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Abstract: 

 

As the United States (US) is witnessing elevated racial differences pertaining to economic 

disparities, we have found a unique example contrary to the traditional narrative. Idaho is the only 

US state where Blacks earn more than Whites and all other races. In this paper, we examine how 

Idaho Blacks might have achieved economic success and, more importantly, what factors might 

have led to this achievement in reducing racial and economic disparities. Preliminary research 

suggests that fewer barriers to land ownership, smaller populations, well-knit communities, men’s 

involvement in the family, and a relatively less hostile environment have played a significant role. 

Further research by historians can help the nation uncover the underlying factors to see if some 

factors are transportable to other parts of the country. 
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1. INTRODUCTION 

The economic gulf between Blacks and Whites that existed a half-century ago has not disappeared. 

Measures of household income, household wealth, and homeownership show that the gaps are as 

wide or wider today as they were in the 1960s and 1970s (Pew Research Center, 2013). In the US, 

Blacks earn 76% of Whites, according to the three-year estimates from the Current Population 

Survey (CPS)1 released in July 2020 (US Dept. of Labor, 2020). The earnings trend confirms a 

long-known economic disparity that has persisted since the nation’s founding.  

However, one state stands out as an exception―Idaho. Idaho is the only US state where Blacks 

earn more than Whites and all other races. Asian-Pacific Islanders hold the country’s top spot and 

are ranked fourth in Idaho. As shown in Table (1), Blacks in Idaho earn 106% of Whites and are 

the highest earning group. It is also interesting to note that Blacks have the lowest income disparity 

throughout the Pacific Northwestern states―Hawaii (ranked #2), Wyoming (#3), Montana (#4), 

and Oregon (#5). Though one can argue about the validity of survey results of a micro population, 

it is difficult to argue that Blacks in the Pacific Northwestern states have achieved near economic 

parity with Whites. 

This paper examines how Idaho Blacks, particularly Blacks in Pacific Northwestern states, 

might have achieved this notable economic success. What factors may have led to this achievement 

in reducing racial and economic disparities? In this paper, for ease of use, we use the term Blacks 

though the quoted literature uses many other names such as Afro-American, African-American, 

Black, etc. 

The flow of this paper is as follows. Section 2 details the data used in this study. Section 3 

provides a historical context, and the final section contains conclusions and directions for future 

research. 

 

1 The CPS is sponsored jointly by the US Census Bureau and the US Bureau of Labor Statistics (BLS). It is the primary 

source of labor force statistics for the US population. The CPS is a monthly household survey of about 60,000 

households used to gather labor-related data. It is the basis of the unemployment number published by the BLS. 

Summary CPS data is available at https://www.dol.gov/agencies/ofccp/about/data/earnings/race-and-ethnicity  

https://www.dol.gov/agencies/ofccp/about/data/earnings/race-and-ethnicity
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Table 1: Statewide Average Weekly Earnings and Rank, Number of Black Workers, and Earnings 

Disparity  

• Source: Earnings Disparities by Race and Ethnicity, based on the Current Population Survey (CPS) 
(US Dept. of Labor, 2020). Date range: January 2017 – December 2019. 

• Race or Ethnicity: The race/ethnicity variable includes six categories: 1) White; 2) Black; 3) Native 

American/American Indian; 4) Asian-Pacific Islander; 5) Hispanic/Latino; and 6) Multiracial. 

• Average Weekly Earnings: Weekly earnings include overtime, commission, and tips but exclude 

self-employed earnings. The average is the weighted mean. 

• Number of Workers: This number includes all full-time and part-time workers. 

• Percent Employed: These are the percentages of all workers who are White, Black, Native 

American, Asian-Pacific Islander, Hispanic/Latino, and Multiracial. 

• Earnings Disparity: This is the mean weekly earnings for Black, Native American/American 

Indian, Asian-Pacific Islander, Hispanic/Latino, or Multiracial workers divided by the mean weekly 

earnings for White workers. 

• Observation #1: Blacks in Idaho earn 106% of Whites and are the highest earning group.  

