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Abstract
The Near NortlSide neighborhood of North Omaha has faced nuamoil during its
one hundred and sixtyears of existence. A once thriving and culturally significant
community has been reducésl an area plagued with violence, poverty, and substandard
housing. Through years of racial oppression and quarantieaking with the proposal
and construction oftheict y 6 s North Freeway, the small C
helpless shadow of itsimer seff. In the last two decades, the t y 6 s Delkiogment
Board, along with few city officials and wilg members of the community, have
attempted to correct the nisps and injustices of the pashefe partnerships have aided
in increasedmaintenance of old parks, proposed creatomeiv greenspaceshe
construction ofipscale single family housinm place of dilapidated multifamily and
cramped housingandcreated aevampedfront for the historical business district along
24" and Lake Seetsin hope of revitalizing the community and restoring the faith and
trust of community members towardiy officials. This extendingof the olive branch
may have come far too lat€he North Feeway not only cuthrough the heart of this
predominantl Black community, suffocating its business districtbut it also continues to
leave horrible byproducts likpollution, and increased rates pbverty and crime This
study will look at the evolution of the Near Nofilue, its problematic relationship with
the North Freeway, and avutlook onits futuregi ve n O ma htera sowapds e s e n't

being more ofa pedestriarand communityfriendly city.
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DISCLAIMER

| am a first generation Omah@tive. My mé&ernal grandparents moved from the
small town of Mexico, Missourito Omahain the early tomid-1950s they were twenty
eight and twengnine years old They were gart of thesecondGreat Migration
movementwhich followed the Great Depressiprduring the yeard940197Q My
grandfather worked at one of tiamahameatpackingplants before switchingto work for
the Hertz Company. My grandmother was a member oftmeeva 6 s wor k right s
movement and worked for Omaha Publc SithoMy parents moved to Omaha during
their late teens, both moving here under @iffér circumgances. My rather was sixteen
when shemoved to Omaha from Missoutdo be with her parents and sibih@fter the
death of heaunt. She attended Technical Hi§ohool. Tech high,one of the
predominantly African American high schools at that tilsetodaythe headquarters for
Omaha Public Schooldy father, as a teenagewould travel p herefrom Oklahomain
the summer to work withnis brotherat the meatpadakg plant. Atter my father served
overseadn the military, he relocatedotOmaha permanently teelp take care of his
mother ancenroled atOmaha University, now University of NebraskEOmaha He
earneda degree in Elementary Educatiamd worked for @aha Public School during
the 1970s Both of my parents moved to Omaha in the late 1960s after much of the cwil
rights and rioting periods in the city had run their coursethaytwere stil able to recall
the continued racidkensions andcts of prejudice amontpe different racial groups in

the area
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When | asked my parents about their experiences lving in Omaha, they recalled
lots of great timesMy father had greatly enjoyed beimgcoachor youth league midget
football, basketballard baseball teasnin the areaThey would talk aboutenuesand
parks where they would take my brothemsstaurants and ice cream shops that they
would frequent and time spent hanging out with familgut with these lighter stories
therewas also a sense fofistraton My p a r espokedadpastinstances of police
harassmentboth experienced and withessddy father also talkked about having
experienced workplacdiscrimination as a teacher for Omaha Publc Schautsl
experience with housing restrictios. My parentstalked about theiexperience with a
realtor who attempted talter andcancel the planand loanfor a house that they were
having built, under the guise that the house my parents were buiding was too large for
what they neededThis specific instanceoccurredin 1988, twenty-one years afteithe
FederalFair Housing Act was pennegthd over 40 years after redlning was ruled ilegal
in NebraskaThe Fair Housing Act of 1967 was enacted to thedpracticeof redlining
and discriminationagainst minorities in the citydeeming those practicdlegal (Yinger,
p.881) My parent ds fr ust s iathe citynwere alsegoupied witth c e r e | a
how they raised my brothers ang at home.As African-American parentsraising four
chidren in a city thatwas, ands, overtly racistthe chalenges weneever ending On top
of socety already treatindBlacks as second class citizens, there was the test of raising
intelligent, talentd, and independent chidren a city where its historydid not represent

or respect them.

As insignificant as these story details may have seemed to my paif@smmeant a

lot to me. They helped me understand where | come from. They help me realize how far
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my family has come. They have also helped me recognize a growing problem with
African American history, preservation. | remember learning in school the pdsaca
oral traditions and the significance in preservatifrihese stories. Thstores are a vital
part of culture. They provide us wifamily identity, personal identity, and setspect
If not passed down, this histodies with our elderfamily members. An entire cultural
history of a family and even a racebmmunity, erased with the death of an eldera

tough thing to grasp.

I did grow up in North Omaha, but | did not grow up in the historic Near North
Side neighborhood! grew up in a comfdgable, middleclass family outside of the city
imits of Omaha, just to the north. | am aware that to most of my neighbors | am an
oddity compared to others thslhare my skin coloin the city. Certainly, |1 grew up in a
different neighborhood than what svexpected for a Black family and have virtually
defied every statistic and racial stereotype that has been thrown at me. | did not grow up
around violence, gangs, or drugs. My parents are married aofdnall brothers and |
have completed igh school. Myfather oldest other, and | have all completed college,

with me being the first in my immediate famitp complete my Masters

| have a lot to be proud of, and yet at the same time therbitio&iutility that
hits when ondeds that thai achievements are the very things thathirt create a barrier
between themselves and the rest of thakural community. As an African American,
and as a Black childye aretaught thatour achievementsarenot simply our own, but
that it benefitsevenpne else thatve shareraceor culture with. To be one African
American woman who goes on to pursue a professional degree is to hopefully afispire

African American femalesand males to do the same, but sometimes this cultural
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responsibility can be a bden. Accommodating theultural expectations ajenerations

before me while also being expected to balance the cuhelitnge of my own life

contribute to the betterment of lives of other individualg race and magically resolving

the worlds racerelations problems is an impossible jéts African Americans ware

groomed to be superhuman in a world that does not even recognize us as human. To be
Black and reside in a place that has already designated a role for you, decades before you
were bornis an impossible and hopeless barrier to confront. Unfortunately it is a role

that African Americas and White Americans both are at fault doripting.

For twentynine years | have grown up in a city where | did not feel represented,
not simply as amafuent African American, but as an African American Omahan.
Because | am a first generation Omahan, my family history here was pretty much a dead
end. Bits ad pieces would change in stories, person to person, until it was impossible to
determine whichrace to folow. To top t off, family history is not something openly
talked about in my family. Why should history only be told when prompted, why not see
the importance of openly discussing it? This is especially pertinent when we can see that
cultural hstory is currently an area that is lackimg the education system, yet it is a
crucial part ofunderstanding ones ciil and human rights. In thinking back to my
elementary through high school experiences, nothing about the local Omaha history that
was taight to me mentioned the contributions and achievements of African Americans.
Beyond famous athletes and musiciartbere were no notable individuals brought up in
my history or social studies classes that where specific to the Omaha area. Even in topics

covering Malcom X, my teachers would not referhim as being an Omaha natiead
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did not thoroughly discuss his ddaround or historical involve merdue to his

associatin with the Black Nationalist movement.

Night after night | have sat and watched the news media cover instances of
criminal activity, rampant gang violence, and povextgong one of the predominantly
Black communities in the city of Omaha, and utimately everywhere el ibnited
States. lwas, and has been for a long time, a stereotype that North Omaha is a violent
gang infested and drug ridden part of the city. | attribbite tb the fact that themajority
of the Back commuity of Omahal i ve s i bandithatthe nhetlia s€emingly is
able to fulfill these harbored stereotypes and use them as representatio ngusifthet
North Omaha communityout, subsequely, t he cit yés Abmmurityaas Amer i
well. Only after my junior year in high school and into my years as a colledenstdid
I find a sense of cultural significance and identity within @ben But this did not come
easy. Wile majority history is being taught openly in schooisnority history is not. As
an African American wanting to know the truth about her culture itarlocal history |
had to take it upon myself to find the informatio@ompared to the traditonal White
European standard of history that is being taught, historical accounts of African
American significance in the city was much more difficult to.fiddter spending
essentially my entire life being told what to think, as an adult it was my turn to seek out

the truth for myself.

The city d Omaha has a strange mentalitvlidred Brown, the founder of the
Omaha Staralso referred to the citgs beinga fbackwards place (Forss, 2013)l used
to be confused when my Mom and Dad would say thiseoHaving moved here in the

late 1968 from Missouri and Oklahoma, they have grown to be more aware of the closet
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manner in which @aha handles itseff. On my way home from campus | would notice
how beautiful houses and buidings that likely were historical, were quickly reduced to
rubble. The next year in its place would be a glass corporate buiding detracting from the
nearby old bok mansions andbuidings that had been buit over 150 years, ageen

Omaha had just become a ciyome few years kat, the entire block would be leveled

for the sake of making it into a greenspac€bat always has disturbed me, the fact that

the dty seems to pride itabilty to attractoutof-state travelers and corporations over
preservingthings of significanthistorical imporance to its own citizens. Howevyeatfter

doing research for this paper, | can clearly see why and when the city #tsrteabit of

erasing its past.

i Vit, There are Black People in Nebrask& o

| cannot even begin to count the number of times that | have heard someone make
this remark, or lkewise look at me in disbelief when | tell them that | am from Omaha.
A Um, actualg there are quie a f eAwif Adridan Arsericans cease to exist
outside of the Southeastern United States? | typically shrug ¢asidering that | most
frequently hear this from classmates that originate from Northern coastal stat@s or f
individuals | happen to converse with during my travels. In their minds, Nebraska is
considered to be a state full of countrynipkins that ride horses and thitlkey are
cowboys, while also being staunch agriculturalists obsessed withandrfootbdl | can
rememberthat one of my professs mentionedhaving this same ideahen she moved
here from New York. Be admitted that it was someathof a culture shock to see so

many peopleof color here.
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Omaha,Nebraskais the home for acletanaj or ity of the Stateo:
Americans. A whopping 69% of African Americans residing in Nebraska live here in
Omaha, with 13% residing in Lincoln, our capitol cignd18% lving within rural areas
and smaller cities scatest across the rest of thate (U.S. Department of Commerce,
2009) However, desptte thiact that most African American Nebraskans liveOimaha,
we only nake up a mere 13.7% of the ciypd only 4.5% of the stat€U.S. Department
of Commerce, 2009)n comparison with other states, we are one of the lower ranking
states in terms of percentage of African American residents. (i@ sthtes, Nebraska
ranks 32%or number of Afican American residen(€ensus Scope, 2008)ith that
understanding, | guess | could see why someone would find it odd when | respond to

them five s | I am from Omaha, Nebraska. 0

Even though | am amused by how often | have these encounters, | cannot help but
translde theminto the lived suppressiotihat African Americans in Omaha experience
every day. Not just in terms of contributions, but as a whole, the Black population of
Omaha is often overlooked in terms of cont:
history. It would be nonsense to thirtkat whie Omaha developed and matured, its
African American population eased to do anything but exist, but outside of the civil
rights movements here, nothing in the history of our culture says othehniseas if we
are pemanently stuck in an era of fighting for civil rights and we cannot esttep
spiraling loop.But what have we been doing the last 50 ye@raPpositive history is
often erased with images of looting and riotihg and replaced with fears exacerbated by
biased media coverage of violent crimes and ilicit drug activities that conveniently only

occur in the fABlack Saturatedo parts of to
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ignored in favor of institutionalized racism, inapprof@iastereotypes, andasiis quo

White supremacyGraham, p. 23)

Omah® s Af r i ¢ acomménite has madenmany strides and faced many
hardships to get to where it has today. Athough our achieveme ntdtesre
overshadowed by the colof our skin and the assoaiat of an entre racial group with
seemingly deteriorating square mile of nei
less talkked about history. We go day in and day out unaware of our own personal
histories, we let imortant accomplishments die with our elders because weabeidy
to ask and they are too jaded to inform \W& are complacent with the negative
representation of African Americans and their neighborhodds.only seem to seek the
truth on@ t is too &te. Knowledgenot onyofone és cul t ur al history,
history is a valuable asset to haidy generation and those that have followed have only
seen one side of the North Omaha and Near Ngigtlh community. Unfortunately, our
inability to comprehend the lively, empowering, and meaningful history of thesses
and the people who residieereis furthered by our complacency, miseducation, and the
current status of the ar€Boo often we are taughhat one standard way of thinking is the
right way; we are taught history from one perspective, and more than tkeat from

the viewpoint relating to our own
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I.  INTRODUCTION

North Omahads reputation randosnvideace,n pl ast e

gang activity, rundown housing, aatbandoned businesses. Because of this imagery,
North Omaha and its residents hasgsentially becomeecognized as the problem child
of the city Year afte yearwe havewatcted our city expand farther and farther away
from its center, engulfingall townsin its path, whie theesidentially occupiedenter of
our city seemingly falls apart is a senseless annexation of land considering that our city
is seemingly financially incapable, or unwiling, tproperly maintain théblightedd
neighborhoods ialready possesse®@.ur metropolitan area haseen a recent increase of
new building constructionchuck full offad-themed hipster barsswanky art studiosand
overly expensive loft homes thabre appropriately belong on WASPbeach fronts or
in large @wntown areas lke New York. Bldok a few blocks north, jusiutside of this
beautiful, and somewhat flashy, downtown aaed it is instant night and dalfference.

Better yet,you could say that it is almost daBk and White difference.

The face obur beautiful city stand$owering above the interstate, not only to lure
oneinto its temptations, but to also distrabemfrom its blemished past. It israad that
takesondni gh above t he byadssing decaded of ogpressirardr et s
violence that has managed to e¢w@ under the radar. Though amay read this and
think that it is a sily timg to assume that amterstate and freeway system could
utimately have any sort detrimental of effect on an ertioenmunity, be it aacial
community or not | would have taurge you to reconsidelVhile it may be easier to
place the responsibility back on a community for its own hardships, one must admit that

certain actions and circumstances of history have proved sigtificant in thecreation
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of current socieenvironmentalinjustices in cultural and racial minority groupghose

very roads thatommuters frequent eveday allow a distraction, an excuse, ignore the

deteriorating conditons ain entire communityThe North Freewagssentiall serves a

purposein diverting peopleaway from thec i t y 6 $&ruth hAs a cityh as a nation, we are
continually ignoring the incidences of cul 1
involve us. Whether we like it or nahis makes ugust as guity for alowing and

enabling whole minority communities b subjected to undesirable environmental

conditions, to lose their communityviability, and ultimatelyto overlook their history,

Though the NorttFreewaycurrently servesasa major vein for tr&€ to quickly
traverse the congested streets of the inner city, it also sereesagsofisolating the
predominantly minority communities within the Near Ndgide andthe undesirable
industral leftovers in the eastern hookthe city away from the rest of the citly. also
has created a racial, economand class barrier betweathers within its cultural
community and city Ultimately, the wall is permanent and wil not be going anywhere
any time soon. As thdecades have psexd we have been able teseith the help of
cultural perspective and historthat the North Freewalgas a causativerelationship with

the areabringing both positive and negative occurrences to the area.

