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Introduction

1 Archaeologist Steve Mrozowski, Ph.D. acknowledges that Long Island’s history, as in much of the North, seems
largely to escape the slavery narrative. Stories about African Americans and enslaved Africans on Long Island are
the less-told stories largely because of the lack of surviving or noted physical evidence.[1] Yet, Long Island had a
population of enslaved people living and working here, dating back to 1654 when Nathaniel Sylvester brought the
first slaves to Suffolk County.[2] Despite their exclusion even from many modern historical narratives, as historian
Granier Marcus reminds us, “Slaves and Free African-Americans were intimately involved in building Long Island’s
agrarian and maritime economy.”’[3] Despite this record, contributions made by African Americans to the maritime
history of Long Island remain lightly explored. Floris Cash argues that the participation of Blacks in the “golden age”
of whaling remains generally ignored.[4] Yet, as Patrick and Fredrick McKissack point out, “During the “golden age”
of whaling (1800-60), African-Americans comprised 25 percent of whaling crews. And after the Civil War and well into
the late half of the nineteenth century, well over half the whaling crews were African-American.”[5]

2 Pyrrhus Concer, a celebrated African American whaler, philanthropist, and ex-slave, contributed significantly to this
little-studied history. His life story can provide us with a lens to re-examine northern slavery and the contributions of
African Americans to Long Island’s economic development. Within the whaling industry, African Americans provided
various skill sets, including on whaling vessels (such as steerers and harpooners) and in ancillary jobs that
supported the whaling fleet (such as shipbuilding and blacksmithing).[6] Many of these men had lives both on land
and at sea. In Concer’s case, he served for many years as a whaler—making history as one of the first Americans
(and the first African American) to sail into Tokyo Bay—before he settled down in Southampton, leaving a durable
legacy of good works in the community.

3 Today, local residents, inspired by his life, seek to share his story and preserve not only his homestead but also
his contribution to history. In the recent futile attempt to save his historic home from demolition, however, community
members faced challenges that highlighted gaps between laws and zoning codes and access to the pathways
designed to implement historic preservation plans. As one of the participants in the effort to preserve the Concer
Homestead, | hope that this reflection on our experience will contribute to future discourses about the preservation
of the African American past. Challenges faced by local community members include inherited institutional
structures that need to change if a more inclusive history is to emerge.

Concer, A Life of Significance

4 Pyrrhus Concer was born on March 17, 1814 to an enslaved mother, Violet; following her status, he too became
the property (whether technically a slave or an indentured servant) of his mother’s owner Captain Nathan Cooper in
Southampton.[7] Subsequently, Concer was sold to Mr. Elias Pelletreau Il for the sum of $25.00.[8] Five years old at
the time of his sale, Concer had no choice regarding his transfer, leaving his mother behind when he was still a
young child. Even after slavery ended in 1826, Pyrrhus Concer apparently remained in the Pelletreau household
until he was about 26 years old.

5 After working as a farm hand, Concer shipped out on a whaling vessel, like many young Long Island men. He
advanced from a green hand in 1832 to pilot, eleven years later, of the whaleship Manhattan.[9] In 1845, he had his
most notable maritime adventure when he and his shipmates rescued some shipwrecked Japanese sailors. The
Manhattan, with Concer aboard, delivered the Japanese sailors back to their native land—then a closed society. By
spending long periods working at sea, Concer was able to improve his economic situation back home. After

inheriting his first two acres of property from his grandmother in 1843, he continued to increase his property
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holdings over time.[10] By 1850, he was recorded in the
census as a seaman and head of household in
Southampton. Clearly, he held his property dear because in
1891 he pursued litigation to protect his homestead.[11] Not
only did he deeply value and carefully manage his real
estate holdings, he ensured his personal sovereignty and
full rightful status as a landowner.

6 Since the Reconstruction Era, the concept of “freed men
and free land” have been closely linked in America.[12]
Although predominantly associated with the South, the
connection between land ownership and political rights also ] n
resonated in the North. In 1821, New York chose to retain Figure 1. Pyrrhus Concer Homestead, circa 2014. Courtesy of
property restrictions on African American men seeking the Southampton Press.

right to vote. In response, for example, Weeksville, Brooklyn
was founded as an autonomous African American
community and sought to establish African American rights
and support their social institutions. In Concer’s case,
thanks to the initial inheritance from his grandmother, he
was able to build on that foundation to expand his
holdings.[13] His subsequent purchases of land and his
efforts to preserve clear title were certainly informed by
relationships between land and rights including citizenship,
which was still not granted to African Americans at this
point.

