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ISRAEL HILL 1811
Prince Edward County
Virgimia
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Free Blacks of lsrael Hill

Inscription 4 Jus to the west llea
lsrael Hill, settled in 1810-1811 by
approximately ninety formerly enslaved *
persons who received freedom snd 550
acres from Judith Randolph under the will
of her husband, Richard Randolph, cousin of
Thomas Jefferson. These “sraelites” and
other free African Americsns werked ay
formers, craftspeople, and Appomattox
Rlver boatmen; some labored alongside
wilites for equal wages and defended thelr
rights n court. The family of early settler
Hercules White bought and sold real estate
In Farmwille and joined with white citzens
to found the town's tirst Baptist church In
1838, lsrael Hill remained a vigorous black
community nto the twentieth century.
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CHAPTER 3

%

The Promised Land

As CoMPoRIABLE s 1uk Bust v Lspraer Huo

T e suiry oF Dsrael HIN begis us s quest by ninety-some newly lib-
crutied peaple 1 make o place (os themselves in one snall comer
of u geatly rolling Piedmant Viginia Landscape, Their county,
Prince Edwied, soday s the shape of o dlightly deaoping satehel, it
nurthern edge mwaced by o bow in the Appomattuae Rives, The Couny
wiretches fifteen 1o pwoory miles north o suth, a linle farther east o
west, A natrow profuberance extended westward to the headwaters of
the river until Prince Edward donated that thinly populared section to
the new county of Appomattox in 1843. Tsrael Hill and the: town of Farm-
ville lie on the northern border of the county, on the suuth bank of the
Appomattox, at the trough of the dawiwurd arc that the aver forms.
Several ridges fan out soughly south- and westward from that arca into
the county’s incerior; they rise as much as 70 fect above the streambuds,
tributaries of the Appamaitox, that separate them

By tar the broadest and lowest of the vallsys that meet around Farm-
ville is that of the Butfalu River (luter called Buffalo Creck), “a rather flac
ot level stecam” that may have broadened in its lower reaches to & width
of forty or Aty feet. The Buflulo Valley separates Farmville trom a low
ridge that runs 1w the west; along that ridgp, and car adjuining portions of
the buttomband carved by the Appoimates and the Buifalo, some oy
miles outside town, Judith Randolph's surveyor in late 10 or carly 811
laid vut the tracts that becawne leracl Hill. Buitala River skirts the foot of
the Hill and in those days meandered perhaps snothes two miles before it
empried into the Appumatiux. The triburary's sprawding floodplain Lies
only a few foet higher than the larger river, so the Buffalo flowed fan-
guidly much of the time. For miny years after Israel Hill's founding, only
a bridle path fordiry the stream ¢ d the black setil —and
the neighboding planttions—dicectly tu Farmwilks,'

Judith Randolph distribured 350 scves af laod; why 50 acges of e 400
Richard had mentioned in his will were omitted remains ong of Israel
Hills mystories * The ans wherv bottumland uburtted hillside had the
must promise, und the White family got it. Hercules White's o acres
were the most diverse in the new commuaity. He was the one screler who
reccived @ substantial porton of the Buffalo streambank; the warter
formed the southern boundary of his roughly triangular plor. White's
iand, which ran nearly a third of a mile from north to south, rose eighty-
odd feet above Buffalu River at the tract's highest point. But the slope
was gradual and, once land wus cleared, cultivation would be fairly casy
anywhere except perhaps in the western comer of the plot. There, 2 bluff
overlooking the stream offesed an ideal orea o leave in timber, as
landowners in south-central Virginia rypically did with portions of their
farms and plantations,

Hereules Whire and his wife, Molly, had four sons who settled an
lsrael Hill. ‘Tony, Hercules Junior, and Dick were in their twentivs; they
joined the elder Hercules on his new lund fairly quickly. Sam White was
nwice the age of his brothers—he may have been the son of an carlier
marriggo—and he had already establishod a tamily. He and his wife,
Susan (Souky), brought ten or a dozen younger Whites to Tsrael Hill,
ranging from infancy to aearly owenty years old. The last child or two in
the group may huve beon graadchildren of Sac and Susun, and others
would soon be born on the Hill." Sam White's distinguished pasentage,
talents, and larga family earned him fifty acres of his owr. Sam's property
began in the east where the App and Buffalo finodplaing con-
verged, on land that was low aud mostly flat bur not swanipy; the tract
shrded gradually uphill to facher Hercules' place in the southwest

The rest of the new black serttorment formed 1 rectangle running
neacly a mile northwest along the ridge and half a mile north to south,
Seven black families ceceived land in this ares; four of 1hose got fwenty-
five-acre plots o the southern slope of the ridge.

