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Dexter’s Hair Salon & Fatima Hair Braiding

All Africa Market Beauty Supply

Fair Trade For All

Ray’s Wine & SpiritsMayfair Mall

Alterra CoffeeSendik’s Market & Kohl’sIntersection Pilgrim Road

Wisconsin Neurosurgery, S.C. Grosch Foods
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Understanding the reflection of  race in the landscape 
at multiple scales is central to the field of  geography. 
Milwaukee is nationally recognized for exhibiting 
high degrees of  segregation. My research focuses on 
analyzing the segregation that plagues the city 
through a representative street-level example. North 
Avenue is a street that transects the city, running 
through both redominantly black and redominantly 
white neighborhoods. Utilizing a mixed method ap-
proach, I examine how race, class, gender manifests 
itself  on the North Avenue landscape. My methodol-
ogy focuses on  landscape analysis including observa-
tion of  business location and type. In addition, geo-
spatial analysis is used to compare demographic 
characteristics among neighborhoods along the 
street. By examining both the commercial and demo-
graphic characteristics through the lens of  the North 
Avenue transect, the study reveals the nature of  
Milwaukee’s racialized landscape. A ‘racialized land-
scape is the visible notion that “racial processes take 
place and racial categories get made through the cul-
tural landscape” (Schein 2006, 6). 

The study focuses on North Avenue and 
the twenty-two selected intersecting 
streets that are deemed important com-
mercial districts in Milwaukee, Wauwa-
tosa and Brookfield. After selecting the 
study area, specific businesses located on 
North Avenue surrounding each intersec-
tion were photographed and then pat-
terns in the commercial landscape were 
interpreted. Utilizing photographs, ob-
servations and Google Maps, businesses 
along North Avenue were categorized by 
type: banks, bars, beauty-related, churchs 
and food in Microsoft Excel. Geocoding 
specific businesses and mapping the 
points assists in the visualization of  the 
commercial landscape. Analysis of  the 
demographic characteristics along the 
transect obtained occured through map-
ping ‘Percent African-American popula-
tion’ census data over an aerial map of  
the commercial landscape.

Analyzing the cultural landscape reveals multiple patterns that reflect race along 
North Avenue. The first spatial pattern that emerged was commercial density; the 
business landscape of  Milwaukee and Wauwatosa is very dense. Businesses become 
less dense and more centered along important commercial intersections when travel-
ing westward along North Avenue. Brookfield exhibits this sparse and spread out 
commercial landscape, as residential space is more common. After overlaying the 
percent African American population map with geocoded business addresses on the 
transect, one can see segregation through the imprints of  Bronzeville, the construc-
tion of  I-43, white flight and deindustrialization as well as the hope of  New 
Bronzeville. The cultural center of  the African American community, in historic 
Bronzeville and today, is the church. Churches, blue points on the map, are spatially 
concentrated in Milwaukee in areas with a high percentage of  African Americans. 
What is unique is the number of  churches converted from residential and commercial 
buildings; this reflects the lasting cultural importance of  the church in the commu-
nity. Another place of  social gathering and cultural importance are beauty-related 
businesses, pink points on the map. There is a high density of  barbers and hair braid-
ing shops in the African-American neighborhoods. However, discriminatory prac-
tices by Milwaukee’s white residents have resulted in a high degree of  retail segrega-
tion in low-income neighborhoods. Researcher Michael Bonds asked African-
American business owners how they would describe business opportunities in Mil-
waukee. 

124th Street

Although African-Americans have lived in Milwaukee since its establishment in the early 
18th century, the city saw its first significant influx between 1905 and 1935 during the 
Great Migration. After World War II the African American population nearly tripled, 
making up about 8.5% of  Milwaukee’s total population (Geenan 2006). World War II led 
to a shortage of  working class white labor. This opened the doors for many people in the 
higher paying manufacturing sector, rather than the limited low-wage service sector jobs. 
However, out of  nearly two-thousand manufacturing plants in Milwaukee, only twelve 
hired African American workers including Falk Company, Pfister and Vogel Leather, and 
Milwaukee Coke and Gas Company. These positions ultimately paved the way for 
Milwaukee’s burgeoning African-American middle class (Black 2005).

Unfortunately, higher wages did not mean integration into greater Milwaukee society. 
Rather, racial tensions flourished in the city and the real estate industry confined 
African-Americans to a single section of  the city that was defined by North Avenue to 
the north, State Street to the south, 3rd Street on the east, and 12th Street to the west. 
Eventually the district was called the generic name of  an area in an American city with 
majority African-American population- Bronzeville. In this ‘city within a city’ family 
and community came first, ultimately providing the basis for a thriving African-
American entrepreneurial spirit (Black 2005). 

In addition to the suburban flight of  jobs in Milwaukee, the United 
States economy as a whole was shifting in the late 1970s. “The glo-
balization and deindustrialization of  the United States economy has 
eliminated millions of  low-skilled, high-wage jobs replacing them 
with low-skill, low-wage service-sector jobs” (Velez, Martin, & 
Mendez 2009, 5). Deindustrialization had detrimental effects on 
Milwaukee as a whole, but the African-American middle class suf-
fered the worst blows. The jobs that once sustained a thriving com-
munity now were either gone or located miles away in the suburbs.

