predicated upon 

racial mores developed during the period of American slavery (1619ï1865). Following the 

abolition of slavery in the United States, African American identity continued to be plagued by 

negative connotations and were placed in a permanent working class status within the American 

social hierarchy. This proletariat status was a necessary element of American capitalist society that 

requires workers to perform all manner of tasks. White discrimination kept blacks in a proletariat 

caste and this social position was replicated in Boiseôs social and geographic landscape (Demo 

2006). 

In his 1988 Radcliffe-Brown Lecture, Sahlins builds upon the World Systems Theory 

outlined by Wallerstein and furthered by Wolf. Sahlins notes that social systems and their 

associated economic conditions are shaped by the historical backgrounds that lead to the 

manifestation of these systems in a given society. With regard to systems of production, Sahlins 

remarks; ñA system of production is the relative form of an absolute necessity, a particular 
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historical way of meeting human requirementsò (1988:4). He continues to explain that the material 

products of capitalism find their way into the myriad social systems that exist in society. ñWestern 

capitalism has loosed upon the world enormous forces of production, coercion, and 

destructionéthe relations of goods of the larger system take on meaningful places in the local 

scheme of thingsò (Sahlins 1988:4). 

Like blackness, whiteness is also situational. It draws upon group identities that change 

depending upon time, space, and place. While racial categories depended upon physiological 

differences, the interpretations of these differences is rooted in group ideologies. European descent 

is one element of whiteness. Throughout history, immigrants to the United States were racialized 

based on their physiological, religious, national, and ethnic characteristics. For example, regardless 

of ethnicity or religion, Chinese and Japanese immigrants had physiological characteristics that 

easily placed in racial categories that were difficult to escape (Orser 2007). Immigrants from 

European countries, however, were placed in groups based on pseudoscientific nineteenth century 

racial classificatory schemes. In the post-Civil War United States, Jim Crow laws shaped legal and 

economic achievement for all residents including immigrants. These laws were designed to 

disproportionately benefit European Americans, so immigrants from Europe had a strong incentive 

to become European American (i.e., white) rather than remain hyphenated Americans. In order to 

access the full rewards of the American economy and legal system, European immigrants 

underwent an assimilation process where their ethnic and national heritage was suppressed or 

stunted and the trappings and behaviors of whiteness embraced (Paynter 2001; Roediger 2005). 

The Creation of Whiteness and Racial Privilege in Boise 

The dialectic between African Americans and European Americans can fittingly be 

examined by positioning Boise within a larger, worldwide capitalist system. Like capitalism, 
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systemic racism is enmeshed with issues of economic, political, and cultural power. The status of 

social groups in hierarchical capitalist systems is situational and highly entangled because the 

means of acquiring the resources necessary for daily life can only be obtained with money that 

results from wage labor. Money becomes not only the means of providing food, shelter, clothing, 

but also a medium through which the material symbols of social status can be attained. In 

capitalism, social systems support wealth accumulation while also drawing boundaries between 

those that benefit from wage labor and those who supply this labor. This is important. The systems 

that support capitalism simultaneously maintain the boundaries between social groups. 

Social scientists and historians remain inconsistent when it comes to theoretical treatments 

of race. Recent synthesis of anthropological literature associated with race, racialization, and 

racism suggests that anthropologists agree that racial categories are based on physiological or 

cultural attributes; however, there is much less consensus on what constitutes racism, that is race-

based discrimination, and its effects. Leith Mullings (2005:670) states that historians generally 

agree on the facts that racism is: a) inextricably enmeshed with the emergence of nation-states, b) 

builds upon earlier conflicts, and c) emerges from contestation. This agreement among historians 

is also situated amongst differing perspectives on how racism is perpetuated. Prejudicial treatment 

towards social groups considered ñotherò existed before European expansion to the Western 

Hemisphere, but the modern manifestation of racism is the product of economic and social systems 

derived from European colonial expansion (Mullings 2005:671ï672). A generalized concept of 

racialized social systems has been proposed by Eduardo Bonilla-Silva (1997:469) that is designed 

to investigate societies with economic, political, social, and ideological systems that are ñpartially 

structured by the placement of actors in racial categories or races.ò Emphasizing the role of social 

systems in the creation, maintenance and perpetuation of racial constructs is particularly useful for 
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studying landscapes created through segregation like the River Street Neighborhood. Since urban 

landscapes are created through a variety of political, social, and economic forces, situating 

segregated neighborhoods through this lens allows for a more complete discussion of how these 

forces coalesced historically to establish the racialized spaces of today. Approaching racism within 

social systems also allows researchers to approach the subject without having to concentrate on 

the individual as individual social actors can be capricious. The relationship individuals have with 

regard to race and racism changes situationally and throughout time, whereas the social systems 

that perpetuate racism and racialization are slower to change. 

Structural racism relies on the establishment of institutional values that selectively benefit 

members of the dominant racial group. In the United States, European Americans cultivated 

several key memes that served to benefit white elites over other social groups. First, European 

American elites perpetuated the idea of competitive individualism which has infused our society 

with the idea that success is derived from individual prowess. If an individual is not economically 

or socially successful, it is because that person is flawed or has shortcomings. Americans are 

supposed to compete against other individuals as well as the natural environment. Those with the 

best skills, greatest knowledge, or are most capable are the ones that will enjoy economic success. 

Those without the proper skills are defective, deserving of their lower social status (Isenberg 2016; 

Hartigan 2005). The concept of scarcity also bolsters structural racism. Hypothetically, everyone 

is competing for a limited number of resources so a narrative has been crafted that some will not 

have what they need to maintain a fruitful existence. In a world of limited resources, there will be 

winners and losers. Rather than working for the common good, individuals are encouraged to 

struggle for scarce resources in capitalist societies where structural racism exists. 
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Both of these previous concepts, competitive individualism and the scarcity mentality, 

leads to a widespread belief that racial groups can only succeed by outcompeting others. If there 

are winners, there are also losers and it is up to each racial group to do what they can to uplift their 

own race, even if that comes at the detriment of other races. This concept was given a scientific 

façade as Darwinian evolution and early anthropological thought spread during the second half of 

the nineteenth century. Darwinian evolution, anthropology, and eugenics were all born from the 

European colonial endeavor during the nineteenth century (Darwin 1858, 1871; Morgan 1877; 

Spencer 1860). Nineteenth century science only served to prove the validity of concepts born 

hundreds of years previously in animal husbandryïthe concept of pedigree and selective breeding. 

Charles Darwinôs work The Origin of Species (1858) and The Descent of Man (1871) promoted 

the concept of ñSurvival of the Fittestò that was used as a scientific justification for social 

inequality. At the close of the nineteenth century, anthropologists were central to the idea that 

human societies progress from simple to more complex along a continuum. As these hierarchies 

were created by European and American anthropologists, European American cultures were 

placed at the top of the hierarchy. It was argued that Western Civilization demonstrated the highest 

level of complexity in human history. Evolutionarily, it was the pinnacle of human achievement. 

Other cultures were placed in lower levels on the hierarchy (Morgan 1877). 

The hierarchical classification of peoples continued through the creation of eugenicsða 

science that used physiological variation in human populations to place people into categories and 

justify white supremacy over non-whites. Simultaneously, eugenics explained why so many 

European Americans were unable to rise in society (Isenberg 2016:175ï176; Hartigan 2005). 

Eugenics distorted the evolutionary concept of descent with modification highlighted in 
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evolutionary biology literature with the concept of pedigree that was central to animal husbandry 

in an attempt to explain and justify social inequality (Isenberg 2016). 

Finally, an aspect of secrecy has been used to infuse structural racism into American 

institutions. Overt discrimination against non-whites and women was common among government 

officials, educators, and religious figures prior to the Civil Rights Movement of the 1960s; but 

discrimination against poor whites was less overt. Social elites in the United States were primarily 

those with economic wealth who used their social networks with other elites and government 

officials to improve their own social and economic situation. While an ñup-from-the-bootstrapsò 

message was told to non-whites and the poor, elites knew that most political and economic 

decisions were made behind closed doors between different elites, in social circles that omitted the 

poor, women, and non-whites (Isenberg 2016). The entire racialization process in the United States 

was designed to force non-whites and poor whites to economically compete against each other. 

Structural racism was cultivated to keep non-whites in a subordinate position, but this same system 

also prevented poor white people down. Non-white people were scientifically classified in a 

subordinate status. Legal, educational, scientific, and religious institutions perpetuated the idea 

that this inequality was natural and should be accepted by Americans. 

In European capitalist colonialism, race became central to the creation and maintenance of 

social power structures. Structural racism is the use and misuse of the power of systems and 

institutions to further race-based prejudice. In this case, power is defined as the ability to control 

and apply the power of social systems like the government, religious institutions, education, and 

economics to further the gain of the dominant race in relation to other races (Bonilla-Silva 

1997:470). Structural racism does not mean all members of the dominant race benefit from social 

hierarchies and it does not mean all members of subjugated races do not rise in society because 
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structural racism must also articulate with other social structures like gender and class. However, 

social differences like gender and class contain a racial component because both of those groups 

have been racialized (Bonilla-Silva 1997:471,473). In a racialized society, social groups are 

divided into categories that are ñnormalizedò through memes that are perpetuated and internalized 

throughout that society. Dominant groups gain control by projecting negative attributes upon the 

groups they intend to dominate by crafting narratives of the different races they seek to dominate. 

For example, African Americans were widely described as inferior to Europeans. 

Anthropologists can only analyze social groups, including races, while also simultaneously 

considering neighboring groups in society because no social group lives and operates in isolation. 

Eric Wolf writes in the introduction to his landmark book Europe and the People without History, 

ñéthere can be no óBlack historyô apart from óWhite historyô, only a component of common 

history suppressed or omitted from conventional studies for economic, political, or ideological 

reasons.ò (1997:19). This statement comes on the heels of a seven page section where Wolf 

excoriates twentieth century anthropologists for focusing on individual case studies at the expense 

of cross-cultural comparisons that include societies with clear hegemonic groups at work. Wolf 

understood the way social structures form networks that bind communities together in such a way 

that individual social groups cannot be easily separated from each other. In the case of River Street, 

White Boiseans needed non-whites in order to establish themselves as a distinct social group. This 

distinction was created in part by the racialization process which uses real or perceived 

physiological characteristics to create social groups or subgroups. These differences are also used 

to place distinct social groups within the wider hierarchy that exists in that culture. For European 

Americans, the goal of racialization was to place themselves in a privileged position in order to 

aggrandize social and economic power (Hartmann et al. 2009). However, racial hegemony did not 
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equally benefit all white people. The majority of whites did not economically benefit from their 

preferential racial status, while they did benefit legally and socially. 

Racialization, Whiteness, and Poor White Trash 

It took time for European immigrants to become White and, in some instances, European 

Americans appear to have overlooked racial categories for non-whites that behaved like European 

Americans. For example, Orser (2004, 2007) explains how immigrants from Ireland were not 

considered equals upon their arrival to the United States. They had difficulties obtaining 

employment and adequate living conditions. Sequestered in ethnic neighborhoods, Irish 

immigrants in the eastern United States fought for political and economic power. Discrimination 

against the Irish was common well into the twentieth century. 

In the Spanish Colonies of North America, a fluid racial classificatory scheme was 

developed based on religion, ethnicity, and origin of birth. It was possible for individuals to change 

racial classifications during their lifetimes because race was determined by heritage as much as 

cultural and religious practice. Non-Christians were considered the lowest form of humanity while 

European-born Christian Spaniards were at the top of this hierarchy. Between these extremes was 

a graduation of racial combinations of Native American, European and African ancestry. A number 

of these categories included persons with African ancestry that we would consider African 

American today (Voss 2008:84ï91). These new creole identities, over time, became new ways of 

indigenismo and characterized life in the New World (Trouillot 1995:122). 

In certain contexts, even blackness could be transformed to whiteness for ideological 

reasons. One example is the African American fur trader and frontiersman James Beckwourth. 

Although he was clearly an African American, he is characterized as a white person in historical 



Chapter 2: Racialization and Regions of Refuge in Historical Archaeology 

58 
 

accounts by largely omitting his blackness. His autobiography, The Life and Adventures of James 

P. Beckwourth, fails to mention that his mother was a slave or that he was the son of a slave 

(Allmendinger 2005:1ï2). It is possible Beckwourth passed as white but it is equally likely that 

the European Americans documenting his achievements wanted readers to believe he was 

European American. Other black fur trappers were also called ñwhiteò because they were 

considered the vanguard of civilization, which at that time was synonymous with whiteness. 

Literally black trappers were African Americans, but figuratively they were considered honorary 

whites in order to indicate they were aligned with European American ñcivilizationò as opposed 

to Native American ñsavageryò (Allmendinger 2005:4). 

Racial designations in the United States developed from the global expansion of capitalism. 

The racialization process (i.e., exploiting divisions between different social groups based on 

physiological differentiations) was used and perpetuated in order to hierarchically place social 

groups within the greater society. In Boise, the social hierarchy was dedicated toward preserving 

European American preeminence which allowed this group to claim an inordinate proportion of 

political, social, and economic power; however, as evidenced in Wolfôs introduction, the 

relationships between social groups and motivations for action are tightly entangled. European 

American real estate speculators intended on using River Street for financial gain, but they were 

also able to use the neighborhood to maintain social structures that game them privileges because 

of their racial affiliation. As noted by Sahlins (1988), the materiality of these activities is 

intrinsically linked to the manifestation and maintenance of a hierarchy of social groups. River 

Street and racialization in Boise can be viewed as a single case study in the complicated ways race-

based hegemony played out in the United States. 
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It is important to note that, despite the fact that structural racism was inscribed in 

institutions and society in the New World, the fruits of capitalism and racism did not improve the 

lives for every segment of the large European immigrant population in the Western Hemisphere. 

The American colonies were viewed by European elites as a receptacle for the poor, landless 

segment of their societies. This is exemplified by early English attempts to settle North America 

in the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries. English colonies in North America were established 

as capitalist ventures designed to extract resources from land viewed as undeveloped and unsettled. 

The English and other European nations knew North America was home to Native Americans, but, 

since Native populations had been decimated by disease and had few large, organized settlement 

designed in the same manner as Old World cities, Europeans did not believe Native societies were 

using the land in a productive manner. Europeans believed North America should be occupied in 

a similar manner as it was in Europe, although these colonies should exist to economically benefit 

the European home nation (Isenberg 2016:18ï20). 

English elites understood the transforming North America into an image of Europe would 

require labor. The process would also be perilous with a high likelihood that many colonists would 

die from disease, deprivation, or aggression from Native Americans that were trying to keep their 

ancestral lands. While English elites saw economic gain in colonizing North America, they knew 

it would be difficult to convince people from their own country to travel to the Americas to 

establish the colonies. During the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries, the mortality rate for 

colonists and slaves in North America mirrored the rate seen in England only during disease 

epidemics (Hoyt 2010:65). Religious strife between the Protestant English public and English 

Catholics in the aristocracy created a social atmosphere where religious separatists saw the 

potential to create their own communities in the New World. These separatists were among the 
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few willing English immigrants to North America (Isenberg 2016:29ï30). A much larger 

proportion of English colonists came from the lower classes. During the 1600s, poor people were 

considered a drag on English society. Poor, landless English vagrants were swelling urban places 

and comprised a significant criminal element in English society. They were drawn upon to fight 

as soldiers in the perpetual wars, but, upon disbandment, discharged soldiers looted towns along 

their way home. Upon their return, these soldiers mixed with other urban poor to create slums, 

gangs, and unemployed beggars (Isenberg 2016:20ï24). England was strongly divided along class 

lines at the time and elites and government officials considered the poor human wasteïrefuse that 

could redeem themselves through hard work in the colonies (Isenberg 2016:22). It was through 

the colonization of North America that these expendable, vagrant people that could improve their 

social standing while also building the English economy. 

The idea behind using poor English people to build North American colonies was simple: 

Gather up as many individuals as possible; train them to be soldiers, sailors, or artisans; and send 

them to North America to build plantations, towns, and dispossess Native people of their land. 

This was believed to be a solution to urban crime and population density in England. Even children 

were not spared as it was assumed that the children of the poor would only grow up to be as 

shiftless as their parents. The children of the poor were often kidnapped and sent to the colonies 

as indentured servants. ñBrutal exploitation was the modus operandi of English projectors who 

conceived the American colonial system at the end of the sixteenth centuryïbefore there were 

coloniesò (Isenberg 2016:24). This project became a reality in the seventeenth century. 

In the Americas, a racial schema was created that was designed to keep English and other 

European immigrants working towards the goal of economically benefitting England through her 

colonies while simultaneously preventing them from politically joining forces with African slaves 
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or dispossessed Native Americans that were also being subjugated. English ancestry was used to 

split people in North America into social groups, but by the eighteenth century many indentured 

European servants, landless whites, and urban poor realized they had more in common with 

African slaves and freedmen and Native Americans than they did with white elites. David R. 

Roediger explains (1991:25), by the eighteenth century: 

ñThe many gradations of unfreedom among whites made it difficult to draw lines 

between any idealized free white worker and a pitied or scorned servile black 

worker. Indentured servitude, impressment, apprenticeship, convict labor, farm 

tenancy, wage labor, and combinations of wage labor and free farming made for a 

continuum of oppression among whites.ò 

English and European American elites used language and societal memes to prevent poor 

white laborers from joining forces with African Americans and other oppressed peoples and 

overthrowing the labor regime. During the late eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries, white 

laborers were given certain titles like mechanic, artisan, tradesman, or workingman that were used 

in opposition with terms like servant, laborer, and slave, which were reserved primarily for African 

Americans (Roediger 1991:50). Additionally, labor unions and voting franchisement omitted 

African Americans. Other laws were created to give white people, regardless of their economic or 

social status, legal benefits not afforded to blacks. For example, laws were established that allowed 

whites to testify in court and own firearms while these rights were stripped from African 

Americans in many states (Roediger 1991; Hoyt 2010). When used in conjunction with concept of 

pedigree from animal husbandry and, later, eugenics, these events furthered the idea that white 

people were freer than African Americans or Native Americans (Hartigan 2005; Isenberg 2016). 

This went far in strengthening support of the existing social and economic system among poor 
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whites, even though few of them enjoyed the economic benefit their racial categorization was 

supposed to provide. 

Racism was inscribed upon a social and economic system that was not intended to benefit 

all people. Despite their legal and social advantages, a large proportion of the European American 

population did not economically benefit from structural racism. The large population of landless 

white American colonists during the eighteenth century fell in a social and economic morass. 

Thousands of homeless roamed the streets of cities like New York, Boston, and Philadelphia while 

other landless, called squatters, crackers or worse, lived in rural areas and along the frontier. Urban 

poor frequently found themselves in poor houses while squatters fought against being ran off the 

land. Land owners attempted to forcibly remove squatters from land they did not own, prompting 

armed uprisings and rebellions. The propensity of squatters for violence and armed defense of 

illegal takings categorized them as bandits or outlaws. Land owners considered them worse than 

Indians, a scourge that were difficult to handle (Isenberg 2016:108ï111; Roediger 1999). 

The Civil War was a conflict to end slavery but it was also class warfare rooted in structural 

racism. The war pitted poor urban whites against poor rural whites and, to convince these 

populations to kill each other in a conflict where they would not clearly benefit, the Union and 

Confederacy mobilized propaganda that characterized both sides as the enemy of the poor whites 

of their region. For Union soldiers, the south was demonized for slavery but also as a backward, 

ignorant region that had not been enlightened by the righteousness of free labor (Isenberg 

2016:160). Confederate propagandists portrayed the North as a land of unwashed immigrants and 

greasy-haired mechanics. Northerners had no understanding of the enlightening force whites had 

on ignorant black slaves; nor did they recognize the fact that blacks were naturally meant to be 

subservient to whites (Isenberg 2016:158ï160). As the war raged on, poor white men were 
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rounded up in both the North and South and impressed into military service. White dissidence 

against the war in the form of protests and riots were severely suppressed (Isenberg 2016). The 

Civil War settled the issue of slavery but it did little to end structural racism; in fact, racial tensions 

following the war reached their zenith. 

Poor whites in the former Confederacy quickly moved to maintain supremacy during the 

Reconstruction era. The white supremacy movement galvanized in the early twentieth century as 

terrorist groups like the Klu Klux Klan worked to prevent black people from exercising their rights 

under the Fourteenth and Fifteenth Amendments. Jim Crow laws established a legal framework 

that further subjugated blacks across the United States (Isenberg 2016; Hoyt 2010). Tenets of white 

supremacy followed European American settlers as they expanded across the country into the 

American West. Oftentimes, Jim Crow followed. Neither white supremacy nor Jim Crow laws 

created an atmosphere for all European Americans to thrive because the inequality at the core of 

capitalism, pseudoscientific fields like eugenics, and belief in Darwinian evolution spread the idea 

that inferior people like poor whites were not worthy of enjoying the benefits of the post-Civil War 

society. Poor whites comprised the bulk of homesteaders and laborers in the American West. 

Extractive industries like mining, logging, fishing and industrial agriculture created an unfair 

playing field for smallholding farmers and laborers. Eugenics studies of poor whites during the 

early twentieth century portrayed them as inferior people that should not be allowed to pollute the 

white pedigree. Laws were made to prevent whites from marrying blacks or Native Americans. 

Concurrently, legal cases were made to prevent poor whites from having children by sterilizing 

poor white women (Isenberg 2016:200ï205). 

Poor white suffering increased during the Great Depression and Dust Bowl eras as 

thousands of families lost their farms to erosion and economic hardship. These people were not 
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welcomed when they arrived to the American West in search of work because decades of negative 

narratives associated with poor whites had permanently marked them as inferior, degenerative 

people. University sociologists sponsored by the Federal government started studying poor whites 

in the 1930s. It was believed that, through proper government assistance, poor whites could be 

taught the virtues of European American middle class values, improve their economic and social 

standing, and improve the overall status of whites in the United States. The inequality at the core 

of capitalism was not seen as the reason for their low economic status. Rather it was argued that 

their values, morals, and behaviors were the cause of their suffering (Isenberg 2016). These studies 

revealed that the same terminology used to describe African Americansïshiftless, lazy, 

unambitious, ignorant, purposeless, and other termsïwere also used to describe poor white people 

(Hartigan 2005:83; Isenberg 2016:225ï226). Both poor whites and blacks lived in close proximity 

and ñit was virtually impossible to distinguish their dwellingsò to the uninformed observer. Many 

middle-class whites believed, ñthe slight elevation in status of poor whites over poor blacks was 

but an empty courtesyò (Isenberg 2016:226). The same economic and social system used to 

oppress African Americans was being used to maintain a large European American underclass, 

but few researchers at that time were willing to acknowledge this. 

The period between the 1930s and 1960s saw a cultural shift in the way Americans viewed 

poor white people, but a concomitant improvement in economic status or public image remained 

forthcoming. This image change was largely fueled by a change in the way they were portrayed in 

popular culture. While most government studies of poor whites were designed to create more 

effective assistance programs, a few research publications shed new light on the inner 

machinations of the world of poor whites. Researchers of the 1920s and 1930s believed poor whites 

were not hapless pawns of capitalism. To improve their economic status, poor whites needed better 
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access to education, an element that was supposed to allow them to become self-sufficient. 

Additionally, it was recognized that the ñfolkwaysò of poor whites was a source of resilience that 

could be drawn upon to bring them closer to the middle class, European American mainstream 

(Isenberg 2016:226ï227). Other narrative works like Let Us Now Praise Famous Men (Agee and 

Evans 1941), Of Mice and Men, The Grapes of Wrath (Steinbeck 1937, 1939), and Dorothea 

Langeôs work during the Great Depression put a human face on white poverty. Rejecting ñSurvival 

of the Fittest,ò middle class whites could pity poor whites and empathize with them. 

Twentieth-century media has portrayed poor whites as folk people, the foundation of 

European American heritage, but they were still seen as inferior to upstanding, middle and upper 

class whites. They could still be blamed for their personal failure while also lionized for their 

simplicity and perseverance in an adverse world. Lionization in literature and research gave way 

to the promotion of poor whites as simple hillbillies during the 1950s. The popularity of artists like 

Elvis Presley and television shows like The Andy Griffith Show, Gomer Pyle, U.S.M.C., Pettycoat 

Junction, and The Beverly Hillbillies cultivated a favorable image of poor whites as honest, rural, 

country folk whose values were relevant to the rest of white America. This ñCult of the Country 

Boyò as historian Nancy Isenberg calls it (2016) helped European Americans trivialize the 

Southern white backlash against the Civil Rights Movement, school integration, and continued 

rural white poverty. The violent backlash against black rights was portrayed in news media and 

popular culture as the rantings of ignorant, inbred, degenerate, rednecks. Their demands need not 

be heeded because they were illogical and antiquated. In addition to media portrayals of poor 

whites, shows like Green Acres and Hee Haw made it acceptable to laugh at poor whites while 

placing their subculture on a wider stage. Rather than being an American problem without a 

solution, white poverty became a source of entertainment for the rest of the nation. This process 
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continues today as seen through the popularity of country music and television shows like Here 

Comes Honey Boo Boo (Isenberg 2016). 

The complicated history of poor whites in the United States is firmly rooted in the same 

capitalist system founded on structural inequality and racism. In capitalism, the resources 

necessary for daily survival can only be obtained with money for most people. Few are truly self-

sufficient. Money can only be obtained as the proceeds of investments or through labor. Poverty 

prevents many African Americans and European Americans from living from the interest of their 

investments. Wage labor is their only legal alternative. However, a number of factors prevent the 

poor from fully participating in the capitalist system. For poor whites and blacks, lack of quality 

education, stable incomes, affordable loans, and social marginalization prevented many families 

from fully participating in mainstream society. Their economic struggle was worsened by 

discriminatory forces embedded in our social institutions since the conception of European 

colonies in North America. 

Regions of Refuge: Race and Urban Minorities 

Economic development, or the lack thereof, has been a central element of the ways social 

scientists analyze urban ethnic sub-groups in industrial societies. An acknowledgement has been 

made that those living in ethnic enclaves reside in economically stagnant communities defined by 

poverty, a dearth of social mobility, and a lack of integration into the wider economy (Hall 1983). 

While they are frequently located in urban cores, these social, political, and economic peripheries 

are stigmatized because of the subaltern status of the individuals that reside there (Gramsci, 1972; 

Wacquant 2010). 
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At the same time, segregated landscapes like River Street created spaces where African 

Americans and other non-whites could be free from the discerning eye of European American 

society. These neighborhoods were stigmatized and, therefore, were rarely visited by white people 

who did not live there. The avoidance of River Street by European Americans allowed a parallel 

community to develop in the neighborhood that centered upon cooperation and collaboration as a 

means of economic and social survival. The neighborhood became a close-knit refuge for non-

white and working class European Americans who had been relegated to this place. Gonzalo 

Aguirre Beltrán notes the way economic forces in regions of refuge cause the creation of a dual 

economy in the case of natives in Mexico. He explains that, ñWhen two different economic 

systems with different orientations come into contact, the conflicting forces produce a new systemò 

(Beltrán 1979:71). Beltrán adds that these parallel economies contain ingredients of the modern 

economy to differing degrees, but the economy in the region of refuge is the result of 

ñunpardonable exploitationò from the dominant social group (Beltr§n 1979:71). 