Immediately up from Hercules White's place, on steeper inclines,
lived Tina Carter Whites and blacks ulike pronounced her given name
“Teny"; in her mid-fortics, she was mother and grandmother to « Gamily
oven larger than Sam White's, numbering fifteen children and young
adults ar the time of eheir emancipation. Teay Carter may have been
married tw a slave, whose status as sume white pervon's propesty would
axplain why no surviving list nauwes him as a member of Teny's family.

The nexe plot to the west—a hilly tracr much like Teny Carsteds—
went to Hampron Giles Carter may have received twenty-five rather
than fity acres because she was a woman wich no sons old enough to till
the spit. Giles probably yor onc of the smaller plots because he and his
wife, Phoche—though he was at least owenty-six and she in her thir-
ties—hud only one child to foed, a young duughter. T lampton Giles, "a
yellow man,” atood out umong a group that otherwise icluded mosdy
people of African features and a few deseribed ué brown !

e westernmost comer of Terael Hill's southern der was spliv lagerally
into two tnure twenty-five-acre plurs, cach ot them loug and relatively
narruw. One of these plots went o [sham and Nancy Patterson, hie was in
his wid-fifties, she about ten years younger, They had six children rang-
ing in age from infancy o abour twenty, The clder vons, and perhaps
Ishamn Paterson himeelf, knew how o run boat on the Appomatox;
they and their tormer mistress probably caleuluted that the family could
supplement its income in that way.!

Rose Johnston, about forty-five, received the second lung, nurow
tract, which lay a bit uphill from the Pattersons’ For the dime being,
however, she settled on Hercules White St's land, in a log house which
her grown sons Jucob and George presumably built; Ruse Johnston's
daughter Rachel would marry into the White clan in 1814 Widhin a few
yeass of lerael Hill's founding, Rose mnuved onto her own land; George
married the daughter of a black lsruelite neighbor, and both sons estab-
lished fainilics on theic mother’s plot.* Rose’s husbend did nor seuele in
with the fanily because he was still enslaved. For both practical and
moral reasons, masters—even those who sometimes splic up familice—
routinaly acknowledged the istencs of unions such as Ruse Juhnston's
"The law itself did not recognize marriages in which even one partner was
a slave, but the tics between Rose Johngton and her hushand muet have
been too strong or too well known o ignore. The counry court clerk
who registercd Johnston s 4 frec woman in 18u depunied from
cstablished pracdce to note that she was “marricd o Censar, slave of
William Randolph of Cumberland

The three other Israclive families received fifty weres each, again west
of the White family tracts. Thuse plots straddled the gently rounded
crest of the ridge. Just ubove Rose Johnston serled Williun Wilkerson
and his wite, Fve, somedmes called Edy; she pair, both in their later
twentics, had five children. The Wilkessons seein 1w have taken louger
to set up a farm thau some of their black ncighbor. They may have
sojourned on someono else's land for the first (ew yeurs, perhaps co-
operating to clear another family’s tract first in seturn for help later in
preparing their own plot

Titus Gibbs land stretched along the hillside between the Wilker-
sons” and Sam White's place below. Gibbs was abour forty when he
wrived ou Tsrael Hill, his wile, Amy, nearly 4 decade younger. They
broughe five children ren yeare ald and lese, us well as an older daughter,
Hannah—the young woman whom Rose Johnston's son George soon
married.

[nevitably, Israel Hill was surrounded by the lands of white peaple, but
one sraclite reccived a fitty-acre plot that Jay in the very center of the
new settlement, und he therefore had no i drate white neighb
That man, paradaxically. was Syphax Brown, who had lived uwch of his
life i white penple’s houses and sametimes slept in their very bedrooms,

Brown may have moved from Farmwile onto the Randolphs' Prince
Edward lands—and kepr his herd of ill-fated hags thers—cven before he
took possessian of the tract on Jsrael Hill char Judich Raudolph laid our
tor him. "O1d Syphax” wus literally old by now, around sixty by the must
congervative reckoning, over eighty according o Hamipron Giles's later
testimony. He came with his spouse Betty, who apparently was his sec-
ond wite, and serded in a house built by his grown son. John. Juha
Rrown and his wile, Tilla (probably pronounced “Tilly®), sion jomed the
old man on his new land; they brought two teenaged children—one at
them named Syphax, after his grandfather—and a two-year-old girl

The way Judith Randolph assigned the Brown plot shows that the
Randolph elaves, who had emphatically protsted the delay in iheir
emuncipation, remained active participants in the act of liberation itself,
According to onc lsraelite, Judith had first offered the Browns a wengy-
five-ucre plot in the southern tiee of the planned serelement, bue fohn
Brown demurred; he asked instead for the Afty-acre tract between the ot
Judy was proposing and the une taken by Hercules White Perhaps
because uf Syphax's special status i the Randolph family, Judith granted
John Browa's request, assigning the unalles and more steeply sloped lot
te Hampron Giles "

