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“What was life like for the ‘Free Black’ population living in Florence?”
Henry Anthony, Laura Knowles-Washington, Sara and Luther Askin
Introduction:

You stand near several houses that were owned by African-American families before the Civil
War. These families were not members of the Association, but they likely settled here to be
nearby. They felt safe and welcomed in Florence, and by 1850, African-Americans accounted
for ten percent of the population. In looking at the lives of Henry Anthony, Laura Knowles-
Washington, and Sara and Luther Askin, we get a picture of what life was like for “Free Blacks”
living in the North, and what made the village of Florence a special place.

What was life like for “Free Blacks” living in Massachusetts in the 1840s?

—Frederick Douglass wrote that “even Massachusetts opposed a harsh and repellent side”
toward African-Americans at this time. Blacks living in the Commonwealth were called “free”
citizens because they were allowed to vote. But at the same time they were not allowed to
serve on juries or in the militia. Public schools and transportation were segregated by law.
What about the right to marry the person of one’s choosing? (Doc. B, top)

—What about the right to pursue economic opportunities? What kinds of jobs were open to
black people and what better-paying jobs were closed off to them? How did employers justify
not hiring African-Americans into those positions? How did Child respond to them? (Doc. B
(bottom).

—Fugitives from Southern slavery living in Massachusetts were always in danger. In fact, all
African-Americans, whether born free or enslaved, lived in a perpetual state of fear. What
were they afraid of? (Doc. A)

Who was Henry Anthony?

—Use the documents we have to create a picture of Henry Anthony’s life in Florence. It is
usually best to work in chronological order. When was he first seen living here? Where did
he come from? What can we infer from this? How did he support his family, including when
he got older? How old was he? Tell us about his family life. What was unusual about it for the
time? What did he contribute to community life? Can you tell us where his house was and still
stands? (Docs. C,D,E,F,G,H)

Who was Laura Knowles Washington?

—Use the documents we have to create a picture of Laura Knowles-Washington’s life in
Florence. It is usually best to work in chronological order. What are the years we know she
lived here? Where did she come from? What does this tell us about her legal status? What
can we piece together about her family life?
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—Washington had to work to support herself. Describe her work and her relationship with the
people she worked for. What about her personal relationships?

—It was not easy for an African-American woman to support herself at this time and she
succeeded. List some of her other accomplishments.

—What do you make of the biographical description included here? Remember when it was
written — general attitudes and writing styles have changed since then. Do you find the tone
respectful or not? Does it sound honest? Give examples. (Docs. |,J,K)

Who was Sara Askin?

—Use the documents we have to create a picture of Sara Askins’ life in Florence. It is usually
best to work in chronological order. What years do we know she lived in Florence? Where did
she move here from and what does that tell us about her legal status? Describe her family
life. How did she support her family? Was she an active member of the community? What do
you see as some of her accomplishments? (Docs. L,M,N,O,P)

Who was Luther Askin?

—Sara Askins’ son Luther lived nearly his entire life in Florence. He became a full-fledged
member of the community of Florence in the years after the Civil War. Where do we see
this? Describe his work and family life and the volunteer opportunities he pursued here?
Why was this significant? Remember that most small American cities and towns were strictly
segregated at this time. (Q,R,S,T)

Why do we tell their stories?

—None of these men or women were famous or even belonged to the Northampton
Association. So why do we tell their stories? It was highly unusual for a New England village
to have such a large African-American population in the 1840s. We, as historians, are left
to speculate why this was. We have no definitive answers, only educated guesses. Our best
evidence lies in recreating the lives of individual African-Americans who settled here at that
time. Were they drawn to live and remain in a village dominated by the presence of the
Association? Do you think they felt more safe and respected here? Share your thoughts based
on what you have learned.
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NOTES ON SOURCES

A. Recollections of Arthur Hill, who grew up in the Community (1912).
B. Bottom paragraph taken from An Appeal in Favor of That Class of Americans Called Africans,
by Lydia Maria Child (1833).

See A.

. Federal Census form, 1850.

Federal Census form, 1880.

Register of Deaths in Northampton, 1888.

. Map of Florence (1854).

. Obituary in Hampshire Gazette, September 4, 1880.

