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Before reading, please correct the following: 

p. 6, line 10: "climbec" should read "climbed". 
line 11: "foof" should read "roof". 

p. 7, line 1I: "depended on" should read "depended so". 
line 17: "read" should be "reads". 

p. 9, line 7: "rised" should read "risen". 
line 20: "Sanford Webster" should read "Webster Sanford". 

p.13, (second line from bottom) add "Evans," after "Jack Dawson,". 

p.23, add "Stephen Whetstone" to committee names. 

A HISTORY OF 
THE MOORLAND BRANCH Y.M.C.A. 

OF 
PLAINFIELD, NEW JERSEY 

By 

Frederick. A. Johnson 
Recording Secretary 

Moorland Y Committee of _Management 
1938, 1939 and 1950-1954 

Although May of 1923 is the date officially accepted as the date the 

Moorland Branch YMCA was organized, research reveals much earlier attempts 

to establish a Black YMCA in the City of Plainfield According to Harry E. 

Moore, Jr., former General Secretary of Plainfield's Central Branch, in the 

YMCA Board of Directors minutes of April 5, 1894, there is a reference to a 

request to start a "Negro Y." The request was referred to a committee con-

sisting of Murray, Bonny, and Cahone, all Board of Directors members, who 

were to interview a Mr. Henry P. Thomas, Secretary of the "Colored Y." 

The Central Branch, which itself was organized in 1867, makes no fur-

ther reference in its minutes until September 14, 1911, when a Mr. McClymont 

was appointed Chairman of a committee to follow up on "Y" work in the Negro 

community. On February 1, 1912 that committee reported on a meeting with 

the Negro clergy. 

In 1914, as an answer to some of the Black youth delinquency problems 

of the period, another attempt to organize a YMCA was made from the Reform 

Hall which stood on the corner of West Second Street and Central Avenue. 

This effort, however, was halted by the outbreak of World War I. 

In May, 1923 a new attempt was made from what had been an automobile 

showroom at Watchung Avenue and West Fourth Street. With the earlier failures 

in mind, the Central Branch set a three month (May, June, and July) testing 
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period to determine whether the Moorland Branch could obtain public support. 

During that time a group of Blacks financed it and paid all expenses. At 

that time the Black population in Plainfield was approximately 2,800. 

By the end of July the membership had grown from 25 to 150 and Moorland 

officially joined the YMCA of the Plainfields and received financial assistance 

from the Central Branch. 

Although the spelling is different, it is believed to have been named 

Moorland in honor of Dr. Jesse E. Moreland, the first paid executive of the 

first Black YMCA (The Anthony Bowen) in Washington, D. C. 

The first Executive Secretary for Moorland was Andrew J. Cary, a Virginia 

school teacher, who had served as Assistant Director of a YMCA while in col-

lege. Its first President (later entitled Chairman) of the Committee of Man-

agement was Dr. Carvie G. Hobson, a pharmacist from Shaw University, and its 

first Boy's Work Secretary was Seymour Van Blake, a Black member of the 

physical training and coaching staff at Princeton University. The Committee 

of Management included also Andrew L. Brown as Recording Secretary, Reverend 

John Fitzpatrick, Rector of St. Mark's Episcopal Church, John W Maury, and 

Melvin Halsey. 

Among the groups which joined the Y to form a hard core of members was 

the L.A.S. (Literary, Athletic and Social) Club, which included Lawrence 

Smith, Burton Clark, Thomas Washington, Thomas Young, Paul Johnson, and 

William (Bill) Carter. Lawrence Smith later served for fourteen years as 

Secretary of the Committee of Management. 

An eight-room house at West Second and Liberty Streets was obtained 

in 1925 to care for its steadily expanding schedule. Then on May 1, 1925 

A. J. Cary and Reverend Edward A. Coberth, the Minister of Bethel Presby-

terian Church and the Vice President of the Branch, reported on the work 

to the Board of Directors. Cary gave in outline the work of Moorland since  

it began operation in 1923 and pointed out the inadequacies of the facilities. 

The minister gave an indication of the support of the Black churches to the 

work of the Y. Their presentations persuaded the Board of Directors, led by 

John K. Nevius, Chairman of the Housing Committee to pass the following 

resolution: 

"Resolved, that we approve the purchase of Hope Chapel for the work 
of the Moorland Branch at a cost of $17,500 provided that the Com-
munity Chest will approve a capital expenditure not to exceed $30,000 
for the purchase and equipment of such property, and provided further 
that after approval of the purchase by the Community Chest trustees, 
the sum of $30,000 be secured in pledges prior to said purchase, and 
provided further that the Community Chest trustees approve the policy 
of an expected expenditure of $2,500 in addition to the $3,500 now 
provided through the Chest. It is understood that work shall be done 
for both colored men and women." 