• Observation #2: Blacks have the lowest income disparity throughout the Pacific Northwestern 

states; Hawaii (ranked #2), Wyoming (#3), Montana (#4), and Oregon (#5). 

• Observation #3: The top-five states with the lowest Black income disparity have less than 2% 

Blacks in the working-age populations. 
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2. DATA  

The data for this project is obtained from the following five sources: 

a) Earnings disparity data is based on the Current Population Survey (CPS) three-year dataset 

from January 2017 to December 2019. The CPS is a monthly household survey of about 

60,000 households used to gather labor-related data. It is the basis of the unemployment 

number published by BLS. The CPS earnings include overtime, commission, and tips but 

exclude self-employed earnings. The Earnings Disparity Data contains two tables per state 

and two national tables. 

URL: https://www.dol.gov/agencies/ofccp/about/data/earnings/race-and-ethnicity 

b) Population data from 1870 to 1990 is available in the ‘Historical Census Statistics on 

Population Totals by Race from 1790 to 1990’ (Gibson & Jung, 2002). 

c) Population Data for 2000 from Idaho Ebony (Oliver, 2006). 

d) Population data for 2010 and 2020 is obtained from the Decennial Census Redistricting. 

URL:  https://data.census.gov/table?g=0400000US16&tid=DECENNIALPL2020.P1  

e) American Community Survey (ACS) 2021 is used for household type analysis. 

URL: https://data.census.gov/table?q=B11001B&tid=ACSDT1Y2021.B11001B  

 

3. ECONOMIC HISTORY OF BLACKS IN IDAHO 

When Congress created Idaho Territory in 1863, the new territory sprawled across an area one-

quarter larger than Texas. Today’s state is smaller, but Idaho is still as large as all six New England 

states combined with New Jersey, Maryland, and Delaware. Consequently, to travel from Bonner’s 

Ferry in the north to Montpelier in the southeast encompasses nearly 800 miles, only slightly less 

than traveling from New York City to Chicago.2 

According to the US Census Bureau’s population estimate in July 2022, approximately 1% of 

Idaho’s population is reported as ‘Black or African American alone.’3 This contrasts the 14% 

national average and 2.5% in South Dakota, which has the nation’s highest earnings disparity, 

where Blacks earn 60% of Whites. The state’s population of 1.9 million ranks 38 (out of 51) in the 

 

2 Idaho has a Rich and Fascinating History: https://www.idaho.gov/about-idaho/history/  

3 Comparision of  ID, SD, and US populations: https://www.census.gov/quickfacts/fact/table/SD,ID,US/  

https://www.dol.gov/agencies/ofccp/about/data/earnings/race-and-ethnicity
https://data.census.gov/table?g=0400000US16&tid=DECENNIALPL2020.P1
https://data.census.gov/table?q=B11001B&tid=ACSDT1Y2021.B11001B
https://www.idaho.gov/about-idaho/history/
https://www.census.gov/quickfacts/fact/table/SD,ID,US/
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nation. Out of this, the Black population of 20,355 ranks 46 (out of 51) in the nation out of a total 

Black population of 47 million (Moslimani et al., 2023). 

Though a micro minority, Blacks have been part of Idaho’s history from the inception of the 

current state. As shown in Table (2), in 1870, there were 60 Blacks in the Idaho territories (Gibson 

& Jung, 2002). By 2020, the Black population had reached 15,726 or increased by 262 times; in 

comparison, the state’s overall population increased by 123 times and the White population by 142 

times during the same period. As shown in Table (3), the Black population has grown in double-

digit percentages in all decades except during the era of the great depression and world wars.  

 

 
Table 2: Idaho State Population from 1870 to 2020. 

• Note: 1870 to 1990 data is available in the ‘Historical Census Statistics on Population Totals by Race 

from 1790 to 1990’ (Gibson & Jung, 2002). Data for 2000 is obtained from Idaho Ebony (Oliver, 

2006). 2010 and 2020 data is obtained from the Redistricting Data below:  

https://data.census.gov/table?g=0400000US16&tid=DECENNIALPL2020.P1  

• For comparison purposes, data under the column “Other” is not segmented further.   