Beltr§nôs unpacking of the dual economy found in regions of refuge is based on work in 

the developing world and he states that the dual economy system he describes is an economic 

model specific to underdeveloped regions. His work emphasized the legacy of colonialism in 

northwestern Mexico and the southwestern United States. Additionally, the socioeconomic 

syntheses coming from this work stated that social stratification originated from cultural 

differences based on historical capitalist order. These cultural differences are used as the basis for 

continuing domination of minorities. The acceptance of these differences by minority groups 

makes them normative. These syntheses fail to discuss the ways raceïthat is, social divisions based 

on real or perceived physiological differencesïare also associated with maintaining inequity 

(Beltrán 1979; Vélez-Ibáñez 2004). 
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Scholars since Beltrán have described similar conditions while researching informal 

economies in places like African American neighborhoods in the United States. Work by the 

sociologist Sudhir Venkatesh (1994) describes how the loss of manufacturing jobs in the United 

States severely affected minority and working class communities in Chicago, Illinois. The loss of 

outlets for legitimate work that pays livable wages forces adults in this community to use public 

assistance programs supplemented by jobs in the formal economy as well as to generate income 

from the informal economy through ñunder-the-tableò work. Many individuals also supplement 

both of these revenue streams with illegal activities like selling drugs, gambling, and prostitution 

(Venkatesh 1994:158). Life in these neighborhoods is marked by poverty and stigmatization 

placing residents at the bottom of the socioeconomic ladder. Upward mobility is difficult because 

few businesses operate in these neighborhoods; residents have difficulties gaining the education 

and credentials necessary; menial labor does not provide enough income to improve their standard 

of living, and; employers discriminate against residents because of the reputation of their 

neighborhood (Venkatesh 1994; Wacquant 2010; Wacquant and Wilson 1989). 

Anthropological discussions of regions of refuge are associated with the treatment of ethnic 

societies that had been absorbed into nation-states within the framework of world-systems theory. 

Gonzalo Aguirre Beltrán (1979) described regions of refuge as places buffered from full 

integration into national and supranational economies to the point that their development remains 

frozen. Social scientists have since recognized that structural inequality, specifically the systems 

that create ethnic and racial differences, play an integral role in the economic stratification that 

helps create and maintain regions of refuge. The cultural, ethnic, and racial definitions that create 

minority groups aid the creation of spatially segregated enclaves that can be defined as regions of 

refuge. Because they are inhabited by minorities not considered part of the mainstream society, 
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residents of these places are denied the full participation in national society that could improve 

their economic and political status (Vélez-Ibáñez 2004). 

The economic benefits of living in mainstream society bypass ethnic neighborhoods, 

creating dichotomies that are important to maintaining social power hierarchies. Ethnic 

neighborhoods create areas where the ñothersò live in contrast to the rest of the urban landscape 

where members of the dominant demographic reside. In the case of River Street, European 

American residents of Boise, Idaho used political and economic power to cast the neighborhood 

as the home of non-whites. Property ownership and rental restrictions from the 1890s until the 

1960s made River Street the place where African Americans, Japanese, eastern European, and 

Basque immigrants were forced to live and create businesses (Demo 2006). This multi-racial and 

multi-ethnic neighborhood was considered an undesirable place to live, work, or visit by European 

Americans. It also, inadvertently, created a refuge where non-European American Boiseans could 

escape discrimination. 

Prior to the Civil Rights Movement of the 1960s, racist rental and home ownership 

restrictions prevented minorities from living outside certain areas. These mobility restrictions 

prevented minorities from leaving stigmatized neighborhoods and concentrated minority poverty 

(Wiese 2004). Despite the negative consequences, discrimination allowed a communal character 

to develop in these neighborhoods and the creation of a parallel social, economic, and political 

system to emerge. Minority entrepreneurs, scholars, and leaders established an organizational 

structure that helped these communities to function alongside the national systems dominated by 

European Americans (Venkatesh 1994; Wacquant and Wilson 1989). The same racism that kept 

European Americans out of minority neighborhoods, physically and economically, helped these 
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ostracized members of society cultivate close-knit communities where they could raise their 

children. 

During the twentieth century, suburbanization etched racial landscapes into metropolitan 

areas across the United States. Few real estate developers prior to the 1950s constructed more than 

a dozen homes. Building entire subdivisions at once was rare (Rome 2001). Nevertheless, the 1909 

inaugural meeting of the National Association of Real Estate Boards, colloquially known as the 

Realtors, promoted restrictive real estate covenants and deed restrictions that prohibited home 

purchases for non-whites. In 1914, the Realtorsô code of ethics prohibited them from introducing 

any non-white homeowner into predominately European American neighborhoods because this 

might bring home prices down. Racial segregation had become standard practice throughout the 

real estate industry by 1920 (Weise 2004:41). African Americans and other non-white peoples 

were increasingly concentrated in existing ethnic neighborhoods as there were fewer places for 

them to live. This was exacerbated by the Great Migration of the early twentieth century where 

millions of African Americans left southeastern states in search of work in the Midwest, American 

West, and Northeast (Weise 2004). 

New home loan options following World War II dramatically increased the number of 

potential home owners in the United States. Suburban neighborhoods were hastily built across the 

country. As suburbanization spread across the nation, European Americans with the economic 

ability left urban areas that were becoming increasingly overcrowded with African Americans, 

other non-whites, and working class whites that could not afford moving to the suburbs. Urban 

blacks had few housing options. The effect on African American communities is succinctly told 

by historian Andrew Weise (2004:66): 
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ñDiscrimination in the real estate market, backed by legal and extralegal 

restrictions, blocked African American access to most suburban areas. Instead, 

migrants moved to a few suburbs where the availability of employment, the 

presence of an earlier African American community, or the lack of land-use 

controls opened a door to settlementéOften they were isolated, physically and 

socially, from the rest of town, a process that was exacerbated by the spread of 

segregation and exclusion in public facilities. The result was a racial hierarchy of 

separate and unequal suburban territoryïracialized spaceïthat reinforced racial and 

economic inequality in social life.ò 

To maintain this racial segregation, European Americans came together to prevent non-

white encroachment on their landscapes. White suburban officials worked to eliminate black 

neighborhoods through redevelopment or to establish a geographic ñquarantineò through social 

narratives that stigmatized black neighborhoods (Weise 2004:117). European American officials 

also tended to decrease investments in African American neighborhoods. Infrastructure, schools, 

and other public goods were increasingly transferred away from existing urban neighborhoods, 

especially neighborhoods occupied by non-whites, to the suburbs. 

For many white homeowners, the arrival of black homeowners in to their neighborhoods 

was seen as a cause to relocate. ñWhite Flight,ò which is the exodus of European American 

homeowners from a neighborhood following the arrival of African Americans or other non-whites, 

was the common result of the war African Americans constantly waged to improve their living 

situation. African Americans were seen as a curse on European American neighborhoods and the 

time between the arrival of the first black homeowners and the last white ones was short (Weise 

2004:254). The presence of African Americans, who had been stigmatized in order to maintain 
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social and economic hierarchies, became a self-fulfilling prophesy for European Americans that 

saw them as a drain on communities. Not wanting to take a loss on their biggest family investment, 

European American homeowners were willing to sell at lower prices which lowered local home 

prices as well as tax receipts. Lower taxes meant a reduction in the quality of public amenities like 

parks, schools, fire suppression, utilities, and policing. These lower housing prices enticed low 

income residents and absentee landlords that had little incentive in investing in their properties. 

A combination of social stigmatization, racism, and economic forces created conditions 

that prompted thousands of European American homeowners to relocate further and further from 

non-white neighborhoods. White Flight fueled racial segregation and suburban expansion as both 

European Americans and affluent non-whites continued to move away from low income 

neighborhoods and local government divestment. The process was repeated across the United 

States primarily between the 1940s and 1970s but it continues today in some communities. As a 

result, suburban America has become increasingly white, affluent, and segregated whereas urban 

spaces remained diverse but neglected (Weise 2004; Wiley 2004:35ï36). 

In Boise, the most visible material manifestation of racialization is the urban landscape of 

the River Street Neighborhood. While porous and constantly subject to change, the preeminence 

of European American identity had long been intact in American society by the time Boise was 

created and, certainly, by the time African Americans moved to River Street (Hartigan 2005; 

Jacobson 1998:31ï38; Roediger 1991). The inscription of race on urban landscapes entails the 

segregation of space along racial categories; spaces where racially homogeneous groups construct 

their own places through social pressure or of their own volition. Simultaneously, this process 

allows for the development of a sense of place that can be used to fulfill social and cultural needs 

and obligations. In Boise, River Street served to reinforce racial segregation, which, in turn, helped 
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maintain European American hegemony by creating a place of contrastï the geographic home of 

the others. This geographic segregation also played an important role in the economy of Boise, 

especially with regard to real estate values. Structural racism strongly influenced the character and 

perceived value of real estate. Neighborhoods with African American and other non-European 

American residents were considered less desirable places to live and properties in these places 

were valued at a lower price. European American homeowners in the rest of Boise had a strong 

motivation to keep African Americans in a discrete geographic area in order to prevent the racist 

devaluation of their own homes due to the presence of African American neighbors (Demo 2006; 

Stewart 1980). 

In addition to creating a place where African Americans could be ñcontainedò, European 

American real estate speculators were also creating a neighborhood dedicated to speculation. 

Archival documents explain that the area that became the River Street Neighborhood was once a 

farmstead that was sold to real estate speculators in advance of the arrival of the railroad. From the 

1890sï1920s, these investors and a small number of private property owners built prefabricated, 

single-family houses with the intention of renting the dwellings out to working-class employees 

of the nearby railroad warehouses and in downtown Boise. The neighborhoodôs location south of 

the tracks geographically separated River Street from the rest of Boise and quickly became known 

for its African American residents who arrived as railroad employees (Demo 2006). From its 

inception, River Street was considered a place for financial gain but, due to its geographic location 

and black residents, it became a lynchpin in maintaining white hegemony in Boise. 

Oral history interviews with neighborhood residents describe the same discrimination that 

kept non-whites and poor whites in the neighborhood simultaneously established a community 

that, in many ways, transcended racial and ethnic mores valued by outsiders. This phenomenon of 
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working across racial boundaries is told by both African American and European American 

neighborhood residents in interviews taken in the 1980s and 2010s respectively. Oral histories 

indicate structural racism supported by popular narratives of the inadequacies of poor whites, 

African Americans, European immigrants, and other non-white people solidified the boundaries 

of the River Street neighborhood. By the 1920s, these boundaries were known by all Boiseans. 

Oral histories also explain the neighborhoodôs boundaries remained constant and, after World War 

II, it became known as ñthe black neighborhoodò (Demo 2006; Madry 2014; Osa 1981; Terrell, 

III 2014). With this moniker, River Street became a space where respectable European Americans 

did not frequent. Its identity enabled illicit activities like prostitution, gambling, and, during 

Prohibition, alcohol production and consumption to take place away from the gaze of moralists. 

The growth of vice in this small geographic area during the 1950s and 1960s added to the negative 

stigma, something that would make River Street a target of urban renewal efforts after the 1970s. 

Residents actively combatted the negative stigma of their neighborhood. Oral histories 

explain illegal activities were confined to a segment of Pioneer Street, an east-west trending alley 

that passed behind the Erma Hayman House. Illegal activity along Pioneer peaked in the 1970s, 

prior to the recording of oral histories with neighborhood residents. However, memories of this 

area remained in the memories of long-time residents. One African American resident clarified 

that, despite the presence of illicit activities along Pioneer Street, the neighborhood was not a 

ghetto; ñDonôt call this a ghetto over here because we donôt like it. Itôs not a ghetto. Now when 

Pioneer was over there, it was horribleé. Everything went on over there on Pioneer. You couldnôt 

even drive through there, which I didnôt want toò (Stewart 1980:32). Interviews with European 

American residents firmly state River Street was a working-class neighborhood, but many also 

acknowledged crime existed along Pioneer Street. 
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Stigmatization removed the neighborhood from the ever-vigilant eye of European 

Americans, which created a space where racial mores could be bent or broken. Oral histories with 

former residents, both European American and African American, recall this was a place where 

racial categories that prevailed throughout the rest of Boise and American society could be 

overlooked. Familiarity and knowledge of their place in the social hierarchy allowed residents to 

judge each other based on individual characteristics more readily than racial identity (Hayman 

1980; Thomas 1981). A European American descendant recalled that each resident recognized 

their identity was closely related with living in the neighborhood, living on the South Side of the 

Tracks, more readily than being a resident of Boise or Idaho. Length of residency in the 

neighborhood outweighed ethnicity and race in determining to whom she should consider affinity. 

Being from ñthe neighborhoodò was enough to overlook skin color when operating within the 

neighborhoodôs boundaries. Discrimination came from the outside and was projected upon the 

neighborhood (Loralee Badgett, personal communication, 2013). In 11 oral histories with former 

African American residents in the 1980s and 2014, similar sentiments were expressed. It was 

understood that the neighborhood was a social, cultural, economic, and political boundary. ñThey 

werenôt the ones that come from the outside. Those from the outside were different. Theyôre the 

ones you had the trouble withò (Thomas 1981:8; Demo 2006:99). 

Cooperation between neighborhood residents of all races helped them overcome tough 

times (Demo 2006:97ï109; Hayman 1980; Thomas 1981). For example, Ellen Perkins Stevens 

lived in the neighborhood from the 1930s until 1965 and she was matriarch of the only black family 

on her block. Despite being the only African Americans, she recalls cordial relations with her 

neighbors. Food, clothing, and labor was shared in times of need. When her husband died, Perkins 

said, "The neighbors right straight across over there, came to me and said, 'We are not just your 
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neighbors, we are your friends. If you need anything or want anything or anything comes up that 

you can't take care of, call us.' And they have proved to be my friends" (Perkins 1980). Similar 

instances were recorded in other interviews, which gives an image that African American and 

European American relations in the neighborhood were cordial and marked by equanimity. 

Structural racism in the rest of Boise made sure neighborhood residents never forgot their 

place in the racial and social hierarchy. African American descendant Warner Terrell, III lived in 

the neighborhood between the 1940s and 1970s. In his interview, he stated that open discrimination 

against Boiseôs small African Americans was not as bad as parts of the United States with larger 

black populations because the few blacks in Boise were well-known. The small number of non-

whites meant Boise schools were never segregated. Terrell, III became class president at North 

Junior High School and he never recalls being refused service in any store including those outside 

the neighborhood. At that time, however, African Americans were not allowed to live outside the 

neighborhood and were only allowed to have menial labor and service jobs. 

While subversively accepted within the neighborhood, interracial dating was strictly taboo 

outside River Street. In his interview, Warner Terrell, III conveyed a story about an interaction 

between a female schoolmate and a Boise police officer when he was in middle school. While 

walking in downtown Boise, Terrell saw a white girl he knew from school and started up a casual 

conversation. A police officer that was passing by noticed the young black boy talking to the white 

girl. The officer forced the girl to get into the police car, took her to the station, and made her call 

her parents and explain what she was doing in public (Terrell, III, 2014). Tales of discrimination 

like this demonstrate how African Americans, no matter how accepted outside the neighborhood, 

were always reminded of their situation. African Americans had no choice but to live in River 

Street, but interactions like these with European American residents were rare and were not 
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chronicled in oral histories. Instead, oral history narratives explain personal relationships built 

from years of familiarity with each other and the rest of the neighborhood made it a refugeïa place 

where an internalized understanding of common condition helped neighborhood residents 

withstand economic and racial discrimination that pervaded greater Boise (Demo 2006; personal 

communication, 2013; Hayman 1980). 

When subtle reminders like Terrell, IIIôs story failed to ñkeep them in their place,ò the 

racial hierarchy in Boise was maintained through violence. The burning of a cross in the yard of 

an African American family is a widely-remembered event that scars the memory of the first 

African American family to leave the River Street Neighborhood. This event was recalled in 

several oral histories (Buckner 1981; Madry 2014, Rice 2014, Terrell, III 2014). While police 

records of the even have yet to be found, several Boise residents recall that Aurelius and Dorothy 

Buckner sold their home in the River Street Neighborhood in the 1950s and moved to the all-white 

North End Neighborhood. Shocked by arrival of this black family, the Bucknerôs neighbors burned 

a cross in their front yard. The message was clear: African Americans that attempted to subvert 

white supremacy would be punished. The Buckners also wanted to send a message: They would 

not be cowed by racism. Dorothy Buckner brought the burned cross into her house and used it as 

a centerpiece over her mantle. It remained prominently displayed for years afterward. After a 

while, racial tensions subsided but European Americans sent a clear message that blacks were 

unwelcome outside River Street (Buckner 1981). The Buckners remained the only black family 

outside the neighborhood until the 1960s. 

African Americans are responsible for the negative identity of the River Street 

Neighborhood, but it has always been occupied primarily with working-class white families. In 

oral histories, European American River Street former residents recall how they were 
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discriminated against because they lived in the neighborhood. This discrimination against poor 

whites was not recalled by African American residents, but several European Americans recall ill 

treatment outside the neighborhood by other white Boiseans. To the rest of the European American 

community, whites in River Street were branded as a lesser type of whiteïa subcategory that was 

not deserving of mainstream white status. One European American former resident recalls she had 

difficulties making friends or finding boyfriends in school because other whites knew she lived in 

River Street (Loralee Badgett, personal communication, 2013). Other whites were harassed in 

school and got into fights with other white students because they were óSouth Side of the Tracks 

Kids.ô This intra-white discrimination may have gone unnoticed by blacks but it was a real aspect 

of everyday life for the neighborhoodôs white residents who most likely measured discrimination 

differently. It was not the same as the virulent anti-black racism taking place elsewhere in the 

United States, but aggressions against stigmatized European American River Street residents was 

common enough that it has been documented in oral history interviews and conversations with 

white former residents. 

Structural racism, stigmatization, a perceived lack of economic value all prevented 

Boiseans from investing in the River Street Neighborhood, which created an economically 

depressed zone. Neighborhood residents understood their economic position in Boiseôs society 

and it was pervasive poverty that forced neighborhood residents to pool resources and knowledge 

in such a way that they were able to overcome the strong racial mores of the early twentieth 

century. River Street residents knew they were at an economic disadvantage. Collective reciprocity 

was one of the most important ways neighborhood residents could help each other find 

employment and housing. The fact residents owed each other a debt of gratitude for previous 

assistance cultivated a shared sense of neighborliness that crossed racial boundaries. Segregation 
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and discrimination led to the establishment of River Street as a region of refuge where European 

American and non-white residents bonded with each other through reciprocity, a phenomenon that 

was uncommon for that time. 
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Chapter 3: River Street as an Archaeological Landscape 

The River Street Neighborhood was a landscape created through segregation that played a 

formative role in the development of the local African American and Basque communities. It was 

also a major factor in the coalescence and maintenance of the European American racial identity, 

which shaped economic, social, and power relationships in Boise. Viewing the neighborhood as a 

landscape allows investigations of the ñdynamic, interdependent relationships that people maintain 

with the physical, social, and cultural dimensions of their environments across space and over 

timeò (Anschuetz et al. 2001:159). Landscape theory also aids archaeological interpretations for 

places like the River Street Neighborhood (Anschuetz et al. 2001; Zedeño and Anderson 2010; 

Zedeño 1997). As a landscape, the neighborhood has a history that can be read like a text. Its story 

is the tale of how a geographic space became an important material and abstract place for both its 

residents and the rest of the citizens of Boise. 

The Creation of Archaeological Landscapes  

Landscapes are created by human beings. While the physical attributes of landscapes, 

topography, plants, animals, and to a certain extent, people, exist independently from the human 

mind, these physiological and biological features are organized based on human perspectives 

deeply rooted in society and culture. The societies in which we live help us make sense of the 

world. The creation of landscapes is one way we organize and interpret the three-dimensional 

world we inhabit and this interpretation is colored by the lens of our cultural heritage. 

For decades, archaeologists have been aware of the role culture plays in landscape creation 

and maintenance. As human creations, landscapes are filtered through the lens of culture 

(Longstreth 2008:1; Nassauer 1995; Stewart et al. 2004:202). This filtering process has many 
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layers, but for archaeological considerations, landscapes are spaces, places, and texts. These three 

types of categories overlap when encountered in everyday parlance, which means they are difficult 

to articulate unless it is done through nuanced investigation rooted in cultural mores. All three are 

intrinsically linked to the ways human beings move throughout the three-dimensional geographies 

we inhabit. 

Geographer Carl Sauer (1925) is credited with formulating the first formal definition of 

landscape in geography and, from its conception, landscapes were stated to be culture-specific 

creations of human beings. It was understood that landscapes were distilled from the natural 

environment and interpreted through a cultural lens. As creations, landscapes had a use life that 

could change along with its parent culture, which meant landscapes were a form of cultural 

palimpsest where new cultural interpretations could be superimposed upon previous ones 

(Anschuetz et al. 2001). Additionally, different landscapes can exist at the same time because of 

the way the subject-object dialectic is governed through a cultural lens. The creation, cultivation, 

and maintenance of landscapes is entangled with aspects of space, place, and interpretation. These 

concepts are discussed below. 

Landscapes as Space 

Human beings inhabit a three-dimensional space that exists separately from ourselves. 

Without people, the universe would continue to exist; however, humans would not be there to 

observe and interpret it. Three-dimensional space has an abstract and transcendent quality that 

lends itself to theoretical evaluation through fields like theology, mathematics, and physics. It also 

has a concrete quality that can be observed and evaluated on an everyday basis by all living 

organisms including human beings. Our bodies have mass and occupy space, which is the principal 

dimension of our material existence (Lefebvre 1991:170). The concrete quality of space has been 
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central to the field of archaeology because archaeologists attempt to interpret material remains of 

the past, an emphasis that centers upon the three-dimensional aspect of tangible objects. 

Late twentieth-century archaeology has been a story of how archaeologists can use objects 

and observations originating in concrete space to address concepts that exist in abstract space. 

American processual archaeology coalesced in the 1960s from a paradigm that stressed scientific 

positivism and generalizable theories. This tradition built upon the historical particularism 

pioneered by Franz Boas, Alfred Kroeber, and Clark Wissler, the idea that material culture was an 

extension of human culture and could be used to examine past behavior throughout space and time 

(Hegmon 2003; Hodder and Hutson 1991; Raab and Goodyear 1984). Processual archaeologyôs 

central mode of analysis centers on human interactions within this concrete space because the 

recovery of artifacts, observation of soil characteristics, building inventories, and interpretation of 

archival documents are all activities that occur in concrete space with concrete objects and are 

undertaken by material organisms. By the 1980s, archaeologists influenced by of European 

theorists addressing aspects of human activities in abstract space like Jean Baudrillard (1981), 

Michael Foucault (1980), Anthony Giddens (1979), and Daniel Miller (1987) influenced a new 

school of archaeological practice: postprocessualism. Postprocessual archaeology emphasized the 

situational nature of archaeological interpretations and acknowledged that there were multiple 

ways of knowing the past (Hegmon 2003; Wylie 2002). This school of archaeology built upon the 

qualitative work of processualists while acknowledging the presence and reality of abstract space. 

Postprocessualism was an attempt to connect human activities in both concrete and abstract space 

to craft a more complete understanding of human pasts. 

Scholars understand human conceptualization of space as an outgrowth of a rational mind 

that seeks to distinguish between material objects of the self and those outside our material bodies. 
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The structure of our brains lends us to become calculating, visual, and symbolic beings. Our 

perception allows us to segment elements of the natural environment, both man-made and organic, 

into categories that help us rationalize our actions on the Earth. Interpretation of space requires an 

understanding of ethnocentric knowledge; thus, making sense of the material world is rooted in 

the same traits that help us navigate the world of our creation (Tuan 1974:14ï15) Spaces are 

transformed into places based upon the values superimposed upon them by local cultures and those 

that seek to understand cultural geographies. The resulting product has a syntax and symbolism of 

its own that can be read, interpreted, and understood by those with the proper cultural knowledge 

(Smith 2011). 

Landscapes as Place 

While human beings inhabit a three dimensional, concrete space of material objects, we 

also formulate social spaces that are derived from the abstract space residing within the mind as 

well as from everyday practice. Culture manifestly exists and the activities that perpetuate it occur 

in spaces that exist both outside and inside the mind. Culture takes place in three-dimensional 

space. That space is identified as somewhereða place (Casey 1996:33). Place-making is used to 

embody spaces with the identity necessary to perpetuate everyday activities called habitus by 

Bourdieu (1977). Habitus activities include those that keep a human being alive, but are also 

meaningful, culturally specific activities that enculturate individuals into a given society. Local 

knowledge, including understandings of places, includes knowledge that helps people know how 

to move within a community (Casey 1996:34ï35). Local knowledge involves an understanding of 

ñwhat is generally true in the locally obvious; it concerns what is true about place in general as 

manifested in this placeò (emphasis in original) (Casey 1996:45). 
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The foundation of social places is nature, which includes all elements of the observable 

universe. Place is manufactured from our orientation, observation, and understanding of materials 

in concrete space. Places are social spaces that include both cultural elements like religion, 

government, kinship, and commerce, but also elements of the natural and social environment like 

renewable and nonrenewable resources, topographic features, roads, markets, plazas, parks, and 

undeveloped areas or wilderness. These created spaces are all part of tangled networks that enable 

social interaction. Lefebvre explains (1991:402ï403) humans create, ñésuccessive stratified and 

tangled networks which, though always in material form, nevertheless have an existence beyond 

their own materialityéò Each of these spaces is produced, serves a purpose, has meaning, and is 

consumed by societies (Lefebvre 1991:403; also entanglement as discussed in Hodder [2012] and 

perceptions of the environment by [Ingold 2000]). The process of conceiving, manifesting, and 

delineating social spaces forces us to imbue these creations with an identity. This is the heart of 

making places out of spaces. 

These are the places where the activities of everyday life are conducted. According to Clack 

(2009:116), human existence is experienced in spaces and these spaces are rendered meaningful 

through personal experience. Transforming space into place is also embedded in cultural 

ontologies that help us relate to the land. Landscapes are places that have been interpreted through 

cultural lenses to orient ourselves as individuals within our world, position individuals within the 

wider culture, and connect cultures to the land (Clack 2009:116; Hood 2009:124). Landscapes are 

given names that help explain and define their role in local culture (Basso 1996; Stewart et al. 

