
������� �	�
����� ��


���������
���

���
���

	
�
���

�
	
��

��
��

��
��

	�

�

��
��

��
��

�

From the Director 

Inside News 

The Athenaeum: 1950s to present Page 2  “Phebe a Female Negro Child”  1791 Page 5 

From The Archives  Page 4   Boys’ and Girls’ Library  Page 7 

Tim Eddy Joins Board of Directors Page 4   Rand Art Museum Exhibits Page 8 

The Athenaeum completed a very successful yearlong celebration of our 140th anniversary in 2008, 
beginning with a Founders Day celebration last January and continuing throughout the year with a 
number of historical lectures and programs celebrating our rich history including the fifth annual 
Colonial Harvest Day in September, and ending with our Treasures of the Athenaeum exhibit in the 
Jasper Rand Art Museum in November and December.  Over the past year we renovated our Lang 
Auditorium and named a newly restored archival storage space on the third floor the Donald W. 
Blair Research Center in honor of a long-serving Director and proud supporter of the Athenaeum’s 
educational, cultural and historical mission.  
 
2008 was also one of the busiest years at the Athenaeum in recent 
memory, with substantial increases in circulation, program 
attendance, reference and information requests, meeting room uses, 
interlibrary loan requests and the total number of visits. The number 
of items borrowed from our Boys & Girls Library jumped 22% from 
the previous year to over 131,000 items. Total circulation rose 13% 
to nearly 297,000 items. The number of meeting room uses last year 
increased 24% to just under 750 meeting room uses. In addition, 
more than 207,000 visitors came to the Athenaeum in 2008, a 4% increase from the year before. All 
of these figures show that the Athenaeum continues to thrive while meeting the educational, 
informational, cultural and recreational needs of the community we serve. The downturn in the 
economy has certainly had an impact, with libraries across the nation reporting significant increases 
in usage, from books and magazines to DVDs and videos. It was quite a year to be 140! 
 
Now that the new year is upon us, we are turning our thoughts to new initiatives and new programs. 
We will again be celebrating Founders Day, with free food and refreshments on January 20th, and 
we are planning for an exciting series of public programs and events during 2009, including the 
continuation of our adult lectures series, a new music series, and a planned film series in the Lang 
Auditorium. We will also be continuing our two popular book discussion groups. The Athenaeum 
Book Forum will feature showings of  films based on books we are reading and discussing.  
Assistant Director Ralph Melnick and I share the facilitation of these book and film discussion 
meetings, which meet the third Tuesday of the month at 7:00 p.m. in the Elizabeth Reed Room.  
Joyce Peregrin, the Circulation and Outreach Services Librarian, and Sandy Records, the Assistant 
Circulation Supervisor, lead an afternoon group, the Athenaeum Book Club, which meets on the 4th 
Thursday of the month at 1:00 p.m. in the Whitney Study. The list of discussion books for each 
group is available on our website at www.westath.org/readers/book_groups.htm and copies of the 
books may be picked up at the main desk. All are welcome to attend.      
 
From all of us at the Westfield Athenaeum, have a happy and healthy New Year! 
 

                                                                                                                       ~ Christopher Lindquist  



 
The 1950s heralded the dawn of a new age in libraries as technology began to affect many different aspects 
of library operations. In 1950, Director Roland C. Wilcox noted that a “spurt in popularity of television” 
accounted for 5,000 item drop in the volume of circulation. “While many of us may feel the prime purpose 
of television today is to bring corny comedians and malevolent murderers into our living rooms, we must 
also admit that a small core of its program time is already devoted to the presentation of vital, informative, 
educational material.” Yet, because a library is an educational institution, the Director saw a place for 
television in the services provided by the library.  In collaboration with the Supreme Radio Company, the 
Athenaeum temporarily installed a television in the Lang Auditorium so that the public could watch the 
broadcast of General MacArthur’s return to the United States from now-sovereign Japan in1951. The event 
drew 112 people. The success of the MacArthur event inspired the librarian to purchase a permanent 
television set for the library. Educational and newsworthy programming shown at the Athenaeum, at a time 
when many in the city were still without their own sets at home, included the coronation of Elizabeth II, the 
World Series, Presidential Addresses, and the weekly science program “It's a Fact.” 
 