• Observation #1: In 1870, there were 60 Blacks in Idaho. By 2020, the Black population had reached 

15,726 or increased by 262 times.  

Observation #2: Idaho’s total population increased by 123 times and the White population by 142 

between 1870 and 2020. 

  

https://data.census.gov/table?g=0400000US16&tid=DECENNIALPL2020.P1
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Table 3: Idaho State Population percent changes from 1870 to 2020. 

• Note: The data in this table is based on Table (2) data.  

• Percentage change = (population in the current cycle/population in the previous cycle – 1 ). 

• Observation #1: Black population grew in double-digit percentages in all decades except during the 

era of the great depression and world wars.    

 

A detailed historical narrative of Idaho Blacks is, unfortunately, sparse. All that exists is a 

collection of newspaper articles, census data, and some anecdotes. Most academic literature on 

Idaho Blacks centers around the works of a few authors who focused on the West in general or the 

Pacific Northwest (Oliver, 2006; Taylor, 1977, 1999, 2009). Many historians quote the arrival of 

the famous Buffalo Soldiers from the 25th infantry in 1892, sent by President Benjamin Harrison 

into northern Idaho to reestablish order following an outbreak of violence by striking White miners 

(Taylor, 2009). By the 1890s, Black soldiers in the West had assumed a new responsibility in the 

growing labor struggles of the region (Taylor, 1999). 

In 1890, out of a total US population of 62.6 million, 35% were engaged in gainful occupations. 

Blacks comprised 7.5 million; however, their workforce participation rate was much greater (41%) 

than the total population (Gannett, 1895). Within Blacks, females comprised 32% of the 

workforce. Similarly, Idaho reported 106 Black workers (83 or 78% male and 23 or 22% female). 
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An estimated 78 were employed in domestic and personal service; 17 in agriculture, fisheries, and 

mining; 8 in trade and transportation; and 3 in manufacturing and mechanical industries (Gannett, 

1895). In comparison, after 70 years (in 1960), females comprised 36% of the Black workforce in 

Idaho (Nicol & Keeler, 1964). Fast forward another 68 years, females comprised 37% of the Black 

workforce in Idaho in 2018, according to the 2014-2018 equal employment opportunity data (US 

Census Bureau, 2018). 

Once many Blacks migrated to a town or city, the first community institution they established 

was usually a church. The church sponsored or fostered other activities such as social clubs, literary 

societies, and fraternal orders. The church building was often used as a meeting place for these 

organizations and political gatherings. Local Black ministers became the community leaders and 

spokesmen. The largest and most successful organization was the Prince Hall Masonic fraternal 

order. The origin and practice of freemasonry among colored men in the US came direct from the 

Mother Grand Lodge of the world, London, England, in 1784 (Grimshaw et al., 1903). The first 

Masonic lodge in Idaho was opened in 1899 with 48 colored members (Grimshaw et al., 1903). 

The Freemasons kept a detailed log of the number of enslaved people by state, the number of 

people of color, literacy rates, and their wealth. As of 1900, Freemasons documented 293 Idaho 

Blacks who owned 36 homes and 545 farms (Grimshaw et al., 1903). The farmland ownership of 

Idaho Blacks was the 3rd highest in the country after South and North Dakota (Grimshaw et al., 

1903). By 1903 the various lodges which had previously been affiliated with masonic 

organizations in Illinois and Iowa formed the Grand Lodge of Washington. Masonic lodges in 

Idaho and Montana joined the Grand Lodge of Washington, which by 1920 included thirty-five 

lodges (Taylor, 1977). 

Idaho’s newspaper, ‘The Gem State Rural,’ was founded on 15 September 1895.4 It was a 

monthly publication that focused on the lives and experiences of Idaho Blacks and the Pacific 

Northwest region of the United States. The newspaper aimed to address issues of discrimination 

and inequality that Blacks faced in the state and to provide a voice for the community. The 

publication ceased operations in 1911 due to financial difficulties. Many newspapers in the state 

have online archives and document historical events as they happened. For example, the Coeur 

d’Alene labor strike is narrated under the front page "Martial Law!" section of the 16th July 1892 

 

4 1st day’s photocopy of Idaho’s first newspaper: https://www.newspapers.com/image/888291825/  

https://www.newspapers.com/image/888291825/
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newspaper.5 Going through these digitized archives provides great information for academic 

researchers. We could identify 65 newspapers with digital archives. 

