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Research Notes from a Black Urbanist
Ronald Morrison

As a black urbanist, I follow in a long tradition of intellectual and experiential practices by 
black people to place ourselves in the city. In continuing this work, I am drawn to uncover 
the experiences of black and brown bodies in urban space that reveal the multitude of our 
contributions to meaning-making in cities. In the research annotations that follow, I turn to 
the Negro Motorist Green Book as an artifact and resource for contemporary urbanists and 
designers that, in its method and form, gestures toward a more liberatory urban spatial politics.

Started in 1936 by a mailman named Victor H. Green in Harlem, The Green Book began as a modest 
effort to list establishments that African-Americans could patronize in New York City. It soon 
grew to include numerous other cities in the U.S. and became an essential companion for black 
people traveling across the country during the violently segregated Jim Crow era. Green hacked 
the U.S. Postal Service network to gain detailed information about safe places where black people 
could commune, including hotels, restaurants, and individual homes, thereby appropriating 
an already existing system for a new function or use. Postal employees became intermediaries, 
collecting information from residents of the neighborhoods on their delivery routes. Because the 
information was provided by sources embedded in communities, the ability to review and evaluate 
spaces for their safety (and alter the guide accordingly) could be done relatively quickly.

In the 1949 edition of the Negro Motorist Green Book there were 3,706 total facilities listed. 
Of these, 1,643 of the facilities were travel accommodations including hotels, motels, and 
tourist homes. The remaining listings consisted of beauty parlors, nightclubs, and various 
other social sites. The 1959 edition listed 1,749 travel accommodations.[1] A possible reason 
for this increase was that in the post-war era, more and more African-Americans owned 
automobiles and were traveling long distances for leisure and tourism. Eventually, the Green 
Book covered all 50 states and parts of Bermuda, Mexico, and Canada. At its height, the 
Book’s circulation reached two million copies in 1962.[2] Since 1945, the publication had been 
supported by Standard Oil. The Book hosted printed advertisements for the oil company 
and was distributed at Esso gas stations across the country, until its f inal edition in 1964, 
following the passage of the Civil Rights Act. This partnership with Standard Oil indicates 
the complicated intersections of capitalism and race at the time.

Today, as tools for understanding and visualizing space become more complex and descriptive, 
blackness is still so often emphasized as a quantif iable variable, and f lattened as demographic 
information. When GIS mapping is used as a tool to visualize racial injustice, it is still 
premised on the understanding that race and space are f ixed variables that may simply be 
superimposed, one onto the other, to identify and address the effects of racism. In the words 
of geographers Katherine McKittrick and Clyde Woods, this portrayal “naturalizes racial 
difference in place.” While this method is important in revealing inequity and the effects of 
dispossession—including access to housing, employment, and health and other services in 
urban space—an analysis of how race and space are co-produced is lost.
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Following McKittrick and Clyde, and other scholars working at the intersection of urban 
studies and critical race studies, urban scholarship must contend with the limits of treating 
blackness as a measurable unit of difference; it must also acknowledge the richness of 
geographic meaning that black people make in their daily lives. This would demand a shift 
in urban research practice to include both qualitative socio-historical narratives and technical 
data, not only commenting on ‘what is’ but how things came into being. Speaking to this 
point, McKittrick writes:

Identifying the “where” of blackness in positivist terms can reduce black lives to 
essential measurable “facts” rather than presenting communities that have struggled, 
resisted, and significantly contributed to the production of space.
McKittrick and Wood, No One Knows the Mysteries at the Bottom of the Ocean 
(2007, P.6)

The Negro Motorist Green Book presents a methodological rupture that describes both 
blackness and space not as f ixed categories but as socially and historically produced and 
shifting. Engaging a participatory, community network of knowledge-makers, it mapped a 
safe black territory within an extremely dangerous geography, undergirded by the values of 
white supremacy.

Today, as black urbanists confront the unfinished project of building a liberatory urban 
spatial politics, The Green Book comes alive as a reminder that:

Like Green did with the U.S. Postal Service we must learn to retune everyday 
systems into moments of extraordinary function;

Expertise must be returned to the experiences of black people, not vested solely 
in technocratic approaches to urban policy and planning;

Participatory and flexible networks must be capitalized upon to subvert the 
hegemonic value system of white supremacy.

Here, I perform the initial stages of my engagement with this powerful historical archive in 
the form of raw annotations. My notes, underlines, and keywords perform a link between 
Green’s original project—the ‘matter’ or lived experiences of black lives; personal research; and 
the larger liberatory social politics of the #BlackLivesMatter movement. I choose this working 
form in order to suggest openings for the development of a new urban knowledge equal to the 
predicaments of our present conjuncture, in which black lives are lost too often and too soon. 
 

Notes

[1] Sorin, Gretchen Sullivan. “Keep Going: African Americans on the Road in the Era of Jim Crow”. University of Ann 
Arbor. 2009

Figure 1. The Negro Motorist Green Book. From the Collections of The Henry Ford (autolife.umd.umich.edu).

[2] Gross, Andrew Steven. “The Changing Shape of the American Landscape: Travel, Corporate Expansion, and Consumer 
Culture, 1845-1945”. University of Ann Arbor. 2001
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Figure 2. The Negro Motorist Green Book. From the Collections of The Henry Ford (autolife.umd.umich.edu).
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Figure 3. The Negro Motorist Green Book. From the Collections of The Henry Ford (autolife.umd.umich.edu).



17 18

Figure 4. The Negro Motorist Green Book. From the Collections of The Henry Ford (autolife.umd.umich.edu).
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Figure 5. The Negro Motorist Green Book. From the Collections of The Henry Ford (autolife.umd.umich.edu).



21 22

Figure 6. The Negro Motorist Green Book. From the Collections of The Henry Ford (autolife.umd.umich.edu).
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Figure 7. The Negro Motorist Green Book. From the Collections of The Henry Ford (autolife.umd.umich.edu).
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