The goal set for the Black community was $5,000. Dr. Aston L. Thompson, 

a dentist and a newcomer to Plainfield, was elected General of the Men's 

Division, and Mrs. R. C. Wormley, General of the Women's Division. Colonels 

were William A. Kline, James D. Smith, Mrs. M. A. Alexander and Mrs. Lulu 

Dempsey; Captains were Tucker Johnson, Wheeler Whitley, J. G. Garrett, J. W. 

Maury, Lewis Booker, M. D. Halsey, H. W. Cobbs, Samuel Perkins, Reverend D. 

W. Hoggard, Charles Douglas, Miss Alice Maynard, Mrs. Virginia Brown, Mrs. A. 

Hancock, Mrs. William Bullock, Mrs. Bertha Johnson, Mrs. Thomas Williams, Mrs. 

Marie Lane, Mrs. Ida Harris, Mrs. Bertha Jones, and Mrs. Mary E. Smith 

A survey had been conducted by the Community Chest, marking the "number, 

location, and condition of the Colored population in Plainfield." It placed 

the Black population at 3,097. Many members of Plainfield's Black population 

had come from the Carolinas, Virginia, or Georgia. As Plainfield was a "bed-

room community," many of them were employed as domestics with an average 

salary ranging from $8.00 to $13.00 per week. 

854 donors, responding to the call, raised a sum of $7,702.25, more 

than $2,500 above what had been asked of them. 



Dedication of the opening of the Branch building took place January 1, 

,1928, and an open house was held Monday, January 2. A bus was hired to run 

shuttle between Central and Moorland Branches for the dedication ceremonies. 

Soon after the opening, major problems appeared. The first problem was 

that the building quickly became overcrowded. It was the only institution of 

its kind serving Black youth in an area stretching from New Brunswick to West-

field, and from Metuchen to Watchung. It was liberal in its membership, mak-

ing the boy just released from Rahway Reformatory as welcome as the college-

bound son of a doctor, and it had lost a substantial part of its square foot-

age to a YWCA for Black girls. 

The second major problem was the structure and age of the building. Con-

structed as a house of worship it was not easily adaptable to strenuous ath-

letic activities. In age, its history dated back to the early part of the 

nineteenth century. It was occupied by about four organizations before Moor-

land took it over. A reference to what is probably its earliest use is made 

in the book History of Trinity Reformed Church and Other Reformed Churches in  

Plainfield by the Reverend John Y. Broek. Here, it is noted that in 1859 a 

schoolhouse on Fifth and Washington, or what is now Fifth and Roosevelt, was 

rented by the First German Evangelical Reformed Church. 

The First German Church purchased and rebuilt the structure and continued 

in it until 1882 when it was vacated because it was badly in need of repairs. 

Maps of the period refer to the building as the "Old German Church." 

By 1884 the building was again in use. It then was known as Bethel 

Mission Chapel, and classes were conducted there by Stephen Ginna. Mr. 

Ginna subsequently suggested to the Crescent Avenue Presbyterian Church that 

it take over the activity and it did, appointing him Superintendent. 

Bethel Mission Chapel was reorganized in 1887 in a new building erected 

on the same site. The old building was moved to a new location and repaired  

before opening as Hope Chapel. It was pulled across town on greased poles 

from Fifth and Roosevelt to the site at West Fourth and John Streets. In 

its "By the Way" column the Daily Press (a forerunner of the Plainfield 

Courier News) has the following entries: 

Tuesday, November 22, 1887 
By the Way 

The old Bethel Mission Building is on its way through our streets 
to its new location on Fourth beyond Liberty, where it will here-
after be known as Hope Chapel. 

Saturday, November 26, 1887 
By the Way 

The late Bethel Mission Building now on its travels to fill the 
position of Hope Chapel opposite Muhlenberg Hospital (then lo-
cated on Muhlenberg Place) has reached Fifth St. and Park Ave. 
The electric light wires in its way are cut to let the building 
pass and then connected again. 

Hope Chapel officially opened its doors January 1, 1888. Its first 

services were held then. 

Among those who figures prominently in the founding of Hope Chapel was 

the Firstbrook family. In 1899 ownership of the building passed from Mr. 

and Mrs. John C. Smith to E. M. French, and from the latter to the Crescent 

Avenue Presbyterian Church. By the time Moorland purchased it, it had 

reached its more spacious dimensions through successive enlargements, includ-

ing a new house of worship. 

From the opening day at its new quarters Moorland Branch became the 

cultural and athletic center for the Black community, and its dominant figure 

until 1937 was the Executive Secretary, A. J. Cary. 

He was a man above medium height who walked with a slight limp and wore 

a stiff white collar even in ninety degree weather. Like a general he marched 

in each morning, back stiff, eyes straight ahead, as if his office were a 

Command Post and the boys his troops. From his desk, by peering through the 

glass partitions, he had a commanding view of most of the building's interior 



and by swiveling his chair he could see a good part of the street outside. 

In consideration of their ages he called all boys either "Buster" or 

"Mister." If two boys entered the building without removing their hats, 

the conversation might go as follows: "Mr. Johnson, would you ask Mr. Goode 

to remove his hat? Thank you sir. Now,Mr. Goode, would you make the same 

request of Mr. Johnson. Thank you." He would move off with a chuckle. 

