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Freedom's Second Generation:
Mrs. Maude Wilson Ball's Reminiscences

of Bethel AME Church (1897-1935)

by Leroy T. Hopkins, Ph.D.

Lancaster County's Afro-American population is the infrequent subject of
historical or sociological analysis. Few scholars have taken note of the fact
that during the Antebellum Period South Central Pennsylvania contained the
third largest Black population in the Commonwealth. Equally forgotten is the
fact that two men of national reputation, Stephen Smith and William Whip-
per, were not only born in this region but, during the critical decades before
the Civil War, were also central figures in the Underground Railroad, the
development of the African Methodist Episcopal Church, and the Negro
Convention Movement—all phenomena which contributed directly to the
emergence of a national leadership and a national plan of action for Blacks
before 1860.

Lancaster County's, and especially Lancaster City's, Black population is
instead perceived as a product of the post-Civil War period's twin malaise of
discrimination and racial prejudice that contributed to a dwindling popula-
tion and diminishing opportunity to join the economic mainstream because
of the denial of equal access. Recent studies reveal a disturbing pathology of
lost hope and denied opportunity.' Today after almost three decades of
significant interracial cooperation through traditional civil rights organiza-
tions such as the NAACP and the Urban League, the bulk of Lancaster City's
Black population is still mired in the quicksand of poverty. That community's
high unemployment rate, high concentration in one quadrant of Lancaster
City, disproportionately high enrollment on welfare rolls, and almost 90%
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representation among the low and unskilled segment of the workforce bode ill
for the future—especially with a rising crime rate and the emergence of drug-
dealing as a viable economic alternative to dead-end jobs.

But how did the current situation arise? Has the Black community's
development since the Civil War been one continuous downward spiral, un-
checked in its relentless movement? The comparison of an economic study
with an oral history can perhaps shed some light on this question. Mrs.
Maude Wilson Ball (1890- ) is the oldest living member of Lancaster City's
largest and oldest Black church, Bethel AME. In 1976, in the midst of the
Bicentennial, "Aunt Maude," as she is fondly known by Bethel's older
members, recorded her reminiscences of Bethel from her earliest memories of
the church as a girl of seven years up to that date. Her account has frequent
lapses because of her absence from Lancaster for several decades but she does
provide factual information from the period 1897 to the mid 1930s.

Our scholarly perspective comes from the pen of Dr. Thomas Win-
penny, a respected historian at Lancaster County's Elizabethtown College.'
His analysis of economic data relating to Lancaster Blacks led Dr. Winpenny
to contrast Black life in a small northern town to that described in W.E.B.
DuBois' The Philadelphia Negro. Unlike their Philadelphia counterparts,
Lancaster Blacks—according to Dr. Winpenny—were apparently more in-
terested in home ownership than in supporting Black institutions such as
churches or fraternal organizations.'

This hypothesis is suggested by a comparison of home ownership and the
occupational level and wages of males with the support provided to replace
Bethel AME Church which had been destroyed by arsonists in April 1879.
The relatively minimal expense incurred for the replacement of the church
($2,300) and the fact that other churches and institutions contributed to the
reconstruction costs influenced Winpenny's conclusion.

Furthermore, reviewing the economic status of Blacks in late nineteenth
century Lancaster City, Winpenny concludes that, at least in the case of Lan-
caster, Blacks were materially better situated than their contemporaries in the
large northern cities or in the reconstructed South. Although uncertain as to
the ultimate reason for this positive economic status, Winpenny does theorize
that the smallness of the Black population in relation to the majority com-
munity (1% in 1870 and 2% in 1880 and 1890) may have made Blacks seem
less of a social, political or economic threat to the majority community.'
Consequently, Black economic development was not greatly hindered.

Although there is a compelling logic to Dr. Winpenny's thesis, there is
also a disturbing corollary. The positive nature of Black Lancastrians'
economic status would seem to presuppose a negative attitude towards in-
stitutional growth and community development. Demonstrable interest in
home ownership and self-aggrandizement should not be misconstrued as a
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lack of interest in institutions or interpreted as a lack of altruism. To correct
the misconception created by statistics, it is necessary to consult the insider
viewpoint.