7 Pyrrhus Concer was many things—a son, brother,
husband, and, by all accounts, a great neighbor. He was
also a devoted Christian and a member of the Southampton Figure 2. Pyrrhus Concer, undated. Courtesy of Southampton
Presbyterian Church. His lasting legacy as a philanthropist Historical Society.

has been cemented at his church where he started a lasting

Christian education scholarship fund. He also bequeathed funds to the American Seaman’s Friend Society. Pyrrhus
Concer died on August 23, 1897 and is interred in the old North End Burying in Southampton.[14] Until recently, his
home still survived on Pond Lane in Southampton. While a modest dwelling, it was a rare surviving example of Long
Island vernacular architecture, similar to the few documented (mostly no longer extent) 19th century African
American homes. Moreover, its provenance as the homestead of a prominent African American community member
made it meaningful and significant to many residents of Southampton.

Organizing for Community Involvement

8 On October 1, 2013 the Pyrrhus Concer Action Committee (PCAC) was formed with core members consisting of
the author, Brenda Simmons, Tom Edmonds, Lucius Ware, and Sally Spanburgh. Our mission was, and is, to
preserve the historic structure at 51 Pond Lane that was Mr. Concer’s homestead, and, as such, his legacy. The
committee is also comprised of concerned citizens and volunteers. Together PCAC promotes the preservation,
enhancement, and long-term sustainability of Pyrrhus Concer’s House as a rare historic resource that embodies
African American tradition and choice. PCAC seeks to combine access and education so the material contributions
of this house, so emblematic of Concer’s achievements, become a living part of community heritage.

9 The creation of this committee by the founding members came about in response to a public hearing held by the
Board of Architectural Review and Historic Preservation (ARB) on September 25, 2013. The hearing sought
community input regarding a Certificate of Appropriateness for the demolition of 51 Pond Lane, in the Village of
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Southampton, County of Suffolk. The property was known to be Pyrrhus Concer’s Homestead, situated across from
Agawam Lake where a lasting monument to his memory still stands. Upon leaving the hearing it was apparent that
we, the greater community of supporters of the preservation of local African American history, needed to organize an
effort to educate and advocate for the preservation of Pyrrhus Concer’s homestead.

10 The Concer Homestead was privately owned, and its owners wished to tear down the structure in order to build a
new house on the land. Mobilized to save the house, the PCAC garnered local and regional support but the
movement proved unsuccessful. There were a lot of executive sessions and private meetings that locked out both
the PCAC and the general public from the negotiation process between the homeowners and the village of
Southampton. In response, we even instituted civil disobedience with no avail. After numerous postponements,
hearings, conferences, and testimonials in favor of preserving the house, no one could have imagined the outcome.

11 Although this discussion does not include a comprehensive time line of events, in the end the homeowners sued
the Village. Ultimately an agreement was reached between the Plaintiffs (property owners) and Defendants (Village
of Southampton). The original house was dismantled and the Village was allowed to retain some architectural
elements from the structure for future use. According to the Southampton Press:

The property owners gained $1.55 million in the transaction, having purchased the 0.82-acre property
at 51 Pond Lane in Southampton Village for $2.75 million in 2013. . . At the January meeting of the
Southampton Village Board on Thursday night, officials unanimously approved a resolution to refund
$18,750 in building permit fees to the property owners, after receiving a letter from the owner dated
December 15 withdrawing the application to develop the 51 Pond Lane property. The .82-acre
property has also been listed for sale online by Corcoran Real Estate Group for $4,995,000 since
November 26. . . After several months of public debate, the ARB denied the homeowners a certificate
of appropriateness to demolish the structure, which led to a $10 million lawsuit filed against the
village claiming property rights were being denied. In May, both the village and the homeowners
reached an agreement on the property, and the village was able to go into the house to salvage
historic artifacts before the house was ultimately demolished in August of this year.[15]

12 For the supporters of the PCAC, the Architectural
Review Board’s decision to deny the Certificate of
Appropriateness and allow the dismantling of the Concer
Homestead was very disappointing. Questions remain
regarding how the settlement was reached, its costs, and its
stipulations. To make matters worse, after all conflict and :
public concern about closed-door decisions (and what many : = “_ L
saw as a scare-tactic lawsuit) to avoid any restrictions on
land use, the owners didn’t even go through with plans to
develop the property. Before steps could be taken to
preserve the Concer Homestead, however, the property
owners tore it down, only to change their minds about
building on the site and selling the land back to the town.

