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Slavery in the Mid -Hudson: The “ Peculiar Institution " in the North

Slavery existed in New York throughout the colonial period. By the first

Federal census of 1790 New York's black slave population of 21,324 was the

largest of the slave holding northern states and only 7 thousand below Georgia's

total of 29,264. About one third of New York's slaves lived and worked in the

Hudson River Valley , from Westchester to Albany.3 The African slaves were

broughtto the Valley by the Dutch WestIndia Companybetween 1625 and 1663;

in 1664 the British captured New Netherlands, changed its name to New York,

and allowed the Royal African Company to monopolize the slave trade. The first

slaves probably arrived in the village of Poughkeepsie notlong after its founding

in 1687 by Dutch and English settlers. The first village census of 1714 showed 30

slaves among a population of 445. By 1771 therewere 1,360 slaves in Dutchess

County and 1,954 in Ulster, with much larger numbers in the upper and lower

valley.
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cators in America and Who's Who in Black America.
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Platt's treatmentofthehistory of slavery in Poughkeepsie and Dutchess County

tends to look at the slaves from the point of view of the slave masters, as objects

that are acted upon. Very rarely does Platt examine the slaves as actors, as sub

jects, as creators of their own history and ashuman beings with feelings of their

own. Furthermore, Platt tends to emphasize the benign and benevolent side of

slavery . He does not examine the brutality of the institution nor the general

social and legal climate of the fear of retribution by the slaves forthat harsh treat

ment,which was expressed in the " slave codes" of New York and in actual slave

rebellions that took place in nearby areas like New York City , Albany and

Kingston . Although he refers to the advertisements in the newspapers describ

ing runaway slaves, Platt does notmention the fact that these acts of escaping

and running away also represented the slaves' judgment about their own condi

tion in physical and symbolic terms.

During slavery , there were a few recorded incidents where Negroes them

selves owned slaves. Platt's account of slavery in Poughkeepsie gives an unex

plained and somewhatmisleading reference to “ Toney Fox, a colored man " who

manumitted a slave in 1804.5 Itmakeshim appear as one of the few Negro slave

owners . However, the records indicate that the slaveMargaret Fox was actually

owned by the “ Overseers of Poor" and Toney Fox, a colored laborer, applied for

his wife'smanumission from them on October 29, 1804, which apparently was

granted .

There are severalmajor lacunae in Platt's history of slavery. First, he does not

mention the breaking up of slave families , which was perhaps themost painful

and sorrowful act endured by slaves. For example , in 1715 on the Livingston

Manor, a slave named Ben killed his owner John Dykeman for selling his

daughter off themanor. In the hearings, presided over by Robert Livingston, Sr.,

it was determined that the murder was the sole act of a heartbroken and

revengeful father. Second, Platt fails to examine the missionary and educational

work of the Society for the Propagation of the Gospel of the Anglican Church

begun in New York in 1701 among the slaves and Indians,which intended not

only to Christianize them but also to make them more docile and obedient. In

1750 there was an Anglican mission operating in Poughkeepsie and in 1773 the

Christ Episcopal Church was founded .?

Finally, Platt does not dealwith the slaves' attempt to fuse African religious

traditions in to Christian ones as it was exemplified in the Pinkster Festival. In a

perceptive article, Williams-Myers has shown quite conclusively that the

Pinkster Festival, which was celebrated for a week during Spring in the cities and

towns of the Hudson Valley in the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries, was a

syncretism of Dutch and African religious traditions. “ Pinkster " probably was a

Dutch corruption for “ Pentecost." 8 Africans, free and slave, looked forward to

the festival and its carnival atmosphere. As long as the institution of slavery

existed , the Negroes celebrated Pinkster.

Slavery in theMid -Hudson Valley affected all areas of social and personalrela

tionships between blacks and whites. Even with the end of slavery in New York

State in 1827 , the residential and social segregation of Negroes remained as an

accepted social fact throughout the nineteenth and into the twentieth centuries .

Poughkeepsie's Black Community in the Nineteenth Century :

Religion , Education and Labor

Towards the end of the eighteenth century and during the early decades ofthe

77



nineteenth century , a number of all black areas or settlements were gradually

formed in Dutchess County. At first they were composed of the few free blacks

and runaway slaves and later these residents were joined by the newly manu

mitted people who no longer wanted to live on their owner's farms and manor

estates. The areas of Fishkill Landing and “ Baxtertown" had the largest number

of Negroes in the county prior to the emergence of Poughkeepsie as a city after

1854. Apparently there were two settlements, one in Fishkill Landing and one in

the area of Baxtertown Road, since both becamethe locations oftwo A.M.E. Zion

churches. Stories of Fishkill-Baxtertown recount its beginning in the inter

marriage between freedmen and escaped slaves and the native Wappinger

Indianswho lived there.. During the first half of the nineteenth century in the

village of Poughkeepsie , the black population was located in several clusters :

first, on the fringes of the central business district bounded by Washington and

Market Streets where someworking class whites and recently arrived German

immigrants also resided; second, on " Long Row " by the Almshouse; third , in

the area of Catharine, Cottage , and Pine Streets .10

Abolitionist activity and religion were closely tied together in most areasofthe

United States and this proved to be true in the Mid-Hudson as well. Although

Christianity was used to justify slavery to produce docile and obedient slaves, it

also became a majormoral challenge to the institution and a spur to abolitionist

activity . In the eighteenth century , Quakerswerewellknown for their early sup

port of abolition and for their courageous participation in the Underground Rail

road to help escaped slaves move to Canada. A Dutchess Quaker, Alfred Moore

and his wife used their mill as a station on the underground railroad.11 From 1790

onward , the abolitionist movement was largely supported by Methodists and

Congregationalists in the North and someMethodists and Baptists in the South .

In the Mid -Hudson Freeborn Garretson , a Methodist circuit rider from

Rhinebeck , not only helped to establish Methodism in the area, he also preached

strongly against slavery.12

Bishop Asbury, who was the prime American figure in the establishment of

Methodism , once said of Poughkeepsie in 1800, “ This is no place for

Methodism ," after several futile attempts to introduce the faith.13 Ironically , a

Methodist class was soon established in 1803 in a private homeandby 1805 there

were enough members in the village to found the Washington Street Methodist

Episcopal Church. In Poughkeepsie and Dutchess County, Methodism also

spread rapidly among the black population . Within a few decades of the aboli

tion of slavery in New York State , three black Methodist churches were in

existence, one in the village of Poughkeepsie, another on Baxtertown Road

(Fishkill), and the other in Fishkill Landing (Beacon).