Mrs. Ball's history is informative because she names individuals,
organizations, and activities. It is not accidental that Bethel, a Black church,
is the focal point of her early life. The centrality of religion is both an in-
dividual statement of Mrs. Ball's profound commitment to her church and a
manifestation of the role played by the church as the organizational locus of
the Black community during the nineteenth century. This was especially the
case in Lancaster.

Bethel was organized by "free people of color" in 1817, and in the
1850's assumed a leadership position among Lancaster City's Black popula-
tion. Incorporated in 1848 as the "African Methodist Episcopal Church in
Lancaster, Pennsylvania" Bethel soon housed a "Free African School" and
served as a meetingplace for a literary society ("Juniper Grand Cabinet
Council of Color"). The outbreak of the Civil War saw a regiment organized
at Bethel only to be spurned by local authorities who were forbidden by law
to arm Blacks.

The formation of the Massachusetts Fifty-fourth and Fifty-fifth
Volunteers brought with it the enlistment of members of Bethel in the Union
cause. After the war and especially with the ratification of the Fifteenth
Amendment Bethel was the focal point in Lancaster County for the inter-
racial celebration of the restoring of voting privileges to Pennsylvania Blacks.
What fruits did this social and political freedom bring for Lancaster Blacks?

The community which we see through Mrs. Ball's eyes is religious, mind-

ful of tradition, and characterized by its caring and sharing with each other.
These traits are quite visible in the strawberry festival, or the trek to Thaddeus
Stevens' tomb, or most particularly in the various projects undertaken by the
children to help finance the heating of the church or to assist the elderly and
shut-in members of the congregation. Mrs. Ball defines this sense of com-
munal sharing best when she says quite simply: "The church was proud of us
as we were taught to work for our church."'

Late nineteenth and early twentieth century Lancaster was by no means
idyllic and Mrs. Ball makes no attempt to gloss over the imperfections. While
commenting on the relative impunity with which one could walk through the
street at night in her youth, Mrs. Ball also notes that the symbolic pilgrimage
to Stevens' grave was neglected at the end of Rev. Yeiser's administration (ca.
1897) and was not resumed until the arrival of Rev. F.T.M. Webster (ca.
1917). This seemingly trivial note is an indicator of a shift, a change in the
community's relationship to its past.

A similar change is apparent in the relationship between Lancaster and
its sister communities in the county. As Mrs. Ball states: (MS, p. 2):
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Our churches in Lancaster maintained a wonderful fellowship. Bethel A.M.E.,
North and Strawberry Streets, A.U.M.P., Rockland Street, Columbia, Marietta,
and Mount Joy, once every tbree months we had a fellowship meeting called
quarterly meeting. Love Feast was served 10 A.M. to 11 A.M. The usual church

service, after which the members of Bethel would take the visiting ministers and

their members to their homes for dinner and return to church 3:00 in the afternoon

for services. The meeting adjourned 5:00 P.M. After the benediction we would

shake hands and sing "God Be With You Till We Meet Again." The next three

months the meeting would be held at one of our sister churches. This fellowship

was enjoyed for many years and as times changed and we with time, it was

disbanded.

This church fellowship apostrophized by Mrs. Ball was a consequence of the
historical demographics of Lancaster County's Black population. The areas
mentioned (Lancaster, Columbia, Marietta, and Mount Joy) and another not
mentioned (Conestoga Center, Conestoga Township) were the principal
Black settlement areas in western Lancaster County. Columbia and Hemp-
field Township's Black population dates from 1726 and was the primary
Black urban population before the Civil War. 6 Beginning in 1850, Lancaster
City assumed that role and has retained it up to the present day. Conestoga
Township and Marietta Boro's Black populations date from the early
1800's—possibly a result of the Underground Railroad.'

