
1  For the horse cars, see Lancaster 1972. Nantucket Historical Association MS Collection 335, folder 292, contains a type-
script “About Elma Folger” by Mary Bowditch Forbes that mentions Sarah Folger’s concern that telephones might attract
lightning (p. 4). A note among papers privately held by the Ruley family confirms that the introduction of telephones to the
neighborhood was a source of anxiety to the Folger sisters.
2 The intersection currently known as Five Corners was referred to as Pompey’s Corner in testimony at the trial of Patience
Cooper (Weekly Mirror, June 7, 1862). 

Foreword

Approaching the Twentieth Century

Sarah P. Bunker and Sampson Pompey both survived the century into which they had been born, she dying

in 1902 and he surviving until 1909. Both lived in neighborhoods of empty houses vacated by the great

exodus of Nantucketers from the island in the 1850s and 1860s. In changed circumstances, they had stayed

on and made themselves useful, each becoming a respected community elder. They were both “descended

Nantucketers”—she descended from the English settlers, he from those settlers’African slaves. 

There was some connection between their families, the nature of which is now forgotten. Although

Sarah P.’s great-granddaughter Charlotte Gibbs had been only four years old when Sampson Pompey 

died, she always spoke in respectfully familiar terms of Mr. Pompey, and to her children she transmitted

knowledge of the African Meeting House at a time when its significance had fallen into obscurity for 

most islanders.

From the vantage points of their family houses—hers on the North Shore, his in New Guinea—

Sarah P. and Sampson Pompey witnessed the precipitous decline of Nantucket as a whaling port and its 

resurrection as a summer resort. The massive Sea Cliff Inn was built up the street from Sarah P.’s house,

and right by her front windows horse-car tracks were laid to carry guests between Steamboat Wharf and 

the hotel. To the chagrin of neighbors Sarah and Gulielma Folger, poles were planted on North Street, 

now renamed Cliff Road, to carry telephone service to the houses along the Cliff.1

A similar transformation took place beneath the front windows of the Pompey house. The thorough-

fare leading away from Pompey’s Corner, labeled “New Guinea” on maps as late as 1858, became Atlantic

Avenue, gateway to the South Shore.2

When Patience Cooper was on trial for the murder of Phebe Fuller in 1860, the neighborhood was

full of vacant houses. During her long years of incarceration, sixty-eight houses were demolished and the

debris used to construct a roadbed for paving from the corner of Main and Pleasant Streets to the intersec-

tion of Pleasant and York Streets, the site of the African Meeting House. From there the paving continued

via Atlantic Avenue with the goal of reaching a prospective development that had been named Surfside.

Seventeen years into the project, the brick- and stone-paved road had passed Sampson Pompey’s house and

extended as far south as a rise in the land then known as Shear Pen Hill.

In the summer of 1882 the Inquirer and Mirror urged a volunteer effort on the part of “our citizens

and the fishermen who have teams and labor, and who are constantly using this road” so that “we may see 



Atlantic Avenue extended to the shore this fall.” A paved road to Surfside would benefit the “stablekeepers

and such as let teams (especially those who have complained that the railroad has usurped their business).”

The main purpose of this project, however, was to get tourists to Surfside. In the words of the Inquirer and

Mirror: “As we gain notoriety as a summer resort, our visitors will bring their own teams, when a drive to

Surfside will be one of the real enjoyments.” While being entertained with shore dinners out there, off-

islanders might be induced to buy lots on which to build houses.3

Great effort went into promoting the Surfside development, but it failed nonetheless, at the expense

of the sixty-eight houses described in the Inquirer and Mirror as “ancient landmarks which were situated

in the various streets and suburbs of our town”—a forgotten act of urban clearance exceeded in magni-

tude only by what the Great Fire had laid waste

in 1846. The successful developments turned

out to be Wauwinet, accessed by boat up the

harbor, and Siasconset, reached by the Mile-

stone Road. Soon the railroad that had been

built from town to Surfside was extended to

’Sconset, and traffic on the road past Sampson

Pompey’s house diminished to a trickle.4

Of the four mills that had stood above

New Guinea on Popsquatchet Hills only one

survived, to be acquired in 1897 by the recently

founded Nantucket Historical Association.5

In 1900 the once bustling village downhill 

from the mill grounds had become a backwater

inhabited by a small number of black families

and transited mainly by tourists attracted to the

panoramic views from what was now called

Mill Hill. There were other approaches from the

west and north, however, so visitors did not

have to pass through the old black neighbor-

hood if they chose not to. 
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3 Inquirer and Mirror, August 12, 1882.
4 In 1875 planning began for a railroad from the town to the prospective Surfside development and on to Siasconset. Work
on a scaled-down version of the project finally got under way in 1880, and on July 4, 1881, train service to Surfside was
initiated. The tracks were then extended to Siasconset, with service initiated in 1884. Service to Surfside terminated in
1894, while trains continued to serve Siasconset until 1917 (Lancaster 1972, passim).
5 Seager 2002. In a letter to Everett U. Crosby on February 9, 1947, Edouard A. Stackpole wrote, “The first mill, built in
1723, was called the Bunker Mill, and was blown up by gunpowder in the late 1830s. . . . The ‘Spider Mill’ was built in
1790 and torn down in 1824. The ‘West Mill’ was built in 1799 and was torn down in 1859” (in Nantucket Historical
Association blue file for Old Mill).

View along a New Guinea street toward the mill grounds in the late 1800s.
Courtesy of the Nantucket Historical Association.



Chapter One

The Twilight of Whaling-Era New Guinea
Sampson Dyer Pompey and his wife, Susan (Kelley) Pompey,

were among the relicts of the old African-Nantucketer commu-

nity that lingered on after the collapse of the whaling industry.

Their parents had been influential people. Stephen Pompey was

a mariner and Trillania (Dyer) Pompey was a neighborhood

organizer active in promoting public health in New Guinea.6

They had married in 1825 and in 1829 purchased from a group

of white owners the house that still stands at 3 Atlantic Avenue.7

Their son Sampson, born the following year, grew up to

be an even more imposing figure. Following in his father’s foot-

steps, he went on his first whaling voyage at age seventeen, and

the 1850 and 1860 censuses record father and son both

employed as seamen. When the Civil War broke out, Sampson

was past thirty and still unmarried. He enlisted in the Navy as

an ordinary seaman on the U. S. bark Kingfisher, and after tak-

ing part in the Union’s blockade of the Confederacy and cruis-

ing in the Gulf of Mexico was discharged as an able seaman.

His service in the Civil War was a defining moment in 

his life. When the Nantucket Post of the Grand Army of the Republic was established in 1891, Sampson

Pompey was a charter member. His membership had been sponsored by Josiah Fitch Murphey, justice of

the peace and fellow veteran, who at the same time sponsored the membership of Hiram Reed, former

slave from Missouri. Reed had been emancipated by the Union Army and sent to Nantucket, whence he

immediately enlisted in the infantry, returning after his service to live out the rest of his life on the island.

Whenever a group photo of the G.A.R. veterans was taken, the two black men turned out with their aging

white comrades-at-arms, all in their uniforms. Unlike mainland posts, Nantucket’s G.A.R. was racially

integrated thanks to Sampson Pompey, Hiram Reed, and Josiah Fitch Murphey.8

Immediately upon his discharge from the army in 1865, Hiram Reed had found himself a Nantucket

wife, Isabella Draper. Sampson Pompey had married even sooner, on January 7, 1863, but for a while after

3

6 In extant documents, her name is variously spelled “Trilona,” “Treloni,” “Trillonia,” “Tralena,” etc. Her role in the
monthly meetings of the Health Society is mentioned in a July 29, 1895, letter to the editor of the Inquirer and Mirror,
signed “A.M.M.”
7 Nantucket Registry of Deeds, Book 30, page 210.
8 The Nantucket Historical Association’s photograph collection contains group photos of G.A.R. members (P1573G,
P1574, P1575, P1580B), in which Sampson Pompey and Hiram Reed appear. Nantucket Historical Association MS
Collection 93, folder 3, contains their G.A.R. membership applications and service records.

Civil War veterans Sampson Pompey (front) and
Hiram Reed (behind) among fellow members of the
Grand Army of the Republic, 1909. Courtesy of the
Nantucket Historical Association.



he and Susan Kelley married, she continued to live with her parents while he went to sea. He also did some

fishing and farming and worked as a cooper, a profession held over from whaling days. Later he became

active in acquiring and selling real estate in and around New Guinea, and from time to time he contributed

items to the Inquirer and Mirror.9

Susan Kelley’s father had been born in Virginia in 1811 of Virginia-born parents, and he was

employed as a mariner until late in life. He finally left the sea in his sixties and became a laborer on shore.

Susan’s mother, Harriet Simons, was from an old New Guinea family with Wampanoag heritage.10 Susan

was born during the Nantucket public schools integration battle, and by the time she was ready to attend

Nantucket High School, it had long been open to all. She began her studies there in 1856 at age thirteen

and left school in 1859.

Newspaperman Arthur Elwell Jenks described Susan Pompey as, “an honored representative of a

respected colored family of Nantucket, intelligent, industrious, active in good word and work from girl-

hood to womanhood.” As a married woman she served as secretary and treasurer of the Summer Street

Baptist Church and executive associate of the Women’s Relief Corps, duties she maintained almost to the

end of her life.11

Since Sampson Pompey was thirteen years older than his wife and they married late, it is hardly 

surprising that they remained childless. Even without children to raise and educate, however, the Pompeys

began to lose ground as the Nantucket economy shifted from the sea to tourism. Bit by bit Sampson and

Susan Pompey sold off family-owned land, including what had been passed down to them by Trillania

Pompey. They sold a spare house in New Guinea, and then they mortgaged their own house at 3 Atlantic

Avenue. By 1900 Sampson was “retired” but without any retirement income.12

In the midst of their financial anxieties, Sampson could not have been prepared for losing Susan.

When, in 1904, she died of breast cancer after enduring “intense physical suffering,” Arthur Jenks wrote,

“To her aged husband now left alone in his sorrow, the sympathy of our community is extended.” Sampson

Pompey responded by placing a card of thanks in the Inquirer and Mirror with the following text:

I desire to extend my sincere and heartfelt thanks to those who, in one way and another, extended to
my beloved wife and myself kindness and courtesy, both during her illness and after her decease.
May the great giver of all good richly reward you, one and all, for the kindnesses bestowed.

Sampson D. Pompey.

He lived on alone for another five years in the Atlantic Avenue house where he had been born and had

always lived while on land. There was no foreclosure on the unpaid mortgage, and his neighbors, the Porte

4

9  On February 18, 1893, the Inquirer and Mirror printed the verses of a song Sampson Pompey sent in with the note that
he had learned it on his first voyage in 1847 aboard the whaler James Loper. See also Appendix 4a.
10 The 1870 federal census classifies both Susan and her mother Harriet as “Indian.”
11 Obituary, Inquirer and Mirror, June 8, 1904.
12 Deed Book 66, p. 195; Deed Book 68, p. 1; Deed Book 71, p. 194, Deed Book 78, p. 468. 



sisters and Emma Lewis, put hundreds of dollars into his support.13 In his last years he donated a portrait 

of Captain Absalom Boston to the Nantucket Historical Association.14 The fact that the portrait came from

3 Atlantic Avenue has led to the mistaken identification of the house as Absalom Boston’s own home. 

It was, in fact, the home of two generations of Pompeys, upstanding contributors to their community.

Almost at the end of his life, Sampson Pompey dressed once more in his Civil War uniform for a

G.A.R. group portrait. A short time later, on April 29, 1909, he died of old age. The surviving Civil War 

veterans and the women of the Relief Corps honored him at his burial, and the Inquirer and Mirror printed

a tribute, recalling that Sampson Pompey was “faithful in the performance of his civil and religious duties.

His great talent in whistling, song, and recitation entertained many who will never forget him.”15

5

13 Upon Sampson Pompey’s death, his creditors included “the Misses Porte” to whom he owed $326; Emma Lewis to
whom he owed $250; $106 outstanding on the mortgage held by the Nantucket Institution for Savings; and $264 to nurse
Clementine Platt, probably for Susan’s care. He had enough in his savings account at the Nantucket Institution for Savings
to pay off the mortgage, but the sale of his house, his last two pieces of land, and his household goods could not raise
enough to pay his creditors in full (Probate folder 1156).
14 An entry for 1906 in the Nantucket Historical Association’s Catalogue of Donations and Purchases states simply,
“Picture of Absalom Boston. Sampson D. Pompey” (Book 2, p. 286).
15 Obituary, Inquirer and Mirror, May 22, 1909. Nantucket historian Grace Brown Gardner, who was born in 1880,
recalled Sampson Pompey’s “musical voice” (Nantucket Historical Association MS Collection 57, Box A, folder B, 
typescript of 1968 interview, p. 25).

Sampson and Susan Pompey in front of their house at 3 Atlantic Avenue, circa 1895. Courtesy of the Nantucket Historical Association.



The Porte sisters who had lent money to Sampson Pompey in his last years were the businesswomen

daughters of Christina (Pompey) Porte, who lived next door at 5 Atlantic Avenue. Christina and her

Calcutta-born husband, William Porte, had bought the house in 1849, and Christina was photographed

standing out front, next to a newly planted tree, shortly before her death in 1895. Four generations of

Christina Porte’s family members—her mother, herself and her husband, her children, and her grand-

children—resided at 5 Atlantic Avenue up until the death of Ida Porte at age 97 in 1961.16

Christina and William Porte and many of their New Guinea neighbors were among the thirty found-

ing members of the Pleasant Street Baptist Church when the African Baptist Church reorganized under the

Reverend James Crawford in 1848. Over the next ten years the membership in the church doubled, taking

in Trillania Pompey (who rather soon departed), her daughter-in-law-to-be Susan Kelley, and Susan’s

schoolmate Annie Nahar, among others. A church member from the beginning was Ann Crawford, wife 

of the Rev. Mr. Crawford. A decade later, when he heroically redeemed Ann’s sister Diana Williams and

Diana’s daughter Cornelia Read from slavery in North Carolina, they came to Nantucket and promptly

joined the church.17

With her mother, Cornelia Read joined a household consisting of her aunt and uncle, her uncle’s

mother Mary, and her cousin Julianna who was four years her junior. Although it offered a new life in 

freedom, it was hardly a salubrious environment. Elderly Mary Crawford suffered from dementia, and 

Ann Crawford died soon after welcoming Diana and Cornelia to her home. James Crawford then married

Diana, but both she and Mary Crawford died in 1860, leaving the household in the hands of young

Cornelia and Julianna. 

Despite having lived in slavery, Cornelia Read was literate, and beginning in February 1863 she 

carried on an intense correspondence with William B. Gould, an equally literate black sailor in the 

Union Navy. When Gould received a letter from Cornelia, he sometimes responded within the day. When

mail was slow or interrupted, he jotted despairing notes in his diary. According to Gould’s diary, he and

Cornelia had known each other as children in South Carolina, and during his years of service in the Civil

War their courtship bloomed. When opportunity presented itself, Gould visited Cornelia in Nantucket, 

and on November 22, 1865, they were married by James Crawford in the African Meeting House.

The Goulds remained on Nantucket until after the birth of their daughter Medora and then moved 

to Dedham, Massachusetts, where they raised a large family and were active not in a Baptist Church but 

in the Episcopal Church of the Good Shepherd. Gould, like his fellow veteran Sampson Pompey, was a

member of his local G.A.R. post and paid annual visits to Dedham public schools on Memorial Day just 

as Nantucket’s Civil War veterans did, down to the very last survivor.
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16 The Nantucket Historical Association documentary photograph of 5 Atlantic Avenue is reproduced in Part III. The
Pompey family house at 3 Atlantic Avenue is visible to the right in this photograph. The identification of this house as 
having once been the home of Seneca Boston has not been substantiated. Early in the 1800s, it had been the homestead 
of Samuel Harris, a business associate of Absalom Boston (Nantucket Registry of Deeds, Book 33, p. 117). It then 
passed through the hands of two other owners before the Portes purchased it (Nantucket Registry of Deeds, Book 33, 
p. 118, Nantucket Registry of Deeds, Book 39, p. 243, Nantucket Registry of Deeds, Book 48, p. 273). The town took 
over the property for unpaid taxes in 1962 (Nantucket Registry of Deeds, Book 123, p. 462).
17 List of original members of the Pleasant Street Baptist Church and list of persons giving testimony prior to baptism,
March 28, 1858 (Nantucket Historical Association MS Collection 84, folder 29).



In 1995 William B. Gould IV,

Charles A. Beardsley Professor of Law 

at Stanford University Law School, 

came to Nantucket in search of his family

history and became a strong supporter 

of the restoration and reopening of the

African Meeting House, where his great-

grandparents had been married in 1865.

Diary of a Contraband: The Civil War

Passage of a Black Sailor, his account 

of the first William B. Gould and of

Cornelia Read, was published by 

Stanford University Press in 2002. 

Lucretia Wilkes, a contemporary of Sampson Pompey, was also his neighbor. She had been born in 1828

to Peter and Rhoda Boston’s daughter Mahalah and Mahalah’s Virginia-born husband William Collins. 

In 1850 Mahalah Collins joined the Pleasant Street Baptist Church, and at about the same time her daugh-

ter Lucretia married Nantucket-born Joseph Wilkes. A decade or so later, Joseph Wilkes died at sea and

left Lucretia a widow with two children, Isabella and Edgar. To make ends meet they lived with Mahalah

and helped with her laundry business. After Isabella grew up and married, Lucretia went to a live-in job 

as a domestic and took Edgar with her. By the time she at last had a home of her own on Pleasant Street 

in 1880, she was living alone.

Her solitude was not to last. Edgar had been living off-island, where he married Emma Roach,

daughter of black Nova Scotians.18 In 1895 Edgar, Emma, and their three children—the oldest named 

after her aunt Isabella—had come to live on Nantucket. Also in 1895 Isabella’s husband, Alexander Lewis,

had brought their son William C. Lewis to the island, leaving him to live with his grandmother while

attending school.

In short order the family of Edgar and Emma expanded to six children, and they bought a house of

their own on Orange Street. Edgar Wilkes supported his large family by working as a day laborer and later

as a caretaker. As custodian of the African Meeting House, he personally closed its doors for the last time

in 1912.19
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18 Edgar Wilkes and Emma Roach were married in Cambridge, Massachusetts, in 1883. Emma Roach’s parents had moved
to Lynn, Massachusetts, before her birth in 1857. Only her father’s surname is given on Emma’s death certificate. Her
mother’s maiden name was Margaret Phenix. Their place of birth is identified in the federal censuses for 1910 and 1930 as
Canada and in the 1920 census specifically as Nova Scotia. The 1900 census simply identifies them as English subjects.
19 Letter from Edouard A. Stackpole to Byron Rushing of the Museum of Afro-American History, October 4, 1979
(Nantucket Historical Association MS Collection 335, folder 136).

Cornelia Williams Read Gould and William Benjamin Gould in their Dedham,
Massachusetts, home, circa 1880s or 1890s.  From Diary of a Contraband: The
Civil War Passage of a Black Sailor (Palo Alto: Stanford University Press, 2002).
No further reproduction or distribution allowed without written permission from the
author or publisher.



Throughout their long lives on Nantucket, Edgar and Emma Wilkes had managed their resources

with great care. After their children were grown, they left Orange Street for a house they bought on North

Wharf and later moved once more to Sparks Avenue, where they both lived past their ninetieth birthdays.20

A long-lived woman herself, Lucretia Wilkes in her old age had gone to live with her son and 

his family during the years when they still lived on Orange Street. In 1909 she died within months of 

Sampson Pompey. 

Baptism in the Pleasant Street

Baptist Church required long and prayer-

ful preparation followed by public testi-

mony about one’s personal coming to

God. William and Christina Porte had

joined the church in 1848, but Christina

Porte did not complete her spiritual jour-

ney to baptism until 1856. Two years later

Susan Kelley was among a large group 

of church members giving testimony 

and receiving baptism. It was not until

January 31, 1897, that a diary entry noted

“Mr. Pompey baptized.”21 However late

Sampson Pompey’s final commitment may have been, ultimately this whole group of neighbors was linked

through their association with the church that met in the African Meeting House in its latter days. 

