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Part I: Exploring Black History
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| Mission

N b To ensure that the stories ot

CWDUTI ypor C Newburyport’s early Black

BlaCk HIS O I’y residents, businesses, and
I nltlatlve neighborhoods are made

accessible to the public and
becomes part of the city’s
| collective identity.

Founding Members: Geordie Vining; Kabria Baumgartner; Cyd Raschke
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Part II: The Stories We Tell
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A Black Neighborhood

in Historic Newburyport

NEWBURYPORT AND VICINITY.
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IN THE EARLY 19TH CENTURY, ABOUT 100 BLACK
RESIDENTS LIVED IN NEWBURYPORT and many resided in the
neighborhood where you now stand near Auburn and Low Streets. Newburyport and

other communities across the Northeast used to refer to Black enclaves like this one as

“Guinea,” suggesting a connection to the west coast of Africa and the geographic center of

the Atlantic slave trade. Using this term for Black communities carried with it the stigma of
slavery. Today, we acknowledge the name and its origin. The resilient inhabitants of this
neighborhood were a significant part of Newburyport’s history and we remember them.

Aftera hard day’s labor, the residents returned to their modest whitewashed dwellings
around the Auburn, Pond, and Low Street intersection behind the Old Hill Burying Ground.
Local census records show four times as many Black residents living in Newburyport than
in all the surrounding towns combined. While the heart of the city’s Black community was
here, a few poor Irish immigrants also lived in this area in the mid- to late 19th century.

Every spring, residents of this neighborhood hosted a jubilant homegrown Black
Election Day celebration. Revelers feasted on cake and ale, acrobats performed dazzling
stunts, and fiddlers roused the crowd to dance the night away. Residents debated and
voted for their own elected officials, such as mariner James Douglas, whom they crowned
as their community king. The festivities attracted white people like George W. Parsons, who
remembered celebrating Election Day as a child, “down in ‘Guinea’ ... that little hamlet...
with great zest and pleasure.”

Newburyport's Black population dwindled later in the 19th century, and this
neighborhood was all but erased. Yet the name endured. The railroad bridge built over Low
Street in 1840 was called Guinea Bridge before its removal in 1981. The southern end of
Pond Street was once Guinea Lane and the rise on Hillside Avenue was Guinea Hill. When
we walk these streets now, we retrace the steps of the people who called Newburyport’s

Black neighborhood home. rextby kabria Baumgartner, Geordie Vining, and Cyd Reschike (z022)

This neighborhood was home to a vibrant Black community
of mariners and laborers who lived and worked here during
the late 18th and early 19th centuries.

FAR LEFT: Newburyport Daily BACKGROUND: Detail of an ABOVE: Railroad bridge built in 1841 over
Herald and Newburyport Daily 1894 Newburyport map Low Street and known as 'Guinea Bridge'
News articles dated 1878 and Courtesy of the Boston Public Library July 1981 photograph courtesy of the

1893 referencing residents of the Rotman B. Leveithal Meg aid Edicition Ceter Newburyport Libeary Archival Center

‘Guinea’ neighborhood.




“It is evident that the
great cheapness and
universality of pictures
must exert a powerful,
though silent, influence
upon the ideas and
sentiment of present and

future generations.”

ABOVE:
Portrait of Mary
Richardson, about 1880 ' ‘Y

Courtesy of the Newburyport
Public Library Archival Center

RIGHT:

Portrait of Edward
Richardson, about 1880
Courtesy of the Newburyport
Public Library Archival Center

Pictures with Purpose
19th-Century Studio Photography Empowered Black Americans

>

IN THE 19TH AND EARLY 20TH CENTURIES,
MANY PHOTOGRAPHY STUDIOS OPERATED on State
and Pleasant Streets in Newburyport. The photographs shown on this sign are
part of a collection of glass plate images—white, Black, and Asian-American
people of all ages—that were recovered in a basement on Liberty Street around
2003. During the early years of photography, most photographers specialized in
portraits. While many of the subjects are unknown, some of their images have
names written on them, including Edward and Mary Richardson.

Around 1867, eight-year-old Edward Richardson moved to Newburyport with
his family. His father Adolphus Richardson worked as a mariner and his mother
Julia Marie Sephrona (Davis) Richardson managed the household. Seven siblings
were born over the next dozen years. In 1879, Edward married Mary ). Johnson
and their studio portraits may have been taken around the time of their marriage.
According to census records, Edward and Mary moved to Haverhill, where he
worked as a laborer and a teamster who drove a job wagon. In this era, teamsters
often worked 70 to 100 hours per week for low pay. Edward and Mary’s first baby
died as an infant in 1880, and their second son Charles was born. Mary died of
breast cancer in 1910 at the age of 54. It is currently unknown when Edward died.

