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Earliest Days 

 
10% of Detroit is enslaved throughout 18th century. Individual slaves remain in Michigan 

until the 1830s. Michigan becomes a state when it does (1837) to allow Arkansas, a 

slave state, to join the Union. 

 

First white land owners in Ypsilanti, the Godfrey family, were slave-owners. 

 

Ypsilanti settled by New Yorkers steeped in the Great Awakening, and contained a 

socially active progressive community (minority) around the Normal College. 

 

Small black population in the City until the late 1840s. Tripled between 1850 and 1860. 

 

Attracted to the Raisin Institute in Adrian, proximity to Canada. Railroad.  Established 

black churches. By 1863, Ypsilanti is a leading regional black community. 



Isa Stewart (c.1805-1894) 

Founder of Brown Chapel AME 



Women of the Windows of Brown Chapel  

African Methodist Episcopal Church  



Frances Ellen 

Watkins Harper 

At Brown 

Chapel, 1874 

"Every colored man and woman 

felt the full force of her remarks 

as she portrayed how, when the 

dark shadow of slavery rested 

upon them they mutually 

suffered and now being free, the 

justice and necessity of both 

clinging and rising together." 



 Wealtha 

Sherman 

(c.1850-1942) 



A few of the hundreds of lives… 



Mary Eleanor Delany (McCoy) 

(c.1846-1923) 

A life emblematic of early Ypsilanti 

African-American women. 

 

Michigan State Association of 

Colored Women.  

 

Vice President of the Lydian 

Association of Detroit  

 

President of the Sojourner Truth 

Memorial Association of Michigan 

created to honor Truth and to 

establish scholarships for children 

of former slaves to attend the 

University of Michigan. 

 

In 1897, she organized Detroit's 

Phyllis Wheatley Home for Aged 

Colored Women and served as 

the Home's Vice President.  

 

She was founded the McCoy 

Home for Colored Children, an 

orphanage that also provided 

much needed daycare for the 

children of domestic servants. 



Women’s Clubs, Music and Society 



The Palm Leaf Club 



Mary Dill, his mother, continued to live on 

the Dill Plantation even after the Civil War. 
 

Louisa, his wife, died in the 1860s. Their 

oldest daughter Anna raised the children in 

Ypsilanti.  

 
Anna 1851-1895 

 

Samuel 1854-1885 

 

Mary 1861-1948 

 
Julia 1866-1952 

 

Lydia 1867-1942 

The Jacobs’ Women 



Mrs. Anna Alexander is a white school teacher of this city. But the author is forced to speak of her because of the noble work she has 

done for the colored people in Ypsilanti and because of the high esteem they have for her and the honor they wish to confer on her 

through the medium of this book. The sentiment of the colored people style her as one of the noblest and most generous women of 

the age. 

She has been very beneficial to the colored people and was very active in bringing about their prosperity, which is in evidence there, 

and is looked upon by the school children as a “‘Lady Bountiful.” The colored people are aware of Mr. Alexander's good qualities and 

credit her with honor and reverence for them. She is one that is planning and working for the advancement of the colored race and 

advocates their justice. Mrs. Alexander has contributed largely to the colored churches of Ypsilanti, and is of great help to the pastors 

of those churches. Many thinly clad children have been clothed by her. It did not matter to her whether the children were black or 

white. Her gentle nature has made her greatly loved by all the children. Her greatest joy is to inspire children to live noble lives. The 

author was deeply impressed by Mrs. Alexander’s charitable nature and earnestness to keep any one she could. 

He never saw a school room filled with brighter faced children in his life. Their teacher instructed them to put aside their books and 

listen to an address given them by the author. The school is of good discipline and under the control of an extraordinary good 

teacher. 

Mrs. Anna 

Chalmers 

Alexander 

Knaggs 



Bernice Kersey (1894-1969) 



Snapshots of Life 



Louisa Artis was born in North Carolina to Alfred Artis and 

Tempe Acock around 1840. The Artis’ were an extended family of free 

blacks from an area around Goldsboro, North Carolina.  

 

In the 1840s, the Artis’ had moved to a black refuge community and 

hub of anti-slavery activity called Richland or Little Africa. After 

Louise’s father, Alford, died. Tempe, married Dennis Kersey. Following 

the passage of the Fugitive Slave Act in 1850, the family and whole 

community, fled to Canada, first to Colchester and later to Buxton, 

Ontario. 

 

Louisa married Charles Augustus in Ohio in 

1860, and came to Ypsilanti before the Civil 

War. Charles joined the 54th Massachusetts 

Infantry in May, 1863 and was wounded in the 

assault on Fort Wagner in July of that year. 

Captured, Charles would die at  Andersonville 

Prison in 1864..He is buried at the National 

Cemetery there. Charles was a barber and one 

of five Ypsilantians to join the 54th and one of 

two to die at Wagner. 

 

At the end of the war, Louisa married James 

Hayes, also a veteran, Louisa’s brothers, 

Archibald and Elijah, and sister Almeda (who 

married Robert H. Morton) also settled in 

Ypsilanti. Her half-brothers include George and 

James H. Kersey, local builders, including of 

Brown Chapel. She lived at 115 South Adams 

street for decades. 

 
Louisa was a cook, with her sister Almeda, at the Hawkins Hotel on Michigan Avenue. Extremely active in the community, 

Louise’s home was the site of numerous social events, including meetings of the Ladies Lyceum and Reading Society. 

Together she and James, who died in 1892, had nine children. The descendants of those children now in the Ypsilanti 

area must count in the hundreds, yet how many know the story of their grandmother, a matriarch of Ypsilanti’s black 

community? Louisa Hayes died in 1901, she is buried in Highland Cemetery. 
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