Mutual aid societies and churches were among the first social institutions

created by black people. They existed in a symbiotic relationship ; sometimes

mutual aid societies gave rise to black churches and at other times churches

helped to create mutual aid societies.14 In a period before the creation of a federal

welfare system , black people banded together to pooltheir meager resources to

provide for their own sick , widows and orphans, and decentburials. Although

the reasons are not fully known, the 47 colored members of the predominantly

white Washington Street Methodist Church withdrew en masse and on

November 12 , 1837 formed the United Society, a mutual aid group that met for

worship services for several years in the old Lancaster School (now Germania

Hall).15 Whether the withdrawal was sparked by a racial incident in the church ,
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by a more widespread feeling of second class treatmentwithin worship services

or by the desire for independence is not known. In 1840 the United Society pur

chased a one-story frame building at 102 Catharine Street and also voted to

affiliate with the newly -formed independent black denomination, the African

Methodist Episcopal Zion Church . The Poughkeepsie church was organized

under the name of the “ Catharine Street" African Methodist Episcopal Zion

Church. The first elected trustees were Ezekiel Pine, Uriah Boston , and Peter

Lee.16 The name of the founding pastor is not known for certain , although his

name is given as the Rev. Jacob Thomas or Jacob Thompson in different

documents. 17

The Zion denomination,which was organized in July 1822 in New York City ,

illustrated the close linkage between religion and abolitionism among black

people . Although many black churches served as stations for the underground

railroad for escaped slaves and other black denominations were active in aboli

tionism during the late eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, it was the Zion

denomination that became the church base for a number of legendary black

abolitionists who were either preachers or staunch church members : the Rev.

Frederick Douglass , Harriet Tubman, Sojourner Truth , and the Rev. Jermain

Louguen , Catherine Harris, Eliza Ann Gardner and the Rev. Thomas James.1

Soon after its founding, the denomination expanded rapidly in New York

State , organizing black churches along the path of the underground railroad and

transportation routes up the Hudson Valley and northward into Canada. Besides

the Catharine StreetChurch in Poughkeepsie, the St. James A.M.E.Zion Church

(now in Beacon ) was established in 1844 and the Baxtertown A.M.E. Zion

Church was also founded during the nineteenth century . 19 One can usually

assume that wherever large concentrations of black people existed , escaped

slaves and underground railroad stations would be found there too, since the

slaves could mingle and be less noticeable. However, the role which these three

black Methodist churches played in the abolitionist period can only be speculated

about since there is no extant documentary evidence. In his study Blithe Dutchess,

Henry MacCracken does speak about the “ vigorous church life " that arose in

Fishkill -Baxtertown and the fact that the settlement was a station on the under

ground railroad, “ probably working with Quaker groups." MacCracken's exam

ple may well apply to Poughkeepsie too.20

Even with the aboliton of slavery in New York State , the Dred Scott decision of

1847 and the Fugitive Slave Act of 1850 still made it dangerous for escaped slaves

to be in northern cities like Poughkeepsie as the story of John Bolding in 1851

illustrated. As a former runaway slave from South Carolina, Bolding finally set

tled in Poughkeepsie as a tailor. Unfortunately, hewas recognized by his former

ownerMrs. Dickinson and eventually arrested by the United States Marshall's

office , which had to enforce the law . The Dutchess County Anti-Slavery Society

and leading Poughkeepsie citizens raised $ 1700 to purchase his freedom.21

During the decade of the 1840s and through the Civil War years, abolitionist

activity also stirred intense opposition and overt hostility among someresidents ,

especially among the newly arrived Irish immigrants. At timesmobs of whites

disrupted anti-slavery meetings in churches.22 There also were a number of riots

and fights between whites and blacks from 1847 to 1850. There were several

dimensions to this ethnic conflict. First, the Irish saw Negro laborers as a threat

to their own jobs, especially when Negroes were used by employers as " strike

breakers" during labor negotiations at the brickyards, railroads, and other
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places.23 Second, even though the Irish were oppressed and discriminated

againstbecause of their Catholicism , the racism ofthe larger society rendered the

Negro even more vulnerable and thus a convenientscapegoat formounting frus

trations. Finally, the anti-draft riots ofthe 1860s in New York City, Poughkeepsie

and elsewhere were caused largely by newly -arrived immigrants and other

whites who saw the CivilWar as a conflict on behalf oftheNegro and not in their

own interests. In Dutchess County in 1863, theGovernor of New York called in

the Vermont Volunteers to keep order24 and the black men of the Catharine

Street Church had to stand guard with rifles in order to prevent their church

from being burned down during the mob frenzy.23

The Civil War was largely welcomed by Poughkeepsie's black community .

While President Abraham Lincoln initially saw the war only as a means to “ pre

serve the Union," his Emancipation Proclamation of January 1, 1863 and his

Second Inaugural address made clear that thewar was also fought to abolish the

evils of slavery . On January 7, 1863 oneweek after a group of intoxicated soldiers

attacked the Catharine Street Church and did a ' good deal ofdamage' to its prop

erty,26 members of the church held a specialmeeting to commemorate and cele

brate the Emancipation Proclamation . Isaac Deyo, a long timePoughkeepsie resi

dent, church member and community leader, presided over the meeting. The

major address was given by James DeGarmo ofthe City Council, congratulating

the colored members.27 From that day on until the Civil Rights period, black

churches in Poughkeepsie celebrated the first Sunday in January as "Emancipa

tion Sunday ." Even prior to the proclamation , the colored people of Pough

keepsie supported the war effort by sending Victor Hugo as a delegate to

Washington , D.C. on 5 March 1862, " offering ten thousand men of color, to be

called the Fremont Legion ." 28 Although that legion nevermaterialized , by 1863

President Lincoln was persuaded by black leaders like Frederick Douglass and

Harriet Tubman to allow colored soldiers to fight in the war in order to help turn

the tide. In December 1863 and throughout the following year, articles in the

Poughkeepsie Daily Eagle reported on the recruitment of colored soldiers, whose

total probably reached several hundred in Dutchess County.29 Although they

had to serve in segregated units commanded by a white officer, they signed up

eagerly because they also received some of the cash bounty paid to new recruits .

At a timewhen most ofthe black community was impoverished , themilitary was

quite appealing to youngmen . These squadsof colored troopswere often given a

parade by proud members of their own community . As theymarched off to the

trains, a martial band composed of colored musicians led by Mr. J. H. Jaycox

accompanied them , sometimes playing " Dixie ." 30

The white community was divided on the war with the majority supporting

the Union's side. Some sympathetic whites in Poughkeepsie's churches also

rallied to the cause of aiding the newly emanicpated slaves in Southern states.

There were appeals in the Eagle regarding fund raising benefits and also ads

soliciting “ cast off clothing for the Freedmen ." 31

The Reconstruction years from 1866 to 1876 witnessed a meteroric rise in

political activity by black people across the country as they exercised their right to

vote, guaranteed by the Fifteenth amendment. President Lincoln's association

with the Republican Party inspired most blacks to become members of that

party . In Poughkeepsie a " Colored Men's Republican Club" was formed in the

late 1860's and it continued to be active in the early twentieth century .32 In May

1870 the colored community held a celebration of the Fifteenth Amendment and
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among the invited distinguished guests were nationally known figures such as

the abolitionist Frederick Douglass , the clergyman -politician and first black

elected to Congress, United States Senator Hiram Revels of Georgia, and the

writer Horace Greeley.33

While blacks gained a new political prominence after the war, they continued

to be described by others in pre-war stereotypes, notably in the minstrel show ,

the most popular form of stage entertainment during the mid -nineteenth cen

tury . The minstrel shows,where white actors painted on black faces and imper

sonated Negro characters in comic fashion in song and dance,were very impor

tant culturally because they helped to form the major stereotypes and percep

tions of whites about black people. In Poughkeepsie during the CivilWar years ,

various touring ministrel companies visited the city almostmonthly. Names like

Sharpe's Ministrels, Campbell's Ministrels, Newcomb's Ministrels, Tony

Pastor's Ministrels, and Dupree and Green's Ministrels appeared in the Eagle's

announcements. The Eagle said the following about the Dupree and Green's

Ministrels : “ Their position among the negro delineators of the present time is

first class . Whoever witnesses their performance once is sure to go again ."'34

Apparently , the Eagle's editorial writer was also influenced by the minstrel

shows as evidenced by the numerous supposedly humorous incidents using

Negro dialect which are interspersed throughoutthe paper.One example of this

is entitled “Not A City Darkey," which tells of the arrest of a black man during

the night. It concludes, “ He was a farm hand and nota 'city niggah.'' 35 The in

fluence ofministrelsy stereotypes was increased by the unofficial segretation in

northern cities in places of residence and schools and by the taboos against social

contact which prevented most other forms of communication .