He would not call the police even if circumstances warranted it. It 

would give the boy an arrest record that could hamper his employment, and 

it would look bad for the YMCA. This was his house, and the boys were his 

family. If boys climbec to the roof to peek into the girls's area, he 

would climb to the foof, cue stick in hand, to chase them away. 

One must reflect on the times before judging the method. Moorland 

emerged as an overcrowded show place of a functioning Black society at a 

time when Plainfield had hired one Black postman and one Black policeman 

as novelties. There were no Black teachers or Black store clerks, or any 

Black professional or semi-professional persons who were visible on a daily 

basis to a numerically overwhelming white population. 

A. J. Cary was impatient to change this. He brought in Black and white 

speakers of renown who echoed his thoughts at the Sunday forums which were 

held each week. He taught the members of the Young Men's Club how to intro-

duce and question men like Adam Clayton Powell, Dr. Channing Tobias and 

Walter White. From the chapel doors issued forth the young firebrands of 

the Junior NAACP, demanding the right of employment as clerks in downtown 

stores, and the right to sit anywhere in the local theaters. 

Says Charles T. Carter, Director of Adult and Continuing Education for 

Plainfield, "He inspired me. He was the first Black man I ever personally 

knew who was in an executive position. I always wanted to wear a high collar 

and suit and sit behind a desk like he did." 

Says Freeman Whetstone, President of the United Plainfield Housing 

Corporation, "I scarcely knew my own father. A. J. Cary gave me the only 

real father image I ever had." 

Says Lawrence Smith, an early Secretary of Moorland's Committee of 

Management, "He was always a leader and a teacher. He insisted that Moor-

land maintain its Christian precepts. He spearheaded Blacks in participat-

ing in giving as well as begging from the Community Chest. He taught us 

about budgets. None of us had ever made any the size of Moorland's and he 

made the Y a place the whole family could enjoy." 

Through the Depression years Cary strove to keep Moorland's doors open 

by housing PWA and WPA projects. One of these involved teaching housemaids 

to become seamstresses. The classes were too successful, for the sudden 

independence of housemaids alarmed households, which, before the widespread 

use of washing machines and dishwashers, depended on heavily on inexpensive 

domestic help. Also, he was an enthusiastic supporter of Franklin D. Roose-

velt in a city which was strongly Republican. In 1937 Cary was quietly re-

moved. A notation concerning it read as follows: 

"Although Moorland's first executive, A. J. Cary did a commendable job 
working with the smaller branch activities prior to the building of the 
Moorland Building on Fourth Street the larger task which confronted him 
proved too difficult and by the May 5th meeting of the Branch Committee 
of Management it was decided that his services should be terminated. 
The Central Board confirmed the Branch's decision and Mr. Cary left 
June 30." 

Whatever was the main reason, we see A. J. Cary, after serving fourteen 

years, marching out as he had marched in, high stiff collar, straight back, 

eyes straight ahead, slight limp, a model for a Browning poem: 

"One who never turned his back but marched breast forward, 
Never doubted clouds would break, 

Never dreamed though right were worsted, wrong would triumph, 
Held we fall to rise, are baffled to fight better, 

Sleep to wake." 



Ernest A. (Jack) Dawson became Branch Executive September 16, 1937. He 

was a small built man of fair complexion who had been employed only in March 

of 1937 as the Boys and Physical Education Program Director. 

Aware that a reason for Cary's departure had been the fact that YMCA 

work had been swallowed up in the struggle for civil rights, Dawson attempted 

to put the emphasis back on more traditional YMCA programming. He also tried 

to build a new, strong Committee of Management, but it became quickly evident 

that Moorland could hold tightly Black interests and enthusiasm only as long 

as it could be identified with the struggle for Black equality. 

From excessive use the 130 year old building was in a deplorable condi-

tion. Pots and pans had to be placed in strategic spots under the leaky roof. 

In January, 1939 Dawson persuaded the Central Branch and the Community Chest 

to approve a $2,500 fund raising drive. It was successful and the building 

was once again renovated. 

But the depressing economic conditions of the 1930s had not yet lifted 

for Black people, and a membership to Moorland's cramped facilities offered 

small compensation for hard-earned dollars. In a report read at the May, 1939 

meeting of the Central Board of Directors it was revealed that the membership 

was not up to that enjoyed by the average Colored YMCA. 

The most noteworthy event for Moorland in 1940 was the transfer of the 

Black YWCA operation to East Fifth Street and Roosevelt Avenue. 

Dawson remained as Executive Secretary at Moorland until August 1, 1941 

at which time he left the Association to join the U. S. O. 

Dr. C. G. Hobson became Acting Executive Secretary at a salary of $1,320 

per year. A well-known figure in Plainfield he was, at various times, Presi-

dent of Moorland's Committee of Management, Exalted Ruler of Mohawk Lodge 307 

of the local Elks, owner of Hobson's Drug Store at Plainfield Avenue and West 

Fourth Street, and Boys' Work Secretary of Moorland. As Boys Work Secretary 

he had been particularly successful with the basketball teams. 