As the popularity of television increased, patrons began asking for books by authors they had seen in TV 
interviews. The Library Annual Report of 1958 makes particular note of Doctor Zhivago,  a novel by 
Russian author Boris Pasternak, and Masters of Deceit, a book on “the communist problem” by J. Edgar 
Hoover. In addition to television broadcasts, the Athenaeum began showing educational films such as 
“Grand Canyon: A Musical and Pictorial Interpretation of Ferde Grofe’s Grand Canyon Suite” and 
“Highland Heart of Nova Scotia,” a Canadian Film Service tour of the Land of Acadia. As late as 1968, 
during National Library Week, the Athenaeum screened “Switzerland,” a 1955 Oscar Nominated short film. 
Today, the Athenaeum shows a much broader spectrum of films, including many newly released popular 
films. 
 
Parallel with the technology boom came the post-war baby boom. Circulation in the Boys’ and Girls’ 
Library rose steadily as the young Baby Boomers began using the Library in the 1950s. By 1962, 
circulation in the Boys’ and Girls’ Library had increased by 90% over what it had been just ten years 
earlier. The 1961 Library Annual Report notes how “experts predict that the number of adults in the United 
States will come close to doubling in the next 25 years and those under 30 will show sharp increases. 
Because of the emphasis on college training, these adults will be better educated. Their interests will be 
keener and more specialized. Many will have more leisure time. All of these things point to a much larger 
use of libraries than ever before.” 
 
In 1966, the Library built two additions to its 1838/1927 building: the larger included a technical services 
workroom and the reference/non-fiction room, complete with a mezzanine. Then Mayor Harold J. Martin 
declared that “No other facet of community life symbolizes the growth of this city over the years as clearly 
as the Athenaeum.” The addition contract was awarded to T.A. Daley of Springfield for $277,395 and the 
construction was financed by interest from the Estates of Mr. And Mrs. Milton Whitney. The architects for 
the addition were Alderman and MacNeish of West Springfield. The work began in 1965, when the side 
porch attached to the Boys’ and Girls’ library was dismantled. Workmen noted that a few boards from the 
porch had names inscribed on them. Sadly, the boards were discarded without the names being recorded. 
 
In1969, Westfield celebrated its 300th Anniversary. The Tricentennial celebration fueled an increase in 
genealogy inquiries. In that year’s Annual Report, Library Director Franklin P. Taplin wrote, “If this is the 
Age of Aquarius, it is also the Information Generation. The need for information has grown more strikingly 
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than ever before.” Reference staff spent “more time and effort than ever before locating reference 
information.” Early town records and rare manuscripts were transferred onto microfilm. At a time of 
youth unrest, it is curious to see this renewed interest in the past, with only this one slight reference in 
the Annual Report to the cultural revolution then underway. Perhaps looking back was the desired 
institutional response. 
 

In the 1970s the popularity of American chess champion Bobby Fischer inspired the library to purchase 
a chess set for public use. Fischer became an unlikely heroic icon of the Cold War when in Reykjavik, 
Iceland in 1972, he defeated Boris Spassky in the historically Russian dominated World Chess 
Championship.  Fischer’s popularity caused a surge of interest in books about chess strategy. The 
library purchased books by both Spassky and Fischer. It is interesting to note that although Fischer 
gained mention in the Library Annual Reports, there is no mention of the Vietnam War in any of the 
Annual Reports from 1965 to 1975. 
 

As noted, technology has come to play an ever increasing role 
in the life of librarians over this last half century. Television 
was only its beginning. In 1951, the library purchased a 
Gaylord automatic charging machine. In 1963 a Docustat 
“coin-operated photographic reproducing machine” was 
added. An article that year in the Westfield paper shows 
Librarian Miriam C. Wolcott helping a patron operate the 
machine. Unlike today’s copy machines that instantly make 
an exact duplicate, Docustat users had to go through a two-
step process. The Docustat would first produce a negative of 
the original.  The negative then had to be copied to create a 
positive copy. The machine was considered momentous 
enough for  The Springfield Daily News to run an article 
about its addition to the library’s services.  
 

