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 The importance of the non-dominant communities cannot be understated for their 

contributions to a balanced view of history and for their consistent contributions of stories that 

define the reality of this country.  More often than not, history has been controlled and recorded 

by the dominant culture, leaving holes and gaps in the cultural picture of a society.  Over time, 

however, communities and community archives have proven that a collaboration with traditional 

archives is beneficial, as long as control of the heritage and the collective and individual memory 

is secured.  This collaboration allows the community to accomplish their vision over a longer 

period of time.  The 18th and Vine African American community in Kansas City, Missouri is a 

community that has created a way to tell its authentic story.  Expression of this community, and a 

collective voice for its history from the early 20th century until the late 1990’s starts with the 

Mid-America Black Archives, continues to a multi-block, multi-museum information 

environment, and culminates with the American Jazz Museum located at 1616 E 18th St, Kansas 

City.  The mission is to tell the story of jazz and the 18th and Vine African American community 

through archival and museum collections, educational outreach, and performance.  (“American 

Jazz Museum”, 1970). Sustainability of the mission over the last twenty years has been 

accomplished through the unique community archival practices and work established by the 

founders of this environment and the eventual collaboration with traditional archival and 

museum practices in the community at large. 

 This community is rooted in a historical dialogue that starts in the early 1900’s and 

progresses until the 1950s when white America decimated the 18th and Vine community in the 

name of gentrification.  This was the crossroads of jazz, the Afro-American art form that is one 

of the true art forms of America.  “18th and Vine was the center of the city’s black community.” 

(Levin, 2005, p.44).   Segregation in the city caused the African American community to develop 
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its own commercial and entertainment district centered around 18th and Vine.  It was a complete 

African American economy consisting of barbers, restauranteurs, clubs, hotels, real estate firms, 

banks and more.  “The historical importance of Kansas City, Missouri’s 18th and Vine district 

cannot be ignored, and its significance lies in telling the story of jazz, linking the past and 

present to a vibrant community”.  (Gillis, 2005, p.107).  Community in this instance is 

geographically bound through historical Jim Crow Era policies that kept African Americans in a 

certain part of Kansas City.  However, it’s the actionable qualities of the 18th and Vine district 

that create, define and separate the community from any other.  These actions also tie people to 

the community that were or are just passing through, either as performers, suppliers or patrons.  

“In these terms, community becomes something that is reconstructed through ongoing 

experiences, engagements and relations.” (Waterton & Smith, 2010, p. 8).  The performance of 

jazz and the push and pull of everyday life is what formed this community in the past and forms 

this community now in that it “coalesces around shared interests, common causes or collective 

experiences.” (Waterton & Smith, 2010, p. 9).  Collective experiences and collective memory, 

and the political nature and revolt against racist circumstances created a vibrant, open 

community that lived by its own rules, even during Prohibition.   

After the Civil Rights Era and the availability of more housing, the 18th and Vine district 

deteriorated, businesses left, clubs closed, and the area was in disrepair.   However, as the 1970’s 

approached, there were remnants of musicians and families from the area that started to seek 

ways to tell the story of their individual experiences and the black experience in the 18th and 

Vine neighborhood so that it would not be lost to history.  The community expressed a need and 

purpose since the late 1960’s to re-establish 18th and Vine as the center of African American 

history in Kansas City through the oral and musical tradition of jazz, blues and be-bop.  
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Horace M. Peterson started the Black Archives of Mid-America with a collection in the 

trunk of his car, and Eddie Baker, a musician, dreamed of telling the story of Kansas City Jazz 

with a Jazz Hall of Fame.  (Bennett, 2010, p. 49).   Like most community archivists, these 

advocates “derive their commitment, passion and enthusiasm from a desire to document and 

record their own history and that of their communities; histories which are often absent from 

mainstream archives and other heritage institutions.” (Flinn, Stevens & Shepherd, 2009, p. 72).   

They wanted to tell their own story, as it was left out of the mainstream heritage institutions, so 

that an important time and place in American history would not be lost.  “Central to the 

production of community heritage archives, is the volunteer labor that maintains and produces 

the archives” (Beel, et al., 2017, p. 461) At the start, most of these community archives start with 

individuals trying to discover and tell an individual story, and then they progress and find other 

active participants and form a group to tell both the individual and collective stories.  The 

timeline of 18th and Vine functions in this same way. 

In creating the information environment of the 18th and Vine district and the American 

Jazz Museum, this group of founders and leaders sought to control its own story and artifacts 

while also ensuring sustainability for the long term.  Marginalized communities often lack a 

space where they feel comfortable as they do not recognize the spaces of the dominant culture to 

be representative.  If the spaces define the story of community, the American Jazz Museum and 

the 18th and Vine district needed to be a representative space. (Caswell, Gabiola, Zavala, 

Brilmyer, & Cifor, 2018). The museum building itself includes interactive galleries, a recording 

station, sound stations, an archive, and two working jazz clubs called the Blue Room and the 

Gem Theatre, modeled after clubs and performance centers during the district’s apex.  Store 

fronts in the neighborhood are fashioned after the times, and businesses reflect the character of 
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the era.  It’s a reflection of the African American community in this district in the physical 

spaces but also in the performances of jazz and be-bop that occur multiple days a week in the 

Blue Room, Gem Theatre, and several clubs operating in the commercial district. 

