A Note on our Methodology for this article:

What follows is based on a roundtable discussion with long-time Parkway
Homes/Parkway Gardens residents. We realize that most accredited historians
would not endorse this approach of writing an article based off of anecdotal
evidence. We also realize this is a great break with precedent. The authors deeply
apologize in advance for a departure from our usual methodology of getting
information from: websites, books, and newspapers.
However, to our knowledge, there is no website or book which offers a
comprehensive history of the Parkway Homes/Parkway Gardens Community and
certainly newspapers don’t write full histories of neighborhoods. It is for this
reason, that we have taken the unusual approach of writing an article based on
personal recollections of residents.

Formed By Adversity, Held Together
by Faith: The History of the Parkway
Homes/Parkway Gardens Community.
By: Riley Wentzler & Felicia Barber

Introduction:
Greenburgh is proud to have one of the largest middle class African-American
communities in The United States. This community is actually split into two
adjacent neighborhoods, Parkway Homes and Parkway Gardens. Since it is Black
History Month we, the Assistant Town Historians, wanted to show you, our
readers, the history of this great community.

The first homes in both communities were built around 1925, the same year as the
completion of The Bronx River Parkway. When it was built it was the first such
parkway in the United States. At the time it was built, cars were still relatively
new, so in order to experience the new sense of freedom the automobile brought,
people were beginning to take long meandering drives through the countryside.
The Bronx River Parkway was designed to maximize this scenic view. Therefore,
having a home along it, was seen as a privilege. In order to reflect this high
privilege, both communities were named after The Bronx River Parkway.

Parkway Homes and Parkway Gardens were co-defined with the geographic
boundaries of North Road and Augustine Road. The homes in both of these

communities were small to mid-size. While the houses themselves were beautiful
and nicely complemented the picturesque natural landscape, regrettably, there were
no parks for youngsters to play in. The community was originally marketed as a
blue-collar neighborhood for Italian-American and Irish-American families. The
hope was that eventually these families would achieve upward mobility and obtain
a standard of middle-class living. The children of this community would attend
either schools in the Valhalla School District or Greenburgh School District 8
(what is now Greenburgh Central 7 School District). In the 1930s and 1940s not
many African-Americans lived here, however the first two African-American
families moved into the community in 1929. Gradually, by the 1950’s and 1960’s,
African-Americans had become the majority home owners in both neighborhoods.
The primary catalyst for this move was that they wanted to avoid the widespread
discrimination, (much of it codified and sanctioned by law in the form of the Jim
Crow Laws) and harsh, cruel, terroristic activities being carried out against
African-Americans in the South at that time. Other primary reasons were seeking
upward mobility, increased access to blue and white collar job opportunities,
cultural similarities and bonding and the desire to create as well as be a part of
communities where they felt embraced and welcomed. Another major factor was
that, for many people, GI loans allowing for home ownership increased the desire
to move. It should also be noted that real estate practices known as “red lining”
also contributed to the formation of predominantly African-American
communities. So the massive “White Flight” began.

“White Flight” and a Changing Community:

One of the first African-American families to move in was Anna J. Bernard, a
licensed lawyer educated at NYU Law School originally from New York City and
her husband, Woodruff Robinson, a dentist. They moved into the community in
1929.

Although Mrs. Bernard had passed the bar in 1923 and was therefore licensed to
practice law, the laws at that time forbade African-Americans from actually
practicing law. Therefore, she became a school teacher. In the 1950s and 1960s
more African-Americans came. The growing African-American presence was met

with overt as well as covert protest with occasional terroristic activity such as cross
burnings by members of the White community. When these protests and terror
campaigns failed to deter African-Americans from moving in, most of the white
people decided to leave the community. This mass exodus of white people in
response to the influx of African-American people is an example of the
phenomenon known as “white flight.” After the white flight occurred, very few
white people wanted to move to a neighborhood with such a large AfricanAmerican population. Realtors took advantage of this trend and began marketing
these homes directly to African-Americans. The strategy worked. Many AfricanAmerican and African Caribbean: teachers, doctors, lawyers and some architects
moved in alongside working class residents. Several men in both communities
were trained and practiced in the skills associated with construction and carpentry
allowing for several homes in the area to have been built by the residents
themselves.” In addition to the various everyday white-collar professionals the
community was also home to all of the following African-American celebrities:
Cab Calloway, Hazel Scott, Moms Mabley and Gordon Parks. For their stories
click here: https://greenburghny.com/DocumentCenter/View/6377/Making-MartinLuther-King-Jrs-Dream-Come-Alive-the-Success-Story-of-the-Parkway-HomesParkway-Gardens-Community .

By the 1980’s, an increasing and unprecedented number of African-Americans
throughout America had acquired college degrees. What had started out as more
of a blue-collar community in the 1950’s and 60’s had become increasingly whitecollar by the late 70’s and into the 80’s as more youth from both neighborhoods
acquired advanced educational degrees and as both neighborhoods continued to
attract African-Americans from other parts of the country with advanced degrees.
One of the first families in this wave, so to speak, was the Beville family who
bought their house in 1950. It became a hub of social activity in the community as
it sat on the border of both school districts when district lines were drawn so that
the children of Parkway Gardens went to Greenburgh School District 7 and the
children of Parkway Homes attended the Valhalla School District. However,
residents of both neighborhoods remained strong as steel in terms of ensuring that
their children grew up valuing cultural identity and expression, religion, family,
education, financial stability, home ownership and helping each other. Many
families in both neighborhoods managed to send all of the children in their family

to college. Attending college and attaining a degree became the norm in both
neighborhoods.

How The Community was held Together:

One of the ways the community got together was through the Carver Garden Club,
which was founded by Anna Bernard shortly after she moved in. The Carver
Garden Club was very popular and cooperative. Neighbors would often share
techniques with each other. The gardening was top-notch, and before to long, the
Parkway Homes/Parkway Gardens became “The Place to Go” in Westchester
County to see beautiful landscape.
In addition to the Carver Garden Club, the community was also held together by
the power of the church. The church has always been the central focus of the
African-American community. Historically when African-Americans have moved
into or built a significant number of homes in a given area, they have built a church
simultaneously. As Peter was the rock upon which the church was built, so the
church became the foundation on which the African-American communities were
established. The influence of the church was felt: socially, ethically, and, at times,
politically. Some prominent churches attended by members the community
included: Saint Martha’s Episcopal, Saint Francis’s Episcopal (They later merged
into one church called Saint Martha’s- Saint Francis’s Episcopal), and Union
Baptist Church, the Seventh Day Adventist Church, Bethel Baptist Church in
White Plains and Grace Episcopal Church in White Plains. Saint Martha’s- Saint
Francis’s was presided over by the charismatic Jamaican-born priest Father
Robinson, who was particularly concerned that young people would either not get
involved in the church or walk away from it. So he initiated a program called
Young People’s Fellowship (YPF). The program proved highly successful and
brought thousands of young people of various religious affiliations together for
community involvement. They went on: summer trips to Jones Beach, fall
hayrides, winter sleigh rides, and other fun activities which brought children from
Parkway Homes and children from Parkway Gardens together despite being
separated by school district.

Conclusion:

The Parkway Homes and Parkway Gardens Community is one of the largest
middle class African-American communities in The United States. It was formed
by adversity and therefore resistant to it. Once formed, it was held together by
cultural identity, a sense of belonging, similar values, principles and priorities,
pride in home ownership as well as social and neighborly connections. All of these
are exemplified by the Carver Garden Club and the power of the church.
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