The relationship between these historic Black settlement areas is quite
complex and deserves more attention than the limits of this essay allow.
But, as is apparent in the church fellowship, institutional development was
a key element in this interdependent relationship. Beginning early in the
Antebellum period each Black community not only developed and main-

tained its own institutions but also participated in the other communities'
organizations. This cooperative spirit was found not only in the church but
also in the fraternal and civic groups such as the society known as the
Juniper Grand Cabinet Council of Color that met at Bethel AME Church in
the 1850s or the Masonic lodges and the later Sergeant Benn GAR Post that
flourished at the turn of the century.

Important for our study, however, is not the institutions that united
communities but those organizations created by a single community and
which served as an expression of that community's unity. In this regard late
nineteenth and early twentieth century Lancaster City presents an in-
teresting picture. The truism "clothes reveal the man" is equally valid for
institutions in that the institutions a community creates reflect that com-
munity's character, needs, and aspirations. Before identifying Lancaster
City's Black institutions it is necessary first to describe the community
itself.

Lancaster City's Black population though present at the end of the

nineteenth century in all four quadrants of the City was decidedly concen-
trated in the southeastern quadrant—that area which comprised the City's
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Seventh Ward. The overwhelming majority of the Black residents in the
Seventh Ward, which incidentally is where Bethel is located, were renters
rather than householders as a glance at the ward's tax lists or local direc-
tories for the period verify. From the Civil War up to recent times the
Seventh Ward has retained a multi-ethnic character.

Today Blacks and Hispanics are the most prominent feature of Seventh
Ward life; at the turn of the century Jews, Germans, Blacks, Irish, Italians,
etc. coexisted in contiguous neighborhoods or simply as neighbors. The
southeast quadrant was a working-class neighborhood within which there
were shifting boundaries and numerous enclaves. Blacks lived for most of
the past hundred years in a rather circumscribed area of this multi-ethnic

ward, an area that encompassed roughly a dozen square blocks. The heart
of the Black community was North Street, where Mrs. Ball resided for a
time and at whose lower end lies Bethel AME.

North Street itself was multi-ethnic. In 1900 8 , for example, we find at
306 North Street Simon Dunie's dry goods store, at 319 Joseph Lipsky,
junkman, and at 437 Ophelia Steinwandel's grocery store. Interspersed we
find names such as Abraham Paterowitzski, George W. Tshudy, Peter
Goldalowicz, and Isaac Katzenberg. Some of the Black residents were
Thaddeus T. Henry, Albert E. Wilson, George V. Lord, Edward Millen,
William H. Proctor, and Charles Butcher—some of these we find again in
Mrs. Ball's history. Throughout the ward and on its perimeter there were
places of worship to serve the spiritual needs of the area: e.g. Synagogue
Chisek Amouna, Faith Reformed Church, St. Stephan's Evangelical
Lutheran Church, Grace United Evangelical Church, St. James Episcopal
Chapel, and, of course, Bethel.

Black institutions were not, however, limited to just one church or just
the church. From 1817 to the present there have been a variety of churches
in which Black Lancastrians worshipped or received the important
sacraments. Before Bethel's construction in 1818, Blacks received those
sacraments from the principal white churches of the area.' From 1817 to the
Civil War there were at least two Black churches in the City: Bethel and a
church identified in the 1843 directory as "Isaac Gilmore's African
Church."10 The latter was apparently the successor organization to a Free
African Society organized in the 1820s by a Black enclave that lived for
almost a century in Lancaster's northwest quadrant.

The post-Civil War period brought a surprising increase in Black
churches. From 1860-1930 the number of Black Lancastrians increased
from 314 to 1,281. The era of greatest growth was undoubtedly between
1880-1920 when the Black population very nearly doubled in size—increas-

ing from 478 to 915." During the entire period no fewer than three addi-
tional churches were created. The ebb and flow of church organization was
accompanied by a fascinating tendency for name changes.
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"Isaac Gilmore's African Church," for example, acquired the designa-
tion "African Union Church," thus testifying to its affiliation with that
denomination originating in Delaware and probably brought to Lancaster
County by Rev. Lewis Hood." Ca. 1873 an AME church was organized in
the northeast quadrant on the New Holland Pike near North Shippen
Street. This church was short-lived and disappeared before 1882. It is likely
that its membership was absorbed in 1879 into Bethel's reconstituted con-
gregation." The contiguous northwest quadrant was the site of a Black
enclave known as "Feagleyville" whose house of worship has an intriguing
and somewhat confusing history.