State Census form, 1855.

Federal Census form, 1870.

. Short biographies of members of the Free Congregational Society, from People Who
Attended Cosmian Hall, handwritten mss. (~1920).

L. Photo of Sara Askin.

M. Federal Census form, 1850.

N. Federal Census form, 1860.

O. Register of Deed to house.

P. SeeK.

Q. Obituary in Springfield Republican, April 10, 1929.

R. History of Florence (1894).

S. SeeR.

T. SeeR.

AR-—IoommooO

“Note on Using Census Forms”

Census forms can be difficult to read. Instead of just looking for your person’s name, try looking
under the column marked “Color” and look for those marked “B” for Black or “M” for Mulatto.
What did this term mean? Or look under “Place of Birth” for people born out of state. What
country did many of their neighbors come from? What was happening there at the time?
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FLORENCE THE MEEEA SANCTUARY OF THE COLORED RACE

The North and the South of the United States battled long over the right to hold the colored
people in slavery. Many people, politicians, statesmen and clergymen alike weakly knuckled

to the arrogance of the South, while the colored fugitives from barbaric treatment found little
comfort or safety in Northern towns or cities. Even individuals who had never been slaves were
kidnapped and sent South to find the yoke of bondage mercilessly placed upon their necks.

When the Bensonville associates reached their field of cooperative labors, each one of them
feeling that the brotherhood of man included all of whatever color or shape of head, early
made it known that here at any rate was a house of refuge for the ill-treated wanderer whether
from Southern slavery or Northern barbarity. Many residents of color therefore made this their

home and were fraternally greeted and guarded.
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"An unjust law exists in this Commonwealth, by which marriages between
persons of different color is pronounced illegal... A man has at least as good a
right to choose his wife, as he has to choose his religion. His taste may not suit his
neighbors; but so long as his deportment is correct, they have no right to interfere
with his concerns."

Lydia Maria Child, An Appeal in Favor of That Class of Americans
Called Africans (1833)

"My impressions of the Community are not only the impressions of a stranger,
but those of a fugitive slave to whom at that time even Massachusetts opposed a
harsh and repellent side. The cordial reception | met with Florence, was, therefore,
much enhanced by its contrast with many other places in that commonwealth."

Frederick Douglass, “What | Found at the Northampton Association" (1894)

The state of public feeling not only makes it difficult for the Africans to obtain
information, but it prevents them from making profitable use of what knowledge
they have. A colored man, however intelligent, is not allowed t6 pursue any
business more lucrative than that of a barber, a shoe-black, or a waiter. These, and
all other employments, are truly respectable, whenever the duties connected with
them are faithfully performed; but it is unjust that a man should, on account of his
complexion, be prevented from performing more elevated uses in society. Every
citizen ought to have a fair chance to try his fortune in any line of business, which
he thinks he has ability to transact. Why should not colored men be employed in
the manufactories of various kinds? If their ignorance is an objection, let them be
enlightened, as speedily as possible. If their moral character is not sufficiently pure,
remove the pressure of public scorn, and thus supply them with motives for being
respectable. All this can be done.

Lydia Maria Child, An Appeal in Favor of That Class of Americans
Called Africans (1833)
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FLORENCE THE MECCA OF THE COLORED RACE
By Arthur Hill

Mrs. Sarah Askins brought up a Family of six children by hard work, three of whom
survive her; two surviving daughters following their mother's example, joined this
society [Free Congregational Society] and are well known to us all.

Laura Knowles, who afterward married Thomas Washington, became a well-
known resident. By careful management and oversight over her husband's
idiosyncrasies she became the owner of considerable real estate property... near
the silkmill dam. After the death of her husband, Richard Cole became enamored
of her, but was driven from the competition by George W. Hodestia from New York
who in the struggle broke Mr. Cole's leg. Mr. Hodestia became the sexton of the
Park Street Cemetery and upon dying was buried therein.