2004). To the various cultural groups residing in River Street, this location was a source of cultural 

and emotional support. River Street was a multi-racial community where families were made and 

sustained in relative freedom from the discrimination faced outside the neighborhood. It was also 
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a place where social relations were inscribed on the land in such a manner that persons of power, 

specifically European Americans outside the neighborhood, could craft landscapes that better suit 

their needs (Hood 2009). 

As spaces where everyday life is conducted, places and landscapes are part of human 

practice. Introduced by Bourdieu (1977), practice theory suggests people enact, embody, represent, 

and interpret traditions in such a way that these traditions are continually altered. Everyday practice 

does not always intend to alter traditions but, nevertheless, traditions change over time because 

they are never practiced in the exact same manner. Simultaneously, some traditional behaviors are 

intentionally altered for as part of the continuing battle for power between social groups. This 

philosophical and teleological battle, in conjunction with unconscious and imperfect execution of 

traditional behaviors, are major forces in the way people understand, interpret, embody, and 

practice life in landscapes (Pauketat 2001). Daily practices are also part of historical processes in 

that they are conducted as a continuation of events that have come before and contribute to 

activities yet to come. Understanding the way cultural knowledge becomes enmeshed with 

historical events requires archaeologists to acknowledge that cultural practices are generative; they 

are not simply the result of processes but, rather, are the processes (Pauketat 2001:74; Sassaman 

2005; Smith 2011). The practice of crafting places like the River Street Neighborhood involves 

continual negotiations of meaning that were conducted consciously and unconsciously. The history 

of this process is written in the built environment as well as archival documents and oral histories 

that chronicle historical life in the neighborhood. 

Places are also where the struggle between groups for resources, money, labor, and powerï

take place. This struggle occurs not only in three-dimensional space but also in abstract space; 

intangible places that are also social and cultural constructs. The geographic landscapes and 
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networks created through capitalism depend on constructs like gender, class, race, age, and markets 

as much as they do on natural resources (Harvey 1996; Tilley 2006). Capitalism depends on the 

dynamics between these cultural constructs, exploitation of natural resources, and movement of 

capital. As sentient actors, people are aware of this constantly moving interplay, but they are also 

aware of their rootedness in three-dimensional places (Harvey1996:295ï299). To a certain extent, 

people are also aware of the fact that engaging in the capitalist world involves engaging with ñthe 

mediating power of moneyò (Harvey 1996:319). People in capitalist societies are mindful of the 

places in which they live. As capital, which is a key tool for daily survival, moves from place to 

place seeking to capitalize on opportunities that are not equally distributed, people migrate in 

search of the advantages that come along with being close to sources of capital. This movement 

affects culturally created places. Demographic changes are accompanied by changes in the 

understanding of culturally derived places (Harvey 1996). This movement and migration is a 

source of placemaking as new residents lay new meaning on existing places. Capitalism plays a 

role because, in its never-ending quest for opportunity, capital moves human populations around 

the world. 

Cultural landscapes are also places that exist in the mind and memory. Previous cultural 

meanings may be replaced or changed, but an echo of past meanings remain in the mind of 

descendant communities and archival documents. These memories color what is known about a 

geographic space. Places like the River Street Neighborhood are established and maintained 

through a meshwork of culture, emotion, identity, knowledge, and memory writ in three-

dimensional space (Clack 2009). Michael Kenney (1999:420ï421) notes: ñMemory is a major 

theme in contemporary life, a key to personal, social, and cultural identity. Philosophers have long 
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regarded continuity of memory as an essential quality of personhood.ò The author continues to 

explain the anthropological interest in memory and how it manifests in the natural world: 

ñAll experience is individual in that collectivities do not have minds, or memories 

either, though we often speak as if they did. Yet it is also true that individuals are 

nothing without the prior existence of the collectivities that sustain them, the 

cultural traditions and the communicative practices that position the self in relation 

to the social and natural worldsò (Kenny 1999:421). 

Building upon this interpretation of memory, it can be posited that memories are also used to 

interpret and create cultural landscapes that reside both in individual and social memory (Mills 

and Walker 2008). It is a means of contextualizing memory and connecting cultural narratives to 

the land. 

The River Street Neighborhood was an ethnic landscape that fortified geographic 

segregation through its designation as an ethnically non-white urban setting. Anschuetz et al. 

(2001:179) state: ñEthnic landscapes are spatial and temporal constructs defined by communities 

whose members create and manipulate material culture and symbols to signify ethnic or cultural 

boundaries based on customs and shared modes of thought and expression.ò Segregation in 

twentieth century America depended on dividing up the urban landscape into ethnic and racial 

enclaves because it created places that existed in opposition to whiteness. Geographic domains for 

white and non-white were created through ethnic landscapes. Ethnic landscapes aided the social 

benefits bestowed upon whites, but the battle for white supremacy was always being waged 

because many persons of European descent were not considered white. This was particularly true 

for European immigrants and poor whites (Hartigan 2005; Roediger 2005). Larsen explains 

(2003:120): 
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ñThere are clearly two established sides to the conflict: those who are among those 

who belong and those designated as the "other." It is a system rife with inequity. Its 

goal was to maintain a special status for whiteness, and yet it never reached 

resolution. The status quo was always under threat, and segregation was always an 

unfinished product.ò 

In the case of River Street, European Americans in Boise inscribed their superiority on the 

landscape. This neighborhood was essential for the aggregation of white racial identity because of 

the important role it played in delineating the social niche of óotherô. This óotherô identity was 

conferred on anyone living in River Street, regardless of race, and was the basis against which 

white society contrasted itself. The boundaries of the River Street Neighborhood were uncontested, 

long-lived, and known by all Boiseans. These boundaries remained constant throughout time, 

which allowed the placeôs identity as óthe black neighborhoodô to coalesce while marking the rest 

of town as part of the European American ideological domain. 

Landscapes as Texts 

For those with the proper cultural knowledge, landscapes can be read and interpreted like 

texts. Although the concept of landscape originated among geographers, meaningful interpretation 

of landscapes has drawn heavily on anthropology. Clifford Geertz (1973) is commonly cited as 

the first to discuss how human actors interpret meaningful symbols and codes on the landscape. 

Deciphering these codes is akin to reading them like texts, an activity social scientists and 

geographers use to study landscapes as symbols of social, ideological and cultural change 

(Morehouse 1990:28). Geographers, landscape architects, and environmental designers have come 

to consider landscapes not as a single construct but as a multiplicity of texts coexisting at the same 

time in a particular location. They note that material elements of landscapes may remain 
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unchanged for long periods of time but the interpretation of these places can undergo dramatic 

change. Landscape archaeologists follow upon this tradition of reading landscapes as texts in an 

attempt to interpret observations made about the spatial and temporal variability of material traces 

(Anschuetz et al. 2001:165). 

The phenomenon of interpreting landscapes as texts has been documented by 

archaeologists; most of this work has been conducted among Native peoples. For example, among 

the Harvaqtuurmiut, an Inuit people from northern Canada, the landscape is known in culturally 

familiar ways and is largely understood as a ñpictureò or ñtext.ò Elements on the landscape like 

caches, dwellings, and caribou bone refuse contain meaning for native people. These meanings 

also chronicle events, much like texts, and are considered recollections of people, events, and their 

way of life (Stewart 2004:190ï191). Ethnographers among Native Americans have also noted the 

way spoken language, when documented, results in the creation of texts that not only provide 

insight into the meaning of geographic places but also document how place is understood through 

a cultural lens. Work done by Keith Basso among the Western Apache is among the best-known 

documentation of landscape and its relationship to language in anthropological literature. Basso 

describes how sense of place is conveyed through the Apache spoken language, a phenomenon 

that interanimates physical landscapes into something meaningful, significant, and valuable. Part 

of an ethnographerôs job is to translate this cultural meaning into academic prose; transforming 

cultural knowledge into a different type of text meant for a different audience (Basso 1996:55ï

57). Both culturally specific and foreign minds are invited to investigate sense of place through 

this qualitative work. 

The symbolism of landscapes is also interpreted by urban folk using the same faculties and 

motivations as those of Native people. Urban architecture, especially monuments, are designed to 
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send a message to individuals familiar with the cultures for which they are constructed. In urban 

landscapes, collections of monuments can be used to produce a desired image for a city. A message 

is conveyed that can only be read by individuals familiar with the means of communication. When 

mixed with vernacular styles and inscribed geographic networks like roads, districts, counties, and 

political divisions, urban architecture becomes a text that can be used to guide individuals across 

the landscape, shape their activities, and convey messages to other citizens. In the city, the places 

where a person dwells is keenly associated with architectural elements of that place (Tuan 1974). 

Being able to read these signs was essential to the creation and maintenance of the River Street 

Neighborhood for Boiseans. 

Reading Boiseôs Landscape: River Street and ñthe Othersò 

By the 1910s, the River Street Neighborhood was viewed as a separate entity from the 

European American sphere of greater Boise City. It was geographically separated from the rest of 

the town by the Oregon Short Lineôs spur track into the city on the north and the Boise River on 

the south. Industrial warehouses and a power plant flanked the western and eastern edges of the 

neighborhood. Geographically isolated and on undesirable property, the residents of this 

neighborhood could see that they were visibly separated from the rest of town. These dwellings 

were conveniently located next to downtown Boise, the commercial hub of the community, but its 

vicinity to industry and the flood-prone floodplain deterred most European Americans that could 

afford to live elsewhere. European immigrants at this time, most specifically the Basque, did not 

yet express the cultural attributes necessary to claim whiteness. By the 1940s, African American 

Boiseans were forced by structural racism to make their homes there, which further increased the 

undesirability of this district for ñupstandingò European Americans. While the Basque and Eastern 

Europeans residents could become white by leaving the neighborhood, giving up their language, 
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beliefs, and traditional ways, African Americans did not have this luxury. Poor whites were 

relegated to this area because of their lack of financial resources; however, their white status could 

also be improved by leaving the neighborhood. 

River Street was a known place for Boiseans. As a geographical space, the neighborhood 

was separated from the landscape intended to embody whiteness, both materially and abstractly. 

This geographic separation was important for the formation of whiteness because it was a separate 

landscape that embodied the opposite of whiteness. As a material and abstract place, the 

neighborhoodôs identity was inscribed on the physical and social landscape of Boise, Idaho. Its 

buildings came to represent poverty, misfortune, and ñotherness.ò Its inhabitants were living 

representatives of these characteristics. Oral histories with the descendant community contradict 

the negative conception of this place, but, aside from European Americans that lived in the 

neighborhood, River Street was viewed negatively. This image as a negative placeða ghettoðis 

one of the motivating factors behind the movement to eliminate it from the landscape through 

development. 

Beginning in the 1950s, the urban renewal movement gripped urban areas of the United 

States. Boise was no different. European American developers, politicians, and citizens attempted 

to eliminate stigmatized places like River Street from the landscape by demolishing its buildings 

and replacing them with new construction that aligned with their image of what the city should be. 

Urban renewal was part of an effort to remove stigmatized places from American cities and spaces 

like the River Street Neighborhood were regularly targeted. The story of how River Street escaped 

urban renewal in the 1970s and the redevelopment projects took place in the neighborhood during 

the 1980s are a testament to the European American communityôs resolve to rewrite the meaning 

of an urban landscape and the ability of minorities to resist. While neighborhood residents could 
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save their homes in the 1970s, the continued pressure to rewrite this place has destroyed its 

historical integrity, making historic preservation difficult. 

River Street and Urban Renewal 

City governments across the United States found reasons to embrace ñurban renewalò 

during the mid-twentieth century. The roots of urban renewal can be found in the Housing Act of 

1949, which provided an unprecedented public funds commitment to the physical and economic 

restructuring of American cities. During the 1950s and 1960s, as much as $10 billion in tax dollars 

were used to fund over 2,100 renewal projects. Renewal focused on ñblightedò neighborhoods 

that, oftentimes, were occupied by non-European Americansðespecially African Americans. The 

huge swaths of the urban landscape that were demolished to make way for new urban construction 

quickly caused a public uproar. Boise, Idaho was no different than hundreds of other towns in their 

zeal for removing blight with a wrecking ball. Renewal in Boise also focused on the townôs only 

African American neighborhood (Demo 2006). By the 1970s, African Americans and 

preservation-minded, middle-class Americans had joined forces to stop the demolition (Reichl 

1997). 

Urban renewal was as much about reconfiguring urban spaces as much as it was 

reconfiguring the urban social fabric. Urban Renewal severely damaged black neighborhoods 

across the country and many of these were permanently destroyed, as was the case in Boise. Other 

researchers have covered the effects of renewal (Fullilove 2009) and gentrification (Hyra 2008) 

on black neighborhoods in other parts of the country. The 1960s African American uprising against 

discrimination that was called the Civil Rights Movement had its roots in urban African American 

population centers. Designed and executed by governments that were overwhelmingly European 

American, urban renewal focused on poor non-White neighborhoods and prioritized the creation 
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of a highway system that allowed an escape from urban life while simultaneously destroying the 

fabric of non-White neighborhoods (Cashin 2008:57). This was certainly the case in Boise. 

Boise boomed economically for the first half of the twentieth century and the River Street 

Neighborhood benefitted in some ways. Jobs were plentiful, especially during World War II, and 

River Street residents prospered through steady income. Following the war, growth in Boise 

slowed during the 1950s and 1960s but remained steady. In 1940, almost 40,000 people lived in 

Boise. The population increased to 50,000 by 1950 and reached 70,000 in 1960 The city limits 

expanded slowly in 1930, 1940, and 1950 and stayed stable in the 1960s even though the 

population grew (Wells and Hart 2000:115). City boundary expansion planning in 1962 was 

undertaken to make Boise qualify as a metropolitan area and this planning was accompanied by 

new zoning in the downtown area that allowed for the construction of high-rise buildings. The 

Chamber of Commerce lead a campaign to bring new business to the downtown district (Wells 

and Hart 2000:19ï20). These new zones were designed to deal with the derelict warehouses and 

factories that had been abandoned when Interstate 84 was completed parallel to the Oregon Short 

Line mainline, then operated by the Union Pacific Railroad, which moved the bulk of 

transportation miles away from the downtown district. The interstate was soon flanked with 

warehouses designed to facilitate semi-truck freighting. Downtown Boiseôs empty warehouses 

were viewed as blight by urban administrators (Demo 2006; Wells and Hart 2000). 

Several different ideas were proposed in the 1960s and 1970s to bring commerce back to 

the downtown district. Studies conducted in 1962 and 1963 explored the potential for industrial 

and commercial expansion in the greater metropolitan area. It was determined that increasing 

industrial capacity could bring another 30,000 residents to Boise (Wells and Hart 2000:120). A 

professional public works administration that served a new state Permanent Building Fund 
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Advisory Council planned for the development of an eight-block Capitol Mall office complex to 

be constructed over several decades (Wells and Hart 2000:120). In 1964, civic leaders decided 

rehabilitating the downtown business district would create an environment that would benefit 

existing businesses while also attracting new commerce. Eliminating blighted buildings through 

urban renewal was also proposed to open new parcels to redevelopment. On August 23, 1964, the 

Boise Redevelopment Agency (BRA) was created to administer urban renewal in the downtown 

district. Initially a volunteer corps, the BRA received a federal planning grant in 1966 to support 

their efforts. The first urban renewal proposal was accepted by the Boise City Council on 

December 30, 1968 (Wells and Hart 2000:120ï121). 

Renewal was administered by the BRA but development corporations were tasked with 

attracting construction proposals with the private companies that would construct new buildings 

in downtown Boise. The firm Urban Properties, Inc. initially supervised development until 1969 

when Boise Cascade replaced them in 1970. Several corporate offices relocated to downtown 

Boise including H.J. Heinz, Boise Cascade, and Simplot, Inc.; each of these companies built new 

high-rise buildings in the downtown area. In addition to these new corporate offices, the BRA and 

Boise Cascade were supposed to introduce a downtown regional shopping mall and conference 

center to match the rapid growth and increase downtown vitality (Wells and Hart 2000:121). 

Wrecking balls started to make way for the planned shopping mall and conference center during 

the early 1970s. By 1978, dozens of early Boise buildings had been destroyed but the mall and 

convention center had yet to be built. Mall developer Winmar Company, Inc. and architect Charles 

Kober Associates made an agreement with the BRA to build a large mall encompassing eight city 

blocks in downtown Boise, but, by 1979, the original plan had been scaled down (Idaho Statesman 

1979a). Despite the potential traffic problems, redevelopment had many proponents among the 
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citizenry. Demolished buildings had created many bare lots awaiting new occupants. The potential 

for growth exited many. It was believed that a new shopping mall could lure other tenants to the 

downtown district (Idaho Statesman 1979b). 

Boiseôs growth during the 1970s was fueled by suburban expansion across open steppe and 

former farmland away from the city center, a reality that complicated the urban renewal process 

because there was no central freeway connecting residents in the new suburbs to the redevelopment 

district. The construction of a freeway connecting downtown to Interstate 84, which had been built 

in the 1960s and was far from the downtown core, had been long anticipated by 1979 (Idaho 

Statesman 1979a, 1979b). Additionally, older houses in neighborhoods adjacent to downtown 

Boise were in disrepair, including many in River Street that were owned by absentee landlords 

who had let their properties decline. Former residents recall crime slipped into the neighborhood 

at this time, especially after the 1970s (Madry 2014; Terrell, III 2014). It was proposed in the 

1970s that the Oregon Short Line spur track be removed and a freeway built within this alignment 

to facilitate automobile traffic into downtown. Other projects were also proposed to deal with 

blighted urban spaces in the redevelopment area. 

The combination of historical stigmatization, crime, buildings in disrepair, and an active 

redevelopment agency led to the addition of the River Street Neighborhood within the original 

boundaries of the urban renewal district in 1968. A preliminary survey noted that several 

residential structures had deteriorated beyond practical repair. These buildings were considered 

blighted (Zarkin 1968) Neighborhood residents were quick to note that the entire neighborhood 

was not blighted. A number of well-maintained dwellings could be found in River Street and 

residents stressed their pride of ownership. County records indicated about 30 percent of the 

neighborhood was owner-occupied dwellings, while the remainder were owned by absentee 
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landlords (Bertram and Walsh 1973; Zarkin 1968). The northern margin of the neighborhood had 

been zoned for industrial development in the early twentieth century, which made it unattractive 

to residential construction. This part of Boise had been lacking in infrastructure investments for 

decades. Only half of the streets had curbs, the pavement was in disrepair, and several streets 

remained unpaved gravel roads (Zarkin 1968). 

A redevelopment plan for the River Street Neighborhood was proposed in October, 1971. 

Local government officials met with Seattle representatives of the Department of Housing and 

Urban Development (HUD) and River Street residents to discuss how to deal with the 

neighborhood. By this time, residents had formed a tenantsô union and were already confronting 

city officials about the planned treatment of their homes (Cameron 1971). It was concluded that 

the previous plan to demolish housing in River Street would be less productive than rehabilitating 

owner-occupied homes and selectively destroying decayed buildings. Officials from the HUD 

remarked that ñforcing people from their homesò after the city had invested $50 million dollars in 

improving the downtown core did not make economic sense as the additional commercial parcels 

would be in direct competition with those that had just been created (Cameron 1971). Maintaining 

River Street as a residential space became a priority, but development plans still included additions 

that would alter the neighborhoodôs character. One study proposed building higher density, multi-

family residential buildings south of River Street proper along the river bank while rehabilitating 

detached, single family homes north of the street. The proposed apartment complexes were 

designed to blend in with riparian growth along the river while providing additional housing units 

(McCarter 1975). Officials concluded that the neighborhood would be allowed to remain but 

changes would be made and ñblightò would still be removed. 
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Boise City officials remained unconvinced that the neighborhood could be rehabilitated, 

but River Street sponsored their own neighborhood survey to propose a different development 

plan. Published in 1973, the River Street Neighborhood Plan made several recommendations: 

¶ The neighborhood should remain residential and industrial use discouraged; 

¶ Landscaping and infrastructure should be improved; 

¶ A pedestrian Greenbelt park be constructed along the banks of the Boise River at southern 

edge of the neighborhood; Pioneer Park should be expanded and improved; 

¶ Commercial development should take place along arterial roads at the edges of the 

neighborhood, and; 

¶ The planned freeway connector should pass along the northern edge of the neighborhood 

(Bertram and Walsh 1973:2ï3). 

This plan also recommended rehabilitation and repurposing nearby abandoned railroad 

warehouses into multi-use commercial properties, which would provide jobs for nearby residents 

(Bertram and Walsh 1973:2ï3). The author of this report noted that, although the neighborhood 

was mainly occupied by European Americans, it had negatively been viewed because of its African 

American population and this had contributed to its neglect by the city (Bertram and Walsh 

1973:5). Acknowledging River Streetôs history as a residential place and its excellent location in 

the city, the River Street Neighborhood Plan said: ñéthe River Street project area is a scarce and 

unique commodity to the city of Boise and it should be conserved, primarily as inner-city 

residential land. Consideration should also be given to the area for special purpose potentials that 

would serve the central cityò (Bertram and Walsh 1973:14). In addition to sponsoring development 

studies, neighborhood residents secured HUD community block grants to pay for home 

improvements for owner-occupied dwellings. Several homes were repaired through this program. 
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Finally, River Street residents enticed the city to build a greenbelt park along the Boise River by 

volunteering to remove garbage and debris from the riverbank and improving existing pedestrian 

trails along the north bank (Bertram 2014). 

The River Street Neighborhood was not destroyed by urban renewal in the 1970s, but the 

architectural landscape was dramatically altered during the 1980s and 1990s. Several commercial 

towers were constructed in downtown Boise outside the neighborhood during the 1980s along with 

a regional conference center. A new arterial freeway was built in the same location as the Oregon 

Short Line alignment during the 1990s, providing a traffic outlet between Interstate 84 and the 

downtown core. The Greenbelt park system was built adjacent to the River Street Neighborhood 

during the 1970s and commercial properties were developed at the margins of the neighborhood, 

including on the floodplain south of River Street proper. These developments made multi-family 

dwellings a more profitable venture in the neighborhood. River Street could become an urban 

enclave for Boiseans working downtown. Dwellings previously classified as ñblightò were slowly 

demolished and multi-family residential buildings took their place (Bertram 2014).  

The BRA met its demise because of two main factors: the fact that it oversaw the 

demolition of dozens of potentially historic properties and its inability to attract a regional 

shopping mall. In 1966, the National Historic Preservation Act called for the identification of 

historic properties for any project with a federal nexus. This meant the BRA was supposed to 

identify any historic properties in its redevelopment area because its HUD funding; furthermore, 

the BRA was supposed to mitigate any adverse effects caused by its projects. Preservationists in 

the City of Boise were keenly aware that, to that point, the BRA had not properly identified historic 

properties or mitigated effects for most of the demolitions. After years of proscribed demolitions, 

the BRA was told to make more of an effort to preserve older buildings by local architects and 
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federal historic preservation administrators. A study conducted by architects indicated it would be 

more cost effective to rehabilitate many of the structures slated for removal, which suggested 

renewal was economically inefficient (Ripley 1978). By 1979, a citizen-based preservation 

coalition petitioned the HUD to withdraw $13.5 million in federal funding because of the lack of 

interest in historic preservation the BRA and the Winmar Company had demonstrated in its 

renewal efforts. Federal preservation officials chastised both organizations for demolishing 

potentially historic properties that did not fit into their development plans (Grote 1979). 

The new push for preservation curtailed demolitions in downtown Boise and boosted 

efforts to conserve or rehabilitate older buildings in the redevelopment district. The new emphasis 

on preservation prevented the Winmar Company from executing its grand scheme in the downtown 

district. Unable to provide the immense real estate required for a large shopping mall, Winmar 

ended its relationship with the BRA in the 1980s. Enmity between preservationists and the BRA, 

along with its inability to make good on its primary development goal, the construction of a 

shopping mall, made the BRA an unpopular entity in the City of Boise. It was disbanded in 1989 

in an attempt to dispel the vitriol Boiseans had regarding the organization. Not to be deterred, city 

officials, developers, and planners replaced the BRA with the Capital City Development 

Corporation (CCDC) that same year. The CCDC administers development in central Boise today 

(Wells and Hart 2000:154). 

Reading River Streetôs Landscape 

Built on the Boise Riverbank, the River Street Neighborhood occupies a geographic space 

that has been transformed into a significant place by social groups in Boise that all had different 

agendas. From its conception, the neighborhood has been a space where buildings could be 

constructed. It was pieced together in the 1890s through several subdivisions and additions. These 
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parcels were subdivided even further to make a space where residential dwellings could be 

constructed. The act of carving this geographic space into parcels transformed it from rural 

farmland into urban space. Additional layers of meaning were transposed on this space because of 

its new urbanness. 

As an urban space, the geography that would become a neighborhood became a new place. 

What had previously been orchards and agricultural fields that supplied mining camps in the Boise 

Foothills now became a neighborhood, a district, and a home. Those that called it home understood 

that this was where their everyday habitus was practiced; the backdrop against which they raised 

children, grew gardens, and grew old. These activities were imbued with meaning and the 

internalized interpretation of this place by residents is one way they made sense of their place in 

Boise. For residents, it was the everyday activities conducted in this space that differentiated ñthe 

South Side of the Tracksò from the rest of town. The neighborhood became an anchor, a refuge. 

River Street was a material place of homes, streets, fences, trees, and gardens but, on a more 

abstract level, the neighborhood was an escape, safety, and a source of identity. 

The River Street Neighborhood was also an investment, especially to those that did not live 

there. As a place for investment and economic growth, the neighborhood was viewed more like a 

resource. It was space where material wealth could grow, aggrandizing the power, wealth and 

status of those with the capital to spare. Owner-occupied dwellings in River Street were both an 

investment and a home; whereas, to absentee landlords, properties in the neighborhood were part 

of a portfolio that could be bought and sold for personal gain. While residents saw a homeplace, 

investors and development advocates saw a chance to eliminate another source of ñblight.ò City 

officials with the Boise Redevelopment Administration and their allies wanted to change the 

neighborhood from a place for the others into a beacon of economic investment. Initially, their 
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tactics centered around physically destroying the material manifestation of the neighborhood while 

understanding this was likely to change the placeôs demographics. City officials only changed their 

approach after residents banded together to secure funding to rehabilitate several houses and 

conduct their own independent study that showed the economic benefit derived from keeping this 

a residential place. This collective action prevented the wholesale destruction of the 

neighborhoodôs architecture, but investment-minded officials and developers did not give up on 

their efforts to transform the neighborhood into a different kind of placeïa place where investment 

profits could increase. Since the 1970s, multi-family dwellings have replaced many of the 

ñblightedò single-family homes. The architectural fabric from the earliest period of River Street 

has been compromised. 