ACCOFdII"Ig to the Southampton Press: Figure 3. Demolition of Pyrrhus Concer Homestead, 2015,
Southampton, author’s photo.

The Southampton Town Board agreed on Tuesday
to purchase the former Pyrrhus Concer property in Southampton Village for $4.3 million, using
Community Preservation Fund revenues.[16]
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13 Most troubling, all of this occurred after community voices were excluded from multiple layers of decision-making.
Since the community was unable to participate in determining what professional expertise was necessary to
evaluate the property, the PCAC could not ensure proper recognition of the house as a notable example of African
American vernacular architecture. The PCAC was cognizant of the possibility of losing the physical, brick and mortar
fabric of Pyrrhus Concer’s homestead but continued to be vigilant. Our plan included, at various points, reaching out
to multiple levels of government and even private foundations to purchase the house or find another suitable
property where it could be moved. This demonstrated there were other possibilities for the property and its future.

Decision-Making and Preservation

14 Systematic exclusions of non-elite history do not allow for subsequent correction since the results cannot be

undone; in this case, the essential integrity of the Concer Homestead as a historic structure was destroyed. Even
attempting to reconstruct salvaged architectural fragments will never bring back the house as it once existed. The
larger ramification of this destruction is the denial of marginalized people and their stories. Excluding historic sites
relevant to marginalized people from the preservation process results in their erasure from the historic landscape.

15 If the trend in historic preservation is towards recalling histories other than only those of elite white men, then all
steps of the process, particularly at the local level, need to be open to the larger community. Although trending away
from dominant white narratives of history, historic preservation still has significant barriers for other cultural
traditions. The Pyhruss Concer property is a prime example of how decisions have emanated from a colonized
perspective. The Concer property did not conform to perceived cultural standards of historical importance, which
typically overlook structures derived from African American and other non-elite architectural traditions. This placed
the Concer house in danger unless an expert in local vernacular houses, including specifically in African American
traditions, was consulted. The lack of deeper knowledge about the Concer property was the primary reason that the
site had not been individually listed as a contributing property within its neighborhood’s existing historic district. As
Margalynne Armstrong has written, “From the African American perspective — the perspective of the excluded — the
predominance of the exclusionary features of private ownership has been experienced as oppression rather than
autonomy.”[17] Systemic “-isms” (racism, sexism, and classism) too often have been normalized in our institutions,
hindering a diverse history from being told. Rather than be blinded by these “isms,” we must include different
perspectives and allow people to tell their own stories.

Relationship, Race, and Landscape

16 Generally, African-American history has been reduced to polar extremes, diminishing content and lives in the
process. At one extreme, it is subjugated to the institution of slavery in which “African Americans are often referred
to as a monolithic group with a single mind and uniform agenda, rarely with consideration given to the communities
with which we personally identify.”[18] At the other extreme, it focuses on the celebration of individual
accomplishments. Yet the history of African-Americans in this country is complicated, painful, difficult, and not
completely understood. The demolition of the rare and unique Concer property could be a teaching moment not only
for local, regional and state history but also for global history given Concer’s global connections. History is
unbalanced, has gaps, isn't 100% accurate. Nevertheless, we have the opportunity and responsibility to right the
wrongs, to disrupt conscious (and unconscious) biases of current systems, and to make sure history is inclusive.
The misrepresentation of African-American history will continue if we don’t make a stronger effort to preserve what
we know and to protect material evidence of that past.

17 Much of our country was built by the forced labor of marginalized people and much of the wealth accumulated
was a result of their exploitation. Yet too often, history has been written by and from a wealthy white male
perspective. According to a recent report published by the National Trust for Historic Preservation, “there is a
common perception among the general public that historic preservation is only about saving sites associated with
rich white men’s history. Historically, there’s truth in that perception; preservation began as an attempt to
memorialize the founding fathers.”[19] Indeed, this priority has long dictated what was deemed to have architectural
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merit, thereby systematically excluding sites of significance to marginalized people which are important to our
shared history.