Through the first three quarters of the nineteenth century black people in

Poughkeepsie faced numerous struggles and many disappointments in obtain

ing public education . Early forms of education for blacks consisted of denomina

tional catechetical schools for the few free blacks and learning from the nightly

devotions of themaster's family for most slaves. However, the earliest record of

any typeof formaleducation for blacks was the African Schoolwhich operated in

Poughkeepsie in 1829. The African Schoolwas probably a private school set up

by the New York Manumission Society ; its schoolmaster was the Rev. Isaac

Woodland, a black minister from Baltimore .36 Woodland was followed by Nathan

Blount in 1830. Blount was a black abolitionist and an active member of the

Dutchess County Antislavery Society.37 During the latter half of the 1830s,

Blount's schoolwas taken over by the Lancaster School Society , Inc. which

operated a school for white children on the first floorof a Church Street building

that also housed Blount's school in an upstairs room . Throughout these early

years therewas a strong preference that the teacher be a “ teacher ofletters and of

gospel percepts."'38

After Blount, the Rev. SamuelR. Ward , who was educated in the black school

of theManumission Society ofNew York City, cameto Poughkeepsie to teach at

the black Lancaster school in 1839. Like his predecessor, he also was an aboli

tionist and served on the executive committee of the principally white Anti

slavery Society . Ward probably remained with the black school until it closed in

1844. After leaving Poughkeepsie he becamea nationally known abolitionist and

a prominent church pastor.

In 1843 the unified public schools of Poughkeepsie were established , providing

educational opportunities for the city's white children . As a part of Pough
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keepsie's common school district, the Board of Education created a separate

school for black children in 1844. The school was called the Poughkeepsie

Colored SchoolNo. 1. During the thirty year life ofthe Colored School, it was an

elementary , one-room facility. The school was first housed in the Primitive

Methodist Church on Church Street from 1844-1855 . Then, it was moved to

Cottage Street where it remained until 1863. For three years, 1863-1866, the

school was conducted in the old A.M.E. Zion Church building on Catharine

Street. Its final home was in another building on Catharine Street.

Pupil attendance averaged about 20 students at the Colored School, although

the registration reached as high as 70 children in someyears. The first teacher

was Thomas Brower, a white man. Jane A. Williamswas probably the first black

teacher; she taught from 1853 to 1856. She was followed by other black andwhite

teachers who taught singly in ensuing years at the school from one to three

years. Each teacher was also appointed as a principalby the Board of Education.

A Committee on Teachers report to the Board of Education, dated November 1,

1870, gave an indication ofwhat teacherswere paid : “Miss Thayer is unwilling to

leave her place in the 4th ward and take the Principalship of the Colored School

for less than $ 450 (per year]."'39

Hostility toward the meager education available to Negro children surfaced

around the late 1860s and early 1870s. These children in Poughkeepsie had no

educational opportunities beyond elementary schooling. Before 1870 there is no

record of a Negro student attending Poughkeepsie High School and both Vassar

College and the Eastman Business College did not admit Negroes .

Isaac Deyo, an activemember of the local A.M.E. Zion Church , called a Mid

Hudson area educational convention in Poughkeepsie in September, 1870. The

purpose of the meeting was to address the educational concerns of the colored

population. Mr. Deyo was elected president of the convention. Out of this

meeting camethe proposed idea to establish a Negro college in Poughkeepsie.

This idea was in keeping with the times, especially in the South where the

recently freed slaves ' deep desire for education led to the establishment of

several prominentNegro colleges like Fisk , Howard, and Hampton. Five black

men from neighboring counties along with three from Poughkeepsie (Abram

Bolin , Charles Cooley and Isaac Deyo) and Samuel Jones of Fishkill were the

original trustees. This group named the proposed school Toussaint L'Ouverture

College in honor of the famous leader of the Haitian Revolution. In 1871 the

trustees were instrumental in getting state Assemblyman Stewart to introduce a

bill in the New York State Legislature to incorporate the college. It is said that

Bolin , Rhodes, West and Deyo walked to Albany lobbying for the passage of the

bill.

Although L'Ouverture Collegewas incorporated as an institution to be located

in Poughkeepsie , “ especially designed for the education of young men and

women of African descent in science, art, language,” it never became a reality .

The lack of finances as well as moral support, coupled with the rising anti

segregation movement throughout New York State, doomed the project to

failure . Even though local black Poughkeepsians were enthusiastically sup

portive of the college, the coup de grâce to the project ironically was admin

istered at a meeting of the New York Annual Conference of the African

Methodist Episcopal Zion Church , which convened in Poughkeepsie at the

Catharine Street Church in May 1871. The opposition was led by the Rev.

William P. Butler ofNew York City , a powerful orator and former pastor ofZion
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churches in Hudson and Poughkeepsie. Butler argued, “ Let the colored people

of the state stand together and ask for equal rights, and they would get it. They

wanted no separate college."'40

Abraham Bolin, a gardener, janitor and community leader, spoke on behalf of

the collegeplan buthe could not prevail . In 1872 the project also ran into opposi

tion from a state black convention and it died.41 Themajor thrust among Negroes

in New York State became clear: to desegregate public education and not to set

up separate schools. But this goal was notachieved in Poughkeepsiewithout fur

ther struggle and personal costs .

After the failure of the college project, the leadership of the black community

focused their efforts on the task of desegregating Poughkeepsie schools . On

September 1, 1873 Mr. and Mrs. Joseph Rhodes personally led theway by pre

senting a test case to the Board of Education of the federal civil rights law , which

provided for no distinction on the basis of race . Rhodes, who ran his own Eagle

Dyeing Establishment, attempted to enrollhis two daughters, Josephine, 15, and

Marietta, 9, in the Fourth Ward Primary School. Miss Carey, principal of the

school, reluctantly seated the children . The youngest child Marietta was sent

home after lunch by a teacher because someonehad hit her . The Board of Educa

tion also decided that Josephine would be sent to the Second Ward Grammar

School because of her age. 42 Poughkeepsie's first major " civil rights question"

sparked a long series of meetings and decisions by the Board of Education

throughout the year.