While the inttial argumest for the North Freeway werdor alleviation of traffic
given incrased trafic and city expansiomxpediting the transferof ivestock to the
stockyards;and increased emergency routes for miitang took this for granted and
overlooked the detrimental effects thatvould have not just on the businesses in the
surrounding community, but also the health concerns, increased crime rates due to urban

isolation, and the overall viability of the housing and propemarkets in the nearby
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areasBecause of this, | feel tha is important to knowthe causativerelationship that
roadways have on urban culture, more fipally, the large role that the North Freeway
has played in reshaping the Near Nd@itle here in Omaha, Nebraska.dteasy for one
to place complete blame oesidentswithin a community for their hardship3he
oppressecdommunity does sharsome degree of the responsibilifyr its aurrent state,
but they shouldnot be blame for conditions where thego not have angontrol.
Comnunities and planners alke should take the time to become amae=of just how
much roadways, their placemertnd the hidden ptiés behind them can affecesidents

in the years to come.

The Near North Be and its African American cenmunity havefaced much
turmoil stemming from theacial tensions caused by World Warl eras effects on the
job marketfor returning soldiersandthe resutingGreat Depression Era economic
panics. Violence against Black citizens in the North were just aakpmevas it waa the
South. Tny litte Omaha at that time,was no exceptionMany ciil rights movements
and tensions were raised here nearly a decade earlier than the most notable movements
inluenced by Dr. Martin Luther KingJr, in the Southern Uted StatesThree decades
of overt police brutality, community rioting, as well as outrage over restrictive and
overcrowded lving conditionsgreatly affected the formerly thriving community in a

way that proved to be detrimental to its businasd resigntial community.

In the decades following the rioting final nail in the coffin was put in place
with the North FreewayThe controversial project, intially proposed during the early
196Gs, finally approved in 1978, and comigld in 1988, becangconcretedivider

blocking off what was left of &iable community in a manner that could be said to have
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had more political reasons rather than reason of trafic efficiendyith the forceful

intrusion of the North Freeway came added health risks, amdrenental concerns for
those residing in close proximity to the freewdjie downward spiral into poverty and
violence in the area seemed &vé peaked during the late 1980s to late $9B@ding

many to concludethat theisolation caused by the freewhashadaninfluence on the

rate of criminal activity and poverty in the area. In the last fitegears or so, several

efforts have been made to correct the hardships imposettie community by theitg in

the pastRecent reconstructive and rejuvenation proposals have been reviewed and
approvedandwi t h t he city becoming more fdApedestr
hope that with community inputthe once thriving historical community wil be able to
regain itsfooting and reinvent itselfHowever, the verdict in the communitgtil seems to

be out on whether or not these urban rejuvenation projects are truly helping or hindering
t he ¢ o mmun iatd wiether oy mobvaldalbie history, both scenic and

documeted is being maintained in the areaniptime wil tell

The city has been continuously oppresdwets African American residents
especially thoseesiding in the Near North #le area.The timing of the construction of
the North Feewayas well as the manner in which home were seized nearly two decades
prior, wasadirect poltical move toforcefully take overthe undesirable parts of town.
Though theNorth Freewayhascontinued to negatively affect the health and weéing
of individuas and their community in proximityo it, some of theesponsibility for this
should alsaevert back on theresidents themselge The riotsin the late 1960®
conjunction with the timing of the interstate construgtipot the neighborhood ima

unstableposition of being unable to catelp and rebuild itself. lng with this, a
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community unable to recognize its rights, correct its faults, and agree with one another
was unable to unite against the city of Omaha. In a way, this community hasnfatiesd
pastby becoming jadedndcomplacent with the racial oppression of the alfethis does
not changethe community wil fall prey again to future large scale demoltion, and the

areas African American history may be lost.
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[I. THE BEGINNINGS OF THE NEAR NORTH SIDE

In order tounderstandfully just how muchthe Near North Be and North Omaha
area has been affected by cultural injustice and the introduction of the freeway system,
we first have to look into the history of the area. Without this context, one would simply
assume that the Near Nofide and its predominantly African American dsnts have
always existed in theicurrent condition. Given the awareness of the swift decline of
housing and economic viability, and the steady increase in vandalsm and theft in the area
over the last five decades, it would be understandable that tmlgicand even current
residents themselvesre unaware dhe condition and viability of the neighborhood
prior to this downward trend. In order to fully evaluate the struggles and strengths of a
community, you must dive deep into its histolou should not pass judgmenbased on
face value, media depictions, and rushed dojger statistics. In order foone to
accurately gauge the effects of environmental injustice in the African American
community of North Omaha, you must see where we started dfie lfolowing sections
| wil address the creation dfie Near North Sidand its neighboring communities, the
racial tensions that further shaped it into thenmunity that we currentlyecognize and

the thriving business and@al identity that itaspies to return to today.

Community Foundations

The city of OmahaNebraskawas fandedin 1854(Sorenson, p. 31Pneof the
first towns inhabited was small quadrant located in the nortistern part of the city,
known at thatime as ScripTown (Sorensonp. 64; Bristow, p.51L This small industrial
town was composed of migrant workers of the railroad and their faniltesNear

North Sidewas one of itgesulting communities that formed in the areaglong with the
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Gifford Park, Kountze Place, Prospect Hil, and Saramgmlivisions (Larsen & Cotrell,
pp. 2526). Scrip Town was aptly namedjven that the workering in this
neighbor hood wh p preredpvauches bwthedir empbyers becausé o
a shortage of monegnd thedesire to keepvorkersdependenton their local industry
(Nebrask State Historical Society,. @861, Bristow, 2000 p.5J). Scrips werealsoused as
legislative bribespromising land in exchange for votes or other means of financial

contribution (p. 51).

By the late 18' century, the Omaha area had established a rich rairoad and
industrial culture along wittone of agriculture in the far dithern and Western part of
the city. It had housed the TraMississippi Exposttion of 1898 in theow Kountze
Place neighborhoodWakefield, 1903)which quickly brought irpotential residents and
prospective businessmen to the Omaha area and secased ikiroad transportation
hub crucial in connecting the &arn United States to the Wé¢ktiebke, p59. An al-
African American expo was held in the same location during the closing months of the
event (Bristow, p. Z5). There, many African Americans skiled in tradasch as artistry,
architecture, engineering, and medicires well as other entrepreneurs, networked and
promoted Omaha as the place to, igaven all of its available opportunitieCalloway &
Smith, p. 10)This led to a huge boom in the population of Omaha, and thus resulted in
the rapid growth of the cityin the year 1880, there were only a reported 80@airi
American residents lving thughout Omaha By the yearl90Q that number had risen to

nearly 3,500 African American citizer@aylor, p. 193)

Around the early 1900s, thdear North Sidevas home taesidents ofnany

differing cultural and ethnic backgrounds, such as Jewish, Bohemian, African American,
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Irish, and Italianimmigrant andother migrant families (Street of Dreams, 1992)

Residents of the area durinbe early 1900secalled this area abeing a place where the

ABack and other minority communitielbk were
races openly played togethgiohnson, 2012, p. XVI)At this time landowners were not

restricted from buyingpropertyaccording to their ethnicityout insteadwere allowed to

buy propertyas long ashey could afford itIn addition to those who moved following

the Trass-Mississippi Exposition of 1898nany other migrant workers were recruited to

work for the Union Pacific Rairoad as well as the growing meatpacking and stockyards
industries that were beginning to bloom in South Ongdaglor, p. 205) These nmority
laborerswe r e used as fAstrikebreakerso or worker

workers who went on strike after the companies refused to set up véankiers.

By 1910, the city of Omaha was growing at an alarming pace, with some
individuals d the city growing concerned over the influx of immigrant cult¢f@ylor, p.
193) While there was a continued influx of Southern and Eastern Europeans moving to
the city, there was also a surge of migrant culton@ving in from the Southern United
Stateg(Frey, p. 2)As urban sprawbegan to reaits head,the once prestigious Near
North Sde neigtborhood slowly gained the identity dfeing the predominantlyewish
and African American poor part of town, withmiddle class and rich Wtes and German
immigrants moving west to the gold coast neighborhocatsl to rural areaiStreet of
Dreams, 1992)Greek, Asian and Bohemian immigrants and few Africanedean
migrant workers began to move into the neighborhoods immediately south of the
downtown area and adjacent to the stockyards and packing hdtsddear North Side

was onsidered to be the place where Blacks, othieorities and poor workinglass
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White residents ofhe city of Omaha v (Street of Dreams, 1992pespite the rest of
theda t ybs opi ni onearbdrthSddtreivedaas esraal, deeply €onristed

little town within the city.

During the early 20 century the rest of Americavas reaching a baking point in
racial relations.With the United Statésentrance into World War | and many soldiers
being deployedthousands oihdustrial, meatpacking, and rairoad jobs were being left
open(Bish, p. 70) A majority of these positions ave quickly flled by minorities
women, and otherimmigrant workers who relocated to the northern United States during
the movement known dise Great Migration(Bish, p. 71Calloway & Smith, 1. The
Great Migrationspans two eras occurringetween the 1910s@r1970s in the United
States. The Great Migratiofacilitated approximately siillion African Americans in
moving from the racial violence and unrest of the Sautsearch of equality and
industrial jobs in the West, North, and Northeastern United Si@tegory, p. 22)The
initial migration occurred during the 18Q@o 1930 period with the entrance into World
War land the nato 6 s  u rkesoApproxénately 90% of African Americanin the
United Sates lived in the @uth in 1900, wthin ten years one million of the almostaw
milion had left for states in the north, west, and eastern United $fatess, p. 2)

During thefirst phase of th&reat Migration, many African Americansigrated north

from their rural area homes in theuhern states in search of fair and equal treatment as
persons and as employe€Eaylor, p. 204)These rural famiies were also influenced to
leave due to crop failures in the squithich lead to a decline in employment

opportuntties (Forss, p. 4)Running from the increasingharassmentmob violence,

lynching and hate crimesAfrican American families and worketr®ped to find better
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paying jobssafety and better treatme in the northern United Stated/ith World War |
occurring and so many industries faling short on manpowgican Americas were
able to quickly find decent paying jobs in the raitoand meatpacking industries.
Northernbased factories and rairoad companies would also send recruiters to find Black
laborers in the south to fil in opentdeft by deployed soldrs (Forss, p. 5Taylor, p.
194). African American residentsmoved into the nearby semts of town, predominantly
the Near North Side neighborhoawar the coal plant and rairgadndinto the south
Omaha neighborhoods near thieckyards and meatpacking plan{@aylor, p. 204)The
Near NorthSide now had a substantial population of working class individuals,it and
became the predominantlylaBk minority part of town The niddle-class residents of the
area begato move to newly constructeduburbs just outside of the ¢itgpening up
housing formore poor, working class, and minority families to move into the @teaet

of Dreams, 1992)

Omaha was growing fasandwith the formation of suburbs, urban areas were
beginning to be overlooked in favor of the newer areas of tdhis. movement outward
away from the downtown areas wasd is,oten r ef err edFltigaha s OAWhi t e
movement of middle to uppeariass Wiite families away from the older areas of town
that were becoming more inhabited by African Americans, ethnic minorities and
immigrants (Street of Dreams, 1992With the return of Wite soldiers from World War
I, America found itself in an unodfortable situation Soldiers came back to find that
their jobs had been taken by African Amersaand other minoritiesand at lower wages
(Taylor, p. 204)As a result many returning soldiers faced joblessness due in part to the

industrie® refusal to hire them back thieir original higher wagesand because of their
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own personal disapproval of worgiralongside Black workergorced taake lower
wages work equal job positions with Blacksy face unemploymentthe mounting

frustrations led to strikesamong Wites.

In response, the meatpacking plants and several other industrial businesses in the

Omaha areavould often use African Americarworkersaspawns to discourage strikes

and riotsamong their White counterpart3hese workersvere refered to as

strikebreakersand were hiredlargely in response to the Mites whowanted unionization

and whorefused to take back their jobs at the lower aitgr returning statesid@-orss,

p. 5;Taylor, p. 204)This occurredn industrial towns and citiesationwide not just in

the southwhere heightenedracial tensionwasthe expectednorm As stressorsescalated

so did the organized violence against blaommunities across thaation and

wholesome little Omahadid not escape this trend

The Dirty Side of City Politics

Coupled with tensions arising from the massive demobilization of troops,
institutionalized fears of Africahmericans were being used for poltical gains. To
distract Americans, increasadediacoverage of Bck males attacking Wite females
were headlinedin newspapers with exaggerated, grotesque, apd @@ise details to
enrage the \White community (Menard, Tom Dennison, The Omaha Bee, and the 1919
Omaha Race Riot, p. 152Fven the newly introduced horror gentendi at the time
played a role in this. They portrayed African Americansuresiucated primitive and
cannibalistic, and frequently associated African Americans with voodoo and cult like
behaviors(Horton, Price, & Brownp. 1) The ficttious portrayals of African Americans

as savages did nothing but helppesrbate these fears among thiitéVcommunity. To
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many White Americans, Blacks were considered subhuman and uncontroliable.
uprising of sensationalist newgpas did little to help thifMenard, Tom Dennison, The
Omaha Bee, and the 1919 Omaha Race Riot, p. 152Vhi t e p o fitytosdei o nod s

through fiction tatruth led to violent and brutal decades in the earkitb20" century.

As in many other cities abhe turn of the century, the introduction of gambling
and bars into the nightlife scene brought its share of corruption. Omaha was not immune
to this as the growing domtown area became a sort of-igtit district, full of brothels
and other ilicit activities involving networks of crime bosses and high ranking officials
in the aregBristow, p. 202)The Omaha Begone of the morgorominent newspapers at
the time and competitowith the Omaha World Heraldwas notorious for itblatant
statements anexaggeratedsometimes grotesguelepictions of Back on White
violence especially accusations of ra@ad often served as a political toolibstigate
mob behaviors in groups towards businesses,miyor, and the Bck community

(Menard, Tom Dennison, The Omaha Bee, and the 1919 Omaha Race Riot, p. 156)

The OmahaBeealso wassuspected to bender poltical manplation by Tom
Dennison, a weknown businessita n  wi t h ¢ o nt rcasihos and/beans, asote cit
of red-light district amid downtown OmahgBristow, pp. 202204 Menard,p. 152)
Dennison opposed the magorattempts to rid theity of excessive gambling corruption,
and it is alleged that he was responsible for orchestrating one mb#teheinous crimes
against a Bck man in the history of Omahand thus influencingnuc h of t he «ci t )
relations a lasting impact thatan stil be seetoday Leading up to the fateful day of
September 28 1919, Dennison and his close associatd® wrote for theBee released

a series of articles criticizing the Omaha Police DeparnisnCaptain, and the Mayor
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handling of the Blac on White violence in Omah@Venard, Tom Dennison, The Omaha

Bee, and the 1919 Omaha Race Riot, p..1B6)also used the paper as his platform to
criticize Washi ngtaoohandinD .ofGhe ame tgpasdoinoestahde r c it i
resulting mob violencg(p. 157) Dennisonand hisassociatesled many White citizens of

Omabha to fear that the local law enforesitn and military suppomrvere ircapale of

protecting then from theviolent, angry, lew, and uncontrollable nature of Black

cttizens Conveniently an alleged assault on a younghi® woman would allow him to

make his example.