18 Consequently, there is a deep disparity in what properties are given due process and deemed of merit to be
preserved for the future. Often the most difficult parts of the built landscape to preserve are the vulnerable structures
constructed by (or for) people of meager means, which typically were built from scraps and secondary materials.
After the occupants have moved on, these purpose built homes are left, intentionally neglected, and then
demolished, along with the history they document. The result is a separation of black history from the land. Land
represents wealth and only “white possession and occupation of land was validated and therefore privileged as a
basis for property rights. These distinct forms of exploitation each contributed in varying ways to the construction of
whiteness as property.”[20] On Long Island, where there was a long history of segregation and redlining,
municipalities adopted various land use codes to keep and protect the status quo, furthering the “hyper-exploitation
of Black labor...by treating Black people themselves as objects of property. Race and property were thus conflated
by establishing property.”[21]

19 Future plans for historic preservation on Long Island need to include the mantra of FUBU (“For Us By Us”),
allowing people of color to craft their own stories, memories and sacred places. “For us by us” also means utilizing
diverse specialists to research the built environment from a non-colonized perspective and allow people to shape
their own ancestral history. The systems, processes and applications put into place to protect historic districts, for
example, must be strengthened, clarified, and revised to emphasize more expansive definitions of cultural
significance. As Armstrong powerfully states:

The global issues of the twenty-first century will include resource scarcity and resource allocation. For
environmental, political and — dare | say? — ethical reasons, current discrepancies in resource
consumption and contamination will continue to be challenged, and solutions cannot much longer be
deferred. The debates and resolutions will take place on local levels, as well as national and
international scales. African American communities must position ourselves so as to be able to create
solutions that address our varied needs and concerns.[22]

20 History should be considered one of the scarce resources where current discrepancies must be rectified. In
deciding which historic structures warrant preservation, we must also qualitatively include oral traditions,
archaeology, and other non-traditional sources. To rely solely on archives is inadequate since marginalized people
generally didn’t keep records or diaries and were often overlooked or incorrectly recorded in official documents.

Resilience: The Future of the Concer Homestead and a Campaign for Awareness

21 To bring attention and awareness to issues facing African American sites of historic importance, PCAC
collaborated in 2015 with regional partners to host Joseph McGill, founder of the “Slave Dwelling Project” which is
focused on rewriting the story on northern slavery and preservation. In August 2015, a new historical marker and
road sign were dedicated in honor of Pyrrhus Concer. The historical marker was placed near the site of the Concer
house, on Pond Lane in Southampton Village. Pond Lane will now be known as “Concer’s Way.”

22 The event, street sign and plaque were all victories—no doubt. But how often do we walk by and miss these
signs? After all the Pyrrhus Concer monument in Agawam Lake, across the street from his homestead, went largely
unnoticed for decades, until the recent crisis brought renewed attention to his historical significance. Having
celebrated these small successes, we have to get back to work to connect the cultural ambassadors of the past to
today’s society. We must continue to tell our local history in inclusive ways, so the less desirable history of exclusion
and erasure are not repeated.

24 PCAC continues to advocate for Pyrrhus Concer’s legacy. A primary goal will be to resurrect his homestead in
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some way. By using the original house timbers to reconstruct the house, to the degree possible and preferably onfits
original same site, we could in a sense re-erect his legacy. The structure would [ =
then be dedicated to learning from his life as a testament of character, integrity,
and freedom. The Town of Southampton has now expressed a commitment to
help achieve this goal as well. In the critical coming months PCAC will continue
to raise funds and seek involvement with the Town of Southampton in the
planning phases of what will become of the Concer site going forward. A virtual
presence through social media will be developed for the PCAC as a means to
communicate with the greater community. We will actively seek private and public
support to aid with rebuilding Pyrrhus Concer’s last known home—51 Pond Lane.
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Figure 4. Joseph McGill, Brenda
Simmons and Georgette Grier-Key
with the newly installed
sign for “Concer’s Way,”
Southampton, author’s photo.

Figure 5. Existing memorial to Pyrrhus Concer, Southampton.
Courtesy of Southampton Press.

23 Figure 6. New historical marker honoring Pyrrhus Concer,
Southampton, author’s photo.
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