At first, Judge Egbert Q. Eldridge , President of the Board, claimed that since

the city was one school district, it had fulfilled the law by establishing the

Colored School. Therefore, said Eldridge, the children were to refrain from

attempting to attend any city school other than the Colored School until the

Board reached a decision .Healso said that the children were attending a school

outside of their district.43 However, Mrs. Rhodes squelched any delaying tactics

of the Board by continuing to insist that her children would attend the city's

public schools and that she didn't want to send her children to the colored

school. On September 4, 1873 Marietta was sent to the Bayeaux Street School

where she was warmly received, although all of the public attention had made

her uncomfortable. 44

After visiting and inspecting the Colored School, Eldridge recommended to

the Board on September 10 that the school should be closed because he found

only 20 children in attendance out ofthe more than 70 that had been enrolled .He

felt that this low levelof attendance did not justify the $750 annual budgetwhich

the city spent to support the school. Thematter was tabled until a hearing could

be held with the colored people .45 During the period three more colored children

entered the Fifth Ward School; they probably included Abraham Bolin's son

Gaius. In May 1874 the Board ruled that the teachers should allow any students

who lived outside of their school districts to remain in their schools until the end

of the academic year.46 Poughkeepsie's case was not an isolated one; all over the

State colored students attempted to enter the all-white public school systems. In

1874 the New York State legislature made these civil rights cases moot. Under

pressure from black groups , it passed the legislation to abolish segregation in

public schools.

Although the Colored School continued for onemore year, by 1875 the public

schools in Poughkeepsie were completely desegregated . Josephine Rhodes

became the first black graduate of Poughkepesie High School in 1879. Four years
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later Gaius Bolin , Sr. was the second colored student to graduate from the high

school. After spending two more years studying Latin and Greek at Professor

John R. Leslie's Select Classical School on Academy Street, Gaius was accepted

at Williams College and becameits first black graduate in 1889. In 1892 hepassed

the bar and practiced law in Poughkeepsie where he became part of a small

group of leaders in the black community to bridge the nineteenth and twentieth

centuries. 47

The story of the desegregation of Poughkeepsie's public schools did not end in

a clear -cut triumphant victory, especially for Joseph Rhodes and his family , who

probably paid a high personal price for their efforts. Although a direct cause and

effect case cannot be established in determining business losses and failures,

there is a strong probability that Rhodes suffered severe economic losses for stir

ring the waters of Poughkeepsie's milieu of de facto segregation. In their fine

history of opportunity in Poughkeepsie during themid -nineteenth century , the

Griffens point to this possibility .

...whether Rhodes paid for his challenge through a subsequent loss in prosperity

cannot be ascertained . In 1873, theyear ofhis dramatic public gesture in taking his

daughter(s) to one of the city's previously all white schools, a credit reporter

described his dyeing shop as a " good business,making a little money " and Rhodes

himself as a careful, close man who paid cash for what he bought and owned his

house. By 1877 all his effects had been mortgaged to the Poughkeepsie Savings

Bank and from then on he was described as worth nothing. 48

For a careful and frugalman who only paid in cash to lose everything within a

few years underlines the suspicion of economic retaliation .

Rhodes, of course, was one of a small handful ofNegroes during the Recon

struction period to achieve the status of self-employment or a skilled occupation .

Over a period of forty years, 1840 to 1880, only nine blacks achieved self

employment and R.G. Dun and Company, the credit evaluators, only listed

seven black businessmen : three in barbering and hairdressing and three in clean

ing and dyeing. Theowner of a clothing store had failed and left town in 1849.49

Among thewealthiest black people during this period were two stewardswho

worked on the steam boats. Oneofthem , who also operated his own concession ,

had his worth estimated at $ 20,000 upon his death in 1874. The other had his

property assessed for $400 in 1880, one of the few blacks who owned property .50

As the Griffens noted in their comparative analysis of labor and race , whites

comprised 59 percent of the teamsters, carmen and carters occupations with

opportunities for self-employment – but only 36 percent of the drivers and

coachmen , 16 percent of the gardeners, and none of thewaiters . Blacksmoved in

the opposite direction with 5 percent as teamsters, carmen and carters ; 23 per

cent as drivers and coachmen ; 7 percent as gardeners; and 77 percentas waiters.

More than 90 percent of black males who were employed worked in unskilled

jobs (primarily common laborer) or in service positions.51 At this time factory

jobs were not open to blacks. While the Irish immigrants suffered from some

formsof employment discrimination , their rates in the lowest occupational cate

gories could not match that of the black population as a whole .

The majority of Negro women worked but they also had fewer occupational

choices. From 1850 to 1880, over 90 percent of employed black women worked as

domestics . In the late nineteenth century , before the advent of washing

machines, doing the laundry was among the hardest of chores . Being a laundress
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was the other occupational choice for colored women . As the Griffens pointed

out,

Onefourth of theworking black women in the sixties and in the seventies persisted

in the labor force, a much higher rate than for white women ofany nationality. In

1880 a mere 3 percent of white wives reported jobs, but in 1860 a third of the black

wives worked and in 1880 one fourth worked , mostly as laundresses.52

Since economic values have been primary and predominant in American

society , often used to determine social status and social relations , the severest

forms of racial discrimination that black people have encountered have usually

been economic in character. A close study of economicmobility in Poughkeepsie

in the late nineteenth century has shown that even with the passing of several

generations, black workers did not experience that mobility and were often

trapped in the lowest occupational rungs.53

Immigrants like theGermans and even the Irish fleeing the famine who arrived

in the Mid -Hudson in the 1840s and 1850s could expect job mobility within a

generation or two. But for large numbers of black people the myth of Horatio

Algier remained amyth rooted in pigmentation ,which even the strongest educa

tional aspirations and hard work could not overcome. Except for a small handful

of successful people like Gaius Bolin , Sr., the vast majority of black people in

Poughkeepsie in the late nineteenth century did not experience intergenerational

upward mobility . Most black women remained in domestic and laundry work

andmost black men were common laborers or in service occupations like waiter.

Several of Bolin's brothers, for example, were waiters at theNelson House and

the Morgan House.54

During the last decade of the nineteenth century , the black community in

Poughkeepsie began to experience someof the changes that would radically alter

its character in the twentieth century. In 1891 a combination ofnewcomers and

long timeresidents from the Mill Street Baptist Church decided to organize the

firstNegro Baptist church in the city .Under the Rev. Charles E. Fairess's leader

ship and after a series of prayermeetings in homes, themission groupmoved to

the Leslie School building on Academy Street and organized the Ebenezer

Baptist Church with the Rev. Fairess as its first minister.55 After severalmoves,

the church members built a permanent homeat Smith and Winnikee in 1905. The

black Methodists at the Catharine Street Church ,which had dominated the com

munity for over fifty years, began to experience somecompetition for members

and influence. On May 20, 1894 at the 73rd Session of the New York Annual

Conference of the A.M.E. Zion Church held at Catharine Street, Bishop James

Hood ordained Mrs. A. J. Foote as the first black woman deacon , the first break

through by a woman, black or white , in any Methodist denomination.56 This

pluralism in religion and progress in sexual equality were only harbingers of the

changes to come in the twentieth century.

