Who was Verdell Burdine Rutherford?
Verdell Burdine was born in Oklahoma on January
1, 1913. At nine months, she moved with her
family to Oregon who hoped to get farmland
under the Enlarged Homestead Act of 1909 and
escape the tornados of Oklahoma. Upon arrival,
they learned that Black people were prohibited
from owning free land in Oregon. In 1921, the
Burdine family settled in Yakima, Washington.
In 1936, Verdell married Otto Rutherford, and they
settled in Portland. They had three kids: William, Earle, and Charlotte.
Verdell worked for many years as a secretary for Dr. Unthank, the second
Black doctor in Portland. All of her community and activism work was
volunteer and never paid.
In the 1940s and 1950s, Verdell and Otto were leaders of the Oregon
chapter of the NAACP, a national civil rights organization. Otto was
president for two terms, and Verdell was secretary for many years. They ran
the NAACP operations out of
their home, including the
NAACP Credit Union for a few
years. Daughter Charlotte
remembers helping with
assembling mailings in their
living room, and her mother
running a mimeograph
machine in the basement to
print out flyers and letters.
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One of their most important achievements as NAACP leaders was passage of
the 1953 Oregon Public Accommodations Act which outlawed
discrimination in public places like hotels, hospitals, restaurants, and movie
theaters on the basis of race, religion, or national origin. This bill had been
introduced in every legislative session since 1919 but failed to pass until
1953.
Verdell was very active in the Black social community, including being a
member of the Bethel AME Church and the Culture Club, a women’s group
that created social events, raised money for scholarships, and was an
important network for Black women in Portland. Verdell was also a historian
and a collector of records of the Black community in Portland. She collected
newspapers, letters, photographs, and other materials that tell stories and
provide insight into the Black community in Portland over a span of 60
years.
In 2011, a decade after
Verdell’s passing, her daughter,
Charlotte, gifted this collection
to the Portland State University
Library Special Collections and
the Black Studies Department,
so it would be accessible for
academic research and public
use as desired by Verdell.
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“The collection shows that
Portland Black people struggled,
worked, partied, and went to church whether it was when only one or two
thousand Black people were scattered around Portland or after the Vanport
flood when a fairly sizeable Black community was first steered into the area
of I-5, the Coliseum and Emanuel Hospital and later, further northeast, into
my neighborhood at 9th Avenue and Shaver Street,” said Charlotte
Rutherford.
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