The introduction of automated systems and other technologies into libraries was to become a major 
factor in facilitating the growth and organization of the resource sharing Regional Library System, 
formally organized on April 18, 1961. There are five regions in the system all under the Massachusetts 
Board of Library Commissioners. The Athenaeum belongs to the Western Massachusetts Regional 
Library System or WMRLS. With the formation of the Regional Library System came the expanded 
growth of Inter-Library Loans. In 1963, the Athenaeum received thirty-four books through ILL and 
loaned out thirteen. Those numbers have grown steadily since the introduction of the service. Today, it 
is not unusual for the Athenaeum to send out 1,300 items in a single week, and to receive nearly as 
many for its own patrons. 
 

Other technologies followed the addition of television and copy machines. In March of 1986 the 
Athenaeum added a computerized circulation system. Eventually, the physical card catalog vanished as  
an online library catalog, public computers, and Internet access took its place. Today, teens can borrow 
laptop computers for in-library use and the Athenaeum offers wireless Internet access to patrons with 
laptops or Internet ready PDAs and Cell Phones. Patrons can access e-books and MP3 audio files 
through the Athenaeum’s online library catalog, while online databases now provide patrons  with easy 
access to thousands of journal articles, podcasts, and videos. The Athenaeum will soon digitize many of 
the historically significant artifacts and documents that help to tell the story of the city it serves, and of 
its own origins in 1864 when it was chartered for the purpose of “sustaining this great work of moral 
improvement and reform.”                                                      
                                                                                                                                                   ~ Anna Duprey 

 

Teenagers Corner, 1958 
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From the Archives 
 

The Westfield Athenaeum Archives has been bustling with activity this year. Major renovations to the 
third floor included the installation of a climate control system. With the humidity and temperature now 
kept at proper preservation levels, the unique historical materials documenting past social events, clubs, 
educational experiences, religious life, government, and business in Westfield, have a far greater chance of 
lasting for generations to come. 
 

Local archival collections depend heavily on the generosity of donors. The Athenaeum has been the grate-
ful recipient of several significant gifts this past year.  Robert Sziemkiewicz donated a 1955 photograph of 
White’s Quaint Shop and many of its employees. We have yet to identify several individuals so feel free to 
visit the Reference and Information Services Desk if you think you might be of assistance. Diane Ring do-
nated an early photograph of the New England Telephone Company on School Street, as well as several 
early photographs of Westfield Athenaeum staff. Additionally, we received Minnie Wemett’s collection of 
scrapbooks, photo albums and slides chronicling her years in the United States Army. The collection in-
cludes many photographs of liberated Germany and occupied Japan. This collection could be useful to 
those studying women in the military during World War Two. 
 

Through the generosity of Val Sanders and Philip Burns of California, the Athenaeum obtained the 1813-
1815 account books of the Westfield Woolen Mills Manufacturing Company. The items had been listed for 
sale on eBay but after learning of our interest in them, Mr. Sanders and Mr. Burns graciously consented to 
donate the books to the Athenaeum. The ledgers offer fascinating insights into the lives of Westfield’s 
women in the early 1800s, detailing how often they went to the mill, the purchases they made, and barter 
transactions.  
 

Shirley Palczynski, a member of the Athenaeum’s Board of Directors and the wife of former Westfield 
Mayor John Palczynski, has graciously donated her late husband’s public papers to the Athenaeum. We 
were also fortunate to obtain Aline Conway’s copies of the 1929 Westfield High School Yearbook and the 
Memoirs of the Class of 1929, both of which fill gaps in our collection. Finally, Eleanor Shadduck has 
kindly gifted Trolley and H.B. Smith Company memorabilia to the Athenaeum as well as a collection of 
postcards. 
 

As always, the Athenaeum continues to collect diaries, correspondence, ledgers, scrapbooks, photos, and 
other materials that document Westfield’s history. The thoughtfulness and generosity of generations of do-
nors and our recent “Treasures of the Athenaeum” exhibit in the Jasper Rand Art Museum richly reflect the 
heritage of Westfield’s past. Please keep the Athenaeum in mind if you come across materials that might 
add to the history of life in Westfield.                                                            
                                                                                                                        ~ Kate Deviny 

Mr. Eddy is a Certified Financial Planner and Registered Investment Advisor with his 
own business here in Westfield.  Before opening his business, Mr. Eddy worked for 
22 years for Stanhome (formerly Stanley Home Products) eventually becoming Vice 
President and Treasurer.  He is a member of the Board of Directors of the Beveridge 
Family Foundation, Inc. and American Investment Services, Inc.   He is a member of 
the Finance Committee and Investment Committee of the First Congregational 
Church of West Springfield.  He also serves on the Investment Committee of the 
Community Foundation of Western Mass and on the Community Advisory Board of 
Noble Hospital.  Mr. Eddy lives in West Springfield with his wife, Barbara.  They have three children and 
six grandchildren. Mr. Eddy will be joining the Finance and Investments Committee.  