The Black Community in Poughkeepsie in the Twentieth Century:

A Capsule Summary

The history of the black community in Poughkeepsie until the mid -twentieth

century was affected by two major demographic events: the waves of black

migrations from the South to northern and western states, and the move of the

International Business Machines Corporation to the Mid-Hudson area in the

1940s. Both events radically altered the character of the black community and the
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Gaius Charles Bolin , Sr.

1865-1946

First black graduate of Williams College in 1889.

In 1945 he was elected president of the Dutchess

County Bar Association .

Photograph courtesy of Williams College

Smith Metropolitan A.M.E. Zion Church

(Oldest Black Church in Poughkeepsie)

Founded in 1837, it was first named the Catherine Street A.M.E. Zion Church in 1840.

Photograph courtesy of collection of C.B. Magill
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Bessie Harden Payne

Born January 16 , 1895

Community activist and volunteer in numerous human services agencies. Elected presi

dent of the National Association of Colored Women's Clubs, Inc.

Photograph courtesy of Poughkeepsie Journal
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city ofPoughkeepsie. They led to a gradual increase in the size of the black popu

lation from 500 in 1870 to 5,876 in 1970. They also changed the character of the

leadership structure of the community from one dominated by long-time resi

dents to a mixture of natives and newcomers. The demographic changes also

meant a dramatic increase in the pluralism of black social organizations and insti

tutions, especially among the churches. Most of these changes, however,

occurred after World War II.

In the early decades of the twentieth century , the leadership of the black com

munity remained fairly stable , composed largely of natives or long time resi

dents . The sons and daughters of leaders in the late nineteenth century took

over. For example, Gaius Bolin , Sr., the only black attorney in Poughkeepsie,

replaced his father Abraham as a leader in the community and the Zion church .

Mary Matilda Wood Harden and her daughter Bessie Mae Harden Payne were

also community activists and members of the Ebenezer Baptist Church which

Mrs. Payne's husband, theRev.Herbert Payne served as pastor for a few years.

The few black professionals included Dr. Garrett A.H.Price , a physician and a

leader in the Ebenezer Baptist Church in the early 1920s and Dr. Robert Wesley

Morgan, a dentistwho cameto Poughkeepsie about 1932 and was active in the

Smith Street A.M.E. Zion Church. This small elite group ofleaders of the black

community also included the pastors of the A.M.E. Zion and Ebenezer Baptist

churches, particularly those who resided in Poughkeepsie for 10 years or more.

Pastors who were very active in the pre -World War II period included : the

Reverends Charles S. Fairess, Thomas Jenkins of Ebenezer Baptist, and Charles

Byrd who served several Baptist churches in the County ; and the Reverends

Thomas Judd and Arthur E.May of the A.M.E. Zion Church.57 All of these com

munity activists also comprised the leadership core of the local branch of the

National Association for the Advancement of Colored People, which was

founded in 1931.58

While the Southern states practiced official " de jure " segregation through Jim

Crow laws, northern cities like Poughkeepsie condoned unofficial “ de facto "

segregation in many areas: in housing and places of residence, jobs, education ,

in public accommodations like restaurants , hotels, and lodging houses.

Although there were no blatant signs indicating " white" or " colored" as in the

South , by social custom , tradition and practice everyone understood implicitly

where the racial boundaries lay. On January 25, 1910 when theRev. Dr. Booker

T. Washington , the founder of Tuskegee Institute and the acknowledged

nationalNegro leader, lectured on “ The Negro Race" at the Vassar Institute ,he

could not stay overnight at theNelson House or the Morgan House even if he

wanted to.59 As a Baptist clergyman he probably was a guest at the home of the

Rev. Fairess of Ebenezer Baptist. The same things happened to other famous

black people who came to Poughkeepsie to perform . In the early 1920's Langston

Hughes was an overnight guest of the Zion minister after reading his poetry .

Roland Hayes was refused accommodations at the Nelson House. Marian

Anderson had to go to catch a train back to New York City while the crowd was

still applauding her performance at the Bardavon Opera House.60 Ironically ,

blacks worked as waiters at both the Nelson andMorgan Houses but they could

not stay there as guests. For example, John W.Harden , Bessie Payne's father,

worked as head waiter at the Nelson House for thirty years.6

In 1913 Mrs. Mary Harden and her daughter Bessie gathered a group of 10

women to start the Poughkeepsie Neighborhood Club.62 Mrs. Harden served as

61
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Presidentof the club until her death in 1948. The purpose of the club was to help

women do civic work and to help uplift womanhood in general. It brought

outstanding Negro speakers to Poughkeepsie for lectures. It also encouraged

churches and community groups to observe Emancipation Day and Negro

History Sunday. In 1917 the club sponsored its first Lincoln -Douglass dinner .

During the first week of every April, the club supported Negro Health Week. The

Poughkeepsie Neighborhood Club became a member of theUnited Federation of

Negro Women , which was organized by thefamous educator and college presi

dent Dr.Mary McCleod Bethune. The club also played an informal role in social

change by encouraging black professionals like Dr. Price to relocate to

Poughkeepsie.63

Throughout the twentieth century there was a small but steady flow of

migrants from the Caribbean Island nations, especially Jamaica . The migrants

camein search of better employmentand educational possibilities and to escape

depressed economic conditions. For example , Dr. Robert Morgan was one of the

early West Indian migrants who came for advanced educational opportunities.

Many other West Indians came to Poughkeepsie as a result of employment as

migrant laborers in the apple orchards and farms fo the Mid -Hudson. After the

1950s Poughkeepsie developed a significant Jamaican sector in the black

community

From World War I into the 1920s Poughkeepsie and other cities along the

Hudson River received an influx of Southern migrants, largely a spillover effect

from the large numbers that headed for New York City and Harlem . Many of

these early migrants came from nearby states like the Virginia Commonwealth

and most ofthe post-World War IImigrants came from Deep South states like the

Carolinas, Georgia and Louisiana. The existence ofthesemigrants put additional

pressure on the small groupofleaders to seek ways to open up the job market for

Negroes in Poughkeepsie . Leaders like Mrs. Harden, Gaius Bolin , Sr.,

Dr. Morgan , Dr. Price, Miss Lucy Graves and clergy like the Rev. Arthur May

began to work quietly behind the scenes,negotiating with the owners offactories

and hospital administrators and doctors. Dr. Morgan had also organized a

Colored Citizens Committee in the 1930s to investigate the abuses which

Negroes suffered in housing. The employment scene for black workers began to

improve gradually by the late 1930s and early 1940s when the factories and

hospitals started hiring them . Hannah M.Johnson became the first black public

health nurse in the Dutchess County Health Department in 1940 and Dorothy L.

