Springfield’s Black Community
| in 1850

In 1850 blacks had been a part of Springfield for ap-
proximately two hundred years. Records from the 17th
century indicate the presence of blacks as servants or
slaves to the leading families of Springfield - the
Pynchans, Blisses and Dwights. Although much of the
evidence concerning Springfield's black population in
the pre-Revolutionary period is fragmentary, some
blacks did quite well for the time period. Peter Swinke
(his name had various spellings), for example, identified
as a ''colored servant of Captain (John) Pynchon," ac-
quired various parcels of land and a seat in the
meetinghouse.

Not all blacks fared as well as Peter Swinke, but
Massachusetts seemed to be a place that attracted
blacks. In the mid-18th century there was a large
number of advertisements for runaway slaves in the
issues of the Massachusetts Gazette.

By the mid 19th century the population of the black
community in Springfield had doubled from the two
prior decades to number 267 individuals. Of this group
approximately one-half were born in Massachusetts.
However, fourteen.per cent of Springfield's blacks had
come from slaveholding states, as either free blacks,
slaves who purchased their freedom, or fugitive slaves.

It was a relatively young community of blacks in
Springfield in 1850, with almos! three-fourths of the
population under the age of thirty. There were more
black females than males, but only two of the 72 women
listed in the 1850 census were employed. One worked
as a domestic, the other as a cook. Most of the black
men of working age were categorized on the census as
general laborers. They were employed al a variety of
jobs, including janitors, bootblacks and well diggers, at
a probable daily wage of less than one dollar for twelve
hours work.

While blacks were relegated to menial employment,
they were also physically separated, to a degree, from
Springfield's white community. There were Ihree
primary locations where blacks settled. Two of these
areas, known as “Hayti" and "Jamaica" were on the
“hill." Today "Hayli" encompasses the portion of State
Street north to Bay Street and Catherine Street 1o
Thompson Street. "Jamaica" was the name applied to
the section north of State Street and east of Thompson
Street, now known as the McKnight area. A third place
for black settlement was close to their jobs in downiown
Springfield. Here blacks and whites lived in the same
rooming houses.

Downtown Springfield was also the site of a major in-
fluence in the lives of Springfield blacks - the Zion
Methodist Church. Located on Sanford Street, where
the Civic Center stands today, the church was known by
a variety of names - Free Church, Zion Methodist and
the Sanford Street Church, later becoming St. John's
Congregational Church.

This black house of worship was organized in 1844
by members of the Pynchon Streel Society, a group of
anti-slavery Methodists who split off from the First
Methodist Society. At the first official board mesting of
the society, their church meetings were opened to
blacks. It was in this same year, 1844, that the first
home for the Zion Methodist or Free Church was built
with the help of members of the Pynchon Street Church.

Little information is available concerning the early
ministers of Free Church. It is known that the church
played host to many notable abolitionists, including
Frederick Douglass, Henry Highland Garnat, William
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Wells Brown and John Brown.

At mid-century the Springfield Republican reported
that local blacks were very distraught and had begun to
arm themselves. The cause for their actions was the
passage by Congress of the Compromise of 1850 that
included a new fugitive slave law. This new federal law
provided protection for claimants attempting to recover
their lost property. Another provision of the law stated
that captured fugitives could be returned to slavery
without a trial by jury or the opportunity to testify on their
own behalf. Federal marshals and magistrates were
sworn to uphold and enforce this law. The Springfield
Republican for October 15, 1850 carried the following
story:

“QOur colored friends are getting considerably excited
in regard to the new Fugitive Slave Law. We unders-
tand that most of them have armed themseives
against any emergency that may arise and are deter-
mined to do valiant battle for their rights.

"The “soap peddlar’ [possibly a reference to Eli S.
Baptist who sold soap for R.M. Cooley] says that
those who do not read the paper are more frightened
than those who do. . . . One of our citizens who has a
colored girl in his employ sends her every morning to
open and sweep out his oifice. The other morning in
her absence a butcher knife was missed. When she
returned, she was asked if she knew anything about
it, and answered the inquiry by pulling the savage
weapon from one of those unfathomable pockets
which ladies of all colors manage to lug around.”

While fear may have gripped some in the black com-
munity, its leaders were urging their people to be
prepared for any eventuality. Shortly after the passage
of the Fugitive Slave Law of 1850 the minister of the
Sanford Street Church, Rev. Mars, preached a sermon
based on Luke 23rd, 36: "and he that hath no sword, let
him sell his garment and buy one.”

The fact that blacks in Springfield were arming
themselves was not just an immediate, emational
response to counter the Fugitive Slave Act, that dis-
appeared after a short time. The black author and
abolitionist William Wells Brown noted several instances
where local blacks showed their self defense
capabilities during a visit to Springfield in June, 1854. At
the train station Brown observed a group of some ten or
fifteen men "armed to the teeth and swearing
vengeance" against anyone who should attempt to take
them away. Brown also visited a most unusual house in
Springfield, which he described as a “hothouse.” Here
several women continuously watched over a huge
cauldren filled with boiling water. This scalding water
was waiting for any slave catchers who happened into
the neighborhood.

In reality it was only on rare occasions that federal

marshals in search of fugitives came to Springfield. Yet
the activities on the part of local blacks, such as those at
the railway station and those who manned the
“hothouse” dramatically show the tensions of being
black in the United States in the antebellum period.