Sampson and Susan Pompey, the Porte sisters, Emma Lewis, Hiram Reed, Lucretia, Edgar, and

Emma Wilkes, and—with the exception of Cornelia (Read) Gould— the extended family of their pastor,

James Crawford, were all laid to rest in the cemetery behind Mill Hill. With their departure—aside from

the occasional burial in an old family plot—the old cemetery fell into disuse.

In a sense, Sampson Pompey and Lucretia Wilkes had played out roles much like those of Abram

Quary and Dorcas Honorable as last remnants of their people. Sampson and Susan Pompey had been

childless, while Lucretia’s grandchildren had grown up and departed from a very changed Nantucket—

one in which whaling, the African Meeting House, and the “colored” cemetery were fast fading from liv-

ing memory. New people had come to the island to do different kinds of work for different people. Another

black community was already evolving without roots in the old world of the Pompeys and the Bostons.
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20 Emma Wilkes, who was older than her husband, died in 1948 at the age of 91. Edgar Wilkes died at 90 in 1953.
21 Nantucket Historical Association MS Collection 84, folder 29, and Collection 335, folder 727.

The African Meeting House ca. 1912. Photograph by Alexander Starbuck. 
Courtesy of the Nantucket Historical Association.



Chapter Two

The Summer Trade
In 1850 Nantucket’s population was 8,452, already down by 1,560 from the pinnacle it had reached in

1840. Between 1850 and 1870 the population dropped by fifty percent, down to 4,123. Contributing to this

decline were two circumstances that drew able-bodied men away from the island: the discovery of gold in

California in 1849 and the Civil War, which began in 1861. In the years between the Gold Rush and the

conclusion of the Civil War in 1865, Nantucketers who remained on-island endeavored to build a new

economy based on agriculture, dory-fishing, small manufactures, and tourism.22 It was tourism that was to

become Nantucket’s economic backbone, but it took some years in coming. When it finally did, it forced

Nantucketers into a pattern of frantic work during short summers alternating with long off-seasons of 

inactivity and unemployment. Still, they could not do it all, and to fill the gap seasonal workers began 

coming to the island, either on their own or attached to families as live-in domestics. 

Prior to the Great Fire of 1846, lodgings on the island ranged from rough seamen’s boarding houses

to rooms in private homes offering reliable travelers a “genteel” experience.23 There was even a large estab-

lishment, the Washington House, on the corner of Main and Union Streets that approached the character 

of a hotel. A Main Street fire in 1836, pre-

cursor of the Great Fire of the following

decade, destroyed the Washington House,

and a hiatus ensued despite the perceived

need for a proper hotel. It was only in the

late 1840s, after the Great Fire had burned

right up to the front door of Jared Coffin’s

large brick residence at the intersection 

of Broad and Centre Streets, that the

Nantucket Steamboat Company purchased

the building and made it over into the

Ocean House Hotel. By then, paddlewheel

steamers were providing regular passenger

service to the island, tying up at the wharf

at the foot of Broad Street. 

9

22 Between 1852 and 1864, factories were founded for the manufacture of straw hats, boots and shoes, and linen duster
coats. Although they provided employment for Nantucket women in the short run, none proved profitable.
23 “Genteel” appears to have been the code word signifying the absence of alcoholic beverages and what court records
referred to as “frolicking.”

Drawing by George Gardner Fish of a whaleship and two steamboats at Steamboat
Wharf, 1852. Courtesy of the Nantucket Historical Association.



Almost simultaneously a vacation hotel, the Atlantic House, opened in Siasconset with land transportation

provided from Steamboat Wharf. The village even had its own ice cream stand, saving patrons the long trip

to ice cream parlors in town. The health benefits of sea bathing for men, women, and children were pro-

moted, and enterprising Nantucketers who had not been lured away to California offered lodgings, meals,

and entertainments. Despite the economic doldrums left in the wake of the Great Fire and the collapse of

whaling, elm trees were planted in town and pine trees out on the sheep commons (which were romanti-

cized as “moors”), while gas lighting was introduced to downtown streets, businesses, and residences—

all with the prospect of making Nantucket more attractive to visitors. Throughout the 1850s and into the

early 1860s there were constant efforts to attract vacationers.

Then came the Civil War. The monument at the intersection of Main, Milk, and Gardner Streets

reveals only part of the war’s impact on the island community, which had not long before been largely

Quaker and pacifist. The seventy-three names inscribed on the obelisk are those of Nantucket’s war dead.

Hundreds of Nantucket men, white and black, had left

to fight for the Union, and when the war concluded

many of the survivors moved on to new off-island

opportunities without ever returning home.24

Advertising for vacationers ceased during the

war years, and at war’s end Nantucket’s endeavor to

become a summer resort had to begin anew. In the 

latter half of the 1860s and into the 1870s hostelries

and ice cream parlors again proliferated, sailing and

fishing began to be viewed as

amusements, and saltwater 

bathing was again encouraged.

Party boats began running up 

and down the harbor, delivering

passengers to shore dinners and

bathing beaches.25
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24 No names of black Nantucketers are inscribed on the monument. Of the twenty who enlisted from the island, 
all survived. Almost all served in the Union Navy.
25 A comprehensive history of Nantucket as a summer resort is Lancaster 1993, passim.

Above left: Dory fishing for sharks off the 
beach at Siasconset was entertainment 
for summer visitors in the late 1800s. 
Near left: The catboat Lillian at 
Steamboat Wharf with a party aboard 
about to sail to Wauwinet. 
Both photos courtesy of the 
Nantucket Historical Association.



By the 1880s the islanders’ schemes and investments had paid off to the point of producing rather too

much of a good thing. On August 12, 1882, the Inquirer and Mirror reported:

It is a lamentable fact that the influx of visitors is too great at present for the accommodations we
have to offer, the hotels being obliged to turn away guests daily, while private boarding houses are
filled to overflowing. Hotel landlords agree that their business this year is beyond all expectation,
and that before another season opens “something has got to be done.”

Even the newspaper couldn’t keep up. In the same issue it announced an augmented print run because,

“Our last edition of over 1500 copies was inadequate to supply the demand.” Nantucket was being 

compared to Newport as a summering place and was struggling to define itself as offering a very 

different experience.

Wauwinet, destination of the large catboats that took passengers on pleasure trips up-harbor, was a

great draw. The original Wauwinet House, a dance pavilion and chowder house at the head of a small dock,

was erected in 1876 and was an immediate success.  

11

The Lillian and another catboat with the steamer Island Belle at the Wauwinet dock. The Lillian and the Island Belle both went into service
in 1876. Courtesy of the Nantucket Historical Association.



For the summer of 1882, the owner of the Wauwinet House brought a Chinese man to the island to

make the chowder. The writer of the “Here and There” column in the June 24 issue of the Inquirer and

Mirror included an item that “Fong Sing, the head cook at the Wauwinet House, is not a ‘Heathen Chinee.’

He was one of the early converts to Christianity under the Rev. Dr. Simmon’s missionary enterprise in New

York.” That said, the Inquirer and Mirror spent the whole summer making jests about Wauwinet’s “heathen

Chinee,” even in the column that had first introduced him to the newspaper’s readers. “Here and There”

opened with doggerel verse in the July 8 issue:

Now to think they should bring
A pure heathen Chinee,
Just the real live thing
From the Empire of tea,
And then carry him out to Wauwinet,
It’s really surprising to see.

. . .

We don’t know his name,
We shall call him Sam Lee,
Good enough is the same
For such low chaps as he,
Who bring cheap Mongolian labor
To run the land of the free.

Readers picked up on the conceit. On August 12 a letter writer who signed himself “Pilgrim” wrote:

The Wauwinet House . . . has been sold by Mr. Small, the former proprietor who had been there a
number of years. . . . A “heathen Chinee” is now employed as a cook at the Wauwinet House by the
new proprietor, but as he was taught how to make clam chowder by Mr. Small, who possessed the
art to perfection, and as the Chinese are noted for having the facility of imitation, future visitors to
that place will probably find the clam chowder as good as ever.

Although Edward Underhill indulged in much the same sort of nineteenth-century jocular style in promo-

tional brochures for his cottages in Siasconset, the butt of his humor was not the exotic foreigner but the

colorful Nantucketer and the hypochondriac tourist. In the persona of one old sea captain or another, he

wrote philosophical advice in what is known as “eye dialect”—spelling intended to suggest nonstandard

pronunciation—and he made summer visitors out to be lacking in one thing or another that was bound to
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be available in ’Sconset.26 Even more than the remoteness of Wauwinet, the quaintness of this fishing 

village with its unconventional residents was a draw for visitors, and in Underhill it had attracted an 

unusually perceptive developer. 

Edward Underhill was born in 1830

in Wolcott, New York. At age sixteen he

lost several fingers in an accident, and

although limited by his disability, he

learned to take shorthand and became a

court stenographer. He also developed

into a prolific writer. During the Civil

War, while employed as a correspondent

for  The New York Times, he was taken

prisoner by the Confederates, tried as a

spy, and imprisoned. After his release, 

he was instrumental in the professional-

ization of court stenography in the state of New York.

Becoming prosperous, he first invested in a vineyard in Chatauqua County. This he sold in order to

go into resort development in Siasconset, where he put $20,000 into buying property and building new

cottages modeled on the old ’Sconset fishermen’s cottages. An energetic promoter of seaside vacations in

the village, he was credited by the Inquirer

and Mirror with the extension of the rail-

road track from Surfside to ’Sconset.27

Edward Underhill’s connection to

Nantucket via his own Quaker heritage

was reinforced through his marriage to

Evelyn Stoddard. She and both her parents

had been born in Hudson, New York,

where Nantucketers had migrated during

whaling days. Two of the streets along

which the Underhill Cottages were built

are Evelyn Street, named for his wife, and

Lily Street, named for his daughter.28

13

26 See Appendix 4b for the text of one of Underhill’s promotional circulars, which contains a veiled criticism of Wauwinet
in announcing Siasconset to be free not only of mosquitoes, but also of “visiting picnickers.” In addition to his advertising
brochures, he was also the author of two comic pieces, “Cap’n Shubael Paddack’s Advice to His Son as He Is About to
Launch on the Ocean of Marriage,” and a fabricated will of Obed Gardner, a fictional old Nantucketer. Copies of the Obed
Gardner piece are to be found in Nantucket Historical Association MS Collection 87, folder 55.75, and Collection 357. 
A photocopy of the Cap’n Shubael Paddack piece is in the Nantucket Historical Association’s blue file for “Siasconset:
Edward F. Underhill” together with copies of his advertising circulars.
27 Obituary reprinted from The New York Times with additional local information in the Inquirer and Mirror, June 25, 1898.
28 Lily Doubleday was Underhill’s daughter by his first marriage. He was a widower when he married Evelyn Stoddard.
The third street in the development, Pochick Street, is named for Pochick Rip, located due east of Siasconset.

Children around a derelict fish cart in Siasconset with houses on and below the
Bank in background. Courtesy of the Nantucket Historical Association.

One of the Underhill Cottages on Evelyn Street. Courtesy of the Nantucket
Historical Association.



Among the cottages that he built, the China Closet was Edward and Evelyn Underhill’s personal

summer home. World travelers, the couple acquired a vast collection of chinaware. In the summer of 

1895, architectural historian Henry Chandlee Forman’s grandmother visited the China Closet, where 

Mr. Underhill showed her and her companions “his beautiful collection of old china . . . many rare and

curious pieces” with which they had furnished their cottage. There were plates, teapots, and bowls on

every surface, horizontal and vertical, even affixed to the ceiling.29

Not all of Underhill’s Nantucket writings were promotional. He also produced a series of historical

studies of Siasconset architecture titled “Some Old Houses on ’Sconset Bank.” In time, Henry Forman

would take on Underhill’s passion for ’Sconset’s very old houses and their history and become their 

twentieth-century interpreter.30
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29 A photocopy of “The China Closet” with a description of the pieces in the Underhills’ collection is in the Nantucket
Historical Association’s blue file for “Siasconset: Edward F. Underhill;” Underhill 1961, p. 3.
30 In 1912 Roland B. Hussey published Underhill’s essays almost verbatim in a pamphlet titled The Evolution of ’Sconset.
The pamphlet was reprinted by the Inquirer and Mirror Press in 1954 as Hussey's work, but in 1961 Forman printed
Underhill’s originals under Underhill’s own name (Underhill 1961).

Interior of the China Closet. Courtesy of the Nantucket Historical Association.



The popularity of Siasconset proved durable. No other location or development ever approached its 

success. Separate summer listings do not appear in the Nantucket directories until after the World War I,

but of about 435 entries under summer cottages and residents in the 1919 directory, slightly over thirty 

percent are in Siasconset. Wauwinet, by comparison, has just twenty entries. The 1927 directory shows

explosive growth of the summer population. The cottage and resident listings total nearly 700, and again,

just over thirty percent are in Siasconset, while Wauwinet’s entries had grown by only seven.31 Quidnet,

Squam, and Monomoy also attracted a few summer residents each. 

In town, the edge of the Cliff was lined with large houses built for sweeping views up-harbor and out

across Nantucket Sound. Then the flatlands of Brant Point and Hulbert Avenue filled in with houses right

on the beach.32 Some of the summer houses in town and out of town were indeed cottages, while others

that people called cottages were very large, albeit uninsulated and somewhat unfinished within. A few of

the summer houses were true man-

sions, although not on the scale of

those in Newport. What they all had

in common, even those that could

genuinely be called cottages, were

servants quarters for live-in “help.”

15

31 The Nantucket Historical Association holds five Nantucket business and residential directories: 1897, 1909, 1914, 1919,
and 1927. The cottage-and-resident listings do not represent a true count of Nantucket’s transient summer population for a
number of reasons. Cottages generally had multiple residents; some of the entries were not vacationers at all, but
Nantucket college students home for the summer; and live-in “help” were completely invisible.
32 Hulbert Avenue appears as “Hurlbut Avenue” as late as the 1919 and 1927 Nantucket directories. The 1897 directory
does not list the street but does list the residence of Edwin Hurlbert, for whom the street was named. Subsequently he
dropped the “r” from the first syllable of his surname, but he never spelled it “Hurlbut.”

Left: Codfish Park, boardwalk, swimmers at the waterline, circa 1885. Right: “Sandanwede,” built by Edwin J. Hulbert near the Jetties Beach
in 1881. Courtesy of the Nantucket Historical Association.

People, horses, and dogs on lawn of 
Cashman Cottage, North Bluff, Siasconset.
Courtesy of the Nantucket Historical Association.



The summer population needed luggage transported, food cooked, linen washed, clothes pressed, beds

made, carriages and—later—automobiles maintained and driven. Residences that stood empty as much as

nine months of the year had to be opened in advance of summer arrivals and closed again in September.

Between Memorial Day and Labor Day someone had to keep sweeping out the beach sand, warding off

mildew, weeding the flower beds, and cutting the lawns to make the summer a time of untroubled leisure

for the island’s visitors.

Compensation for these services was modest, but economically strapped Nantucketers took on the

jobs. During the summers Nantucket schoolboys cut lawns and schoolgirls made beds in order to save

money for after graduation. Married women opened and closed houses to augment their family incomes,

and Nantucket men became winter caretakers for off-island property owners.

Only the most parsimonious were able to accumulate capital this way. A small business with cheap

labor provided by family members and low-paid employees offered the best shot at prosperity. Among the

family businesses in turn-of-the-century Nantucket were boarding houses, restaurants and catering ser-

vices, gardening and landscaping services, livery stables, pleasure craft, and laundries. Among the entre-

preneurs engaged in those endeavors were families of Cape Verdean, African-American, Afro-Caribbean,

and Wampanoag heritage who saw opportunities in the summer trade and reached out to seize them.

The West Family

John R. West and his wife Elizabeth moved

to Nantucket from New Bedford with their

three children in the early 1880s. Five more

West children were island-born. Raised to

value education and to be industrious in

furthering the family enterprises, the Wests

were a model turn-of-the-century middle-

class family.33

Like the residents of old New

Guinea, both John R. and Elizabeth West

were of Indian and African descent.34 John

R.’s mother was recognized as a Chappaquiddick Wampanoag through her mother, Lucy Wamp. Her

father, Abraham Brown, born in Rhode Island and apparently a descendant of slaves once belonging to
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33 So far as can be determined from documents at hand, John R. West of New Bedford was not related to William West of
Philadelphia, who came to Nantucket in the early 1840s to operate a barber shop, married Sophia Godfrey of Nantucket,
and ended his days in New Zealand. See Part Ib.
34 For details of the West and Howard family genealogies, see Appendix 4c.

The West family with steam-laundry cart. Courtesy of Adele Ames.



Robert Brown, had become a prosperous farmer on

Chappaquiddick and in 1840 was serving as one of 

the Overseers of the Indians there. On this side of the

family, there were connections to Martha’s Vineyard by

birth and to Nantucket’s black Gardner family through 

a previous marriage. John R.’s wife, Elizabeth (Howard)

West, was a descendant of Paul Cuffe, whose father was

an African who had worked himself out of slavery and

whose mother was a Wampanoag.35

In 1885 John E. West purchased a house in

Nantucket for his son and daughter-in-law, and 

ownership of the house on New Street has remained in

the family to the present. Four years after its purchase Elizabeth, independently of her husband, bought

property on nearby Atlantic Avenue, on the opposite side of the street from Sampson and Susan 

Pompey’s house.36

The family had enjoyed advances in employment from Tobias West, whose occupation in Philadel-

phia was consistently listed as “dealer,” to his sons, John E. and Tobias Jr., both barbers, on to John R. 

who also began his business life in New Bedford as a barber.

At one time barbering had been an almost exclusively black trade, but immigration had changed 

that. In Nantucket the black barbers of earlier times had been succeeded by Irish, English, Canadian, and

Portuguese men. For a while there was even an Irish woman barber. In the face of this competition the

Wests succeeded with their own hairdressing shop and a laundry service, managed by Elizabeth. John was,

moreover, listed in the Nantucket directory of 1919 as owner of the Gertie, on which he took visitors out

day-sailing. 

The 1919 directory also has a listing for young Carlton West under “livery.” In time he would

become a fixture among Nantucket’s independent taxi drivers. His older brother, John E. West, was an

electrician employed at the Nantucket power plant. The eldest of the West children, Gertrude, completed

the “classical course” at Nantucket High School—the only member of the class to achieve that—and 

was valedictorian of the graduating class of 1898.37 From Bridgewater Normal School, Grace Brown

Gardner, daughter of Nantucket’s representative to the Massachusetts legislature and every inch a 

descended Nantucketer, wrote to Gertrude of her frustration at not being able to attend the January 
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35 For Paul Cuffe and his family, see Part Ib.
36 Nantucket Registry of Deeds, Book 70, p. 278, and Book 73, p. 402.
37 The description of the 1898 graduation exercises in the February 5 issue of the Inquirer and Mirror follows the program
very closely, but it omits the distinction between the “classical course” and the “English course.”

John West at the helm of Gertie, with little girls in Sunday best.
Courtesy of Adele Ames.



graduation exercises in Nantucket. She praised Gertrude’s accomplishments and encouraged her to 

prepare for a career in teaching.38

This was not a courtesy letter from an older woman. Grace had been valedictorian of the Nantucket

High School class of 1897. Not long after writing to Gertrude, she came back to Nantucket and did her

practice teaching at the Siasconset School before going on to teach in the New Bedford schools and at

Framingham Normal School. Forty-four years after writing her letter to Gertrude, Grace retired to

Nantucket and devoted herself to compiling Nantucket historical research material. She died in 1973 

at age 93.

During Grace Brown Gardner’s entire career, women teachers were expected, indeed required, to

remain unmarried, and she did. Had Gertrude West followed in her friend’s footsteps, she too would have

remained unmarried and childless, but she chose another path.

Her wedding to James Ames of New Bedford took place in the West family home on July 1, 1909.

