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The North (astle JHistorical Society

Bedford Road, Armonk, New York 10504

PRESIDENT’'S MESSAGE

Dear Members and Friends,

This issue of Novth Castle History, like our previous issues, is a tribute to the many
volunteers who have made The North Castle Historical Society possible. It is they
who have written the articles you read, and who edit and put together the final copy.
Volunteers have made all the past works of our Seciety possible. They have raised
and contributed the money and devoted the many howss of hard work to insure that
our heritage is recreated and preserved here in North Castle. Smith’s Tavern, the
Brundage Blacksmith Shop and the East Middle Patent School were all restored
with the money and hard labor you have contributed. Qur library begins to take
shape thanls to our volunteers, and the annual Colonial Crafts Fair has come about
because of owr volunteers. The Society's complex is open every Wednesday and
Saturday from r:00 to 3:30 P.M., because our docents contribute their time,
knowledge and enthusiasm. I want to take this opportunity again to thank all of our
wolunteers for their continuing efforts.

Yet, as I thank our past contributors and look forward to their continued
involvement in bringing our heritage to North Castle, I must report that the Society
will change. We still need and look forward to the efforts of owr volunteers, but, as we
grow, we find that we also need the assistance of a professional. This means that
1988 will be our last year as an exclusively volunteer organization. Next year,
through a grant from the Town of Nevth Castle, we will have funds to secure the
expertise of a part-time professional. We hope that with such professional assistomce
we will be able to offer displays and exhibits ar Smith’s Tavern, the Brundage
Blacksmith Shop and the East Middle Patent School which will be of even greater
intevest to you, our members and friends.

Sincerely,

s S Sorer

Susan R. Shimer



THE NORTH CASTLE HILLS

An Afro-American Community

in the Mid-Nineteenth Century
*Negro Hills”

By Edythe Quinn Caro

On the 1851 Sidney and Neff map of Westchester County, in the
southeast corner of North Castle bordering Harrison and White Plains, there
appears an area labelled “Negro Hills.”’! By the middle of the 18005, the area
had an Afro-American population sufficient in number to acquire the
designation.

The Federal Census of 1850 identifies the Afro-American families living
in ¢lose proximity to white families whose surnames appear on the map in
the area adjacent to *Negro Hills."” Ten Afro-American families, totalling 47
persons, are enwmerated.? Their family names are Hatfield, Johnson,
Seymour, Cornell, Butler and Barker, all surnames shared with white
famiiies in North Castle and surrounding communities, usually indicating a
slave-owner relationship in the past, if not for these individuals, then for
their ancestors. The 1867 and 1872 Beers maps identify the black
landowners in the area of *Negro Hills*' and subsequent census manuscripts
offer additional information.3

My extensive research for my Master's thesis? revealed that these families
were members of a larger Afro-American community which I refer to as
“The Hills,” including families in Morth Castle, Flarrison, and White Plains,
The largest portion of the population resided along Stony Hill Road in the
adjacent section of Harrison.’ Research also revealed that *"The Hills'" was
the largest concentration of Afro-Americans in Westchester County
through 1870. The settlement was a community with a church and scheol,
and a kinship network.

Any discussion of this Afro-American community begins with questions
about its origins, i.e., how did these blacks come to own this land and settle
here. The standard explanation of the origins of the black community was the
account included in the section on Harrison, in Scharf's 1886 History of
Westchester County, New York. It stated:

... When the Quakers of Purchase liberated their slaves, they settled them
upon their rough lands in the novthwestern portion of the town of Harrison,
and thus the negro community, still existing northeast of the village of White
Plains, was begun.

This statement was reprinted verbatim in Volume One of Alvah P.
French’s History of Westchester County of New York, published in 1925, and
was usually quoted whenever the community was discussed. While the
Minutes of the Purchase Meeting and the New York Yearly Meeting
document that the Friends freed their slaves and made settlement with them
for their prior service, the details are not known.?