Onedayin September of 1919,y@ung White coupt that had been walking
home wasallegedly assutted byaBlack man The accusation was that the Blackan
had attacked the husbanwbbing him ancknocking him unconsciousandthensexually
assaultedand rapedhe wife (Bristow, p. 265)Initially, the woman had indicatethat she
wasuncertain that s h e cgweun lthdt therel weretsevdéral Blatkh e  ma 1
workers in the area an #lowsvereshddiar wasdbld to0 t tell
make a positive identification (Menard, p. 154)Several historians researching the
incident have found confiicting information in regards to the reports that were given by
both the husband and wife and e¥eund withesses that claimed to have seen the pair in
a heatedcargument outside their home,wigere near the reported incide(i¥lenard, p.
158) The consensus is that Wil Brown was lkely amorent man caughb the middle
of agravely corrupt scheme. However, the wonwentified Brown as the attacker,

arrested and taken to the Douglas County Courthouse.

Rumors circulatedwith help from theOmahaBee thaBrown was going to be let

go. This further enragethe aleady aggravated kife communityto the point where they
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decided to form a large riot group to take over the courthouse, oust its mayayisind
punish Browo s the Bolice Rpartment had faled toso(Merard, Tom Dennison,

The Omaha Bee, and the 1919 Omaha Race Riot, p. T&8)mob frebombedand

damaged the courthouse, forcing the habitants and employees to fiee to the roof to be
rescued(p. 158) After hours of torment and destructioBrown was handed over to the

mob, which beat him unconscious. Afterwards they hung him from the nearby lamp post,
shot his swinging corpse hundreds of times, cut him down and tied his body to a car and
drug him up ad down the streets of downtown, before setting his mutiated &lbldye

(p. 159)

A mob of nearly 25,000 people accumul at e
(Bristow, p. 267)After the mob was done mutilating r o w ropse, they turned their
anger onto the rest of tifrican American community, injuring severalother people that
night (Menard, Tom Dennison, The Omaha Bee, and the 191&@ Race Riot, pp.
159160) When theArmy was finally calledin, they insisted thaf\frican Americansin
the northern parts of theity should stay in the Near Northd® areawhere they could
better protect them from the mob violenge 160)Whie the miitary may have meant
this in the temporgr sense until the mobs dissipatedmahaquickly began to enforce
this martial law as a city wide covenant. The re@eenantwhich, restricted African-
Americans in the city to ve in the defined arealef Near NorttSide was not a formal
l aw but was enforced byinteehpeusng déeed astvelasn of A
White residents who opposed African Americans moving into their raigbbds.
African American residents in the city that attempted to move beyond this area were

often harassed, found burning crosses in their yard, were threatened, and even had their
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homes vandalizedHolland, 2014, p. 2)The Near North Be was defined by6" Street
along theeast Omaha rail yardéocust Street on theorth, Cuning Sreet on the @uth,
and 3®" Street on the st (Johnson, p. 11September 28, 191%ould mark the da

t hat Omah aknewn Hetks reighboendot took shape, and utimatedgt the

tone for the arga hardshipswvel into the next century.

Redining and the Race Restrictive Covenant

WhenLt. Colonel Jacob Wuesind Fort Omaha were notified thadsistance was
needed to control the riotihg mob at the Douglas County Courthouse, he informed the
police chief that federal troops would not get involved unless formally initiated to do so
by the War DepartmenfMenad, p. 161) Because of this, it took until 10:45 PM that
night until the Secretary of War activates the troops to help calm the riots. It was 2:00
AM the following morning after the mob violence had calmed beforappzoximately
1,600 infantrymen ffially did arrivefrom Fort Omaha and Fort Crogotey instructed the
African American citizens of Omaha stay within the near NortBide where they could
better protect thenfMenard, p. 161)Several soldiersraed with machine gunstood
guard in the heart of downtownds business
neighborhoods, and the heart of the Near N8idle along 24" Street, in order to prevent
growing mob violence against Black reside(s 162) This protetive isolation was
enacted onlfor temporary safetyeasonshowever, it quickly became typeof martial

law where African Americans were restricted to the Near North Side neighborhood.

Almost immediately landlords and real estate developers began inclucinigl
parameters in their deeddhe Ar myoés decision to caonfine A

the Near North Sidéor protectionwas purposely misconstruet suit the desires of
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racist Whites in the cityRacist Whites who had bed@oking for a justification for
segregation had finally found it would now beopenly acceptable to haveWhites only
covenant inthe newsuburban residential neighborhoobsing buit in the city(p. 164)
Landlords and owners of rental properties would advertise homes accepting Whites only
tenants, or indicating no Black or Negro tenants allow@chaha was quickly falingnto

the hold of segregatiorthat manyAfrican Americanshad fied the south hoping to avoid.
While some African Americansvere able to remain in their homes in other western

southernand northern parts dfie city, many wre harasse(Holand, p. 2;Forss, p. 139)

Housing discrimination was beingsed to control the spait mobility of African
Americans in Omaha during World Wa(HExline, Peters, & Larkin, p. 6%orss, p. 7)
The practice of redlining and race restrictive covenamatgainst African Americans were
made worse by the National Housing Act of 19B4ited States Congress, 193%he
National Housing Act of 1934lso known as the Capehart Act, was established in
response to growingconomic concerns during the Great Depressidhe Capehart Act
helped to establish the frst Housing Authoritiie Federal Housing Administration, and
home leding programgUnited States Congress, 1934, pf8,B) Underthis Act the
first low-income housing projectsese constructedn the nation(Yinger, 1986)In 1938,
four years after the Capehart Act was enacted, the LBgatenelle Housing Projects
were completed in Omaha. TH®using project was buit on the area betweefi &

24" Streets on the east and west with Seward and Paul Streets on the North and South
(Forss, 2013)The projects were initially home to the many Czech, Italian, and Germa
immigrant workingclass families.It was meant as a transition home for poor families,

only alowing familes with maximum incomes of $2)0 per year, and charging them a
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mere $35 dollars a month as rent. Famiies that made more than this were db&ad to
find different housing(United States Department of Transportation Federal Highway
Administration and Nebraska Department of Roads, 1977,-@B). ZAfrican Americans

in the area saw the building of the projeatsa huge benefit to the(Rorss, 2013)Not

only was there more housing to alleviate the crowding problem, but the efflux o
immigrants and working class Mes into the housing projects meant that there would be
more homes \ailable in the area for purchase and rent to African Americans.
Unfortunately, the increase of avaiable housing il come as expected.hfé more
homeshad become avaiahlesome of the landlords and sellers of these homes quickly
added race restriotns to their deeds, making Blacks ineligible to purchase ofFemnss,

p. 8) In addition to this, in 1935, the Federal Housing Administration forced subdivision
contractors and home builders to comply waicerestrictive guidelines, further

endorsing the citybés racist covenant .

Mortgage companiesloan officers, and banks would refuse potential Black
homebuyers loans and offer them increased premiums to deter them from buying certain
homeslocated in areadependent on the racial composition of the neighborhgo#).

Over time, additional housing projects whenrdtbn the Near North Sideand with
similar race restrigte covenants, just as the gamtFontenelle homes had donet bu
would take until the 180s before African Americans weedowed to move into the

LoganFontenelle housing projectgp. 141)

An Identity of its Own

As Jewishand otheminorities movedup economically andut of the

neighborhood, many l&ck workers took over tirestores, restaurants, and places of
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business that had been left behitthi | e t he c i twasrestrictvea ke c ov e na
Near NorthSde functoned as a small town of bwn, with a new face ofl&k-owned

and run, communitpased businessezentered in the heart of the neighborhood Jf 24

and Lake Street@Caloway & Smith, 1998; Forss, 2013; Holland, 2014; Johnson, 2012;

Street of Dreamsl992) There were several clothing storesstaurar®, beauty parlors

and barber shopkardware stores, auto parts shapd, ong with [ aw firms,
offices, accountants, and funefadmes, whichwere owned by angrovided services to

the local Back community membergMarantz p. 95;Calloway & Smith, p. 37)There

was a sharp rise Black entrepreneurshipby 1924 there were approximately 125
businessesowned and operated by African Americainsthe aregCalloway & Smith, p.

38). To African American residentsonfined bythe racialcovenarg and redling, these

businesse gave a sense of power and pride ovemptitential monopolization that kites

had over other facets of lfe. The very dedication, patieaoe work it took to run and

maintain a businesw/as in starkcontrast to the racist stereotype of incompetent,

indignant and depettent Backs.

The Near North Side sonsideredby someto bethe birthplace ofthe jazz scene
and African Americanmusical expressionin Omaha during the 1920s and 80The
street washome tomany nightclubs and music venuetke the Dreamland Balroom,
which was housed in the JeweliiBing along 24' Street(Marantz, p. 95)The venue
hosteda variety of music groups, bands, andsicians such adlat King Cole, Duke
Elington, Count Basie, Louis Armstrong\nna Mae Winburn,and locally born
musiciais, Wynonie Harrisand Preston bve (Calloway & Smith, p. 41)Many

performers stopped in the area due teitsximity to the Union Pacific mainlineon
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which they traveled while on toyMarantz, p. 95)This seemingly vibrant age of
creativity and musical explosion could be said to be a peniodring theHarlem

Renaissam e for Omahaos African American commun i

The Great Depression andhe Black Community

Despite the continued influx @ffrican Americanresidents stemmindgrom the
Great Mgration along withthe impending Great Depression, businesses iN#&&
North Side community stil continued tsurvive though they were notompletely
immune to the downward spiral of the economy at that tibere African Americais
had already beerstricted tacertain menial and rekil labor jobsdue tono-hire
policies at certain companiesjidespreadayoffs at wellpaying companies consequently
affected the Wite communitysomewhat more than thdaBk community (Calloway &
Smith, p. 37)The entrance of the UniteBtaes into World War Il in 1941helped to
lessen the concerns of African American families. Black men and women were quickly
able to find jobs in the armaments industlywould seem as if for once there was
actually abenefit to the racially motivated isolation of African Americans into the one
North Omaha district. The cultural dynamics mixed with the smal town reliance proved

beneficial during a time when the rest of the larger cites were facing dire straits.

DespietheB ack communitydés ability to remain
of the ratt iyodosdrsa dodnturn, jobless® and the resulting poverty were
becoming more and more of issihe issues revolving around housing and poverty in
the NeamlNorth Side were beginning to rear their heads. diesquaremile, spanning
approximately 14@quare blockswere becoming overcrowdetHomes were beginning

to show their age with deterioratio®ome of the houses that had been used as rentals
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werebecoming problematicwith landlords refusing toent toAfrican Americais in
certain aregsvhie others failed terovide ugkeep and fix plumbing and lwr crucial
issues for the African Americaresidents of their propersgForss, p. 9) Many families
who couldafford only to rent their homesvere finding themselves in sldlike

situations.

In 1937 the Uited States Housing ¢k was pased and allowed for government
based funding to support public housipgograms.This followed the Capehart Acof
1934, adding the aspectgdvernment funding that was needed to complete the many
housing projects started in 198&ustin-Turner, et al., 2013Jo Omaha and its African
American community this could nothavecome at a better timelo combat the problem
of overcrowdingdueto the enforcement of the racestricted covenantthe city built a
series of housgn developmentsstarting with the Logan FonterellHousing Roject in
the northcentral sectio of the Near North Side. The projects weimgcomed by the
African American communityas a means of securing more housing, though, it was soon
realized that the conditions wduhot improve as quickly as the community had thought

(Forss, p. 48)
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[ll. ADNDING LINE IN OMAHA : THE NORTH FREEWAY

The Nar NorthSide hadalreadyenteredinto its own civil rights era in the
1930s and 1940sddressing theacialy restrictive covenants, workplace
segregationand housing issues offercrowding and poverty. Some felt that
Omaha was predecesdort h e n mdra pubiicdy srecognizectivil rights
movement Many of the boycotissitins, and ther norviolent tactics of protest,
were usedon the streets of Omaha nearly a decade before that eénwelin
protests inMlontgomery in 1955,Birmingham in 1963 and SelmaAlabama in
1965(Holland, p. 132)During the mid 1950s,civil rights and equal employment
opportunity frustratons were mountingh Omaha. Though,hé unity of the
community was in perfect harmonyhetrumor of an impendingnew freeway
system planned to cutight through the heart of theommunity would certainly
come as an4lated blow.Whie manyother citzens in supportof and anxiously
awaiting the freeway couldseeonly the positive aspects and benefits of its
construction, other members of the community were outraged and fedtatened
by whattroubles the new freeway system wouldiny (Forss, p. 162)The
resulting abuses of eminent domain, along wifhearted efforts atlocation
and reimbursement to famiies displaced by the freeways placeeought
more frustration and anger during a time when the patience of the community was

at the breaking point.

As many inthe community saw it, the proposed interstate woulehs
siphon the through trafic away from its business district, ultimately decreasing

the number of potential customerm@ndleading to the demise of the community
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(Calloway & Smith, p. 41)As others saw i, thieeway would also become a
nuisance. Whie 24 Street trafic had become increasingly more congested for
drivers, ertainly a freeway wouldead to diversion dfraffic flow that routinely
pasgdthroughthe area. The construction of the freeway walib lead to
increasd vehicle trafic in the area of the freeway, promptiogncers over air
polution and noise levelg the nearby business and residential a(Nasvak,
Crane, & Stevens, p. 119)he 1956signing of the FederaHighway Act
essentially gave citeand states the abilty to barge into urban,-lbgome and
minority areasprimarily, predominantly Black neighborhoods. Bpeling the
undesirable areas dlighted they could force families out dieir hanes and
justify the quick construction ofwasually appealing highway in its pla¢8trand,

pp. 8%88).

The Federal Highway Act of 1956
With the rapid growth inthe population of automobile owners and thewgh of

t he mass tsadsAT bus line came the need for improvements to the roadway
system(Koster, 1997, p. 4)Across the United States, frustrated drivers aadnttrease

of auto accidents deto safetyconcerns and the need for updated and more efficient
roads. Likewise, with the huge population growth, increased demand for roadways for
extended travel and transfer of goods beyond state borders, as well as the need for
roadways that could sustain the gii of heavy armored vehicles for the Army and other
military defense also raised concerr@@Veingroff, p. 6) The increasing instability and

lack of roadscoupled with concerns over safety, had been addressed by the Federal

Bureau of Roads during the 1930searly 19404Silbur, 1986) however with the post
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World War | era Great Depression and the demands of World War Il mgurhe
construction and repair of roadways was hafi€dster, p.5; Sibur, 1986/ eingroff, p.
6).Many of Omahads indusireg dhe Elisionics Mormort Bridge Inking
lowa and Nebraska via Highway 68@as halted duéo the steel shortage as a result of

wartime needgSibur, 1986)

The steel shortage lasted from WWII to almost the end of the Korean War in 1952
(Beattie, 2015)In turn, many roads/ereignored or became essentially obsolete until the
late 1940s to 1950when road safetgoncerns wreincreasingaround the United States
(Weingroff, p. 4 Strand, p.8) As of 1956, 6,000 mles die br askads appr oxin
10,000 miles of roadaere paved. This lefabout 4,000niles of road asnpaved,
narrow, dirt or gravel road¢Sibur, 1986) however, those numbers didot specify the
location of the roads andhetherthey includel rural area roads along tvimajor
roadwaysin total mieage With the increasing number of car owners came growing
demands foautofriendly cites and roadays throughout cities and the United States as

a whole (Strand, p. 87)

Omala was noexception. Bythe mid1950sthe aty had grown to approximately
three times its size since the 182{hd included43 total subdivisiondan comparisonto its
previous 10 (Larsen & Cotrell, p. 80Omaha, lke the restf the nation was growing
tired of the congestion and inconvenience of roads previously constructed for trolleys,
and woo@n wheeled cars. 11949, the stte of Nebraska had a repor&@¥,684drivers
andautomobile ownersBy 1956, there were a reported 793,173 auto owners and drivers
in the statgUS Department of TransportationJhis 14% increase in sevenyear period

may lookinsignificant; however given that automobiles werauch larger,heavier, more
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affordable andhus, moreaccessible, the rate of auto production compared to the slow

pace in road reconstruction was troublii§oster, pp. 1615).