For an informed viewer, the history of River Street can be read in its architectural fabric. 

The few remaining single-family homes built in the early twentieth century are a beacon of times 

when this place was a close-knit community at the heart of a subculture forged from discrimination. 

The wide lanes of the spur freeway Interstate-184 that mirrors the Oregon Short Line tracks 

represents the latest transportation form that brings commerce, customers, and a few residents to 

downtown Boise. Manicured and loved by todayôs Boiseans, the Greenbelt is a 25-mile long tree-

lined pedestrian pathway administered by the Boise City Department of Parks and Recreation that 

traverses the entire width of the City of Boise. It is considered ña major asset that makes the City 

of Boise the most livable city in the countryò and features a 10-mile long historical scavenger hunt 

that commemorates 14 historical locations along the path. The path begins at milepost S 0.0, the 

site of McClellanôs Ferry. George McClellan was the original homesteader of the land that would 

be platted into the River Street Neighborhood, so this location is part of the neighborhoodôs origins. 

While McClellanôs contribution is important, there is no mention of the volunteerism of African 
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American and European American neighborhood residents that cleaned up the river in this region, 

which did much to encourage the city to build the Greenbelt (City of Boise, Idaho 2017). 

Vibrant commercial development on all sides of the River Street Neighborhood resulted 

both from redevelopment schemes and historic preservation. Outside the neighborhood, historic 

properties in the Boise Historic District were added to the National Register of Historic Places in 

1977 (Hart 1977). Today, it houses many popular restaurants, cafes, and bars. The historic Basque 

Block in downtown Boise commemorate Basque heritage and history in the city. Drawing upon 

the Basque concept of Auzolan, Basque descendants have taken it upon themselves to build 

businesses in their historic district as well as the rest of the city. Auzolan means ñneighborhood 

workò in the Basque native language and is associated with group work dedicated to repairing and 

building infrastructure elements that benefit the entire community (The Basque Block 2017). The 

Basque community in Boise has used this concept on heritage properties associated with their 

history in the city with great results. A number of Basque-related historic properties house Basque 

businesses and a museum that tells their story while also providing economic venues for the 

Basque community. Both historical districts are considered unique amenities that contribute to the 

vibrancy of downtown Boise. They only exist because of advocacy that came in the wake of urban 

renewal. 

African Americans in Boise have not yet begun their Auzolan campaign. There are no intact 

historic properties to commemorate their heritage. Development in the River Street Neighborhood 

has nearly removed all material trace of the African American, Basque, European immigrant, or 

working class European American heritage of that place. To the informed observer, River Street 

is a patchwork of different development projects with an echo of a pedestrian residential 

neighborhood and the potential for contributing archaeological remains of its origins, 
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development, and identity(ies). To the uninformed observer, it is a place without history that has 

made no contributions and is simply awaiting further development. The River Street Archaeology 

project was designed to position Boiseôs African Americans within the wider field of historical 

archaeology, as explained in Chapter 4, and to commemorate their history in the city. 
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Chapter 4: African American Archaeology and River Street 

Most African American archaeology has been conducted in the eastern portion of the 

United States. In the southeast, archaeologists have focused on the effects of slavery on African 

diasporic peoples. In the northeast and, to a lesser extent the Midwest, African American 

archaeology has emphasized the marginality of black communities (Matthews and McGovern 

2016; Singleton 1985, 1999). Many of the African Americans in the East and Midwest were never 

enslaved by chains, but legal, social, and cultural racism has prevented them from full participation 

in society. Very little African American archaeology has been conducted west of the Mississippi 

River. Black populations were much smaller in the West and it is difficult to detect African 

Americanness solely based on archaeological remains. Oral histories and archival documents are 

important links in evaluating and investigating black sites in the United States; this is even more 

important in the West where the small black population oftentimes went unrecorded. 

The bulk of American archaeology today is conducted under the context of historic 

preservation regulationsïa legal construct developed in the 1960s when processual archaeology 

was popular (King 2012). In the decade following the first national preservation laws, African 

American sites became a subject in historical archaeology. A split between American 

archaeologists who studied prehistory and historical archaeologists, who focused on the period 

after 1492, also occurred around that time with the formation of the Society for Historical 

Archaeology in 1967. The schism between historical and prehistoric archaeology and the 

codification of processual archaeology in preservation law has strongly impacted African 

American archaeology. African diaspora archaeology in the United States became synonymous 

with the study of literate cultures in the New World. To this day, African American archaeology 

has few connections with illiterate or semi-literate Native American groups or Arabic-speaking 
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historical African communitiesïpeoples who both played major roles in the origins of African 

America. 

With its processual roots, historic preservation has not succeeded in protecting African 

American historic properties or addressing relevant questions in African diaspora heritage studies 

because of the emphasis on quantifiable data associated with bounded ñproperties.ò American 

archaeology over the last 30 years has become more aligned with postprocessual archaeology, 

which advocates a greater range of voice for peoples of the past. Recent African American 

archaeology reflects this movement towards investigations of the abstract aspects of black pasts. 

As most archaeology in the United States is conducted under the rubrics of historic preservation, 

which is very structured and prescribed in its treatment of archaeological sites as properties that 

can be owned and managed, there is little room for addressing the intangible aspects of heritage 

that cannot be defined within a rubric and are difficult to preserve. Finally, the way historic 

properties are valued, recorded and preserved is rooted in a field that systemically privileges other 

site types over African American sites. In the American West, this has meant few African 

American sites have been investigated or preserved when compared to prehistoric or European 

American historical sites. 

A History of African American Archaeology in the United States 

Early African American archaeological literature is overtly processual, fixated upon 

identifying material culture patterns that could be connected to black people. The earliest works 

also make efforts to espouse the validity of text-aided archaeology as a supplement to 

archaeological data. Initially, African American archaeology focused on slave contexts for two 

reasons: 1) slave sites are unquestionably associated with African Americans, presumably making 
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it easier to identify patterns in black assemblages, and, 2) the material realities of slave life in the 

United States were largely unknown. African American archaeology sought to fill this data gap. 

Prior to the 1970s, references to ñslave quartersò were ancillary to the study of plantations 

in the southeastern United States at that time, but they soon became the focus of archaeological 

investigations. Perhaps the first mention of slave quarters was made in James A. Fordôs 1934 work 

at Elizafield Plantation in South Carolina. In these excavations, slaves were considered an 

unfortunate component of plantation life but not a worthy focus of archaeological study. The 

artifacts collected from the slave quarters were mentioned as the residues of one planterôs solution 

to the labor problem that plagued the plantation system (Singleton 1985). In 1971, Asher and 

Fairbanks published one of the earliest journal articles focused on an African American site in 

their excavation of a slave cabin on Cumberland Island, Georgia (Asher and Fairbanks 1971). Race 

was not a focal point of this work; however, it sought to connect archaeological data with the life 

of enslaved black people as described in slave narratives and other written sources. Charles 

Fairbanks would become known as a pioneer in plantation archaeology through his 1968 work at 

Kingsley Plantation in Florida and 1969 work at Rayfield Plantation in Georgia (Otto 1984; 

Singleton 1985). Fairbanks used problem-oriented archaeology in accordance with processual 

archaeology but also as a means of dispelling the myths of the inferiority of African Americans 

(Singleton 1985). Archaeology was used by Fairbanks to demonstrate agency and practice among 

enslaved by connecting them with historical documents and through rigorous archaeological 

analysis (Asher and Fairbanks 1971). 

John Otto, one of Fairbanksô graduate students who worked on the slave cabin excavations, 

would come to publish another canonical work in the early history of African American 

archaeology based on his 1974 excavations at Cannonôs Point Plantation in Georgia. The problem-
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oriented approach to historical archaeology pioneered by Fairbanks was continued by Otto who 

sought to evaluate the economic difference between slave owners, white overseers, and enslaved 

African Americans (Orser 2007; Otto 1984). Otto realized African American identity was 

inextricably linked to class and race. His work at Cannonôs Point sought to use material culture, 

particularly refined white-bodied earthenware vessels, as a basis for demonstrating class 

differentiations. Ottoôs research design was dependent upon a tripartite race-based social system 

with an unstated Marxist tinge where white plantation owners sat at the top of the social pyramid 

above landless white laborers. It is known that both of these groups were above African Americans 

in this social hierarchy, but Otto wanted to see if the racial benefits afforded white laborers 

translated into higher economic status. 

At the same time, Otto was attempting to identify an archaeological signature for African 

American slaves. In the end, Otto concluded that both white overseers and black slaves lived 

similar lifestyles based on archaeological evidence but there was evidence suggesting white 

overseers enjoyed some benefits, particularly in the form of housing. Furthermore, he was unable 

to identify a discrete African American identity that could be easily differentiated from European 

Americans of the same class (Otto 1980, 1984). This work foreshadowed the difficulties of 

separating class from race that continue to plague African American archaeology. 

The 1980s were a formative period in African American archaeology. The subfield 

produced a number of influential publications that would help position African American history 

within the field of archaeology. The edited volumes Archaeological Perspectives on Ethnicity in 

America: Afro-American and Asian American Culture History (1980) and The Archaeology of 

Slavery and Plantation Life (1985) were landmark publications that typified African American 

archaeology at that time. These texts were among the first collections of African American 
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archaeology to summarize what was known to that date. Archaeology was doing its best to 

scientifically document the uniqueness of African American life though material culture. These 

books also exemplify the philosophical wrangling among the archaeological community with 

regard to archaeologically addressing race. Separating race, ethnicity, class, and power in African 

American pasts remains a quandary in the subfield. 

The quest to identify truly African American cultural traits in the archaeological recordï

Africanismsïwould continue in the 1980s and 1990s, despite the initial failures archaeologists had 

in differentiating race from class. Archaeology of the 1980s drew upon the desire to define an 

archaeological signature that could be specifically attributed to black people. The search for 

Africanisms on plantations in the southeastern United States in the 1980s is most clearly seen 

through the colonoware debate (Brandon 2009). 

While archaeologists had noticed that slave assemblages included a diagnostic form of low-

fired earthenwares, these ceramics were originally attributed to enterprising local Native 

Americans who were supplying cheap vessels to slave owners. In 1979, Historical Archaeology 

published its first article on African Americans that focused on the colonoware enigma. The article 

concluded that the colonoware on Limerick Plantation, South Carolina was a development by both 

African and Native Americans who were working to fill local demand (Lees and Kimery-Lees 

1979). Other archaeologists also discussed colonowareôs origins with inconclusive results. Leland 

Ferguson was among many who were unsure of to whom it could be attributed, though he 

recognized it had African characteristics with decorative styles not seen in the Old World 

(Ferguson 1980). He would later affirm colonoware was an American ware type with African 

antecedents (1992). At Spiers Landing, Leslie Drucker (1981) was unsure that slaves had made 

colonoware independently, despite the fact that 40 percent of the ceramic assemblage was this 
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type. Richard Vernon (1988) concluded that colonoware was produced by both Native and African 

Americans depending upon local labor conditions because it was found in both slave and historical 

Native American contexts. Archaeologists also noted that colonoware increasingly mimicked 

European vessel forms while African design elements became rarer. This observation added to the 

confusion surrounding this ware type in the archaeological literature while also demonstrating the 

artistic license of enslaved African Americans. 

Archaeologists of the 1980s were reluctant to credit slaves with creating their own 

ceramics, as seen in the fact that they were initially called Colono-Indian wares rather than 

colonoware. Frequently, colonoware was recognizably different than Native American ceramics 

in some parts of the south and Caribbean. Other times it was not. Most scholars at that time 

believed the slavery system in North America was so onerous that slaves did not have enough 

freedom to create their own ceramics. Even though Fairbanks and Otto had identified evidence of 

firearms in slave deposits, which suggested they were self-provisioning in other ways, 

archaeologists remained reluctant to give African American slaves enough agency to create a 

unique ceramic type that fulfilled needs while also demonstrating artistic freedom. 

African American archaeology of the 1980s remained rooted in plantation life, but it also 

expanded to other contexts at this time. It moved further away from the search for Africanisms and 

archaeological patterns to embrace a wider interpretation of African American lifeways and 

behavior. This was partially in response to the popularity of postprocessual archaeology, a 

theoretical paradigm that emphasized the situational nature of archaeological interpretations and 

acknowledged that there were multiple ways of knowing the past (Hegmon 2003; Wylie 2002). 

It was also a result from the expanded interest in African American sites within historical 

archaeology. Work at Black Lucyôs Garden (Baker 1980), Weeksville (Bridges and Salwen 1980), 
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and Parting Ways (Deetz 1977) brought African American archaeology out of the slave context, 

expanding the focus of archaeological inquiry to address other sites where blackness was lived. At 

the same time, African American plantation archaeology began addressing the creation of a 

uniquely ethnic identity rooted in both American and African culture. Archaeologists embraced 

the complexities of acculturation and race-based class formation processes, and how that could be 

seen in the archaeological record (Adams and Boling 1989; Jones 1985; Joseph 1989; Moore 1985; 

Wheaton and Garrow 1985). Some archaeologists even recognized the shortcomings of the 

previous focus on identifying patterns above all else. Archaeologists also recognized that it was 

unlikely that a uniquely African American archaeological signature could be found, especially 

after the Civil War (Orser and Nekola 1985; Singleton 1985). 

African American archaeology underwent a transformation during the 1990s in response 

to three forces: postprocessualism; a group of new, vocal African American archaeologists who 

brought new perspectives; and a movement that stressed archaeology as a tool for social action. 

Freed from focusing purely on what could be measured, postprocessual archaeologists of the 1990s 

were empowered to investigate the intangible elements of the African American experience such 

as material culture consumption (Mullins 1999a, 1999b), ethnicity (Perry and Paynter 1999), and 

spirituality (Orser 1994; Russell 1997; Stine et al. 1996). Postprocessualism helped archaeologists 

address the level of agency black people had in the past. Scientific archaeology emphasized the 

search for regular patterns that could be used to investigate past behaviors, but this focus prevented 

archaeologists from addressing the ways black people were able to carve out a new identity that 

was separate from African and European culture. Terms like acculturation and creolization 

continued to be used in the 1990s but the real goal was investigating the ways African Americans 
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used material culture to convey messages to each other and express themselves as a unique 

subculture. 

African American archaeological literature of the 1990s is marked by two influential 

pieces, Uncommon Ground: Archaeology and Early African America, 1650ï1800 (Ferguson 

1992) and ñI, Too, Am Americaò: Archaeological Studies of African-American Life (Singleton 

1999). Leland Fergusonôs seminal work on early African America made the strongest connection 

between Africa and blacks in the United States. In addition to addressing the colonoware debate 

in archaeology, he demonstrated that this ceramic type, as well as other elements of African 

American life such as housing, had clear connections to Africa (Ferguson 1992). I, Too, Am 

America was an edited volume that tackled the major topics in African American archaeology. It 

represents a major step toward reflexivity among archaeologists of the African Diaspora. Several 

chapters discuss popular resistance against commemorating African American pasts (Deagan and 

Landers 1999), evidence of anti-black racism in the past (Bastian 1999), and the multivalence of 

material culture (Perry and Paynter 1999) alongside the traditional topics of Africanisms (Ferguson 

1999) and colonoware (Mouer et al. 1999). 

The journal Historical Archaeology became the main platform for discussing current 

research in African American archaeology during the 1990s. A flurry of articles brought African 

American archaeology in a completely new direction. This movement was spearheaded by a 

number of African American archaeologists including Michael Blakey (1997), Ywone Edwards-

Ingram (1997), Maria Franklin (1997), Cheryl LaRoche (1997), Theresa Singleton, Terry Wiek 

(1997), and Laurie Wilkie (1996, 1997) who were joined by European American scholars who 

focused on African diaspora sites like Paul Mullins (1998, 1999a, b), Charles Orser (1992, 1994), 

Paul Shackel (1995, 1998), and Mark Warner (1998). This new guard of African American 
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archaeologists made it clear that, although African Americans dwelled in racism, they were able 

to live meaningful lives by using material culture in unique ways. They eschewed the search for 

patterns and focused on site-specific narratives as a means of learning more about the racialization 

process, enculturation, and the struggle against discrimination. 

The 1990s also saw the birth of a social justice movement that forced historical 

archaeologists to reflexively reevaluate their role in anti-racism and use archaeology as a tool for 

social justice. The African Burial Ground Project became a microcosm for the way archaeology 

had been previously practiced and how politically minded African Americans, including 

archaeologists of African descent, expected it to be practiced in the future. In 1991, a cultural 

resource management (CRM) project led to the discovery of an eighteenth century African 

cemetery in New York City. Interest grew among New Yorkôs African American community as 

the archaeologists began to excavate over 400 bodies. The descendant community took action 

through protests of what they considered yet another racist desecration of black ancestors, which 

led to a collaboration between CRM archaeologists, the City of New York, and anthropologists 

and archaeologists at Howard Universityïa historically black university (LaRoche and Blakey, 

1997). In 1993, the African Burial Ground was declared a National Historic Landmark. 

Events like the African Burial Ground project forced historical archaeologists to reflexively 

about the way they had, or had not, been using archaeology to dispel anti-black racism. 

Postprocessualism allowed archaeologists to paint a new picture of African Americans as creative, 

enterprising, resilient people, but this work had been done almost completely without collaboration 

with black communities. Archaeologists were asked to: think about how their work influences 

Black America (Franklin 1997), allow black communities to seize intellectual power (LaRoche 

and Blakey 1997), disseminate knowledge to interested publics (Gibb 1997), and include black 
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communities in heritage conservation (McDavid 1997). A call was issued for archaeologists to use 

their discipline for social justice and to combat racism in the United States (Singleton 1999). 

This call for social activism, increased collaboration, and reflexivity has been heeded 

during the twenty-first century. African American archaeology scholars of the 1990s were joined 

by other historical archaeologists including Anna Agbe-Davies (2007, 2013), Whitney Battle-

Baptiste (2007, 2011), Jamie Brandon (2009), and Chris Fennell (2007, 2010) who continued to 

build upon postprocessual foundations. Race finally became a starting point for further 

investigating aspects of black archaeological sites like feminism, spiritual cosmology, and the 

materialities of race. Charles Orserôs analysis of race and the racialization process in the United 

States has become foundational for both archaeological inquiry and investigating the role race 

plays in the profession. Building upon the concept that race is rooted in culture and society, Orser 

(2004, 2007) uses material culture to provide insight into how race was practiced in the past. His 

work also reveals the role archaeologists play in the racialization process, something African 

American archaeologists who emphasized social justice had been stating since the 1990s. Most 

importantly, Orser shows how the racialization process has been applied to European ethnic 

groups, specifically the Irish. Like blackness, whiteness is also subjective. This point can be used 

to discuss the ways whiteness impacts the interpretations European American archaeologists make 

at black sites. 

Current scholars are asking what it means to do African American archaeology and are 

building projects that collaborate with black communities. Our practice is now a point for debate 

and discussion (Agbe-Davies 2007), which positions the field within a self-reflexive gaze. The 

expansion of community-based participatory research into African American archaeology bolsters 

that reflexivity while it also increases the contributions archaeology makes toward addressing the 
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questions that count for black people. Archaeology at New Philadelphia, which is now a National 

Historic Landmark, is indicative of the way African American archaeology has become something 

by and for the people (Fennell et al. 2010; Shackel 2011). Contributions from local descendants 

have added to interpretations of African American sites and imbued this work with an emic 

perspective that would not have been told otherwise. 

African American Archaeology in the American West 

 Historical archaeology conducted west of the Mississippi River has helped create a more 

holistic understanding of what life was like for the diverse population of Native American, 

European immigrant, Asian, and African diasporic peoples. Built on resource extraction and 

agriculture, the West was a continuation of the capitalist experiment at the heart of this countryôs 

origins. Labor in extractive industries or agriculture was a central aspect of life in most western 

communities (Hardesty 1991; Purser 1991). Commercial centers arose to service and support these 

extraction and agricultural outposts. Most African Americans in the West lived in the commercial 

centers where they could establish communities and protect each other (Taylor 1998). As 

mentioned in Chapter 2, the African American experience in the west was urban. As a result, urban 

spaces are most likely to contain archaeological traces of the African American West. 

 While diaspora studies in the American West are useful for better understanding the 

composition of European immigrant, Hispanics, Asians and Native Americans (Lightfoot 1995), 

very little work has been conducted on African American archaeological sites in the West. African 

Americans remain underdocumented and, thus, poorly understood group in the West (Dixon 2014). 

African diasporic people were among the first visitors to the American West. Beginning with the 

journey of the Moroccan Estevanico (Esteban) across the Southwest in the sixteenth century, 
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people of African descent were among the first non-Native Americans in the West (Taylor 1998). 

Racial designations were different for African people living in the Spanish colonial system than 

they were for African diasporic peoples living in the colonies of other European countries. 

Archaeology in Spanish colonial California indicates religion and ancestry was a more important 

characteristic of racial hierarchies for Spanish colonials. Persons of African descent were able to 

achieve similar legal and social parity to other Hispanic colonists because of their behavior and 

participation in the local society (Voss 2008). This contrasts sharply with the way Africans were 

treated in the Anglo West. 

 Slavery is what brought the majority of African Americans to the West prior to the Civil 

War. Historically, Texas has been home to the Westôs largest African American population (Taylor 

1998). Despite the large African American population, both during and after the Civil War, few 

African American archaeological sites have been investigated. Work done by Barile (2004) shows 

that, while African American sites are frequently encountered in east Texas, few of these sites are 

recommended eligible for listing on the National Register of Historic Places (NRHP). Work in 

Dallas is among the most widely reported African American archaeology in the state. The 

campaign to save Freedmanôs Town in Dallas and research on the Levi Jordan Plantation provide 

insights into the lives of black Texans in urban and rural contexts (McDavid 2011, 2002, 1997). 

Cultural resource management excavations funded by the Texas Department of Transportation at 

the Freedmanôs Cemetery in Dallas was an opportunity to learn about how the mediation of class 

and race followed nineteenth and early twentieth century African Americans into death. 

Bioarchaeological and material cultural studies of the burials in this black cemetery provided 

insight into the ways African American spirituality and the quest for equality shaped burial 

practices (Davidson 2004). African American archaeology in Texas highlights the resilience of 
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black communities in the West and illustrates the ways they combated discrimination. These 

projects also show how African Americans in the present continue to fight for their heritage. 

 While most African Americans lived in western cities, the activities of black soldiers 

following the Civil War has become the most common perception of blacks in the West. The 

Buffalo Soldiers have become historical icons of taming the west. African American soldiers 

operated across the region and some of their military posts have been investigated 

archaeologically. Stationed at Fort Missoula in Montana between 1888 and 1898, the Buffalo 

Soldiersô 25th Infantry Regiment was historically known through the ethnographic record as a 

place where black soldiers were respected and treated well (Sorenson 2012). Archaeological 

analysis of a small dump from Fort Missoula attempted to interrogate the material remains of the 

Buffalo Soldiers, but the refuse could not be directly connected to black solders (Mueller 2009). 

Current work at Fort Davis in Texas includes analysis of another refuse deposit dated to the late 

nineteenth and early twentieth centuries that is directly associated with African American soldiers 

stationed there. It is hoped this project will illustrate the lifeways of  black soldiers in the West 

(Laurie Wilkie, personal communication, 2017). 

 Thousands of African Americans looking to escape discrimination and racism following 

the Civil War traveled to western cities; however, in most cases, their quest for equality remained 

forthcoming. Frequently, African Americans did find more social and economic opportunities but 

they did not find equality (Taylor 1998). This is exemplified by the few archaeological studies 

conducted on African American sites in the American West. African diasporic people who arrived 

in the Comstock Mining District and lived in Virginia City, Nevada in the second half of the 

nineteenth century encountered a complicated political and economic climate that influenced many 
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aspects of their lives. In a society with greater economic opportunity that lacked overt racism, one 

may believe African Americans in Virginia City were comparatively better off than blacks in the 

east and southeast. Excavations at the Boston Saloon in Virginia City, which catered to an African 

American clientele, showed blacks on the mining frontier enjoyed quality food and beverages and 

popular musical entertainment in the company of handsomely dressed women. It was a known as 

recreational venue that helped African American miners feel comfortable in the face of subtle 

racism, resistant attitudes, and discriminatory laws (Dixon 2006a, 2006b, 2005; Schablitsky 2006). 

 Additional African American archaeology conducted in California has given insight into 

life in black communities on the Pacific Coast that were not reliant on extractive industries. 

Cultural resource management work conducted in West Oakland, California between 1994 and 

1996 for the I-880 Cypress Freeway Replacement project has been the largest archaeological 

project of an African American community in the American West. The project encompassed 22 

city blocks in a historically diverse neighborhood that became synonymous with Oaklandôs 

African Americans after World War II. Archaeology in West Oakland showed that that the 

neighborhood had similar material aspirations as other Americans during the late nineteenth and 

twentieth centuries (Praetzellis and Praetzellis 2004). 

Although they were working class, African American residents displayed eclectic bric-a-

brac in their homes as a means of showing sophistication and adherence to upper and middle class 

mores regarding exotic items as proof of worldliness. Bric-a-brac was a form of material culture 

designed as a display of affluence (Mullins 1999). This was known to African Americans who 

participated in this practice. African Americans in West Oakland also used material culture to 

show their upward mobility in other ways. Membership in fraternal orders, compliance with 
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domesticity mores, and religious objects are both displays of affluence and demonstrations of 

affiliation with certain social networks. In West Oakland, African Americans used the objects in 

their houses as evidence of their class and social status, aspects of life that also demonstrated their 

position within social networks. Material culture was a language used to convey status, which was 

also important in the continued campaign against discrimination and stigmatization (Praetzellis 

and Praetzellis 2004). 

The history and archaeology in West Oakland mirrors that of the River Street 

Neighborhood in Boise. A place inhabited by Chinese, Portuguese, Hawaiian and other immigrants 

became increasingly black during the second half of the twentieth century. By 1989, the 

neighborhood was 77 percent African American (Praetzellis and Praetzellis 2004:46). This 

demographic shift was accompanied by neglect and the neighborhood was designated as blighted 

by local officials. As a blighted place, West Oakland became ground zero for Housing and Urban 

Development (HUD) that imposed ñsuperblockò projects and freeway expansions that fractured 

the community. The Black Panther Party evolved in this landscape as both a reaction to structural 

racism and to provide basic amenities to a needy community (Solari 2001). Stigmatization and 

neglect was at the heart of this neighborhoodôs treatment by local citizens and officials, which is 

why the archaeological work there does much to combat this negative view of West Oakland and 

give it a more human face. 