In order to bring in much needed capital he granted access to the bil-

liard room, bowling alleys, and auditorium to anyone who could pay the price 

regardless of their YMCA affiliation. For a limited time, also, he engineered 

the use of the building by programs developed by the Plainfield Recreation Com-

mission. 

These adventures manufactured their own problems. 1943 was not 1923. In 

that twenty years the Black population of Plainfield had rised from 3,097 to 

over 6,500 War work and Social Security demands had replaced the earlier do-

mestic worker with a rougher breed of factory worker. To this new breed the 

YMCA was no "sacred cow", nor was the name "Doc" Hobson one that merited a 

special reverence. In 1923 Moorland had had a strong religious concept, but 

those clergymen and other prestigious Committee of Management members with 

whom he had worked then had either died or grown too feeble to function, and 

he was unable to recruit new allies. 

Forced to work without an adequate staff, he spent more and more time 

keeping order, less and less time on YMCA programs, Membership continued to 

drop. In 1923 Moorland had opened with 150 adult male members alone. Now in 

1943 the record showed only 10 male adults (aae 30 and up), 2 young men, and 

46 boys for a total of 58. 

A survey had been conducted May 14, 1942 by Sanford Webster, Chairman of 

the Committee to Moorland, which spelled out to the Board of Directors at 

Central y the following three alternatives: 1) To continue Moorland as is, 

making improvements where possible; 2) Abandon the building and operate a 

program in facilities owned by the community; 3) Consider the problem too 

big for the Y to handle and turn it over to some other agency. 

Although membership was down, Sanford and his committee had felt that 

Hobson was making progress in other areas and that he should be given more 

time. This had been the course taken and slowly but surely membership 

also began to rise. 
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In the midst of his efforts Hobson received the tragic news of the death 

of his only son in a southern Army camp. Wallace, who has received his early 

athletic training at Moorland Y, had been an outstanding athlete in several 

sports at Lincoln University in Pennsylvania before entering the service. From 

the date of that tragic news, "Doc" Hobson's own fires burned somewhat lower. 

He resigned as Moorland's Executive on April 16, 1946. 

William E. Hogan succeeded Dr. Hobson as Executive Secretary. The fol-

lowing paragraphs concerning him are extracted verbatim from the writings of 

Harry E. Moore, Jr.: 

"At the October 1946 meeting of the Association's Board of Directors, the 
employment of William E. Hogan as branch executive was approved and General 
Secretary Ahrens authorized to complete the arrangements. Thus began the 
career of Moorland's most successful executive." 

"At the November 1946 meeting of the Board, R. D. Ponder and Gerald Tay-
lor were appointed to the Committee of Management and the Board authorized 
the invitation of a committee representative to the Central Board for a period 
of six months. Two representatives from the Central Board were also to attend 
the Moorland Committee of Management meetings. At the December meeting Mr. 
Lambert attended representing Moorland and Asbury Hill and Griffin Bailey were 
nominated to the Moorland Committee." 

"William E. Hogan brought to the branch a public relations and program 
planning skill which meant a revival of YMCA influence in the West End of 
Plainfield. His administrative skill led to the recruitment of a stronger 
Committee of Management and more efficient staff work. In 1947 he brought 
Miss Marjorie Patterson to the staff who served in a number of capacities in-
cluding programming for grade school boys and girls, junior high school age 
level, high school youth and young adults. Miss Patterson is at present direc-
tor of teenage programming with a national reputation for work and excellence. 
In 1966 she was one of the 21 leaders chosen from youth leaders in the United 
States to work with teenage delegates at the YMCA International Conference in 
Norway." 

"Hogan was executive when Cyril Lambert was appointed chairman of the 
Committee of Management in the spring of 1947. Lambert continued as chairman 
until the closing of the branch in 1956 giving the community a dedicated ser-
vice worthy of the highest praise. As a professional-lay partnership Hogan 
and Lambert brought to the branch a new prestige and vitality without which 
it would have had to close its doors." 

"Cyril Lambert, "Cy" to his many friends, was the type of community 
leader willing to do anything to make the organization to which he was so at-
tached work. He would recruit and help the men of the community paint the 
facility, make repairs, lead groups, or whatever was needed. He was a figure 
at nearly all area and national YMCA conferences representing his organization 

with efficiency and dignity." 

"Organization of basketball leagues, golf instructions, a boxing program, 
newly decorated auditorium were reported at the January 1948 Board meeting. In 
May a joint meeting of the Central Board and the Moorland Branch Committee was 
held. The program at the branch was sprinkled with special events such as the 
annual Washington's Birthday tea, concerts, etc. These unquestionably improved 
the image of the Moorland program." 

Late in 1951 Hogan was offered and accepted the post of Southwestern U. S. 

Regional Director for YMCA Activities, and he left at the end of January, 1952. 

