
A Place to Become 

Montclair through the eyes of the Glenridge Avenue YWCA Women (1920-1965) 

Introduction: 

The YWCA Years - The Y at 159 Glenridge Avenue (1920-1965) YWCA 

A Little about Montclair – An offshoot of colonists who settled Newark, NJ in 1666 after branched west to settle on open 

land (open = not yet settled by Europeans) that would one day become Montclair.  In 1856, the first of two railroads 

come to town.  Montclair quickly changed from a farm town to what would become a suburban community.  Many 

wealthy people settled in town and built large houses.  They relied on maids, cooks, butlers, and chauffeurs who were 

often European immigrants or African American people who moved north on the trains as part of the “Great Migration.”  

Indeed, much of what you will learn about was a response to Africans moving north.  Some of those who worked in the 

houses lived there, but many settled in other areas of Montclair, which become home to immigrants from Ireland, 

Sweden, Italy, and southern US states such as Virginia and North Carolina.  These areas of town had houses that were 

smaller and closer together, and neighborhood schools where children of immigrant and migrant families attended 

together.   

Montclair’s African American population grew significantly in the 20th century.  According to the 1920 census (the first 

census that indicated that more Americans lived in urban areas than in rural areas) the locations with the greatest black 

population were Orange, East Orange, and Montclair.  In 1950, the time frame that we are studying, Montclair’s African 

American population was 9,093 (about 20% of the entire population), up from 3,467 in 1920 (about 8% of the 

population).  The historical consensus concludes that a result of this growth (or “negro infiltration” as many would call it) 

segregation existed in housing and other aspects of life in Montclair, including hospitals (no black doctors could see 

patients in Montclair hospitals until after WWII) and schools (no black teachers taught in Montclair Public Schools until 

1946).   

For 45 years, the house built by Israel Crane in 

1796, was home to a YWCA for African American 

women and girls. Through their eyes, we hear the 

story about a Montclair in the first half of the 20th 

century – a “progressive” northern town in the 

throes of integration, a story that both parallels 

and intersects the story of the Great Migration 

from the south, racial integration, and the Civil 

Rights Movement in America.  

The YWCA was a remarkable place for girls and 

women. At the Y, they learned to dance, play 

tennis, and sing. They attended camps, participated in clubs, got involved in civic activities, and “learned to be ladies.” 

They were introduced to leaders of the civil rights movement, writers, and artists. 

The Y was a place where they could escape the prejudice that existed in the northern states, places where they could 

take pride in who they were, and in the words of one woman who attended the Y, it was “a place where we could 

become.”  In this production of the Montclair Historical Society, eight local women share stories of their hometown in 

the first part of 20th century when they belonged to the YWCA for African-American women and girls. Their oral 

histories chronicle the struggles of integration and the world of the YWCA where they could escape prejudice. 

Essential Question: How did the interaction of people, cultures, and the environment shape NJ and US history? 

Objectives: 



1. To identify and analyze discriminatory practices in housing that began in the early 20th century 

2. To relate effects of these practices in other areas of suburban life during that time period and into the 21st 

century. 

Procedures: 

1. You should have already examined the 1939 Homeowners Loan Corporation map of Essex County. 

2. Let’s view the Excerpt #1 from “A Place to Become.”  This will be followed by the first Group Think Share (GTS) 

question: How/why did these women end up in Montclair, New Jersey?  In other words, what were the 

push/pull factors that were pushing them from the South and pulling them to the North? 

3. Let’s view excerpt #2 from “A Place to Become.”  This will be followed by a duo of GTS questions.   

a. What was “redlining?”  Which primary source(s) most directly provide evidence of redlining? 

b. What was “blockbusting?” Which primary source(s) most directly provide evidence of blockbusting? 