 Other work in California is a chance to understand what life was like for African Americans 

outside large urban areas. Research on Allensworth, California shows some African Americans 

sought to escape racism by creating their own settlements, removed from the existing European 

American-dominated cities. In 1908, Lieutenant Colonel Allen Allensworth, a former slave from 
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Kentucky, purchased land in Tulare County that would be dedicated to an African American 

agricultural community. The town grew for its first few years before succumbing to struggles over 

water rights that starved nearby agricultural lands of a necessary resource. Archaeology at the 

Allensworth Hotel shows residentsô aspiration towards betterment and affluence. Today, the 

settlement is part of the Colonel Allensworth State Historic Park and is a protected resource (Cox 

2007). Archaeological research of the life and history of Nate Harrison, a legendary African 

American hermit in San Diego County, explains how the desire of black people to be free can turn 

into a mythological narrative. Nate Harrison was the first African American farmsteader in San 

Diego County who had escaped slavery by the 1870s. Records show he had made a home in the 

San Jacinto hills by the 1880s, where he would live until his death in 1920. Since his arrival in San 

Diego, Harrisonôs story had been mythologized in newspaper accounts and local lore. These 

contradictory accounts clouded the reality of his life. Archaeological excavations showed much of 

his live differed from the way he was portrayed in local lore. Living a simple life alone in the hills, 

Harrison was able to escape enslavement and, to a certain extent, was free (Mallios and Lennox 

2014). 

Historical Archaeology in Boise, Idaho 

While a number of historical archaeological projects have been conducted recently in the 

City of Boise, the River Street Archaeology Project was the first African American archaeology 

project in the city. Additionally, there have been no other African American archaeology projects 

in the State of Idaho that have been recorded in the cultural resource management publications or 

academic presses. Thus, very little is archaeologically known about African Americans in Idaho. 

One prominent Basque-related site has been excavated in the City of Boise. This site is important 
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to our understanding of what life was like for non-white Boiseans and is one of the few close 

comparative databases for the River Street Archaeology Project. 

Documents on file at the Idaho State Historic Preservation Office (SHPO) in Boise show 

36 cultural resource surveys have been conducted within one half mile of the Erma Hayman House. 

These are listed in Table 1. 

Table 1: Previous Cultural Resource Surveys within One Half Mile of the Erma Hayman House 

AGENCY YEAR TITLE AUTHOR PROJECT # 

Other 1980 Archaeological Test Excavations in the 
Boise Redevelopment Project Area, 
Boise, Idaho 

Jones, Timothy 20150164 

Other 1980 Continued Archaeological Test 
Excavations of Operation One, Boise 
Redevelopment Project Area, Boise, ID 

Jones, Timothy N/A 

Idaho 
Transportation 
Department 

1983 Annual Report of Archeological 
Investigations 

Gaston, Jenna N/A 

Other 1983 A Cultural Resources Overview, Survey, 
and Evaluation of the Veteran's 
Administration Medical Center, Boise, 
Idaho 

Polk, Michael N/A 

Other 1984 A Cultural Resources Overview, Survey, 
and Evaluation of the Veterans 
Administration Medical Center, Boise, 
Idaho, Final Report 

Polk, Michael, 
Bradford Cole, 
and S. Alan 
Skinner 

20133347 

Boise National 
Forest 

1987 Myrtle Street Complex Disposal Gallagher, 
Joseph 

BS-87-459 

Idaho 
Transportation 
Department 

1988 PSR, 27th Street Extension Gaston, Jenna 20117077 

Other 1988 Test Excavations on Borah Street 
Historic Archaeology in Downtown 
Boise 

Druss, Mark and 
Claudia Druss 

20150162 

Other 1989 Class I Historic Properties Inventory of 
the Route of the Proposed AT&T Fiber 
Optic Cable Between Spokane, 
Washington and Boise, Idaho 

Stump, Sheila 
and Dawn 
Statham 

20143879 
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AGENCY YEAR TITLE AUTHOR PROJECT # 

Idaho 
Transportation 
Department 

1994 Fairview Avenue Bridge Rehabilitation Petersen, Nick BHM-
7343(001) 

Other 1994 Draft: Military Reserve, Cultural 
Resources Survey, City of Boise, Ada 
County, Idaho 

N/A N/A 

Idaho 
Transportation 
Department 

1995 Pioneer Pathway Extension Gross, Lorraine STP-
0100(109) 

Idaho 
Transportation 
Department 

1995 North Bank of the Boise River at Capitol 
Boulevard 

Wildt, Chris STP-
0100(111) 

Boise National 
Forest 

2005 Boise Forestry Sciences Lab Myrtle 
Street Complex 

Bertram, John BS-05-2041 

Other 2006 7th and Fort Street Collocations 
Telecommunications Site 

Bauer, B. GMIDBO.C
EO6D1110 

Idaho 
Transportation 
Department 

2006 Archaeological Excavations at the Cyrus 
Jacobs/Uberuaga House, Boise, ID 

Munch, M. N/A 

Department of 
Defense 

2006 Proposed New Department of Veterans 
Affairs Regional Office Building at Fort 
Boise 

TEC Inc. N/A 

Idaho 
Transportation 
Department 

2007 BSU Greenbelt Pathway Archambeault, J. STP-
0100(182) 

Idaho 
Transportation 
Department 

2008 Pioneer Corridor Pedestrian/Bike 
Improvement, Boise, Myrtle Street to 
Grand Avenue 

Harding, W. A010(488) 

Department of 
Energy 

2010 Geothermal Expansion Project to Boise 
State University, Ada County 

Perry Bauer, B. N/A 

Other 2012 999 Main St., Boise, Cell Tower Tews, Amber BOISID115
7 

Other 2012 680 Cunningham Place, East Bench Cell 
Tower 

Tews, Amber BOISID111
0 

Other 2012 1550 West Franklin, McCauley Park Cell 
Tower 

Tews, Amber BOISID203
6 

Other 2012 30th Street Extension, Fairview 
Ave/State St. 

Roberts, Jillian 505029 

Other 2013 T-Mobile Candidate (Idaho Building), 
Boise 

Jerrems, William SL02080A 

Department of 
Defense 

2013 Archaeological Sensitivity Assessment 
of Selected Facilities in Idaho 

Futch, Jana; 
Garder, Jeffrey 

W91278-
07-D-
0111/0053 
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AGENCY YEAR TITLE AUTHOR PROJECT # 

Idaho 
Transportation 
Department 

2014 Garden City to Americana Boulevard 
Greenbelt 

Noll, Christopher 
and Barbara 
Perry Bauer 

A013(514) 

Idaho 
Transportation 
Department 

2014 Broadway Bridge Bryant, Jennifer, 
Susan Leary and 
Isla Nelson 

A011(588) 

Federal 
Communications 
Commission 

2014 Cultural Resource Evaluation and Visual 
Effects Analysis for the BOI Chihuahua 
Telecommunications Project, 1529 
Washington Street, Boise, Ada County, 
Idaho 

Gibson, Barbara, 
Jim Steely, and 
Michael Retter 

10014-
014126.00 

Other 2014 Boise River Park Site Improvements 
Phase II Project 

Nickoloff, Niki N/A 

Department of 
Defense 

2014 Phase I Archaeological Survey of the 
COL Pinkney Lugenbeel Army Reserve 
Center (ID001) 

Rock, Carolyn W91278-
11-D-19 

Department of 
Defense 

2015 Architectural Determination of 
Eligibility for the Colonel Pinkney 
Lugenbeel U. S. Army Reserve Center 
and the Walling Irrigation Canal. Ada 
County, Boise, Idaho 

Seattle District 
Corps of 
Engineers 

N/A 

Department of 
Housing and 
Urban 
Development 

2015 5th & Idaho Redevelopment Davis, Kerry 171500015
0 

Federal 
Communications 
Commission 

2015 Class III Cultural Resource Inventory for 
the Verizon Wireless BOI Morris Hill 
Communication Tower, Ada County 

Santarone, Paul, 
Kenneth P. 
Cannon, Ron 
Sladek and 
Jonathan M. 
Peart 

FRN 
001284534
3 

Other 2016 Archaeological Monitoring Report for 
Perimeter Security Upgrades Measures 
at the McClure Federal Building, Boise, 
Idaho 

Davis, Choya N/A 

Other 2016 James A. McClure Federal Building, 
Boise, Idaho Determination of Eligibility 
for Inclusion in the National Register of 
Historic Places 

Wark, David N/A 

Federal 
Communications 
Commission 

2016 Cultural Resource Inventory for the 
AT&T Sand Creek (IDL02045) 
Communications Tower, Ada County 

Santarone, Paul, 
Kenneth Cannon, 
Ron Sladek and 
Houston Martin 

TCNS 
140047 
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This list is not comprehensive as other cultural resource surveys have been conducted in 

downtown Boise that are were not found in the SHPO database. Two of these unlisted projects 

have implications for historic preservation in the River Street Neighborhood: an oral history and 

building inventory project conducted in the early 1890s (Osa 1981) and a building survey 

conducted in the 1990s as part of the Interstate-184 expansion through downtown Boise (Stacy 

1995). In 1981, Mateo Osa conducted oral history interviews with several African-American River 

Street Neighborhood residents with the intent of documenting the history of the Lee Street area in 

order to make recommendations for historic preservation. The interviews provided a background 

for the neighborhood from the perspective of its African-American residents and formed a baseline 

for what is known about the neighborhoodôs social dynamics. 

Osa documented 23 homes along Ash and Lee Streets, in the vicinity of the Erma Hayman 

House. At the time (1980ï1981), this was a relatively intact portion of the River Street 

Neighborhood that was being encroached upon by commercial development. Osa noted that it was 

one of the oldest intact areas of Boise. The houses along Lee and Ash Streets were built with the 

anticipation that they would house working-class Boiseans. This condition had not changed by the 

1980s. Describing Lee Street in the early 1980s, Osa wrote: 

ñLee Street is lined with mature trees and fences separate the yards from the 

sidewalks in front of the houses. Set in the midst of a warehouse and urban 

redevelopment district as it is, Lee Street stands out as an unique and self-contained 

neighborhood. It deserves attention, not only as the traditional home of a segment 

of Boiseôs black community, but also as an area of virtually unaltered vernacular 

residential architecture. Also, noteworthy, is the degree of continuity in relationship 
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to the rest of the community since, unlike many neighborhoods, it has not altered 

its basic character over the years but still provides basic low-income housing close 

to downtown.ò 

Mateo Osa (1981) recommended this one-block area be saved from development because 

of its character as a historical residential district. Transcripts of the conversations recorded by Osa 

and photos of several inventoried houses are on file at the Idaho State Historical Society Archives 

in Boise. The text of his final report ñSurvey of Lee Street Neighborhoodò is on file at the Idaho 

State Historic Preservation Office (SHPO) in Boise; however, these reports did not come up in the 

SHPO project database. 

The River Street Area Survey was conducted in 1995 to evaluate neighborhood buildings 

in anticipation of the constriction of Interstate-184 (Stacy 1995). Building upon the effort to 

preserve buildings in the neighborhood initiated by Osa in 1981, the ñRiver Street Reconnaissance 

Surveyò results reported by Susan M. Stacy in 1995 were prepared for the Boise City Historic 

Preservation Commission. The survey covered an area of 300 acres in central Boise and evaluated 

151 buildings between Americana Boulevard on the west, Broadway Boulevard on the east, West 

Myrtle Street on the north, and the Boise River on the southïa survey area that included the entirety 

of the River Street Neighborhood. This evaluation failed to create a historic preservation district 

within River Street, even though Stacy explains that the neighborhoods south of Myrtle between 

Broadway Blvd. and Sixteenth St. (Americana Blvd.) were mature by 1915 and were one of the 

few places African Americans could rent in Boise (Stacy 1995:9). The 1995 inventory provided 

preservation recommendations, although the author did not conduct exhaustive research on every 

property evaluated. The 1995 report states that the River Street Neighborhood was unique because 
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of its identity as Boiseôs black neighborhood and corroborates Osaôs recommendation to preserve 

the Lee and Ash Street portion of the neighborhood. Stacy writes (1995:13ï14): 

ñAbout 1980ï1982 the Idaho State Historic Preservation Office undertook a survey 

of the óLee Street Historic District,ô (Osa 1981) 22 houses located on Lee and Ash 

Streets. The survey analyst and the SHPO office concluded that the area was 

eligible for nomination to the National Register of Historic Places. When Boise 

City objected to this conclusion, the survey and report were sent to the National 

Park Service (NPS). The NPS agreed with the SHPO and issued a formal 

determination that the district was eligible. The significance of this decision is that 

any agency proposing to impact the area adversely and use federal funds to do so 

(such as Boise City Community Development Block Grants or other federal 

resources) will be obliged to mitigate such impacts according to a plan negotiated 

with the SHPO. This requirement derives from Section 106 of the National Historic 

Preservation Act.ò 

The whereabouts of this correspondence between Boise City, the Idaho SHPO, and the National 

Park Service is unknown. It could not be located at the SHPO or Idaho State Archives as of 2015. 

Stacy continued to state that the Lee and Ash Street area remained (in 1995) one of the few 

places in River Street where older homes were still standing. She recommended that other historic 

houses be moved to the Lee and Ash area to fill in vacant lots, which would strengthen the 

likelihood of preserving the place as a historic district (Stacy 1995). 

Table 1 demonstrates central Boise has been subjected to a number of archaeological 

surveys in the past 37 years, although this list is incomplete. However, only seven archaeological 
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sites have been identified in this area. Table 2 is a list of all known archaeological sites within one 

half mile of the Erma Hayman House. 

Table 2: Previously Identified Archaeological Sites within One Half Mile of the Erma Hayman House 

SITE NAME OWNER ELIGIBILITY DATE ATTRIBUTES 

10AA149 Delamar 
House 
site 

Private Undetermined 1/1/1978 Site of early residential Boise 

10AA173 Boise 
City 
Dump 

Private Undetermined 6/15/1982 Late nineteenth and twentieth 
century landfill 

10AA301 N/A Private Undetermined 1/1/1987 Historical artifacts including bisque 
doll frags, marble, round nails, 
porcelain, stoneware milk glass, toy 
metal airplane, glass, wire nail, 
hardware 

10AA302 N/A Private Undetermined 1/1/1987 Historical artifacts including flakes, 
glass, ironstone, porcelain, 
earthenware, nails, can, bricks, foil, 
paper, safety pins 

10AA303 N/A Private Undetermined 1/1/1987 Former dwelling now covered by a 
parking lot; Artifacts include 
porcelain, stoneware, earthenware, 
glass, trolley spikes, bisque doll 
frags, hardware, nails, wallpaper 

10AA304 N/A Private Undetermined 1/1/1987 Former tenement now beneath an 
asphalt parking lot; Artifacts 
include glass, nails, wood, 
porcelain, plastic button 

10AA574 N/A HSTRC
WTR 

Undetermined 6/15/2000 Historical artifacts including glass, 
crockery sherds, brick, lumber, wire 
nails, cans, stoneware 

 

None of the previously identified sites is a prehistoric archaeological site. The Geographic 

Information Systems (GIS) coordinates of four of these sites, 10AA301, 10AA302, 10AA303, and 

10AA304, are within 50 meters (164 feet) of the eastern edge of the River Street Neighborhood 

boundary; near the present-day intersection of South 11th Street and West Myrtle Street. Reported 
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in January, 1988, these four sites are related to CRM archaeological test excavations associated 

with the Interstate-184 expansion along Myrtle Street. Archaeological testing in this location 

revealed the presence of deposits related to multi-family housing buildings and a blacksmith shop 

that were occupied at the end of the nineteenth century (Druss and Druss 1988). To the east of the 

River Street Neighborhood in the present-day location of Julia Davis Park, site 10AA173 is the 

remains of Boiseôs early twentieth century landfill. Recent research states this area of Boise was 

used as a landfill from 1902 to 1926 and it was an important element in the sanitation movement 

in Boise. Additionally, Boiseôs sanitary reformers targeted non-European Americans with fines 

for littering, improper trash disposal, and uncleanliness. This forced Chinese, African Americans, 

and European immigrants to use municipal trash disposal services in order to avoid being fined 

(Valentine 2016). 

Archaeology on historical Basque sites in downtown Boise are the only representation of 

non-European American life in the cityôs past. Archaeology at the Cyrus Jacobs-Uberuaga House 

at 607 Grove Street in downtown Boise, about 0.86 kilometers (0.54 miles) east of the Erma 

Hayman House, focused on the analysis of artifacts recovered from a well built in 1864 and used 

until the 1890s (Goodwin 2014). The house was originally built by the Jacobs family, a European 

American emigrant family that arrived in Boise in 1862 to capitalize on the Boise Basin gold rush. 

The Jacobs family became merchants and influential socialites. In 1928, the Basque Uberuaga 

family purchased the Jacobs house and used it as a boarding house for single Basque men. It 

remained a boarding house until 1969. Material culture from the house demonstrates the late 

nineteenth-century material display of affluence associated with a socially upstanding European 

American household (Goodwin 2014). The house itself is an example of socially upward life in a 

European American landscape until the 1920s when it became an important element in Basque 
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society. The neighborhood around the Jacobs-Uberuaga house had changed by 1928 when the 

house changed ownership. In that time, this section of West Grove Street had become the heart of 

Basque Boise (Totoricagüena 2004). 

In this capacity, the house became a central element in the Basque community, which was 

strained after the 1924 passage of the Johnson-Reed Immigration Act that established quotas for a 

number of different countries. The Basque country is politically divided between the nations of 

Spain and France, which meant Basque immigrants were rolled into the national quotas for these 

larger nations. As a stateless nation of ethnic minorities divided between two larger nations, it 

became difficult for Basque immigrants to enter the United States after 1924. The Basque in Boise 

and elsewhere in the United States had to decide whether they would remain in the country because 

it was unclear if they would be able to return if they left (Totoricagüena 2004). The Uberuaga 

family was among the thousands of Basque that decided to stay in the United States. Their presence 

forever changed the ethnic milieu of communities like Boise. The Cyrus Jacobs-Uberuaga House 

is a material manifestation of the multivalent ways historical sites can be created and recreated 

through time. It also contains the material cultural residues of nineteenth and twentieth century 

urban life in Boise (Goodwin 2014). 

As explained in the following chapters, the River Street Project encompasses the only 

known African American archaeological site in Boise. The project also encountered archaeological 

features directly connected to Boiseôs Basque heritage. The excavation project area covered half 

of a city block, nine parcels, and is one of the largest excavations in the City of Boise in 30 years. 

Both the oral history and archaeology components are a continuation of the fight for heritage and 

acknowledgement that River Street Neighborhood descendant community has been waging since 
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the 1970s. As will be discussed in the next chapter, the methods employed on this project were 

designed to access the material as well as the abstract aspects of life in the neighborhoodïa 

continuation of postprocessual archaeological theory. Finally, as a project born of a local heritage 

conservation movement, this archaeology project was designed to commemorate a difficult aspect 

of Boiseôs heritage. As structural racism affected all who lived in River Street Neighborhood, it is 

an unavoidable aspect of the archaeology and ethnography project that was brought into the light 

and used as a vantage point from whence we could view this placeôs history. 

Historic Preservation, Local Advocacy, and African American  Historic Places 

The historical archaeology of African American life remains strongly influenced by the 

plantation setting. While this has provided new insights into identity formation, agency, and 

realities of African American slavery, archaeology needs to expand from that context in order to 

provide insight into the broader realities of African diasporic peoples in other regions and other 

times. Landmark excavations at African American sites like the African Burial Ground in New 

York City and the Freedmanôs Cemetery in Dallas are sources of identity for blacks that connects 

us to the past. They demonstrate our existence and heritage as well as our resilience in the face of 

structural racism, poverty, discrimination (Davidson 2004; LaRoche and Blakey 1997). Sites like 

these can be drawn upon to legitimize black heritage and are crucial elements in the African 

American identity formation process (Thomas 2002). Because there are so few in the American 

West, projects like the work in West Oakland (Praetzellis and Praetzellis 2004) and the River Street 

Project are even more important for our understanding of life for African Americans in the west. 

They also demonstrate that black people were present in the West and played central roles in 

western society at the local scale. Far removed from the well-documented plantation economy in 
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space and time, African American sites in the American West stretch the boundaries of black 

identity and heritageïadding to and complicating traditional narratives of this part of the country. 

As of yet, the promising potential of cultural resource management archaeology to provide 

a better understanding of African American life (Wilkie 2004:112) has not born fruit in the 

American West. Prominent CRM projects focused on African American contexts in the west like 

the Freedmanôs Cemetery, Boston Saloon, and in West Oakland provide a glimpse of what life 

was like for western blacks and provide an important foundation upon which subsequent scholars 

can build. Given the large number of CRM projects conducted in the west, it is alarming that 

comparatively few African American sites have been preserved. Kerri Barileôs work in east Texas 

(2004) highlights the difficulties associated with preserving African American sites in the west 

through the National Historic Preservation Act (NHPA). Regarding how CRM conducted under 

the NHPA tends to privilege historic properties with more substantial, elaborate architectural 

elements, Barile explains (2004:98) African American-related historic properties have suffered 

because of the way the regulations have failed to: ñégive proper recognition to site historic 

context where race and class figured largely.ò In this paradigm, simple African American-related 

properties are less likely to be preserved. Furthermore, the emphasis on ñon single-approach 

methodologiesò (i.e., the identification of bounded properties) has resulted in a drastic reduction 

of post-Civil War NRHP-eligible sites, especially those associated with African Americans in 

Texas (Barile 2004:98). 

Work conducted within the rubric of the NHPA and the other preservation regulations that 

support CRM archaeology have little room for the contributions of local communities. At present, 

historical preservation legislation emphasizes the identification of historic properties which are 
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bounded entities, in space, time, and research value, by skilled professional preservationists. 

Furthermore, the preservation of properties is encouraged through a series of economic incentives 

like tax rebates that benefit property owners. This effects the preservation of African American 

properties in a number of ways: 1) it is difficult to delineate a propertyôs significance to the 

community because this requires the creation of a narrative that will not be interpreted the same 

way by all community members (see Chapter 3); 2) most preservation professionals are European 

American and, therefore, have difficulties identifying non-white properties; 3) most significant 

non-white properties are no longer owned by the descendant community to whose heritage it 

contributes, which means descendants have to appeal to non-descendants for the preservation of 

historic properties that contribute to their heritage, and; 4) oftentimes, the economic incentives 

associated with historic preservation do not go to the descendant community because they are not 

the property owners. This is the case in Boise and most communities in the United States. 

In many ways, this phenomenon applies to the way properties have been protected under 

the NHPA in Boise because preservation of properties like the houses in the River Street 

Neighborhood or Basque diaspora-related buildings has not come through CRM but, rather, from 

collective financial action and advocacy from descendant communities. Legally mandated 

preservation has yielded a significant number of CRM projects in downtown Boise but this has not 

resulted in many archaeological excavations or protected historic properties. The surveys 

conducted in adherence to the NHPA have not resulted in CRM archaeology in downtown Boise; 

thus, very little is known about the historical archaeology of Boise let alone African Americans or 

Basques in the city. 
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Historic preservation regulations have not resulted in the conservation of any African 

American or Basque-related properties in the River Street Neighborhood, although previous CRM 

studies have clearly stated the historical value of this district to Boiseôs history. The archaeology 

project conducted there brings African American archaeology to a previously unexplored 

landscape. This project demonstrates the complexity of race, stigmatization, discrimination, 

community, and resilience in the American West. As will be explained in the following chapters, 

archaeological features and deposits in River Street chronicle how these forces played out for 

African American and Basque Boiseans. 
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Chapter 5: Research Methods of the River Street Archaeology Project 

The archaeological component of the River Street Project was conducted with a spirit of 

collaboration and inclusion. It was a community based project that sought input from former 

neighborhood residents, other archaeology related organizations like cultural resource 

management companies, and local preservationists. The projectôs goals were to identify 

archaeological remains, if any, in the vicinity of the Erma Hayman House on the 600 block of Ash 

Street. At the same time, it was an opportunity for students and volunteers to participate in a 

community archaeology project. Traditional archaeological excavation methods, digitized maps, 

and the memories of those who used to live in the area were used to position excavation units and 

interpret the results. The following chapter describes the data recovery process employed in 2015. 

Movement Toward Increased Community Collaboration in Archaeology 

The River Street Archaeology Project was a collaboration between the neighborhoodôs 

descendant community, local researchers, and members of the public who are interested in historic 

preservation and archaeology. In the last 20 years, archaeologists in the United States and 

elsewhere have started to collaborate with descendant communities (Atalay 2012; Atalay et al. 

2014; Singleton 2007). Collaboration between archaeologists and descendant communities falls 

along a spectrum of inclusiveness and, although collaborative ventures are increasing, a large 

amount of archaeological work is conducted with minimal input from descendant communities. 

Civil rights advocacy during the 1960s included a movement from Native Americans and other 

non-white people for the right to take ownership of heritage conservation pertaining to their culture 

(Deloria 1988, 1992). As a result, consultation with Native people has been codified in United 
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States historic preservation regulations. Other western countries have followed suit and, today, 

Native peoples have more decision-making power with regard to their heritage than ever before. 

While regulations mandate input from Native peoples, there is little legal nexus to consult 

or collaborate with other non-white groups. Reflexivity within the field of archaeology is the 

primary motivation for collaborating with non-Native descendant communities. A new ethos 

within the field states that archaeology should be used for social justice and to transcend 

discrimination in our society. The historical archaeology of African Americans is an example of 

how the collaborative archaeology movement has expanded to include non-European American, 

non-Native people. The desire to include descendant communities in the heritage conservation 

process will continue to be a central aspect of my future work as an archaeologist. 

Motivations for Collaborative Projects 

By the 1980s, archaeologists in the United States and the United Kingdom had recognized 

the limitations of processual archaeology. Archaeologists noted the difficulty connecting patterns 

recorded in the archaeological record with the subjective and complicated nature of human 

behavior. The rise of postprocessual archaeology was the result. Rather than emphasizing a single 

perspective, postprocessualism is a mélange of different theoretical and methodological 

perspectives that started as a critique of positivistic processual archaeology (Atalay 2006:290ï291; 

Leone et al. 1987). Discourse, within the field of archaeology and between archaeologists and the 

communities in which they work, was one of the most important results of the postprocessual 

movement because it caused archaeologists to reevaluate their role in society (Smith 2004). For 

the first time, archaeologists asked if their work was improving or harming society. This reflexivity 



Chapter 5: Research Methods of the River Street Archaeology Project 

135 
 
 

was central to the postprocessual movement, which forced a self-interrogation of the entire field, 

its accomplishments, and the colonial nature of archaeology in general (Atalay 2006:291). 

Indigenous archaeology evolved from the crisis caused by postprocessualist reflections 

(Atalay 2006). Archaeologists identified several shortcomings in their interactions with the 

communities with which they worked, especially with Native peoples, that prevented their work 

from being more inclusive, holistic, and accepted by non-archaeologists. During the 1960s and 

1970s, Native American activists began protesting against archaeological and anthropological 

work that did not incorporate indigenous values and concerns (Atalay 2006; Colwell-

Chanthaphonh and Ferguson 2008; Deloria 1988; Watkins 2001). These activists forced the 

realization among archaeologists that much of the archaeology to that point had played a role in 

the ñotheringò process that was central to the power dynamics in European American colonization. 

