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LOUIS SOUTHWORTH SCULPTURE UNVEILING SPEECH BY ZACHARY STOCKS 

Louis Southworth was probably the most well-known Black person in Oregon during his lifetime. He was 
a resident of five counties and appeared in the newspapers often. His music, businesses, and social 
activities all put him in face-to-face contact with his neighbors, making him a household name from 
Jacksonville to Philomath. And his quiet compassion made him a beloved member of many communities 
during the six decades he lived in Oregon. 

I’m sure by now you have heard a great deal about Mr. Southworth and his story, so instead of 
recapping his biography, I want to put various points of his life in a historical context.  

There are so few photos of 19th century Black Oregonians, so it is especially rare that multiple images of 
Louis survive today. The photograph that served as the basis for this statue was actually the photo that 
first introduced me to Louis Southworth. Oregon Black Pioneers had used that image in its 2018 
exhibition “Black in Oregon, 1840-1870”. So, when I joined the organization in 2020, I immediately 
started to learn more about the men and women featured in that exhibit. 

The photo was taken, along with two other photographs, for a 1916 story in the Oregonian by John 
Horner. His article describes Louis’ life story in his own words. While Louis was already well known, this 
article –published just before Louis’ 85th birthday—probably helped to cement Louis as a living legend 
more than anything else. In that way, the same photograph which first introduced me to Louis 
Southworth (and maybe many of you) was also what introduced him to Oregonians more than 100 years 
ago.  

All of the images feature a seated Louis Southworth wearing a shabby coat and holding his fiddle. In one, 
he is facing away from the camera in his living room, and in the other where he is looking directly into 
the camera with a smile. The former was used on the cover of Elizabeth McLagan’s landmark 1980 book, 
A Peculiar Paradise: A History of Blacks in Oregon, 1788-1940; the latter is featured on Louis’ headstone 
in Crystal Lake Cemetery in Corvallis. The epitaph reads “A bit of heaven’s music here below”.  

Louis’ smile is infectious, and when you look at him, it almost feels as if you know him personally. No 
doubt, these photos continue to inspire appreciation for Louis. But unfortunately, we should question 
why these photos were made, and what they were meant to represent to viewers in 1915. 

John Horner was not a journalist, but an anthropologist at Oregon State University, and the founder of 
the city’s first museum. He was a proponent of phrenology, and in his lab, he studied human skulls 
which he had stolen from Native graves to try and find proof of racial hierarchies. In 1931, he was hired 
to investigate a grave site at Three Rocks –not far from here—and determined that one of these skulls 
had [quote] “an extremely thick skull, indicative of negroid characteristics”. This skull too, was taken 
back to Horner’s lab for study. 

Why would this anthropologist take photos and write an article about Louis Southworth? I can’t help but 
think of the staged images of Indigenous peoples that anthropologists and photographers used to 
document the tragedy of the supposedly-“vanishing” Indians. Edward Curtis’ “The North American  
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Indian” had been first exhibited only eight years earlier. It seems to me that Horner was making a similar 
documentation of Louis. No one was suggesting that Black Americans were disappearing from Oregon in 
the 1910s –in fact, Oregon’s Black population was the highest it had ever been—but Louis represented 
something different. He too, was the last of his kind. The last of the enslaved Oregonians; the last trace 
of the “Old South” which had emigrated west during the pioneer days. 

White Oregonians could be pleased by the “Uncle Lou” they saw in the newspaper, while at the same 
time, be virulently opposed to the growing Black progressive class in Portland. The same year this article 
was printed, Oregon voters rejected a ballot measure to repeal the state’s ban on interracial marriage, 
and rejected a measure to remove the Black exclusion language from the Oregon Constitution, even 
though it was no longer legally enforceable. 

You can make an interesting comparison between the Horner photos, and another, older photo of Louis 
Southworth that I’m sure many of you have never seen before. It is a carte de visite of a young Louis 
Southworth, also at Benton County Historical Society. In that image, Louis appears with dark hair and no 
beard, standing straight and looking sternly into the camera, while wearing a black suit and a gold 
pocket watch. When I first saw that image, I gasped. In my mind, Louis was only ever an old man. But 
here was an image of a very different Louis. Confident, attractive, self-sufficient. 