Tim Eddy Joins Westfield Athenaeum Board of Directors 
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There is among the archival treasures at the Westfield Athenaeum a curious document whose partially unraveled mystery sheds 
some light on that distant time in the city’s history.  That the person involved was an African American adds both to the mystery 
and to the difficulty of its unraveling, for records kept, genealogical and historical, for individually named blacks in America 
during the late eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries are scanty at best.  And when a name does appear, it is often but a first, 
with “Negro” or, more rarely, “Free Negro,” as a surname substitute even in court documents where the African American is a 
party to the action before the bar.   
 

The document in question was drawn up on December 16, 1791, in the presence of Westfield’s Overseers of the Poor, William 
Shepard, Samuel Fowler, John Phelps, Warham Parker, and Aaron Dewey, men whose past prominence has helped to keep their 
names alive more than two centuries later.  It was on this date that the five white men did  
 

                put and bind Phebe a Negro Child, aged three years, the first day of                    
                October last past, as an apprentice & servant girl unto Capt. Ezra  
                Clap of said Westfield & Grace his wife after the Manner of an  
                Apprentice to serve from this day till she shall arrive to the age of  
                Eighteen Years, which will be the first day of October in the year One  
                Thousand Eight Hundred & Six. 
 

During this fifteen year period of “Indenture,” Phebe was to be “instructed in the Art, Trade or calling of a Housewife” and 
given “good and sufficient Meat, Drink, Clothing & prove for her in health & Sickness and to Teach her to Read English.”  In 
exchange, she was to provide “good and faithful” service “Day or Night…in all Things, and at all Times,” following “her Mas-
ters [sic]…Commandment, lawful and honest, [which] every where she shall gladly obey.”   Before being sent out into the world 
“at the expiration of said Term,” the Claps were to supply Phebe with “two Suits of Apparel for all parts of the body suitable for 
such an apprentice,” though no mention of even a small amount of money was made.  To legalize this arrangement, the docu-
ment itself would require two additional signatures, those of John Mather and Samuel Bosworth, Justices of the Peace for Hamp-
shire County, who by affixing their names, demonstrated that they had, indeed, “assented” it.  
 

That a girl of any age was bound into an indentured status was, while not unheard of, uncommon enough that the printed part of 
the document, to be filled in with the particulars of the individual involved, had to be altered throughout in order to read “she” 
and “her” in place of “he” and “his.” And again, while not unique, it was unusual to see someone of such a young age being in-
dentured, a condition often entered into by someone if not voluntarily (often for reasons of  emigration or survival), then at least 
of an age where some greater degree of awareness was present.  Rare, too, at this time in the course of America’s history, was it 
to find a black person being bound to a white in this manner, a practice that later gained some brief currency within the newly 
emancipated and impoverished community of former slaves in the immediate post-Civil War period as a means of providing 
sustenance for their children.  Across America in 1791, slavery was far more typically the fate of African Americans even as 
young as three.   
 

In Massachusetts, however, the state’s Constitution of 1780 had recently granted equality to all, without mention of color.  Civil 
court cases brought by African Americans who were being held captive by their former white owners even after that date had 
helped to concretize the emancipated status of all blacks within the Commonwealth.  Such a case, in fact, was successfully 
brought against Ezra Clap by Tony Negro a year after the Constitution was written, when he sued Clap for being unlawfully im-
prisoned by him.  Compensation was awarded the fifty-five year old former slave in the amount of two pounds.  Such success, of 
course, raises the question of whether the practice of indenturing young African Americans like Phebe was being used by some 
as a substitute for slavery in these first years after emancipation in Massachusetts.  The indenture in Westfield of two young 
boys, ages two and three, arranged two years after Phebe’s, along with the sharp reduction of free blacks in white households by 
1800, might indicate as much.  If so, was three-year-old Phebe intended to become, as she grew older, a replacement for a now 
freed house slave? 
 