Efforts towards fixing the nations roadways began back in the early 1800s.
1919 then Lieutenant Colonel Eisenhower had become increasingly aware of the poor
conditon of U.S. roads during a convoy set up from San Francisco to Washington, D.C.
The initial purposes of this convoy tripenr € t o test the Armyos veh
nature of the roads, recruit persons along the way to become mechanics and drivers for
the military, celebrate the wimg of the war in Europe, as well as reinstating support in
the good roads movemeif¥veingroff, p. 10)In a 3,200 mile trip that today would take
approximately two to three days drive time straight through, it took the convoy a total of
62 days(Sibur, 1986) Eisenhower had noted that ttead conditons alonghe Lincoln
Highway, which convoy had traveled, were stil set up for those who traveled by horse
and buggy and that most if not all roads were grossly outdated and unsafe for travel
(Weingroff, p. 4) Only after havig witnessed the use of the German Autobahn by Nazi
military in the 1930s did he have a more ¢
needed to be improve(Weingroff, p.13 Sibur, 1986)Not only did he envision these
improvements as a beneftt to itaiy travel and security, but also for the increased need

of eficient and safe roadways for an incregsamount of automobile travel.

Eisenhower becasnpresident in 1952 and a mere fgaars later signed one of
the biggest breaks for the U.S. Department of Transportationsabdequentlyall state
organized transportation and roads departments. In 1956 he signed a revisedAitederal
Highway Act, noting that the United States as alevi@d been far behind in terms of

road development and maintenance, leading to what he refers as hopeless congestion
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across cities of any siz@Veingroff, pp. 1517). After the signing, President Eisenhower

explaired how his experiences @hgr WWII affected his decisions:

After seeing the Autobahns of modern Germany and knowing the asset those

highways were to the Germans, | decided, as President, to put an emphasis on this
kind of road buil diymalétartedeme thinkidg dodut9 1 9] c o
good, twelane highways, but Germany had made me see the wisdom of broader

ribbons across the lan@Neingroff, p. 17)

In 1956, then Presidemwight D. Eisenhower signed the Fedetl
Highway Act opening the door for an almost @80 mie network of interstate
and highway systemi be buit (Strand, p. 88) A nationwide eruption of
construction began in the months following #igning, with re@airs and new
proposals forfreeways, highwaysand interstates across the natidime Federal
Aid Highway Act of 1956hadbeen an amendment poevious FederalAid Acts
where the federadid amounts had previously risen from twefntg million
dolars at a fiityfifty cost share with the states. The 1956 documented an aid
increase up td75 milion dollars at a cosharing level of 60%tate
responsibility and 40%edeal share(Koster, 1997, p. 15)The network of roads
as we know ittoday, was originally inspired lyhe Na zi Militaryodos us e
Autobahn in Germany during World War(Weingroff, p. D). While this should
have potentially raised a red flag, given the horrendous circumstances behind the
Nazi Militaryds use of these roads, the Un!

Transportation could only see these roads in terms of efficiency and naté ter
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of detriment to the poor families whose honagsl livelihoodswould fall prey to

the new interstate system.

The Freeway Argument: Purpose, Proposals, and Outrage

Meanwhile amid the boycotts and -gits and housing concern§ ma ha oés Afr i ce
American businesscommunity in the Near North Side was thrivinBy the 1960s,
however, the increasing frustration over Police harassment in the area had led to a series
of riots (Marantz, p. 71)The area was beginning to weak with a cultural split forming
between peaceful protestors atibse who wanted a more radical and miitant approach
(Forss, 2013, p. 146Jhe discussion of a new freeway in the area did not sit well for
many residents in the area, as many were split on the prospect of how it would affect the
businesses on the P&treet corridor anthe value otheir homes. Some felt that the
argument tomlleviating trafic was unfounded. Thmngested trafic on Y4Street
provided a way to advertisthe businesses and shops in the &meéee to those who
commuted downtown to worStreet of Dreams, 1992ffven though th@rea was
predominantly African American, some Whites and racial minorities who frequented the
area would stil use services that were avaiable in thecaretn their convenience
(Street of Dreams, 1992)Vhie the Blackcitzens of Omaha weroften denied sepes
at White-owned businesses,ld8k-owned businesses in the area provided services to all
customers regardless of ra@reet of Dreams, 1992)his showed that Black business
ownerswere able to prioritize the success of their business and livelihood over the irony
of serving their Whié counterparts. Those Mie patrons wherdkely not individuals

that favored the cityds segregati onn or th
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the area when it was a cultural enclave for minorities and immigramtshad emotional

ties to the areéStreet of Dreams, 1992)

African Americans in the area viewed the needrd@ds and the possibility of an
interstaé in the area with mixed emotion. On one hand, individuals aaeed to have an
interstate buitt in order to connect them to other parts of the city. Some saimdinstate
construction partnered with the reimbursement or relocated housing, edietiseir
opportunity to get out of the ar¢llall, p. 10) The racerestricted ovenantsonce
reinforced by the federal government had bdeemedanilegal practicein the city after
1940 However, many residentsnciuding my parenfswould attest to the fact that
redlining was stil occurring well intahe 1998. With the introduction of the freeway and
compensation for their houses being in the qaghtvay, upper loweclass and middie
class African Americans walifinally be able taelocate outside of the area to larger
homes. For some African Americans they would finally be able to move into an updated
home, given that many of the homes in the near North Side area were about a 100 years
old and many restoratioand home improvement services would not cater to African

Americans, let alone those living in that part of town.

On the other side of the argument, many residents had a sense of dread about the
impending freeway. They saw it as an immediate thkglaere already crowded lving
conditons, due to lack of housing, would further be compounded with the razing of
houses in the path of the freewéxiine, Peters, & Larkin, p. 68Also, by diverting
traffic to tre interstate therevould bea huge decrease in the amount of trafic going
through the 2% Street business district. This decrease, some felt, would surely starve the

businesss that were dependent on commuter traffic. Severdldme businesses and
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actMty centers in the proposed path of the freeway also shared the skepticism, ofinsure
the fate of their businesseblomes would be bulldozed without certainty of a suitable
replacement. The Spencer Homes Project was located betw8em®28" Streets. B
1977 all of its seventfive single family units were destroyed, with residents forced to
move into the other nearby projects, due to the lack of availability of smaller family
homes in the are@nited States Deptnent of Transportation Federal Highway
Administration and Nebraska Department of Roads, 1977,-Bft, 272). Around the

US there was increased suspicion abouiptheement of these roadways and how they
tended to cuthrough the poor and minority concentrated parts of tGwe. seizure of
urban, poor neighborhoods occurring simultaneously with the government cutback in
funding public housingduring the early 1960sind the use of freeway construction as a
tool to remely blighted areas, cast a negative light on the freeway sy&®ime, Peters,

& Larkin, p. 68)

Interstate 580known since its downgrade as the NortreBway, began
construction with much opposttioand controversyduring the 1966 am was completed
in the mid198Gs. Plans for the freewayowever were established during the 1%50
although some would argue that it may have been even earlier as a result of the race riots
during 1918 to 191¢Sibur, 1986) The North Omaha Freeway connectsnterstate 480
at Dod@ Street just northwest of thewntown area and conspicuously dumps off at the
entrance of the Fort Omaha campus, ftineer Marine, Navy andrmy base before
merging into the north 30Street thoroughfare. oblay Fort Omahacaters to
predominantly African American Students asdtves as Metropoltan Community

Colege. My father, who moved to Omaha in 1968, recalled learning about the plans for
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the irterstate while in college and recollects learning aboututmered alternate 1920s

proposalfrom one of his professors:

One of the other pfessors hadomehowgotten ahold of theideo, and had

showedit to his studentsHis class was all WhiteHe showe it to my teacher but

I dondt think hevaskyoing o shov @ tis Tmeyewetee a c her
about three or four IBck students in my clasBut he had talked about the

Interstate 580 section and the plans for it with my Profesglas watched the

film and it made him [my professorhad, angry. He did not think that what they

were doing was right, taking over and b
if he Ived in the area or not, but he felt that me=ded tcsee it. You could tell

that we wee n supposed teee it and that it was made for government officials

to see You could tell thatthe plan for the [North] Freewaya s n6t j ust abol
aleviating traffic Not only that, but that this plan had besdting probably since

the 192@ or so.twa s n 6 thingsnewrteeated during the §Mut they wil tell

you that, hat and to improve heavy trafic. Nbwas about the cityvanting a

straight linefor the Miltary to haveaccesghe Black neighborhood there was

another riot. Ifyou justldo at the interstate doesnbt i

leads right toand stops aheir doorstep?

My father had been in theniitary during the Vietnam Era andaslikely familiar with

miitary practices and preventative measures taken to cuigribehaviors.

Because of hidormermiit ar y background and the US6s mov
establish andmprove military defense routeshebelieved that this video supportéue

argument that the North Freeway was initiallglanned1 9 2 @6 sne hadh, this
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suggest that the freeway plan was created as a means of protecting African American
residents of the Near North Side from White mob violence. On the other hand, given that
my father recalled watching this video in the early 1970s, it also sopiabrt the
argumentthat the freeway plawas revisited aa preventative measure following the

race riots in 1966, 1968, and 1969

Certainly, it was something that | had noticed growing up here, and anyone who
has ved in Omaha and has driven in that amiges the odd way that the road is
constructed and how difficult it is to maneuver those two blocks surrounding the Fort
Omaha Campus, 30Street trafic and the oncoming interstatdhough | was unable to
locate a copy of the flm that my father haederenced, here have been several instances
and evidencethat back up the argument that the plagnand placement of the North
Freeway had already been determined prior tdl®®0s, more than likely during the
1920s (McNichol, p. 62;Sibur, 1986)Much of the evidence also shewhat these plans
wereintiated by the increasing amount adlence and rioting targeting ldgk
neighborhoods around the natiand the lack of viable roads to accommodate heavy
miitary equipment needed to quell the moblemce However, with the timing of the
proposed Interstate 580 and the location of access roads into the Black community, it is
likely that the need for military intervention was again considered with the occurrence of
the riots in the Near North Side Ngbborhood during the 1960&lso, many feel that the
freeway was a means for Whites to completely bypass the Black neighborhoods of the
city.

The Red Scare, a period lasting from 1919 through the 1@80® increased

surveillance of United States aitizs, especially those who were considered to have acted
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against A r i can v almeas camn ofune haviAmearican The Hous:«
Activities Committee lead by members if the CIA and fueled by citizen paranoia of

communism, openly targeted groups and iddis who supported integration and-anti
segregationist movementorss,p.10; Holland, p.90). During the 1950s and even into

the 1960s, manyfrican American civil rights leadersorganized cwil rights groupgnd

well known persons in the communityere targeted and accused of promoting

communism or being communists. Several local Omaha individuals and groups were

targeted using this listincluding the DePorres Club, a group of Creighton students and

community members who worked to promote rac@ladty in the workplace, and the

communi ty, Mildred Brown, whobds newspaper
Omaha, promoting the fAdouble VO campaign a
boycott.

The initial proposalgustifying the construction dhterstate 58@&rgue about the
need for better miitary access roads to downtown areasfiodn American
communities folincreased protection and enforcement if neg@dur, 1986)
Certainl yrRed S@mer hneiderbf 1919 would have benefted from the
increased number of military presentpi@vent violent crimes againstlaBks, if in fact
that was the true intention of buiding those rodde argument for and construction of
defense highways would not be openynsidered for almost another 30 years iat th
point, despitethe sensible argument aimdmediate need for protection of African

Americans and their communities from mob violeratethat immediate instant

North 30" Street serves as connector to Intetesté80 in the northernmost section

of the city, but the quality of the freeway quickdirops off at the entrance 0bf Omaha.
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Hypothetically a 30" Street alternative route should have been selected as the most
eficient. Since 38 Street already had been expeticb a two lane highwayt would

have been expected thatould have been brought up to code and wideetiree lanes
until it reached the entrance ramp fe880.Alternatively, the Interstate auld have been
aful conversion of the existing 30Street thoroughfareas it easily meets up Witthe
southernsection of US 75 and480 East Though a sensible alternative, this route was
also considered problematic by the planning departrifigmnited States Department of
Transportation Federal Highway Administration and Nebraska Department of Roads,
1973, pp. 214). Lkewise, the 18 street corridor was mentioned briefly in the
environmental proposal draft. ¥&treet folowed the rai@d rightof-way and would

have fulfilled the straightthrough road option that the proposal noted as being a
requirement However, there was no further consideration given to this route after the
initial 1973 draft proposglUnited States Department of Transportation Federal Highway
Administration and Nebraska Department of Roads, 1973,-Bf). As part of the final
Environmental Impact Statement, a letter from Alssistant Secretary for Environment,
Safety, and Conseer Affairs, recommendedhangesand processebat needed to be
done in the acquisition of vald noise polution data as well as improved methods of
property acquisition and resulting community support and communicadiamsy and

after construction

The challenge for the Near North Side is to buid a neighborhood structure for the
future, possibly using the North Freeway and its interchanges as influence in
achieving meaning and organization to

indicates that the Ioden of rebuiding a neighborhood structure, the burden of
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maintaining amenities and rebuilding neighborhood structure should not be placed
solely on the community, but should be shared by the agency responsible for the
disruption. Every effort should beaate to reduce or eliminate the adverse effects

of this facility on any community in Omaha. The EIS [Environmental Impact
Statement] should document proposals, developed with community participation,
which wil reduce these impact@Jnited States Department of Transportation
Federal Highway Administration and Nebraska Department of Roads, 1977, pp.