During his years as Secretary the membership had grown from 122 to 852 includ-

ing 168 women. 

Blanchard Baker, who was hired as Executive Secretary in February, 1952, 

served less than a year before retiring because of poor health. During his 

brief tenure total membership plummeted from 852 to 326. 

Donald P. J. Simmons replaced Baker in February, 1953. Perhaps too much 

was expected of Simmons. A hometown boy and a former outstanding high school 

athlete, he had also been a youth leader at the Moorland Branch. 

He swept back into Plainfield from Texas with his attractive wife, took 

over the most sought after job in the Black community, and moved into his new 

home with speed and assurance. With Cyril Lambert as his Chairman of the 

Committee of Management, Simmons strode into the Executive Secretary position 

like a younger and even more dynamic "Bill" Hogan. Memberships climbed rapidly 

from 326 to 447, with the number of women members actually doubling. Cultural 

type programs such as Spanish classes, tennis tournaments, and ceramics classes 

flourished. There was a bus trip into Mexico for the Spanish classes. 

It was a time of change, also, in YMCA concepts. A new constitution had 

been developed for the branches of Plainfield Central, Moorland, and Fanwood-

Scotch Plains. Under the new constitution Moorland would no longer be a 

Negro branch, but an integral part of a trade area. Racial identities would 

henceforth be of no importance in the YMCA. Plans for a new, integrated 



Moorland YMCA building, complete with swimming pool, six bowling alleys, resi-

dence halls, and cafeteria, at an estimated cost of $375,000 took definitive 

shape. 

The rapidity with which succeeding events crowded in seemed to overwhelm 

Simmons. Caught in a glaring spotlight which he could not endure Simmons, 

who had returned to Moorland with such bright promise, one day without any 

formal resignation, picked up his last pay check and disappeared from Plain-

field, leaving his many friends at a loss just how to explain his action. 

The last of Moorland's Executive Secretaries, Forrester Lee, joined the 

staff in May, 1955. Before tracing his tenure, however, we must go back a 

little. No history of Moorland would be complete without some mention of its 

athletic activities. In the early 1930s, particularly before the Joe Louis 

era, Black athletes were considered, except in rare cases, incapable of com-

peting on an equal basis with white athletes. Consequently, Black athletes 

competed among themselves on whatever track or field or gym floor that was 

available to them. Moorland Y with its undersized gym, therefore, became a 

place where athletes who could possibly have successfully represented their 

nation competed fiercely against each other on a day to day basis. 

In 1956, had Milt Campbell, for example, looked over his shoulder when 

he was winning the Olympic Decathlon at Melbourne, Australia he might have 

seen a shadow which ran and jumped with him. That shadow was his father, 

Tom, who trained his body on equipment hanging in the Moorland Y gym. Tom 

Campbell often climbed over the high padlocked gate at Plainfield High School 

Athletic Field to run the quarter-mile track in unbelievable time, while 

cautioning his companion with the stop-watch not to tell anybody because they 

might "get into trouble." 

Or he might have seen the huge shadow of his paternal grandfather who 

weighed over 300 pounds, and yet was so marvelously physically endowed that 

he could accept a challenge from, and defeat, a celebrated Moorland "10 

second man" younger than his own son, in a wildly exciting 60 yard dash. 

There were many other families who helped form the Moorland athletic 

legend, the Burgesses, Browns, Lamberts, Lipscombes, Carys, Whetstones, 

Blacks, Taylors, Youngs, Christmases, Washingtons, Carters, and Henrys, to 

name a few. 

Who that saw him could forget the superb boxing skill of Sterling "Six 

Seconds" Powell, who trained at Moorland and literally maintained the Plain-

field Academy (then located at Watchung Avenue and East Fourth Street) through 

the drawing power of his boxing expertise 

Who that saw him could forget the basketball handling of Horace "Stretch" 

Russ, the steady professionalism of Theodore "Jack" Brighton, the explosive 

brilliance of John "Pomp" Chandler, the deadly shooting eye of Elston Coles. 

In the 1930s on Friday winter nights, for the Black community of Plain-

field, the central drama was the Moorland Y basketball team on the gym floor 

at Hubbard School. Here the Black athlete recovered his manhood so callously 

stripped from him by the white world. Here before a packed balcony of pretty, 

cheering girls like Edith Coles, Estelle Brown, and Louise Pittard courage, 

daring, and dete mination were demonstrated. As the wheels of time ground 

inevitably onward, the names and faces of girls and players changed, but the 

games and the dances after the games continued. 

Moorland's Physical Education Directors, each in his own time, took his 

job as coach seriously. Leroy Smith, James Burke, Doc Hobson, Ray Miller, 

Jack Dawson, Larry Clarke, Jack Brighton, Dave Humphrey, and George Freeman 

all played their parts in bringing out the talents they knew were there. 