Studio photography held a particularly powerful meaning and significance
for Black Americans within a larger society that often disparaged them. The great
abolitionist Frederick Douglass, who once spoke at the Prospect Street Church
in Newburyport, had about 160 studio portrait photographs taken of himself,
and wrote that the great democratic art of photography was a “social force” and
now available to even “the humblest servant girl.” Dressed in fine clothing, Black
people consciously shaped their own images and identities for their families and
communities, visually countering negative mainstream stereotypes such as those
evoked in derogatory blackface minstrel shows so popular in Newburyport during
this time. Performances in City Hall featured white musicians who, with their faces
painted black, caricatured the singing and dancing of Black people with racist
songs. In contrast, the studio portraits seen here reflect the pride and dignity of

Black Americans. rext by Geordie vining, Kabria Baumgartner, and Cyd Rasche (2023)

BACKGROUND AND ABO

Courtesy of the Newburyport P

Portraits of Black Newburyporters, about 1880

jbrary Archival Center

State Street, Newburyport, about 1880
Photograph by H.P. Macintosh, Courtesy of Getty Museu, Giftof Weston 1. and Mary M. Naef




WHILE SLAVERY DECLINED IN LATE 18TH-CENTURY
MASSACHUSETTS, Black Americans continued to face significant social, legal,
and educational discrimination. Public schools in Newburyport and other cities and towns
excluded Black children or segregated them in rundown schoolhouses with few teachers
and resources. There was a privately operated “African School” located “near the pond.”

In 1820, a few courageous girls from Newburyport’s Black neighborhood, then referred
to as Guinea, sought to enroll at one of the public girls’ grammar schools. The Newburyport
Daily News reported white Newburyporters expressing “much annoyance” about this matter.
In response, the School Committee voted to exclude Black children from the public schools.
Private organizations stepped in again to provide Black children with some learning, and
activists later compelled the Committee to open a separate public school for Black children.
Educational opportunities and funding, however, remained decisively unequal.

Black Newburyporters continued pushing for equal school rights, and, by 1843, the city’s
public schools opened their doors to all children, regardless of race. In 1855, Massachusetts
became the first state in the nation to pass equal school rights legislation. Public school
committees could no longer use race to classify students, and some Black families relocated
to neighborhoods where their children would receive the best possible education.

Newburyport’s education system helped shape one of Massachusetts’ most prominent
civic leaders, Melnea Jones Cass. In 1901, Alfred and Mary Drew Jones migrated
with Melnea and her siblings from Richmond, Virginia, to Boston seeking
opportunity. When Mary died in 1905, Alfred sent their three daughters to
be cared for by their aunt Ella Drew, a domestic servant in Newburyport. Ella
arranged for her nieces to attend the Kelley School where Melnea distinguished
herself as a high-achieving student. After graduating from the Kelley School,
she left Newburyport and continued her studies elsewhere before returning to
Boston, working as a domestic servant, and marrying Marshall Cass in 1917.

Soon after, Melnea Cass began leading marches, organizing school sit-ins
and boycotts, and preparing lawsuits against the Boston School Committee.

By the civil rights era, racial segregation, whether by law or by practice, was a national
problem. A flood of school integration cases culminated in the 1954 Supreme Court case
Brown v. Board of Education, the decision of which outlawed segregation in public schools.
Black lawyer and later Supreme Court Justice Thurgood Marshall spoke about the victory
when he visited Newburyport’s Congregation Ahavas Achim synagogue in 1958: “Once a
generation has gone to school together, worked together, and lived together, prejudice
will largely disappear.” This vision has not yet been realized. Black children and their
allies continue to champion equal school rights, here and nationally. Their fight goes on.

Text by Kabria Baumgartner, Geordie Vining, and Cyd Raschke (2023)

Fighting for Equal School Rights

For centuries, Black Newburyporters have struggled for the right of all

children to high quality public schooling without regard to race.
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Thurgood Marshall reading to his

son Thurgood, Jr. in 1958
Courtesy of Library of Congress, Prints and
Photographs Division, LC-USZ62-112127

BACKGROUND IMAGE:

1913 Class Picture
Newburyport's Davenport School
(on Congress Street) o
Courtesy of Newburyport Public Library
Archival Center

Jones
Cass

RIGHT: Melnea Cass
1969 portrait

Courtesy of Northeastern
University Archives,
A103-A006291

FAR RIGHT: Melnea
Cass testifies at the
Massachusetts State House
c.1970

Courtesy of Bay State Banner
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Part III: Community Collaboration
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Tips & Advice

Explore archival records in your town or city and consider the
following questions:

1. What or whose stories are missing and ought to be told?

2. How would a historical interpretive sign help residents and
visitors better understand those stories and your
community’s history?

* Find collaborators who are interested in doing rigorous historical
research and telling hese stories.

« Engage community members and local leaders every step of the
way.

* Partner with local organizations (YWCA, the public library, etc.).

* Contact a local university’s Public History program (i.e.,

Northeastern, Tufts, Salem State, etc.) and inquire about potential
areas of mutual interest and support.

* For funding, check whether your town or city has adopted the
Community Preservation Act. Consider applying for a Mass
Humanities grant.



https://masshumanities.org/
https://masshumanities.org/

Thank You.

https://www.cityofnewburyport.com/planning-

development/newburyport-black-history-initiative
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