Edwards was the first black nurse hired at the Vassar Brothers Hospital in 1946.64

With the growing numbers of black migrants to northern cities like Pough

keepsie and with the bloody racial riots of the “ Red Summer" of 1919 in cities

across the country, the Ku KluxKlan also began to organize in theNorth and was

active in the Mid -Hudson area in the 1920s and 1930s. On August 24 , 1924 the

Klan held a massive membership rally in the old Driving Park or Ruppert Park

which was the site of the Dutchess County Fair from 1888 to 1929. An estimated

3,000 people were in attendance and hundredsmore tried to get in without invi

tations. After the meeting crosses were burned in the town of Milton . Other

activities included parades in full regalia , attempts to influence local elections

and “ charitable visits ” to Black churches as part of their campaign of intimida

tion . In 1925 Poughkeepsie Klan No. 237 visited a Negro church in the eastern

part of the county. They entered the service in hooded robes, singing " Onward

Christian Soldiers.” Upon leaving they gave a $50 donation to the pastor.65
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In spite ofthese attempts at intimidation and enormousracialdiscrimination in

employment and in other areas of life, black people created and maintained

institutions parallel to those in the larger white society . As the dominant black

institutions, black churches had often functioned as community centers, audi

toriums for largemeetings, concert halls, art galleries,and schools. However,the

growing complexity of urban society required a specialization of functions and a

separation from specific religious requirements. In Poughkeepsie some key

members of the Poughkeepsie Neighborhood Club along with the clergy and

other community leaders were instrumental in founding the Catharine Street

Community Center in 1922. The Center had begun earlier as the YWCA'sNorth

Side Branch for Negro Girls, which taught sewing skills and sponsored recrea

tional activities . The YW had received thecenter property on Catharine Street as

a gift of Dr. andMrs. William Bancroft Hill. Mr. and Mrs. Albert Smith were the

first directors of the community center in its first location at 69 Catharine Street.

In 1936 Miss Lucy Graves became the Center's Director and an influential com

munity activist. In 1945 the Board ofManagement of the YWCA voted to deed

the center over to the black community as an endorsement of the work of the

Catharine Street agency . In that same year Dr. Morgan, President of the

Catharine Street Board , and City Judge Corbally led to a $ 50,000 fund raising

campaign to build a new and better equipped center.66

Another set ofparallel institutions, which has a long and illustrious history in

the black community , is comprised of the fraternal orders and lodges like the

Masons and the Elks and their female counterparts such as the Daughters ofthe

Eastern Star. TheMountMoriah Masonic Lodge existed in Poughkeepsie as early

as 1855 and by 1876 it had 34 members when George P. West was the Worthy

Master.67 However, the growth of the fraternal orders and lodges in Pough

keepsie's black community did not occur until the post World War II period

when the migrations resulted in a bewildering array of these organizations.68

The black college fraternities and sororities also were another set of organiza

tions created by the college-educated sector in the black community .As a result

of the migrations, a number of these fraternities and sororities have been

established in Poughkeepsie.69 In addition to supplying a pool of volunteers for

community human service activities, they have played amajor role in giving col

legiate scholarships to minority students and in emphasizing the need for

achievement.

Colored baseball teams existed in the Queen City in the late nineteenth cen

tury. In 1883 the Eagle reported on a game between Poughkeepsie's " colored

baseball club ” and a visiting colored team from Connecticut.70 During the 1930s

and 1940s the Imperials and theMohawks of Poughkeepsie and the Millbrook

Giantswere colored baseball teams that competed againstother ethnic teamsin

Dutchess County leagues. There was also an Imperial basketball team that

challenged other teamsfrom Albany to New York City from 1938 to 1946.Wilbur

Thompson , father of Dutchess County legislator Sherwood Thompson,71 played

for theMohawks and was elected to the Dutchess County Baseball Hall ofFame.

One of the most well-known Negro athletes during this period was Robert S.

Magill.Magill worked for the Post Office and played on and coached almost allof

the colored teams in all of themajor sports, including the semi-pro football team

the Poughkeepsie All-Americans. Magill was also instrumental in forming the

Poughkeepsie Net Club to promote Negro interest in tennis and his club spon

sored a city tournament as well as played in the New York State Colored Tennis
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Association.72 Besides Magill, Morgan Reed, dubbed " Mr. Black Sports of

Dutchess County ," Ray Bradford and Pete Anthony also played for the colored

teams and later were inducted into the Dutchess County Hall of Fame, Old

Timers Baseball Association .

Another sporting event forwhich Dutchess County and Poughkeepsie earned

considrable fame was in race horse breeding and trotter racing. The only mile

long track in Dutchess County was located at the Hudson River Driving Park ,

which was also known as " Ruppert Park " from 1879 to 1923.73 Among the black

people who earned their livelihood from this sport were Wyatt Jones, a horse

owner, and Vincent " Skinny" Jackson, a local Poughkeepsie jockey.74

The religious character ofthe black community continued to change during the

twentieth century . By the end ofWorld War II, the earlier dominance ofthe Zion

Methodists in the Mid -Hudson was ended by the rapid growth of black Baptist

churches , which still constitute the largest black denominations in the United

States. TheHoliness-Pentecostalmovement,which developed outofMethodism

in the late nineteenth century, also stressed an emotionalism that appealed to

many black migrants, particularly during the Depression and post war years.

Father Divine's Peace Mission movement, which attracted many Holiness

followers, mushroomed in New York City with spillover effects in the Mid

Hudson . Divine had a vacation mansion at Krum Elbow near PresidentFranklin

Delano Roosevelt's estate in Hyde Park and seven “ heavens" or communal

farms in Ulster County . There is evidence that in 1934 about 150 local residents

attempted to begin a Peace Mission in the former building of the Poughkeepsie

Bicycle Club at 176 Mansion Street.75 Apparently , that effort failed since there is

no listing of the church or other evidence of the influence of Father Divine's

movement in Poughkeepsie .

In 1934 the Rev. Eustace McMurrine started a black Pentecostal church on

Tulip Street, and in 1936 he established the United Pentecostal Church, a church

of children.76 After the death of her husband , the Rev.Marie McMurrineWatter

son established more permanent quarters by founding the Church of the Living

God United in 1943. Black members of the Seventh Day Adventists faith also

attracted a core following that was large enough to establish Trinity Temple and

the predominantly black Victory LakeNursing Home in Hyde Park. In the early

1970s theNation of Islam , a militantblack nationalist group, had a small follow

ing in Poughkeepsie. Later the group changed to orthodox Sunni Islam and

established a Muslim masjid or place of prayer in the city in 1976.Chart 1 gives

an overview of the religouspluralism thatdeveloped among black churches and

religious groups in Dutchess County .
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CHART 1

Black Religious Groups of Dutchess County

Church or Group Date Organized Founding Minister

1837 The Rev. Jacob Thomas (?)

1844
The Rev. Joseph Pascal

Thompson (2)

1891 The Rev. Charles Fairess

1900 The Rev. Barnum

1902 The Rev. Brown

1919 The Rev. F. H. Wiggins

1928 The Rev. Williams

Sept. 12, 1933 The Rev. J. H.Wright

July 19 , 1946 The Rev. Thomas Jenkins

1946 The Rev. Mattie Cooper

Smith Metropolitan A.M.E. Zion

Poughkeepsie

St. James A.M.E. Zion

Beacon (formerly

Fishkill Landing)