8-12)

In addition to this, it was noted that the acquisition of property prior to the approva of th
final statement went against the regulations of the National Environmental Policy Act
(United States Department of Transportation Federal Highway Administration and
Nebraska Department of Roads, 1977, pi38 It woud appear that the razing of
housesand the use of eminent domain tosipin the near North Side conamity during

the 1960s was done without prior approval

The 1977Nebraska Roads and Department @nBportation proposal suggested
several alterative placements and thelsernate routes wempoted inconsiderationfor
the locaibn of Interstate 580. Biate 1977,0maha had decided to not improve the
existing Interstate 480 connector, thus resultimgnierstate 580 being downgraded to the
North Freeway. The North Freeway had aeseof alternative paths with four of the six
proposed paths beinggsearched for consideration. The inittalee alternative paths
involved a west placement along 3Gtreet from Interstate 480 to Interstate 680, central
placement between Pand 28" Streets starting at Interstate 480 and ending at Interstate

680 via connector to North 30Btreet, and an easapement along the rairoad righk
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way along Carter Lakend 168" Streets(United States Department of Transportation
Federal Highway Administration and Nebraska Department of Roads, (Bgitg 1)
Another alternive, involved a no buidoption where nearby Interstate A0cated to the

east of downtown Omaha, @ouncil Bluffs lowa, would be useds an41680 to 480
connectorinstead. Though the néouid alternative would have cotte city little to no

money and would not have required the razing of houses, appstsed the lowdetour

option (United States Department of Transportation Federal Highway Administration and
Nebraska Department of Roads, 197The east, west, andeatral alignments were also
evaluatedin terms of expense, with themtral alignment being the cheapest, though also
affecting the most individuals in terms of possible displacement. Though the Department
of Transportation and the State Department of Roads evaleaiell othese alignments

the southernmost sectioof the North Freeway segment halleadybeendecidedly
placed within the Near "and28tSheetShiod Edng tc e nt e r
Ames StreetgUnited States Department of TranspootatiFederal Highway

Administration and Nebraska Department of Roads, 1973,-fg) @igure 2)

In reviewing theseaports,not only was the original purpose and intent of the
construction of the interstate not truthfully depicted in terms of coming to an agreement
with citzens displaced by the structure, but also that several of the environmental impact
statements may havetbeen as detailed as needed to fully inform citizens residing in
the area of the risks to living in such proximity to the traffic structure. Certainly, as time
has progressednore and more trafic halbdded onto the freeway. Whildhe initial

finalized proposal, drafted and signed in 1977, had attempted to pradict fows for
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1985 and 1990sing only the difference in fia flow between 1950 and 197oking

backthesevalues weregrossly underestimated.

In a response to the proposal, Beironmental Protection Agency issued a
series of letters requesting additional research and explanation be done to address the
problems of environmental disturbancguch asoise polution and erosion concerns
According to their response letters, thepgosal missed several key pieces of evidence
and included several arbitrary factors that seemed to distract from the severity of the
issue. Two issues proved to be problematic with any of the route alternatives that the
Department of Roads had plannedst/fi theplan to address noise concefram passing
traffic as trafic volumes increasand secondly, thamendedair quality and polution
report only included information relating to 1970 values, and did not factor in the
potential increase of ozorand particulates given an expectectease in automobile

traffic in the area over time

Researchhasbeen conductedn the placement of roadsd the nearby
communities effected in terms of environment and health con¢limsak, Crane, &
Stevens, 2006 sfte, et al, 2018Yoodrow, Longley, & Kingham, 2015housng
viability (Allensworth, 1975Decker, Nielsen, & Sindt, 2005)isplacement(Lupton,
2014) and poverty Also, research has looked at tingcanny relationship between the
occurrence and types of violence with proximity to major freeways and intergkuéis
Corzine, Corzine, & Moore, 1991Jinuoye, 2014)Whie several communities were
buldozed duringthat time to make way for tHeeeway it is blatantly obvious that
communities with poor anchinority residents were targeted. In 1975, homes in the Near

North Side and northeast Omaha area were appraised at $5,000 less than houses in south
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Omaha, and um $28,000 less than homes located in southwest Ofhhlited States
Department of Transportation Federal Highway Administration and Nebraska
Department of Roads, 1977, pp38). More specifically, neighbortmms with ahigh

number of poor Bck families are often targeted by the State Department of Roads
(Strand, p. 87)This manner of selection is noisf a matter of coincidence; hiais

poltical undertonesResidents of these aseaould beright to be fearful of the

government, especially given the governréenhbuse ofreinent domain. Poor
individual s who coul d n o touldarfdfwould dtimdtely c ont e s
have their houses and property snatched right from underneath them. Black homeowners
isolated to the Near North Side neighborhood had utimately no choice but to watch as
nearly 800 single family housing, apartmentsand multifamily homeswereseized and

razed to make way for the interstate.

Theciyp s Pl anni n goulddaen bide tehiadnthe word blight andet
fact thatit was doing the communitynd the citya favor by tearing down the eyesood
abandoned and unkpt houses, andacant lots, whiediverting potentially problematic
congestive trafic away from the residential strd&and, p. 93)But whatthe city
failed to disclose weréhe environmental concerns, economic effects, andpdaints
with concernsof the displacedand affected African Americans Iving in the ardhe
draft final project proposal for the North Freeway (1975) evaluates the number of houses
and individuals at risk of being displaced along with the number délaleaihouses and
buiding permits for singidamily and mulifamily homes in the aredhree apartment
buidings as well as 56 homes that are located within the Spencer Housing projects, were

demolished (United States Department of Transportation Federal Highway
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Administration and Nebraska Department of Roads, 1975,-@g). Between 1973 and
1975, 753 homes were demolished and only 26 buiding permits were granted, with two
of them being for muitfamily homesin the northeastern part of the cffiynited States
Department of Transportaton Federal Highway Administration and Nebraska
Department of Roads, 1975, pp32). The report goes on to argue that the numiier
available homes and buiding permits were sufficient to compensate for the 753
households being demolished, though this argument overlooked the issue of finding
homes in the nearby area as well as situations involving the lax enforcement of the Fair
Howsing Act(United States Department of Transportation Federal Highway
Administration and Nebraska Department of Roads, J#7/%32; AustinTurner, et

al,p. 55Yinger, p.891). Four churches were demolished as wel, and whie two of them
were noted tdave been in the process of rebuiding, the other two churches likely did
not relocate due to the inability to find a suitable site near the laraddtion there were

25 businessedcluding an iron works company, an auto parts and salvage company, a
propane ompany, a boatanstruction ad repair shop, a feedose, two auto body shops,

a telephone companya TV repair shops ub st at i on, an attorneyos
agent 6« usedfcdriot terq gas stations, an income tax service, a shdpea
fiberglass companyand aflorist (United States Department of Transportation Federal

Highway Administration and Nebraska Department of Roads, 1975;1p,73)

The report offers a thorough explanatiabout the system in which families and
individuals would be compensated foritheomes, however, one might question whether
the method of appraisal and compensation was done honestly in the case of Black

homeowners. Some Black residents would argue hiegt were fairly compensated while



46
Game of Roads

others argue that Bladkmilies were giverurfair compensationif any, compared to

White counterparts in the ar€dinger, p. 892)What the proposatioesnot mention is

that theappraisers were taught to swindéack and poor minorityhomeowners out of

the value oftheir homes. Tey would appraise ¢hhome and not tell the owntte

appropriate value frst handhsteadthey would instead take that information to the city

and povide them with the information and negotiators would lowball residents on their
price. Ultimately if a resident did not reach an agreeméhe tool of eminentdomain

was used, especially in the circumstance of a house in an area where others had already

given into t KStrand; p.8%06s demands

In reviewing the final draft of ke Environmental Impactt&ement for the
proposed construction of the North Freeway project section between Lakeaanih i
Streets,major overreacheby way of purchasing and razing hosige the constructiol® s
right of way weredone prior to approval to buid the éway in the area. It would appear
as i f they wused the fr ee weciic rout®was evéne ar out
suggested. Secondly, having been exposed to caoreesironmental reearch and
statistics | found that the report is grossly understated in ternthexjathered data as
well asthe methodologyin which it was gatheredTo access appropriatetpe impact on
a given variable the traffic levels should have beenitored among other areas; also
noise levels should have been measured over a periosdepfriot simply on oneay. A
monthlong series of alternating intervals and times during theakso should have been
testedand reportedas travel fluctuates at certain times of the degek, month and even
year Likewise, weather conditons and potential obstructesmwell as specific location

of these noise preceptor devices should havea beted in the research report. The
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weather condttions of the danay have distorted the values. Similarhftermate routes
caused by the disturbance of the construction and pending freeway may have led to a
misrepresentation of the trafic volumeshirdly, the air quality report was not

thoroughly done, nor waadditonal amendments added to the final regdwere is a
possibility tha may have been placed into a separate report of its own, thougprdias
problematic considering that the informatiovould potentially prove to be very

significant tothe argument againdiuiding the freeway

One d the initial letters from the Department ob&ls clearly states that the
razing of houses and acquisition of land should not have occurred without @jectpr
approval. This was noted in the response letter dated 1977, Wleeheuses in the area
had alreadybeen claimed through purchase diginent domairbetween the years of
1957 and 197,Avhen intial proposals were being madenited States Department of
Transportation Federal Highway Administration and Nebraska Department of Roads,
1973, pp. 217) While the freeway project had been shot down several times before
because of costs, the city went ahead with its plans anyway, acquiring all the houses in its
path There were approxitely 68 homes that were stil undeegotiations, all of which
werelocated in the near Nortfide neighborhood. At thaitme there had stil been
discrepancy over thactual placement of the freeway. It would sdi&m a waste of
money for a city to clear and make way for an interstate given that they did not know for
certan where it would gaimpproval to place it. That is, unlefise city never planned to
use the other routes and merely suggested them as alternate routes knowing thdt wel
they would be rejected fdhe mostdesirable of the threélhat route would #n

utimately be the route thatut through the predominantlyleBk part of town.The
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desirable path fulfilled t lareasforthdr weitsg desir e
back the Back part of town. It utimately cuttraight through the historicaBlack

community both dividing it and isolating it from the rest of the city. Not only were they
unwarranted n using and abusing the law aohieent domain, but they did not admit to it

in the report. Several times the report uses careful mention ofctheaa open fields of

abandoned and dilapidatedusing and buidings. It seerhighly suspicious that in

addition to thesetatements that it is noted that

This segment [Hamiton to Laketr8ets] is being treated as a separate section due
to previous righ of way acquisition and land clearance, and no objections have
been raised by residents of the local area to the use of the area as a highway
facility. (United States Department of Transportation Federal Highway

Administration andNebraska Department of Roads, 1973)

There is virtually no mention of objections tbe voice of the community and
resuling resolutionsThe existing 3t Street corridor, also less wéhown as US route
73, was considered for revamping to become the North Freeway. Ironically, the city

chose to not expand or make improvements B R@eet becauses they pui it:

The cost to move or relocate businesses and housing along the roaccesiuld

entirely too much, with nearly 1,000 established businesses and homes it would be
cheaper to move it to an area that has less of a cost. Also, the location just to the
east is the only other paralel and through street and would better serve the
constuction plans.(United States Department of Transportation Federal Highway

Administration and Nebraska Department of Roads, 1975,-8f) 2
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Frontage Road Development Company, the company responsible for the contract to
buid the roads released this statemantesponse to not choosing both the west
alignment along 3Bstreet and the route that would further connect northsa@et to
Interstate 680fi we woul d destroy those homes and bu:
at empt i ng hababostdhe homesdand Wusinesses that were plowed through to
buid the highway? What was the defining factor that made them worth so much less than
those further West or Easy2s, the homes that were demolished in the Near Nsifth
were appraised at a lesser vale than those homes located in neighborhoods to the north,
west and south, however, a greater number of individuals and homes were affected by
choosing the central alignment which negates the cosfitbgstification. The deciding
factor was not just money, as the proposgienly state, but also racehel west
alignmentwould have affected a large numberafifient Whites living in the north 30
Street area and their businesses would cost significant amoumtsney tothe city to
reimburse them for their homes and business moves. The residents Iving riorthe30"
Street neighborhoods of Florence and Miler Regke equally as concerned as the
residents of the Ne North Sideon the proposition of a highway being buit right through
their backyards, so to spe@®maha World Herald, 1983Jhese communities were able
to contest the plannindpoard for the Nebraska Department of Roads, and the
northernmost section of the freeway that would have connected689land this section
of the freewaywas never completeds for the residents in the Near North Sitleey
were unable to persuade the planning board into considering another alternative toute tha
would not bisect the communit\Residentswhosehomes stoodh the path of the freeway

wereleft with littlie choice butto sell their homes to the citgnd to move elsewhereThe
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city would force its own hand, succeeding in securing its-affitay straight through
the heart of the Black community, all whie revealing théhtrotits North Freeway plan.
Omahads pl anFreéway was nevarnealN dorbenbkfithe Black community as
it was implied, but ratherprovide a means of travel that woulypass the Black part of

town whie weakemng the community

A Community Voices Concern ovetthe Freeway

There were several notable contesters taltiaevn out and controversidNorth
Freeway project, wsprisingly, not all contestersvhere African American residents of the
area. SeveraCity Counci members along with a State Senatamd everthe Mayor,
were against the freeway and its plaeemthrouty the dense residential area. Thos® wh
opposed the InterstaeB80turned NorthFreeway, projectincluded both White and Black
resicents of the city and manyho did not resid in the Near Nrth Side neighborhood.
In al, the section between interstate 480, which enters Omaha from Council Bluffs, lowa,
and Sorenson Parkway, which sergssthe current airport connector, took a total of
thirty-five years to be completed. Much headache and animosity has stemmed from this,
especialy as more individuals have become aware of the alternative routes where the cost
would have been less ancetiesidents of the Near North Side neighborhoadict have

been less affected.

There were several opponents of the North Freeh@ayever the most vocal
were State Senatdfrnie Chambers, and Omaha Mayor James Dwordk. ifitial
opposition began wittMayor, Dworak his Urban Planning Committeeand City Council
back in the earl196Gs, revolving around the effect of thiparty poltics and the

exorbiant cost for all things surrounding the construction of the intergdeiglas
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Couny Historical Society, 2015)t was well known that Mayor Dworak did not ke the
fact that much of Omahads political l eani n
business leaders and social giafike cost of the interstate, as well as the system
involving who would get to vote for, icreated quite a debate amgi certain interest
groups. His organization of an Urb&tanning Boardas well as a biracial committee
aimed at evaluating instances jalh and housing discrimination in the city, angered
wealthy private business owners and city officidlie privately backed city government
argued vehemently th#hhe votefor the interstateshould be a private vote onlyhereas
Mayor Dworak, his Urban lBnning Committee an@ity Council lobbied for there to be
an open vie among the citzens of Omaf2ouglas County Historical Society, 2015)
The city found itself in a contradictory position considering that duringtithe there

was also a vote to increase funds for redeveloping restoring homethe area of the
Near NorthSide That bill, however, was shot down as legislators reasoned thatlit wou

be too expensive

Senator Ernie Chambers, a lifelong resident of North l@nandformer barbein
the Near North Sideas well as sevdrather notable leaders in thdaBk community
voiced heir disapproval and distrust the feeway efforts. Senator Chambenden
referred to the North freeway figurative and emphatic terms, expressing how
detrimental it was to the livelihood and stability of not otlg neighborhood, but also
the Back community itself.He has referred tothefe e way as a dknif e, C L
the artery in the heart of the Black commu t (lgofok, 1983) The imagery that
Chambersusedthrough his speech mimics the conditions of the Near Ngifth and

Omeéha Black community. Thénage of a cut arteyyleading to major blood$sand loss
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of life, is synonymous with the freeway cutting through the neighborhood. Not only did
the freeway faciltate the creation of more gtisuandwhite fight, but it also enabled a
large number of African American residents of the area to move away, leaving behind a
greatly disrupted sociecultural dynamic that proved fatal for the stability and livelihood

of the neighborhood(Kotok, 1983)

During a 1985 legislates hearing addressing the prospect ehdeistrializing the
area,Senator Chambelis quoted remindinchis colleagues of the negative nsequences

of the North Freeway:

They said the North Freeway would promote economic development but all it did
was displace people from their homes, raise unemployment because of the loss of
local businesses and gave outsitterests stronger control over the area

(Levenson, 1984)

Senator Chabers not only voiced many of the concerns eohplaints of his district
about the North Freeway, but he repeatedly attempted to halt the construction by
chalengingt h e duhdang efférts (Omaha World Herald, 19830 comparison to the
other individuals in opposition to theeéway in the Near North Side, he has been by far
the most vodarepresentative for the area 1983 the State legislature proposed a bill
that would allow the Mbraska Department of Roads to stefunds to provide for

utlity costs for Metropolitan Utilities District, Omaha Public Power Distriabd
Northwestern Bellcompanies to relocate and adapt sewer pipes, power lines, lighting,
and phone lines to accommodate the North Free®agator Chambers brought up
publcly the fact that the proposed lwas ilegal considering that it went against a

Nebraska Law which learly stated that statands could not be used towaredéral
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interstate projects. Howevethe Legislature passed thd Bnyway, and responded by

changing the law so that the bil would not be in violation of it.