Native Americans and other ethnic and racial groups were cast as ñthe othersò in Western society. 

Archaeology and anthropology were used to differentiate and separate people into ethnic groups 

(Deloria 1992; Gupta and Ferguson 2008; Smith 2004; Watkins 2001; Watkins and Ferguson, 

2005; Wilcox 2010; Wylie 2002). 

Civil rights activism prompted archaeologists to question the ethics of continuing to do 

archaeology within the confines of Western science as opposed to using archaeological data to 

help communities reclaim their past. Before colonization of the Western Hemisphere, indigenous 

people were able to act as stewards of their own heritage. This was done the same way scientific 

knowledge is collected and conveyedïthrough close examination, memory, teaching, learning, and 

passing on knowledgeïhowever, colonization privileged European-derived ways of knowing 
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(Atalay 2006:281ï282). The postprocessual movement prompted archaeologists to reevaluate the 

ethics of privileging Western scientism over traditional knowledge. 

More recently, archaeologists began to acknowledge that there are multiple ways of 

knowing and that the best way of accessing indigenous perspectives was to include them as 

research partners. Federal historic preservation laws in the United States mandate communication 

with federally acknowledged Native American tribes, but they do not call for true collaborationï

that is, incorporating indigenous people in all aspects of the preservation process. Ethical 

guidelines adopted by the major archaeology professional groups, including the Society for 

American Archaeology, Register of Professional Archaeologists, and World Archaeological 

Congress, call for their members to adhere to a higher level of ethics that vary in intensity from 

using archaeology as a vehicle for social justice to merely recognizing that archaeologists have an 

obligation to share information with the indigenous communities with whom they work (Colwell-

Chanthaphonh and Ferguson 2004). Over the last 20 years, archaeologists interested in 

collaboration with indigenous people have worked within a range of different levels of 

inclusiveness and cooperation that has been called by some archaeologists the Collaborative 

Continuum (Atalay 2012:49ï50; Colwell-Chanthaphonh and Ferguson 2008; Ferguson 2009) 

(Figure 10). 

The movement in archaeology toward a more inclusive, collaborative field is founded upon trust 

and respect between archaeologists and descendant communities. The goal of this movement is to 

improve the quality of archaeology while also building capacity for heritage activism within 

descendant communities. Archaeology conducted without input from indigenous and descendant 

communities falls short of truly explaining past behavior because it does not incorporate emic 
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perspectives that provide alternate explanations than the ones yielded by traditional archaeological 

methods. What archaeologists see, count, and measure does not provide the same information as 

traditional cultural knowledge conveyed by descendants (Ferguson 2009). Only by cultivating trust 

can archaeologists access traditional knowledge from descendant communities. Before they can 

expect cooperation, archaeologists should be attentive to the needs of indigenous and descendants 

who want to use traditional knowledge for the betterment of their communities (Ferguson 2009; 

Kuwanwisiwama 2008). 

Archaeologists must also work toward bettering the communities with whom they work 

and, rather than fearing questions from descendants, archaeologists should be using their skills to 

promote the interrogation of work that is not collaborative. Archaeology designed and conducted 

in the best interest of descendant communities should be a form of activism focused on 

decolonizing society, empowering future generations to reclaim their heritage, and increasing what 

is known about the past for the benefit of all (Atalay 2006, 2012; Atalay et al. 2014; Little and 

Zimmerman 2010; Watkins and Ferguson 2005). 

Collaborative Archaeology Projects with Descendant Communities 

Collaborative archaeology requires a different mindset because it requires archaeologists 

to think beyond the confines of the field as it is traditionally practiced in order to connect with 

communities in ways that are not directly related to the systematic collection and analysis of 

archaeological materials. It also forces archaeologists to admit we do not have all the answers. 

Collaborative archaeology is rooted in the concept of community-based participatory research 

(CBPR), which entails all scientific research that includes members of the local community in all 
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Figure 10: The Archaeology Collaboration Continuum 
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aspects of the projectïincluding planning, research design, execution, and data dissemination 

(Atalay 2012). According to Atalay (2012:63ï75), CBPR has five main principles: community-

based partnerships, wide participation, capacity-building, reciprocity, and recognition of multiple 

forms of knowledge. These principles, summarized in Figure 10, have been applied to community-

based projects with both indigenous and non-indigenous people around the world. 

Over the past 25 years, archaeologists have realized indigenous concerns about cultural 

resources and heritage conservation align with those of archaeologists (Murray 2011:364). This 

shared concern for heritage conservation provides a starting point for collaboration. Watkins 

(2001, 2005) provides a summary of recent collaborative projects and the efforts archaeologists 

and communities are making around the world to learn about the past. In Canada, First Nations 

tribes are using their strong relationship with archaeologists to overcome the fact that there are no 

national heritage laws governing archaeological practice in aboriginal territories. First Nations 

leaders have taken the lead in creating collaborative relationships with archaeologists and 

universities to allow for scientific study in a manner that strengthens traditional knowledge about 

the past (Watkins 2005:434ï436). It also allows an opportunity for First Nations communities to 

reconcile scientific data with traditional knowledge in order to create a more holistic interpretation 

of the past.  

Communities across Africa, Australia, and New Zealand have struggled to overcome the 

legacy of colonization and the effect European hegemony has had on the way indigenous people 

and descendant communities regard scientific practice. Collaborative historical archaeology is a 

tool for overcoming painful pasts and the reductionist nature of processual archaeology (Murray 

2011; Silliman 2001). Historical archaeology is now seen as a means for decolonizing historical 
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narratives that were used to subjugate indigenous people in Africa and Australia. Furthermore, 

current historical archaeologies are central to indigenous land and cultural property rights 

campaigns (Murray 2011:369). Historical archaeology has been a means for indigenous 

Australians to assure that they are remembered in recent history as opposed to the way they have 

been portrayed as an ancient people that never modernized. Australian aborigines are still alive 

and were important in Australian history (Greer et al. 2002). 

Collaborative archaeology with descendant communities requires adjusting archaeological 

practice so it can be accepted within traditional cultural systems. Archaeology is not intuitive. 

Descendant communities must become familiar with archaeological methods and practice in order 

to understand what the science can and cannot do to further their heritage conservation goals. 

Archaeologists must become familiar with the culture of the community in which they are working 

in order to conduct their research cordially and make it amenable to specific cultural mores. Atalay 

(2012) discusses the cultural disconnects she was forced to overcome while conducting CBPR in 

rural Turkey near Çatalhöyük. Issues of gender, power, social status, and economics had to be 

addressed in order to make her work more viable. For example, Atalay had to make sure public 

meetings complied with the local gender roles that mandated separation between men and women. 

She also had to overcome the fact that most locals did not feel confident in their understanding of 

archaeology to make recommendations on how public education tools should be created. 

Researchers had to explain the basics of archaeological method and theory to local community 

collaborators before they could feel comfortable with making recommendations. This had to be 

done through gender-specific meetings. 
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Building capacity within descendant communities is a central tenet of collaborative 

archaeology; however, social and economic conditions within these communities have hindered 

the development of a robust cadre of indigenous and archaeologists from other ethnic 

communities. Diversifying the worldôs archaeologists is seen as one way the field can incorporate 

other cultural perspectives and address the effect colonialism has had on knowledge production. 

Education requirements have been cited as a major roadblock to increasing the number of 

practicing indigenous and ethnic archaeologists within descendant communities. Archaeologists 

working in Hawaiôi, Mills and Kawelu (2013:127) state: ñOne of the largest obstacles to the 

decolonization of heritage management in Hawaiói has been the under-representation of CRM 

professionals from descendant communities.ò They continue to explain that access to education in 

Hawaiôi is not equal and, although there are opportunities for Native Hawaiians to participate in 

CRM projects, the general lack of graduate degrees among Native people in Hawaiôi prevents them 

from rising into management positions (Mills and Kawelu 2013:130ï132). 

Collaborative Archaeology in Non-Native American Contexts 

In the United States, collaborative archaeology has largely been practiced with Native 

American tribes but an increasing number of archaeological projects at various gradations along 

the collaborative continuum have made substantial efforts to include non-Native communities. The 

majority of these are public archaeology projects with a specific goal of public outreach and 

education (Stottman 2014). While some of these public archaeology projects have collaborated 

with local and descendant communities in order to fashion research designs that address the 

questions that matter to local residents, the majority of these projects were designed by 

archaeologists and local people have only been invited to participate in the excavations and 
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comment on interpretations. Including local people in the reclamation of their own heritage is an 

important step, but both archaeologists and descendants reap more benefits from true 

collaboration. Public archaeology is a positive step toward full collaboration and community-based 

participatory research, but it is not always truly collaborative. 

When it comes to transforming the field of archaeology, collaborative projects with African 

American communities in the United States is, possibly, second only to the extensive work 

conducted with Native Americans. Recent activism among African Americans has forced 

archaeologists to reevaluate the artificial dichotomies between racialized groups that helped create 

this country. In 1991, a CRM project in New York City unearthed an eighteenth-century cemetery 

used by enslaved Africans. This site was later named the African Burial Ground (ABG). A 

controversy was sparked among the cityôs African American community, who saw a European 

American company excavating their ancestors without attempting to connect with black New 

Yorkers. Protests ensued and the City was forced to change the project into a collaborative 

endeavor that included not only the local black community but African American archaeologists 

and African American scholars from outside New York (LaRoche and Blakey 1997). 

The ABG project forced archaeologists in the United States to reassess their relationship 

with African Americans and what archaeology was, or was not, doing to improve the status of 

Black America. The project questioned who should be allowed to research African American pasts, 

what the resulting interpretations mean for black people, and, most importantly, for whom are 

archaeologists working (Franklin 1997). African American archaeology had been practiced since 

the late 1960s, but the ABG forced archaeologists to reevaluate what their work had done to help 
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dispel racism, decolonize black pasts, or benefit the black community (Brandon 2009; Franklin 

1997). 

Calls for social activism through the archaeology of African Americans coincided with the 

expansion of collaborative archaeology during the 2000s. This movement toward a more inclusive 

practice that includes African Americans in heritage conservation through archaeology is 

exemplified through Carol McDavidôs work in Texas. Her 1990s work at the Levi-Jordan 

Plantation was, from its conception, dedicated to including the local community in the data 

collection and dissemination process (McDavid 1997:115ï116). Because this work was taking 

place in a racially polarized area, McDavid sought to bring together the descendants of African 

American slaves and European American slave owners in order to provide a holistic view of the 

plantationôs past and craft a narrative that emphasized the multivalence of the site. A pragmatic 

approach was required to position this work as part of a much wider ñhistorically situated, 

contingent, and pluralistic conversationò (McDavid 2002:305). McDavidôs subsequent work in 

Freedmanôs Town in Houston saw her role as an archaeologist expanded into other arenas. She 

realized her professional expertise and status as a European American archaeologist could be 

harnessed to further community historic preservation goals (McDavid 2011a). Not only was her 

work used to combat the negative stigmatization of this African American historic district, it was 

also central to the campaign black preservationists were waging against development that 

threatened the districtôs integrity (McDavid 2011a, 2011b). 

Public archaeology forced McDavid to confront her white privilege, which is an important 

self-reflexive exercise that is conducted by few European American archaeologists. She discusses 

how whiteness teaches European Americans to ñthink of their lives as normative, neutral, and 
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idealòïan identity that is expected to go uncontested by the rest of society. Furthermore, as an 

academician, McDavid has an additional layer of authority that makes her ideas more easily 

accepted (McDavid 2007:68ï69). McDavidôs work and self-awareness demonstrates that 

archaeology can do much to address racism, decolonization, and white privilege. The benefits of 

this process reach a much wider audience when conducted in collaboration with communities. 

Memoryscapes as Interpreted Through Social Memory 

Archaeologists have become increasingly interested in the various ways material culture 

aids the transmission of memories. To do this, material culture analysis must include perspectives 

from those with the cultural knowledge and social memory of the landscapes that contain the 

archaeological site. Studies that focus on the interplay between things, people, and memories has 

been termed memory studies and ñmemory workò, which is part of a wider focus in social sciences 

on the materialities of social life (Mills and Walker 2008:3ï4). Memory work has two meanings 

according to Mills and Walker (2008:4): it refers to the social practices that create memories such 

as recalling, forgetting, and transmitting, and it also refers to the interpretive activities scholars use 

when studying memory. While memory work has a rich history in the social sciences, studies 

focused on the process of remembering and studies that investigate the contributions individuals 

make to social memory are particularly useful for this archaeology project. In these memory work 

studies, the actions of individuals, who are simultaneously members of social groups, are 

considered the principal agents in the transmission of social memory. Social memory is created on 

the individual level, but it is transmitted and conveyed by discrete social groups (Mills and Walker 

2008:6ï7). The River Street project seeks to understand the way social memory has been 



Chapter 5: Research Methods of the River Street Archaeology Project 

145 
 
 

transmitted among members of different racial groups in Boise, specifically African Americans 

and European Americans. 

Memory is also reflected in the meanings affixed to material culture, including man-made 

objects on the landscape. Meskell (2008:235) remarks that archaeologists must acknowledge the 

never-ending dialectic between the physical manifestation and the iterative performance required 

for the creation of memory. Materiality, which for the River Street Project is defined as the quality 

or character of existing as a tangible part of reality, is intimately linked with human interactions 

with things, and the human doings, makings, and beings that result in materiality (Meskell 

2008:235). The process of being a human that lives in a society also leaves an indelible mark on 

our remembrances of the past and results in the creation of material culture. Meskell (2008:236) 

is quick to note that ñMemory cannot exist in a thinglike state since it is always subjective and 

spatiotemporally situated.ò However, memory is linked as much to things as it is to past habitus. 

Memories can be reached by interacting with things just as they can by being asked certain 

questions about the past. 

Social memory is important for interpretations of landscapes that contain archaeological 

sites and historical buildings because landscapes only exist in the context of human societies who 

make sense of the world based on memories of previous experiences. Landscape is constructed by 

societies as a process of contextualizing the geographic territory these societies occupy. As social 

inventions, landscapes exist in memory and are also subject to the memory-making process. The 

term ómemoryscapeô evolved in the last decade in the field of geography as a means of describing 

the ways people interpret their surroundings and navigate their relationships with the places in 

which they live. Geographers argue, ñéthat Human existence involves Being-somewhere. This 
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means the production of place through the inhabitation of spaces by cultural bodies. Space is 

rendered meaningful through involvement in experience.ò Additionally, ñEthnographies inform us 

that perceptions of, and values attached to, landscape óencode values and fix memories to places 

that become sites of historical identityôò (Clack 2009:116). The memoryscape is a refinement of 

any geography concept promoting the idea that, ñcultures are planes of meaning through which 

individuals sustain intelligibility and comprehensibility.ò Clack (2009:119) continues by stating: 

ñThe memoryscape is thus a hardwired yet subjective phenomenon that is of species-wide potential 

but is culturally particular in expression. All human beings dwell within a memoryscape.ò 

River Street Archaeology Project Research Design 

The River Street Archaeology Project was conducted under the assumption that human 

behavior in the past cannot be adequately understood without first understanding the role of 

material culture in a specific social and historical context. Artifacts, buildings, and other material 

items are a tangible record of human behaviors and a window into the nuanced meaning behind 

those behaviors in the past. Because material items are the end result of meaningful actions 

executed by cognizant individuals, material culture can be actively used to create and reproduce 

society (Shackel and Little 1992:8). These meanings created through the consumption of material 

culture are constantly in flux. In the late nineteenth and early twentieth-century American West, 

where people from a wide spectrum of backgrounds and motives converged, ñthe changing 

meaning of consumption practices [was] fundamentally an issue of the changing organization and 

significance of material culture itselfò (Purser 1992:106). Understanding the symbolic use of 

material culture and the active role it has played in the past is important for the interpretation of 

social relations and the reasons they have evolved in certain ways (VanBueren 2002:26ï27). 
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The material culture recovered from the excavations at River Street should also be seen 

from the perspective of life in Boise and the greater United States at the time. The early twentieth-

century was a time when Americans adjusted to the industrialization and urbanization that had 

spread across the country in the previous century. It was a period full of complex patterns of human 

mobility that revolutionized the nature and function of all social units in American society (Purser 

1991:7). Cities like Boise illustrate that, by the early twentieth-century, the west was an integral, 

modern, and urban place. The transplanted rise of urbanism and modernity in the American West 

is well documented and supplemented by archaeological assemblages. 

Changing manifestation and meaning of race was another aspect of life in the early 

twentieth century. Concepts in the archaeology of colonies can be applied to more recent historical 

contexts in order to reveal the ways racial categories play a defining role in society. Panich (2013) 

notes that groups living in oppression, such as the racial discrimination and segregation 

experienced by River Street residents, should be evaluated by highlighting their persistence. He 

goes on to state that identity, practice, and context are essential avenues of investigation for the 

study of archaeologies of persistence. Aspects of this identity and practice can be seen through the 

material signature of artifacts and the built environment (Orser 2000; Silliman 2010). Interrogating 

these elements was central to the use of archaeology to study of the River Street Neighborhood 

between the 1890s and 1960s.  

The dialectic between European Americans and non-whites has always been important in 

American society. Segregated places like River Street were central to the maintenance of whiteness 

as a racial category because it provided a contrast to the European American identity, which was 

proposed as the normative value of American society. In order to reveal whiteness, this project 
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focused, ñéon the identities, ideologies, and norms that are not always understood or even 

explicitly realized by those who benefit from them, and on the ways these taken-for-granted 

assumptions can mystify, legitimate, and ultimately perpetuate systems of racial inequalityò 

(Hartmann et al. 2009:404). As explained in Chapter 2, European American racial identity was 

conferred upon those that exemplified an unwritten social code of proper behavior that included 

relative wealth, political power, and moral authority. While porous and constantly subject to 

change, the preeminence of European American identity had long been intact in American society 

by the time European Americans arrived to Boise (Hartigan 2005; Jacobson 1998:31ï38; Roediger 

1991). A second principal research goal of the River Street project is to demonstrate how European 

American identity evolved through constantly changing relationships with other races and with 

subgroups of the European American race. 

The River Street Archaeology Project 

The archaeology project was focused on half of an irregularly shaped city block in the 

River Street Neighborhood that was known to have been occupied by African American, Basque, 

and European American families between 1907 and the 1960s. This was the project area. It 

contained parcels owned by the Capitol City Development Corporation (CCDC) and the Boise 

City Department of Parks and Recreation (Boise Parks) (Figure 11). Permission was granted by 

both administrative agencies to conduct archaeological excavations in this area between May 25 

and July 5, 2015. 

This location was chosen because it was believed to contain a number of intact 

archaeological remains, was largely void of existing structures, and the remaining parcel, a house 

at 617 Ash Street, was known to have been occupied by an African American family for over 60 
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years. This building, the Erma Hayman House, 

was built in 1897 and has been historically 

occupied by a number of working-class 

families of various races (Demo 2006; Madry 

2014). From the late 1940s until 2006, the 

house was occupied by the African American 

Hayman family whose matriarch, Erma 

Hayman, lived at this location until her death in 

2006. She raised her children and a number of 

grandchildren there, including her grandson 

Dick Madry who was interviewed for the 

project in 2014 and continued to help identify 

the location of former structures during the 

archaeological excavations. The entire 

fieldwork component was conducted from a 

place of collaboration. Universities, CRM 

companies, historic preservation agencies, governmental organizations, volunteers, and 

descendant community members were all asked to participate in the project. The entire City of 

Boise was invited to visit and, if desired, participate in the excavations. In addition to excavations, 

the project fieldwork also included an ethnographic component where descendants were invited to 

record oral history interviews on-site. The project was conducted as an archaeology and 

ethnography field school administered by two Idaho universities; the archaeological excavations 

were administered by the University of Idaho while the ethnography component was administered 

SITE FORMATION 

¶ How was this site created? 

¶ How has it changed in the last 100 years? 

SOCIAL AND ECONOMIC IDENTITY 

ω !ǊǘƛŦŀŎǘ ŀǎǎŜƳōƭŀƎŜǎ ǿƛǘƘ ǎǘŀǘǳǎ-diagnostic materials 

(e.g., ceramics, personal adornments, etc.) 

ω 9ŎƻƴƻƳƛŎ ŀǎǎŜǎǎƳŜƴǘ ƻŦ Ŧŀǳƴŀƭ ŀǎǎŜƳōƭŀƎŜǎ 

ω !ǊǘƛŦŀŎǘǎ ƻǊ ōǳƛƭŘƛƴƎ ŎƘŀǊŀŎǘŜǊƛǎǘƛŎǎ ǊŜŦƭŜŎǘƛƴƎ ƎŜƴŘŜǊΣ ŀƎŜ 

of occupants or length of occupation 

 

HOUSEHOLD FOODWAYS 

ω CƻƻŘ ŎƻƴǘŀƛƴŜǊǎ 

ω Cŀǳƴŀƭ ŀǎǎŜƳōƭŀƎŜ 

ω aŀŎǊƻōƻǘŀƴƛŎŀƭ Řŀǘŀ 

ω /ƻƴŎŜƴǘǊŀǘŜŘ ŘƛǎǇƻǎŀƭ ŀǊŜŀǎ 

ω IƛǎǘƻǊƛŎŀƭ ǊŜŎƻǊŘ 

 

GENDER ROLES 

ω DŜƴŘŜǊ-related artifacts (clothing, personal adornment 

ect.) 

ω IŜŀƭǘƘ ŀƴŘ ōŜŀǳǘȅ ŀƛŘŜǎ 

ω 9ǾƛŘŜƴŎŜ ƻŦ ƎŜƴŘŜǊ-based decision-making 

ω IƛǎǘƻǊƛŎŀƭ ǊŜŎƻǊŘ 

 

HEALTH AND SANITATION 

ω .ǳƛƭŘƛƴƎ ƳŀǘŜǊƛŀƭǎ ŀƴŘ ŦŜŀǘǳǊŜǎ 

ω !ǊǘƛŦŀŎǘ ŀǎǎŜƳōƭŀƎŜǎ ǊŜǇǊŜǎŜƴǘƛƴƎ ƘŜŀƭǘƘ ŀŎǘƛƻƴǎ 

ω ²ŀǎǘŜ ŘƛǎǇƻǎŀƭ 

ω IƛǎǘƻǊȅ ƻŦ ƛƴŘǳǎǘǊƛŀƭ ǊŜƎǳƭŀǘƛƻƴ 

ω IƛǎǘƻǊƛŎŀƭ ǊŜŎƻǊŘ 

ω LƴǘŜǊ-site data 

Table 3: Research Domains 
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by the College of Western Idaho. College students could earn college credit from both institutions 

for their participation in the excavations and/or oral histories. 

Research Domains 

Based on archival research, oral histories and historical maps of the project area, 

archaeologists expected to find artifacts and archaeological features dating to the over 100 years 

of human activity in this location. It was unlikely that prehistoric Native American archaeological 

materials will be identified; however, based on historical archaeological data, it was very likely 

that a range of different material culture items made between the early 1900s and the 2010s would 

be found. Additionally, historical maps show at least six dwellings and associated outbuildings 

(i.e., privies, garages, stables, and sheds) have existed on the CCDC and Boise Parks parcels. Many 

of these structures are gone, but their archaeological footprints remain.  
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Figure 11: Property Ownership for River Street Archaeology Project Area, 2015 
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The River Street Archaeology Project had four central goals: 

1. Identify, record, and excavate historical archaeological features associated with human 

activity in this area from the 1890s to the 1960s. 

2. Teach modern archaeological field method and theory to the field school students, 

volunteers, and site visitors. 

3. Include interested members of the local community in the project and disseminate 

information about the neighborhoodôs historyïempowering them to take ownership of this 

slice of local heritage. 

4. Collect additional ethnographic data from former residents who are familiar with life in the 

neighborhood prior to the 1960s. 

The River Street Public Archaeology Project focused on the lives of residents in the project 

area shows in Figure 11 and the ways the neighborhoodôs identity may have influenced their life 

chances. Very few artifacts and archaeological features in themselves are indicative of ethnic or 

racial identities. Discovering these items is rare; however, race, class, and ethnicity can be accessed 

through other more robust lines of archaeological inquiry. Table 3 lists a number of research 

domains, from which research questions and hypotheses were developed in order to address the 

larger question associated with this project that have to do with race, racialization, and ethnicity in 

Boise, Idaho. Relevant lines of inquiry include: 

Site Formation 

The Erma Hayman House and the surrounding parcels have been subjected to extensive 

ground-altering activities in the 150 years since they were occupied by non-Native Americans. 



Chapter 5: Research Methods of the River Street Archaeology Project 

153 
 
 

One goal of the archaeological project was the identification of undisturbed sediments or sediments 

that were disturbed during the early twentieth century. Questions posed under this domain include:  

¶ What is the age of archaeological deposits in this location? Are there any Native American 

or mid-nineteenth century archaeological materials? 

¶ Can we identify places of original deposition (i.e., items discarded on buried historical 

ground surfaces)? 

¶ What are the relationships of the various classes of artifacts to structural remains, extant 

and non-extant (e.g., domestic, industrial, construction)? 

¶ To what extent have ground-altering activities affected archaeological deposits? 

¶ How do archaeological deposits in this area relate to the historic built environment? 

Social and Economic Identity 

The late nineteenth-century was a period of radical social and technological transformation 

that emphasized ñmiddle class cultureò as the ideal, provided mass production of a wide array of 

products, and encouraged mass consumption of those products (VanBueren 2004:73). The range 

of products only increased in the twentieth century. Social and economic reorganization facilitated 

by industrialization created a greater distance between an itemôs manufacture and its eventual 

consumption. The value and type of objects owned by an individual spoke volumes about the kind 

of person that individual aspired to be and the kind of person they believed themselves to be. By 

the end of the nineteenth century, the meaning of commodities and their consumption had become 

an active element in self-creation and identity; a philosophy that continued during the twentieth-

century (Cook et al. 1996:55). 
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Many of the prevailing assumptions about African American past habitus has been 

dismantled because recent archaeologies of African American identity have focused on material 

culture as an arbiter of social identity. This work has also forced reflexivity within the field of 

archaeology and caused us to openly address the preconceived notions and unaddressed biases in 

archaeological interpretations of African Americans (Epperson 2001; Orser 2007:35). Recent 

African American archaeologies have emphasized the temporal and spatial subjectivity of social 

identities (Orser 2007:34). This is important for interpretations of how race affected ontologies, 

agency, social networks, and practice (Orser 2004). Very little is known about this process west 

of the Mississippi River (see Chapter 4). 