Ebenezer Baptist Church

Poughkeepsie

Star of Bethlehem

Beacon

Mt. Zion Baptist Church

Green Haven

Central Baptist Church

Salt Point

Beulah Baptist Church

Wappingers Falls

Beulah Baptist Church

Poughkeepsie

Second Baptist Church

Poughkeepsie

Springfield Baptist Church

Beacon

Church of the Living God United

Poughkeepsie

Holy Light Pentecostal

Poughkeepsie

Green Chapel Overcoming

Church ofGod

Poughkeepsie

Faith Temple Church of God

in Christ, Beacon

Bethel Missionary Baptist Church

Wappingers Falls

Bethel Church ofGod in Christ

Poughkeepsie

St. Mark A.M.E. Zion

Poughkeepsie

Trinity Temple Seventh Day

Adventist, Poughkeepsie

Masjid UtMutakabbir

Poughkeepsie

Mount Olivet Fire Baptized

Holiness Church ,

Poughkeepsie

1943 The Rev.Marie

McMurrine Watterson

Bishop Mack McClinton1952

1960 Elder A. Green

1961 The Rev. James E.Hunt

1966 The Rev. Clarence Carson

1966 The Rev.James E. Hunt

Dec. 8 , 1971 TheRev. Ralph McGhee

1964 TheRev. Judge A. Brummel

1976 Imam Sabir Alaji

1980 The Rev.Magdalene

Patterson
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If the Great Depression was difficult for whites, it had a devastating impact in

the black community. The discovery by Eleanor Roosevelt of the extremely

depressing and squalid conditions of hundreds of impoverished black families

living near the brickyards at Brockway and Dutchess Junction becamea catalyst

for social welfare programs under the national recovery acts sponsored by FDR.77

Oral history interviews with local black residents indicated that there was

extremeimpoverishment. Hunger was the word which summarized their experi

ences . A number of volunteer relief agencies sprang into existence in the city .

The federal government sponsored WPA projects and work corps to help ease

the massive unemployment. The Rev. Herbert Payne, a former pastor of

Ebenezer Church ,becamean administator for WPA projects in New York State.78

After the Depression years, Mrs. Bessie Payne became the first principal of the

Little Red School House, a forerunner of the Rehabilitation Programs, Inc.

The United States did not fully recover from the Depression until the world

war in Europe and the Pacific. The social conditions of the 1940s set into motion

even larger waves ofmigrations of black people from the South and paved the

way for the emergence of the Civil Rights movement from 1954 to 1968. During

World War II more than 200 black men from Dutchess County entered the

military services. Walter Patrice, a graduate of Poughkeepsie High Schoolwho

attended Howard University, became the first black Poughkeepsian to be com

missioned an officer, first lieutenant in the U.S. Army, and the Rev. Charles

Byrd served as a military chaplain of the Air Force with the rank of lieutenant

colonel. In October 1941, the Women's Service Club of the Catharine Street

Center was organized and it published amonthly magazine called " The Patriot,"

which contained excerpts of letters and news about themen serving in different

countries. Headed by Mrs. Robert Morgan as President, the club also sent

Christmas gifts and other gifts during slack periods to keep the morale of the

men up. It also sponsored talks at the center by returning servicemen.79

Although there were glimmers of hope for black people in the 1940s, most of

American society remained closed to them and that condition was reflected in

Poughkeepsie .

In a bold and prophetic address to the annual American Brotherhood dinner,

sponsored by the city in 1944, the guest of honor and principal speaker, Judge

Jane Bolin Mizelle , the daughter of Gaius Bolin , Sr. and the first black woman

judge in the United States, eloquently summarized the situation forNegroes in

the city . She charged that there were no Negroes on the staffs of the District

Attorney's Office , on the City Council, in the Fire and Police Departments, or in

the local hospitals as doctors and nurses . There were also no Negroes as teachers

in the schools or as skilled workers in the industrial plants. Even the local YMCA

and YWCA engaged in the racial hypocrisy bynot allowing Negroes as members

and thus " degrade the word Christian." She asked plaintively:

.... America, which has reached its present stature only by the contributions of its

variousminority groups, can it afford not to utilize the abilities and aptitudes of

these citizens? Can America stand the human waste ?... You forward -thinking

people have not only the opportunity but the duty to begin immediately to break

down the traditionsof this city and to begin the practice ofdemocratic principles.80

Judge Jane Bolin also pointed to the need to revise the textbooks used in schools

because they neglected the contributions ofminorities. Having left the comforts

of her father's home 12 years ago in order to fulfillher aspirations, she said that
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declarations of " brotherhood” were pointless until the city of Poughkeepsie

ended its intolerance and racial discrimination .81

In 1941 Thomas Watson , Sr.began the expansion of his company's operation

from Endicott, New York to the Mid -Hudson region when an International

Business Machine subsidiary, the Munitions Manufacturing Company bought

215 acres along the River. Then , IBM gradually purchased more property until

Watson relocated his research and engineering laboratories to Kenyon House in

1944.82 These early moves into the Mid -Hudson signaled the growth of the com

pany into a national and multi-national corporation . However, it was not until

the early to mid -1950sthat the first professionalblacks were hired by the corpora

tion.83 In 1952 Harry Cochrane was the first black professional hired at the

Poughkeepsie facility; some other early blacks hired during this period include:

Calvin Waite , William Crawford, Fleming Alexander, Clifton Kearney, Harry

Wilkinson , Columbus Stanley , VictorMorris and John Cooper.84 The vastmajor

ity ofblack professionalswere recruited to IBM after 1963. The arrivalof the black

IBMers became a significant factor in the history and development of the local

black community . They camewith a sense of optimism , vigor, college education ,

skills, andmost important, a political savvy that had been honed in theheartland

of Jim Crow segregation . Their fresh insights and energy were importantto the

local community. Together with the local black leaders, they helped to challenge

and to change the closed society of Poughkeepsie .

The expeiences of these first black IBMers confirmed the insights of Judge

Bolin's brotherhood speech . They found a “ rigid residential segregation " in

Dutchess County and they saw a city that was completely circumscribed by a

suburban town with all of the blacks “ trapped in decaying census tracts in the

city.''85 Housing became a major issue for the early IBMers because all of them

were denied the opportunities to live where they wanted to because of their skin

color. Even the Housing Office of their giant corporation could not help them

and only continued to hand out lists of houses which would not rent or sell to

black people. IBM's Welcome Wagon, which was set up to meet and help

employees in the process of relocating, only met with white families. So the first

black IBMers developed their own informal version of the welcome wagon and

their own housing lists to help those who came later.86 Furthermore, they found

a public school system that had no Negro teachers. That confounded many of

them because even in the de jure segregation of the South , they themselves had

grown up with Negro teachers as rolemodels in the public schools and even in

college. Except for a few places, they also found that there were no black clerks

and no black workers in thesmall grocery stores , nor in the larger stores on Main

Street like Woolworth , Kresge, and Luckey Platt.

The Civil Rights Watershed

The 1954 SupremeCourt decision in Brown vs. The Board of Education was the

unofficial start of the Civil Rights era because it provided the legal legitimation

for all of the tumultuous events and activities that followed .