Job opportunities for Blacks that evolved in small cities lasted through World War I but 

disappeared during the depression. This forced many Blacks in the towns to seek employment in 

Seattle or Portland or leave the region. To many Blacks, towns like Boise, Butte, or even Spokane 

would be temporary stops on their way to the larger cities on the coast. For others, the difficulty 

of finding employment in smaller towns forced a move to larger communities (Taylor, 1977). As 

shown in Table (3), the Black population in Idaho declined by double-digit percentages during the 

era of the great depression and world wars. The great depression era had a bigger negative impact 

on Black farmers in the West. Though the acreage under the White farmers increased by 44.7 

million acres (or 26% from 1920 to 1930), it was reduced by 1.6% for Black farmers (US Census, 

1933). The dollar value of farmland owned by Blacks decreased by 21% in this decade. 

One area of distinction for the Idaho Black farmers was their investments in the farmland. The 

Homestead Act, enacted during the Civil War in 1862, provided that any adult citizen (including 

freed slaves), or intended citizen, who had never borne arms against the U.S. government could 

claim 160 acres of surveyed government land. Claimants were required to live on and improve 

their plots by cultivating the land. After five years on the land, the original filer was entitled to the 

property, free and clear, except for a small registration fee (Homestead Act, 1862). Homestead 

Act, which remained active for 124 years until it was repealed in 1976, resulted in 10 percent of 

U.S. land—or 270 million acres—being claimed and settled (History com, 2022). By 1910, Blacks 

in Idaho acquired and operated 1,043 acres of farmland. Black farmers in Idaho operated advanced 

machinery, including automobiles, and consistently ranked second in the nation. The 1930 national 

average value of implements and machinery per acre operated by Blacks was $109. Nebraska 

ranked first with an average value of $1,324, followed by Idaho, Montana, and Minnesota, with 

average values of $961, $959, and $920, respectively (US Census, 1933). 

A study of Idaho’s position compared to other western states indicates the relative prosperity 

of the people of this commonwealth (Idaho University School of Business Administration, 1928). 

As shown in Table (4), in 1921, Idaho was relatively prosperous compared to the other Western 

states. In Group I (lowest annual income group), those with an income of $1,000 to $2,000 

 

5 The Coeur d'Alene, 16th July 1892: https://www.newspapers.com/image/893105129/   

https://www.newspapers.com/image/893105129/
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constitute only 33 percent of the income taxpayers of Idaho, whereas a larger percentage is found 

in practically all the Western states: Arizona, 34%; California, 37%; Montana, 44%; Nevada, 41%; 

Oregon, 36%; Utah, 39%; Washington, 42%; Wyoming, 41%. The upper three income groups (IV 

to VI) constituted 13% in Idaho, the highest of all Western states. However, as shown in Table (4), 

by 2021, the other Western states will have outperformed in the higher income deciles. Idaho lost 

its prominence mainly due to the technological and industrial progress of states like Washington. 

Political factors also played a significant role in determining the economic success of the Idaho 

community. In this regard, it can be said that, unlike other black communities of the time, Idaho 

Blacks did not encounter significant mob lynching. Between 1882 and 1946, more than two and 

one-half times as many Blacks as Whites were lynched in the US (3,425 Blacks vs. 1,291 Whites). 

Mississippi had the highest number of lynching for the South, 574, and the highest for the United 

States. Idaho had 20 White lynching but none for Blacks (Work & Tuskegee Institute, 1914). 

Therefore, it is logical to infer that the social stability in Idaho provided a great environment for 

farming and businesses, increasing the household income of many Idahoan Blacks.    