The River Street project sought to investigate the role material culture played in the creation 

of social identities, including race and ethnicity. Questions within this domain include: 

¶ Does this site provide information on consumer practices and disposal behavior of 

households linked to specific social, occupational, economic, or other societal 

characteristics? 

¶ Is there evidence of African American-specific or non-European American artifacts or 

features? 

¶ How does this site contribute to our understanding of non-European American people in 

the American West? 

Household Foodway Strategies 

During the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, all residents of the United States were 

influenced by the promotion of mass consumption, the expansion of corporatism, social inequality, 
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and labor advocacy (Cook et al. 1996; Stein 1990; VanBueren 2004:19ï20; White 1991:319ï320). 

In the face of these economic forces, rural households adopted a frugal approach to material 

culture. Being closer to the means of production gave rural households a higher degree of self-

sufficiency than most urban households during the nineteenth century; however, new urbanites 

that grew up in the country brought this pragmatic rural provisioning approach to their lives in the 

city. 

Artifacts recovered from this site provide an opportunity to gain insights into urban 

household economic strategies. Early twentieth century River Street residents grew up in rural and 

agrarian families and were intimately familiar with self-provisioning. Food storage and gardening 

was central to this strategy. Agrarian households depended on long-term economic strategies that 

emphasized frugality and planning (Limerick 1987; Stine 1995). Even though urban residents had 

access to a wider range of cheap, canned goods and more regular income, recent emigrants from 

the countryside were accustomed to growing their own food as an economic necessity and 

pragmatic approach to life. Certain artifacts, like canning jar fragments recovered at this site, 

suggest dependence on agrarian economic strategies practiced in an urban setting.  

Oral history interviews with former River Street residents revealed that most families in the 

neighborhood kept chickens, maintained gardens, and grew fruit trees. Residents also fished in the 

Boise River and went hunting in the nearby foothills. In their 2014 interview, Dick Madry and 

Warner Terrell said preserving food items obtained through self-provisioning provided most the 

food River Street families ate. Research questions within this domain include: 

¶ What effect did expanding transportation and urbanization have on consumption or 

economic strategies? 
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¶ Is there evidence of self-provisioning at this site (i.e., wild game bones, canning jar 

fragments and lids)? 

¶ What foods were consumed in these households? 

Gender Roles 

Early twentieth century material culture has the potential to provide insight into the 

changing gender roles for women in the United States. It is important to note that the artifacts in 

archaeological assemblages are the result of selective purchases of women in the household, 

regardless of who earned the money to buy them (Cook et al. 1996). As gender divisions solidified 

during the late nineteenth-century, middle-class women became responsible for the operation of 

the household, including purchasing the necessary items for its functioning, and were discouraged 

from entering the workforce to earn money of their own (Coontz 1992). This changed dramatically 

during the early twentieth century as more women entered the workforce, as evidenced by the life 

of Erma Hayman. Low-income and non-white women were even more likely to work outside the 

home. Women were important contributors to archaeological assemblages and analysis often sheds 

light into their personalities and consumer preferences. 

The first half of the twentieth century was a time of changing definitions of masculinity. While 

acknowledging the historical subjectivity to social definitions of masculinity (Alberti 2006), early 

twentieth century men sought to achieve a socially acceptable, clean-cut outward appearance by 

maintaining good grooming habits. This was also important for being considered an upstanding 

man. During the late nineteenth and early twentieth century, a well-groomed man was promoted 

as the ideal of masculine identity. Facial hair configurations at this time emphasized a clean-cut 

appearance with, at most, well-groomed moustaches. Certain material culture items such as 
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moustache mugs, razors, shaving cream jars, garter clasps, shoes, and buttons can provide 

information on masculine identity formation at this site. 

¶ Is there evidence of gender divisions in the collected assemblages? 

¶ What do gendered artifacts say about household adherence to cultural mores of the time? 

¶ How do gendered artifacts relate to the racialization process? 

Medicine, Health, Sanitation, and the City of Boise 

The manufacture of proprietary and patent medicines for ailments of all types peaked in the 

United States during the late nineteenth-century (Anderson 2000). These medicines were used by 

all classes, races, and both genders, and rampant illness and financial limitations motivated the 

purchase of large quantities to alleviate health problems (Bonasera and Raymer 2001:51). Many 

of the liquid medicines contained alcohol, morphine, opium, laudanum, or cocaine, which caused 

consumers to believe the remedies were effective because the narcotics produced a feeling of well-

being (Anderson 2000:35). Aside from side-effects, some of these narcotics actually did have some 

positive effects on illness, but the lack of regulation, clinical trials, and knowledge of the long-

term effect of drug use allowed these substances to be irresponsibly combined in patent medicines, 

diminishing their beneficial qualities. 

Archaeologists have proposed that African Americans may have disproportionately used 

patent medicines over prescription medicines as a way of subverting race-based controls over 

access to medicine (Mullins 2001). In many communities, African Americans and other minorities 

did not have access to pharmacies or trained medical professionals. Archaeologists have noted that 

African American sites tend to have an overrepresentation of patent and proprietary medicine 
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bottles because they did not have access to prescribed medicines. Additionally, the proliferation 

of patent medicine through mail-order catalogs made it easier for minorities to purchase remedies 

with comparative anonymity. Questions about access to medicine and health care include: 

¶ What kind of medicines were used in the project area? Is there evidence for any specific 

ailments treated? 

¶ Is there any evidence of private drug use and/or abuse? 

¶ Is there evidence of a disproportionate representation of patent medicines versus 

prescribed medicines? 

Waste disposal and sanitation was rudimentary and illness from polluted water was 

rampant during the nineteenth-century. Because disease epidemics were commonplace, the 

sanitation movement of the late nineteenth century created pressure to clean up cities, arguably 

doing more to curb contagious diseases and lower mortality rates than advances in medicine 

(Leavitt and Numbers 1978). Regulations regarding privy design and construction were created in 

cities across the United States to battle disease with varying levels of success (Stottman 2000). 

Sanitation developments were motivated by urban growth, progressive groups who 

pressured lawmakers to use sanitation experts to solve the problem of increasing waste, and 

responsive municipal governments who attacked the problem (Melosi 2000:103). As a result, 

wastewater and sewer treatment in urban areas of the United States rose from 50 percent of the 

1870 urban population to 87 percent by 1920 (Melosi 2000:152). 

Former River Street Neighborhood residents have stated that some homes continued to use 

privies well into the twentieth century, even after the sewer system had been extended to the 
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neighborhood. A number of explanations for the longevity of privies have been proposed, most of 

which revolve around the cost of hooking up to the cityôs sewer system that would be incurred by 

absentee landlords. A 1912 Sanborn Map of the Erma Hayman House parcel shows a building 

marked ñout houseò that may have been a privy. Outbuildings that may have been privies are also 

illustrated on adjacent parcels. By the 1942 Sanborn Map, many of these outbuildings had been 

converted to detached dwellings or garages; nevertheless, some of the 1912 structures remain. The 

privy at the Hayman House had been demolished by the 1940s. Research questions associated to 

the use of privies in the project area include: 

¶ What was the closure date for privies on this block? 

¶ When was the sewer system extended to this segment of Ash Street? 

¶ What role did the identified privies play in the development of sanitation in Boise? 

Archaeological Field Methods 

The archeological field effort had four primary components: 

1. A six-week archaeological field school administered by the University of Idaho; 

2. A concurrent public archaeology component that will allow visitors and volunteers to 

experience archaeological fieldwork in real-time; 

3. An oral history component allowing students to participate in interviews with former 

residents of the neighborhood; and, 

4. A comprehensive analysis and reporting of all project findings that will meet the standards 

of the Idaho State Historic Preservation Office (SHPO). 
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Excavations were oriented around three primary objectives: 1) archaeological investigation 

of the Erma Hayman House parcel. This was the primary focus of the field school and the location 

of the field laboratory for artifacts; 2) exploratory excavations north of the Hayman House parcel 

where the first Basque hand ball court in Boise may have existed around 1912, and; 3) exploratory 

excavations outside the Hayman House parcel to determine the presence or absence of intact 

archaeological deposits in these areas. Shovel probes were used outside the Hayman parcel to 

determine the extent of soil disturbance and the nature of archaeological remains in these areas, if 

any. 

Excavation units of various metric sizes were used on the Hayman House parcel to relocate 

outbuildings seen on early twentieth century Sanborn Insurance Maps. On the Hayman House 

parcel, excavations focused on discovering a privy depicted on historical maps and recovering 

additional material culture from across the parcel. These units were supplemented with shovel 

probes to get additional information on sediments across the parcel. A shovel probe grid was 

excavated across the parcels that lie outside the Hayman House parcel in order to reveal site-

specific stratigraphy and assess artifact density across the project area. Additional probes were 

used to ground-truth architectural features illustrated on Sanborn Maps including outbuildings and 

houses. Most importantly, the probes were used to evaluate disturbed sediments outside the 

Hayman parcel. 

 Artifacts collected from excavation units were processed at a field laboratory. Artifacts 

were cleaned, cataloged, and prepared for curation according to guidelines established by the Idaho 

SHPO. Artifacts were bagged by provenience, which was recorded on a bag catalog. These 
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materials will be curated in perpetuity at the Alfred W. Bowers Laboratory of Anthropology at the 

University of Idaho, which is the northern repository for the State of Idaho. 

 Volunteer excavators and ethnographers 

were coordinated by the Idaho Archaeological 

Society in order to provide opportunities for as 

many individuals as possible and spread the 

volunteer effort across the entire projectôs 

duration (Figure 12). Volunteers were 

matched with project supervisors and 

university students who gave them instructions 

on how to properly record data and process artifacts. Archaeologists and volunteers used hand 

tools to remove sediments from bounded excavation units. Excavated materials were recorded 

using a provenience designation (PD) system that was used to give each archaeological unit (test 

pits, shovel probes, excavation levels, and archaeological features) a unique number as an 

identifier. The results of each excavated level or archaeological unit was recorded on a PD 

summary form, which chronicled soil textures, artifact densities, and, if present, archaeological 

features. All forms were digitized as PDFs so they could be viewed on electronic devices. 

 Digital scans of historical maps were used to help place archaeological excavation units. 

These scans were overlain upon aerial photographs of the project area with a UTM grid that could 

be used to place units on the ground surface (Figures 13 and 14). Additionally, these overlays were 

translated into KMZ files that could be used in GoogleEarth, which made them usable on a 

smartphone and, basically, turned our phones into GPS units. Global Information System (GIS) 

Figure 12: Volunteers processing artifacts and discussing project 
results with a site visitor, 2015 
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data for excavation units and features was collected using a Trimble GeoXT handheld GPS unit. 

The collected GIS points were downloaded and used to create maps in ArcMap software. These 

points were then projected as a layer that could be overlain upon historical maps, which is shown 

in Figures 13 and 14. The resulting data could be used to orient archaeological materials to 

buildings and structures that existed in the project area in the past. It also helped to associate the 

excavated materials with households in this part of the River Street Neighborhood. 

Oral History Fieldwork Methods  

Oral history interviews collected in 2014 focused on recollections of the neighborhoodôs 

landscape and how living in River Street shaped the lives of the descendant community. Oral 

history interviews collected at the same time as the archaeological field school followed similar 

methods and research questions. Former neighborhood residents were invited to visit the 

archaeology project area to speak about their recollections of life in this location. As the study 

focused on racial dynamics in Boise, they were given the opportunity to comment on how race 

relations within the neighborhood compared with relations in the wider community. 

Digital technology was used to record and store the oral histories. A lavalier microphone 

connected to a digital recorder, laptop, or smartphone was used to record the conversation. Most 

of the interviews were conducted at the project site but one interview was conducted at the 

intervieweeôs home. Interviews in the neighborhood were optimal because of the powerful 

relationship between memory and places. Notable locations were pointed out in real-time and 

digital photographs of those places were taken.  
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Figure 13: Archaeological unit locations in relation to historical buildings on Sanborn Insurance Maps (1912) (Map courtesy Idaho 
State Historical Archives, Boise) 
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Figure 14: Archaeological unit locations in relation to historical buildings on Sanborn Insurance Maps (1949) (Map courtesy Idaho 
State Historical Archives, Boise)  
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 A total of 14 oral history interviews were used to contextualize the archaeological and 

historical data collected for this project. These are listed in Table 4. Five interviews were recorded 

in 1980 and 1981 as part of Mateo Osaôs historic preservation survey of the River Street 

Neighborhood (see Chapter 4). Transcripts of these interviews were obtained from the Idaho State 

Historical Archives in Boise. These interviews contain a trove of African American memories of 

how the neighborhood used to be during the mid-twentieth century and are invaluable as all five 

of the persons interviewed have since deceased. Additional interviews were recorded in 2014 and 

2015 as part of the River Street Digital History Project. These later interviews included not only 

African American residents but also European Americans that lived in River Street as children. 

Interviews from 2015 were recorded at the archaeological project area. 

Table 4: Oral History Interviews used for this Project 

 

YEAR 
RECORDED 

NAME RACE/ETHNICITY INTERVIEWER 

1980 Stewart, Bessie African American Osa 1981 

1980 Perkins, Ellen African American Osa 1981 

1981 Thomas, Doris European 
American 

Osa 1981 

1981 Buckner, Dorothy African American Osa 1981 

1981 Tigner, Rosa African American Osa 1981 

2014 Terrell, III, Warner African American White 2014 

2014 Madry, Dick African American White 2014 

2014 Bertram, John European 
American 

White 2014 

2014 Rice, II, Lee African American White 2014 

2015 Stevens, Gigi European 
American 

White et al. 2015 

2015 Kennedy, LaVaun European 
American 

White et al. 2015 

2015 Wheeler, Lois European 
American 

White et al. 2015 

2015 Wheeler, Jack E. European 
American 

White et al. 2015 
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YEAR 
RECORDED 

NAME RACE/ETHNICITY INTERVIEWER 

2015 Hill, Sharon Diane European 
American 

White et al. 2015 

2015 Thomas, Kenneth W. European 
American 

White et al. 2015 

 

 For the 2014ï2015 interviews, potential consultants were identified through collaboration 

with the South Side of the Tracks Kids Club, which is a group of neighborhood descendants that 

have semi-regular reunions in Boise. The author attended the reunion in 2013 and obtained the 

contact information of several descendants. Contact information for additional interviewees was 

obtained through Boiseôs largest African American church, St. Paul Baptist Church. All 

interviews, the ones collected in the 1980s and 2010s, were open-ended and semi-structured. A 

questionnaire was not used. Interviewees were asked to talk about their lives in the neighborhood. 

They were also asked to point out memorable landmarks in the area including their houses, the 

houses of friends and relatives, and other places in the neighborhood. A snowball method was used 

to identify additional persons to interview. The first round of interviewees was asked to provide 

the contact information of other descendants that might be interested in collaborating on the 

project. They were also asked to personally contact other descendants and tell them about what 

was being done in their former neighborhood. From this method, a larger number of individuals 

was identified than could be interviewed.  

 All descendants that provided interviews in 2014 and 2015 signed release forms from the 

University of Arizona explaining the purpose and use of their interview. These documents remain 

on file with the author. In order to maintain confidentiality, audio files generated during this project 
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were not uploaded to the internet and were donated to the City of Boise Department of Arts and 

History and the Idaho State Historical Archives in Boise for curation. 

The Materiality of this Region of Refuge 

As the next chapter will explain, excavation units showed the presence of intact 

archaeological horizons exist in the project area; however, these were not evenly distributed. 

Sediments were more intact at the southern end of parcels owned by the CCDC and on parcels 

owned by Boise Parks. Artifacts recovered date between the 1890s and 1960s, a time when the 

River Street Neighborhood was a segregated enclave inhabited by ñthe others.ò Excavations also 

identified archaeological features shown on historical maps and some that were not depicted. In 

sum, the archaeological excavations provided enough information to get a snapshot of what 

everyday life was like in the neighborhood when it was a region of refuge. 

Oral histories, those recorded as part of this project and ones recorded by Mateo Osa in 

1980 (see Chapter 4 for additional information on these interviews), clearly indicate River Street 

was a place where racial mores were somewhat transcended. Neighborliness and cooperation were 

characteristics remembered by the descendant community and it was these attributes that helped 

the community stay cohesive in the face of discrimination outside the neighborhood. These 

characteristics developed during the late 1940s when the neighborhoodôs African American 

population increased. The European Americans that stayed in River Street were those who were 

most willing to live alongside African Americans regardless of the stigma that came with living in 

the Black Neighborhood. Oral histories explain how the character we know today was not always 

the way things were. 
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Most importantly, the archaeology and oral histories helped describe what everyday life 

was like for neighborhood residents. Analysis of these data provides a foundation for evaluating 

the material source of the identity River Street residents have carried with them throughout their 

lives. 
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Chapter 6: Life in the River Street Neighborhood, 1890s to 1960s 

Artifacts and historical documents were combined to guide archaeological excavations in 

this corner of the River Street Neighborhood during the first half of the twentieth-century. These 

datasets show that the neighborhood was constantly changing. The built environment has been 

dramatically altered as lots initially dedicated to detached, single-family dwellings were joined by 

outbuildings that were rented as dwellings. This increase in dwellings made the 600 block of Ash 

Street a densely-populated place. Household demographics also changed over time as owner-

occupied households were joined by tenants and as the neighborhood shifted from a Basque place 

to an African American one. Archaeological excavation units identified material culture deposited 

by historical residents along with sediments disturbed by building demolition and construction. 

The excavations yielded archaeological data that could be combined with oral histories to get a 

better understanding of what life was like in the neighborhood. 

Living in a Changing Landscape 

The built environment of the River Street Neighborhood has always been constantly in 

flux. Archaeology in a portion of this place had to take into account the frequent construction and 

demolition events that impacted sediments and archaeological deposits. Additionally, the 

demographic composition of the neighborhood changed on an annual basis. While there were 

several long-time residents, many of those who lived there were renters who had no obligation to 

stay in the neighborhood after their leases were up. 

Historical maps and demographic information gleaned from public records like city 

directories and county tax assessorôs office provided a glimpse into who was living in River Street 

and the kind of environment they inhabited. It also shed light into the type of employment residents 
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had and, in some cases, the residentsô racial or ethnic identity. This information was useful for 

interpreting the archaeological remains excavated from the 600 block of Ash Street. 

Historical maps and documents show that temporariness characterized the life of most 

River Street residents. Permanence was only known for a few families. The archaeological analysis 

centers around those long-time families; however, it is difficult to directly connect artifacts with 

families due to the nature of the sediments and deposits investigated archaeologically. As will be 

explained below, there is not an exact correlation between sediments, artifacts, and archival data 

in this part of River Street. The archaeological data provides a broad understanding of what life 

was like in this place in the past, however, it does not provide an exact snapshot into the lives of 

individuals. 

Who Lived in the River Street Neighborhood from 1909 to the 1970s? 

Historical maps show that the orientation and location of buildings on the 600 block of Ash 

Street changed through time between 1912 and 1949. Buildings on the parcels in this area have 

changed even more dramatically after the 1980s when most structures in this area were demolished 

to make way for new construction, which had also been demolished by the time archaeology was 

conducted there. Sanborn Fire Insurance Maps published in 1912, 1922, and 1949 provide the most 

accurate visualization of how buildings changed in this area of the neighborhood. Figures 13 and 

14 in Chapter 5 illustrate how historical buildings from 1912 and 1949 relate to archaeological 

excavation units. Figures 15, 16, and 17 provide an overview of how buildings changed between 

1912 and 1949 with relation to the archaeological project area. 
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Figure 15: Buildings in project area (1912) (Adapted from Demo 2006; Sanborn Map Company 1912:41) 

 

Figure 16: Buildings in project area (1922) (Adapted from Demo 2006; Sanborn Map Company 1922:41) 
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Figure 17: Buildings in project area (1949) (Adapted from Demo 2006; Sanborn Map Company 1922:41) 

 These historical maps illustrate the trend towards density that took place in the first half of 

the twentieth century. The number of buildings increased on many of the lots in the project area, a 

fact that is reflected in city directory information associated with this place and these dwellings 

that were occupied by working class Boiseans (Appendix A is a directory of known residents of 

the 600 block of Ash Street between 1909 and 2006). For example, the parcels at 509 and 511 Ash 

Street had one dwelling and one outbuilding each in 1912. This building configuration remained 

the same at these addresses in 1922. Between 1909 and 1925, William Anthony and Melissa Helen 

lived at 509 Ash Street. William was a bookbinder and storekeeper while Melissa worked at The 

Modeïa Boise department store. By 1927, this property was owned by Chas. Martin and Ray Short 

who built a new building and subdivided the property by adding two more dwellings (509 ½ and 

509 ӎ Ash Street). Boarders with a number of different occupations lived in these smaller 

dwellings during the 1930s including a tobacconist and general laborers (Demo 2006). The 
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densification process is more pronounced for the property at 511 Ash Street. This parcel contained 

a single-family detached dwelling with a small outbuilding in 1912 and 1922, but, by 1949 an 

apartment building had replaced the original house and two newer, small dwellings had been built. 

The parcel was now a five-unit apartment complex that housed dozens of tenants between the 

1940s and 1990s (see Appendix A; Demo 2006). 

 The archaeological project centered around the Erma Hayman House at 617 Ash Street, 

which was the only extant building on the block in 2015 and was associated with a family of long-

term African American neighborhood residents. Erma and her husband Lawrence Hayman bought 

this house in 1949 from the Robertson family. Erma lived there until her death in 2006 (Madry 

2014). The house at 617 Ash was occupied by a number of different individuals between 1909 and 

1944 when Harry Robertson and his family lived there. Previous residents included police officers, 

a barber, a salesman, and some laborers. In 1912 and 1922, there were three dwellings on this 

parcel: 617, 617 İ and 617 ӎ Ash Street, but city directories only list the resident of the main 

dwelling at this address. Harry Robertsonôs daughter Gigi Stevens stated in an oral history 

interview that she lived there with her parents until the end of World War II (Stevens 2015). It is 

unknown if the Robertson family rented the other dwellings, but it is known that the Haymans did 

not rent to boarders and converted one of the dwellings into a garage in the 1950s (Dick Madry, 

personal communication, 2015). 

 Density increased during the 1940s as a result of World War II, but building additional 

dwellings on house lots continued in the 1950s. Historical maps illustrate this trend. As the only 

location where African Americans could live, former residents recall black families occupying 

small outbuildings that had been converted to dwellings (Demo 2006; Osa 1981; Stewart 1980). 

There was incentive for absentee property owners to increase the revenue from their properties. 
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By adding new dwellings and converting outbuildings landlords could pack more people on their 

existing lots. The maps also show this did not happen on every lot in this area; for example, the 

house at 633 Ash Street remained in the same configuration until it was demolished to make way 

for the realignment of River Street in 1965 (Sanborn Map Company 1912:41, 1922:41, 1949:41). 

Beginning in the 1940s and 1950s, demolishing original buildings to make way for larger, multi-

family apartment buildings added to population density in the project area. This trend continues 

into the present. The demise of the houses at 609 and 611 Ash Street are examples of this activity. 

After remaining relatively intact between 1912 and 1949, these dwellings were demolished in 1981 

to be replaced with two larger apartment buildingsð621 and 651 Ash Streetðwhich were both 

damaged by fire in the 2000s and demolished. Archaeological testing found no trace of any 

buildings on these lots as the sediments had been entirely disturbed by 2015. 

 City directories show the 600 block of Ash Street was inhabited by a mixture of working 

class individuals and families. Oral histories and other sources show that some of these dwellings 

were occupied by non-European Americans, specifically African American and Basque people. 

Documents and interviews explain the 600 block of Ash Street was historically occupied by a 

diverse population of families (Demo 2006; Madry, personal communication, 2015; Stevens, 

2015; Thomas, 2015). The Hayman family lived at 617 Ash Street for over 50 years and their 

sandstone house was the only extant building in the project area. At the other end of the block, the 

African American Ray family moved into the house at 503 Ash Street in 1983 and resided at this 

address until the building was demolished in 2006 (Demo 2006). Doris and Jackson Thomas, a 

European American family, moved next door to the Hayman family at 633 Ash Street in 1944. 

The Thomases ran a café in downtown Boise and they raised their children, who were friends with 
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other African American children, in the River Street Neighborhood until their house was 

demolished in 1964 as part of the realignment of River Street (Thomas 2015). 

 All of these mid-twentieth century families moved in to their homes after they had already 

been occupied by a number of different families. Most of the houses on this block were constructed 

at the turn-of-the-twentieth century and were decades old by the time the Haymans, Thomases, 

and Rays arrived to the neighborhood. Diversity was also characteristic of this part of the 

neighborhood since its earliest days. For example, between 1909 and 1917 Basque families 

inhabited the houses at 631 Lovers Lane, which was across an alley behind the Hayman house at 

617 Ash Street. Domingo Szabala and Manuel Aberasturi lived at 631 Lovers Lane between 1909 

and 1916. It is believed that Szabala and Aberasturi constructed Boiseôs first fronton, a concrete 

court where traditional Basque handball games were played (Alegria 1987; Demo 2006). By 1917, 

this house was owned by Marcellano and Maria Arana who operated a bakery from this location 

(Demo 2006). It is believed the Aranas integrated the fronton into their bakeryôs architecture 

(Madry, personal communication, 2015). The fronton is not depicted in Sanborn Maps from 1922 

or 1949. 

 Piecing together the material lives of the residents of this section of River Street was 

complicated because of the continual construction, demolition, and remodeling of buildings that 

took place in the past. As will be explained, sediments across the project area were created from 

decades of activities that took place on the landscape. This sequential accumulation of material 

culture is the product of past events, some of which obliterated evidence of what happened before. 

While disturbance is widespread, intact historical strata were identified in some parts of the project 

area. It is from these intact historical sedimentary lenses that archaeologists can gain an 

understanding of what life was like in the neighborhood in the past. 
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Excavation Results 

 Archaeological excavations included controlled units of varying dimensions including 40-

centimeter-diameter (16-inch-diameter) circular shovel probes, square test pits, and a rectangular 

hand trench. Shovel probes were used to collect stratigraphic information about sediments in the 

project area whereas square test pits were used to investigate sediment strata containing historical 

artifact-bearing sediments. All units were excavated using hand tools, trowels, shovels, picks, and 

sediments were screened through rocker screens with ȧ-inch hardware cloth. A total of 34 shovel 

probes, 11 test pits, and one hand trench were excavated at various locations across the project 

area (Figure 18). Artifact density was not uniform across the project area, which is depicted in 

Table 5. A total of 12,048 artifacts were recovered from all units, but 88 percent (n=10,612) of the 

assemblage was recovered from square excavation units. 