The 1886 account is far too simple. It does not take into consideration the
role of Methodist-Episcopals, especially in North Castle, who, under
religious dictate, freed their slaves as well as other area residents who, under
state laws of gradual emancipation or through social and economic pressure,
manumitted their slaves. Many of the free blacks in “The Hills’' bear
surnames belonging to non-Quaker residents. 1 believe that the nucleus of
free black settlers in *“The Hills' attracted free blacks from other towns in
Westchester and Long Island.

Although the Afro-American community of “The Hills"* existed from the
late 1700%s through the 1930’s, [ have concentrated on the mid-1800's as the
focus of my thesis and this article. Here I am narrowing my focus to only
North Castle families and on those aspects of the records which reflect North
Castle history.

Although the 1850 census enumerator® assigned the occupation “laborer”
to the ten heads of households in the North Castle section of “The Hills,”
my research indicated that these men performed agricultural tasks, more
skilled and varied than the common designation “laborer”’ implies, as well as
worked their own plots of land as farmers. The enumerator also listed
property values for three of the heads of families:

*Value of Real Estate Owned”

Daniel Cornell $1000
Elisha Cornell 1000
Moses Hatfield 500

While not representative of prosperous economic status, these land
values are equal to or greater than those listed for many white family heads.
Ownership of property was one of the most important factors in the stability
of *“The Hills'* community. It was also a factor in qualifying these free black
men for voting. Beginning in 1821, New York State established qualifications
for black voting rights, including 2 property gualification of an “‘unencum-
bered freehold of $250 or more on which they had paid raxes.' Despite
repeated attempts at repeal, the qualification remained in effect until the
15th Amendment of the Federal Constitution voided it in 1870.°

Diocuments pertaining to school districting for “The Hills”” from 1838
through 1847 offer an excellent illustration of the premise that this Afro-
American settlement crossed town boundaries, and was composed of Afro-
American populations from sections of the three adjoining towns of
Harrison, Notth Castle, and White Plains. Federal census records from as
early as 18C0 show the cluster of Afro-Americans in the area, and a real
estate indenture of 1837 described black property holders’ boundaries in *'a
place commonly [called] the *Hills'.”1® However, none of these sources
demonstrated the multi-town relationship as thoroughly as do these school
documents. These school records also illustrate an early segregation practice
rarely identified or acknowledged in New York State.

The handwritten School Report, dated January 1, 1839, concerned School
District Number One which was formed partly out of North Castle and



partly out of the adjoining town of Harrison. This combined district resulted
when children in the Quarry Heights section of North Castle lived too far
from their regular district school, Number 8, to easily attend, Such problems
were "alleviated by the school commissioners of North Castle meeting with
the commissioners of the adioining towns to set off one or two families or
whole neighborhoods by agreement to the district in the adjoining town.”
The trustees for this combined district were Frederick Stephens of North
Castle and Gilbert Shelly Sr. and Caleb P. Horton of Harrison.!!

The trustees reported that during the past year, ending December 31,
1838, there were 101 children over age five and under age sixteen residing in
District One, 25 in North Castle and 76 in Harrison. The report listed the
names of parents/guardians and the number of children residing with each.
In North Castle, there were, | believe, three black parents/guardians listed,
with the number of children residing with each, as follows: Isaac Cornell (1},
Thomas Johnson (3), and Moses Hatfield (3), totaling seven children. In
Harrison, nine black parents/guardians are listed with a total of 23 children.
Among those listed are family names which will continue throughout the
history of the settlement. However, only 30 children attended school during
that time, 10 from North Castle and 20 from Harrison, and the document
did not specify which children attended.?2

In light of later segregated school districting, I find it is significant that at
this stage, the blacks were not identified by race, although they were
grouped together at the end of the lists. Whether this reflects the
geographical or racial clustering is not clear.