The bride was attended by three of her sisters and two friends, and the best man was James Ames’s brother.

The Inquirer and Mirror reported the evening 

wedding in detail, from the garlands of roses and

greens decorating the house, to the attendants’blue

and white dresses, to the bride’s white silk gown, 

veil, and bridal bouquet of lilies of the valley. A New

Bedford newspaper added details about the bride and

groom—that Gertrude was “a reader of considerable

ability” and James was “a popular man about town

and was once a member of the famous Thailan

Dramatic Club.”  Their wedding gifts included house-

hold furnishings, china, silver, glassware, linens, and

“a handsome white marble clock” from the bride’s family. On July 2 the couple departed on a honeymoon

trip to New York, after which they took up residence in New Bedford.39

Nearly a century after they parted, there has been a remarkable convergence of Gertrude’s and

Grace’s ways. Gertrude conveyed her commitment to education to her son, James Bradford Ames, who

earned two degrees in chemistry from the Massachusetts Institute of Technology as one of its earliest non-

white graduates. Shortly before his death, he pledged his support for the restoration of the African Meeting

House—just two blocks from the West family house on New Street—and the documentation of the black

families who had lived in the neighborhood. In his memory his wife, Adele Ames, established the James
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38 Grace was actually the younger of the two. Gertrude was born in 1878 and Grace in 1880, but Gertrude either started
school late or lost some time along the way, because she was nineteen and a half when she graduated with the class of
1898. The title of Gertrude’s valedictory address was “The End of School—The Beginning of Responsibility.” The title of
Grace’s was “The Study of Nature the Pursuit of a Life Time.” Their graduation programs are in Nantucket Historical
Association MS Collection 88, box 15, folder 18. For the text of Grace Brown Gardner’s letter to Gertrude West, see
Appendix 4d.
39 Inquirer and Mirror, July 10, 1909, and New Bedford Budget, July 20, 1909.

Gertrude (West) Ames and James Ames. Courtesy of Adele Ames.



Bradford Ames Fellowships for the study of African-American and Cape Verdean history on Nantucket.

From 1996 through 2003 eight scholars had been beneficiaries of James Bradford Ames Fellowships, and

most, if not all of them, have spent many hours poring over the invaluable scrapbooks of Nantucket news-

paper clippings assembled in her retirement years by Grace Brown Gardner.40

In time the West sisters who had been attendants at Gertrude’s wedding also married and moved to New

Bedford. Ruth West, who had not been part of the 1909 wedding party, connected the family once again to

Wampanoag heritage by marrying Darius Coombs of Mashpee in 1916. 

Instead of taking his bride away to the mainland, fisherman Darius Coombs came to live on

Nantucket and bought a house on Upper York Street. His brother Otis moved his family to Nantucket as

well and became a homeowner on Orange Street. Six Coombs cousins were attending Nantucket public

schools when Darius died in 1932, leaving Ruth to carry on 

by herself. In the depths of the Depression she advertised as 

a dressmaker who (like tailor Paul Levine) could construct

copies of garments. She also offered remodeling and “fur

work.”41 In the 1940s, while still maintaining her house on

Nantucket, she moved to New Bedford.

The West family took pride in their Indian heritage, and

in her later life Ruth West Coombs, a gifted singer, adopted 

the persona of “Princess Red Feather.” Dressed in buckskins

with feathers in her hair, she made public appearances to 

promote Wampanoag history and culture.42 When she died 

in New Bedford in 1964, her body was returned to Nantucket

for burial with Darius in the Coombs family plot in Prospect

Hill Cemetery.43
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40 Research for The Other Islanders was supported by an Ames Fellowship, and production of Making Their Mark, a video
about literacy among residents of Nantucket’s New Guinea, was funded by a grant from the Ames Foundation to the
Friends of the Nantucket Atheneum.
41 Inquirer and Mirror, June 29, 1935.
42 Inquirer and Mirror, February 23, 1952.
43 Buried in the Coombs plot are Ruth West Coombs’s husband Darius C. Coombs and their sons Clayton L. (who died in
infancy) and Bernard; Otis Coombs and his wife Myrtle; and Albert A. Sharpe.

Ruth (West) Coombs. Photo by Louis Davidson.
Courtesy of the Nantucket Historical Association.



When the 1930 census was taken, Carlton West was the only child of

John and Elizabeth still living at home at 18 New Street. He was thirty-

two years old, still single, a veteran of Coast Guard service during 

World War I, and a member of the local post of the American Legion.

Nantucket was a place rich in nicknames, and from boyhood his had

been “Grit,” because as a boy his first venture into business was distribut-

ing Grit Magazine. The self-described “good news” publication, founded

in 1882, survives to this day and has its own website where it reports:

“We hear from readers every week who either sold Grit as a youngster or

remember their parents or grandparents buying Grit from a local news-

boy who came to their door. . . . These youngsters learned valuable

lessons in honesty, integrity and perseverance by selling the magazine.” 

From delivering magazines, young Carlton moved on to delivering

trunks and suitcases by horse and wagon to hotels and summer resi-

dences, and then, when the ban on automobiles on the island was lifted

after World War I, he went straight into the taxi business. 

Soon after the local prohibition against automobiles was lifted, nationwide prohibition of the sale 

and distribution of alcoholic beverages was imposed. During the thirteen years until Prohibition’s repeal,

Nantucket was an active locus of bootlegging and rum-running, and colorful stories have become part of

Nantucket oral history.44 Not all of what went on was lighthearted.

Some of the young veterans of the American Legion were occasionally appointed as special police

officers. As a member of this squad, Carlton West was diligent in reporting scofflaws and suspicious 

activity. Late in the days of Prohibition he reported a car driven erratically as it left a business on New

Street, close by the West family home. Police responding to his tip raided the building in time to catch 

men trying to dispose of alcohol by pouring it down a sink. When violent retaliation was directed against

the Nantucket police force, Carlton West was its first victim. He nearly lost his life. 

Late on the night of December 1, 1930, he received a telephone call to drive three men to the cran-

berry bog. As he turned off Milestone Road, one of the passengers struck West a hard blow to the head, the

first of many. The men then took over the wheel and pulled him into the back seat of his taxi. Tied, gagged,

and blindfolded, West regained consciousness to feel the car bumping to a stop. His assailants then stripped

him to his underwear, helping themselves to his wallet and watch. They discussed drowning him in Gibbs
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44 A written account of some of this lore is the chapter titled “High and Dry on the Tight Little Island” in Mooney and
Sigourney, 1980, pp. 147–57.

Carlton West. Photo by Louis Davidson.
Courtesy of the Nantucket Historical
Association.



Pond but gave up on the plan because they were unable to drive the car close to the water. Then they set out

to find a place to throw him into the surf.

As they drove, one of the men taunted West, saying that they were being paid five hundred dollars to

take him for a ride, and that their next victims would be State Police Sergeant Joseph Fratus and Nantucket

Police Sergeant Lawrence Mooney. Among themselves the men spoke Portuguese. 

During hours of driving, stopping, and moving on again, the men prodded West in the ribs with 

what he took to be a revolver, hit him repeatedly on the head with a blackjack, and forced alcohol into his

mouth, but they apparently lost their focus on drowning him. In the early morning hours they abandoned

him—unclothed, bound, gagged, and severely beaten—in the back of his taxi in the middle of Prospect

Hill Cemetery.

When he was sure they were not coming back, West managed to free himself and, despite pain and

weakness from blood loss, drove himself to the police station.45

If the three assailants had counted on terrorizing West into silence, they had miscalculated. That they

had tried to carry out their plan in the winter on an island where everyone knew everyone else was suici-

dally self-defeating. Within the day Joseph Cruz, John Vincent, and Russell Barrows were under arrest for

assault with the intent to kill. Under interrogation they alleged that their attack and the two subsequent

ones to be carried out against police officers had been plotted over the weekend, and that they expected to

be paid off by a local man enraged by the recent raid on New Street. Shackled together, they were trans-

ported to New Bedford to await trial.46

In July 1931 Cruz, Vincent, and Barrows each pleaded guilty to assault with intent to rob and assault

to commit murder. A mitigating argument was presented that both Cruz and Barrows were of low intelli-

gence (a position supported by the idiocy of what they had undertaken), and that Barrows had pleaded

with the others not to drown West. Responsibility was ascribed to Vincent alone. Documentation was 

presented that Cruz and Vincent were both repeat offenders, that Vincent had been in court for failure to

support his children, and that a deportation warrant had been issued for him. The judge then sentenced

John Vincent to a term of eight to ten years in state prison, Joseph Cruz to five years and a day in the

Concord Reformatory, and Russell Barrows to an indeterminate term in the Concord Reformatory.47

Carlton West, already “well-known among residents and summer visitors,” continued with his taxi

service. He married, divorced, remarried and was widowed, and to the end of his life he lived in the West

family house on New Street. The Aquinnah Wampanoags recognized him as one of their own. When he

died in the summer of 1969, the Byron L. Sylvaro Post of the American Legion carried out their ritual for

fellow veterans at the funeral home, and Chief Lorenzo Jeffers of Aquinnah came to attend his funeral and
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45 For Carlton West’s first-person account of his experience, see Appendix 4e.
46 “Carl West Brutally Assaulted With Intent to Kill,” Inquirer and Mirror, December 6, 1930. “Men Charged With Attack
Taken to New Bedford Jail.” Inquirer and Mirror, December 13, 1930.
47 “July Sitting of Superior Court Unusual for Nantucket,” Inquirer and Mirror, July 11, 1931.



burial in Prospect Hill Cemetery, the very place where his night of terror in 1930 had ended. His obituary

recalled that he had “made the acquaintance of thousands of summer visitors”—Jacqueline Kennedy

Onassis and Chief Justice Earl Warren among them.

Of all the West children only three survived Carlton—his brother John E. West, who had long ago

moved to Boston, and the eldest two of his sisters, Almira “Flossie” Williams and Gertrude Ames, both 

of New Bedford.

Purveyors of Food and Drink

In 1889 Charles A. Grant acquired

the property on South Water Street

that many years later would house 

the Opera House Restaurant.48

He and his wife Rachael operated 

a saloon on the premises, and the

income from their business made 

it possible for them to own their 

residence on Coon Street mortgage-

free. When Grant died in 1897,

Rachael carried on, supporting 

herself, their son Charles S. Grant,

and a foster daughter as well. 

Young Charles was living with his mother on Coon Street and fishing for a living when Prohibition

closed down the family-owned saloon. Looking for a different revenue-producing use for their commercial

building, Rachael and Charles Grant let it out to an Orange Street neighbor, Anna Correia.

Anna Hinton, born in North Carolina in 1893, had married Cape Verde-born Manuel Correia of

Nantucket.49 Anna and Manuel moved into the Grants’ former saloon, and Anna turned it into a bistro-style

restaurant with red-checked tablecloths and silverware in mason jars on the tables. In 1930, in addition to

herself and Manuel, there were three workers residing on the premises: two French Canadian waitresses

and an elderly widow named Martha Helm, whose occupation was described in the 1930 census as helper

in the restaurant.50
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48 Grant purchased the property from owners named Hamblin and Conway (Nantucket Deed Book 73, pp. 100–101). The
acquisition was ratified with a second transfer of a deed for the same property from John and Stella Conway to Charles A.
Grant in 1897 (Deed Book 76, p. 182). See Book 47, pp. 12–13, for owners prior to the Conways.
49 There were at the time two Cape Verdeans named Manuel Correia living on the island. Anna and Manuel Correia were
childless. The younger Manuel Correia, his wife Sarah, and their seven children lived on West York Street. 
50 Martha Helm was not Anna (Hinton) Correia’s mother. The Hintons were southerners. Martha Helm was Massachusetts-
born, as had been her mother before her, and her husband had been from Connecticut.

“Beer and Ale” sign on the Grant family’s building on South Water Street prior to
Prohibition. Courtesy of the Nantucket Historical Association.



In 1933 Charles Grant married Ruth Jones of Georgia, and as Rachael Grant grew old, Ruth Grant

took over the property management from her. The restaurant on South Water Street apparently never 

had an advertising budget and does not appear in Depression-era newspaper ads, but it was known by

word-of-mouth as “Ruth Grant’s restaurant,” even though Anna Correia was proprietor of the business

through 1938.

Like The Modern, the Nicoletos brothers’establishment on Main Street, the South Water Street

restaurant did not survive the Depression. In 1939 Anna and Manuel were still living in the building, but

he was working as a laborer elsewhere and Anna’s occupation had changed to “housekeeper.” The next

year the Correias moved back to Orange Street, where they lived until the 1960s.51

With the closing of the restaurant, the Grants’building stood vacant for several years. Then, during

World War II a Servicemen’s Club opened just opposite on South Water Street. Nantucket schoolboys

gravitated to the Servicemen’s Club, and it was felt that they needed an appropriate place of their own. 

A Boys Club had been organized in Nantucket in the 1890s, fallen into abeyance, and been revived in

1908. Members played basketball in the gymnasium of the Athletic Club on South Beach Street, and 

there had been plans for checkers and pool tournaments. Nonetheless, despite annual town appropriations

to support it, by 1913 the Boys Club was again defunct. When it was resurrected yet again during the

1940s, the Athletic Club building had long

since been taken over by the Nantucket Yacht

Club, and it was difficult to find a meeting

place.52 The Grants offered their South Water

Street building, and Boys Club activities began

there in 1944.53

The arrangement was not to last 

long, however. Harold and Gwen Gaillard

approached the Grants about opening another

restaurant on the premises, and the Boys Club

had to move on. In their place the Gaillards

created the Opera House Restaurant, a

Nantucket institution that endured for forty

years, from 1945 to 1985. 

In interviews over the years Gwen

Gaillard has characterized the Opera House, 
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51 Information is compiled from the 1930 federal census for Nantucket, the 1938–40 Nantucket street lists, the death cer-
tificate for Manuel Correia, and the recollections of several Nantucketers. For more about the Grant family, see Part II.
52 The Athletic Club had been founded as a year-round club for Nantucketers with special summer rates for nonresidents.
Summer members became so numerous that the Athletic Club agreed to let the Yacht Club run programs on its premises
from the time the Nantucket schools let out in June until Labor Day, returning the clubhouse with its gymnasium, bowling
alleys, billiard and pool tables, library, etc., to the Nantucket resident membership for the balance of the year. During
World War I, the U.S. Navy took over the property, and both the Athletic Club and the Yacht Club suspended activities.
When the property was to be returned to private ownership in 1920, the Yacht Club managed to acquire it for its own
exclusive use, renaming itself the Nantucket Yacht Club. In the February 18, 1933, issue of the Inquirer and Mirror a 
long article appeared under the headline “Nantucket Needs Gymnasium Most at Present Time” stating that, “It is 
superfluous to point out the benefits to be derived from a gym on Nantucket . . . in these days of curtailed employment . . .
giving the young people something else to do besides hanging around the street corners and spending their time in 
various loafing places. . . . It has been claimed . . . that the town did have a gymnasium at one time . . . but . . . that the
gymnasium privileges were abused, and that the town discontinued it for that reason only—a rather senseless argument 
in the light of what really happened.”
53 Wilson, 1958.

The Opera House Restaurant.  Photo by Louis Davidson. 
Courtesy of the Nantucket Historical Association.



with its Gay Nineties decor, vaguely French cuisine, and piano bar, as “Nantucket’s first naughty restau-

rant.”54 In the days after the end of World War II it certainly was a departure from the ambiance of other

restaurants on the island. But the legend has eclipsed the facts that all the way back in 1927 the Nicoletos

brothers advertised a piano in The Modern, and that the Gaillards created the Opera House Restaurant and

Bar in a space that had been a real 1890s saloon and then a bistro almost to the end of the 1930s. Despite

the success of the Opera House, moreover, the Gaillards did not acquire the deed for 4 South Water Street

from Ruth Grant until 1969.55 For a full eighty years this revenue-producing commercial property had

remained in the hands of a black Nantucket family.

Florence and Isabel Carter of Philadelphia were teachers who spent their summers on Nantucket. Although

their parents, postal worker John Carter and seamstress Mabel (Pugh) Carter, were Philadelphians, they

were devoted summer residents of Nantucket to the point that they arranged to be laid to rest on the island.

To that end they acquired a family plot in the cemetery behind Mill Hill, where fewer than a dozen burials

had taken place since the turn of the century.56

Mabel Pugh had grown up in Windsor, North Carolina, a town on the coast road from Norfolk,

Virginia, to Charleston, South Carolina. Due south of Windsor on that road is New Bern, North Carolina,

where Anna Gardner—teacher in Nantucket’s African School—went to teach at a freedmen’s school in the

wake of the Civil War.

Mabel’s grandmother, Sarah, had belonged to Liberty Hall, a plantation in Windsor. Like New Bern,

Windsor lies on a river emptying into the vast sounds separated from the Atlantic Ocean by the barrier

islands of the Outer Banks. During the summer, the people from Liberty Hall were transported by barge 

to Nag’s Head on the ocean side, roughly half way between Kitty Hawk and Cape Hatteras.

In the second half of the 1800s North Carolina’s Outer Banks followed the same course as 

Nantucket in becoming a summer resort for urbanites who could afford to flee the crowd diseases and 

heat of the cities. By the late 1880s trains from mid-Atlantic cities connected with regularly scheduled

steamboat service from Elizabeth City, a bit northeast of Windsor, to Nag’s Head.57

As a child growing up in Windsor, Mabel Pugh, daughter of Belle Pugh—property owner and

restaurateur—made the summer trip to Nag’s Head just as her grandmother Sarah and her fellow planta-

tion workers had two generations previously. In 1898 Mabel left Windsor to marry John Carter and live 

in Philadelphia. After operating a small neighborhood grocery store for awhile, John succeeded in securing

a position with the U. S. Post Office. As barbering had been the prestige occupation for African-American
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men through the first half of the nineteenth century, employment in

the postal service was the prize of the succeeding decades.

With the income from John’s federal employment and Mabel’s

skillful dressmaking, the family was able to move into a good neigh-

borhood in Philadelphia and to create a comfortable and attractive

home. There was no escaping the disease environment, however. 

The plantation in swampy Windsor had suffered so from mosquito-

borne diseases that its residents had fled to Nag’s Head in the 

summers. Philadelphia was every bit as pestilential, with epidemics

spread by insects, contaminated water, and human contact. Mabel 

and John Carter’s daughter Florence fell victim to an urban epidemic

and nearly died of it. 

In the summer of 1925 Mabel Carter visited Nantucket in the company of a fellow seamstress who

had come to sew for summer residents. Nantucket’s beaches recalled the North Carolina coast familiar to

her from childhood, and she returned to Philadelphia with a plan to provide a respite from city summers

for her own daughters. Over the year 1926–27 the Carters built Windsor Cottage on Prospect Street just a

little way downhill from the windmill and nearly opposite the road to the cemetery. It was at the time the

only black-owned summer residence on Nantucket. To support it, John Carter planted a large garden each

year and kept Rhode Island Red chickens, while Mabel Carter divided her dressmaking business between

Philadelphia and Nantucket. Their summer house became a gathering place for black college students

employed on the island during summer vacations, and—at a time when it was difficult for black visitors 

to find accommodations—the Nantucket Information Bureau directed them to Windsor Cottage to rent 

the Carters’guest bedroom. 

Mabel Carter died in December 1948, and John followed her in death just six weeks later. Florence

and Isabel, both schoolteachers, carried on, operating a boxed-lunch business from Windsor Cottage.

Customers would wait in the front yard while their orders were filled: sandwiches, coleslaw, and a brownie

for ninety-nine cents. After two summers of working from home, the sisters moved their Florabel Carter’s

Boxed Lunch business downtown to 23 Federal Street. Seasonally for several years the sisters operated a

combination antiques shop and lunch service for beach-goers, bicyclists, and boaters. 

Florence (Carter) Smith died in 1967 at the age of sixty, while Isabel (Carter) Duckrey, born in 1900,

lived until 1995. Both found their final resting places next to their parents in the cemetery so close to

Windsor Cottage.58
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John and Mabel (Pugh) Carter, 1927.
Courtesy of Isabel Stewart Carter.