Brenda Council, #ormer SenatqorSdool Boardand City Council member
disapprovedof the North Feeway and itsesulting efflux of young African Americans
from the area and city as awhole. Sherefetredl t he | at t ethesysteamciibr ai n
funneling ofAfrican Americans, especiallgtudentswanting to go to collegeout of the
area due to lack of upward mobility, avaiable edocati and economic resources, as
well assubjection to impoverigd living conditionswhich were further worsened by the
North Freeway systemAt this time nearly 40% of residents in the area, aged 25 and
older were high school graduatésotok, 1983) In addition 28% of the areas 11, 501
residents, 28 % were on welfare with 15% of the residents being unempidlyed.
freeways premnce would further add to the struggle of the decaying area, and potentially

reverse the rehabilitation efforts that were currently being made in the area.

Recognizing thelmportant Role of a Community inPlanning Processes

In the article review tiledi S o me As p e-edoromicoand Chimnauinity
Facors in Planning Urban Freeways ( 1, Rwaide) Anor, a Research Assistant with
the Center of Applied Urban Research at University of Nebraska Oulisbasses the
controversial processes in interstate piaghnand contends that it is a process that needs
strict review and standardizatiolthough he does not say so directly, he implies that
too often thecommunity is being left out of the planning process. Whie he urges city
planning departments to buidbatter bridge of communication with these affected
communities he also notes that there is an issue of community complacency that may

hinder both sides from working together to resolve issues in an effective manner.
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uses data collected fromstudyconducted by Stanford University in conjunction with

the California Transportation Administration.

Annor first uncovers the layers of freeway study that need to be addressed when
proposing plans for roadwaygp. 1) I n his review ocbmeSatenfor d?o
conclusion that there are three general condititnas affect planning conditions: (ihe
level of freeway developmen(2) community experience, ar{®) programplanning and
evaluation (Annor, pp. 23). In terms of the level of freeway developmehg understands
this to hae three levels, the first the proposal to construct on the basis of serving
demand of present automotive trafiecondly building freeways to serve urban spra
and city growth;andthe third isthe extension of existihng freeways into undeveloped
areas as a way of drawing development to these ékeasr, pp. 67). He goes on to
explain that the community and individuals affected wil have only proximal
understanding of the policy and planning aspect of fgsyp. 10) Thus, individuals
wil understand the impact of a freewamly in terms of personal effect, be it congestion
that they have experienced in the area or other roadways, or safety concerng that the
have with existing traffic patterns. Only aftethe affected community sepstential
significant issues where a freeway would serve to resolveritoenefit themwould one
expect them to suppotite freeway projecfp. 11) The acceptance of this reasoning
comes in two partdhnnor (1970) explainsthe fact thacitizens wil perceive an obvious
need for greater reedom of movement in planniagd second, this resolves opinions
resulting from having no previous experience in understanding and benefiting from the

impact of a freeway(p. 11)
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WhenAnnor explains program planning and evaluatpnocesshe acknowledges
that there are specific areas that planners should expect to be problematic and should
therefore proactively plan and do adegueesearch{p. 13) He addghat there should be
a policy implemented where several alternate routes are considered in advance, prior to
contra¢cing and constructignasa way o both keep costs down and better establish
support forcommunities affectedp. 19) However,he does add that in the case of right
of way protection that this could in turn end up costing a significant amount of money
but that concerns over keepipgoject costs low should never outweigh the rights and the
concerns of the individuals that live in these affected gpeakd) He alsosuggeststhat a
new andstandardized procedudd determining airand ndse pollution should be adopted
and implementedvhenresearchs completedfor roadway placemenAnnor, p. 21)On
the social aspect, Anngpp. 2622) adds that in communities greatly disrupted by
freeway placementhe importance and change$ mass transit routeshoutl also be
taken into account duringhe planning process$ie thenconcludes this point witthe
evaluation of types of approaches that engineersplamhers need to takas wel as

what factors to consider in atternate servi¢&snor, p. 22)

He introduces the ancept of key players and thighrty effects of road planning.
Ultimately, it is the city planningo o a rjod © address all issuesf concern and be
representative of all of the community voices when in taks with planners and engineers.
Likewise, it is in thec o mmu n best ntérets he says, to fon its own committee and
designate an appointee to present concerns to the representative board mernber.
concludes, a communityos response to the

dependent on the capacity, ahiiitgnd desireo change what exists in theromunity
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area outside of the advertisénefits. He once agairaddresss the issu¢hat developrs
themselves need to chantjer manner of design planningnd proctement of land and
property. Hebreaks down the roles o&eh involved party in the planning process and
suggests that there needs to be a balance where each party makes contributions and
reviews. In his opinion, the three key actorany sort of major road constructicare the
planning committee, the communitynd the thiréparty. More specificallyin ths case,

he considers the thirdarty to bethe contractor. Often thepinions and financial backing
of the third-party takegriority over theopinions and concerns of tkemmunity in

working with the planmg committee.However, he suggests that the community should
have the priviege of working directly with the third party anzk versa to determine
alternatives.Fourth party interest groups should be limiediven their considerable

poltical and financial weight, and their tendency to detract from the concerns of the
community being affectedi-or instance, investors, or churches that may receive financial
gain from the placement of a roadway, be it a new facility due to the raizeug aid one,
may have an ulterior motive for supporting and encouraging the freeway project in this

case.

To conclude his argument, Annor addredbesissue of viewingsomething in
terms of its beneftgathe than its consequencdép. 23) More specifically, the use of the
highway and freeway systems is marketed to the public as a problem solver, alleviating
traffic, preventing danger in residential areas, over the recognition that there is also a
causative elationship. The argument of practicalecessity overshadows the
consequences that follow the construction of these roadways. It is true that freeways

aleviate trafic but they also divert it from usinesses that need the traffic; they lower
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housing valas; andthey generateindesirable byproducts such as noise and air pollution.
The causative side is often overlooked in lobbying for support or addressing concerns

with freeway planning.

It would appear that mangf the sameplanning practiceshat Annor (1970)
critiques are still in place today when it comes to the construction and planning of
roadways. Inttially, theplans for the North Freeway, formeripterstate 580were laid
out to star construction in the late 196@&nd early 70Howe\er, as we have seen,
according to thelocuments made availabléhere was much contersy over the
buiding of the feeway. The Omaha World ldrald chronicled a series of setbacks
involving the funding of the freeway, as well as the disorganizasiochanimosity
between the mayor, city council, and city planning boards themsé@ba&glas County
Historical Society, 2015)The cid s  p | laoard wanteffo make the freeway
construction a private w. Many ctitizens, and the mayorrejectedthe project,citing that
it would be inappropriate to essentially override the right of the affected communities to
have a say in what happemsiso, the project had an exorbitaptrice tag. Many in the
community argued that the monegest on the razing of homes, placing displaced
families into new housing, the actual construction, and the resuliity and plumbing
aftershock, could have been applied to tRear North Side and greater Omadn&a to
update existing road®x up houses, clean up empty lo&d help curb crimeall at a
much lower cosfLaden, 1983)It was also questioned whether tie of the freeway

could ealy ever justifythe amount that it cost.
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IV. NEAR NORTH SIDE AND NORTH OMAHA TODAY

Bet ween 1960 and 1990, the Near North Sid
almost 30,000 to only 9,100 residefftsarsen & Cotrell, p. 308)This trend would
continue slowly over timepnly beginning to slow recently with the rejuvenation efforts
in the area. Todayhé¢ Near Northside has grown in size, spanning frof\ dtéeet to
Fontenelle Boulevard on the west and from Cuming to Pratt Streets in the north. But
whie it has grown inige, its population has dwindled Of  O55800 Afidcan
Americans, only 20,000reside in the current definitions of the Near Northside
approximately 8,000 of this populatiancluding the African immigrant populatiorof the
area(News Desk, 2012Jnited States Department of Commerce, 20IB¢ hazard of
the freeway mixed with frustration over the decaying appearance, lack of housing market,
and increased criminal activity in the area drove residents to move further west to escape
the area. But [k most issues, simply running away from the problems and not addressing
them has allowed the pollution, crime, and housing problems continues unrecognized by
the city. Only now when there is a threat to the viabilty of the rest of the city, are we
beginnng to address the issues that have plagued this Black community for almost 80

years.

Environmental Injustice & Health Concerns

The construction of the North Freeway faced the same ridicules as several similar
road construction processes passing thraudfan and predominantly African American
residential areas in the United Stai€aylord & Bel, p. 32) Over the last 50 yearsince
their construction, there has been an increasing amount of research looking into the health

and crime mpacts that are byproducts of urban freewdysere is a huge correlation



59
Game of Roads

between certain kinds of cancer and respiratory ilnesses that grikatly aalults and

chidren living very close to auto emissioflsester, Allen, & Hil, p. 29) While vital

statistics are often divided in terms of race, it would be important to consider that health
conditons and orrene should not be gaged only in association with, or attributed to

racial behaviors and groups. Instead, the public health statistics and crime reports should
start taking into account the causative relationship that the surrounding major roadways
have onwo particular characteristics, namely, prevalence of certain ilnesses and

criminal activity.

Issues involving air and noise pollution are two of the more notable subjects of
concern when planning roadways through or near to a community. How wouldhiagplan
board go about addressisgichconcerns as well as how would they go about resolving
them? These are questions that should ufimately rank highest in terms of roadway
i mportance over the simple argumentnd of ef fi
welkbeing should be worth more than the few minutes saved driving on the interstate,
right? To some individualshowever, this is not the cadbe accessibility for the majority

greatly outweighs thevellbeing ofthe minority (Davis & Bent Goodley, p. 207)

John Callewaertdos article AThe d mportan
and Addressing Environment al | mjinarisyt i ce s 0 (
individuals Iiving in toxic exposure area€alewaertargues thaminorities with low-
income face disproportionate amounts of exposure to environmental polutants and
hazards (p. 257). In addition to this, he argues that this group is also far more likely to
ive in close proximity to poluting ingstries, such as factories, raiways, sewage

treatment plants, landfills, and incineratas 257) He adds the notion that the United
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States aids in further environmental injustices towards minoritiesndmd uals with
low-incomeon the basis of disregarding (pand or m
258) This is somewhat teling givethat in many instances count@mguments presented

against discriminatoryenvironmental injustice claims seem to seek the justification that
residents in a givencead ea( Beesn d& Guetrae, dlu®(
closeness to jobs and lower cost of homes. Been and Gupta (1997), ke many city

planning researchersyre quick to deflect the responsibility to the individual or the

communi ty. The areads history then ends up
planners would take the time to consider t
into why the reslients of these areas are stirclaposition wheremaking the choice to

ive in a bxic community over a netoxic or lower risk area is not an option. It is easy

simply to reason that an African Americaralenwho makes a lolmcome wageadoes so

because of whatever choices he has made. It is easier to create a story based on statistics
and assume that the individual must be in ailmeme job beause he does not have a

degreeor because he chose this job position. The researclieis casedoes noseem to

want to take a step beyorkist assumptionlf they had factored in the influence of racial

history in the area, is likely that findings would have chlmsibt on theconclusion that

Blacks wilingly choose and prefer to live in toxaommunities To further prove this

point, Callewaert (2002poked into the history of two toxic communities with

predominantly African American and leincome minority residents. Wio men

responded duringwo separaténterviews discussingenvironmental sues in African

American communitiestaking into consideration the history of the community in the
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area, as wel as the cultural history involved, piksimitations r e s i cexperiénseid

a whde different perspective.

One of the reasons that thisesaropened up is Columbus traditonally had
segregated housingéBlacks were unable t
when this area opened up there was an opportunity foy Blcks to own their

own homegp. 260)

Now the people who live hef&obbins llinois] were forced into bying in this

area [during thd 9 5 0 s ] because they couldnoét buy
because they bought here they cannot afford to sell their homes and move

elsewhere, for one thing no one wants to ive here next to a cgntipanis an

environmental polutant(p. 263)

These particular situations involves the Southside community in Columbus, Ohio,
and Robbins, llinois, where African Americans who moved into these areas, fleeing
violence in the south towards the end of thiea® Migration period, were restricted to
iving in communities within very close proximity #m incineration site, ancement
industry, respectivelythat had both been guity of producing an abundance of pollution
(p. 263) This polution has utimately left residents in the area bottlenecked into staying
within their homes despite the knowledge of health risks due to toxins around them. The
truth is that while these residents are aware that their heatthd@nger, they are stuck
given that this toxic residential environment also drives down property values and creates
disinterest among prospective homebuyers.
hazardous areas makes it difficult, if not virtually implolesi for the residents to sell their

homes and move to a safer, less toxic, environment.
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Callewaert(2002)comes to three conclusions in his study: (1) there is a definte and
pervasive trend of not only environmental injustice towards minoritiesloanghcome
communities but that the injustic® the former groups better defined as an
institutionalized environmental racism caused by-t@stricted housing covenants. (2)
Community history is a prevalent part of making effective planning choicgs an
evaluating environmental injustices, as it accurately puts into context and takes into
consideration all of the historical factors affecting the community. It would be easy to
look at the community at face value and make detrimental decisions withcsitlecioig
al l perspectives of the communityds situat |
awareness and engagement of community history alone, whether on the part of the
community, city planning board, or court system, is not the only aiding fector
resolving, or beginning to address, environmental racism. Communties themselves, not
third parties, not interest groups, must actively address these agencies, just as the agency
or planning board must actively address the historical information anpletenthorough
and comprehensive analyses (p.-28). Community members must also biedb
understand comprehensivehpow their history has affected their current situations and

then articulate their concerns on their own befalf257)

Several other articles addressed the kinds of carbon emissions and linked them to
increased incidence of respiratofVette, et al., p. 38)igestive, and mental linesses as
well asfrequency of certain forms of cancgr. 38) These toxic polutants greatly affect
everyone in the city, as the number of automobiles on the road increases arttastect
closer in proximity ata much quiek rate. Decker et al (2005) explains the potential

effects of automotive byproducts on unknowing communities whie addressing the
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deficiency in fuffilling the nght-to-know laws. These rigitb-know laws are set into

place to protect homeowners amsidents by informing them of regular Toxic Release
Inventory reportdrom the Environmental Protection Agendgstead, many residents,
especialy Black residents, were not made aware of these reports nor how to access air

gualty information (p. 120)

Deckeret al. (2005),reports that there are six predominant toxins that are craated
byproducts of auto exhaushely are: lead particulates and lead compounds, barium,
hydrochloric acid, ammonia, xylene, and tolugpe 113) Aimost all of these cause some
form of respiratory irritation and even faiure. They have been known to cause cancer in
individuals with prolonged exposure to large airborne concentrations stemming from
automotive pollution(Douglas County Health Department, p. #8)2007, a report
released by the Rglas County Health Departmenbted that the highegprevalence of
fatal cases ofsthma were among the African American Commynissiding east of2™
Street(pp. 37). The death rate of African Americans from Asthma complications was
twice that of Whitesbetween 199®2004(Douglas County Health Department, 2007, p.