For many years Moorland Y furnished the only Black teams which competed 

in the various City Recreation Leagues. Moorland, therefore, was always the 

team to beat, the invaders, whose hands were quicker than the referee's eyes, 

and so had to be doing something illegal, unethical, or just plain unaccept-

able. Perhaps it was the prejudiced treatment that their grandfathers told of 

suffering in the 1930s that makes the Black athletes of 1978 so determined to 

prevail. 

When Forrester Lee took over the Executive Secretary position, the drive 

for a new Moorland Y was in high gear. On May 20, 1955.it was reported that 

$190,000 in contributions and pledges had been obtained, representing a total 

of 766 gifts in the Advance, Commercial, and Industrial gifts phase of the 

campaign. 

At that time Moorland's membership was 513, and it was estimated that with 

the new swimming pool, gymnasium, modern kitchen, snack bar, etc. membership 

would increase 200 percent. 

The combined Boards of the three branches had agreed upon a plan under 

which the three facilities would operate under a single membership with various 

area wide programs being offered at the Branch best suited for a particular 

project. In this way the total YMCA program would be racially integrated both 

as to staff and as to membership activity. 

Then, sometime in the late hours of September 7, 1955, a fire broke out 

in Moorland Y. It burned uninterrupted until the smoke and flames attracted 

someone's attention. By the time the firemen had been called and arrived, the 

well-seasoned building had been completely gutted. 

Those Moorland Y old-timers who watched that conflagration saw more than 

an old building destroyed. They saw the volunteered carpentry work of Louis 

Smith and Richard Page, the free electrical efforts of David Rhodes, the hours 

of love put in by Percy Scruggs and James Branch, Alice Maynard and Dr. James 

Reid and a host of others going up in smoke. 

But even old-timers cannot predict coming events. Forrester Lee had 

moved operations to Central Y, and Moorland's activities were functioning 

at Mt. Zion AME Church, Washington and Hubbard Schools, when a letter ar-

rived which was forever to alter the future of the Moorland Branch YMCA. 

The letter was addressed to the YMCA Board of Directors and was from 

the Plainfield Chapter of the NAACP. It was dated as of May 17, 1956 and 

was signed by Eva B. Fields as President and Thelma Harris as Secretary. 

It claimed that rebuilding Moorland would prolong segregation, called the 

project a "Jim Crow" institution, and recommended the West Fourth Street 

facility not be rebuilt. 

It was a time of extreme social unrest. The Montgomery, Alabama bus 

boycott had recently ended, and the Little Rock, Arkansas school incident 

was yet to occur. It awakened old fears, for in spite of the elaborate 

plans for integrating the new Moorland Y, there were those who did not be-

lieve that enough whites would ever voluntarily integrate with a Black 

majority to make the idea work. 

The debate, which raged through the Plainfield Courier News, the New 

Jersey Afro-American, and both Black and white churches, effectively brought 

a halt to the fund raising By September 18 the issue was decided. Moor-

land Y would not be rebuilt, and Central facilities would be improved and 

enlarged to house both memberships. Central and Moorland Branches were 

merged, and Moorland's staff was joined to Central's as a single unit. 

In his history of the Plainfield YMCA, Harry E. Moore, Jr. has written 

the following paragraphs- 

"When it became clear the Moorland Branch was not to be rebuilt, the 
Neighborhood House Association asked the YMCA for a gift of the property. 
Dr. Aston L. Thompson, Sr. felt considerable misgivings concerning the pro-
posal and expressed the fear the Neighborhood House would perpetuate the 
very thing the NAACP Chapter was against. The majority of the Board felt 
that such a gift (which would be the largest single gift in value made to 
the Neighborhood House building fund) should be safeguarded by the estab-
lishing of certain conditions. The articles of agreement included- 
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A. Neighborhood House will not attempt to duplicate YMCA pro-
gramming in the area or publicize its program as a replace-

ment of the Moorland Branch YMCA. 

B. The transfer of title to the land is made upon the express 
understanding that the property will be used by the Neigh-
borhood House for its settlement house program, and that 
should such settlement house program be abandoned or ter-

minated that the property in question will not be sold for 
financial profit or gain to Neighborhood House Association 
unless the Plainfield YMCA shall receive out of the proceeds 
of such sale a sum equal to the appraised valuation of the 
property as vacant land.' 

could serve better the underlying Christian principles of the Young Men's 

Christian Association. 

In commemoration of this 125th Anniversary of the Black YMCA in the 

United States of America we have peered for a moment through a window of the 

past of one of them. Hopefully, as we looked, we discovered our best course 

for the future. 

"These articles of agreement made April 16, 1957 became the basis for 
further negotiation with Neighborhood House. The building fund of Neighbor-
hood House had come on the heels of the YMCA merger and tended, not neces-
sarily with the approval of the Neighborhood House Board, to encourage those 

who wanted to see the continuation of a Moorland operation to center their 
support on the new Neighborhood House development. The YMCA felt an agree-
ment that the Neighborhood House would not duplicate YMCA programs would be 
a necessary ingredient in its commitment to further racial integration." 