The large-scale migration of Blacks to the Pacific Northwest during and immediately after 

World War II continued into the 1950s. However, the growing Black population seemed to 

strengthen the resolve of many white labor officials, employers, and residential associations to 

keep the Blacks out. Several unions in the Pacific Northwest during the 1950s discriminated 

against Black workers. The most serious problem facing Pacific Northwest Blacks was 

discrimination in housing. While discrimination in employment and public accommodations 

remained constant or slightly diminished, the concentration of Blacks in substandard housing in 

the oldest sections of the cities increased in the 1950s and early 1960s (Taylor, 1977). 

Idaho Blacks did not appear to focus on the military for employment. For example, in 1970, 

only one Idaho Black was employed in the Army and Air National Guard (out of 4,257 from the 

state total). The percentage participation rate of Idaho Blacks was the lowest of all US states (US 

Office of the Deputy Assistant Secretary of Defense, 1971). 

Idaho Blacks also did not seek political leadership as late as the 1970s. There were 2,264 

elected Black officials in the United States in 1972. Most held offices in city government or law 

enforcement and educational-type positions. The States with the largest number of Black officials 

were New York, New Jersey, Ohio, Illinois, Michigan, North Carolina, Mississippi, Louisiana, 

and California; each had at least 100 officials. However, few states had none, and Idaho was one, 
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along with North and South Dakota, Maine, Montana, and Utah (McKenney, 1972). In 1973, 

Pocatello city elected Thomas “Les” Purce to its city council - making him the first Black person 

to serve in public office in Idaho. Purce went on to become the Mayor of the city.6 Idaho Blacks’ 

participation in graduate and professional education also remained surprisingly low. As late as 

1976, Idaho granted only one master’s degree to a Black student out of 615 the states’ total (Lehner 

& United States, 1981). 

 

6 Purce: https://www.nytimes.com/1976/01/03/archives/pocatello-official-becomes-idahos-first-black-mayor.html  

https://www.nytimes.com/1976/01/03/archives/pocatello-official-becomes-idahos-first-black-mayor.html
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Table 4: Personal Income Tax Distributions of Western US States in 1921 and 2021. 

• Note: Unlike the 2021 data, the 1921 data had no decile for zero adjustable gross income (Idaho University School of Business Administration, 1928). 

• The table includes only the first six non-zero deciles for comparison purposes.  

• Observation #1: In 1921, Idaho was relatively prosperous compared to the other Western states. In Group I (lowest annual income group), those with an 

income of $1,000 to $2,000 constitute only 33 percent of the income taxpayers of Idaho, whereas a larger percentage is found in practically all the Western 

states: Arizona, 34%; California, 37%; Montana, 44%; Nevada, 41%; Oregon, 36%; Utah, 39%; Washington, 42%; Wyoming, 41%. 

• Observation #2: In 1921, the upper three income groups (IV to VI) constituted 13% in Idaho, the highest of all Western states. 

• Observation #3: By 2021, the other Western states have outperformed in the higher income deciles, and Idaho lost its prominence. 
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The family as an institution has been strong in Idaho. In 1980, the majority—56 percent—of 

the 6.0 million Black families were maintained by married couples nationally. This family type 

prevailed despite the dramatic increase between 1970 and 1980 in the proportion of Black families 

with a female householder and no husband present, which rose from 28 to 38 percent of total Black 

families over the ten years. Major factors associated with the increase since 1970 in the proportion 

of Black women maintaining families have been the rapid gain in divorce and separation and the 

rise in the number of never-married Black mothers who maintain their own families. Wisconsin 

had the highest proportion of its Black families maintained by a woman—48 percent-a figure eight 

times higher than the corresponding level for North Dakota, reporting the lowest proportion (6 

percent). Idaho, with 13%, is the sixth lowest in the country (U.S. Dept. of Commerce & The 

Census Bureau, 1987). 

The Idaho Blacks’ household type is characteristically different from the Blacks in the country 

in one aspect―the single-family female householder proportion is significantly less in Idaho than 

in the country (6% in Idaho vs. 26% in the US), as shown in Table (5). In addition, the single-

family male householder proportion is significantly more in Idaho than in the country (22% in 

Idaho vs. 6% in the US). The other family types are similar in Idaho and the country. Besides, 

Whites live in family households more than Blacks (4% more in the US and 15% more in Idaho). 