Tudy Randolph freed a iumber of other slaves during the wanter of
i810-11, but none of thuse ieceived land Some of the Randolpis’ formaer
slaves may have preferred life in town or ity or on an established planta-
tion, tw a rustic existence on the Hill. Belinda Giles probably was u sister
or relative of lsraclite Humpton Giles. But rather than move in with kim,
she endud up far away in Potersburg, the bustling port ciry ut the alls of
the Appomatiax River, with its growing free bluck pupulation and its
economic oppormumdes, Not until sround 164c wauld she dedide to
rerum to Prince Edward County.”
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Presentation to Community about The Residences at Israel Hill June 4, 2024

Thank you to STEPS for allowing me to be a part of this project and its presentation to

you today. Shawn Rozier and I have considered two other sites over a couple of years
time before concentrating on this one.

This site contains a total of 48.58 acres of land. It is split into two parts by an abandoned
railroad which has since been developed as the High Bridge Trail by the Commonwealth
of Virginia Department of Conservation and Recreation. The portion of the site on which
we will make our proposal today lies to the north of the trail and contains 44.03 acres. |
The site only has public road frontage on Layne Street. To help you better understand |
our proposal, I have prepared 10 exhibits to show you and to discuss nature of the site.

Panel 1

This is simply a Title Sheet for the preliminary design package. I alone take
responsibility for this naming and am open to any suggestions should it need to be
changed. In fact, one of the primary reasons w are here tonight is to solicit your input
about names, designs and any other item that comes to your mind. We want to have this
project reflect the desires and to serve the needs of the community.

Panel 2

This is an aerial photograph of the site and the surrounding area. The parcel under
consideration is noted by a dotted line. You may readily locate the site by its relationship
to Davis GMC Truck to the north, Layne Street to the east and High Bridge Trail which
splits the site into the two parts.

Panel 3

As many of you know, this site is located on part of what was Israel Hill. This area was
the location of a community comprised of bequeathed land to freed slaves. This which
was created about 1810 and survived as an active community until the early 1900s.




Panel 4

This panel is a copy of a post card of Farmville, VA from 1903. Our site appears to be
located to the right of this photo. The water stream you see is Buffalo Creek, which lies
to the south of our site and that of the High Bridge Trail.

Panel 5

In our research about the site and Israel Hill, no greater source of information was
consulted more than his 2004 book titled Israel on the Appomattox by Dr. Melvin Ely.
His book won the prestigious Bancroft Prize in 2005, for works about diplomacy and the
history of the Americas, awarded by Columbia University. Dr. Ely is currently the
Newton Family Professor of History and Black Studies at the College of William and
Mary.

Dr. Ely has consulted with our STEPS task force on a virtual meeting. At this moment he
is somewhere in Bulgaria, I am sure fact finding and researching some historical matter,
but he wanted me to send his regards about our topic and also his regrets regarding his
absence here today.

This panel shows an excerpt of his book for your review. It is the start of Chapter 3
which gives a taste of the founding of Israel Hill. If you are interested in the historical
nature of Israel Hill, I highly suggest you obtain a copy of his book for more detailed
reference.

Panel 6

This panel shown a map of the srea and the current land owners. It also shows a Town of

Farmville zoning map. This site if currently zoned High Density Residential (R-3). Also
shown is a section of the town’s Zoning Ordimamce for the uses permitted either By
Right or by a Conditional Use Permit. Our proposed residential development is a By
Right use.




Parcel 7

While probably not of much interest to you today, this Panel shows the existing vertical
topography of the site. The elevations are shown in 2’ contour intervals of between about
360 and 424 feet above sea level. This information will be used for more detailed design
in order to construct new site facilities.

Parcel 8

This Panel shows a Preliminary Site Plan depicting what is propose at this time. The
plan shows at this timer one Multi-Family Residential building and about 15 Single
Family lots for individual homes. This plan may change but it is a fair representation of
what is proposed and anticipated. The use of other vacant land area on the site have yet
to be determined.

The gray areas are public roads and parking. The blue area is a reconstruction of the
existing pond on site which will be used as a recreational amenity and for stormwater
management. The site will also have a series of sidewalks and trails for pedestrians, as
well as an allocated open activity athletic field and playground area.

Panel 9

This Panel shows some site construction details for the roads and trail.

Panel 10

This panel shows some accurate field run location and topographic surveys for the
Layne Street frontage and the drainage of the site under the High Bridge Trail. It will be
consulted in further more detailed design.