"Although both Carlyle Crane, acting for Neighborhood House, and Warren 
Lynch, acting for the YMCA, felt the deed should not carry the conditions as 
stipulated and agreed upon by both parties, a separate agreement was decided 
upon. By June 18, 1957 the transaction had been completed. A valuable pro-
perty had been transferred to a fellow agency with the provisions that it not 

engage in any of the YMCA's traditional programs. In the discussions, day 
camping, swimming programs, and other typical YMCA activities were named as 
examples of activities to be excluded from the Neighborhood House offerings." 

"At the time Dr. Thompson and others felt misgivings about the gift, but 
felt that if Neighborhood House would keep to programs designed specifically 
for the area, such as a day nursery, programs to increase academic skills, 
and programs that would lead to participation in other agency programs offer-
ing a more racially integrated experience, it would work out. Dr. Thompson 
finally agreed that if such be the case the gift of the property would be 
justified." 

Proud institutions with long histories of hard won victories do not strip 

themselves of their separate mantles of glory easily. It is, therefore, to the 

everlasting credit of Forrester Lee, Marjorie Patterson, Maurice W. Taylor and 

Harry E. Moore, Jr. that they were able to merge Moorland and Central Branches 

of the Plainfield YMCA into one body. And though there is a certain nostalgia 

attached to a look back into yesterday, it does not imply that the old days 

were better than the present ones, or that a segregated or separated YMCA 

MOORLAND BRANCH 

PLAINFIELD Y.M.C.A. 

EXECUTIVE SECRETARIES 
1923-1955 

A. J. Cary 
Ernest A. Dawson 
Dr. C. G. Hobson (Acting) 
William E. Hogan 
Blanchard Baker 
Donald P. J. Simmons 
Forrester Lee 

(1923-June, 1937) 
(September, 1937-August, 1941) 
(1942-April, 1946) 
(October, 1946-January, 1952) 
(February, 1952-January, 1953) 
(February, 1953-1955) 
(1955-End) 
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NATIONAL BOARD OF Y.M.C.A.'s 

THE Y.M.C.A. IN BLACK COMMUNITIES - A LEAP INTO THE 80s 

A BRIEF HISTORY OF THE ANTHONY BOWEN BRANCH Y.M.C.A. 

The YMCA movement was begun in London, England on June 6, 1844 by 

George Williams and his followers in response to the spiritual and social 

needs of young men coming to the newly industrialized city. The movement 

spread very rapidly coming to the City of Washington in 1852. Chauncey 

Langdon and Anthony Bowen, fellow clerks in the U. S. Patent Office, were 

instrumental in founding the two original Associations here. Langdon in 

1852 founded the YMCA for white men and boys (now Central Branch). 

Bowen and a group of friends organized the YMCA for Colored Men and 

Boys in August, 1853. This was the first YMCA established for Blacks any-

where in the world. It is noteworthy that this early example of self-help 

occurred more than 10 years before the Emancipation Proclamation of Presi-

dent Abraham Lincoln. 

This YMCA was incorporated on June 6, 1892 and during its early de-

velopment occupied quarters at 1609 Eleventh Street, N. W. and 12th and 

"U" Streets, N. W. The erection of the present building was begun in 1908 

after a community fund raising campaign. Black citizens of Washington con-

tributed $27,000 toward the cost. Julius Rosenwald (of the Sears Roebuck 

Company) and John D. Rockefeller (Standard Oil) each contributed $25,000 

toward the $110,000 needed for construction. The building was dedicated 

on May 19, 1912. President Theodore Roosevelt delivered the principal 

address at the cornerstone laying. The Honorable Henry L. Stimson, Secre-

tary of War represented President William Howard Taft in delivering the 

dedicatory address. The new facility became known as the Twelfth Street 

YMCA. It contained four stories and a basement, fully equipped for  

residence service, meal service, aquatic and athletic facilities, social 

and meeting rooms, lounges, bowling alleys and executive and business of-

fices. The Executive Secretary of the new building was Lewis E. Johnson. 

The first paid executive of the Association was Dr. Jesse E. Moreland who 

came to this position in the early 1890s. 

By action of the Board of Management at the meeting of September 27, 

1972 the name of the Branch was changed from the Twelfth Street Branch to 

the Anthony Bowen Branch of the YMCA of Metropolitan Washington. 

The services of the branch have always been directed toward the needs 

of young men and boys and in recent years the entire family. In the post 

World War II period until the present, the specific emphasis has been on 

dealing with community problems and concerns. The urban crisis became the 

number one priority of the Washington Association in mid-1960. Today, the 

crises of the community are to improve the quality of the environment of 

our city and to eliminate institutional and cultural racism in our society. 

The newly named Anthony Bowen Branch YMCA is involved with Board, staff and 

community leadership paving the way for a better community, a better city, 

a better nation and a better world. 



Chairmen of Board of Management 

A BIOGRAPHICAL SKETCH 

Executive Secretaries 

ANTHONY BOWEN, FOUNDER 
1809-1871 

Anthony Bowen, one of four sons of Mr. and Mrs. Henry Bowen, was born 

into slavery in 1809 on the estate of William Bradley, Prince George County, 

Maryland. 

