
Race and Public
Housing in
Vancouver:

1940s to 1950s

This zine was created by Portland State History students in
collaboration with Clark County Historical  Society and

Fourth Plain Forward. 

Some quotes used in this document contain racially offensive or
insensitive language. We chose to leave them as they were on

official documents to provide proper context of attitudes of the
time regarding race. 
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Because of an employment boom in the Pacific Northwest due to World
War II, the city of Vancouver, Washington experienced a dramatic

increase in population and diversity in the 1940s. This created social
tension, as well as a housing crisis. This project is not a complete history

of these issues, but seeks to show how changes to the population,
housing issues, and racial discrimination during the 1940s and 1950s

helped shape Fourth Plain's past and how it informs its future. 
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Wages and Jobs

Wartime industry paid well; the average
American saw their weekly earnings

nearly double from 1939 to 1945, while
even the lowest paid workers saw a 68%
increase. More than 1/3 of Vancouver's

labor force lived in public housing.

 New Vancouver residents relied on wartime industry, so there was concern that lack of
jobs after the war would create issues. Most of those who remained after the war were

considered "unskilled" workers
“It can lead to heavy relief loads, health problems, irreversible human deterioration and
the development of festering rural slums with all their concomitants of social problems

and human wastage” 
(Industrial Vancouver 1947 Economic Survey, 54).



Wartime industry attracted a large and diverse
group of workers to Vancouver. 

The population grew from 25,000 in 1940, to
85,000 during WWII, then fell to 55,000 in

1947. 
The pre-war population was 99.6% white, but
during the war Vancouver was home to over

8,000 Black residents.
After the war, jobs became scarce and many

people left, but the population remained more
than double its pre-war size. .

A Changing Population
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Kaiser Shipyards

"By war's end 45,000 Blacks had been
lured to the Pacific Northwest's boom..."

(Melissa Williams, 27)  

"Work was abundant but housing was not; the
city's housing authority would have to rapidly
bridge the gap. City officials in Vancouver, WA

struggled to meet the demands wartime
migrants placed on their city..." (Williams, 26) Oregon Journal  - January 16, 1958 

The Kaiser Shipyards, owned by Henry
Kaiser, were a chief wartime industrial

employer in the 1940s.  

The City showed little interest in offering low-rent housing but the Vancouver Housing
Authority did adjust rents for low-income tenants. [In]... 1947 an average of 1,074

families per month benefited from rents scaled down proportionately to their
incomes” (Williams, 58)

“On February 5, 1942, sixty days after the events at Pearl Harbor, Vancouver’s City
Council passed Resolution Number 65 to create the Vancouver Housing Authority and

invested it with the responsibility to develop housing for those participating in national
defense activities. Mayor A. N. Stanley immediately appointed a five-member board.”

(Melissa Williams Thesis, 31).
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"Restricted" in this instance is another term for
segregated housing.  

Prior to the 1940s, Vancouver and the greater Washington
area were home to very few Black Americans. With the

wartime population boom came questions of segregation
or integration in housing.  
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History of the VHA and its Initiatives

“With its federally-awarded money the Authority immediately purchased 1,000 acres of land on
a hill east of the city... and named it McLoughlin Heights. It would become the most permanent

of the VHA’s projects. Yet, well before completion of The Heights the VHA realized 6,000
temporary and permanent units would not be enough to house the newcomers and quickly

planned more. The Authority purchased land at Fruit Valley to erect three hundred permanent
homes, then built 2,000 apartment units in a development named Ogden Meadows, 200

permanent homes in Fourth Plain Village, 2,100 apartments at Bagley Downs, and 1,500 units in
the row houses at Burton Homes – collectively these projects were known as the “Six Cities.”  

(Williams, 32-33)



Federal Housing initiatives

Project Statistics 1937-1941

"sub-standard construction and poor planning of some
of the present developments will in a relatively short

period reduce them to slums"..."housing built in defense
areas will be of little value when the emergency is over" 

Weintraub and Tough,155 

Weintraub and Tough, 157
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Vancouver Housing Authority 

In 1942, The Vancouver Housing Authority was created with the
purpose of creating wartime housing for defense workers 

Directly following, the
Authority purchased 1,000

acres of land, which was
named McLoughlin Heights 

Although not favored by the city of Vancouver, in 1947
1,074 families were paying rent adjusted to their income