Summer residents with large houses up on the Cliff, down on the Point, and out on the Bluff in Siasconset

employed caterers and bartenders for their private parties. Many of the people who provided those services

were themselves seasonal residents on Nantucket. Before they founded their boxed-lunch business, 

the Carter sisters were among the caterers for the people collectively referred to, according to Florence

Carter’s daughter Isabel, as “‘richwhitefolks,’ spoken in one word in our milieu.” Jessie Fisher, who owned

a house in Codfish Park, Siasconset’s black community, often teamed up with her neighbor Clarence

Wilson to provide catering and bartending for parties at the east end of the island.

Clarence Wilson also provided refreshments for the black patrons of Frank Scott’s dance hall in

Codfish Park, but always with an eye out for the police. After the repeal of Prohibition, there were still 

very few liquor licenses on Nantucket, and Frank Scott had no chance of procuring one. “My father made

money there,” Joan Wilson-Godeau said of her father Clarence. “He used to sell sandwiches, liquor. That

was illegal.”59 But the spirit of Prohibition persisted. If alcoholic drinks could not be offered legally, then

they were brought in brown bags or soda-pop bottles and shared around. Knowing at which restaurants

owners and staff would serve food and look the other way about what was poured into coffee cups or 

water glasses was part of the adventure of Nantucket after dark.

Before the Chicken Box, there was the Dodo Club. Lacking a liquor license, the Dodo Club was, nonethe-

less, known to the Nantucket police for its “midnight entertainment and drinking soirees.” In the summer

of 1949 partners Willie House and Hancy Jones took over the premises, expanded them, and opened a

fried-chicken restaurant. Like its predecessor, the Chicken Box was open past midnight and lacked a liquor

license, so it was inevitable that former Dodo Club patrons would come in and carry on the old traditions.

In the early morning hours of an August night a worker just off his shift at another restaurant visited

the Chicken Box for a snack. When he pulled out his own whiskey flask, and refused to share, a brawl

broke out. Willie House called for police assistance. Two officers came, and in the course of breaking up

the fight one of them drew his gun and fired into the air. When it was over, the Chicken Box was littered

with broken dishes and smashed furniture.60

It is a wonder that Willie House didn’t pull up stakes and go find a more peaceful outlet for his

honey-fried chicken, but he stayed on and made the Chicken Box an island institution. Three years into the

operation, he bought out his partner and carried on for more than two decades as the reigning monarch of

nightlife on Nantucket. Muddy Waters performed at the Chicken Box and so did a host of other musicians.
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There was music, there was

pool, and in time there was 

a liquor license. For Willie

House, it was a great deal 

of work, but he thrived as his

own boss.

It had been a long road to

sole ownership of a successful

business. Willie Augusta House

had been born the seventh 

of nine children in Mayfield,

Kentucky, and he bootstrapped himself up in life without a high school education. As a young man, he

worked in construction. Employment by summer residents brought him to Nantucket, and teaming up 

with Hancy Jones had made it possible to get a toe in the door of property ownership. From there on it 

was all hard work, careful management, and the secret chicken recipe. A memorial tribute referred to

House as “the black Colonel Sanders of Nantucket.”61

Fried chicken became less a feature of the Chicken Box as music, beer, and pool went into ascen-

dance. The place was still rowdy, and the police still visited. In the early 1970s House backed off a bit 

from running the place and gave matrimony a try. Marriage didn’t suit him, however, and ended in divorce.

In 1977, without divulging his chicken recipe, he sold the Chicken Box for vastly more than the original

buying price and tried to take it easy. The work ethic was so ingrained in him, however, that he launched 

a lawnmower business almost immediately.

Prospering as a nightclub and live-music venue, the Chicken Box endured without chicken in the

fryer and House behind the bar. For two decades after its sale, one of its most faithful patrons was Willie

House. In 1995 he was laid to rest in Newtown Cemetery, right inside the fence with a sightline across

Sparks Avenue to the Chicken Box. On the side of his memorial stone facing in toward the cemetery are

his name, birth and death dates, and the text, “The Lord is my Shepherd.” On the street side of the stone is

engraved, “Founder of the Chicken Box.” Every December it is adorned with a Christmas wreath.62
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Men at a table in the Chicken Box. Courtesy of the Nantucket Historical Association.



Casting Off the Cloak of Invisibility

The cooks, housekeepers, maids, butlers, and chauffeurs who traveled to

and from Nantucket to provide domestic service in summer residents’

houses are nearly invisible in Nantucket records. Unlike their employers,

they do not appear on the property tax rolls, in the “summer cottages and

summer residents” section of the town directories, or listed in the telephone

books. Because of  their transient presence on the island, they—like the

cosmopolitan seamen of Nantucket’s whaling days—rarely appear in 

the federal census returns. The names of some women and men

who were well known and are still remembered from their many

summers on the island are nowhere to be found in print. In photos

from Nantucket’s early days as a resort there appear people whose

identities have been utterly lost. 

Only when they married Nantucket residents, bought proper-

ty, or happened to appear in captioned newspaper photos, did sea-

sonal workers become visible. Even then, records of Nantucket’s

black residents are less complete than records of its white resi-

dents, and to the extent that they exist, they tend to be less accurate. 

A case in point is that of Virginia-born Ella (Gay)

Duvall, grandmother of selectman Frank Spriggs.

She worked for years as a domestic for the

Dickson family of Washington, D.C., traveling

with them to the island every summer. When one

of the Dickson sons took up year-round residence

on the corner of Winter and Liberty Streets, she

stayed on as his housekeeper. Upon her marriage

to Cape Verdean Antone Rose on January 2,
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1912, the town’s annual report listed both of them as Nantucket residents, yet Ella does not appear in 

federal census returns for Nantucket until 1930. By that time she had brought her mother, Hattie (Tyler

Gay) Matthews to Nantucket to live out her final years.

Hattie Matthews died in 1927, yet the only Nantucket record that mentions her is her daughter 

Ella’s 1951 death certificate. Ella and Hattie came into public view when Frank Spriggs began telling 

their story and his own. In 1942 he had been sent from segregated Washington, D. C., to Nantucket, to

spend the summer with his grandmother, and three years later he returned to live with her year-round,

attending Nantucket schools from fifth grade through his junior year at Nantucket High School. When 

Ella Rose died, he had to leave and finish school on the mainland, but his classmates considered 

him a permanent member of the NHS class of 1953.

Frank Spriggs had felt isolated as an African American in the Nantucket schools, but the contrast

with life in segregated Washington made a profound and lasting impression: “I couldn’t believe the 

difference in life here, when I came as a child. I was accepted as a black person—no, I was accepted as 

a person.” He recalled Nantucket in the 1940s and 1950s as having been “really ahead of most of the

country in terms of race relations.” Eventually, in retirement, he moved permanently to the island with 

his wife Bette, sought elective office, and won handily.63

Another mother-and-daughter pair on Nantucket were Charlotte (Bell Bentley) Bagwell and her daughter

Mattie Pina. They were both born in Coushatta, Louisiana, on the Red River just south of Shreveport.

Although it is named for the Koasati Indians who migrated through the area from their native

Alabama in the latter half of the 1700s, the small town of Coushatta (current population 2,300) is a pre-

dominantly African-American community whose economy still derives from the surrounding cotton fields,

a ranch, and a sawmill.64 When Charlotte was born to Solomon and Millie Bell in 1880, it was into a world

as distant from Nantucket culturally as it is geographically. Eighteen years later, when Mattie was born,

Coushatta was still isolated out in the pine woods.

Like Mabel Carter, Charlotte was a seamstress, and she supported herself and her daughter by work-

ing as a dressmaker. In time, mother and daughter migrated to Kansas City, Missouri, where Mattie went

to work as a nursemaid for the children of a wealthy family, and it was that employment that brought her to

Nantucket in the 1930s.

On September 11, 1938, Mattie stepped out of the obscurity shrouding seasonal domestic “help” by

marrying Fogo-born Cape Verdean John C. Pina. Their marriage certificate is the first notice of her pres-

29

63 Town records, federal census returns, and interview with Frank Spriggs in Miles 2003, p. 180.
64 For a history of the migration of the Alabama-Coushattas through Louisiana to Texas, see Martin 2002.



ence on Nantucket, recording her birth in Coushatta, her mother’s maiden name as Charlotte Bell, her

father as George Bentley, and her residence in Nantucket beyond the numbered addresses on Lower

Orange Street. She was forty years old, and it was her first marriage.

John Pina was forty-two years old, and it was his first marriage as well. He had been living on 

Cherry Street with the Mendes family and was employed as a truck driver for the Island Service Company.

At the time, the Island Service Company not only provided ice for the holds of Nantucket’s fishing fleet,

but also house-to-house delivery for home ice boxes. Mattie was fond of saying that she had “married 

the iceman.”65

The first year after their marriage they lived together on Lower Orange Street, and then for a while

they moved yearly, from Orange Street to Eagle Lane to Coon Street to 22 Atlantic Avenue. By 1946 

they were residing at 10 Atlantic Avenue. In every street listing from their marriage onward, John Pina’s

occupation was listed as truck driver, and Mattie’s as housewife.

In 1950, John and Mattie—in their early fifties and childless—had been joined by Mattie’s mother,

Charlotte, and a young woman named Ella Mae Herring, both having arrived within the year from

Kansas.66 Charlotte and Ella Mae were living at 10a Atlantic Avenue. By then Charlotte was 69 years old,

and her occupation was simply listed as “at home.” Ella Mae was just 20.

The following year they had taken in an additional boarder at 10a, and according to the street list,

Mattie had also moved into 10a with the women, leaving John alone in 10 Atlantic Avenue. The following

year, 1952, there is no listing at all for 10 Atlantic Avenue, and there is no sign of John Pina. He had moved

off-island, where he died. According to Mattie, she was contacted about having his body returned to the

island, but she turned aside the suggestion. Mattie’s death certificate lists her as a widow, but there is no

death certificate or probate record to mark the passing of the iceman with whom she had shared her life 

for fourteen years.

From that time on Charlotte and Mattie lived together. Mattie continued to list her occupation as

housewife, but to support herself and her mother she did cooking and domestic work. A receipt from 1970

indicates that her neighbor, Florence Higginbotham, paid Mattie $2.50 per hour to help out at her house.67

A life begun amidst the cotton fields of Louisiana had made both mother and daughter tough.

Despite multiple life-threatening conditions, Charlotte lived to the age of eighty-three before being laid 

to rest in the cemetery behind Mill Hill. Her death certificate indicates that she was the widow of Walter 

T. Bagwell and does not mention George Bentley.

Mattie outdid her mother and lived to the middle of the summer of 1999, within weeks of her 101st

birthday. When she died, Walter Bagwell was listed as her father, but he was probably her stepfather.68
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No one seems to know where or when any of the men in this story—Bentley, Bagwell, or Pina—came to

rest, but Mattie Pina lies next to her mother in the old cemetery founded by and for African Nantucketers. 

By virtue of living to be a centenarian, she had become a local celebrity at the end of her life, completely

visible to all.

According to her obituary, Sadie Pride of Beaufort, South Carolina, had begun coming to Nantucket in the

mid 1930s.69 For years she worked as a cook for the Harris family at 99 Main Street and eventually bought

a house of her own on Fayette Street. As a homeowner and registered voter, she appears in the annual street

lists until the year before her death. At the time of Nantucket’s 300th Birthday Celebration in the summer

of 1959, she was living in her own home, but dressed in an eighteenth-century costume she took part in

that year’s Main Street Fête, posing on the front steps of 99 Main for photographers.

Throughout her years on Nantucket she was an active member of the Summer Street Baptist Church,

and her warm and outgoing personality won her many friends. Nonetheless, when her health began to fail,

she felt that she needed to return to Beaufort. Her obituary, with a photograph of her in the fête costume,

was sent to the Inquirer and Mirror in May 1965 for publication on the day of her funeral in Beaufort.

The eighteenth century had begun with acceptance of slavery on Nantucket and ended with its absence.

The heritage of that century was New Guinea’s free community of Nantucket-born descendants of 

African slaves, people who could properly be called African Nantucketers. During the nineteenth century,

Nantucket became a refuge for people in flight from slavery, and New Guinea absorbed people from the

slave states of Missouri, Louisiana, South Carolina, Maryland, and Virginia as well as free black Nova

Scotians, West Indians, Cape Verdeans, and a few Pacific Islanders. All of these people, despite their 

different histories and cultural diversity, became united in the experience of being perceived as “black” 

and thereby relegated to residence on the southern margin of the town.70

The beginning of the twentieth century brought seasonal workers from Cape Verde for the fall 

cranberry harvest and others from the southern states and the Caribbean as summertime domestic help. 

By the end of the twentieth century, the expansion of “rump seasons” in the spring and fall had created a

new need for seasonal workers, bringing Jamaicans to Nantucket on six- and nine-month visas to work in

hotels, restaurants, and stores. Whereas earlier domestic workers who came to the island for the summer

months had generally lived-in with their employers, Jamaicans on Nantucket typically live in worker 

housing provided by their employers. These circumstances—as earlier, when Cape Verdeans were housed
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in shanties on the cranberry bogs—congregate newcomers. On the one hand, employee housing affords

mutual support and cultural continuity, but on the other hand it isolates people and exposes them to 

group stereotyping.

Despite Nantucket’s demographic changes, the pattern of the first half of the nineteenth century has been

perpetuated, with people considered “black” either living in space provided by their employers or residing

in the part of town identified with and for blacks—the Old New Guinea neighborhood plus the waterfront,

Washington Street, Lower Orange Street, and Sparks Avenue.

Sparks Avenue—running from Atlantic Avenue to the rotary where Orange Street ends—took the

place of the old gated livestock fence that demarcated the south edge of town. Not only did Edgar and

Emma Wilkes reside on Sparks Avenue in the last years of their lives, but Dr. Alwyn Potter and his family

owned a house there, too. Dr. Potter was a graduate of Tufts University and Meharry Dental College and a

lieutenant colonel in the Dental Corps of the U. S. Army. He and his wife, Vivian Potter, were enormously

appreciated in postwar Japan, where he was stationed from 1953 to 1958. During those years Vivian Potter

taught English and led a Girl Scout troop in Yokohama. Returning to a dental practice in Nantucket, Dr.

Potter was a member of the Rotary Club and was active in the music program of the Summer Street

Baptist Church. Nonetheless, the Potter family—like the Carter family—lived on what Isabel Carter

Stewart has described as the “edge of what had been circumscribed as the black quarter.”71

Along with the residence pattern, the old Nantucket Quaker division of the world into a specific “us”

versus the undifferentiated “world’s people” lives on as “white” versus undifferentiated “black.” This pecu-

liar kind of color blindness in which everyone who is not perceived as white is lumped together has led to

moments of considerable irony. Isabel Carter wrote of one of her “few black friends, the daughter of a

respected island dentist” being refused admission to a children’s program at Jetties Beach in the 1950s.

More recently Nantucket High School students working at vacation-time jobs have been bemused by 

summer residents’compliments on their unaccented English and queries about how late they can stay on 

in the fall. On the other hand, some Nantucketers returning home are startled when a Jamaican man opens

the door to the plane, smiles warmly at the arriving passengers, and says, “Welcome to our island.”

It takes an effort to bear in mind that not all people considered black are African-Americans. Even if

the term “American” encompasses—as it should—Canadians, “African-American” does not describe the

historical experience of people of Cape Verdean, Bermudan, or West Indian heritage, to say nothing of

those Native Americans, Pacific Islanders, and Asians who once were also “black.” Blackness is a matter

of how people are perceived and how they are treated. In that sense, African-Americans, Cape Verdeans,
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West Indians, and others as well, have had and continue to have common cause in dealing with discrimina-

tion, inequities, and prejudice.

Now, as in the past, racial perception of color tends to obliterate appreciation of the great variety of

working people who have come to call Nantucket home for part of the year or, inevitably, home for good.72

Chapter Three

Codfish Park
Early Siasconset had been no more than a row of rudimentary shelter huts for men working shifts as they

watched for whales from a lookout mast erected on ’Sconset Bank. Some of the island’s oldest buildings

survive from those days, either free-standing (Auld Lang Syne, from circa 1675) or as rooms within larger

buildings (part of Shanunga dating to circa 1680). The handful of parallel streets running along the Bank,

closely lined with small seventeenth- and eighteenth-century buildings, has been described as a medieval

village, and it was this essence of quaintness upon which Edward Underhill capitalized in the late nine-

teenth century.73

The evolution of ’Sconset from whale station to fishing village was not seamless. Alongshore 

whaling gave way to offshore voyaging on “the deep” in the first half of the 1700s, but dory fishing from

the beach below ’Sconset Bank only began with the delivery of the island’s first dory to carpenter-turned-

codfisherman Asa Jones in 1857.74 By then ’Sconset already

had its first tourist hotel. Just when increasing numbers of

visitors began coming to sea-view rooms and verandas

along the Bank, the beach below the Bank was being built

up with improvised fish houses. As the sought-after healthful

breezes came onshore from the Atlantic, they picked up the

smell of desiccating codfish and wafted it upwards. On the

beach where saltwater bathing was encouraged, bathhouses

competed for space with dories and fish carts. Far from

repelling visitors, however, the fishing scene provided a 

popular backdrop for early photographers, who posed 

women and children in and around the hauled-out dories.  
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Codfish Park occupied an apron of land that had not existed a half-century earlier. The shoreline had only

recently begun making out to seaward. “In 1814,” Edward Underhill wrote, “and thence forward for many

years, the beach was so narrow in front of ’Sconset, that in heavy gales the surf washed over it to the foot

of the Bank, and twice within Capt. Joy’s recollection, it [the Bank] was washed away and houses had to be

removed. A street to the eastward of the one now on the edge of the Bank thus disappeared.”75 The situa-

tion had not improved at mid-century. According to J. Clinton Andrews, “In 1852, the ocean was washing

the foot of the bank at ’Sconset, which was eroding away in storms. A barn with a horse in it was washed

away one night. Gradually the erosion lessened, and then the beach started to build up. By 1883, fish 

houses—shacks to dress fish and to store gear and green salt fish—were being moved to ‘below the Bank’

on the sand then being deposited by the ocean and creating a widening strip of land. My grandfather had

built the first one a short time previous-

ly. The beach continued to build.”76

Fish houses and fish carts were

not the only mobile structures that

came to rest on the new land. When 

the railroad was extended in 1884, 

the terminus was below the Bank. 

To serve ’Sconset passengers, part of

the Surfside depot was dismantled and

re-erected on the beach at Codfish Park. 

Because it was new land, it was also no one’s land and everyone’s land. Buildings thrown together from

scavenged lumber and driftwood were intended as temporary structures, and the notion of establishing title

to beach sand was ludicrous. It hardly seemed possible at the time that a village would come into being

down on the beach, but Codfish Park followed a trajectory much like that of New Guinea, becoming

Nantucket’s second black community.

As the old village became a popular resort, developments sprang up on its flanks to the south 

(Sunset Heights) and to the north (Sankaty Bluffs). The newly built houses had quarters for the domestic

servants who accompanied summer residents to ’Sconset. For married domestics with families of their

own, however, living-in meant months-long separation from their children every year. In time, some
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The keeper’s cottage where the Larsen family once lived is long gone.
76 Andrews 1990, p. 6.

Crowd at ’Sconset depot with houses on the Bank in background. 
Courtesy of the Nantucket Historical Association.



sought to live apart from their

employers in order to bring their

families with them to the island 

for the summer. Cheap housing 

was available in Codfish Park.

Some summer residents purchased

houses there for their employees,

but as time went by and nest eggs

accumulated, the domestics bought

houses for themselves. As families

moved in, whether as renters or

home owners, they brought with

them a new sense of community. 