Reports generated for the period of April 8 through August 8, 1839, and
for the “*quarter ending October 15, 1839, listed *‘teacher’s wages due on
Colored Peoples children.” Among the 12 black parents assessed were at
least four North Castle residents, identified below in caps:

4/8 -8/8 1839 Quarter end10/15/1839

Parent/Guardian Days Assess. Davys Assess.,

MOSES HATFIELD 108 $3.24 34 $1.02

Jeremy Mitcheil 15 45 47 1.14

Esop Gall 33 99 24 12

Wm. Jackson 150 4.50 92 2.76

HARRY ODELL 2 06

H. Halstead 12 .36

LEWIS HATFIELD 8 24

Rich. Barker 26 78 9 27

Abrm. Griffin 22 .66 19 57

Aaron Purdy é 18

Charles Pine 15 45 14 42

STEPHEN AMOS 15 45 39 1.17
Total $12.36 Total $8.34

In these two reports “Colored People” are separated from the white
parents/guardians, but they all attend the same school district, Number



One. 1 .

On May 26, 1841, the Sixty-Fourth Session of the New York State
Legislature amended the 1812 act relating to common schools. Paragraph 15
of Chapter 260 stated:

A school for colored children may be established in any city or town of this
state, with the approbation of the commissioners of common schools of such
city or town, which shall be under the charge of the trustees of the district in
which such school shall be kept; and in places where no school districts exist,
or where from any cause it may be expedient, such school may be placed in
charge of trustees to be appointed by the commissioners of common schools of
the town or city, and if there be none, to be appointed by the superintendent.'*
Almost two years after its enactment, the local commissioners officially

acted on this clause in the amendment. On March 4, 1843, a handwritten
document reported the “formation of a new school district partly out of the
towns of White Plains, Harrison and North Castle for Colored Children.” The
document described the boundaries which would constitute the colored school
district and these conform to my configuration of “The Hills*’ settlement. The
Commissioners of common schools for the three towns decided that it was
“expedient to have Trustees distinct and apart from the trustees of the District
where the school house is situated” and they appointed Joshua Horton of
Harrison, Samuel U, Fisher of White Plains, and John Cox of North Castle, alf
white men, as trustees of the Colored School.15

The next extant document, the printed School Report fof 1845,
described the operation of the Colored School District Number 6, and was
dated January 1, 1846, almost three years after its establishment, The district
trustees reported that the school house for District Number 6 was situated in
Harrison, and the district was formed out of Harrison, North Castle, and
White Plains. school had been kept by a qualified teacher for ten months of
the preceding year. The school district was obligated to report the nurober of
children over five and under sixteen years of age who were eligible by age and
residence to attend. In 1845, 40 black children were of school age. The
report listing their parents/guardians included black families who would be
prominent throughout the history of the community. The list for North
Castle follows:

Residing in North Castle Children
Moses Hatfield 1
Elisha Cornell 2
Thomas Butler 1
Harry Barker 3
Thomas Johnson 3
Alfred Seymour!é 4
Total 14

Thirty-three of the forty black children attended, twenty-one students
from Harrison, nine from North Castle and ali three of the White Plains’
children. However, few attended for any appreciable amount of time.'’

This low attendance!® should not be attributed to disinterest in education,



especially not at a time when education was seén by Northern blacks as a
means to achieve advancement and eventual equality. The low attendance
was more likely due to economic factors. As clearly explained by the North
Castle Historical Records editors:

[TThough the schools were comman, they were not free; rates or tuition were

assessed against the parents. The more time a child spent in school, the greater

the tuition paid by the parent. Only by declaring themselves paupers could the
parents exempt themselves from the bayment of rates. School funds were
generated by state aid, supplemented by local taxes in an amount not to exceed
the state aid, and by the tuition collected. Not until 1849 did education
become free. Thus, within [this] period . . . it is probable that some children
were withheld from school for some portion of the year, due to the impaosition

of the rates.’®

The report for the 1845 school year also listed the school books in use in
the district as follows: *“The New Testament, Olney’s Geography, Webster's
Spelling Book, Elementary Spelling Book, and other smaller books for
beginners.” These correspond to the books listed for School District No. 5,
the school for white children,

An Article of Agreement, dated March 17, 1854, between Philemon F,
Shearwood of Harrison and Frederick Stephens of North Castle, establishing
the right to make road or way over a certain piece of land,” included a
reference to “the Colored School House lot.” The description placed the
colored school on or near the site of the **African Church,” on Buckhout
Road, at the west end of Stony Hill Road, in Harrison. This agrees with a
reference in the History of Westchester County, published in 1886. Its history of
Harrison mentioned:

a small frame building was erected in the northevestern part of the town of

Harrison, just over the line of North Castle, which was used by the colored

people as a schoolhouse and chapel.2°

It was not unusual for a black congregation to allow their house of worship
to be used for a black public school. We do not know exactly how long
Colored School District Six was in operation. Colored schools were
officially abolished as a consequence of New York State’s Civil Rights Act of
1873. According to that Act,* no citizen, on account of race orcoleor, could
be “excluded from the full and equal enjoyment” of public facilities,
“common carriers’’ and “common schools.” Of course, de facto segregation
maintained what the state law abolished.??