In 1882 the Church of God, an offshoot of the German Reformed
Church led by Rev. John Weinbrenner (1797-1860), apparently operated
what was termed the "Antioch Mission Chapel" in Feagleyville. Although
the 1894 city directory identifies the chapel as being Methodist, a July 24,
1887, 9:23 P.M. fire call issued from Box 48 brought the Lancaster Fire
Department to the "AME Church" in Feagleyville.14 Compounding the
confusion is the reference to the church in the 1900 city directory as "AME
Zion Church" and then in 1910 as "St. Paul's UAME." Clearly much re-
mains to be researched on the history of Black churches in Lancaster, but
the organization of Ebenezer Baptist Church soon after 1900 demonstrates
that Lancaster's Black community was increasingly concerned with its
spiritual welfare but also mindful of retaining their individuality.

Churches may have formed the nuclei of the various Black sub-
communities in Lancaster but they by no means exhausted the organiza-
tional energies of Black Lancastrians. From the Civil War into the 1920s a
wide range of political, fraternal, and civic organizations were created with
the express purpose of promoting the interests of Blacks in a variety of
arenas. Before World War I Black Lancastrians were active in trying to im-
prove their economic and social station through the political process.

In June 1905 the eleventh annual meeting of the Afro-American
Republican League of Pennsylvania was held in Lancaster at the "Colored
Odd Fellows' Hall" on Chester Street—about 200 yards east of Bethel. In
the 1870s the site of the Odd Fellows Hall had been purchased by men and
women of Bethel who used it as a meeting place for a beneficial society
which they called "Love & Charity."" Keynoter for the Afro-American
League meeting was former Lancastrian Rev. Solomon Porter Hood whose
theme was—not surprisingly—Thaddeus Stevens. Principal goal of the
organization, as stated in the newspaper account, was to continue the
struggle to break down the barriers of prejudice in Pennsylvania that
prevented Blacks from becoming "a factor in the industrial and political life
of the State and Nation."' 6 Dedication to this goal was apparent in the com-
position of the group's officers.

Fourteen officers were elected at the meeting. They were from eleven
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counties across the Commonwealth, all of which had significant Black
populations. Lancaster County was represented by Bethel's William Proc-

tor, son of the Civil War veteran, who was elected Sergeant-at-Arms. To
better assess how successful Lancaster City Blacks were in achieving the
goals of the Afro-American League it is useful to consult a state survey
published in 1910 and a 1924 Lancaster newspaper article. The survey was
entitled The Pennsylvania Negro Business Directory.

The entry for Lancaster City reported that the resident Black popula-
tion of 1,000 supported three churches (two AME and one Baptist), three
secret societies (Grand United Order of Odd Fellows, Esto Perpetua No.
2624, the Household of Ruth No. 645, and the Independent Benevolent
Protective Order of Elks of the World, Conestoga Lodge No. 140), a
cemetery association (Stevens Greenland Memorial Cemetery), and several
prominent businesses that included a hotel, a catering/kitchen supply
business, two barbershops, and sundry other modest enterprises. The
assessed valuation of property belonging to Blacks in the City amounted to
$65,000 or slightly more than 50% of the total value of property owned by
Blacks in the entire county ($123,000). The characterization of the general
employment situation for Black Lancastrians as: "domestic, hotel service,
common laborer, brick and stonemasons, hod carriers, with mixed union"
reveals a solid foundation but an overemphasis on the construction and
service areas with no modern semi-skilled or skilled workmen.17 Indeed, the
skills identified are the same that Lancaster Blacks possessed during the pre-
Civil War era.18

