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Community, Social Organizations, Recreation 
and Education: Helping people thrive in the city

Minneapolis African
American Historic and
Cultural Context Study



The City of Minneapolis has been working since 2019 to document 
the history of African Americans in Minneapolis. We have 
published a report about this work. It’s called the Minneapolis 
African American Historic and Cultural Context Study. One 
section focuses on the groups of people and places that shaped 
daily life for African Americans. This is a summary of that content.

People of African descent have lived and worked in 
the Minneapolis area for over 200 years. Racism and 
discrimination limited opportunities. African Americans 
were not allowed to live in certain parts of the city. They 
could not access all types of jobs. They were not paid 
the same wages as white workers. Organizations helped 
support the community and fight for civil rights. 

Education 
Unofficial segregation existed in the school system until 
1970. This often meant Black students could not access 
the same resources as their white peers. Schools were 
key spaces for kids. Black students were able to attend 
schools in their tight-knit neighborhoods. They formed 
strong bonds with their peers. Over time, these beloved 
places faced closures. Neighborhoods rallied to save the 
schools. Sometimes they were victorious, like at North 
High School. Other times, they were not and Central 
High School still closed.  

At the University of Minnesota, Black students organized 
several key actions. In the 1930s, they spoke out against 
segregated housing policies. In the 1960s, they fought 
for better student support. This is how the African 
American and African Studies program was created. 
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Community and social organizations 
Black organizations and social groups helped shape 
the community. They connected people to resources 
like jobs and housing. They fought for civil rights. 
Community centers helped youth grow and develop. 
Some national groups formed important chapters here. 
Well-known community members were leaders in these 
groups. Many of these groups continue to serve today. 
Examples include: 
•	 Urban League 
•	 National Association 

for the Advancement of 
Colored People (NAACP) 

•	 Phyllis Wheatley 
Community Center 

•	 Sabathani 
Community Center 

•	 Pillsbury United Communities 

Recreation and athletics  
Leisure time was important to balance with work and 
school. Many people have fond memories of activities at 
Phyllis Wheatley on the Northside. Black athletes broke 
many barriers locally and nationally. Several individuals 
rose to great prominence. Solomon Hughes, Sr., was a 
top-ranked golfer. Bobby Marshall was the first African 
American to play in an NFL game. The Minneapolis 
Keystones were a notable Black baseball team.  

A neighborhood dance at Phyllis 
Wheatley House, which later became 
the Phyllis Wheatley Community 
Center, courtesy of MNHS
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This project has been financed in part with funds provided by
the State of Minnesota from the Arts and Cultural Heritage Fund

through the Minnesota Historical Society.

For reasonable accommodations or alternative 
formats please contact Erin Que in Community 

Planning & Economic Development at
612-673-3990 or erin.que@minneapolismn.gov

People who are deaf or hard of hearing can use a 
relay service to call 311 at 612-673-3000. 

TTY users call 612-263-6850.

Para asistencia, llame al 311.
Rau kev pab 311.

Hadii aad Caawimaad u baahantahay 311. 
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