Henry Anthony should have been mentioned earlier in this chronicle as he
earlier... became a resident here, living on Spring Street in the house now occupied
by Lawrence Coughlin. He supported himself by what he raised on his land and
what he earned now and then with his fiddle, playing for dances. He became quite
blind in his last years and did not know one note from another, playing entirely by
ear.
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The death of Henry Anthony, the aged mulatto, last Saturday, removes not only the
oldest inhabitant of the village, but one whose long residence in this locality, had
rendered a familiar associate and neighbor to all the earlier and more permanent
inhabitants of this section. It is said that he has been a resident of Florence upwards of
half a century—one stating that he has lived here between sixty and seventy years—
and that he was evidently somewhat advance in life at the date of his location in the
village. Those who have known him the longest, testify that he appeared nearly as
aged fifty years ago as at the time of his death, and it is their conviction that he must
have reached a hundred years of age, perhaps more. He had been united to four wives,
one previous to his escape from slavery and three since, his last wife dying within the
present year. He buried two children and one wife in the Florence cemetery nearly
forty years ago. Naturally he was of a remarkably social nature, and enjoyed the
companionship of his kind with a peculiar zest to the last day of his long and eventful
life. Playing on the violin was his favorite musical recreation, and so well did he retain
his faculties for performing on that instrument, that he furnished music for small
private dancing parties with much acceptance, even during the last year of his life. Born
to slavery in the state of Maryland, he escaped from bondage after having attained to
years of manhood, and as all record of his nativity was left behind, the date of his birth
is a matter of uncertainty. He had reached the years of manhood at the time of the war
of 1812-1815 and having active connection as a drummer with the military events of
that period, he held a vivid remembrance of his own personal record, at least, of that
crisis. There are but few people in Florence whose absence would be more sensibly
realized than that of this venerable mulatto. He had a cheerful word and a most cordial
greeting for everybody he met, and although he possessed no book knowledge, his
conversation was rendered spicy and interesting by that intelligence, which a long life
of observation and experience so fully conferred. His funeral services were held last
Sunday afternoon at the house of the friend where he died and where he had lived
since the death of his wife, the Rev. E. G. Cobb and Theodore D. Weld conducting the
exercises. His remains were buried in the Florence cemetery.
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“One of the oldest citizens of Florence, Luther B Askin, passed away in his 86th year, on
Saturday morning, April 6th, in Brooklyn NY, whither he had moved a few months ago. Mr
Askins was born in Pittsfield, Mass., on December 26th, 1843, and came to

Florence when he was six years old. For 80 years he lived in the same house, 251 Nonotuck
street, and for 56 years was employed in the Brush shop. He was an ardent baseball enthusiast,
having been a member of the Florence baseball club in 1860, of the Emit baseball club in
1864, and of the Florence Eagle baseball club in 1865. He outlived all his fellow members on
the last-named team. In the year 1870 he joined the first fire company organized in Florence,
and was a member for twenty years. Mr Askin was also very musical and played in several
orchestras: the Orcutt orchestra in 1872, the Union orchestra in 1874, and the Addis orchestra
in 1876, outliving all but one member Of the three organizations. For many decades Mr Askin
was a faithful member of the Florence Congregational church. When he came to this place the
population of Florence was 220; there was no church, and the only store was on Nonotuck
street. The town during the years of his residence has had three names — Bensonville,
Greenville, and finally its present name. His father, Nelson Askin, ran the first livery stable in
town. This and the post office were both on Nonotuck street. Mr Askin has left an enviable
record as an honorable, diligent, and respected citizen. His wife, Mrs Alice Newman Askin, died
on May 7, 1928. For several months after her death, he and his daughter, Miss Sadie L Askin,
continued to live in the old home, but in December moved to Brooklyn to make their home
with his other daughters. He is survived by three daughters, Mrs Maud Byrd, Misses Sadie and
Nancy, and two sons, Luther B Jr and William, all of New York.

Funeral services will be held in the Florence Congregational church on Tuesday afternoon, April
9th, at three o’clock, Rev Basil Douglas Hall officiating. The interment will be in Spring Grove
cemetery. (Daily Hampshire Gazette, Monday 8 April 1929, p 10)

The funeral of Luther B Askins was held this afternoon at the Florence Congregational church,
Rev B D Hall officiating. A quartet comprising F A Orcutt, George Ely, Mrs Philip Tower and Miss
Grace Smith sang, accompanied by Mrs F M Readio on the organ, and Mrs George Ely on the
piano. The bearers were Alexander Caird, F A Orcutt, Clifford Morse, George Ely, W H Leadlie
and Richard Zschiesche. Burial was in Spring Grove cemetery.