The right enjoyed by Westfield’s Overseers of the Poor in 1791, to “bind” a minor, dated to the Elizabethan Poor Law of 1601, 
and had found its way into the legal code of the Province of Massachusetts Bay by 1692.  The colonial Overseers had earlier 
been 
 

                ordered with the assent of two justices of the peace, to bind any poor  
                children belonging to such town to be apprentices where they shall see  
                convenient, a manchild until he shall come to the age of twenty-one  
                years, and a womanchild to the age of eighteen years, or time of  
                marriage, which shall be as effectual to all intents and purposes as if  
                any such child were of full age and by indenture of covenant had  
                bound him or her self. 
 

“PHEBE A FEMALE NEGRO CHILD:” Westfield, 1791 
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In 1788, three years before Clap acquired Phebe, these provisions were modified by imposing the requirement of “instructing the 
Males to read, write &cipher, and Females to read & write, as they respectively may be capable” upon those to whom was “b
[ound] out …all such Children, whose Parents shall in their [Overseers of the Poor] Opinion be unable to maintain them.” 
 

Who then, we must ask, was the nearly anonymous three-year-old Phebe?  And what of her origin and birth might we still be 
able to unearth?  Can we, in a real sense, return a bit of her identity to her so that she can look back at us and ask that we ac-
knowledge the journey that she and many others in her world had taken?  Was she perhaps a child of one of Westfield’s five all 
black households, too poor to care for another person and seeking the aid of the town’s overseers?  Or from one of the twenty 
white households that included “other free persons” among its members, as the 1790 census categorized emancipated African 
Americans who were dependent upon these whites for a means of shelter and food in exchange for labor.  Or, perhaps, the child 

of one of the two Overseers of the Poor – John Phelps and Warham Parker – 
whose households encompassed three and eight such “other free persons” 
respectively?  Might binding Phebe in this manner have been a means of 
dealing with a difficult and potentially embarrassing family situation, as well 
as of providing some assurance that the child would ultimately be capable of 
sustaining herself as an adult?  Or might she, in fact, have been the child of 
Ezra Clap himself, who reported to the census taker a year before the inden-
ture was drawn up that his household did contain one “other free person?”  
Might he have wanted to establish some legal status for keeping his own 
child within his household without having to admit paternity? 
 

With evidence scarce, we are, at best, left to speculate as to the circum-
stances that led to Phebe’s indenture, using what little we can know with any 
degree of certainty.  Though a well established owner of a tavern on West-
field’s town green, at a site now occupied, coincidentally, by the Westfield 
Athenaeum, Ezra Clap, a restless soul who appears to have experienced legal 
difficulties living under the weight of an increasingly more settled town at-
mosphere, sold his extensive holdings for the considerable sum of $1750 and 
left Westfield for the frontier village of Turin in northwest New York in 

1800.  The census for Turin that year, however, shows that Phebe had not ac-
companied the Claps on their trip west.  Three years later, on January 21, 1803, 

at the age of fifteen and in the town of Westfield, she married, Samuel Baltimore, a black man of twenty-two from New Hart-
ford, Connecticut. What, then, had happened to Phebe during these intervening years?  Had Clap transferred her indenture to 
another white family?  Had Phebe gone to live in one of the town’s five all “Negro” households?  Whichever was the case, it is 
unlikely that she had been left to her own devices at the age of twelve. 
 

However, something unexpected does appear in the marriage record of 1803.  It is here that we find Phebe including her sur-
name, Close, for the first time.  There is but one Close family in the census for all of Massachusetts in 1790, that of Jona Close 
of Mt. Washington, Berkshire County.  However, no “other free person” appears in that entry.  Is it possible, then, that Phebe 
was originally from the Close household, perhaps even the daughter of Jona, and that she had been delivered into the hands of 
Ezra Clap by the time of the census, when she was two, or even two years earlier, at the time of her birth, in order to avoid the 
embarrassment her presence would have inevitably brought the Close household.  The indenture would then have been used as 
an instrument to legalize Clap’s “adoption” of her and to give her father a clearer conscience.   
 