The most common household type for Whites is a married couple living together (50% in the US 

and 56% in Idaho). The most common household type for Blacks is living alone (36% in the US 

and 39% in Idaho). 
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Table 5: Household Type Comparisons between Blacks and Whites in Idaho and the US in 2021. 

• Note: The American Community Survey (2021) data from https://www.census.gov/programs-

surveys/acs/ is summarized below. 

• The table includes only the number and percentages of households in Idaho and the US for Blacks 

and Whites 

• Observation #1: Whites live in family households more than Blacks (4% more in the US and 15% 

more in Idaho). 

• Observation #2: Whites’ most common household type is a married couple living together (50% in 

the US and 56% in Idaho). 

• Observation #3: The most common household type for Blacks is living alone (36% in the US and 

39% in Idaho). 

• Observation #4: Idaho Blacks significantly differ from the Blacks in the country in one area: The 

single-family female householder proportion is significantly less in Idaho than in the country (6% 

in Idaho vs. 26% in the US) 

• Observation #5: The single-family male householder proportion is significantly more in Idaho than 

in the country (22% in Idaho vs. 6% in the US). The other family types are similar in Idaho and the 

country. 

 

Blacks have the lowest income disparity throughout the Pacific Northwestern states, where the 

Black population percentages are less than 2%. As shown in Figure (1), the slope is negative 

between the earnings disparity and the percentage of Black workers in the workforce, indicating 

that as the earnings disparity grows, the percentage of Blacks increases. Both the coefficient and 

constant are statistically significant at the 5% level. For every 10% increase in the percentage of 

Blacks in the workforce, the earnings disparity goes up by 2.9%. It is difficult to pinpoint what 

exactly caused the economic success of Idaho Blacks without further research. Based on anecdotal 

stories and limited historical data, we offer a conjecture that Blacks economically prospered in 

environments with fewer barriers to land ownership, smaller populations, well-knit communities, 

men’s involvement in the family, and a relatively less hostile environment. 

 

https://www.census.gov/programs-surveys/acs/
https://www.census.gov/programs-surveys/acs/
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Figure 1: Scatter Plot and Regression of Earnings Disparity (on the y-axis) and Percentage of Black 

workers in the workforce 

• Date range: January 2017 – December 2019. Source: Earnings Disparities by Race and Ethnicity, 

based on the Current Population Survey (CPS), July 2020. 

• Observation #1: The slope is negative between the earnings disparity and the percentage of Black 

workers in the workforce, indicating that the percentage of Blacks increases as the earnings 

disparity grows. Both the coefficient and constant are statistically significant at the 5% level. 

• Observation #2: For every 10% increase in the percentage of Blacks in the workforce, the earnings 

disparity increases by 2.9%. 
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4. CONCLUSIONS 

The United States is currently experiencing a period of heightened racial differences pertaining 

to economic disparities. Absent from the discussion are locations like Idaho that defy the narrative. 

In Idaho, Blacks earn more than Whites and other races - a remarkable accomplishment. This paper 

examines the potential factors that might have contributed to this success and explores how Idaho 

Blacks can serve as a national model community for reducing economic disparities in other parts 

of the country. While it is challenging to pinpoint the exact reasons for Idaho’s Black community’s 

success, preliminary research suggests that factors such as fewer barriers to land ownership, 

smaller populations, well-knit communities, men’s involvement in the family, and a relatively less 

hostile environment have played a significant role. 

Ironically, the history of Idaho Blacks is neither well-documented nor studied in-depth. 

Historians can uncover valuable insights into what has led to this community’s prosperity by 

further studying Idaho Black's unique situation in the nation's history. A research team effort is 

required to go through the digital archives of 65 newspapers systematically over the last 150 years. 

We can then look at how the Idaho factors can be transported and applied to other parts of the 

country, leading to a more equitable and prosperous future for all Americans. 
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