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Marker Text

First land purchased by Huggart brothers in 1834; area settled and farmed by their families and several
other African-American households circa 1850-1890s. Settlement families attended nearby schools and
churches and worked with neighbors in surrounding areas. Many residents were buried in nearby
Porter-Rea Cemetery now in Potato Creek State Park.

Report

The text of this marker is accurate. The following review will provide more information on the Huggart
settlement, a stretch of land in St. Joseph County settled and farmed by several African American or
mixed-race families in the middle of the nineteenth century. It will also provide context for black
migration from the American South to the North in the decades before the American Civil War and for
free black settlements in Indiana during the nineteenth century.

Compiling historical information on individual African Americans prior to the twentieth century is often
extremely difficult. This review will broadly outline the lives of the residents of the Huggart settlement
with the limited resources available, using secondary sources to fill in the gaps. Unfortunately, buildings
owned or inhabited by African Americans during this period are rarely still standing. One cabin
associated with the Huggart Settlement, the Hardy Manuel cabin, still stands today; however, an
archaeological dig in 1996 yielded no artifacts from the mid-nineteenth century, leading experts to
conclude that the cabin had been moved from its original location elsewhere on the property." This lack
of material evidence, coupled with a general lack of institutional attention paid to free blacks and with
the rural nature of the Huggart settlement, largely reduces our understanding of how the Huggarts lived
and worked to the realm of educated guesswork based on a more general knowledge of the lives of
African Americans in similar settlements in Indiana and the Midwest.

In the period from 1820 to 1860, African Americans migrated in considerable numbers from Southern
slave-holding states to the North, particularly Michigan, Ohio, Indiana, and lllinois. According to Emma
Lou Thornbrough, historian and author of The Negro in Indiana Before 1900, census records indicate an
800 percent increase in the number of blacks living in Indiana during this period, from 1,420 in 1820 to
11,428 in 1860; the majority of these migrant blacks were from North Carolina, Virginia, and Kentucky.’
The African Americans of the Huggart settlement exemplified this pattern. The Huggart brothers were
born in Virginia, and most of the other families associated with the settlement came to Indiana from
North Carolina.? They may not have left voluntarily—several southern states, Virginia among them,
encouraged or required free blacks to migrate north or risk enslavement.* By 1840, within a decade of
the Huggarts’ arrival in the state, there were 7,165 free blacks in the state’s census by historian Gregory
Rose’s count, despite the fact that in many counties free blacks were required to register and post a
bond of $500.°

The Fugitive Slave Act, passed in 1850, contributed to shifting migration patterns and made even non-
slaveholding states more hostile to influxes of free and escaping enslaved African Americans. The
Fugitive Slave Act gave federal commissioners in every county the power to issue warrants for the arrest
of escaped slaves and see them returned to slavery, ensuring that escaped slaves in the United States
could never be safe and that the status of free blacks could be called into question.® According to
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historian Dean J. Kotlowski, Indiana whites were unsympathetic to the plight of escaped slaves who
found themselves arrested, but generally rejected attempts to kidnap blacks who were known to be
free.” Furthermore, Indiana’s state constitution of 1851 forbade blacks from settling in the state;
according to Thornbrough, this was mostly unenforceable but did serve as a deterrent and a warning to
African Americans.? In this environment, the Huggart settlers probably did not feel entirely welcome in
the state, but as established free black landowners who settled in the state in advance of the 1851
constitutional change, they were legally permitted to remain.

Indiana was home to several black settlements, most considerably further south than the Huggart
settlement, largely owing to the fact that the north of the state was still inhabited by Native Americans
until the 1830s and 1840s.° Before the American Civil War, Indianapolis (Marion County), Vincennes
(Knox County), and Terre Haute (Vigo County) were home to large African American populations.’® A
significant number of free blacks also settled in the southernmost part of the state in counties along the
Ohio River, particularly Harrison, Floyd, Clark, and Jefferson counties.' Historian Stephen A. Vincent has
described the Beech and Roberts settlements, two rural farming settlements in central Indiana whose
settlers were of mixed Native American, African, and European ancestry and who arrived from North
Carolina and Virginia about the same time as the Huggarts did."> Just across the Indiana-Michigan
border in Cass County, Michigan, several large black settlements became quite robust in the years
immediately following the Civil War."

In this context it is easier to get a sense of the Huggart settlement. Census records indicate that the
Huggarts were among the first black residents of St. Joseph County, Indiana.'® In 1834, Samuel Huggart
purchased eighty acres of land in Union Township in St. Joseph County which would become the Huggart
settlement.” Land ownership was crucial; according to Vincent, “farmland . . . provided the economic
basis for a strategy of self-help and mutual aid.”*® According to a copy of the land deed in the Historical
Bureau’s marker file, Huggart paid $100, or $1.25 an acre."” At the time of the purchase, Huggart lived in
Miami County, Ohio, having moved from Virginia to Ohio some years earlier.’* More research is
required to determine when exactly Huggart left Virginia, and under what circumstances.