HOUSING SHORTAGESHOUSING SHORTAGES
"Fifty thousand people recruited by the Kaiser Company alone

reached Vancouver and quickly occupied every spare room,
apartment, and house.—"

"—many new arrivals were forced to live in their vehicles, ‘in
empty store buildings, stables, tents, and trailers.'" (Williams, 27)

HOUSING DETAILS

“Row house units were equipped with beds, 'victory' springs—so-called because
their wood-framed construction conserved metal—mattresses, chests,

wastebaskets, couches, chairs, desks, dinette sets, and mirrors; tenants had to
supply their own dishes, utensils, linens, and rugs. Rent also “included utilities,

such as lights, water, coal, and garbage collection.” (Williams, 34)
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"The Housing Authority made an effort to design enjoyable and convenient
communities with recreation and administration centers, day care facilities,
schools, libraries, shopping centers, churches, transportation, professional
space for dentists and doctors, and fire and police stations." (Williams, 34)
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Prejudice and Legal
Discrimination

“A sizeable proportion of
Vancouver’s long-time residents
express nostalgia for the quiet,

residential city of pre-war years.
They resent the ‘outsiders,’ and

believe they should be
encouraged or even coerced to

leave. ‘Let’s quit giving them
cheap rent; let’s clear out the war
houses on the hill. Then all these

newcomers will fade out fast
enough.’ While such an attitude is
understandable, it is unrealistic
and could provide only a partial

solution to the problem.”
(Industrial Vancouver 1947

Economic Survey, 4).
Civic  Unity League, 1945
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Dear Sir,Dear Sir,
"Project 45124 used old form in"Project 45124 used old form in

error and did not show error and did not show segregationsegregation
of white and negro populationof white and negro population. This. This
is a permanent project and is a permanent project and does notdoes not
house colored families at any time."house colored families at any time."  

Memo from the Vancouver Housing Authority (1944) 

Private Housing
Black workers and families seeking housing had little choice outside of the VHA.

Private housing complexes often included racial or economic covenants,
barring sale to anyone who was not white.  Racial covenants were declared

unconstitutional in 1948 (Shelley v. Kraemer). 
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Source: Clark County GIS 



Oregon Journal, 1947
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Dissolution of VHA housing

There was a re-emergence of the traditional point of view
of Congress that the government should not compete with
private enterprise “In disposing said housing, consideration

shall be given to its full market value and said housing or
any part thereof shall not, unless specifically authorized by

Congress, be converted to any public or private agency
organized for slum clearance or to provide subsidized

housing for persons of low income

when the war ended...



Dissolution of VHA housing

"In 1958 the Authority [VHA] closed, liquidated its assets, and the City moved
forward with plans to develop McLoughlin Heights, the largest public housing
project, into a middle and upper class suburban development." (Williams, 62)

When the war ended, a majority of Black Americans who had moved into Oregon and
Washington to work in war industries had lost their jobs. Despite desiring to settle in

Vancouver, many had to leave due to the expense of private housing.  
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“A disproportionate percentage of African Americans relied on the VHA for postwar
shelter, as many lost their war industry jobs and their replacement jobs, on

average, paid less than those of their white counterparts. Limited affordable
private housing meant a substantial number of blacks would have benefited from

access to low-rent homes in the 1950s, but the city chose not to provide them due
– at least in part – to negative public response to proposed low income housing in

the late 1940s” (Williams, 12).

Overall, the legacy of VHA Public Housing is the access it provided,
brief though it was, for low-income and Black workers and their
families to live affordably in Vancouver. Yet, this housing was

birthed out of necessity and its dismantling left many displaced in
its wake. Though this housing project was met with pushback and

was short-lived, the neighborhoods it created demonstrated
possibilities for integrated lifestyles leading into the future. 
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The Fourth Plain Corridor has evolved into a diverse community with roots in many
of these historic wartime housing developments.  Today, this area is home to:

From Then to Now

5 neighborhoods5 neighborhoods
23k+ Residents23k+ Residents

150+ Local Businesses150+ Local Businesses
10+ Languages Spoken10+ Languages Spoken
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Fourth Plain Forward is a non-profit organization working to strengthen the small
businesses of Fourth Plain, create opportunities for residents, progress the

community's safety and appearance , and promote inclusive developments.  

Fourth Plain Forward  has kicked off several events and festivals including
the Annual Fourth Plain Summer of Murals and the LCRG Multicultural

Resource Festival. 

Learn more at: www.fourthplainforward.org 25


