


Trap Pond’s Cypress Point renamed Jason Beach

AN OLD LOCAL PLACE-NAME has become new again.
Recently Governor John Carney formally renamed
Cypress Point, a popular destination for community
groups at Trap Pond State Park, Jason Beach in recog-
nition of the site’s historical significance as a segregated
swimming and picnicking area during the park’s early
decades.

The “new” name dates
back to 1952, when the
point was named in honor
of Dr. William C. Jason, a
respected black minister and
long-serving president of the
State College for Colored
Students (now Delaware
State University) who had
died in 1943. State officials
would later argue that the
park was not officially seg-
regated—meaning there was
no rule which prohibited
members of any race from
using either of the park’s two
beaches—but newspaper
articles of the period indi-
cate that Jason (or Jason’s)
Beach was created specifically for black visitors.

The State Parks Commission considered changing
the name as early as 1963 following a well-publicized
two-act controversy in which two or three busloads of
black students from Seaford were turned away when
they showed up for swimming lessons during a week
reserved for lessons for Laurel kids. Some of them—the
number varies depending on the source—returned the
next day and went for a swim at the traditionally white
Headquarters Beach on the west side of the pond. The
incidents raised questions about segregation in the park.
Proponents of the name change argued that discarding
the name of a black leader would discourage segregation,
but the commission decided to keep the name, at least
for a few more years. By the mid-1970s the site was called
Cypress Point, and in the following decades it was used
by members of all races for campouts, barbecues, religious
services, family reunions, community fundraisers, and
a host of other purposes.

by Chris Slavens

On June 20th, Governor Carney, Representative
Tim Dukes, Councilman Jonathan Kellam, and other
officials and community members gathered to unveil
a historical marker commemorating the site’s history.
New interpretive signs share additional information and

locals’ recollections.

Additionally, the folks at Delaware State Parks have
created an excellent webpage about Jason Beach which
features a 27-minute video, PDF versions of the signs,
a detailed written report about the site, and audio clips
of interviews with Jonathan Kellam, Howard West,
Carl Stanley, Virginia Snead, and Paul Selby. Visit it at
destateparks.com/CommunityHistories/JasonBeach. &



Timmons and Truitt: Free Black Tenants Near Trap Pond

THE RECENT REVIVAL of interest in that portion of
Trap Pond State Park known as Cypress Point or Jason
Beach, or, even earlier, Whaley’s Point, has provided me
with an excuse to share an item of local history which
might not have been noteworthy enough to publish in
this newsletter otherwise.

Some time ago I stumbled upon a plat of the lands
on the northeast side of Trap Pond, dated 1830. Accom-
panying documents explain that a man named Jesse
Saunders had died intestate—without a will—and his
lands were surveyed by Jacob Wootten.

The resulting plat includes many details of interst,
including the fact that the stream on the north side of
Cypress Point was known as Benson’s Drain. (More on
that in a minute.) Another detail which interests me is a
house located a short distance southeast of the modern
activity field. It is identified as the “House Wherein
Solomon Timmons (negro) Resides.”
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Wooded and nameless, Cypress Point is easily recognized on this 1830 plat.

I haven’t been able to learn much about Solomon.
There is little doubt that he was the same “Soloman
Timmons” who lived in Northwest Fork Hundred in
1820. He moved to Broad Creek Hundred by 1830. The
1820 and 1830 census records indicate that Solomon
was born before 1776. His origins are unclear, but there
is a chance that he was one of two men identified only
as “Negroe Solomon” in 1810; both were free heads of
household in eastern Sussex County. Or, a “Solomon
Negro” was enumerated in Dorchester County in 1800;
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he was free, but the other four members of his household
were slaves. We'll probably never know for sure whether
our Solomon Timmons appears in one of these earlier
records, minus a surname. It is also possible that he was
a slave who was freed shortly before 1820. At the time,
the white Timmons family was concentrated in Broad
Creek Hundred.

We have even less to go on when it comes to his family.
A free woman of color, presumably his wife, was younger
than him. The couple appears to have had at least three
children between 1806 and the 1820s; two boys and
a girl. All of the members of the household were free.

Solomon seems to disappear after 1830. Considering
his age—at least 5 5—he probably died before the 1840
census was taken. But what happened to his family? Black
Timmonses are perplexingly absent from the records of
the following decades. One of many possibilities is that
Solomon’s widow remarried, and the children adopted
the new husband’s surname.

We can assume that Solomon was a tenant farmer.
A hundred or more acres of arable land surrounded his
house, including at least part of today’s activity field. It is
probable that the laborious clearing of these fields began
with William Benson (or Benston), the first English
owner of the land, who acquired the 119-acre tract Teach
in 1740. He willed Teach and surrounding lands to a
son, grandson, and son-in-law in 1774. It was probably
William who enlarged the natural gut on his side of
Broad Creek, creating Benson’s Drain.