The absence of Black skilled workers is somewhat mitigated by two
references in the directory. First, it was noted that "Slaymaker and Barry
Lock Company employ Negro skilled workmen;" furthermore, it was em-
phasized that Blacks had access to the recently opened Thaddeus Stevens In-
dustrial School. It would seem that opportunities to obtain the technical
skills important for the county's industrial development and to apply those
skills in meaningful employment were opening to Blacks. Unfortunately,

the bright future that was predictable in 1910 never came to fruition.
The reason for this failure can be extrapolated from an article in the

May 3, 1924 edition of the Lancaster New Era entitled "Colored Popula-
tion Shows Marked Interest in Civic Affairs." Interestingly enough, the ar-
ticle deals with the initial activities of the Lancaster Branch of the NAACP
which had been organized either in the summer or early fall of
1923—perhaps in response to the appearance of the Ku Klux Klan in Lan-
caster.1 9 The specific mission of the local NAACP chapter as reported in
May 1924 most certainly was intended to please traditionally conservative
Lancaster Countians.

The Association reported on efforts either initiated by its membership
or by individuals in the Black community. It is not surprising considering
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the environment in which Lancaster Blacks existed that the report dealt with
civic consciousness as manifested by property ownership and increased in

civic and fraternal organizations. The NAACP's conservative mission was
to stimulate this development by appealing to "all forward-looking
elements in Lancaster." Thus the Association—perhaps unknowingly—an-
nounced its intention to employ a tactic which had a tradition of being suc-

cessful for Lancaster Blacks: relying on support from the majority com-
munity not only to legitimize but also to facilitate projects important to
their community.

In June 1817 when the fifty persons of color met at James Clendenin's
house to plan the organization of what would become Bethel AME
Church", their first step was to appoint a committee of three whose task it
was to solicit the support of "respectable citizens" for their enterprise.
Those "respectable citizens," several of the wealthiest and socially most in-
fluential members of Lancaster's prominent churches, interpreted the
stratagem as a recognition by Blacks of their socially inferior role and
responded in kind by announcing their support and requesting public sup-
port and protection for a measure that was designed to improve the moral
character of Black Lancastrians.21

Over a century later the NAACP adopted a similar conservative
stratagem and thus won some interesting allies. In 1924 the group's
membership was reported as 98 and its officers included names which we
recognize from Mrs. Ball's history: President, Mrs. Laura Carter; Vice-
President, Mrs. Laura Wilson; Secretary, James Hurdle; Assistant
Secretary, Miss Sarah Murdock; Treasurer, Abram L. Polite. The majority
of these officers were members of Bethel. The real surprise was to be found,
however, in the membership of the executive committee. It included Mrs.
W.W. Griest, Mrs. Marianna Brubaker, Mrs. Maude Ball, Mrs. Laura
Carter, Mrs. Carrie Foster, Miss Elsie Green, Harry Smith, Abram L.
Polite, and Charles S. Beaubian.

It is surprising that although Mrs. Ball was a member of the executive

committee, she omits any reference to the Association's activity in the 1920s
but does mention its successful efforts in the early 1960s to open employ-
ment opportunities for local Blacks. Equally intriguing is the presence of
Mrs. W.W. Griest and Mrs. Marianna Brubaker, the only non-Black
members among the Association's officers. Mrs. Griest was the wife of
Lancaster County's most influential political figure of the day, W.W.
Griest, who left his mark on the county, the Commonwealth, and the na-
tion." The Griests' Quaker background makes Mrs. Griest's presence on
the executive committee plausible. Exactly what she contributed to the
organization's program is not clear other than the respectability emanating
from her membership.