7).

Decker, et al, (2005) continuesnto evaluate the relationship between property
values and automoti ve pollutants, given
office. In areas where there are industry, rairoad -aghvay, and freeway in cles
proximity, the houses are valued at significantly less than houses that are close in
proximity to one or none of these poluters (p. 1¥Vih this, he adds that areas showing
higher levels of toxic release tended to have a larger proportion of Africagrio&n

residents(p.114) To furt her support Callewaertods

t

(20
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knowledge and easily accessible air quality, and Toxic Release Inventory information
essentially creates a problematic escape for Black residents wanting etoonioof these
poor air quality areas. Decreased home value leads to decreased financial abilty to
purchase a better home in another area in thweawise, the availability of information
to potential buyers in comparison to the lack of information gealito residents in a

high toxic release area decreases the chance that people wil want to buy homes there.

Staying in onedés home in a location where

can also prove to be financially draining and potentially letRalttinson et al (2015) adds

to this by looking into the importance of educating individuals and coitie® to air

quality, and what constitutes safe verses unsafe values and their adverse health effects
(p.156).Per ceptions of air quality may differ
background as well as their cultural backgroand we | | a s ergtanding sf am wn
iiness, and lving conditonsTherefore, many individuals Iving in these communities do
not realize that the proximity to a freeway is what is worsening healititioos. The

Douglas County Health Department did indicatetheir studythat most of the adults and
chidren live in close proximity to theréeway Since this study there have been some

active efforts to help curb auto emisss, such aslgnting more trees and shrubalong

the interstate taid in the removal of pollution nal lowering the speed imit to 55 miles

per hour or lower. The option to lower the speed limit was rejected. With more recent
ozone qualty reportsom the Environmental Protection Agency, efforts are being done

to convert the cogbowered North Omaha PewPlant to one functioning with wind and
solar based energy. The combination of anwssions with those of the nearby coal

plant have created a toxic air quality thats greatly increased the prevalence of asthma

un
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in the northeast Omaha area, as welha®asing ozone levels to above the acceptable
imits set by the EPA. If Omaha does not do more to curb these auto and industrial
emissions, they could be faces with stiff penalties in the event that the EPA decides to

enforce a lower maximum ozone level

Cultural D issonanceand City Animosity

The Near NortlSide is virtually synonymous with North Omaha. the City has
grown over the last three and a hdlecades, the African American population has also
dispersedhroughout the city. The city has grown exponentially since the sl8bthe
1950s there were approximately 16,000 Africanefioan cttizens living in Omahas of
2010 there were roughly 60,000nited States Department of Comoer 2013) Today,
references to the AfricaAmerican residents of the Near No8kle have mostly become
synonymous with North Omaha as a whole. Though there is an established cultural rift
between AfricarAmerican citizens Iving in theidtoric neighborhood from those who
migrated elsewhere in the city, the fact of the matter is that important historical
achievements and perceived cultural reputation of African American citizens of Omaha,

native or not, have had theibeginnings inthe Near NorttSide

Much debate and discussion has occurred over the current state of the Near North
side Black community as well as the total Omaha Black community. The confusing thing
is that the highwayhasbrought both negative effects and positive benefits téffiean
American culture here. On one hand, one can see how theugticod of the freewayas
caused a@ecrease in property values and thus decrease in business ownership and
viability in the area. One is able to see that then directly leads tdhe occurrence of

empty and rurdown housing that often fuels and covers ilicitugl activities as well as
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how this condition leadsxtremely poor individualsotcommit thefts and crimes as a last
resort On the other handpr some African American residentthe compensation offered
during therelocation efforts proved to be more than what was expected. Blacks who had
been considered upper loweass or midle-class and those who simply wanted to

move away from the areajere now able to moveway from thecrowded area due the
compensation and relocation effofiStreet of Dreams, 1992)Vith the federalFair

Housing Act having passeth 1968, this was considered to be a huge step forward. Not
only was Omah a 6ss noB abde cokestablishd itdetitienately; Ithes set the

ball roling interms of diversifying the city. élvever, this also set the ball roling for

animosity anong different economic classes of African Americans in the city.

With the effux of middleclass Afican Americans fronthe Near North Side,
came the collapsef the social dynamic of the ea. Some feel that the loss of tlese
knit, dependentand tieredcommunity is what led to its demig&otok, 1983) The idea
is that theNear North ®le area thrived due to the contributions of all classes of African
Americars working within one community thus makingthe commurty stronger. A
similar concept was offered by former mayoral candidate lesgilator Brenda Council.
I n her ter ms, she referdradd tTohitshiosc cpulresn ownheer
African Americansof urban areamove away, #her to other partsfdown or other states
for educationand opportunities of upward mobilitynstead of returningand using
learned skils andesources as contribution to their communjtid®y simply leave and
never come baciairchild & Tucker,1982) This ideg of course is often reflective of
the middleclass and rich elite African Americans in the city, some from the area and

even those who are not, wrater learning and recognizing the #ices and needs of
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their racialcommunity instead chooseot tobe concerned with it because of their lack of

proximity to it. A similar, but reversesdystemi s referred to as Abrai
referring to the sudden economic boons@veral southern cities, one example being,

Atlanta, Georgiawhich over the last few decadésve seen a sort of reverse great

migration. This reverse migration has led major cities in the south to become

predominantly African Americar{Frey, p. 3)

With this mindset it is easy then to see why there is a imgeracial divide in
the city. Income disparities as well as generational values create barriers for racial unity
in the city. The North Freeway serves as a taegilihe between two seeminglypposing
sides, the poor African Americans versus the midiliss African Americans ithe city.
With the further west expansion of the cityis becoming a much largetivide with
upperclass African Americans becoming a third playeraddition, many of thelder
residents of the area have either moved, or passed away, and the Ne&iddasth
predominantly younger individuals faling under the agé@fOlder residents and
younger residents in the area may disagree on the polpkarguing the area and have
trouble coming together to reach effective resolutions. While younger residents may see
the need for neighborhood changes through redevelopment, older residents who lived in
the area during earlier development efforts may \le®s as contributing to the

deterioration of the area.

Al I had ever known about the Near North Side is what | was able to witness in
person when visiting family or havedtold to me by family members and news
coverage. Though my parents and grandparevould mention all of the nightlife, and

social venues, | never sawyaof this when we would pass througie area. It was full of
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boarded up buildings with broken glass windows, overgrown yards, abandoned houses
with condemned sticke stapledto the wod boards blocking the doors from entifere

was a gas station we would always pass that looked like it had caught on fire years ago,
and even to this day it stil stands there, completely untoudBatdmy opinion of the

area is baskonly on what lhad seen, and, as foost of the younger residents there

now, that is all that they have ever known the neighborhood to be.

The problem with this, of course, isathwithout knowing what the Near North
Sidewas before, there is no sense of urgency for the current younger residents to want to
change anything about their community. Whatdook for complacency was realjrue
inability to see that there is anything potentially deficient or wrong aboutithgitions
of the areaTo older residents of the area, the decline began with the riots in 1968, where
a large section of the business district alon' 3#teet was burned to the ground
folowing a visit from George Wallace, a staunch segregationist @mtpntial
candidate. The Near Nortide seemed to be unable to recover from this, with another
riot the following summer in response to the Police murder of Vivian Strong. Today if
one were talrive through the area, they wouddil be ableseea few d the buildings that
were set on fire during the riotBut for the majority ofyounger Near North Side
residents dday, the decline in last 3@as has gone unnoticedA news articlediscussing
the rash of unsolved homicides in the north Omaha qreded a young woman
referencingwhat it was lke lving inthe Near North Sidamid the growing threatf
violence Altods (Kdtokd988) Whieeoker gdnerdtioms df redidents
can attest t@ respectable ahlively side of the neighborhood frothe past,to younger

generations, the neighborhood has always Ived up teftstunate reputation.
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The Gentrification Problem

This situation proves to be a doutdelged sword. While certainly one can see that
the cultural dynamic of the Near Norfeide and its economic stabiity wegeeatly
affected by having multiple income levels and social classes of African American
residents one can also see how problematias to simply reason that by urgingiddle-
incomre and wealthyAfrican Americans back to therea that we can quickly resolve the
current economic sittian in the Near Northi8e. Ether way that we approach a
sttuation wil prove detrimental to the community and wil not necessarigieeghe
current Black class dividecreded by the construction of theeéway in théheart of the
community. If cotinued effort is placed into ald&k-only means of gentrificatiqntwo
undesirable results that wil occur inadvertentlyt tmay further exacerbate racinsion
in the city. First, ot only would we be taking a step backwards in terms of our ciil
rights efforts, but secondiyve would be further displacing lewcome and poor
residents and families creating a much larger problem for the African American

community.

Firstly, one must realize that efforts aimed at recreating the Black income class
dynamic that contributed to the stability of the area in the 1930s, would essentially
require us to willingly resegregate ourselves. This plan seems contradittobpth the
civil rights efforts that the Black community as a whole fought for in terms of equal job
opportuntties, integration of schools, as well as efforts towards ending racial
discrimination in housingFor some tdhen present the argumetiiat thedemise of the
Near Noth Side was due to Black mideilecome famiies moving away from the area

anddisrupting thecultural dynamic implies the belief, that the neighborhood was more
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viable when Omaha was segregated. Also, it would imply that divassperceived as
something that has hindered thability of the Near North Sidegr is a threat to the
preservation of the areasltural history. This attitude is what detepsotential small
business owners and entreprenefopsn opening businesses time areaOn the other

hand, diversity through gentrification does not provide a definite solution to the race
relations problem. To simply put individuals of differing ethnic and racial backgrounds
togethergives the appearance of diversity, not fntitig diversity itself. Gentrification

of an area can potentially make matters worse leading again to segregation within the
small community if no racial and cultural educational resources are offered to help bridge
differences. The Black community that isealdy suspect of its White counterparts wil
uttimately reunify and further seclude themselves unless they are able to perceive that
gentrification efforts wil prove beneficial to them in terms of historical preservation of
the area and improved racialations, which wil hopefully spread out throughout the

rest of the city.

Secondly,urban development plans have been very successful so faing &kpty
lots and existing ruglown poperties and converting thentanmore efficient, safer, and
more aethetically pleasing housing. And whie the efforts and benefits have not gone
unnoticed one must consider the negatiedfects that these newer housingjvisions and
complexes may have on the existing residents. Similar the understanding of the causal
relationship between the North Freeway and depreciation of homes nearby, utimately
these newer houses would in turn have the same effect of older homes where residents
are unable to pay for restorations and upkeep. While the city continues to add new

developnents and resource ¢ers to the Near North Sidend while new businesses
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begin to come back to the ayeanting spaces in newly renovated buidings or buiding
their own, areas that are in proximity are going to be under scrutiny because of their
proximity to these much newer and much more aesthetically pleasing buildings. At first
this does not seem probiatic, but one has to remember that the majority of residan
the aredall below the poverty line in terms of income. Withaege amount of newly
constructed busess suites and the small numiedrhistorical buildings remaining in a
stable enough cadition to be renovated, the historical aspect of the Near North Side
neighborhood is slowly being erasedher than preserved. Centaid houses that
would prove to be of great valué instead,proper efforts of maintenance and resiorat
were encourged, arebeing condemned and replaced with newer housiaty dbes not
necessarily fit withthe identity of the area. The area certainly is being rejuvenateid
speak, buit is being executedh an unorganized manndiat serves more to replace

ratherthan preserve the history of the area.

Rejuvenation and urban development efforts in the wilkaltimately bring more
residents and businesses back into the area. With improved housing standards, larger
homes and development of more parks and re@eal areas for chidren in the area we
can only hope that not only wil the area become safer famuitent residents, but also
present a more positve impression to the rest of the Bily onealso has tmote that as
the area becomes more populated and as more businesses move back into the area that the
increase in property values wil also lead to an increaseoitgage paymentsand rental
fees for homes in the ardhgrein lies the confict. Whie weould like this area to
become what it once was, a thriving business and entertainment atmosphere, we also

have to be careful at the manner in which we do it so that we do not further displace
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people and create a bigger problem. To make the area hightpbdedor business
again also means that we may increase the financial burdens of individuals that reside in

the older undeveloped and overlookedareas of the neighborhood.

The Two faces of Urban Development

Many efforts and proposals have beenfprh overthe last 25 yearaimed at
restrucuring the Near Norttside as well as the older portions of North OmaBaveral
plans hae been showcased since 2011, involving cthenging of the Near North Side
and its 24 Street business districinto remodeled pedestrian friendly, small
commurities (Aliance Buiding Communities & Nebraska Investment Finance
Authority, 2011)Si mi | ar areas that have been recent
nei ghbor ho didoscoBenson,cFlorerdeand Dundeeneighborhoods(Omaha
by Design, 2013)Thesewalkking communities have been fairly successful at bringing
small businessedack tavardsthe heart of Omahddowever, thoughsmall businessesare
returning to thee area, some may question whether or tiedsepedestrian famiy
developmert aretruly a good thing. The results of such a change can be evaluated using

the recentMid-town Crossingdevelopment as an example.