In 1939 William O. Stevens wrote

of the evolution of the Park:

Between the village and
the beach is the settle-
ment of the squatters,
known as Codfish Park.
This in recent years has
spruced up amazingly
and is growing flowers
and flaunting new shin-
gles and fresh paint as
gay as you please. But it
was not always thus.
There are still little cab-
ins in the Park that sug-

gest something of the way all the Siasconset houses were built, with a stray window here and an old
door there and a piece of tiling for a chimney. In the days when offshore fishing flourished, the Park
was somewhat dégagé. Entrails and heads of fish were blithely tossed about, which under the sum-
mer sun became extremely obsolete. Now that the fish refuse to be caught off this beach any more,
the inhabitants grow nasturtiums and take in washing for the “summer people” up the bank, and the
place is nothing if not genteel.77

What Stevens did not state explicitly was that most of the people living in Codfish Park in the summer

were black. 
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Aerial view of ’Sconset in 1927 showing Codfish Park below the Bank. 
Courtesy of the Nantucket Historical Association.



Because of the seasonal nature of their work, domestics were not generally counted by the census. In 1920

the three black families in ’Sconset who do appear in the federal census for that year—the Deans, the

Scotts, and the Wades—lived on New Street, which parallels Milestone Road leading into the village from

the west. A decade later, in 1930, no black families lived on New Street. They had moved to Codfish Park.

Few of the dwelling houses in the Park were winterized. Their inhabitants departed with their

employers in early September and returned for Memorial Day weekend. Many spent nine months of the

year at primary residences in New York City. Gradually, however, the Park became the year-round home 

of numbers of hardy souls.

The Deans, Scotts, and Wades had all moved to Codfish Park, and there they had been joined by 

the Dicksons, the Fords, the Williamses, the Phillipses, and Walter Kelly. In time the Wilsons and the

Mauldins moved in. Phyleatus and Priscilla Lyburtus, domestic workers who married on Nantucket in 

the summer of 1930, became year-rounders. Codfish Park residents hailed from Louisiana, Alabama,

Mississippi, North Carolina, Virginia, West Virginia, Washington, D. C., Pennsylvania, Ohio, and Illinois. 

The 1938 street list enumerates thirty-four adults living permanently in the Park. Unlike the predom-

inantly African-American summer population, the year-rounders were a racial and ethnic mix. In addition

to the African-American Lyburtuses and Mauldins living below the Bank, there were the Azorean Santos

family; their Danish son-in-law Folmer Stanshigh; Massachusetts-born Elmer Davis; his wife Theresa

Bridget Davis—born in County Galway, Ireland; and their boarder Mattie Finnegan. The Wilsons were

from Bermuda.

Lying far out in the Atlantic due east of Charleston, South Carolina, and nearly seven hundred miles from

New York City, Bermuda is the most northerly group of coral islands in the world. Of its hundreds of

islands and islets, twenty are inhabited and, in fact, densely populated. The islands first appear on a map 

in the early 1500s. A century later, the shipwreck of a group of English colonists on their way to Virginia

brought Bermuda to the attention of England. Most of the colonists who had fetched up there moved on,

but the Virginia Company sent sixty more to stay and settle the islands.

By 1620 enslaved Indians and Africans were being transported to Bermuda. Their experience there

was different from that of field slaves on plantation islands to the south and on the American mainland.

Despite Bermuda’s warm climate and lush vegetation, labor-intensive agriculture has never been a feature

of the economy. Most food was and is imported, with little in the way of exports. As in Nantucket, people

of color in Bermuda worked as domestic servants, craftsmen, and boat builders, but unlike in Nantucket,
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they soon outnumbered the English. As in the Azores, a burgeoning population on limited land inevitably

produced a demographic crisis that could only be alleviated by emigration, but that could happen only once

the black population was free to leave.

Slavery continued in Bermuda, however, until 1834, when it was abolished throughout the British

Empire. Thereafter, the white minority continued to control the government and the economy of the British

Crown Colony until forced to begin to share its power with the black majority in the 1970s. During the 

near century and a half in between, the people of Bermuda eked out a living by taking part in mercantile

trade between North America and the West Indies and by salvaging ships that came to grief in surrounding

waters. During the U.S. Civil War, some Bermudians profited from blockade running and privateering.

Later, during Prohibition, money was to be made by rum-running, but by then Clarence Wilson had left.

Clarence Fitzgerald Wilson was born in 1901. After World War I, he moved to the United States and

worked at a series of jobs as cook, houseman, gardener, and butler for New York families. Florence Adlina

De Shields, born and educated in Bermuda, made a brief visit in 1922 and returned to work for a family in

Connecticut two years later.78 Clarence and Florence met in New York in 1924 and married the next year.

After a few years, they moved to New Jersey, where Clarence worked as chef for the officers at the Naval

Air Station in Lakehurst. Then, in the pit of the Depression, with children to raise and educate, he lost that

job, and the family moved back to New York City to patch together part-time jobs in an effort to stay afloat.79

The Depression put huge numbers of people—white and black—out of work, creating a sea of 

desperate job-seekers. Many of the very wealthy with summer houses on Nantucket managed to float 

above the economic disaster and take advantage of the pool of cheap labor to expand their domestic staffs.

During the 1930s, actor Regan Hughston’s twenty-eight-room house in Siasconset was maintained by a

summertime staff of at least eight, including a cook, a chauffeur, a gardener, and several maids. In 1938 

they were joined by Clarence Wilson, who had been hired as butler. He remained with the Hughston 

family for fifteen years.

From 1938 to 1943 the Wilson family endured six-month separations, with Florence and the children

staying behind in New York while Clarence went to Nantucket. He arrived two weeks in advance of the

Hughstons to open their house for the summer, served the family through October, and then closed the

house after their departure. Florence was hired as Mrs. Hughston’s personal maid in 1941, and beginning 

in 1943 the Wilson family was able to stay together throughout the year.

To begin with, the Wilsons—parents and children—lived in the servants quarters of the Hughston

estate, but in the late 1940s they bought one house in Codfish Park, and in 1950 they acted on a tip about

another house coming up for sale there and succeeded in buying it, too. Once they had their own housing,
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Florence Wilson informed the Hughstons that they could no

longer continue to employ her without contributing to Social

Security for her eventual retirement benefits. At her insistence,

the estate owners began to pay into Social Security for all their

domestic employees. Probably not coincidentally, Clarence

Wilson left the Hughstons and for the next two decades split

his employment between winters working in New York for

William Lindsay White, an editor at Reader’s Digest, and 

summers working for John B. Fitzpatrick, a summer resident

with a house on Nantucket harbor at Shawkemo. This arrange-

ment made it possible for the Wilson family to continue to spend every summer in Codfish Park.

These summers were cherished by the Wilsons. There was the pleasure of living in their own house

on the beach, and during summer vacation from school there was also intellectual stimulation for a family

that valued learning. The Hughston family had bought fine books for the Wilsons’youngest daughter,

Joan, whose voracious childhood reading led in time to a career in education.80

Clarence Wilson customarily reached out beyond his family, extending a hand to each and every

newly arrived black domestic. According to Joan, “When new domestics would come, he would show

them all around the town and the village of ’Sconset, show them where all the beaches were, and talk

about things they could do to keep themselves involved. He would make it his business to go and introduce

himself and try to help them to assimilate and adjust. That’s important on an island like Nantucket.

However friendly it may be, it is a white island, and there are so few of us.”81

Although the majority of families living in Codfish Park in the summer were black, they lived in

close daily contact with two distinct white populations—a large number of wealthy summer residents 

who lived above them on the Bank and a smaller number of year-round working families, some of whom

lived above and others down below in the Park. This intimacy with the dominant white presence made 

the Wilsons uneasy. At the same time that their daughter Joan was taking singing and dancing parts in 

the amateur theatricals staged by the summer residents at the ’Sconset Casino, she was hearing the word 

“nigger” bandied about freely. For many African Americans the N-word is so unspeakable that their 

voices drop to near inaudibility if they feel they must say it. From the lips of white ’Sconseters, however, 

it sounded loud and clear, and as often as not it was directed at her.

“Part of the beauty of Nantucket is that you can be pretty comfortable here and that you don’t find a

lot of hostility,” Joan said in 2003. “But there is still the separation. And by the time I got to be ten years
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Clarence and Florence Wilson, 1991. Photo by Wendy
Willauer. Courtesy of Joan Wilson-Godeau.



old, my mother started sending me to camp in the summertime, because she felt that as I grew older, I

would be more and more shunned as a black kid. My mother was quite aware of the fact that I would no

longer be accepted in the circles with these white children, and that was the case. So she said, ‘I’ve got to

do something else, and as wonderful as Nantucket is, I want my child to have a broader experience.’ So for

five years, from the age of ten to fifteen, I went to camp on the mainland. First I went to a YWCA all-black

camp, and then I went to an integration camp also run by the YWCA.”

Going to camp reduced Joan Wilson’s time on Nantucket to a couple of late summer weeks before

the opening of school, but it never diminished her sense of rootedness in Codfish Park and its black 

community. The Wilsons’backyard was a gathering place for the neighbors to enjoy Clarence Wilson’s

famously fine cooking and to talk over work, plans, and problems, a tradition that continues to the present.

So it was that a photo album, one of only a very few collections of photographs documenting Nantucket’s 

community of black domestics, was handed down to the

Wilson sisters.

The album originally belonged to Jessie A. Fisher, 

a neighbor in Codfish Park who frequently teamed with

Clarence Wilson in the catering and bartending business.

Most of the photos in the album are of Jessie Fisher 

herself and of black residents of the Park, including the

Wilsons. There are also photos of African Americans 

in town, of Nantucket’s Cape Verdeans, and of white

summer residents. Along with the photographs of people,

there are also some of landscapes and of houses in

’Sconset. Most are not labeled with the names of the 

people in them or the date, but clothing and automobiles

in the photos provide clues to when they were taken.

Remarkable are the photos of cars and aircraft of the

1930s and 1940s. Some photos even date back to the

beginning of the 1920s. The album is a precious reposi-

tory of twentieth-century black history on Nantucket. 
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Jessie Fisher, identified as “Siasconset  caterer,” outside 
her house in Codfish Park. Courtesy of the Nantucket 
Historical Association.



The era of black domestic service finally passed in the mid-1960s, largely—if not fully—put out of busi-

ness by evolving technology, by the Civil Rights movement, and by people like Florence Wilson insisting

on appropriate compensation for their work and decent opportunities for their children. One effect of this

was the whitening of Codfish Park. There has been no younger generation of black seasonal workers to

take the place of aging and departing members of the Park’s black community. Many of their houses have

been bought and gentrified as summer rental properties.

Nature, too, has changed Codfish Park. In the 1990s the beachfront that had once been so wide

began to erode again, and owners of houses along the east side of Codfish Park Road who did not move

them out of harm’s way saw them washed out to sea, curtains flying in the wind. The Wilsons’ land-side

house suddenly had an unobstructed ocean view across the street. Obtaining building permits and insur-

ance has become an issue. Although the 1990s brought Nantucket a surge of black workers from Jamaica,

they are not, for good reasons, settling in Codfish Park.

A visitor today would need a historical marker to learn about the black history of the little village

below ’Sconset Bank.

40



Chapter Four

Meccas and Entertainments
Over the centuries, maintaining a life of one’s own has always been a struggle for people employed as 

servants. For house slaves, indentured servants, and wage earners alike, domestic service has almost

inevitably meant living-in. Those fortunate enough to have regular days off have had to seek some place 

to go, since domestics could hardly expect to receive visitors in the homes of their masters and mistresses.

Privacy has not been part of the bargain. On the contrary, masters—and mistresses in particular—

have universally taken scrupulous interest in governing the most intimate details of their servants’ lives.

Sometimes this has been for the good when, for instance, mistresses have taken a hand in educating 

their young servants or providing an elderly retainer with security to life’s end. Nantucket’s Absalom

Boston benefited from his boyhood employment by Anna Gardner’s grandparents, and later in life 

he paid regular social visits to the family. Eunice Ross’s sister Sarah, having outlived her employers, 

continued to make herself at home in their house and died there.82 Even in cases of mutual devotion, 

however, the inequality and paternalism of the relationship could not fail to exact a toll on domestics’

dignity and freedom of expression.

For an acute sense of the nature of life-in-service, one need only take in an hour of nearly any British

period piece adapted to television or film. There one is bound to see the butler and the housekeeper, risen

to the top of the domestic hierarchy through their rigorous and successful erasure of self, imposing the

house standards on young maids and grooms—invariably Irish—still inclined to expressing their own feel-

ings, deciding matters for themselves, and making demands. To ascend the rather short ladder of achieve-

ment in domestic service it was necessary to suppress such impulses. The crowning virtue of a domestic

was to be ever available, ever agreeable, ever eager to please. In 1954 William White wrote of Clarence

Wilson, “Nothing delights him more than to have a large dinner party suddenly sprung on him. . . . Most

curious of all is his disposition. Surely he must have his share of life’s crosses to bear. But it is part of his

professional code—its object being to make you happy—never to let you know that they exist.” Clarence

Wilson described his relationship to his summer employer, John Fitzpatrick, in less lyrical terms. He was,

he remarked wryly, Fitzpatrick’s “general flunkie.”83

Having one’s own home, going out to work and returning home after work, no matter how late, 

is heady liberation from living-in. In its incipiency New Guinea was a village of former slaves now in 

possession of their own dwelling houses on their own land. It is hardly to be wondered at that the residents
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of New Guinea threw themselves with such enthusiasm into buying, selling, and consolidating real estate.

Generations later, when Nantucket became a summer resort for the well-to-do, domestics who accompa-

nied them to the island were constantly on the lookout for the chance to buy houses for themselves, and

many of them succeeded. 

The process took time, however, and in the meantime the choice—if there even was one—was

between living in servants quarters or renting a room. Available rooms were in short supply, since only a

few people were willing to rent to black seasonal workers—or to black summer visitors for that matter.

Generally, the rooms available were in the homes of domestics who had acquired houses of their own and

were letting rooms to meet taxes and mortgage payments. Among the people who took in roomers were

Ruth Grant, Florence Higginbotham, and Louise Phillips. As mentioned above, it was known to the

Nantucket Information Bureau that the Carters on Prospect Street would take in black visitors.

Those private homes, the black equivalent of the homes in Nantucket that had offered travelers of the

1800s a “genteel experience,” afforded hospitality to many more black summer residents than the few they

could accommodate as roomers. They became the homes

away from home to which domestics on “help’s day off ”

(Sundays and every other Thursday) could come to spend time

with friends, play cards, smoke cigarettes, and get away from

their employers’houses. Joan Wilson-Godeau described

Louise Phillips’s household as a “mecca.”

Her house was always a mecca for people who were
domestics. She always would have gatherings for
them, and every summer they would come back,
and she’d entertain them. She was a wonderful per-
son. She had friends from all over who worked for
people here. They came from Texas and from St.
Louis. There was a driver from St. Louis who would
come every summer and spend time with her
because he would drive this family—this very
wealthy couple—here, and they would house him at
Mrs. Phillips, and they were such good friends.84
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Louise Phillips, born in Virginia in 1908, lived to the age
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Courtesy of Joan Wilson-Godeau.



Isabel Carter Stewart described her family’s home hospitality in a similar vein:

Our modest little Windsor Cottage became a
gathering place on Thursdays and Sundays
for the more upscale and successful among
those working “in service.” There were won-
derful stories of young men studying to be
doctors and dentists and lawyers who
snagged summer jobs at the posh hotels, all
gathering in our front yard or on the porch.
Later, in the late thirties and early forties,
friends of my mother and aunt gathered as
young marrieds, whether they were vacation-
ing or also working “in service.”

Mizpah, the York Street home of Florence Higginbotham, stood next to the long-closed African Meeting

House and was another of the gathering places where domestics could come together on their days off.

Among the entertainments at her house were tea-leaf readings and fortune telling.85 David Barrett, who

still lives on York Street, recorded his childhood impressions of the socials taking place next door:

On Sundays there would be not really a scheduled gathering, but there were always a lot of people
coming and going, and I interpreted it—as did my mother and father—as a left-over sort of a get-
together since there was no church anymore. She always had people coming and going. You could
smell food, and a lot of maids would stop—on their way to work I think, because they had their uni-
forms on. And there was a bench along the porch to the left of the front door going in, and some-
body was always sitting on that.86

Among the Higginbotham papers preserved at the Museum of Afro-American History in Boston are a

great many letters and postcards from women who had stayed at Florence Higginbotham’s house, worked

with her, and become her good friends over the years. They remained faithful correspondents to the ends

of their lives.

In addition to the home gathering places, black domestics on Nantucket had a dance hall to go to.

Back in the 1820s John Pompey had operated one in New Guinea, and a generation later Trillania Pompey

organized neighborhood dances with music provided by New Guinea fiddler Henry Wheeler. Then, in the

latter half of the 1800s, the flight of people from New Guinea left the churches, the shops, and the dance

floor empty. Over in Alfonso Hall, between Williams and Cherry Streets, dancing had shifted to the

Azorean chamarrita. Carpenter Frank Scott, a resident of Siasconset since before 1920, saw an opportu-
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nity and built a dance hall. Vivian Wilson Richardson described it as a large building at the end of an

unpaved road not far from Sankaty Lighthouse. In the 1930s and 1940s it was yet another mecca for

Nantucket’s black domestic workers—a place to take in music and enjoy the company of others. It served

its purpose until Willie House opened the Chicken Box back in town at the end of the 1940s, and the 

memory of Frank Scott’s dance hall with its hardwood floors and sandwiches catered by Clarence Wilson

was cherished for many years afterward.87

Blackface minstrel shows were popular entertainments for white Nantucketers for over a century. On the

mainland professional minstrel troupes had come into being in the years before the Civil War, reached a

peak of popularity, and then lost place to vaudeville and burlesque at the end of the century. Long after the

demise of minstrel halls and touring companies, however, minstrel shows persisted, carried deep into the

twentieth century in the movies and by amateur players. Nantucket was no exception.88

On June 25, 1847, the Nantucket Inquirer advertised the arrival of Rice and Company’s “Original

and Inimitable Band of Ethiopian Opera Serenaders in their celebrated songs, glees, parodies, choruses,

conundrums, etc.” They had played Palmo’s Opera House in New York and the Melodeon in Boston 

before coming to the island for two shows at Pantheon Hall on Main Street. Nantucket was still rising 

from the ashes of the Great Fire of the summer before, and the townspeople were more than ready for

some comedy.

One evening in the summer of 1849, aboard the barque Russell making a passage around Cape Horn

to San Francisco, five young crewmembers—two Nantucket boys and three “strangers”—put on a minstrel

show at sea. A passenger wrote to her mother back home, “I heard a general roar of laughter. I looked up

and there came skipping out of the steerage five ‘Christy Minstrels’with their music in their hands and

dressed to order—faces and hands blackened, their red lips and white teeth made visible by a broad grin,

looking nearer like negroes than ever a negro did like himself. Then commenced their negro songs, conun-

drums, and dances, and for half an hour our lungs were well exercised.”89

In the 1860s there seems to have been a disconnect between the high seriousness of abolition and the

horrors of the Civil War on one hand and audience enthusiasm for minstrel shows on the other. When Sam

Sharpley brought his minstrel troupe to Nantucket in September 1869 for two performances in the

Atheneum’s Great Hall, readers of the Inquirer and Mirror were urged to attend, because the performers

would “no doubt furnish our citizens not only with a rich musical treat but fun enough to last them through

the coming dull winter.”90
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Perpetuated by local groups, the shows remained in favor on the island right up to the days of the

civil rights struggles of the 1960s. In the 1930s and 1940s, the Odd Fellows and the Red Men regularly

staged minstrel shows, and even the Nantucket High School seniors got into the act, presenting one in the

spring of 1939. The next year there was a special “All Girl” minstrel show. On March 1, 1952, the Inquirer

and Mirror reported that “a large group of black-faced Red Men, augmented by a couple of ebony

Pocahontases, and stove-polished lovers of the merry minstrels, opened the annual Red Men’s minstrel

show . . .” Among the performers in blackface was Cape Verdean Herbert Cabral.