During these early years, the common school may not have been the only
source for education for biacks. In the Afro-American community, the
church was the central institution, promoting education and abelition as well
as religion. The **African Church” or “chapel'” mentioned above probably
offered Sunday school. Its history demonstrates the participation of blacks
and whites from both Harrison and North Castle.

On May 1, 1844, five black men, all residents of the North Castle section
of ““The Hills,” acting as trustees of the Methedist Episcopal Zions Church
of Colored People of the Town of Harrison,2® agreed to a mortgage with



Old colored church, Buckout Road, about 1918. Shown are some members of the
Cerak family on a historic visit to the abandoned church. Listed on the back of the
original photograph, which was in a collection of Paul Cerak are: “Mama, Edna,
Albert, Paul, Aunt Minnie.” The church, which was just over the Worth Castle line in
Harrison, is no longer standing, NOTE: Paul and Albert Cerak, later local histotrians,
lived in the area and became interested in the preservation of the history of “Negro
Hills.”

Charles A. Purdy, a white resident of Harrison, Land, measuring
approximately one quarter of an acre, had been deeded to these trustees by
Frederick and Deborah Stephens of North Castle, for use as a church or
meeting house lot. The money borrowed in this mortgage may have been
used to finance the building of a church on the property, The trustees were
Aaron Halsted, Moses Hatfield, Alfred Seymour, Henry Seamore, and
Daniel Cornell. 24

Although the exact citcumstances for the deeding of this property and the
organization of the church are not known, historical accounts attribute white
Methodist-Episcopal church members in the area as assisting in the founding
of the black church. In the 1886 History of Westchester County, the origin of
“The Church in The Hills" was described as follows:

. .. The colored people originally attended the Methodist Episcopal
Church on Broadsveay, in White Plains. As early as 1843, and possibly four or
five vears earlier, a fund was raised by subscription . . .

As previously discussed, the frame building, erected by this subscription,
was reported to have served as schoolhouse and chapel. The History
continued:
Religious services were conducted there for a number of years by white people
belonging to the White Plains Methodist Episcopal Church.?



1 have not found any Record of Incorporation for the Methodist Episcopal
Zions Church of Colored People of the Town of Harrison. However, during
the 1830's,several white Methodist-Episcopal churches were incorporated in
White Plains and North Castle. For example, the First Methodist-Episcopal
Church of White Plains, founded in 1795, was incorporated in 1834, The
Second Methodist-Episcopal Church in White Plains was incorporated in
1838, and the North Castle Methodist-Episcopal Zion Church? was
incorporated in 1835.77

In 1839, a Missionary Society of the Methodist-Episcopal Church was
incorporated, with annual meetings to be held in New York City. The
declared purpose of the Society was to “diffuse blessings of education,
civilization and Christianity.” Included among its founders were several men
with Westchester surnames, e.g., Hall, Valentine, Gale, Burling, and
Disbrow. In particular, Hall is a significant name in the history of.
Methodism in North Castle. James Hall, the leader of the North Castle
church during its early years, was a friend and confidant of Bishop Francis
Asbury and other Methodist preachers. His son Jonathan was also an active
church member .28

Black church history in New Rochelle offered a strikingly similar pattern
to the process of church organization in “The Hills.” On March 12, 1842,
the “Colored People of the town of New Rochelle and the adjoining town”’
held a public meeting **at the house of Hannah and William Stephens,” to
appoint trustees for a society called “the Methodist Episcopal Zion Church,
New Rochelle, Colored. According to black community history, around this
time (1841), four black men, trustees of this Colored People’s Methodist
Episcopal Zion Church, purchased property for their church building. Here
tao, the church was reported to have also served “‘as the first home of the
Negro School.” The participation here again of a couple named Stephens is
worth noting. This black church later became St. Catherine’s AM.E. Zion
Church of New Rochelle.??