The cracks in Poughkeepsie's silent wall of segregation began to appear

gradually . On August 3, 1946 members of the Poughkeepsie Chapter of the

United Negro and Allied Veterans of America sponsored a memorial rally at

Mansion Square Park to protest the lynching of four Negro citizens in Monroe,

Georgia.87 In 1947 Robert Vaughn became the first black to be hired by the Fire

Department and by the timeof his retirement in 1974 he had become the first
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black captain in the Fire Department. In 1977 Vaughn was the first black

appointed to the Dutchess County Legislature, 12th District, and laterhe became

the first black Dutchess County Deputy Coordinator. In 1957 Mrs. ThelmaMorris

was the first black teacher appointed by theCity of Poughkeepsie SchoolDistrict

since the integration of the schools in 1874.88 Mrs. Dorothy Stanley was a

substitute teacher in 1956 and later she becamethe first black administrator of the

schoolsystem.89 In 1957 Mrs. Eleanor Benjamin began her courageous volunteer

work with the migrant farm workers in the Mid -Hudson region . For thirteen

years she served on the Dutchess County Migrant Council.90 In spite of these

first breakthroughs, the city did not experience the impact of the Civil Rights

movement until the decade of the 1960s.

Housing became the issue that first rallied the CivilRights forces in the city . A

bi-racial committee started by black and white religious groups in Poughkeepsie

and some individual citizens began the major push for State legislation to ban

discrimination in housing. They succeeded with a Fair Housing Bill of 1961 which

opened about 15 percentof the market and again in 1963 with a bill that opened

the other 85 percent. Except in isolated instances prior to the 1960s, the majority

of blacks experienced considerable racial discrimination in finding adequate

housing. It wasnot until after 1963 that middle class blacks could freely move to

suburbia in Dutchess County .91

The next target became employment, especially to get the grocery and depart

ment stores to hire black clerks and workers. Led by the Northern Dutchess

Chapter of the NAACP and their presidentWiley Jackson in the mid -1960s, a

variety of demonstrations and pickets occurred at stores like Woolworth's. A few

Vassar College students joined in the demonstrations. Mrs. Earline Patrice,

long time community activist, recalled warning her friends and neighbors not to

cross the picket lines.92 Activist black clergy during this period included theRev.

Belvie Jackson of the Zion Church , and the Rev. Robert Dixon of the Central

Baptist Church, who ran formayor unsuccessfully . In 1963 the Rev. Jackson ,

Cecelia Magill and Rupert Tarver were appointed to serve on Poughkeepsie's

first Human Rights Commission .

The public schools , however, still remained a major problem because racial

tensions rose with the growing influx of black migrants, especially among the

lower incomefamilies who were attracted by the County's economic prosperity.

In 1940 Dutchess County's nonwhite population was 3.6 percent and in 1960 it

grew to 5.8 percent. Of the 9,917 Negroes in the County in 1960, the city of

Poughkeepsie had the largest number, 3,601.93 In the two decades after 1960,

Poughkeepsie's black population more than doubled to 7,606 or 25.6 percent of

all citizens in 1980.With this significant growth in the black population, someof

the city's white residents reacted as they have in other parts of the nation with a

flight to suburbia.94 The growing number ofminority students was an important

factor which contributed to the creation of a separate , predominantly white

Spackenkill High School in 1970.95 Prior to that time Spackenkill students

attended Poughkeepsie High School. In 1964 Mrs. Marie Tarver, a native of

Louisiana, was appointed to fill a vacancy on the Board of Education. She not

only becamethe first black on the Board but in 1965 shewas elected to it, the first

to win a public election, and later also the first to become the Board's president.

In 1966 Lorraine Roberts became the first black teacher to chair an academic

department in the Poughkeepsie City School District and in 1982 Mr. James

Clarke, Jr. becamethe first black Superintendent of Schools for the same school
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district.

In 1965 Dutchess County's first Human Rights Council was formed with Victor

Morris as its chairman.Morris was also instrumental in becoming the editor and

publisher of the first two black newspapers in theHudson Valley. In 1957-1959he

started the first paper, the Antler Digest and between the years 1969 and 1979 he

edited the Mid -Hudson Herald . 96

Following the Newark and Detroit riots in July 1967 Poughkeepsie also experi

enced several days of disturbances from July 28 to July 30. Fed by rumors,bands

of mostly black teenagers roamed the streets breaking store windows on Main

Street.Members of the black clergy and other community leaders like Ruppert

Tarver, Harold Anderson and Morris mediated with the youths to help stem the

spread of trouble .97

The activism of the 1960s also led to the creation of numerous community

organizations and self-help groups. During PresidentJohnson'sWar on Poverty,

Ruppert Tarver became the executive director of the Neighborhood Services

Organization , while his wife Marie directed Poughkeepsie's Model Cities

Agency.98 Harold Anderson was the director of the Poughkeepsie Opportunity

Center of the Dutchess County Committee for Economic Opportunity . Mrs.

Ethel Vaughn was the only woman and the first black person appointed to the

Poughkeepsie Urban Renewal Agency Board in 1965. The Lower Main Street

Association was formed in 1967 after the July disturbances under the leadership

ofWiley Jackson and Earline Patrice.99 The Hudson Valley Opportunities Indus

trialization Center was organized in 1968 with Edward Johnson as its executive

director. The Cultural Progress Club was organized by Mrs. Robert Dixon in

1968. Other cultural breakthroughs were achieved by Vivian Gaines Tanner,

Carol Crawford, William Duke, Jr. andMyra Morris.100

For a period of timein the late 1960sand early 1970s there existed a coalition of

groups for political purposes, the United Black Council Executive Committee.101

The 28th Congressional District Division of theNew York State Voters League

Association supported black candidates formayor and othermunicipal offices . In

the mid - 1970s the black community achieved a significant breakthrough in the

previously closed society when Stewart Bowles became the first black Chief of

Police of the City of Poughkeepsie. Also in the 1970s, the Jamaican Concerned

Citizens was formed by ClementParkinson , Wiley Jackson and Earline Patrice to

address the issues and concerns of Jamaicans and other West Indians in

Poughkeepsie . Other community activists from Jamaica included Winston

Bailey, who served on the Board of Education , and Rodney Douglas , who

created the first black repertoire and acting company in the Mid-Hudson . Jeh V.

Johnson was the first black architect in Poughkeepsie with design credits thatin

cluded : the Dutchess County Mental Health Building (1969); St. Simeon (1970);

Interfaith Towers (1973); Tubman Terrace (1974); Catharine Street Center (1979).

There were numerous other “ first” breakthroughs that cannot be mentioned

completely in this text. 102

Conclusion

An overview of 300 years of black history in the Mid -Hudson , Dutchess

County, and the city ofPoughkeepsie reveals not only the strugggles and accom

plishments of black people from slavery to freedom , but it also acts as a mirror

that refracts the strengths and weaknesses of the larger society . Racism remains

America's great unsolved problem . W.E.B. DuBois once said that " the problem
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of the twentieth century is the color-line."'103 Foreign observers like Alexis

DeTocqueville in the nineteenth century and Gunnar Myrdal in the twentieth

have also puzzled over this " American dilemma" of having the highest

democratic idealsbut of failing to put them into practice. The authors of this arti

cle can only concur with these observations and urge greater efforts on the part

of all Americans in the continuing struggle to resolve this dilemma.

9
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