Why, it may be asked, did minstrel shows hang on so long in Nantucket, where they were perceived

as fine off-season entertainment to be put on by members of civic-minded organizations for fellow 

citizens? In hindsight, the notion of people blackening their faces, painting on exaggerated red lips, and

burlesquing African Americans is offensive, yet it was not so perceived by most Nantucketers as recently

as the 1950s. 

Perhaps minstrel shows could linger on Nantucket past their time precisely because islanders were

relatively unexposed to authentic African-American culture. Just when the minstrel show was first rising 

in popularity, Nantucket’s old black community was melting away. The Cape Verdeans who took their

place in no way identified themselves with the specifically African-American stereotypes that were stock-

in-trade of the shows, and Nantucket’s new black seasonal workers left the island every fall before the

kick-off of the minstrel-show season. Growing up on Nantucket, William Higginbotham felt he was the

only African-American child on the island year round. A bit later Frank Spriggs, ultimately destined to be

elected to Nantucket’s Board of Selectmen, felt the same way. In the Nantucket school-registration records

from the early to mid-twentieth century, there are very few nonwhite children whose families did not focus

on their Cape Verdean or Native American roots. In any case, no one at the time raised a voice of objection

to the racial stereotyping of the shows.

Discomfiting as minstrel shows are from the perspective of the twenty-first century, they did accom-

plish more than just hold African-Americans up to ridicule. They were a first conduit for the blackening of

American popular entertainment. When white men (and women and even some black men) covered their

faces with charred cork and went out on the stage to sing and dance, they were playing at being black, 

performing to songs that purported to be African-American music and that sometimes approached the 

real thing.91 Having stepped into those shoes, white performers in black-face tried on different ways of
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talking, different ways of making music, different ways of carrying themselves. The style was infectious,

and they were never quite the same again. Neither were the members of their audiences who sang along

with them and repeated their “conundrums.” American vernacular culture was changed by the minstrel

shows just as it was, far more powerfully, by black entertainers of the twentieth century.92

One of the whitest of Nantucket venues

was the Hospital Fête, a fund-raising

event to support the Nantucket Cottage

Hospital. The first was held on Main

Street in 1921. It was repeated in 1923

and continued every other summer for

decades. During a Main Street Fête, the

street was closed to traffic from above the

square all the way to the Civil War monu-

ment, and owners of Main Street houses

opened them to the public. Grandparents’

clothes were brought out of attic trunks 

to dress participants as the families of

nineteenth-century whaling captains and

merchants. Playwright Austin Strong and artist Tony Sarg, both summer residents, contributed their con-

siderable talents to the fêtes, and islanders and tourists alike were more than happy to pay entrance fees to

have a look at the interiors of some of Nantucket’s most imposing mansions.

For the 1923 fête, Strong conceived a bit of street theater. Attired as a returning China trade captain,

he led a procession of men dressed as crewmen up Main Street. On his arm was Katherine Adams, 

another summer resident, robed in silk as his Chinese bride. At their side marched Arthur Watkins, an

African-American boy in the role of cabin boy. When they reached the corner of Main and Pleasant

Streets, the crewmen formed an honor guard for the wedding couple, while Arthur Watkins danced a 

jig for the onlookers. 

Not a trace of a family named Watkins is to be found in town records. Arthur must have been the son of

seasonal workers. Only a half-dozen photos and his name in a newspaper caption record his presence on

the island and his performance during the summer of 1923.
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Arthur Watkins dancing in the 1923 Main Street Fête. Courtesy of the Nantucket
Historical Association.



Main Street Fêtes fell into abeyance, but the event was resurrected for Nantucket’s three-hundredth

birthday celebration in the summer of 1959. Nantucket women were encouraged to sew old-time 

costumes for themselves and their families, and all summer the town was full of little girls in pinafores 

in the company of women in hoop skirts or Quaker scuttle bonnets and men in knee breeches and broad-

brimmed Quaker hats. Amidst the evocations of the past, Sadie Pride, in colonial ruffles and mobcap,

pushed an antique wicker baby carriage back and forth between 99 Main Street and the Pacific National

Bank. Graciously pausing for photographs, she was the epitome of dignity as she played her role of 

nursemaid to a wealthy Nantucket family back in the time when slavery had still been part of living 

memory on the island.

Ellen Ramsdell was born in Nantucket in 1898, a descended Nantucketer on her father’s side and of

Azorean heritage on her mother’s. Blessed with extraordinary musical talent, she went to the New England

Conservatory, and then, during the Depression, returned home as music teacher in the island’s public

schools. During the 1930s she accomplished the seemingly impossible, directing junior high school 

students in productions of Gilbert and Sullivan. 

In 1935 she took a break from fast-paced and under-appreciated political satires with a thoroughly

silly operetta. In Jewels of the Desert, Nana, “beautiful child of the desert”and daughter of “a fierce Arab

chieftain,” falls in love with “a strange Arab” while an American professor is pursued by a titled English

woman. Among the supporting characters are Ceasar, a “colored gentleman from the U. S. A.” and

Cheeko, “the Lieutenant’s Arab boy.” Florence Higginbotham’s son William had the role of Cheeko rather

than of Ceasar.93 The roles available to him seem to have been limited to “a colored gentleman” and a ser-

vant referred to as someone’s boy. As with the minstrel shows, there was no local perception of the operetta

as offensive or demeaning, but Bill Higginbotham, who—like Ellen Ramsdell—was musically gifted, felt

himself more marginalized than encouraged in the school music program. His sixth-grade report card from

the Cyrus Peirce School records generally excellent grades, straight As in art, excellent attendance, and

abysmal grades in music.94
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Out on the east edge of the island, the Siasconset Casino Association had incorporated itself in the spring

of 1899. The fifteen original members were stockholders in the association, each holding from one to five

shares, and membership was rigorously exclusive. According to the bylaws adopted at the time, shares

were transferable to other persons, but any stockholder wishing to do so had first to offer them for sale

back to the corporation.95

The Casino building was erected over the winter of 1899–1900. When it formally opened on August

4, 1900, the actors’colony, which had been using the village’s Union Chapel and the railroad station below

the Bank as performance venues, finally had an auditorium with proper seating and lighting. Productions

began at once and continued on through the century, long after suspension of the railroad service that had

originally transported audiences to ’Sconset.

A staple of the ’Sconset Casino summer programs from 1947 to the 1960s was an annual variety

show called On the Isle. Some of the songs in the revue were satires of old standards, but a significant

number were written for the occasion. At age ten, just before her mother sent her off to camp, Joan Wilson

had a scene all her own in the 1947 show. In 1953 she soloed as a chanteuse, and the next summer’s show

featured “In Person—Joan Wilson.” Nonetheless, when it came to casting the 1988 revival of On the Isle,

she was passed over, as she was again in 1999 when On the Isle was revived once more for the hundredth

birthday of the Casino. One of the songs in the 1988 revival had been written for the 1953 show in which

she did appear. Its ambiguous title was “My Siasconset Maid.”96

Participation in On the Isle productions was not limited to summer residents of Siasconset; a few of

Nantucket’s year-round resident musicians were regulars in the casts of the 1940s and 1950s. Conversely,

the Nantucket Community Orchestra had a few summer members, but it was primarily an organization 

of year-rounders that had its origin in the Theatre Workshop productions of An Italian Straw Hat in 1956

and The Mikado in 1957. The 1956 show required musicians, and the Gilbert and Sullivan musical of the

following year needed even more. 

Community-wide recruitment of musicians brought together about two dozen local musicians,

Herbert Cabral and Richard Mauldin among them. After playing for The Mikado, the group decided 

to continue together, and the Community Orchestra was born. Cabral and Mauldin stayed with the 

orchestra for its life span, which extended from the 1950s on throughout the 1960s, and both served 

terms as officers. 
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Henry Wheeler and young Thomas Boston had been the violinists of New Guinea. Violinist 

Richard Mauldin was the resident musician of Codfish Park. Born in Philadelphia in 1903, he and his 

family moved to the Park in the early 1940s. In Nantucket he found employment as a mechanic at the 

local Chevrolet dealership, did some caretaking for summer residents, raised his family, and played first

violin in the Community Orchestra. Codfish Park remained his home to the end of his ninety-four years.

In general, townspeople were as insensitive as most summer residents to the tacit discrimination that per-

vaded island life. In the summer of 1930, the short-lived Nantucket Beacon (the first of two newspapers

bearing that name) reported that at Nantucket’s agricultural fair that year, “Everybody has Gala Time. . . .

Old and young, men and women, little boys and little girls. Yes, even ‘black and white’”— the wording 

and the shudder quotes implying that when it came to inclusiveness, race was more remarkable than age 

or gender.97 From white audiences enjoying the performance of white entertainers in blackface to white

audiences accepting the occasional black person among white performers had been a stretch. It was a
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longer stretch yet for a mixed audience to come together while a black person commanded a venue whites

considered their own. That had happened when Fredrick Douglass rose to speak at the Atheneum, and 

it happened again when, close to the end of his life, he spoke to a crowd filling to beyond capacity the

Unitarian Church, at that time Nantucket’s largest meeting hall. Booker T. Washington was an honored

speaker in that same space, but, like Douglass, he was a visiting celebrity. A long time had to pass before 

a familiar presence on the island could lead Nantucketers to put aside their uneasiness about race. The time

did come, however, thanks to a black woman with an angelic voice.

Like Richard Mauldin, mezzo-soprano Josephine White Hall also came from Philadelphia, but she

had begun life in Orange, Virginia, the oldest of twelve children. Gifted with an extraordinarily intuitive

sense of music, she first sang in public at age six and went on singing in churches all her life. She was

eighteen when she moved to Philadelphia, and another ten years passed before she began formal music

training, first in Philadelphia, then in New York, and finally in Germany. In the 1950s and 1960s she made

three European tours under the aegis of the U. S. Department of State, performing a range of popular, folk,

and classical music. Closest to her heart, however, were the spirituals of her childhood church.

Throughout her musical career, White Hall continued to work as a domestic and to sing for guests 

at her employers’parties. While working for a family in Haverford, Pennsylvania, in the summer of 1952, 

she came with them to Nantucket. This was a time when television was new to the island, and reception

was abysmal. Crowds of people still gathered downtown after supper to sing to the accordion of Herbert

Brownell. Main Street “sings” were a cherished summer tradition, and White Hall simply stepped 

forward, sang Swing Low, Sweet Chariot, and entered the hearts of Nantucketers.

The attraction was mutual. Nantucketers loved White Hall, and she loved them and their island.

Determined to spend summers on Nantucket ever after, she returned the following year with her daughter

and took whatever jobs she could get that did not interfere with her singing. She worked mornings as a

chambermaid at a guest house, taught voice in the afternoons, and conducted the choir of the Summer

Street Baptist Church. Ruth Grant made her home and piano available for practice and teaching, and 

Cape Verdean Mathilde Rose rented a room in her house on New Street to White Hall and her daughter.

Eleanor True, organist at the Congregational church, and Marguerite Fordyce, organist at St. Paul’s

Episcopal Church, became good friends with White Hall and arranged occasions for her to sing in 

churches, at private parties, in concerts, and—despite the ill treatment Marian Anderson had recently

received from the Daughters of the American Revolution—for the local chapter of the D.A.R. Despite 
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objections from some members of Nantucket’s black community, White Hall felt that singing for the 

D.A.R. was a vindication and a road to reconciliation.

With time, the difficulty of finding a place to rent on Nantucket threatened to put an end to White

Hall’s summers on the island. Her solution was to become a live-in, uniformed maid for Sara Barnes Roby,

an art collector with a summer home on Orange Street. White Hall put a good face on the compromise she

had made by viewing it as an opportunity for her to meet artists and musicians in Mrs. Roby’s home.

In 1981 she sang in the first Noonday Concert series in the Unitarian church, and she appeared in the

series every summer thereafter for fifteen years. In 1993 she gave a concert on her seventy-fifth birthday,

and in August 1996 she sang a special benefit concert to raise money for school supplies for Bosnian

refugees. For her adoring Nantucket public it was their last opportunity to hear her gorgeous voice filling

the space of the Unitarian church. Having exited to a standing ovation, she returned and urged everyone in

the audience to touch another person and promise to do something to make the world a better place. Then

she walked the aisle one more time, shaking hands left and right. Leaving Nantucket for the last time, she

went to her native Virginia to devote her remaining time to her young voice students there. Two years later

Nantucketers were grieved to hear of her passing.98

If ever a person raised everyone around her above any possibility of racial prejudice, it was Josephine

White Hall. A century earlier Anna Gardner—known as “Black Annie” for her devoted service to African-

Americans—had withdrawn from the Religious Society of Friends and taken up membership in the very

Unitarian church in which White Hall lifted her voice and Nantucket’s conscience for so many years.99

United in that heaven in which White Hall so fervently believed, there could be no closer kindred spirits

than Annie and Jo.

51

98 Miles 2003, pp. 59–61; “Evening of song for refugees,” Nantucket Beacon, August 7, 1996; obituary, Inquirer and
Mirror, July 8, 1999.
99 In Nantucket Historical Association MS Collection 335, folder 650, there is a photocopy of a newspaper clipping with-
out date or provenance that reads in part, “The last teacher of the ‘Bear Street School’ that we can find any record of was
the late Anna Gardner, a woman of great literary ability who was an ardent abolitionist and a friend and admirer of
Frederick Douglass. Owing to her interests and close associations with the cause of slavery, she was often referred to as
‘black Annie,’ not in a tone of disrespect by any means, but designating her as the Anna Gardner who was the friend of the
colored man.”



Chapter Five

Bringing It Back to Town

Florence Higginbotham

Contrary to what some Nantucketers imagined, Florence

Higginbotham was not a Gypsy. She was born in Richmond,

Virginia, in 1894. Her parents were Alice Stewart and Landon Clay,

and she had an older brother and an older sister who lived out their

whole lives in Virginia.100

Leaving home in her mid-teens, young Florence Clay went

north for work. One of the jobs she found was with the White

House Coffee company in Boston, and from there she accompa-

nied friends to Nantucket to do summer domestic work in

Siasconset.101 When her friends returned to Boston in the fall, she

remained on the island. In October 1917 she married Robert D.

Higginbotham, who was also employed in ’Sconset. One of their

witnesses was ’Sconset midwife Elizabeth “Nana” Watts, who

remained Florence’s friend through thick and thin.102 Thin years

were soon to follow.

Robert Higginbotham, four years his bride’s junior, soon

joined the U. S. Navy as a cabin steward. From his ship as it cruised

to Rio de Janeiro in the winter of 1918–19, he sent a series of post-

cards to “my Dear Wife,” the last dated June 30, 1919. When she

filed divorce papers in 1923, she gave his place of residence as 

Los Angeles and dated his desertion of their marriage to the 

summer of 1919. In 1921 Florence Higginbotham gave birth to her only child, William Caroll

Higginbotham, whom she and her friends called “Bunny.” 
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Edward Underhill, ’Sconset’s energetic promoter and developer, had died in 1898, leaving his cottages, all

thirty-six of them, jointly to his wife Evelyn and his daughter Lily with the stipulation that the women not

sell the cottages. The income from their summer rental was to support the two women for the rest of their

lives. At the death of one, the other would become full owner.103 In 1921 Evelyn Underhill was living alone

in the China Closet with all the chinaware she and Edward had collected. She had lost her husband, her

stepdaughter, and most recently her housekeeper. She was seventy years old and in need of help in 

managing the cottages. 

Three months after William’s birth, Evelyn Underhill had Florence Higginbotham and her baby

come to live with her in the China Closet. It was the custom of  ’Sconset families to provide housing for

their African-American employees in Codfish Park, but as Florence Higginbotham wrote to William in

1969, “They [the Underhills] never owned any property down bank, that is why she wanted me to come

and live with her.” So began a remarkable relationship between the two women. 

For the rest of the 1920s the two women and the boy lived together in ’Sconset in the summers. 

As William grew, they moved from the China Closet to another of the Underhill cottages, the Double

Decker, to get away from all the breakable china. At the end of each summer season they would close 

the cottages, take the boat to Woods Hole, and go to Mrs. Underhill’s mainland home in Waltham, 

where William began school.
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Then, as Evelyn Underhill approached her eightieth birthday, her fortunes spiraled downwards.

Losses followed losses as her husband’s uninsured rare-book collection was destroyed in a warehouse fire

and the stock market crash of 1929 wiped out other Underhill investments. The women decided to stay on

in Nantucket in the winters, and William transferred from his Waltham school to the Siasconset School,

which he attended in 1930 and 1931 before transferring to the new Cyrus Peirce School in town.

The move to town was a reversal 

of the roles of Mrs. Underhill and 

Mrs. Higginbotham. When Florence

Higginbotham had been a young single

mother, Evelyn Underhill had taken her

and William into the China Closet. Now

Florence Higginbotham took the elderly

Evelyn Underhill into her home. In 1920,

she had invested in a house at 27 York

Street, buying it from Edward and

Elizabeth Whelden for $200 to use as a

rental property. Her tenant, Harold W.

Folger, described as “one of the last of 

the dory fishermen of this vicinity,” died 

in bed there.104

Adding a front porch and a sunroom

to the house, Mrs. Higginbotham moved

Mrs. Underhill with her family photos 

and her china collection to York Street. 

For the remaining years of her life, 

Evelyn Underhill lived under the care of 

her former housekeeper. When her niece

and her husband came to visit, Florence

Higginbotham withdrew to the back of the house, but otherwise the two women and William lived as 

a family. The women passed the time together—smoking cigarettes, reciting poetry to each other, 

listening to the radio, doing jigsaw puzzles, and working on scrapbooks. Some of the scrapbooks were 

of celebrities and the world of high fashion. Florence Higginbotham kept a scrapbook of articles about
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African-American history.105 Among her newspaper clippings was “Mizpah,” a poem about separation

based on the Book of Genesis, chapter 31, verse 49: “The Lord watch between me and thee when we are

absent one from another.” She took the name of her house from the text.

William made new friends on York Street and sought his mother’s permission to join the Catholic

church, to which his friends belonged. Florence Higginbotham and Evelyn Underhill were not churchgoers

but encouraged William to follow his own inclinations.

Bit by bit, through the Depression years, the women sold off furniture and pieces of the china 

collection to support their household, keeping notes about the sales. A Spode platter went for thirty-five

cents and a Wedgwood teapot for forty-five cents. Nonetheless, despite their straitened circumstances,

Florence Higginbotham made another investment. In June 1933 she bought the lot adjacent to her York

Street house, land on which stood the African Meeting House. 

On September 7, 1911, the fifteen surviving members of the Pleasant Street Baptist Church—

including the Porte sisters, Joseph and Emma Lewis, and Edgar and Emma Wilkes—had sold the African

Meeting House to Henry C. Chase for $250. The deed describes the building as “the ‘African Baptist

Church’ situated in that part of said Nantucket called ‘Newtown,’ on the corner of Pleasant and York

Streets.” It references a deed transferred from Jeffrey Summons to the trustees of the African Baptist

Society on Valentine’s Day, 1826, and asserts the right of the fifteen people whose names are affixed to 

the document to sell the property. The transfer of deed was finally recorded on November 14, 1911, and

shortly after that church custodian Edgar Wilkes turned the key in the lock for the last time.

Upon conveying the property to the trustees of the School Fund for Coloured People and the trustees

of the African Baptist Society, Jeffrey Summons had stipulated that a school be kept in the building in per-

petuity, but subsequent to the integration of the public schools in the 1840s the children of New Guinea

went to classes elsewhere. For the next forty years, up until his death in 1888, the Pleasant Street Baptist

Church met there under the leadership of the Reverend James Crawford. In the end, the aging church

members relinquished the historic building to the white proprietor of a trucking business. Henry Chase

installed a large sliding door across the front and converted the Meeting House into a garage.106
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At his death in 1932 Chase left his business, two trucks, fifty chickens, and $1000 cash to his young

son Maxwell Chase. When Florence Higginbotham approached the Chases in 1933 about selling the

Meeting House to her, Maxwell was already married although he was just eighteen years old. Henry’s

widow—who, for the purpose of probating her late husband’s will, had been named Maxwell’s legal

guardian—handled the sale, and Maxwell’s wife Grace signed away her dower rights to the property. 

