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YONKERS - A sloping piece of land along busy Warburton Avenue would become the site of
sculpture garden under a plan to illuminate a piece of often-ignored history - slavery in Westchester.

The sculpture garden would commemorate the people who lived as slaves at Philipse Manor Hall,
now one of Westchester's most historic structures. Settling in Yonkers in the 1640s, the Philipse
family were merchants and slave traders, going on to become one of Westchester's largest
landowners and one of New York's largest owners of slaves.

The larger-than-life, bronze sculptures are the vision of Vinnie Bagwell, a Yonkers artist long active in
bringing public sculpture to the city's downtown. Her sculpture of Ella Fitzgerald, who was raised in
Yonkers, stands outside the Yonkers train station. She also oversaw creation of a sculpture garden on
the Hudson River.

Bagwell calls her new project "The Enslaved Africans' Rain Garden." Its five or six figures will depict
the enslaved Africans mostly as they perform their jobs.

"The whole approach is to restore their humanity," Bagwell said. "The depiction of these people will
have them going about their lives, filled with dignity, going to and fro on their way to the house."

The seed for Bagwell' vision was planted by City Councilwoman Patricia McDow, who focused on the
subject after attending an exhibit on slavery at Philipse Manor Hall about two years ago.

"I asked the question 'Where were the slaves buried?' and no one seemed to know," said McDow,
who quickly locked on the idea of a monument commemorating the slaves, then spoke to Bagwell
about it.

The sculpture garden won't be on Philipse Manor's grounds, but on a roughly 5,000-square-foot strip
of land stretching north from the state historic site. The property is owned by iPark, the company that
is redeveloping the former Otis Elevator complex adjacent to Philipse Manor. After discussions with
McDow, the company's head, Joseph Cotter, offered the site to the city for the sculpture park.

The idea won Mayor Phil Amicone's backing about a month ago.

"It's another piece of the history of Yonkers and anytime we can do something like that," Amicone
said, "it preserves something for the children and the families that are coming after."

Bagwell has also gotten help from the development company Metro Partners, which is donating a
sculpture space in the company's new downtown apartment building, 66 Main St., where Bagwell
lives. The area is a community room with huge windows and views of the Hudson, where Bagwell
often gathers an audience as she works.

The project comes at a time when more attention is being focused on the lives of slaves, from the
Philipse Manor Hall exhibit that began in 2006, to research by the Yonkers Historical Society.

Some 40 slaves lived at Philipse Manor Hall at any one time, making it among the largest slave
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holdings in New York, according to Yonkers Historical Society member Robert Snyder. Snyder's
research has identified the names of six elderly slaves at Philipse Manor. They were still living there
at the time of a 1786 state law that granted freedom to all slaves who had been confiscated from
owners who had remained faithful to the British king during the American Revolution, Snyder said.

There is no strict timetable for the sculpture project's completion. That depends on how long it takes
to raise the estimated $1.5 million cost from contributions and grants, Bagwell said.

So far, Bagwell has finished a preliminary version of the first figure, a young woman gracefully
balancing a bucket of water on her head with one hand, with several fish hanging from a line in the
other. Work on another figure, a middle-aged woman tending a vegetable garden, began a week ago.
She's still missing hands, and her face and clothing lack detail.

"This is an older woman and she works very hard," Bagwell said. "She'll be leaning on a hoe, with her
head to the sky. It's kind of like she's beseeching God: 'How long do I have to do this.' "

Additional Facts
How to help

Contributions to the Enslaved Africans' Rain Garden can be made through ArtsWestchester, which is
serving as the project's fiscal sponsor. Write "Enslaved Africans' Rain Garden" in the memo line of
the check and mail to ArtsWestchester, 31 Mamaroneck Ave., White Plains, NY 10601.