Midtown Crossing formerly recognized as the TurnearR neighborhood, is
locatedapproximately two mies southwest of the historic"24d Lake Street district
One could haveonsideredit to be ina similar state ashe current Near North Side area
Turner P a r Wwaé dten ensidkeredato be an unsafe area prone to vandalsm and
theft, as wel as a large open area full of unused sp#eearea, located at'3@nd
Dodge Streets had housed a-dawn apartment building that could have mircbrihe

conditons of the housing projects dded in the Near North SidBy 2006 the apartment
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buiding had been demolished atiee only things left in the area werdaatfood
restaurant avacant office building,and severalovergrown, unmaintainedandunused
parking los. The mansions locateglist to the northwere buit during the early 20
century and hadsince beermonverted into apartmentsnuch like the old mansions
scatteredn the Near Norttside neighborhoodto accommodate lowencome residents

and college students

With the sudden movement towards a more pedestrian friendly, affdeacity
Omabha, he seling pointof Midtown Crossing was to have everything all in one plawe,
a fAone ,Gwhergppeapld copld reside, sh@mdseek entégainment all within a
oneto-two block radius In fact, the way that some of the condos were desjgned
residents do not have to leave their buidings aCalmpleted in 200%he area not only
had entertainment venues, but it also hougestale condos, restaurants, hobby stores,
and a movie theater. The added perk for renters or homeowners who chose to move to the
area was the fact that all of these things were easily accessible via private connectors
through underground parking areas avakways within the buidings. The idea was to
alsolure wealthyand middleclass individuals as well as businesselsack to the areaAt
the same time, neighboring homes in the area and rental opportunities have skyrocketed

in terms of price because tikeir proximity to thenew, distinctly upscalarea

The inttial construction began while 1 was an undergraduate at Creighton
University, which sits equidistant between thear NorthSideand Midtown Cossing. |
can remember a few of my friends complaining at the time about the huge inflation in
their rent due to the construction of the upscale lofts and the high end eateries that were

moving into the area. Whie my friends where excited atnéw social accamodations
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of the complex they were also concerned about their abilty to Bteng in the area

given the largancrease in their renA more relevant incident to the situatiam the
historical Near NortlSde wasthe condemning and destructiof theClarindaPage
buiding located at Turner Boulevard and Farn@uarbach, 2014)This once landmark
building has bought up concerns over the survival of neighborhood history when faced
with business poltics and acquisition of property. It was reporteditha014 a deal

was reached with the owner of the Clarirfélage apartment buidingnd the nedoy
corporation Mutual of Omahto tear down the previouslgesignated landmark to replace

it with an office parkn addition to their Midtown @ssing complexBurbach, 2014)

This example should be kept in mind when evaluating hoeffeatively
redevelop the business district in the near North Side area aldhgt@étwithout
compromising the areas rich, but fading, cultural histéighile reading through the
citydéds recent ur ban d ecorsideceg and approved foatmes t ha't
Near NorthSide areal found a similar proposition for the $%tree business district
between Hamiton and Lake Streets. Similar to theracter of the Midtown ©ssing
and Dundee business dissiciandalmost identical to the approved plan for street
adaptatios in the downtown aredhe projections for the historic Near Noue
business district are flled with pedestrian and bike friendly strip malls, and modern
apartment housg. Whie the plan isisually appealingandwould likely bring business
interests ito the strugglingareakeep in mind theental inflation concernsobserved with
the onstruction and opening of the MidtowrrdSsing complex. Converting tiidear
North side area int@ pedestrian friendly districtall while upgrading tomee¢the ci t yos

A up s esthete slandardsmeans widening the streets, laying down new utiities that
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can handle a larger frequency of potential custoroergsidents, as well dmilding new
easily accessible buidings. While this seems to be a simple pg§ect the number of
empty lots andrun-down buidings, ondas to consider thadhis also wouldmean more
condemning antbuldozing d existing homes and businesses, as well as the demolition
of culturally relevant buidings in the aé¢hat are beyond repalue either to lack of
funds or due to lack of age specific replacement resources to properly restore the
buidings.
Issuesin Povertyand Violence

The scarring process of seizing worktd a ss Bl ack famil thesd ho
construction of the Nith Freeway hadad detrimental effects on not only the NEarth
Side community as a wholeut also on the struggle of the individual families that live in
the area. Between the years 2008 and 2010, Omaha became the city with the fiith highest
poverty rde among African AmericangJohnson, 2012, p. XVIll)Nearly 30%of African
Americans in thestate fall below the poverty line, with 26.8% living in Omgbkited
States Department of Commer@913) As aresult, 60% f t h éfricani Amgridas
chidren alsofall below the povertyine (United States Department of Commerce, 2013)
Despite many efforts by urbarewklopment teams, churches, and after schomjrams
to improve the outlook of the area in terms of housing, jobs, crime rates, and academics,

the near north side am@ampoverisied community is steadily growing.

Debal SinghaRoy2001) a researcher of social development in marginalized groups,
noted that there is a certain degree of datgend vulnerability of groups of individuals
who have experiencedxclusion due racé&inghaRoy, etal, 2001Jhese groups having

repeatedly been excluded from employment opportunities over a series of decades due to
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their minority status, are prone to experience a much higher frequency of péoeenty
which the racial grqu as a whole cannot recou&inghaRoy, et al., 2001, p. 3Zhis

would explain why the Black poverty rate of Omaha has increased over the last ten years
while the poverty rate of other groups has had a dediigle other minority groups

have faced hardslapin the city, the African American community residing in and near
the Near NortlSide has repeatedly faced circumstances of racial injustice including the
abuse oimob violence, redlining, housing covenants, job discrimination, police
harassment, anabuse of eminent domain prior to the construction of the North Freeway.
In addition to this, SinghaRo{2001)adds thaextreme levels of social exclusion have
significant consequences not only on the community buntheiduals within it(p. 32)
Secluded individualswil be more likely to suffer from low selesteem and confused
selfidentity, andarealso more likely to impose discrimination and acts of violence

againstothers(p. 32)

Marcus Pohiman(1990)digs deeper into the issud Black seclusion and the
resulting state of povert{p. 78) He argues that predominantly Blactban areas are
suffering from a ki ndcausell byiragial isdlation end maideat e ¢ a
worse by new developments and (Palnanm mp. of fp
78). Pohimannexplains that inserting priviegetlass residents into an already super
exploited and underprivileged community creates clawsgreater instabilifyas those
who are in the pasn of poverty cannot afford to keep up with changes accommodating
the priilegedclass (p. 78) In terms of Omaha, the added middieome single family
housing that wasonstructed on the former Log&ontenelle ground space, and the drive

to bring middleclass African Americarfamilies back to the arehave further impacted
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the lowincome andmpoverisied residentsLikely, the introductions of new business
hubs and community technology and resource centerdiswehad someegree of

negative impact Businesses like these vidunot only serve the community but also
open up potential job opportunities. However, if these faciities do not operate under a
hiring policy that offers positions somewhat exclusively to residents of the area, then
these companies are not contributing way of employment opportunities for the
unemployed in the aredhough we look at these additions to the neighborhood as
benefits or improvements we forget thathey also have may havegative effec on the
community. Similar to the North Freeway atxleffects on the community, the efforts

put forth to curb poverty may actually be wigatlowing it to continue at an alarming

pace.

With poverty often comes thé&rend of violence and surprisingly, proximity to
freeways and interstates also hasfiect on the prevalence of violence and criminal
activities (Huff-Corzine, Corzine, & Moore, p. 7181oh, p. 97). Researchers attribute
the enactment of violent crimes as products of frustration and agression toward an
individuals Iived circumstancessuch as poverty, oppression, and isolatihawever
they also noted that individuals livinip poverty, whdter extreme or notare not
predisposed to being more lethaly violent than otfidéf-Corzine, Corzine, & Moore,

p. 719) This suggests that violence impoverisied areas is due to other factors, not just
the fact that the area@edominantly impoveragedt is more lkely that the instaes of
violence that occurcoincide with the lack of positive policgeresence to detefolent and

criminal behavior, the amount of abandoned achnt housingwhich allows cover for
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criminal activities, as welas the lackof youth focused activities in the area that are not

necessarily connected to a church or publicost system.
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V. CONCLUSION

The easternmost section of north Omaha had its humble beginnings as a frontier town
supported by a financial system similar to the modern day government run welfare
system. As time has progressed, the history of the mchading the near North 8e, has
evolved from one of a poor industrial town, to an enclave for poor and ethnic minorities,
to a designated distridor African Americans and poor kites and is currently the
predominantly African American lomcome aeaofthecty. The Near Nort h
history tells the story of Bw-income district whose community thrived with the
diversity of racial minorities, but slowly deteribed whenthe dynamic of the cultural
diversity in the area was losThe opportuty for upward mobility of other ethnic
minorities in the area coupled with the racist atttudes towards Blacks in there#yed
a demographic shift in the ar@mading to its reputation as a lamcome and
impoverished district With the addition of te freeway, the efux of middielass
residents, including middlelass Blacks, further compounded this disruption in the
cultural dynamic in the ared@he location of the freeway itseflf, lent to further isolate the

disrupted dynamic of the Near North Side

The North Freeway and its placement in the heart of the Black community has proven
to be detrimental for the area in terms of neighborhood vitelitgny wil argue that the
communityds invol vement in the riecurent o f
state of the struggling businessid residentiaistrict. But, one should also consider that
the drawn out process odzing of houses and displacement of citizens that was
happening in the area prior to, during, and after the ,rieigs contribtive to the anger

and frustrations of this oppressed community 1919the community had time to

19
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reestablishitsef and recover following the Wil Brown incidenwith the process of
razing homes and businesses in the area, picking up in the 1970sgdné\Nhirth Side
had lttle time offinancial abilty to recoverwhile combating the freeway projecthe
timing ard placement of the North OmahaeEway put the final nai in the coffin, so to

speak, for the histar Near North Side neighborhood.

One cou wonderif the situation would be differenf the rumored freeway praje
from the 1920s, hadeen completed. Would the cultural dynamic of the area been able to
better accommodatand adapt to thikeeway system back thelVould the construction
of the freeway have beenvelcomed by the Near North Side community as a benefit
given is purpose as a military access rmagrotect the citizens in the area rom mob
violence? It seems suspicious that the freeway plan had been initially proposed as a
necessityduring the 192Q%r even during the 1950&ough the actualconstruction
phaseof the projectdid not start until 1983The necessity of the freeway outweighed the
necessity of repairing the damadene to the Near Northidg during the riotsEven
though the community and the Mayor felt that money going towardsttiled freeway
projectwould better serve to makemediate community improvemengsprivate
business owners and investors in the city wanted the freeway to cater to thelagper
individuals who had moved into the suburbs in the western sections of the city. The
freeway would bringoackthe money so to speakand thus preserve private businesses
that were locatedlowntown; butrich Whites in west Omahdid not want to have to drive

through the poor Black parts of town to get there

The Near N d"Strebtis rdw d s &mdov? df what it used to.be

During the last ten yearsinor improvements haveestoredpositive Black identity into
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the historical area along P#treet Additional business space was renovated neHr 24
and Hamiton, with an educational resource center, a youth activity center, a small
distributing center, and Habitat for Humanity relocating their headquarters there. At the
historic 24" and Lake Streetsome of the historical buidings were able to be renovated
into new office and small business spa&@suipturesand muralshonoring Preston Love,
Midred Brown, Malcom Xhavebeen addetb help recognize natve Omahawo

have made cdributions to thearea, while helgpng toeducatethe younger generations

and preserving the areads history

Though the Feeways presence has dealt a huge blow to the stability of the Near
North Side community, the last decade has been one of development in the area, creating
jobs, mixedincome housing, and plans for future endeavors aimed at curbing the rapidly
growing poverty ath homeless rate in the ardawould seem that somef the negative
effects of the freeway are starting to dissolve as younger residdois residents, and
the <cityds ur b a nareworkiaghtagetneg withl etheraprivatenfandetd s
urban deviepment programs joining in, being more inclusive of community concerns
and grievancesn order toreachan agreemenbn needed projects in the ar€@ne
example of this is with the new Prospect Vilage Initiati&ffering from most urban
development shitegies, the Prospect Vilage Initiativams to provide grants to
qualifying home owners and familiesp that they may pay for restorations and other
improvementson their homesThe program is partnered with t@maha Healthy Kids
Aliance and is aimedat enabling homeowners, who otherwise would not afiprtb
make their homes more efficient and remove health hazards. compari son to

urban development efforts that condemn homes, but not necessarily replace them, this
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program aims at resiog these homes, minimalizing the displacement of residents in the
area. Additional urban developmeefforts have brought in newngie family housingto
accommodate upper leincome and middielass residents to stay within or return to the
area. Several new Black business owners have relotathe areaopening restaurants

There is surely a possibility that the area could once again be thegthcemmunity that

it once was, however, it is also true that this aukeowil require more gentrification

efforts to increaseacial diversy in the area. Whie some African Americaesidentsof

the areamay stil have animosity towards development aadially diverse gentrification

of the areathe truth is that in order to reverse the effectshefnegative reputatio that

has gained there needs to be a good faith effort towards inclusion of other cultural and
racial groups in the areaith efforts 0 slow criminal activityto prove otherwise While

the Near North Side business district has flourished in the past with a growth of Black
owned succesdf businesses and practicalse area wil need to become more inviting

for potential customers in order for these new smal businesses to survive, especialy now
considering that the area does not have a large chain store or restaurant in close proximity

to provide competition forrsall businesses.

Knowledge of Community and Cultural history is essential

The most important lssn that one could leafrom reading about the history of
the Near NortlSide and the struggles of its the African American residesitthat the
knowledge of said history is an essential part in maintaining the viability, reputation, and
successes of the neighborhood, its residents, and the cultatgl & a whole. Whether

one lives in the area, @ a part of the African American community not, the hitory
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of this area, and its people is a valuating that enables us as a city to see how far we

have come in terms of race relations, as well as how far we stil need to go

The key to understanding and valuing local African American cultural history is
through the education systeffhere is a need to improve the way we educate young
African American chidren and young adults about not only the mainstream history but
also the importance of their local cultural history in conjunction with this. We often
excuse ourselves from addressing culture in historical events over fears of offending
othersandthis is a big mistake. To have something misrepresented may actualy serve
better than to not have representation at all. This misrepresentation would at least
generate interest in students wanting to know more about the topic versus ignoring
contributions ofentire grops of ethnic and racial peoples. You cannot expect an
individual, or a community, to respect something that they know nothing about. More
specifically, you cannot expetd seendividuals showpride or respectowardsa
community when its ownity fails to evendo so Omaha stil remains very segregated,
and the North Omaha Freeway wil be not be going anywhere, anytime soon. But whie
the freeway is permanent, the instancésacsm do not have to bRacism has deep
roots into the history adur city, even in a scalled postracial era, we are continuously
allowing this problem to growAs African Americans we must be more involved in
efforts to better our communities instead of passively watching decisions be made for us.
Though thereismc h di ssonance and animosity among
all share the experience of being dehumanized, rejected, and made to feel invisible
because of the color of our skiKlein, 1978) Because of this we all share a moral

investment, independent of income, education, or lfestyle, to the betterment of the racial
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situation in our city.To be complacent with our current racial identity and condtion is to

give up. We are not violent ighant, needy, individuals as the media lkes to portray us,

but in order to correct this perception, we need to prove them witomgs been 51 years

since the Supreme Court outlawed segregation, and yet it has been allowed to continue on
as a normal paudf life in the city of Omaha. For 51 years, we as African Americans have
assumed that equalty would be handed to us, and that racial respect and cultural unity
would just fall into place. This is where we have failed. We must flling the role of

the oppressed if we ever expect to be equals in this city. If the lack of progress in the last
five decades has not shown us that we have to make do for ourselves, then our
complacency wil ultimately further compound our current racial unrége have been

waiting 51 years for our White counterpartsréspect us as equals, but | asky are we

waiting on them? The world teaches Black chidren that they are dependent. We are
slaves, we are erratic, we are uneducated, we are poor, even those who becastillsucce
athletes, are portrayed as dominated by a system of white coaches. To be respected as
equals we need to teach our chidren, and understand ourselves, that we are not simply a
White mands shadow. We need to hbokelatrat our s
such, and we need to do so by our own hand, not wait for others who have no intention of

changingthe current racial situation

i Wh &hitegpopl e say | ust i-Back Amencanyfokmapharism | ust u
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VI. APPENDIX
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Figurel. East, Central, and West alignments shown together on a map of Offtifiged States Department of
Transportation Federal Highway Administration and Nebraska Department of Roads, 1975)
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Figure2. Hamilton to Lake Street section between 27th and 28th Strdétsited States Department of
Transportation Federal Highway Administration and Nebraska Department of Roads, 1973)
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