By 1820, Phebe and Samuel had made their way to Troy, New York, where they shared their home with eight children, five 
boys and three girls, presumably their offspring.  Chartered as a village only in 1801, Troy had already grown into a city just 
fifteen years later, a burgeoning settlement offering economic opportunities that would soon expand as it found itself at the com-
mercial crossroads of the Hudson River and the Erie Canal in 1825.  It was a good place for many to settle and to raise a family.  
But more importantly for Phebe and her family, it was a place of residence in which they could remain relatively unmolested.  
Gradual emancipation of African Americans in New York State had begun in 1799, and by 1808, “An Act to prevent the Kid-
napping of free People of Colour” had been passed by the state legislature.  By 1809, even those still living in bondage could 
legally marry and own property, as well as retain their children.  And in 1817, legislation was passed that granted the freeing of 
all remaining slaves ten years hence.  As “other free persons,” Troy was already far safer than most places by the time of Phebe 
and Samuel’s marriage in 1803.  When it was that they settled there is unknown, but that they were able to support their growing 
family within its precincts seems evident by 1820. 
 

Samuel Baltimore lived on until 1832, and died at the age of fifty-one.  But neither he nor Phebe appeared in the 1830 census 
anywhere in the country. Not until 1850 do we find the next record for her, at which time she is again listed in the Troy census, 
but now as the head of her household.  There was one other person listed in Phebe’s home, Catherine Fells, age twenty-three, 
who may have been one of her daughters, now widowed, or perhaps a fugitive slave, Troy being one of the terminal points for 
the New York Committee on Vigilance’s conduit to freedom.  The two women were living in what appears to have been a       
                                                                                                                                                                                (continued on page 8) 

 

Clap Tavern, Phebe’s Childhood Home 



B O Y S ’  A N D  G I R L S ’  L I B R A R Y 
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L ibraries have become the hub of community information and activity. We enjoy connecting with so 
many wonderful city groups, joining together to enhance the educational, informational, and recreational 
interests of the diverse community of Westfield. We provide services to people at all ages and stages, from 
the very young to our wonderful senior citizens.   
 
For more than 10 years, the Boys’ and Girls’ Library at the Athenaeum has been enjoying a wonderful col-
laboration with the Community Partnerships for Children as together we work to meet the needs of West-
field’s youngest citizens.  The building blocks for literacy begin with programs for the very young.   
 
Paula Hebert, grant coordinator, tells us that Community Partnerships for Children began in 1993 as part of 
the Massachusetts Education Reform Act.  The purpose is to provide high quality early care and educa-
tional programs for children from 2 years and nine months to 5 years.  Services have included subsidies for 
working families as well as comprehensive services to the early childhood community.  The Boys' & Girls' 
Library, considered to be a comprehensive service, is a voting member on the council and a recipient of 
funding from the grant.  With funds, we have been able to purchase library materials and provide services 
for the young child. One important component of this program is that decisions are made for local pro-
grams by a local council so that the needs of our own early childhood community are met.   
 
Funding has allowed us to offer library programs to early childhood providers and families. We love to 
welcome their children for library visits, story times, and crafts and offer outreach visits to member provid-
ers as well.  Other members include The Kids Place, Church of the Atonement Preschool, Westfield Area 
Head Start, the YMCA Nursery School, Fort Meadow Early Childhood Center, The Family Child Care 
Coalition, and Amelia Park Children's Museum: A community working together.  
 
Some library materials purchased with CPC funding are also available for use by 
the general library population.  Included are our popular early childhood themed 
curriculum kits.  Kits may contain books, music, puzzles, puppets, movies, 
games, and toys related to a particular theme in keeping with Massachusetts cur-
riculum frameworks.  We have also been able to purchase a Kitty Cat Com-
puter…designed to resemble a cat…which offers educational games appropriate 
for the young child.  The library is the housing space for the CPC’s laminator 
and book binder.  Some of our Ellison die cuts were provided by the grant. CPC 
members are invited to use all equipment.  Any library patron may use the li-
brary’s Ellison Die Cut machine ….bring your own paper!  Great for crafts, 
scrapbooking, invitations, or bulletin board design. Our most recent purchase in-
cludes five royal blue adjustable height tables and chairs perfectly sized for young children.  
 
We share in the philosophy that the early years are crucial for the positive social, emotional and educa-
tional development of our children. As things become tighter financially throughout the state and the coun-
try, we look forward to the continued support of our legislature as we work together to provide these essen-
tial literacy programs for Westfield’s early childhood community. 
 