Between 1835 and 1850, Samuel Huggart moved from Ohio to his land in St. Joseph County, Indiana. His
brother Andrew’s obituary places Samuel in the region as early as 1835, but no Huggart appears in the
census records for St. Joseph County until 1850.%° Samuel’s brother Andrew, Andrew’s wife Jane, and
their children followed a similar path, from Virginia to Piqua, Ohio in 1836 and from Ohio to his
brother’s land in St. Joseph County between 1848 and 1850.%° According to Andrew’s obituary in the St.
Joseph Weekly Register, Andrew and Jane had six children, five of whom lived to adulthood and four of
whom outlived him.** Samuel was unmarried and lived as a bachelor with his brother’s family, according
to U.S. Census records from 1850, 1860, and 1870.” In 1850, the first year the Huggarts appeared on the
census, the household contained seven people, including Andrew Huggart; Jane Huggart; the couple’s
four children, Wesley, Mary, James, and Sarah (two more children were born later); and Samuel
Huggart. According to historian Crandall A. Shifflett, who examined the composition of rural black
families in Virginia, such an extended nuclear family living arrangement was not uncommon among
farming families who needed to share the economic burden.” Census records and Andrew’s obituary
also confirm that the Huggarts were black or mixed-race; they are all recorded in censuses with an “M”
for “mulatto,” and Andrew’s obituary refers to him as “a colored man.”**
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On U.S. Census records from 1850 and 1880, both Huggart brothers listed their occupation as “farmer,”
by far the most common source of income for African Americans in this period in Indiana, according to
Thornbrough.” In 1863, the Huggart brothers jointly purchased an additional eighty acres of land to
expand their homestead, an indication that they were financially successful.?® Three years later, the
Huggarts sold some of their jointly-owned land to Andrew’s oldest son Wesley, aged about twenty-
four.”” The 1870 census confirms that Wesley had purchased land from his father and uncle in order to
start his own farm; he is listed as the head of a household of four, along with his wife and their two
children, aged two and six months.”® This process was repeated with Andrew’s younger son, James, in
1874.%° By intermarrying with other black or mixed-race families in the area, the Huggart settlement
established itself as a small rural community of free blacks related by blood or marriage.

More research is necessary in order to be more specific about all the individuals who lived on the land
1850-1890 and their relationships to one another. Such communities were often fluid; individuals or
families might have lived at the settlement for years between censuses and never been recorded before
moving on to South Bend, Indiana or to black settlements in nearby southwest Michigan. Deed records
show that a free black man named Benjamin Bass purchased 120 acres of land adjacent to the Huggarts’
in 1860.%° In 1876, Bass sold forty acres of his land to two men named Crocker and Simpson; Crocker and
Simpson in turn sold the land again just a few months later, half each (twenty acres) to Bass’s sons-in-
law Noah Boone and Hardy Manuel, also free black men.*' These four names—Huggart, Bass, Boone,
and Manuel—represent the four main surnames associated with the black settlement.** According to
Karst, the settlement probably contained about thirty people at its most populous, in about 1880.%

The free blacks associated with the Huggart settlement lived, worked, worshipped, and were buried
alongside whites in St. Joseph County. While by no means free from prejudice, Thornbrough speculates
that “men who made a livelihood from the land were usually the most prosperous and contented part of
the colored population,” arguing that rural blacks were somewhat freer to live and work unaccosted
than urban blacks.> Karst suggests that the settlement’s small size “posed no economic threat to whites
and thus allowed residents to be judged as individuals rather than by stereotypes.”>> While no primary
source documentation could be found to definitively prove this claim, the available evidence does
suggest an integrated Union Township community in which the Huggarts were well-respected. Andrew
Huggart’s obituary in the South Bend Tribune calls him “one of the most industrious and conscientious
men we ever met,” and states that “he was, we believe, the first colored man to run for office in this
county.”*® More research is required to determine the nature of this office, as none of the other
available sources mention it. According to Huggart’s other obituary, in the St. Joseph Valley Weekly
Register, he was “beloved and respected by all his neighbors, and had many friends in this city.”*’

According to interviews conducted by Frederick Karst in the 1970s, the Huggarts mingled socially with
white families, and their children attended school at Olive Branch alongside white children. * Historian
Anna-Lisa Cox’s examination of the black settlement in nearby Covert, Michigan, tells a similar story of
rural integrated education, as does Mary Ann Brown’s look at four such communities in west-central
Ohio.* According to a St. Joseph County history published in 1880, Samuel Huggart served on a
committee to oversee the construction of the Sumption Prairie Baptist Church in 1852, and Andrew
Huggart served as superintendent of a Sunday school at Olive Branch.*® Nearby Porter Rea Cemetery,
located in Potato Creek State Park about two miles away from the Huggart Settlement, contains the
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integrated graves of blacks and whites, including members of the Huggart, Boone, Bass, and Manuel
families.*”*

Samuel Huggart died in 1872, his brother Andrew in 1881.** Soon after, the settlement showed signs of
winding down as younger family members left for South Bend or Michigan. The dispersing of the
Huggart settlement can be best understood by its position at the beginning of a massive shift in African
American migration patterns. By 1910, the Great Migration was under way as African Americans moved
from the South to the North in record numbers, also abandoning rural life for urban centers.® Such was
the case for the Huggarts; Andrew’s three sons Wesley, James, and Samuel lived in South Bend by 1900,
where Wesley was working as a toolmaker at the Birdsell Manufacturing Company, James was a laborer,

and Samuel was a teamster.** The Bass family, who arrived at the settlement circa 1860, also moved to
South Bend at around this time.*
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