Mrs. Higginbotham paid a thousand dollars in cash and another two thousand dollars in four scheduled

payments of $500 each. In July 1934 the final installment was paid, and the African Meeting House was

hers free and clear.107

The transit from ’Sconset to the old New Guinea neighborhood was complete. The Underhill

Cottages had long since ceased to support Mrs. Underhill. In a document executed in August 1932, 

Evelyn Underhill had sold to Florence Higginbotham “all the personal property, including household 

furniture and personal effects, now situated in the building numbered 27 York Street in said Nantucket.”

Two weeks later she signed another document, witnessed by two of her close friends from ’Sconset, 

stating that “I have given Florence Higginbotham my watch and rings for her faithful services to me 

for the many years she has been with me.”

On April 17, 1935, Evelyn Underhill died at the age of 84 years, eight months. 

Throughout his childhood William Higgin-

botham had the security of both his mother 

and Mrs. Underhill at home. He went to church,

belonged to a Boy Scout troop, and was a deliv-

ery boy for the New Bedford Standard Times.108

He was popular with his age mates.

During the Depression many families could not

afford even used bicycles for their children, but

Bill Higginbotham had a very nice one. Arline

Bartlett, granddaughter of Nana Watts, recalled

that he regularly lent her his bicycle so she
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could go for a ride with her friends. He was, she said, “always very obliging one way or another, always

willing to share.” Christine Santos added, “Bill was older than me and a real good dancer. All the girls

wanted to dance with him.” According to Francis Pease, “He and I used to play trumpets in the school

band. He was a much better trumpet player than I was.” Eileen McGrath expanded on this: “We had a

school band in the seventh, eighth, and ninth grades. They sent a man down from away, either once every

week or once every two weeks, to give instructions. We were a motley bunch, I’ll tell you. But Billy really

had great talent, and he did play the trumpet, and he was developing his lip. He was learning to be very

good. He played the trumpet beautifully. We were just very fond of him.”109

Nonetheless, the mid 1930s brought painful changes. The Catholic Church had disappointed him,

and just at adolescence he lost Mrs. Underhill, whom he had regarded as a grandmother.110 His mother had

to take winter employment on the mainland, leaving him to live with a York Street neighbor during her

absence. Despite his earlier successes in school, he was made to repeat ninth grade. Dark-skinned, bigger

than the younger boys in the class, he began to suffer from feeling out of place. Florence Higginbotham

decided that her son needed to leave the island and go to school with other African Americans. Calling on

the influence of some of her friends and stretching her resources to the limit, she sent him to Palmer

Memorial Academy in Sedalia, North Carolina, for the last three years of high school.

In 1941 William was admitted to Virginia State College for Negroes in Petersburg, Virginia.

Although he intended to earn a degree in electrical engineering, the school required that he meet broad 

liberal arts requirements. His course schedule indicated that he was to take courses in elementary German

and Latin and intermediate French.

Upon enrolling in college, he changed his name from William to Wilhelm. The college did not go

along with the change; on the deposit for his entrance fee, “Wilhelm” is crossed out and “William” written

in its place. Father Cleary of the Holy Family Church in Petersburg addressed him as Wilhelm, however,

when he invited him to join the Catholic students at school receiving Holy Communion together at a Mass

in December 1941. During that fall semester he was also in demand to play trumpet solos in the college

chapel. This bright beginning came to naught at the end of 1941, however, when he dropped out of school

and stayed out for over a decade.111 When he did return to college, it was in San Francisco, where he earned

a bachelor’s degree in history from San Francisco State University in 1960 and then did course work in

anthropology before embarking on a master’s program in anthropology.112
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Once William had left for Sedalia, Florence Higginbotham was alone and on her own. In the summers she

worked as sous chef at the Nantucket Yacht Club. Nana Watts’s granddaughter Arline Fisher got a job there

as a waitress when she was just twelve years old, and for six summers she carried food from the kitchen

where Florence Higginbotham prepared it to the club members in the dining room. Arline’s classmate

Eileen McGrath worked as a waitress there, too, and both appreciated how Florence Higginbotham’s sense

of humor and accepting nature made things easier for them to work under “an irascible Irish woman

named Mrs. McGovern.” Eileen McGrath recalled that “Mrs. Higginbotham was very cheerful. Nothing

passed her by. She was able to see what was going on, and in a way she smoothed the way for us with Mrs.

McGovern, because I would have been scared if I hadn’t had somebody with a good sense of proportion.

She always laughed, no matter how bad it was.”113

Working nights at the Yacht Club, Florence Higginbotham did domestic work by day. A letter of 

reference preserved among her papers states that “Florence Higginbotham is an excellent cook and a 

very neat cleaner, sober and trustworthy.” Another says, “We have only good references to give about her.”

Four letters mention the opening of houses for the summer and closing of them for the winter.114

As demonstrated by her bankbooks, during even the hardest of times, Florence Higginbotham always

managed to put by part of her earnings as savings. With Nantucket’s

seasonal economy, it was necessary to hoard every penny from the

summers and to take off-island jobs in the winters. Thrift did not 

ruin her sense of style, however. In photos from the early days, 

young Florence strikes model’s poses in a fur coat. 
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She carried clothes elegantly on her tall, slender frame, and her walk was elegant, too, according to her

next-door neighbor, David Barrett:

She had a wonderful gait, almost a strut—a very proud, erect woman. I would always marvel at her
when she would walk, because she would have a very colorful bandanna or a hat and a lot of jewel-
ry. She would go down the street, and she always had, to my recollection, a walking stick. Not a
cane, but a stick. My father said that it was in case she ran into an ugly dog. But she would always
have the walking stick, and it was in perfect rhythm with her gait. You know how some people don’t
know how to use them at all? Well, she had it down. She was good.

It was her colorful clothes, head cloths, makeup, and jewelry, as well as her willingness to read tea leaves

that led Nantucketers to regard Florence Higginbotham as a Gypsy. About her there hung an air of 

exoticism that they could not fathom. When Arline Fisher married Franklin Bartlett in 1941, Florence

Higginbotham made a large garland of all sorts of vegetables and had the young couple’s photograph taken

framed by the garland. Arline speculated that it symbolized, “the fruit of my womb or something. I don’t

know what she meant.” Florence Higginbotham also suggested that Franklin and Arline make their first

home next door to Mizpah in the African Meeting House. They declined but settled not far away on

Pleasant Street.

Although she was not a churchgoer, Florence Higginbotham explored religious thought with charac-

teristic broadmindedness. In one of the scrapbooks is a clipping that asks, “Is Witchcraft a Thing of the

Past?” and there are also four pages of handwritten notes on “Gods and Goddesses” (Babylonian, Norse,

Greek, and Roman).115

When William was baptized in the Catholic Church, she gave him The Gems of Prayer: A Manual of

Prayers and Devotional Exercises for the Use of Catholics inscribed “To William Higginbotham from his

Mother, August 31, 1932.” She also kept a bifold “Way of the Cross” and an alabaster statuette of the

Virgin Mary that late in life she gave to her neighbor Mary Barrett.

Another publication among her papers is A Sketch of the Life of Prophet Jones, 1850–1914, the biog-

raphy of the Reverend Andrew Jones, born of slave parents in Virginia in 1854. In a conversion experience

in 1883, he was believed to have been given the gift of prophecy. The pamphlet states that he predicted the

Johnstown flood, the Galveston flood, tornadoes, earthquakes, the Spanish-American War, and the death of

President McKinley. The pamphlet concludes with the message from Jones that “God is displeased with

the country, because of her cruelty to the Negro; who was born here, and has assisted in many ways in

making the country what it is.”116
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115 The notes may be for one of William’s school assignments or conceivably an aid for doing crossword puzzles, since
there is a partially done puzzle along with them.
116 Boddie 1914.



In the 1950s Florence, perhaps once again responding with sensitivity to her son’s religious explo-

rations, wrote to Wilhelm in California, “ . . . Another Sunday and as usual I am writing you as I have

always done since you went to Sedalia to school. Maybe someday when I am not among the living . . . 

you will see that I have never broken my promise to Allah that I would write you every Sunday as long 

as I could use my right hand. May Allah bless you always as he has blessed me.”117

Her richest blessing was her circle of friends. From the early days in ’Sconset she had Nana Watts,

Jessie Fisher, Ida Foss, and Susie Lyle. There were many more women and not a few men who visited 

her when they were on-island, and sent her letters and postcards from their off-island travels.118 One of 

her roomers, Pennsylvania-born Florence Voisanger, made Florence Higginbotham the sole beneficiary 

of her estate. According to Voisanger’s obituary, published in the Town Crier on August 12, 1955, she had

no surviving relatives, and her last address in life was 27 York Street.119

The ultimate comfort at Mizpah proved to be Cape Verde-born Frank Correia, who became Florence

Higginbotham’s year-round roomer in 1945. The neighborhood pig butcher was in his mid-sixties at the

time he moved in and made himself useful tending Florence’s yard and garden. For over a decade and a

half, despite advancing age and infirmities, he was a companionable presence in her home.

After leaving his studies at Virginia State College at the end of 1941, Wilhelm had returned to

Nantucket for a while, but he needed to get on with a life of his own. In 1945, following in the footsteps 

of so many residents of New Guinea in times past, he went west. On November 5 he and his mother

bought a steamboat ticket to Woods Hole for their Dodge sedan. The ticket was good for return within

fourteen days, but the return half was never used because Florence and Wilhelm were driving cross-

country. On November 17, Florence sent a postcard to Frank at Mizpah announcing their arrival in

Bakersfield, California. She also made a list on a Bakersfield envelope of “States we passed through going

west in 1945—Florence and her son Bill Higginbotham from Nantucket, Mass.” The Dodge had barely

made it to their destination. On November 21 they had to pay $113.03 for an engine overhaul. Then

Florence bade farewell to her son and went home to Nantucket. 

After a couple of years in Bakersfield, Wilhelm moved to San Francisco, where he eventually 

married and started a family. As Wilhelm grew more distant, Frank Correia eased life at Mizpah by 

contributing toward the household expenses winter and summer, but most of all, as a companion at home

and on the road. In 1948 Florence went to see Wilhelm on her own, traveling by train to San Francisco 

via Chicago, but after that Frank kept her company on the long trips. From about that time, when friends

wrote to Florence, they would include a greeting to Frank.120 The two stayed together for seventeen years,

separated at the last only by old age and ill health.
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117 Letter from Florence Higginbotham, August 2, 1959.
118 Women friends included Alice Gebo, Ruth Grant, Gwendolyn Cahill, Sadie Johnson, Margaret Drew, Gertrude
Madrian, Lil MacKay, Miriam Thomas, Ella and Mary Smith, and women who signed their letters Winnie, Mabel, Mildred,
Annie, Rosetta, Hattie, and Agnes. Among the men who wrote to her were Anthony Barboza, Julius Texeira, Alex, and
Ben. Frank Barnett addressed her as “Dear Landlady” when sending greetings from himself, Turner, Bill, and Rupert.
119 A copy of Voisanger’s will is among the Higginbotham papers. Although she died in a hospital in Fall River, her body
was returned to Nantucket for interment in the old cemetery behind Mill Hill. The Reverend Carlyle Meacham of the
Unitarian Church conducted her funeral service. In the absence of any relatives, the placement of an obituary in the news-
papers and a headstone on the grave were almost certainly accomplished by Florence Higginbotham. A deposit of slightly
over four thousand dollars was made to her bank account very shortly after Voisanger’s death. Although the spelling of
Voisanger’s name in the obituary matches her signature on her will, the stone placed on her grave spells her surname as
“Voisinger.”
120 Tickets, receipts, list of states, postcards, and letters among the Higginbotham papers.



Florence had written a weekly letter to her son since the late 1930s, and she continued to do so

through the 1950s, although she did not always mail them. Week after week she wrote of Frank’s increas-

ing debility, of cold weather, of loneliness, of how seldom she heard from Wilhelm, and how much she

yearned for more contact with her grandchildren. Then she would add the letter to the others already in 

the drawer. Concluding her August 16, 1959, letter, she wrote, “I am not posting this because I think you

do not want to hear from me every week but I write every Sunday as usual.” She did not mention that 

diabetes was dimming her eyesight. In 1962 it would take her legs and leave her wheel-chair bound.

David Barrett mourned the loss of his neighbor’s queenly stride:

I went away into the military and came back, and my mother filled me in about different things
going on and that Florence had lost both of her legs. There were many days of the week when my
mother would make an extra plate, and I would take a tray to Mrs. Higginbotham. She was at a card
table in her living room, and I would come in and put it down and get whatever silverware she
needed from the kitchen. I would sit over there and talk to her, and she was always very lightheart-
ed. Even sitting there with no legs, she was always positive and wanting to know how I was, how
my mother was. Of course, my mother would go over, but during mealtime it was easier for me to
run the dinner over. Being young, I didn’t really know how to say it, but I could see through the
front hall into the little bedroom, which had a cot and her prostheses, the two legs, leaning up
against it. I wanted to get them and put them on her, because of how she had been. She was always
so grand. She had a lot of pride. Anyway, one time I asked her about the legs. Why don’t you try
them? As positive a person as she was, I couldn’t fathom the negative approach to the legs. To me,
all she had to do was put them on and she could be back, you know? But of course they were not 
as technical and as effective as prostheses are today. It seemed so sad that for whatever reason it
wasn’t comfortable.

Confined to a wheelchair, Florence could no longer look after Frank, and he had gone to live at Our Island

Home. Six years later he was transferred off-island to Taunton State Hospital where he died of pneumonia

at the age of eighty-five.

Wilhelm’s marriage had ended in divorce at about the same time that his mother suffered the amputa-

tions. Despite the wheelchair and her failing eyesight, she welcomed two of his children to Mizpah. The

circumstances were all wrong for her twelve-year-old granddaughter, who arrived for the summer of 1967

and soon returned to California, but her grandson David then came to help out and to attend Nantucket

High School in 1967–68 and again in 1969–70.

In 1969, on the occasion of the first moon walk, Wilhelm wrote to his mother from California, 

“With your clarity of mind you can probably remember the horse and buggy days, the coming of the 

automobile, and the advent of the airplane. Now you have witnessed a journey through space in a rocket
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ship. . . . I would like to hear your reaction. . . .

When we have recovered from this moon mad-

ness, we will return to the history of Nantucket

which is still in the works.”121

But clarity was slipping away. In 1971

Florence Higginbotham grew increasingly weak

and disoriented, and in December of that year she

was admitted to Nantucket Cottage Hospital and

then transferred to the hospital in Taunton where

Frank had died in the summer of 1967. Death

came to her on January 8, 1972. Her grave in 

Prospect Hill Cemetery is marked with a hand-

some stone readily visible from the street. 

Florence Higginbotham’s legacy to her 

son and ultimately to Nantucket was the African Meeting House still standing on the corner of York 

and Pleasant Streets, where it had been built in 1825. Whatever her intention had been when she made

such an investment of her savings to purchase it in the 1930s—whether to guarantee that only she would

choose her next-door neighbors or to preserve the most significant vestige of Nantucket’s African-

American heritage—she had kept it from demolition for nearly four decades, and handed it on to Wilhelm.
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Higginbotham stone in Prospect Hill Cemetery. 
Photo by Frances Karttunen.

121 In this letter Wilhelm Higginbotham also mentions having contacted the Nantucket Historical Association about some
old maps and receiving no response.



Return of the African Meeting House

Nearly a century and a half old, the Meeting House was unrecognizable as the public building it had been.

The south-facing entrance, once graced with a Greek key motif atop the door and flanked by windows, 

had been replaced with a sliding garage door. A line of maple seedlings had thrust up under the western

sill, and between the fence and the building a tangle of sorrel, chicory, burdock, and milkweed grew

eavesward. Over years of paving and repaving, the surfaces of Pleasant Street and York Street had been

built up by a foot or more, leaving the Meeting House below grade and at the mercy of run-off from 

the streets. Down in a depression and buried in weeds, the Meeting House seemed low and dark. 

It challenged the imagination to picture church services being held inside, much less a chandelier 

suspended from the ceiling.

Architectural studies of the Meeting House indicate that boatbuilders’ skills had been brought to 

the construction of its elegantly coved ceiling. This is hardly surprising, for during whaling days, New

Guinea’s yards had been full of smithies, cooperages, and small boatbuilding shops. After purchasing the

property in 1933, Florence Higginbotham had rented out the building—which she and Wilhelm both

referred to at times as a barn—for similar purposes. During World War II, according to neighbors David

Barrett and Arline Bartlett, boatbuilding staged a return. Barrett recalled his father’s distress at further

alteration of the former church:

At one point Mike Lamb rented the Meeting House and called it “the garage.” He stored an out-
board motorboat in there, and the boat fit in, but the motor stuck out, so he cut a hole in the door.
My father was wild about the hole in the door with the shaft and the propeller sticking out. He
couldn’t get over it. “So disrespectful,” he said.

Arline Bartlett added:

Mike actually built the boat in there. It was the first plywood boat that was built on Nantucket. 
It was a PT boat, a kind the servicemen had during the war. It was the first time you could use ply-
wood, so Mike built the plywood boat in there.122

The interior was a wreck. To accommodate Henry C. Chase’s trucks, the pews and the front platform had

been removed and additional layers of flooring put down. Motor oil dripping from the trucks eventually

soaked through to the original wooden floor boards beneath. A shed extension had been pushed out from

the back wall obliterating the window that had once cast light down the aisle. The side windows were

boarded up, so the only light admitted to the interior came through the opening cut into the garage door

and through a gap where the bottom of the door no longer met the rotted sill. Unheated in winter, unventi-
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lated and leaking year

round, the building was

permanently damp,

and the moisture

attacked wood and

plaster alike. Bit by bit

the upper walls and

ceiling cracked, and

pieces fell away from

the laths.

Worse was to

come. Shortly after

Florence Higgin-

botham’s death the east

wall fell, taking windows and

wainscoting with it. It is a 

tribute to the skill of the origi-

nal builders back in 1825 that

they had hung the walls like 

curtains on a sturdy wooden

frame, so the fall of one did

not bring down the building.

Rescuers raised it back into place and braced it. In California Wilhelm Higginbotham took out a loan to

pay Nantucket builder Carl Borchert for the temporary stabilization.123

By now public recognition of the historical significance of the building was growing, initially thanks to the

efforts of businessman Morgan Levine, who had rented the Meeting House from Florence Higginbotham

for winter bicycle storage and was fascinated to learn of its history as a black church. Levine, who had

been active in civil rights work in Florida, brought Ruth Batson, long-time Boston civil rights activist, to

Nantucket to see it for the first time.124
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123 Information from report filed with the Massachusetts Historical Commission upon completion of the exterior restora-
tion of the Meeting House in 1997 (Nantucket Historical Association Research Paper 93). In her role as convener of the
Friends of the African Meeting House on Nantucket, Helen Seager compiled the comprehensive completion report and
also preserved all documentation (correspondence, news coverage, programs, etc.) concerning the project. Turned over to
the Museum of Afro-American History in 2003, this material was placed in storage on Nantucket awaiting the creation of a
research facility at 27 York Street. The Nantucket Historical Association Research Library has much of the same documen-
tation in blue file “African Meeting House.”
124 Morgan Levine, personal communication, March 1, 2004.

Photos of the African Meeting
House prior to restoration
(clockwise from top left):
West wall. Photo by John A.
James. Courtesy of the Museum
of Afro-American History. 
Exterior view. Courtesy of the
Nantucket Historical Association. 
Ceiling. Courtesy of the Museum
of Afro-American History.