                                                                                                            ~ Donna Colson 

    Showcasing a Community Connection 

 



Operation Paperback: The Circulation 
staff will be collecting paperbacks for 
Troops until the end of February. Dona-
tions can be placed in the collection box 
next to the Circulation Desk. 

(continued from page 6) 
 
rooming house, constituting one of five black families, totaling fourteen individuals, under its roof.  All around them were living 
Irish immigrants and their children, without exception.  Some may have come to the area to work on the canal in the early 1820s 
(alongside Samuel, perhaps), while others were most likely refugees from the Irish famine of the 1840s.  Clearly, their shared 
neighborhood was among the poorest sections of the city.  How either Phebe or Catherine earned a living is unknown, for the 
space on the census listing type of work was left blank, as it was for most of the area’s residents.  But what is mentioned is the fact 
that Phebe had “attended school within the year.”  Literate since childhood, she appears to have actively sought further education, 
participating in the evening school for adults, founded in 1834 as a part of the black community’s self-help effort. Or was Phebe, 
literate since childhood, one of the school’s teachers?     
 
Phebe’s last appearance in any extant record comes in the Troy census of 1860, when she is living with her son Peter, a barber, and 
his wife and two sons.  Curiously, we discover that she has now added the middle initial “C” to the census taker’s notations, al-
most certainly to signify her maiden name of Close.  And so, too, for the first time, do we find Phebe using “mulatto” and not 
“black” (only “White” is capitalized) in designating her “Color” as that of someone of mixed racial background. Might these new 
revelations reflect Phebe’s late-in-life decision to finally and publicly assert her true identity?  How fortunate for us that she did, 
for by choosing to do so, however unwittingly, she thereby shed light upon both her nation’s shadowed past and upon the mystery 
with which we began this search. 
 
There is, of course, one bit of exquisite irony to the story.   Peter’s son, and Phebe’s grandson, Garnet went on to study civil engi-
neering at Troy’s Rensselaer Polytechnic Institute.  In the years that followed, he enjoyed a prosperous life that included marriage 
to a white woman whose family, like his grandfather’s, came also from Connecticut, and a live-in “servant” similarly listed in the 
1900 census as white.  It had all, indeed, come full circle. 
 

                                                                                                                                                                           ~  Ralph Melnick 

J A S P E R  R A N D  A R T  M U S E U M  N E W S 
 

January: Lisa Leary  
“Interactions and Investigations” This exhibition brings together recent work including fourteen encaustic pieces created 
during an October workshop at Snow Farm in Williamsburg, Massachusetts. All of the pieces in this show are on exhibit for the 
first time. The exhibit also includes oil paintings on wood panel that were created a few years ago. The encaustic pieces, a me-
dium the artist has not worked with since college, vary in technique and tone and range from brightly colored energetic pieces to 
the ephemeral. The oil paintings utilize the recurring motif of a canoe shape to speak metaphorically about the various kinds of 
interactions between individuals. Lisa Leary is a native of Northampton, MA. She attended the University of Massachusetts, 
Amherst and received a BFA in Painting in1982, BFA in Art Education in 1985, and a MFA in Painting in1989. 
 

February: Terry Rooney 
“A Piece of Heaven” A lively, bucolic exhibition that the artist describes as “visually and spiritually uplifting.” The works were 
inspired by asking people to describe their piece of Heaven. The ideas and visions of heaven range from the sublime to the ri-
diculous but whatever they are, Rooney describes them as “a window into someone’s soul.” The exhibit includes mixed media 
works on paper. Ms. Rooney is a local artist whose work has been exhibited nationally. She received her B.S. in Painting in 
1981 from SUNY Empire State College. 
 

March: Donald David  
“Coast to Coast” The photographs for this exhibit were selected to show the diversity of nature and wildlife as one travels from 
the East Coast to the West Coast. Mr. David’s work is concentrated on landscapes, creatures great and small, and the unique as-
pects of lighting that define a region and give the viewer an appreciation for the beauty and sense of a place. Most of the images 
were taken in California. Mr. David spent his career as a Senior Science Fellow and Research Manager at the Monsanto Com-
pany and as a Research Professor at the University of Massachusetts and as an Adjunct Professor at the University of Minnesota. 
His career training and interests have reinforced his interest in nature and landscape photography. 
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