“Methodism at North Castle”’ by Town Historian Richard N, Lander,
which appeared in Vol. 14 of this journal, documented the importance of
New Rochelle and North Castle as centers of Methodism and prominent
sites of visits by Bishop Francis Asbury. This famous Methodist circuit-
riding preacher and advocate of emancipation began visiting North Castle in
1787. Lander explained: **By the year 1791, the North Castle church was the
focal point of all Methodist work in the area.”3°

Although “The Church in The Hills” is traditionally referred to as the
*Ashury Colored Peoples Church of Harrison, New York,” the official
documents which I have seen, do not use that title, However, the Asbury in
that title, of course, referred to Bishop Francis Asbury. The use of the word
*colored” in church titles in the 1830-40s referred to the attempt by blacks
to remove thefr religious institutions from association with the often
unpopular "'back to Africa’ colonization movement. 3

“The Church in The Hills” seemed to be associated with the white
Methodist-Episcopal Church, rather than being a member church of the
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independent African Methodist-Episcopal {Zion) denomination. In West-
chester County, most black M-E congregations (and AME and AMEZ
churches) did not independently incorporate until mid century or after the
Civil War, as will be noted later,

In the 18505, “The Church in The Hills’' was reported to have purchased
additional land and the trustees at that time were John Francis, Henry
Seamore, Richard ('Neil, and later William Henry Barker, prominent and
long-time ““Hills" residents.??

On December 10, 1870, five black men from Harrison, set their “hands
and seals’ to a certificate incorporating the Colored Methodist Episcopal
Church of the Town of Harrison. These trustees®? were residents of ""The
Hills™ but the church they were organizing, according to the rites of the
Methodist-Episcopal Church, was independent of the original *Church in
the Hills.”34

The 1886 History of Westchester County included the following report:

A division occurred among the colored people, however, and a number of

them, under the leadership of Richard O'Neil, withdrew, and, after

worshiping for four or five years in private houses, erected the present church,

on Westchester Avenue. The edifice was dedicated August 2g, 1874 . . .

The original congregation continues to hold meetings in the church, in the

northwestern comer of Harrison. The membership is small. 3

Although several of the trustees are listed in the 1870 and 1880 census
manuscripts-as living in **The Hills,”’ they later moved, along with others, to
a row of houses on Westchester Avenue on the Harrison/White Plains
border. St. Luke’s Methodist Episcopal Church, the **colored church’” on
Westchester Avenue, is designated on an 1881 map of White Plains as an
“AM.E. Chiurch].” As such it would bear out the county history’s text.36

A variety of factors may have influenced the initial division: personality
conficts and tension in the *Hills’’ community, the pending moves out of
“The Hills,” especially to Westchester Avenue, a push towards independence
from local white leadership in the Methodist-Episcopal Church, and
increased missionary activity within the A.M.E. and A.M.E.Z. conferences
to organize new churches. In the early 1850s and again in the post Civil War
years, a number of A M.E. and A M.E.Z. congregations were organized in
Westchester. After years of assistance from the Methodist-Episcopal
Churches in White Plains and Nerth Castle, the blacks were probably
anxious for their own organization with religious and secular autonomy,
self-government and full self-expression.

“*The Church in The Hills" was demolished sometime before 1930 but the
sizeable foundation remains; the deed to the property and its adjacent
cemetery are held by Mount Hope A.M.E. Zion Church of White Plains.
Mount Hope A.M.E. Zion Church of White Plains. Mount Hope AM.E.
Zion Church on Lake Street is the direct descendant of *“The Church in The
Hills,” rather than the Westchester Avenue Church. Throughout its history
up to the present day, Mount Hope's membership reflects its origins. Many
of the members’ surnames repeat family names from *“The Hills."?7

To be continued . .. The Civil War and the End of an Era.
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