(Springfield Republican, Wednesday 10 April 1929, p 11)
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THE EAGLE BASE BALL CLUB.

By ONE OF THE PLAYERS.

The ball players that brought renown to Florence attained their skill in the days of
round ball, the game from which the more scientific base ball was evolved, or in the
early associations known as the Florence, Emmett, Active, and Bay State Clubs.

In the summer of 1865, the Twentieth Massachusetts Volunteer Infantry returned
from the war with a glorious record for bravery and endurance. One of its members
who had his home in this neighborhood wrote to a friend here that a nine from the
regiment had successfully competed with nines from other regiments in adjoining
camps, and it claimed the championship of the Army of the Potomac. He challenged
his friend to find a nine that could defeat the champions. To accept this challenge,
the Eagle Base Ball Club was organized with H. H. Bond as president and E. S. Bottum,
secretary. Fred W. Clark, a player of recognized ability, was elected captain, and, while
awaiting the return of the regiment, active practice was commenced.

The game was played August first, 1865. Captain Clark played left field, H. H.

Bond pitcher, Jonas Polmatier catcher, W. M. Kingsley short stop, Luther Askins, John
Metcalf, and Frank Holmes tended the bases, while J. B. O’Donnell and Patrick Whalen
were in right and center fields, respectively. The score, thirty to three, gave to the
Eagles the first of a long series of championships. Clark, Kingsley, Metcalf, and Holmes
did not again appear in the nine, while Bond and Polmatier did not return to the club
until the next year.

The Eagle Club suffered six defeats only in its three years’ career, two by the
Hampden Club of Chicopee (this club was beaten three times by the Eagles, and the
sixth game of the series was a drawn game), two by the Unions of Lansingburgh, and
one each by the Atlantic and Excelsior Clubs of New York city. These, with the game
given to the Trimountain Club by the tournament committee, are the only records
which can be found against the Eagle nine. Only the important games have been
mentioned here.

The individual members did not apparently suffer in their morals by their frequent
trips from home. Good discipline was maintained, and the younger members were
well looked after by the older ones. The warmest feeling always existed between the
members, no bickerings or unpleasant scenes ever transpired.

The scores were large in those days as the balls were largely composed of rubber.
There was a charm about good amateur playing which the present collections of
professional players do not furnish; a Florence Club meant a club of Florence players,
and a local pride in the nine was felt by each inhabitant of the village.

Askins at his best was a good player. “Old Bushel Basket” was his pet name, for,
until his sickness, the balls seemed to drop into his fingers and stay there as if a basket
held them.
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THE FIRE DEPARTMENT.

By Clayton E. Davis.

FLORENCE has always prided herself on her fire department. Although less than twenty-five
years old, it has taken rapid strides and today our engine house contains the latest of fire
apparatus, and the members of the department are fully versed in the art of fire fighting.

In 1870, at the annual town meeting it was voted to purchase three new “self-acting fire
extinguishers.” These were delivered to the city in July, and were to be stationed at Florence.
The first company was organized with A. C. Estabrook, foreman, and Nonotuck No. | was
chosen for its name. The original members were D. A. Hemenway, George Ballow, Patrick Dady,
N. P. Abbott, David Remington, C. Fairbanks, Joseph Huxley, L. B. Askins, W. H. Riley, Nicholas
VanSlike,. William VanSlike, Cornelius VanSlike, D. A. Ross, L. H. Ranney, and A. C. Estabrook.
The company met at a small wooden building in the rear of the Congregational chapel.

Soon after a second company was formed which had its headquarters in a small building on
Chestnut street, then owned by the Florence Sewing Machine Company. In 1872, hose reels
were placed here, which were drawn by hand. In those days when a fire alarm was sounded
the firemen had to run to their respective engine houses and drag, oftentimes through the
mud or snow, a reel weighing thirteen hundred pounds, and, when the fire was reached, the
men were generally ready to drop from exhaustion.
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