The publication in 1978 of Barbara Linebaugh’s monograph, The African School and the Integration

of Nantucket Public Schools, 1825–47, put forward a precisely documented history of the central role of

the building in the struggle for integration of the island’s public school system. In 1979 Byron Rushing,

then president of the Museum of Afro-American History in Boston, came to see it and entered into discus-

sion of its history with Levine and Nantucket historian Edouard Stackpole. Within the year the Department

of the Interior had designated the rapidly deteriorating Meeting House a Historic American Building.125

Levine contacted an architectural firm in Cambridge, Massachusetts, for an initial site visit and 

survey of the building and received an estimate of $3000. When his approach to the Nantucket Historical

Association for funding of the survey yielded no results, Levine turned to private sources.126 In the mean-

time Rushing wrote to Wilhelm Higginbotham requesting access to the property and the interior of the

Meeting House so that the survey could be carried out. Rushing promised full cooperation of the museum

and concluded, “I visualize the African Baptist Church fully restored to its appearance when black people

last worshipped there. I see it interpreted as an architectural artifact of African-American history in

Nantucket, used regularly again as a meeting place, and the center for walking tours and other inter-

pretation of black Nantucket and for research into the rich history of Afro-Americans on the island.”127

The survey was carried out in 1982 and generated a report that restoration was feasible. Despite 

the damage from the fallen east wall, “most of the original timber frame and roof structure remain. These

remnants provide all the necessary information to reconstruct the building to a high degree of accuracy.”128

Then, despite the report’s urgent warning that the building was in imminent danger of collapse, the project

stalled for several years.

Disappointed, Levine believed that Wilhelm Higginbotham was uninterested in saving the building.

From his 1969 letter to his mother and his subsequent payment to Borchert, however, it is evident that

Wilhelm did not intend to abandon it to what has come to be known in Nantucket as “demolition by

neglect.” Having earned a degree in history and studied anthropology, he embraced the notion of returning

the Meeting House to its rightful place in Nantucket’s history, a project he and Florence Higginbotham had

apparently once conceived of together. It was understandably difficult to relinquish this project to anyone
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125 There is minor inconsistency in the representation of the museum’s name. Until recently the name has been unhyphen-
ated on its letterhead, but as early as August 1981, it appeared hyphenated as the Museum of Afro-American History on
the cover page of  “African Baptist Society Church: Historical Summary.” Stackpole 1988 mentions “a resident of
Cambridge, Mass.” as having organized a campaign to raise money to restore the Meeting House. This unnamed person
was Henry Hampton. Stackpole’s short history of the building contains some inaccuracies. Having dated the erection of 
the Meeting House to 1826, he then says that the number of children attending school there had grown in 1823. In fact, 
the building was framed but not completed in January 1825, and classes began there later that year. Also, Anna Gardner
was not the only teacher at the school, and there is no documentation that former slave Arthur Cooper was ever anything
but a layman in the Zion M. E. Church. Finally, this article by Stackpole is the source of many subsequent assertions that
Absalom Boston built the house at 3 Atlantic Avenue that was later the residence of Sampson Pompey. No record has been
found of Absalom Boston building or owning it.
126 Letter and estimate from Joyce Meschan, president of Vision, Inc., to Morgan Levine, August 27, 1981. Walter
Beinecke Jr. and Richard Deutsch each contributed $500, and Morgan and Sarah Levine matched their contributions. 
In a September 8, 1981, letter to the First Baptist Church (Summer Street) Levine also requested financial support for 
the survey from the Nantucket Council of Churches. Levine does not recall a contribution from the Council of Churches
(which later changed its name to the Nantucket Interfaith Council) at that time, but does recall that Vision billed less for
the survey than the original estimate. Personal communication, March 2, 2004.
127 Letter from Byron Rushing to Wilhelm Higginbotham, August 26, 1981, on file in Nantucket among the papers docu-
menting the restoration of the Meeting House. 
128 Report from Vision: The Center for Environmental Design and Education submitted by Vision president Joyce Meschan
to Morgan Levine on July 8, 1982. A copy is on file in Nantucket among the papers documenting the restoration of the
Meeting House.



else. When the Nantucket Interfaith Council contacted him in October 1987, to reiterate the danger of 

collapse and to inquire whether his interest was in restoration or simply in stabilization of the building, he

replied that he and his son David envisioned full restoration but were unwilling to have title to the property

pass from the Higginbotham family. At that time he suggested a long-term lease of the property at a nomi-

nal rental fee, restoration of the building according to available historical documentation, and that the

Meeting House, once restored, “be used in the community spirit thereof.”129

Two years later lack of sufficient financial resources and the failing health of his son, who was living

with multiple sclerosis, convinced Wilhelm Higginbotham that restoration of the Meeting House was

beyond them. When Ruth Batson and Kenneth Reeves (at the time, mayor of Cambridge, Masachusetts)

approached him on behalf of the Museum of Afro-American History, he entered into negotiations to sell

the building to the museum. The sale was closed in March of 1989, the museum paying Wilhelm

Higginbotham and his partner Angeleen Campra $50,000 for the property. Ruth Batson and Henry

Hampton of Cambridge, producer of the television documentary “Eyes on the Prize: America’s Civil

Rights Years, 1954–1965,” guaranteed the mortgage taken out by the museum to make the purchase.

The African Meeting House, standing in its decrepitude as Nantucket’s last unrestored historic 

building, caught the imagination of a range of Nantucket residents—black and white, year-round and 

summer, descendants of the early English settlers, sons and daughters of Cape Verdean immigrants, and

the more recently arrived as well. Upon reading an article by Edouard Stackpole about the African

Meeting House in the summer 1988 issue of Historic Nantucket, Helen Seager, long-time summer resident

on Pleasant Street, had declared, “If they ever do anything with that building, I want to be involved.”130

Upon retirement in 1992 she dedicated herself to advancing the vision for the Meeting House that had

been articulated by Byron Rushing. Ruth Batson, with Seager’s assistance, organized a like-minded group

of Nantucketers into the Friends of the African Meeting House on Nantucket, and Seager served as the

convener of the group for the next decade. Museum board member Mary Fernandes, with deep roots in 

the Nantucket Cape Verdean community, served as the museum’s Nantucket project coordinator.131

Working closely with the staff and the board of the Museum of Afro-American History, the Friends

set about an intensive educational campaign, putting the history and the potential of the Meeting House

before the public. Consequently, the 1990s were a dynamic period. At the beginning of the decade, the

Meeting House was barely standing, braced and wrapped in tar paper, nearly swallowed up in a sea of rank

weeds. In the summer of 1992 the yard was mowed in anticipation of a rededication ceremony that took

place on August 8. On that day Ruth Batson offered remarks; Kenneth E. Reeves issued a proclamation;

and honored guest Captain William Pinkney, first African American to sail solo around the world, spoke
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129 Letter from W. R. Sherman, secretary of the Nantucket Interfaith Council, to Wilhelm Higginbotham, October 19, 1987.
Reply from Wilhelm Higginbotham on November 10, 1987. Both letters on file in Nantucket among the papers document-
ing the restoration of the Meeting House.
130 Stackpole 1988.
131 Early members of the steering committee of the Friends of the African Meeting House on Nantucket were Barbara
Carvalho, Lyn Danforth, Mildred Daniels, Kelley Goode, Eleanor Jones, John Leggett, Sharon Liburd, Nell Martin, James
Nettles, Elizabeth Oldham, Barbara Linebaugh White, and Joan Wilson. They were later joined by Shirley and Joseph
Cabral, Jean Duarte, Frances Karttunen, Pauline Singleton, and Bette and Frank Spriggs.



briefly. After the ceremony, speakers and guests moved on to Nantucket High School, where Captain

Pinkney delivered an address and Nantucket resident Mildred Daniels spoke on behalf of the Friends of 

the African Meeting House. A concert of gospel music followed, brought to a conclusion by Josephine

White Hall with “Lift Every Voice and Sing,” the song known as “The Negro National Anthem.” 

In September of the following year a symposium on “Island Issues on Freedom and Civil Rights” was held

at the Atheneum. Moderated by Joan Wilson of Codfish Park, the topics were not limited to Nantucket

issues. Roberta Ostroff introduced the audience to the early Nantucket years in the life of Mary Ellen

Pleasant, later known in San Francisco as the “mother of Civil Rights.” Speakers also explored the com-

monality of black experience on the islands off the south coast of Massachusetts. In addition to Marilyn

Richardson describing the career of Captain Absalom Boston, Lamont Thomas spoke on Captain Boston’s

role model, Cuttyhunk-born Captain Paul Cuffe. Elaine Weintraub, teacher in the high school on Martha’s

Vineyard spoke of Chappaquiddick’s Captain William Martin, and Carrie Tankard discussed the Martha’s

Vineyard chapter of the NAACP. On the weekend of the symposium an exhibition of “Images of the

African Meeting House” opened at the Main Street Gallery.

Also in 1993, outdoor archaeological work directed by Boston University archaeologist Mary

Beaudry began at the entrance to the Meeting House. Coming to see its progress, Josephine White Hall

entered the old building for

the first time. Slipping

through the small opening

in the door, she stood alone

within its walls and sang

“Bless This House” as

archaeologist Ellen

Berkland and the volunteer

workers listened outside,

transfixed by her song. 
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Josephine White Hall in door of African Meeting House as archaeological work began in 1993.  
Photo by Beverly Hall. Courtesy of Nantucket Historical Association.



Some five years later, when the floorboards were taken up at the start of the interior restoration, trenches

were excavated directly beneath the Meeting House. Since then there have been periodic public programs

to exhibit the artifacts found under and around the building. As technology evolves, it is expected that

more archaeological research will be carried out at the site.132

Fundraising for the restoration was under way, A grant of $50,000 for the exterior restoration 

was received from the Massachusetts Historical Commission on condition of the Museum of Afro-

American History raising a matching $50,000. Support was received from the National Trust for Historic

Preservation, Nantucket’s Tupancy-Harris Foundation, and the Unitarian Universalist Church of Nantucket.

An anonymous donor contributed $10,000, and Joan Wilson successfully solicited one donation of $5,000

and several smaller donations from friends. Over the decade $120,000 was donated, in large part in contri-

butions of under a thousand dollars.133 The donations made at annual Martin Luther King Birthday obser-

vances were directed to the restoration as were the proceeds of the premier of a musical written and

produced by Nantucket residents.134 Gallery openings, parties, and benefit performances continued. 

Members of the Friends of the African Meeting House began leading walking tours of Nantucket’s

Black Heritage Trail® from the head of Steamboat Wharf through the town to the African Meeting House

with stops along the way at points of particular significance. Helen Seager wrote the original text of the

Black Heritage Trail® brochure, and she prepared talking points for docents who sat shifts in the yard of

the as yet unrestored Meeting House to tell visitors about the building’s history and the plans for its future.

The Reverend John Leggett, a summer resident from Pittsburgh, compiled and continually updated loose-

leaf notebooks of supporting information for walk leaders and docents.

In 1996 Adele Ames, inspired by the progress in returning the Meeting House to its rightful place in

Nantucket, established the James Bradford Ames Fellowships to support scholarly research into the history

and heritage of African Americans and Cape Verdeans on Nantucket. Since completion of the restoration

the annual lectures by Ames Fellows have been delivered in the Meeting House during the summer.

During Preservation Week in May 1996, a sign was unveiled formally announcing the restoration

project. Unfortunately, the sign, produced at the cost of $1,200 by local artist Noelle Walters, was in place

only a month before it was stolen. Despite appeals in the newspapers for its return, it was not recovered

until two years later, when it was found in pine woods about a mile from the Meeting House. In the months

immediately after its disappearance, however, local businesses donated materials to Walters for a new sign,

which was in place in time for the formal groundbreaking for the exterior work.135

A late-nineteenth-century photograph of the Meeting House guided African-American architect 

John James in returning the building to its appearance in the days when the Reverend James Crawford had
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132 Ellen Berkland, personal communication, summer 2003.
133 Many contributors became repeat donors. A resident of Orange Street made two $5,000 donations, and the multiple
contributions of a member of the Nantucket clergy added up to over a thousand dollars.
134 The libretto of The Faraway Land was written by restaurateur Donald Noyes, and the music was composed by local 
cellist and music educator Mollie Glazer. Yoshi Mabuchi was project coordinator. The musical opened on Daffodil
Weekend 1997.
135 Although this was the most egregious theft from the site, it was not the only one. Over the period 1993 to 1995 outdoor
furniture used by the docents and two other signs were taken, returned, and made off with again.



served the congregation of the Pleasant Street Baptist Church.

Once structural work was under way, it was discovered that

there had been alterations to the facade after the building

ceased to be used as a school. At some time the entrance 

had been made larger, and the two windows flanking the 

door had been made smaller and higher. Thus, the restoration

was to the later appearance of the building, not to its undocu-

mented appearance at the time of its original construction.

This fact was taken into consideration in planning the 

interior restoration. 

Upon completion of the archaeological work, the ground

breaking took place in October 1996. On hand were Sylvia

Watts McKinney and Ruth Batson from the Museum of Afro-

American History to join with Mildred Daniels of Nantucket

in turning the first earth and opening the door for the work-

men. A significant find occurred the next month. Up in the

rafters workmen found the church collection box. At this time

an appeal was made for panes of old glass to replace broken

ones in the original windows and also for period hardware.
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Exterior of the African Meeting House. Courtesy of the Nantucket Historical  Association.

Left to right: Sylvia Watts McKinney, Ruth Batson, 
and Mildred Daniels break ground for the restoration 
of the African Meeting House, October 14, 1996. 
Photo by Rob Benchley. Courtesy of the Nantucket
Historical Association.



In January 1997 a charette—a meeting for public discus-

sion—was held to explore options for the interior restora-

tion. The wainscoting removed from the building provided

vital information about the original paint colors used in the

interior, the placement of the front platform, and the height

and spacing of the pews during the latter half of the 1800s

when the building was in use exclusively as a church.

Given this information, it was the church interior rather

than the earlier schoolroom interior that was settled upon.

In addition to substantial local newspaper and magazine coverage,

the restoration project attracted national attention. An article appeared in

The New York Times, and a segment was included in a series of broadcasts

of the PBS series This Old House broadcast from Nantucket.

The July 1997 completion date for the exterior restoration was

marked by the visit of a group of parishioners from St. Benedict the Moor

Church in Savannah, Georgia, with their priest, Nantucket-born Father

James B. Mayo. Picnicking in the yard of the Meeting House they met with

local supporters of the restoration, and presented them with a donation.

In 1998, while fundraising and benefits continued, the Museum of

Afro-American History sought bids for the interior restoration. Once again

the Massachusetts Historical Commission contributed to the funding.

From that point, work went forward quickly. On June 25, 1999, a ribbon-

cutting was attended by two hundred people, and in August a parade from

Steamboat Wharf along the Black Heritage Trail® to the African Meeting

House was led by re-enactors of the all-black Massachusetts 54th infantry,

the Glory Brigade of the Civil War. On Orange Street, outside the Oliver Gardner house where Anna

Gardner’s parents had hidden Arthur Cooper and his family, the parade stopped for a moment of tribute to

the Nantucketers who had protected the Cooper family from being carried off into slavery. Then the

marchers continued on, turned right on York Street into the old New Guinea neighborhood, and came to

the fully restored African Meeting House. The work had been accomplished with months to spare before

the dawn of the year 2000.136
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136 The Museum of Afro-American History named Bette Spriggs site manager of the restored African Meeting House on
Nantucket, a responsibility shared on a volunteer basis by selectman Frank Spriggs. In 2001 Wilhelm Higginbotham sold
Mizpah to the museum, and plans are under development for a visitor center and research facility. 

Top: Exterior of the restored African
Meeting House. Photo by Frances
Karttunen.Bottom: Interior of the restored
African Meeting House. Photo by Claudia
Kronenberg. Courtesy of Museum of Afro-
American History.



Conclusion

How is it that this work about people ends with a report on the restoration of a building? 

What relevance, really, do surveys, matching grants, benchmarks, and ceremonies have for the 

long story of The Other Islanders?

In its original conception, the conclusion was to have been about who was resident on Nantucket 

in the year 2000: Jamaicans, Central Americans, Brazilians, Russians, Latvians, Lithuanians, Estonians,

Icelanders, Turks—to say nothing of people from every corner of the United States of America. Then, as

research went ahead, it became clear that from 1850 onward it was federal census returns that provided the

first opening into each decade of Nantucket history. The specific details of the census are kept confidential

for seventy-two years, however, with only impersonal statistics accessible in the meantime. It will be 2012

before the 1940 returns for Nantucket pass before the eyes of impatient historians and genealogists, 2022

before the first post-World War II census returns are available for inspection. To write a recent history of

Nantucket’s residents requires a different research strategy and a different researcher as well.

As it stands, The Other Islanders advances into the postwar years only when a particular story rooted

in the past moves forward on its own momentum. The story that begins with the building of the African

Meeting House in 1825 and ends with its reopening in 1999 is the longest story of all. It opens in a black

community borne along on a wave of maritime prosperity, reaches a crisis when the African School no

longer meets the needs and expectations of its constituency, undergoes transformation under the Reverend

James Crawford as prosperity recedes, descends to a nadir of neglect and yet endures until the Meeting

House is brought back to a wider Nantucket community than ever it served in the past.

Even more than its near contemporaries, the Nantucket Atheneum and the Coffin School, the African

Meeting House has engaged a great diversity of people for the better part of two centuries, and of the three

sites, it came the closest to being extinguished from collective memory. All along the way there have been

helping hands, and in the end, it was only because the hands have been of many colors and have reached

out from Baptists, Quakers, Unitarians, Methodists, Congregationalists, Episcopalians, Catholics, Jews,

Muslims, and the determinedly nonreligious that the doors of the Meeting House opened to the residents

of Nantucket in time for the new millennium.

Nantucket’s history is long and densely populated. Despite the length of The Other Islanders, the story of

all Nantucket’s people is still only begun. Perhaps you have found your grandparents or your neighbors in

these pages. If not, please follow John Egle’s lead and commit your story to cassettes or writing for the

future. In that way Nantucket history will continue to grow ever broader. The more we preserve and share,

the better our island community will be.
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Epilogue

Artist C. Robert Perrin produced paintings of misty Nantucket scenes full of translucent ghosts of

Nantucketers past—sea captains and Quaker ladies. I envision more of these Perrinesque scenes. 

Residents on Manta Drive hear children’s laughter; fifteen chairs stand in a circle in the middle of the 

field where schoolmaster Benjamin Tashama is waiting for his students to take their seats and settle down

to the day’s lesson. In sober Quaker attire Zaccheus Macy and the two Richards—Richard Mitchell and

Richard Macy—pause by the fence to exchange greetings in Wampanoag. Gertrude West and Grace

Brown Gardner stroll arm-in-arm to York Street to admire the restored African Meeting House, and 

there they meet Phebe Ann Boston and Eunice Ross engaged in a quiet conversation with Anna Gardner.

Next door Florence Higginbotham and Evelyn Underhill serve tea and cookies to Absalom Boston and

Jeffrey Summons. Three women, all called Bridget, purchase codfish from Sampson Pompey. Susan

Pompey, Hannah Boston, and Maria Whippey pick beach plums along the margin of Prospect Street and

wave to people gathered on the front porch of Windsor Cottage. Patience Cooper and her half-sister

Trillania Pompey bring flowers to the nearby cemetery. On Memorial Day Prospect Hill Cemetery is 

aflutter with flags as ghosts of Latvians and Armenians clean and decorate their own graves, quietly

acknowledging that it is better to have come to rest here than in their homelands. The parade has already

disbanded, and next door to the Atheneum Anna Sisson scoops ice cream cones for Hiram Reed and his

comrade-in-arms Josiah Fitch Murphey. On Straight Wharf a group of curious Native Hawaiian boys 

gather around Ning Der’s model of the Unitarian Church while Quak Te’s ghost sails out past the jetties,

embarking at last on the long journey home. John Pompey and Frank Scott have gotten together with

Willie House to audition some bands, the chamarita is being danced in the parking lot of Father Griffin

Hall, and a trio of Cape Verdean musicians knocks on the door of a house on Washington Street. Sitting on

catboats hauled up on Francis Street Beach incorporeal Norwegian fishermen and French Canadian boat-

builders share a smoke, and over on Cliff Road Sarah P. Bunker’s shade finally floats downstairs to join 

my grandmother for a cup of coffee in the kitchen.
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