Likewise, Mrs. Marianna Brubaker, the wife of Oram D. Brubaker and
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granddaughter of Daniel Gibbons, the prominent abolitionist and operator
of Lancaster County's busy Underground Railroad station in Bird-in-
Hand, lent an air of respectability to the operation of the Association. Her
dedication to the cause of race relations was manifest." After the public ap-
pearance by the Klan at the city fair grounds, Mrs. Brubaker was the only

county resident to voice her indignation in a letter to the editor. She de-
nounced the Klan for its "incitement to murder, race riots and lynching,"
condemned it as the successor to the bloody post-Civil War Klan, and
deplored its presence in Lancaster where it was active, "stirring up hatred
against Jews and Roman Catholics among whom are some of the most
respectable of Lancaster's population."" Such a public statement and her
past certainly lent an air of respectability to the NAACP.

Lancaster's NAACP had the support of the city's progressive elements,
as witnessed by the presence of Mrs. Griest and Mrs. Brubaker, and was
able to report in May 1924 that the number of Black home owners or those
in the process of purchasing homes had increased from 12 in 1921 to 57 in
1924. This development seemed remarkable to the newspaper because as
was noted: "the colored wage earners are practically all of the unskilled
laboring class and that too within a restricted field," consequently "this
substantial evidence of thrift and self-denial is doubly credible." Clearly
Blacks had responsible leadership that was motivating them to participate in

community life. It was, however, a sign of the times that that community
life was segregated from the mainstream of city life.

Studying city photographs from the period 1860-1945, one is struck
with the paucity of evidence of true interracial gatherings. Schools in the
city had been integrated since the 1870s as a few rare classroom
photographs document, but education was not an avenue of opportunity
open to large segments of the Black community. Those few who were for-
tunate to graduate from high school, found a pictorial reminder of what the
future held for them. In the 1920s it was apparently common to publish pic-
tures of the city and county high school graduating classes in the
newspapers. White graduates from the city high schools were shown first
and then, almost like an afterthought, the Black graduates—separate but
certainly not equal.

This separation carried over into the community life for which public
education ostensibly prepared Black children. Interest in civic and fraternal
organizations had been a constant for Blacks since before the Civil War.
The real problem lay in the economic sphere. The NAACP's strategy to
stimulate civic consciousness by encouraging property-ownership was most
certainly designed to convince the majority community that Blacks could
become valuable assets in Lancaster's future and thus worthy to be allowed
into the economic and social mainstream. All such efforts were predestined

to fail because a strong economic base or access to the technical training
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that would provide skills needed for a strong and diversified economic base
were lacking in the Black community.

Denied access to meaningful employment or training and subjected to
overt and covert discrimination for generations, Lancaster Blacks found
themselves trapped in a dilemma which the 1964 Wharton School study,
"Negro Employment in Lancaster" described as one of "qualification, not
discrimination, even though absence of qualification may in the past have
been attributable to discrimination."" This sort of logic is tantamount to
blaming the victim for being the victim. Past discrimination created an
employment situation that excluded Blacks from all but the most menial
jobs. A tragic byproduct of this racially motivated discrimination was the
creation of a mental set among Blacks that made accommodation, pass-
ivity, and abandonment of self-realization preferable to running counter to
community-imposed cliches and agitating for self-determination and em-
powerment.

The resuscitation of the NAACP in the early 1960s as a more militant
organization that utilized the doctrines of passive non-resistance for social
change brought an exhilarating moment of dynamism which might have
resulted in lasting and permanent change in the economic status of Lan-
caster Blacks. The creation of a National Urban League affiliate in Lan-
caster as a direct result of the above-mentioned Wharton School report
might have augmented and supplemented the dynamics of the NAACP's
grassroots activity. Unfortunately, during the 1960s and 1970s, neither
group was able to create the economic base so desperately needed by Lan-

caster Blacks.
Looking back and forward from Mrs. Ball's historical perspective, it is

significant to note a repetition. Despite the facts suggested by statistics,
from 1890-1935 there was enough community spirit to cement Blacks into a
useful and productive element in Lancaster. Mrs. Ball's history documents
the altruism that led many Blacks to interest themselves both in their com-
munity and the larger community. The inability of Blacks in Lancaster to
break the cycle of poverty which has held them in thralldom since the Civil
War is the result not only of their own failure but also the failure of pro-

gressive elements in the city.
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