4. Some information how “de facto” segregation was created in Montclair, and in every major city in the North: 

a. Two major discriminatory practices in the 1930s to the 1950s contributed to housing segregation in 

the United States: (a) financing of suburban development and (b) public housing policies.  The Home 

Owners Loan Corporation (HOLC), a New Deal Agency created to spark the real estate market by 

refinancing those struggling with mortgages, created maps in the 1930s to value neighborhoods all 

over the United States.  The Federal Housing Administration (FHA), created in the 1930s (kind of to 

replace HOLC) to spark the real estate market by insuring loans that banks gave out to prospective 

buyers, used these maps to show where they would , and would not, insure the home loans of 

prospective buyers.  The neighborhoods that were shaded “red” were “redlined” – that is, the FHA 

would not insure any loans for homes in those neighborhoods, thus no banks would invest in certain 

neighborhoods.  Any area that was red on these maps had a higher percentage of black families 

living there, and thus the area was deemed off limits.  These governmental policies, banking policies, 

and racial attitudes of white homeowners led to neighborhoods being segregated along racial lines.  

In 1968, the Fair Housing Act was passed by the national government, enabling African Americans to 

purchase homes anywhere (i.e. making “redlining” illegal).  To be sure, the cost of homes in “white” 

suburban neighborhoods had risen by 1968, so in most cases, the cost of these homes was 

prohibitive to black families because they were subject to the economic devastation that was the 

“urban crisis”, or, if they did own a home in the city, the equity in their homes did not rise nearly as 

much as those in the suburbs.  To be sure, most homes of black families that owned homes in cities 

actually decreased in value (and remain that way) because no bank would invest in that 

neighborhood.   

b. A little about the role of racial covenants: The Federal Housing Administration (FHA) insured loans in 

an effort to spark the real estate market.  This effectively financed builders of subdivisions in the 

suburbs (e.g. Levittown) with safer (thus guaranteed) loans though banks, but it was on the 

condition that no homes in these subdivisions (i.e. the suburban developments) be sold to black 

people.  In other words, a neighborhood became “redlined” if black people moved in.  A designation 

of “yellow” meant that there has been some “negro infiltration,” while “red” meant that it was a 

“black neighborhood.”  Black people were excluded from buying inexpensive homes with low 

interest rates that were insured by the national government because the FHA would only insure the 

loan if there was a guarantee that the neighborhood would never be downgraded to “yellow” or 

“red” – that is, never be subjected to “negro infiltration.”  These practices continued as properties 

were sold because the language (provided by the federal government) had been embedded in deeds 

and restrictive, or racial, covenants for these houses (since black people began showing up in the 

North).  States enforced these racial covenants until 1948, when the US Supreme Court declared 

that states could no longer enforce these restrictions.  Indeed, the practice continued through the 

1950s and 1960s, with deeds with racial covenants amended to impose monetary penalties when a 

house was sold to a black family, payable to neighbors as “damages” incurred as a result of the sale 



(i.e. because a black family in the neighborhood lowered the value of everyone’s home).  In 1958, 

the US Supreme Court declared these penalties unconstitutional, but real estate agents continued to 

include these restrictions in deeds.  It was not until a Federal Appeals Court decided in the 1970s 

that these racial covenants could not be recorded by county recorders.   

c. Listen to NPR report and generate a note taking sheet  

5. Next, we will listen to a report by National Public Radio (NPR) called “Historian Says Don't 'Sanitize' How Our 

Government Created Ghettos,” that was broadcast on May 14, 2015 (the original broadcast is located at 

http://www.npr.org/2015/05/14/406699264/historian-says-dont-sanitize-how-our-government-created-

the-ghettos).  The broadcast takes place shortly after the Baltimore death of Freddy Gray, and it is an 

interview with Richard Rothstein, who is a research associate with the Economic Policy Institute.   

6. Next we will compare the May 1937 HOLC/FHA redlined  map of Ferguson,  Missouri with a map from 2010 

using an online mapping tool from the New York Times -- 

http://www.nytimes.com/projects/census/2010/map.html  

 

 

 

  



 

  



 

 

  



 

1952 advertisements for Ferguson and Kirkwood subdivisions assure buyers that they are “FHA Financed” or “FHA Approved” (and thus for whites only). 

Photo reproduced with permission from the Missouri History Museum Library and Research Center 



 

 