Table 5: Artifact Distribution from Controlled Excavation Units 

TEST 
PIT DIMENSION DEPTH VOLUME ARTIFACTS 

ARTIFACT 
DENSITY 

HISTORICAL 
STRATA 
DENSITY 

6 2x2 0.48 1.92 794 413.54 581.25 

7 2x2 0.54 2.16 680 314.81 669.32 

16/22 2x2 0.54 2.16 1907 882.87 1263.64 

19 2x2 0.63 2.52 714 283.33 505.88 

27 1x1 0.47 0.47 250 531.91 553.85 

40 2x2 0.49 1.96 1320 673.47 1047.41 

82 1x1 0.48 0.48 526 1095.83 1706.90 

83 1x1 0.47 0.47 542 1153.19 1462.16 

107 4x0.5 0.35 0.7 107 152.86 265.79 

118 1x1 0.58 0.58 984 1696.55 2006.25 

127 2x2 0.48 1.92 1031 536.98 591.07 

130 2x2 0.42 1.68 1086 646.43 725.93 

142 1x1 0.8 0.8 671 838.75 1069.49 

TOTAL    10612   
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Figure 18: Excavation Unit Locations, 2015 
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Excavation units demonstrated widespread disturbance with a horizon of historical artifact-

bearing sediments in some locations; however, the exact cause of these disturbed sediments is not 

known on all lots. As the project area spans nine parcels that were privately owned by different 

individuals until recently, each parcel has a unique construction, demolition, and redevelopment 

history. Historical maps illustrate change in the built environment that continues into the present. 

As a result, most of the original buildings in the project area have been demolished. On some lots 

these buildings were replaced, oftentimes more than once. Archival documents provide limited 

information as to when construction and remodel events occurred. Despite this wealth of 

information, the exact date of ground-disturbing events remains unknown for most lots. 

 Demolition of older structures is most 

likely the cause of sediment disturbance. 

As explained in Chapter 3, buildings in 

River Street were spared mass demolitions 

associated with urban renewal. Instead, 

buildings in the neighborhood have been 

developed/redeveloped in a more 

piecemeal fashion. One by one, buildings 

have been demolished and replaced with 

new structures, oftentimes multi-family 

apartment buildings (Figure 19). This 

continues into the present. The building 

demolition rate in the neighborhood has 

remained consistent since the 1940s. At Figure 19:Demolition of 1114 Lee Street in 2006 (Demo 2006) 
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least one building is lost every one to two years. This was mentioned in previous building surveys 

conducted by Osa (1981) and Stacy (1995). In her extensive building documentation on Lee and 

Ash Streets, Demo (2006) witnessed the house at 1114 Lee Street being demolished before she 

could record it for her study (see Figure 19). This dwelling is less than one block away from the 

archaeology project area and was recommended eligible for preservation by both Osa (1981) and 

Stacy (1995). In 2017, remained a vacant lot. In the time between the launch of the River Street 

Digital History website in 2014 and the publication of this dissertation, the author is aware that 

two houses were demolished at 606 and 612 S. 13th Street, which is approximately one block 

northeast of the Erma Hayman House. These lots also remained vacant in 2017. It is likely more 

homes will be demolished as the City of Boise grows and as the Cityôs urban renewal plans come 

to fruition. 

 Each of these demolition and redevelopment events impacted sediments in the project area 

to varying degrees, as seen in the shovel probe stratigraphic profile illustrated in Figure 20. 

Depending on the extent and depth of excavations, historical and natural sediments have been 

disturbed. In some places, as is the case at 609 and 611 Ash Street, engineered fill characterized 

by sand with many subrounded cobbles and gravels has been introduced, covering natural and 

possibly historical sedimentary layers. In other locations, especially in the northeastern quadrant 

of the project area, historical sediments have been disturbed down to the natural sediments, 

obliterating any intact archaeological matrix. The archaeological field methods for this project had 

to account for extensive disturbance while being flexible enough to investigate pockets of intact 

historical sediments. This was done by employing different excavation unit types and evaluating 

intact sediments with careful excavations. 
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 Shovel probes, which are documented in Appendix B, showed the uppermost sediments 

across the project area have been disturbed to varying depths. Archaeologists were able to 

penetrate through the disturbed sediments until reaching natural sediments. The term ñdisturbedò 

means sediments that have been displaced in the last 50 years. ñNaturalò sediments are 

characterized by yellowish brown fluvial sands, silts, and clays that are indicative of terrain 

conditions prior to the construction of an urban landscape in this location. In most locations, these 

natural sediments contained laminated lenses or pockets of brown silt that alternated with the 

yellowish brown sand. The depth of these natural sediments in relation to the ground surface varied 

because historical construction, demolition, filling for architectural purposes, and other deposition 

processes affected the ground surface to varying degrees and did not uniformly impact the ground 

surface across the project area. Figure 20 illustrates the general distribution of sedimentary layers 

across the project area from north to south, showing that these layers are not 

 

Figure 20: Shovel probe stratigraphy along east edge of project area. 
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congruous or contiguous across the site. Even in locations where historical artifact-bearing matrix 

was identified, a significant amount of modern disturbance has impacted the upper 15 to 20 

centimeters (6 to 8 inches) of sediment. 

 Controlled excavation units, called test pits, were positioned in locations where intact, 

historical artifact-bearing sediments were identified. These ñhistoricalò sediments were 

characterized by a dark brown silty or sandy loam containing artifacts made prior to the 1960s and, 

oftentimes, contained evidence of burning like coal, charcoal, or slag and cinder fragments. In 

general, the historical stratum was encountered below disturbed matrix and above natural fluvial 

sediments. Like sediments, historical artifacts were not uniformly encountered across the project 

area. Table 5 shows the quantity and density of artifacts in the 13 test pits. 

Historical artifacts were generally encountered between 10 and 50 centimeters below the 

ground surface (cmbs). This is illustrated in Appendix C. Intact historical sediments were only 

identified in a small lens in most test pits between 20 and 60 cm thick. This made test pits with a 

smaller volume had a higher artifact density because the historical sedimentary strata were a 

greater percentage of the test pitôs volume. Appendix C also illustrates how several of the larger 

two-by-twoïmeter test pits yielded a greater number of artifacts and, even when controlling for 

the volume of the historical strata, smaller one-by-oneïmeter pits had a higher artifact density. 

This discrepancy had three main causes: 1) smaller, one-by-one-meter test pits were usually placed 

in locations where shovel probes had already confirmed the presence of intact historical strata; 2) 

larger two-by-two-meter test pits were designed to capture a greater number of artifacts and/or 

explore subsurface archaeological features; therefore, they had a greater volume-to-artifact ratio, 

and; 3) the historical strata represent discrete discard events that did not happen uniformly across 

the project area (i.e., some households deposited more items than others and distribution activities 
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on each parcel changed throughout time). Basically, discard in the past did not take place at the 

same rate or in the same part of the houseôs yard between the 1890s and 1960s. 

Controlled excavation 

units provided insight into the 

distribution and integrity of 

sediments across the project area. 

Aside from an upper horizon of 

disturbed matrix about 20 cm 

thick, the lower sedimentary 

levels at 617 and 633 Ash Street as 

well as portions of 631 Lovers 

Lane contained intact, historical 

sediments (Figures 21 and 22). 

Only a small pocket of intact, 

historical sediments was identified 

at the rear of 509 Ash Street. 

Sediments were disturbed down to 

sterile, natural fluvial sediments 

across the remainder of the project 

area. 

Controlled excavation units encountered both artifacts and archaeological features. Except 

for the fronton which was found at 631 Loverôs Lane, all features were identified at 617 and 633 

Figure 22: North Wall profile of TP 83 at 633 Ash Street, view north. Note the 
clearly visible lens of historical sediments characterized by dark brown sandy silt 
positioned between sterile sediments and modern disturbance (2015) 

Figure 21: West wall profile of TP 40 at 617 Ash Street, view west. Note the 
thick coal oven clean-out in the left side of the photo (2015) 
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Ash Street. A more detailed description of the sedimentary, artefactual, and feature summary for 

the various test pits excavated in the 2015 field season can be found in Appendix C. 

Artifact Summary  

 A total of 12,048 artifacts were recovered from all excavation units, shovel probes, and one 

hand trench. These items are summarized in Table 6. Metal artifacts, which were primarily nails 

and miscellaneous metal fragments, comprised the largest percentage of the assemblage (n=5,093; 

42.3 percent). Glass fragments (n=4,214; 35.8 percent) including bottle, window, and 

miscellaneous vessel glass was the second most prominent artifact material type. Most of the 

remaining 21.9 percent of artifacts was comprised of ceramic fragments from tablewares and 

decorative items (n=937; 7.8 percent), and organic items like marine shell, faunal bone, and fruit 

pits (n=1,365; 11.3 percent). The remaining 2.8 percent of artifacts was plastic (n=215; 1.8 

percent), rubber (n=68; 0.6 percent) and leather (n=22; 0.18 percent) fragments. Five prehistoric 

lithic artifacts were also recovered. These included one chert secondary flake, a piece of chert 

shatter, a basalt secondary flake, one obsidian secondary flake, and one piece of obsidian shatter. 

Very few artifacts could be accurately dated based on manufacturing marks. Those that 

could are listed in Table 7. Approximate dates could be gleaned from the assemblage from some 

artifacts like glass that had specific manufacturing techniques and utilized different materials 

throughout time. While most metal artifacts were non-diagnostic, bottle glass includes items made 

with manufacturing processes that were common during the early twentieth century. During the 

late nineteenth century, bottle manufacturing in the United States made the switch from hand-

manufacture to fully automated manufacturing processes. By 1881, the first semi-automatic bottle 

machines were patented in the United States. Semi-automatic bottle machines were capable of 

making the base, body, and neck of the vessel automatically but the finish and lip were still tooled  
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Table 6: Artifact Summary 

ARTIFACT MATERIAL N= % ARTIFACT MATERIAL N= % ARTIFACT MATERIAL N= % 

CERAMIC   LITHICS   OTHER   

Clothing closure 1  Debitage 5  Clothing closure 1  

Earthenwares 767  LITHICS Total 5 0.04 Fabric 2  

Lighting 8  METAL   Other 21  

Other 4  Ammunition 8  Tool 1  

Porcelain 145  Bottle Closure 51  OTHER Total 25 0.21 

Stoneware 6  Can 62  PLASTIC   

Toy 5  Clothing closure 50  Bottle Closure 2  

CERAMIC Total 936 7.77 Hardware 1002  Clothing closure 7  

GLASS   Jewelry 4  Clothing 1  

Decorative 31  Lighting 1  Miscellaneous 2  

Machine-made bottle 147  Miscellaneous 1444  Other 18  

Bead 1  Nail 2069  Tool 1  

Clothing closure 1  Other 47  Toy 162  

Flatware 543  Tool 11  Unknown 22  

Canning Jar 69  Toy 4  PLASTIC Total 215 1.78 

Canning Jar Lid 46  Unknown  340  RUBBER   

Lighting 186  METAL Total 5093 42.27 Other 66  

Other 13  ORGANIC   Toy 2  

Semi-Automatic Bottle 15  Marine Shell 43  RUB Total 68 0.56 

Toy 16  Button 9  UNKNOWN   

Unknown Bottle 2513  Clothing closure 5  Unknown 5  

Unknown 505  Faunal 1124  UNKNOWN Total 5 0.04 

Unknown Vessel 228  Floral 174  Grand Total 12048 99.98 

GLASS Total 4314 35.8 Other 9  

LEATHER   Unknown 1  

Other 22  ORGANIC Total 1365 11.33 

LEATHER Total 22 0.18 
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Table 7: Makers Marks Summary 

PD ART. 
NO. 

UNIT LEVEL MARK MANUFCTURER LOCATION DATE REFERENCE 

30 268 TP-
16/22 

3 KERR GLASS MFG 
CORP/ SAND 
SPRINGS OK/ 11 

Kerr Glass 
Manufacturing 
Company 

Sand Springs, 
Oklahoma 

1915--Present Toulouse 
1972:42; 
Toulouse 
1977:307--308 

30 284 TP-
16/22 

3 ²w! /hΦκΦонΧ² Winchester 
Repeating Arms 
Company 

New Haven, 
Connecticut 

1866--Present White and 
Munhall 1963:26-
-27 

35 317 TP-16 4 Χ[!¦DI[LbκΧ.[L/Ϧ 
FiestaWare 

Homer Laughlin 
FiestaWare 

Homer Laughlin 
China Company 

1936--1973 Lehner 1989:246 

35 369 TP-16 4  ... T&K. Knowles, Taylor, 
Knowles 

East Liverpool, 
Ohio 

1919--1926+ Lehner 1989:238 

44 523 TP-40 2 "DWM/K/K" 
cartridge, 
centerfire 0.39 
in/9.9 mm 

Deutsche Waffen-
und 
Munitionsfabriken 
Aktien-
Gesellschaft 

Baden and Berlin, 
Germany 

1896--1922 Barnes 2006:601 

44 534 TP-40 2 "CLOROX" plastic 
cap 

Clorox Company, 
Inc. 

United States 1940--1960 The Clorox 
Company 2017 

71 726 SP-9 
 

"SHIRLEY 
PRESIDENT" 
suspenders clasp 

Shirley, 
Massachusetts 

c. 1902--1915+ Collier's 1909:27; 
Dry Goods 
Reporter 1915: 

 

94 906 TP-83 2 centerfire 
"W.R.A.Co/38 S&W 
SPL" 

Winchester 
Repeating Arms 
Company 

New Haven, 
Connecticut 

1902--Present Barnes 2006:298 

88 966 TP-82 2 Mason jar lid liner; 
"GENUINE BOYD 
CAP/ FOR MASON 
JARS" 

   
Toulouse 1977 
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PD ART. 
NO. 

UNIT LEVEL MARK MANUFCTURER LOCATION DATE REFERENCE 

85 1005 TP-82 1 1910 Lincoln wheat 
penny 

United States Various locations 1909--1942 Yeoman 
2005:113--114 

85 1006 TP-82 1 1909 Liberty Head 
dime 

United States Various locations 1892--1916 Yeoman 
2005:147--149 

87 1046 SP-13 
 

Suspender clasp; 
"CROWN MAKE [in 
cursive]/ PAT JUNE 
7, 1881" 

    

77 1055 SP-12 
 

rimfire; .22 regular 
"U" 

Union Metallic 
Cartridge 
Company 

Bridgeport, 
Connecticut 

1857--Present Barnes 2006:467; 
Goodman 1998 
n.d. 

128 1165 TP-127 1 "CAP23/GENUINE 
PORCELAIN LINED" 
nearly complete 

    

131 1237 TP-130 1 T.S.&T./Lu-Ray 
Pastels, U.S.A.  

Taylor, Smith, and 
Taylor Company 

Chester, W. 
Virginia 

1938--1950s Lehner 1988:461-
-462 

134 1305 TP-127 3 rim-fire, .22 short; 
"H" 

Winchester 
Repeating Arms 
Company 

New Haven, 
Connecticut 

1857--Present Barnes 2006:467 

135 1355 TP-130 2 AMB; Owens-
Illinois "20/O-I-in-
Diamond/3 [on 
bottom]/5 [on 
right]" 

Owens-Illinois 
Glass Company 

Streator, Illinois 1933 Lockhart 2004:27 

140 1443 TP-127 5 Homer Laughlin Homer Laughlin 
Company 

East Liverpool, 
Ohio 

c.1900 Lehner 1989:247 

146 1452 TP-127 6 Homer Laughlin Homer Laughlin 
Company 

East Liverpool, 
Ohio 

c.1900 Lehner 1989:247 
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PD ART. 
NO. 

UNIT LEVEL MARK MANUFCTURER LOCATION DATE REFERENCE 

149 1518 TP-142 3 KERR GLASS MFG 
CO./CHICAGO IL 

Kerr Glass 
Manufacturing 
Company 

Chicago, Illinois 1909--1912 Toulouse 
1972:307 

154 1569 TP-142 5 bottle base, 
"DURAGLAS" 
cursive;  

Owens-Illinois 
Company 

United States 1940+ Toulouse 
1972:403 

160 1635 SP-31 
 

CORELLE/BY 
CORNING 

Corning Glass 
Works 

United States 1970s Corning Museum 
of Glass 2017  

158 1647 TP-127 clean-up Owens Illinois mark 
"O-I-in-diamond" 
mark "4441-G/3" 
below 

Owens-Illinois 
Company 

United States 1930s+ Toulouse 
1972:403 
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by hand. The first fully automatic bottle machine was developed in 1903 and these machines 

dominated the market by the 1920s (Jones and Sullivan 1989:38ï39). At River Street, a few 

fragments from semi-automatic machine-made bottles were identified alongside a greater number 

of fully automatic machine-made bottles. 

Decoloring additives in glass were also important for providing approximate dates to 

archaeological strata, particularly sun-colored amethyst glass fragments (n=212). Beginning in 

1865, manganese was an economic substance added to glass flux to help make it colorless. In the 

United States, this additive reached its peak production between 1880 and 1920s. By the 1920s, 

selenium had replaced manganese as a major glass decolorant. Manganese is an important dating 

tool because, when exposed to sunlight for an extended period of time, glass containing manganese 

will turn various shades of purple or amethyst (Lockhart 2006). Solarized glass that has turned 

amethyst indicates the surrounding sediments were most likely deposited between the 1880s and 

1920s, which was the earliest period of occupation at River Street. 

 Very few datable makerôs marks were identified on artifacts in this assemblage. This is 

likely because glass and ceramic artifacts have been broken into many pieces and were recovered 

from non-stratified archaeological contexts. Nevertheless, the few marks identified are associated 

with large, nationally distributed products that were widely available in the United States. These 

marks are summarized in Table 8. Artifacts with manufacturing marks include a range of items 

from tableware vessels to bottles to ammunition. Nearly all of these items were made in the United 

States. It is through these mass-produced products and locally obtained food items that 

archaeologists can get a glimpse of what everyday life was like for River Street residents. In 

conjunction with stratigraphic data and oral histories, these items can be used to address the 

research domains that can be extrapolated to investigate aspects of race, racialization, 
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stigmatization, and craft a narrative of the River Street Neighborhood as a region of refuge for its 

historical residents.
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Chapter 7: Unpacking the Research Domains 

Despite decades of construction, demolition, and reconstruction on the 600 block of Ash 

Street, intact sedimentary strata containing material culture were identified and have been used to 

address a series of research domains crafted specifically for this project. The things people 

purchase, make and use in their everyday lives provide insight into their personal identity, group 

affiliation, and socioeconomic status. Because things are imbued with meaning, these discarded 

items can be considered a reflection of who River Street residents were and who they wanted others 

to think they were. 

Addressing the Research Domains 

 The archaeological data collected from excavation units summarized in Chapter 6 can be 

used to address the research domains posited in Chapter 5. When combined with oral history 

interviews, a rich investigation of life in this changing human landscape can be crafted. The 

following sections summarize how archaeology provides information on what life was like for 

River Street residents on the 600 block of Ash Street and Lovers Lane during the first half of the 

twentieth century. 

Site Formation and Stratigraphy 

 Excavations demonstrated that historical strata were created through the slow accumulation 

of organic and inorganic particles on a relatively stable ground surface over decades of time. 

Excavations did not encounter stratified archaeological features like refuse piles, privies, or burn 

piles, but intact sedimentary layers containing historical artifacts were identified. The historical 

strata in this project area are indicative of the space between buildings, also known as a yard. Yards 

have been recognized as important activity areas by archaeologists, especially those studying 
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African Americans in the Western Hemisphere. As Heath and Bennett explain (2000:38), the yard 

is a bounded, sometimes enclosed, area of land that immediately surrounds a dwelling and is 

considered an extension of that dwelling. It is the site of domestic activities; the care and 

maintenance of domesticated animals and plants; a recreation area; and a source of aesthetic 

enjoyment. In River Street, residents raised gardens, tended chickens, and recreated in their yards. 

The yard was also a play area for children (Madry 2014; Terrell, III 2014). Yards were important 

spaces for neighborhood residents because they were an outdoor extension of domestic habitus 

and, thus, contributed to household identity, self-sufficiency, and home economics. 

Artifacts recovered from intact sediments reflect domestic activities and limited disposal 

activities that took place in yards. Materials deposited here took place through happenstance and 

were impacted by activities that took place after their original deposition. Most glass, ceramic, and 

metal artifacts have been broken into pieces smaller than two centimeters in diameter. While over 

12,000 artifacts were collected, not a single complete vessel was recovered from the project area. 

This most likely happened because the various broken bottles, tableware vessels, and metal objects 

discarded in the yard areas were trampled for years after their deposition. Neighborhood residents 

had other reasons not to discard objects in their yards. Most inorganic refuse from River Street 

was discarded through the cityôs trash collection service. African Americans, immigrants, and poor 

whites were likely to discard their refuse through the trash collection system because sanitation 

violations targeted members of these groups during the twentieth century (Valentine 2016). 

Additionally, unkempt yards were a primary complaint of non-neighborhood residents who sought 

to characterize River Street as a blighted area. Non-white property owners had incentives to keep 

their yards clean to not add to the identity of their homes as negative places. 



Chapter 7: Unpacking Research Domains 

192 
 

The combination of artifacts and sedimentary data demonstrate the project area is an active 

landscape containing echoes of past activities. Despite widespread disturbance, pockets of intact 

sediments contained items discarded in yard areas. Historical strata are a palimpsest of activities 

conducted by households over decades. Because intact, stratified features were not identified, it is 

nearly impossible to connect artifacts, strata, or activities to a single household or time period. 

Material culture collected in most units explains what life was like for the average resident rather 

than a specific family. 

Social and Economic Identities 

City directories and oral histories indicate that River Street residents were solidly working 

class. Most of the professions noted in the directories, which can be found in Appendix A, are jobs 

in the service industry or labor-related positions. In the United States, class differentiations are 

difficult to separate from other social identifiers because aspects of class, economic status, and 

social statusesðcategories like racial and ethnic affiliationðare intrinsically enmeshed (Walker 

2008:117). Since the countryôs conception, American colonists and citizens have sought to dispel 

hardened class divisions like those that existed in Europe (Isenberg 2016). 

During the twentieth century, most Americans sought to classify themselves as members 

of the middle-class. Middle-class affiliation can be postulated from certain classes of artifacts. 

Based on the value and frequency of ceramic fragments and decorative bric-a-brac, residents at 

this site appear to have been members of the middle-class. Categorization of the middle-class is 

difficult, but estimates from the early twentieth-century suggest that between 20 and 40 percent of 

United States households earned enough money to be in this socioeconomic group (Cowan 1983). 

This suggests that a moderate level of financial stability and success was an important determinate 
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of middle-class citizenship, which is often reflected in the material culture purchased by 

households. 

Souvenirs and bric-a-brac refer to decorative materials that do not fulfill a functional 

purpose except to display the desired knowledge, personalities, and characteristics of the owner. 

In this sense, this artifact has a high esteem value. Displaying these items became popular during 

the 1850s and continued into the twentieth-century, presenting materials associated with social 

status (or desired social status) that had little to do with the cost of these objects (Mullins 

1999a:159). By the twentieth century, these mass-produced items were generic and affordable but 

were still important household markers that had the potential do display worldliness, 

sophistication, and adherence to social mores. According to archaeologist Paul Mullins: 

ñIn any context, bric-a-bracôs symbolism was a situationally distinct fusion 

reflecting who its consumers consciously understood themselves to be, their 

objective position in social and class structure, and who they wished to be. 

Symbolically, bric-a-brac was a daydreaming commodity form which consumers 

mused over, idealizing who they were by dreaming about who they and their society 

could beò (1999a:164). 

For African Americans, bric-a-brac was more than simply commodifying an ideal lifestyle 

or membership in a social group. Decorative display items not only confirmed citizenship and 

affiliation with American social groups like class and nationality, but they also played a role in a 

consumer politics that reaffirmed the existence of African Americans as a people in their own 

rightïdistinctive from the overarching ñAmericannessò that was idealized as a prerequisite for 

belonging to middle-class America (Mullins 1999a, 2017). At River Street, small fragments of 

painted ceramic vessels, porcelain figurines, Asian porcelain vessels, and colored press-molded 
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glass items were household furniture. These stylish items reflected household aesthetics; items that 

improved the interior ambiance. But, they were also conspicuous consumption displays that 

explained the social and financial status of household occupants to neighbors and visitors. These 

items were supposed to be seen by household visitors and were intended to demonstrate the 

residentsô commitment to American consumer culture, class affiliation, and middle-class mores 

(Mullins 2017). 

Financial stability for working-class Americans was the ideal that was supposed to firmly 

place them among the ranks of the middle-class, although this was difficult for a laborer, clerk, or 

railroad worker to achieve. By the twentieth century, working-class Americans could obtain 

material culture associated with the middle class because distribution and manufacturing networks 

allowed formerly exotic items to be readily available to a greater number of people at cheaper 

prices (Cowan 1983; Riordan and Adams 1985). One example from River Street is the diversity 

of Asian porcelain tableware vessel fragments recovered from several different excavation units 

across the project area. A total of 145 porcelain artifacts were recovered from the project area, 140 

of which were from decorative figurines, bisque dolls, or tableware vessels. Decorative porcelain 

fragments were obtained from all 14 of the test pits and six of the shovel probes, which suggests 

most households had at least some porcelain items. The majority of these artifacts (n=137) were 

recovered from units excavated at 617 Ash Street, but units at 633 Ash (n=23) and 511 Ash (n=13) 

also had porcelain fragments from several different porcelain tableware vessels. Within these units, 

most porcelain tableware items come from stratigraphic Levels 2, 3 or below that depth, strata that 

are associated with intact historical sediments that contain artifacts primarily made between the 

1920s and 1950s. 
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Decorative porcelain vessels and bric-a-brac were part of a concerted campaign for 

neighborhood residents to assert their household socioeconomic identity. Archival documents and 

oral histories describe how River Street residents were hard-working and frugal; however, 

materially, these individuals wished to use decorative household items to demonstrate they were 

members of a commodified society. For African American residents, the messages conveyed 

through material culture also fought dominant social memes of White supremacy and Black 

inferiority. Conspicuous consumption is designed to be experienced by those among the social 

groups that know you most intimately, so Black displays were not designed to convince racist 

Whites to relinquish their derogatory views of black people. Instead, these items were an attempt 

to reaffirm their social status to other Blacks and other neighbors (Mullins 2017). In River Street, 

this included European American neighbors. 

Material culture was not entirely about conveying messages about status. The objects that 

fill our homes are also functional and serve everyday needs. Generally, the ceramics incorporated 

into the historical households in the 

project area are the result of the 

purchase of nationally distributed 

stylish products (Figure 23). The 

presence of undecorated items 

suggests a balanced approach to 

tableware usage. Plain, undecorated 

vessels were probably used on a 

daily basis with more expensive 

vessels reserved for special 
Figure 23: Undecorated ironstone bowl recovered from 633 Ash Street 






































































































































































































































































