The back of the card indicates the photo was made in Corvallis, meaning it was probably taken in the 
early 1860s shortly after Louis purchased his freedom. This would mean Louis was in his early 30s when 
this photo was taken. Carte de visites were printed photos mounted on cardboard which were given as 
gifts and circulated among friends. That tells us that –at least in the immediate post-war years—this is 
the image Louis himself wanted others to see. How would newspaper readers have reacted to seeing 
this version of Louis—who looked more like the Black men in Portland than the Black pioneers of the 
generation before. 

Its hard to know how Louis carried himself and what he did in the years immediately after this photo 
was likely taken. Louis disappears from Oregon records, so we have to fill in the gaps ourselves. The 
Horner article quotes Lewis as working as a miner in Yreka and Eureka, CA and Virginia City, NV after 
receiving his freedom in 1859. This would have placed him in Virginia City during the famous Comstock 
Lode, the richest silver strike in US history. According to the Nevada State Historic Preservation office, 
there were never more than 100 Black Americans in Virginia City. But Louis would likely have found 
community among the handful of other Black residents. Perhaps he resided in Amanda Payne’s boarding 
house, sought medical care from doctor W.H.C. Stephenson, and socialized at William Brown’s “Boston 
Saloon”, which Mark Twain called “a popular resort for the colored population." For whatever reason, 
he returned to Oregon by 1870. 

This is where the most familiar aspects of Louis’ life begin. When he became a blacksmith, a seasonal 
farmer, and –most relevant for where we are today—a homesteader and ferry operator. He kept a 
prize-winning horse. He donated a portion of his own land claim for the creation of a new schoolhouse. 
And he was active in the Baptist church, at least, until they told him he couldn’t play fiddle inside 
anymore! He did all of this after the age of 40. 

Just before his death in 1917, it was reported that Louis Southworth was denied a military pension 
because his name wasn’t recorded in the volunteer lists. And this, despite a testimonial written on his  
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behalf by his former commanding officer. In response, 218 Oregonians sent in donations totaling $243 
to help cover Louis’ living expenses in his final days. Some of those people might be relatives of folks in 
this room. But it saddens me, that someone who had achieved so much would be forced to live on the 
charity of others.  

All of this demonstrates how Louis Southworth seemed to live multiple lives. Slave and freeman; laborer 
and entrepreneur; squatter and homesteader; soldier and pauper; excluded and included. Louis was not 
just a jolly old man living quietly in the background. He actively participated in some of the most 
significant events in the history of Oregon. 

And more than perhaps any other person, Louis’s time in Oregon spans the most transformational 
moments for Black Americans in the state. Consider this-- around the year Louis Southworth was born, 
York the first Black person to reach Oregon by land, died, likely less than 200 miles away. The year Louis 
Southworth died, Mercedes Diez, who would go on to become Oregon’s first Black judge in the 1970s, 
was born. Louis is a link in the chain of historic Black individuals that stretches from 1770 to 2005! 

That is how close we are to the past. A great colleague of mine named Richard Josey once posed an 
amazing question at a museum conference. He asked, “What kind of ancestor will you be?”. Let’s look to 
the example of Louis Southworth, whose story and accomplishments have inspired people, then and 
now. And whose resiliency was matched only by his generosity. A truly historic person. 

No doubt, Louis Southworth was a remarkable individual… but his story is not an individual story. It is 
the story of every 19th century Black American who made a life for themselves in Oregon in the face of 
legalized inequality. And it is the story of those who fought against that inequality, because they 
recognized the goodness in those who were different from them. Our ancestors knew that ordinary 
people could make a difference in the fight for racial justice, and that all of our participation is required 
in the construction of a more inclusive society. What kind of ancestor will you be? 

Thank you. 
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