Unsurprisingly, the plat of 1830 indicates that the
point was wooded. Every few decades the trees were
harvested and hauled to one of the nearby sawmills. It
is fun to imagine that Solomon’s children played and
fished along the edge of the mill-pond—then named
for Joseph Betts, but soon to be known as the Trap mill-
pond. Might not they have been especially attracted to
that sandy point of land which juts into the pond? Little
did they know that the backwoods location was destined
to become a favorite destination for picnics, swimming,
camping, and even baptisms—and, for decades, it would
be enjoyed predominantly by members of their own race,
perhaps even some of their own descendants.
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One of Solomon Timmons’ closest neighbors was another
free black man, Caleb Truitt, who lived on the south
side of the Saunders mill-pond (today’s Terrapin Pond).
We know or can guess a little more about Caleb than
Solomon. For one thing, while Solomon headed the
only black Timmons household in the area, making it
difficult if not impossible to connect him to any family
member, there were two black Truitt households in the
neighborhood during this period. The other was that
of Peter Truitt. It is reasonable to assume that Peter was
Caleb’s brother, because he named one of his sons Caleb.
Interestingly, #hat Caleb was drafted to serve in the 6th
U.S. Colored Infantry in 1863. But our Caleb, probably
born in the 1790s, had only daughters.

Some connection between the black Truitts and the
white Truitts in this neighborhood seems likely, and the
most likely connection, of course, is slavery. It was not
unusual for freed slaves to take the surnames of their
former masters with them. The white Truitts owned
land around Trap Pond as early as the late 1700s, and,
yes, some of them owned slaves. So it is possible that
either Caleb and Peter or their predecessors were slaves
on Truitt plantations. Further research into wills and
estate records might turn up more information.

In 1830, Caleb was probably a mill-hand at the Saun-
ders Mill, which was located a stone’s throw from his
house. The only other house associated with the mill is
a “mansion house” located directly across the dam, but
the surveyor did not identify its residents. Possibly Jesse
Saunders had lived there. This mill site is worthy of a
brief digression, because it has long been forgotten. It
does not appear on the Pomeroy & Beers Atlas of 1868;
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Caleb Truitts house on the south side of an early mill ar Terrapin Pond.

instead, a sawmill is depicted just downstream of what
was known as the Tub Mill Bridge, near where today’s
Whaleys Road crosses the branch. The Saunders Mill
was located upstream along a much older road which, I
believe, as early as the 1730s, joined today’s Samuel Hill
Road and continued northeastward towards the head of
the Indian River. The mill in question may have been
established during this early, imperfectly documented
period, or as late as the 1760s. In any case, it was one
of the oldest mills in the area. No trace of it remains.
Caleb Truitt makes a final appearance in the 1840
census, along with his wife and two daughters between
the ages of 10 and 23. We may assume that Caleb died
before 1850, and the daughters went on to marry local
free black men, taking their surnames. They may well be
the ancestors of families living in the Laurel area today. &
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Every Evening, Wilmington,
October 10, 1912



4th of July picnic at the Hitchens Homestead

Photos courtesy of Paula Shannon.




Success!

We received a $335,000 grant for
the Hitchens Homestead—now what?

by Don Phillips

In our last couple of LHS Newsletters I have written
articles with one purpose: to illustrate and convey how
the Laurel Historical Society’s actions, projects, and vision
for the community’s future are the necessary building
blocks to leverage our assets—financial, social and polit-
ical—into obtaining further outside support, financial
aid and expertise.

With this recent success in mind, we must recognize
the key factors which influence and inform GRANTORS in
their decisions to award grants, support and recognition.
These same 6 points apply whether we are requesting
funding from governmental programs, private founda-
tions, or other non-profits and partner-organizations.

1. Is the Grant Applicant’s organization established,
run, and managed responsibly, professionally and ethi-
cally? Key concept: Managed professionally.

2. Does the Grant Applicant have a record of success
and a framework of leadership? Key concept: Able
Leadership and a Record of Success.

o A— 3. Does the Grant Applicant provide an ‘Organiza-
i o SRR tional History,” a multiyear ‘Financial Record (P&L,
" ' " Balance Sheet, Budget)’ and a listing of ‘Achievements™

‘]':‘ ‘ ‘ ‘ ‘ \ \ Key concept: Accountability.
i EHE T 4. Does the Grant Applicant have a forward looking

Vision, Realistic Plan and Goals? Key concept: Plans
& Goals.

5. Does the Grant Applicant interact with its com-
munity, its political leaders, and other partners (includ-
ing other nonprofits and governmental agencies)? Key
concept: Partners and Active Cooperation

6. Does the Grant Applicant have a program plan
and financial means for its activities that warrant the
grant monies, support and/or recognition requested?
Key concept: Future Measurable Tangible Community
Benefits.

In future LHS Newsletters, I plan on expanding on
these concepts. These must be the principles we use to
build our programs and fund our dreams of community.
They must inform our every decision. &
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SAVE THE DATE!

September 15th Life in Laurel Rosemont 10:30 a.m.

October 2nd Museums Open Rosemont, Hitchens, 1-4p.m.
Cook, Train Station

October 27th Life in Laurel Rosemont 10:30 a.m.

November 6th Museums Open Rosemont, Hitchens, 1-4p.m.
Cook, Train Station

December 2nd The Grand lllumination Hitchens Homestead to be announced
December 3rd Yuletide at Rosemont Rosemont 5-9p.m.
December 4th Open House Rosemont 1-4p.m.
December 11th Open House Rosemont 1-4p.m.
December 15th Life in Laurel Rosemont 10:30 a.m.

December 18th Open House Rosemont 1-4p.m.