The fragmented community is still in recovery from racist policy and 
institutions as well as disproportionately high unemployment rates. 
However, there is rebuilding taking place and the essense of  
Bronzeville has been resurrected by those who remember “the good 
old days.” The commercial district along North Avenue between 
Martin Luther King Jr. Drive and North Seventh Street has been des-
ignated the African American Cultural/Historic District, and many 
African American-owned businesses are located there (Black 2005).

The prosperous, tight-knit Bronzeville neighborhood and nearby Walnut Street business 
district drastically changed in the 1950s as a result of  racist policy passed by national and 
local governments. A period of  ‘Urban Renewal’ was marked by hegemonic legislation 
like the Housing Acts of  1949 and 1954, centered on the elimination of  America’s slums. 
City officials declared Bronzeville a slum and began ‘revitilizing’ the area in 1950. The 
removal of  many buildings in Bronzeville ultimately left “an imprint of  blight and civil 
unrest in the heart of  the African American metropolis” (Black 2005, 19). Simultane-
ously, the construction of  a north-south freeway, I-43, completely bisected Bronzeville 
destroying nearly eight thousand homes and dispersing the once-centrally located Afri-
can American population (Black 2005).

After World War II, white soldiers returned home with an advantage over black soldiers 
and civilians through the G.I. Bill. Ultimately this led to ‘white flight’ where large propor-
tions of  the white population moved out of  the city to build homes in the emerging sub-
urbs of  Wauwatosa, West Allis and Brookfield. It was not just the white population that 
fled, but also the valuable manufacturing jobs that sustained the African-American middle 
class and community. “From 1977-1987 Milwaukee County lost 37,000 manufacturing 
jobs...adjacent Waukesha County, however, gained nearly 5,000 manufacturing jobs in the 
same period” (Hughes 1996, 567).
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The North Avenue landscape of  Wauwatosa is quite different than Brookfield 
though. Wauwatosa can be understood as an extension of  Milwaukee, with 
both an ethnically diverse population and densely distributed local busi-
nesses. Brookfield, on the other hand, is a predominantly white, new suburb. 
The landscape on North Avenue consists of  sparsely located businesses and 
many large single family homes with sprawling green lawns. Although the 
segregated landscape of  North Avenue has been affected by construction of  
I-43, urban renewal, discrimination, and deindustrialization, activism and 
community spirit in the African American community has helped reinvigo-
rate the area. One remarkable example is Reynaldo Hernandez’s large mural 
painted Inner City Arts building at 642 W. North Avenue bringing color and 
vibrancy to the neighborhood. Currently there are plans on the table to rede-
velop the Inner City Arts building-the first project enacted since reestablish-
ment of  New Bronzeville in 2005. Another example of  creative economic re-
covery near I-43 can been seen through informal economies. In an empty lot 
right before the on ramp for I-43 stood a hat stand, a man and his truck selling 
hundreds of  hats. Other efforts are in place to revive Bronzeville with an em-
phasis on resurrecting the cultural landmarks, like jazz clubs. ‘New 
Bronzeville’, centered between Martin Luther King Jr. Blvd and Seventh 
Street, has many billboards advertising potential redevelopment efforts in his-
toric buildings hoping to once again revive the community.

Although there were mixed responses, an overwhelming number of  answers 
were disheartening. One respondent stated that opportunities are “limited, it’s 
hard to crack the old boy’s network on a sustained basis.” Another mentioned 
that it is “difficult to overcome racism, race barriers exist from board room to 
boiler room” (Bonds 2007, 592). Racism, including the inability to obtain loans 
from banks and overall lack of  respect from white counterparts, continues to be 
the biggest obstacle African American businesses face in the 21st century 
(Bonds 2007). Even though beauty shops face hardships, they still provide es-
sential services and have a large influence on the commercial landscape of  
North Avenue. The segregated business landscape reflects the detrimental eco-
nomic and social impact of  freeway construction as well as the effects of  dein-
dustrialization. The imprint of  the flight of  manufacturing jobs can be compre-
hended through the suburban landscape of  Brookfield. In the 1970s and 1980s, 
wealth and resources left Milwaukee and unemployment drastically rose, espe-
cially among African American men. As a result, Milwaukee neighborhoods 
deteriorated while the jobs moved westward into Wauwatosa and Brookfield. 
along major streets, low in density, and serve very specific functions. The ma-
jority of  health-related businesses (medical, dental, etc.) are disproportionately 
found west of  Milwaukee. Brookfield reflects white flight, the landscape of  ‘ex-
clusion’ very strategically cutting off  Milwaukee from wealth and jobs. Subur-
ban sprawl and emphasis on automobile transportation further aided in exclud-
ing Milwaukee residents from employment. 