This constant performance and production of the lifeblood of this community is the 

underlying reason for the success and sustainability of the district and museum.  That and the 

outreach to “outsiders” in order to keep the environment both financially viable and culturally 

relevant.  Some of the key problems and issues facing community archives such as this are that 

there are few financial resources; the initial enthusiasm for the archive often comes from a small 

group of people and there are rarely succession plans.  In addition, control is often conceded to 

dominant archival practices, and the archive has difficulty finding a space to preserve artifacts, 

whether that is physical or digital.  (Baker & Collins, 2016).   Being that the initial drive for the 

18th and Vine district and Jazz Museum started with enthusiastic individuals such as Baker and 

Peterson, it is essential to examine how this project survived for decades and finally found a 

stable home.   

 The museum’s mission and vision are to preserve, exhibit, educate and celebrate the 

“experience of jazz” (“American Jazz Museum”, 1970) as a component of the district’s mission 

to grow the “unique districts identity, community spirit and entertainment.” (“18th and Vine-

Kansas City’s Historic District”, nd).  Baker and Peterson struggled for decades in their quest to 

establish the Black Archives and a KC Jazz Hall of Fame as they had financial issues and 

difficulties in finding space. (Bennett, 2010).  The individual archival practices were not 

financially or physically sustainable, so they both started to reach out and collaborate with 

traditional institutions.  “Some community archives collaborate with mainstream institutions to 

achieve their goals, it is how they develop trust and engagement with community members to 
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receive donations of records and funding.” (Casewell, et al., 2017, p. 203).  These African 

American community leaders approached the Mayor and the Kansas City Government to start 

proposing a joint development project of 18th and Vine and the construction of a museum space.  

By collaborating with public funding sources while still maintaining the collection inside the 

neighborhood, and by using community leaders as staff and board members, they were able to 

grow into a sustainable information system while maintaining access to, and ownership of, their 

resources and history.   

This post-custodial approach allows the community to retain its knowledge and control of 

that information within the community while being supported by the financial capital of the city.  

The museum’s outreach programs help create more sources of revenue and create more 

connections and collaborations enabling this information environment to continue to grow and 

complete its mission.  Educational clinics and community jazz clinics help spread the word of 

this community resource and attract patrons to share the 18th and Vine and jazz experience.  

Festivals, traveling exhibits, borrowed exhibits, collaboration with artists from the community 

and even a recent collaboration as a Smithsonian partner institute have progressed this 

community archive past the point of tentative survival.  In fact, Peterson never realized his dream 

of seeing the rebirth of his neighborhood, but the partnerships that were made kept the vision 

alive. 

In conclusion, the historical community at 18th and Vine will not be forgotten because of 

the efforts of volunteers and founders with a vision to tell the story of a community that has been 

excluded from  traditional museums and archives in Kansas City.  They achieved their goal and 

have remained relevant and sustainable through collaborations with dominant communities and 

traditional archival and museum environments, utilizing collaborations of staff, resources, and 
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funding models.  The district and the museum itself are keeping alive the tradition of jazz and 

this unique African American community.  Constant performance is connecting the past to the 

future and continuing to create more information to share.  The first executive director, Dr. 

Rowena Stewart, one of the initial proponents of the museum’s creation, expressed jazz “as a 

lived tradition – one that reflected the social conditions, cultural traditions, daily experiences, 

and the voices of the local African American community.” (Bennett, 2010, p. vi).  Through 

collaboration with traditional institutions such as the city government and the Smithsonian, they 

have weathered turmoil and negative revenue over the last two decades, but the model of 

collaboration has allowed them to survive.  The vision and mission cannot be fulfilled if the 

archive is closed. This museum and community has remained relevant while fulfilling their 

mission, spreading the word of jazz, and bringing 18th and Vine to a broader audience. 
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Project Proposal 

In continuing my interest and study regarding community archives and the American Jazz 

Museum example, I will continue to examine the importance of community archives and models 

of sustainability.  There have been many community archives that have followed different 

models of sustainability, but there have been countless that have struggled to remain solvent.  

The first major challenge of sustainability is the human resource and volunteer succession plan.  

At some point in time, the person or people that start the archive will move on to other projects, 

lose interest, or even pass away.  Finding a group within the community that can move forward 

with the mission of the archive is necessary.  Funding is the second issue that needs attention.  

The archives that can survive over time have funding or the ability to connect with traditional 

agencies to write grants or receive revenue from some area.    Collaborating with other small 

archives is another viable solution as is partnering with even larger, national organizations.  In 

this case, resources, exhibits, and human resources can be shared so that the non-traditional story 

can be told and it can continue to be told without a threat of extinction.   

Next, the control of the story can sometimes be conceded to the larger, dominant 

organization as a trade for funding or even physical space.  Physical and even digital space is a  

challenge for many community archives.  Sometimes, a balance needs to be reached in order to 

preserve and sustain an archive while conceding some control of the story to “outsiders”.  This 

could happen when outside archivists or curators are hired to assist, or even staff from another 

partner organization helps in the community archive.  This may be inevitable for some 

community archives, as even larger organizations struggle with funding programs and exhibits.  

My interest lies in discovering some community archives that have survived over time and to 
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understand some of the successful models that have helped them sustain their mission.  My hope 

is that by understanding the successes, I can find way to successfully collaborate in the future 

with a community archive where I will work.   

 

 
 