1826 saw young Bowen move to Washington a free man and later that year 

purchase the freedom of his first wife, Catherine Miles. This marriage pro-

duced three girls, and four years following the death of his first wife, his 

marriage to Mary Collins gave him seven children. 

Anthony Bowen's trailblazing came early in his life when he was able to 

get one of his sons and another free Negro youth into the U. S. Navy. History 

was to see his son James serve in the U. S. Coast Guard and be among the first 

graduates of the Howard University Medical School in 1871 as valedictorian. 

In 1841 Anthony Bowen was employed by the federal government and a suc-

cession of promotions saw him rise to become the first Negro clerk in the 

U. S. Patent Office where he remained until his death. 

DATELINE 

1839 - Bowen sponsored and obtained permits for free Negroes of the 
District to conduct meetings at what became known as "The 
Colored Peoples Meeting House" located at 7th and D Streets, 
S. W., Washington, D. C. 

1845 - Anthony Bowen and Enoch Ambush opened a Sunday school at 
Wesley Church in southwest Washington. 

1847 - Bowen opened a Sunday evening school for free Black men where 
they studied reading, writing and Bible instructions. 

1853 - Bowen worked in the Patent Office with William Chauncy Langdon, 
the first Corresponding Secretary and a member of the Board of 
Managers of the Young Men's Christian Association established 
in Washington, D. C. in 1852. This type of community activity 
interested Bowen and collaborating with Langdon, he organized 
and became the first President of the Young Men's Christian 
Association for Colored Men and Boys in 1853. He was aided in 
this venture by John F. Cook and other free men. 

Anthony Bowen 
S. W. Rutherford 
Dr. William 0. Calytor 
Dr. E. B. Henderson 
Dr. William T. Grady 
Reverend E. C. Smith 
Dr. Edward C. Mazique 
Jesse E. Dedmon, Jr. 
John C. Duncan 
Jonathan L. Eugene 
Dr. Erman W. Edgecombe 

(1853-?) 
(1923-1930) 
(1931-1946) 
(1947-1949) 
(1950-1958) 
(1959-1960) 
(1961-1962) 
(1963-1964) 
(1965-1967) 
(1968-1972) 
(1973 to date) 

Dr. Jesse E. Moreland (1890-P) 
R. P. Hamlin 
Benjamin Washington (part time) 
Lewis E. Johnson 
W. H. J. Beckett 
John W. Davis 
William Stevenson 
Virgil Franklin 
Campbell C. Johnson (1923-1941) 
James Arnold (1941-1946) 
Frederick M. Robinson, Acting (1946) 
Joseph H. B. Evans, Acting (1947) 
Laurence F. Hunt (1948-1967) 
C. Thomas Weaver (1967-1969) 
Oliver Thompson (1969) 
William C. Porter, Acting (1970) 
Harry S. Strothers (1970-1977) 
Virgil Sneed (1977 to present) 
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NG BLACK 
S SINCE 1853 

1856 - A group of freedmen, guided by Anthony Bowen, founded St. Paul 
AME Church having started as the E Street Mission and later 
called St. Paul Society. 

I 

PLAINFIELD COMMITTEE FOR 

125th ANNUAL CELEBRATION OF BLACK Y.M.C.A. 
1860 - Ordained by the Annual Conference of African Methodist Episcopal 

Churches. 
Mel Davis - Co-Chairman 

1865 - All free Negro men were taxed by the District government. Anthony William Merritt - Co-Chairman 
Bowen and other free men petitioned the Mayor to provide free pub-
lic schools for Negro children and, with the assistance of white 

Marjorie Patterson - Coordinator 

supporters, carried the petition to Congress. To augment these 
efforts, Bowen donated land to the District to use in this venture. Alfred Banks Jasper Fennell Gloria Penn 
In 1867 Congress appropriated funds for the first free public school Floyd Brown Barbara Johnson Yvonne Thomas 
for Negro children. This school, located at Second and M Streets, Beverly Calland Fred Johnson Roland Turpin 
S. W., was named for Anthony Bowen following his death in 1871 and Emily Coleman Annie Lipscombe James Varner 
has remained there to the present. Ralph Davis Donald Nichols Art Veghte 

Reverend Donald Oliver James Watson 
The activities of Anthony Bowen were unending and of immeasurable 

worth. That we pay homage to him, the founder of this branch, on its One 

Hundred Twenty-fifth Anniversary is a fitting memorial to his memory. 

Ella Payne Moran 
Great Granddaughter 

125TH ANNIVERSARY 

LET US CELEBRATE 
TOGETHER 
125 YEARS OF 
YMCA SERVICE 
TO BLACK 
COMMUNITIES.... 
SERVICE THAT 
HELPS MOVE 
OUR COUNTRY 
TOWARDS 
FULFILLMENT 
OF ITS HIGHEST 
IDEALS. 
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