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The union of Sarah Massey and Jacob Overton at Trinity Episcopal Church on December 30,
1869 was a promise to build an African American community within the bustling post-Civil War
city of San Jose. Their wedding was officiated by Rev. Peter Williams Cassey, ordained a
Protestant Episcopal deacon in 1866—the first African American in the West—although the actual
sacrament was administered by the parish priest, as mandated in the denomination doctrine.
The couple were of disparate backgrounds: Sarah Massey from a free family in Massachusetts
who settled in Watsonville/Gilroy ca. 1857; Jacob Overton brought in slavery as a child from
Kentucky to the gold fields of Calaveras County ca. 1853 by a medical doctor who settled there.
Sarah Massey was twelve when her parents brought her from Gilroy to attend St. Philip’s School
at the onset of the Civil War. The life of civic advancement they made together began with Sarah’s
enrollment at the secondary school for children of color at the old hospital building on San Carlos
Street in 1862. The secondary academy filled the needs of free African American families in San
Jose with substantial education in many fields, including music and science. The closest school
for black students was in San Francisco, in the basement of St. Cyprian A.M.E. Church, operating
from 1854 to 1864.1 The San Jose School Board began funding the segregated population at St.
Philip’s Academy, which became the Phoenixonian Institute, with small monthly grants beginning
in 1863.
The following description from the Pacific Appeal in 1864 is most relevant:
Pacific Appeal, 26 March 1864 , "An Excursion by River and Rail, author: Cosmopolite--- I
was accompanied by his amiable lady to the Bascome Institute kept by Mr. Peter W. Cassey, to
see and examine which, was the principal object of my visit. --- The school was founded by
Messrs. Smith, White, Langhorne, Cassey [African American members of Trinity Episcopal
Church, excepting Langhorne] and a few others, who organized an association for that purpose
by which the school was mainly sustained, (the tuition fees not being sufficient,) until recently :
the county allows Mr. Cassey a salary of fifty dollars per month, the association still paying the
rent, and defraying contingent expenses. " --- Mr. Cassey is admirably fitted for a teacher : he is
an excellent general scholar, well versed in all the branches taught in a well organized grammar
school,--- Mrs. Cassey is also well qualified to aid her husband in his labors, --- San Jose is the
place for a high school, or principal educational institution for colored children in this
country, if we are ever to have one, and Bascome Institute should be the germ thereof. --[Philip A. Bell]

St. Philip’s Mission for Negroes was established by Bishop William Ingraham Kip on San Antonio
and 4th Streets at the same time, Peter Williams Cassey in charge. The organizers of the school,
who continued its growth and function until racial segregation in California public schools ended
in 1874, were also First Communicants in the Trinity Episcopal Church, which began meeting in
San Jose City Hall in 1861.2
The 1870 San Jose Reversed Directory cites St. Philip’s Episcopal Mission at 379–392 San
Antonio Street: Rev. P. W. Cassey, missionary in charge; Jacob Overton, Sunday School
Superintendent. Phoenixonian Hall (which the Directory calls a hotel) is at the same location.
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When San Jose Was Young
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OLDEST JANITOR IN SAN JOSE

For nearly half a century Jacob Overton has been janitor of the Knox block. As a boy of seven
years he came across the plains with Dr. C. T. Overton of Kentucky, medical partner of the late Dr.
Knox of San Jose. Dr. Overton practiced medicine in Colfax in the Overton party in crossing the
plains was Dr. Caldwell of Santa Clara, father of Dr. “Bob” Caldwell.
When Jacob Overton was a small boy in Kentucky Dr. Overton adopted him and gave him his
name. This little colored lad was the play-fellow of Dr. Overton’s son. All the way across the plains
they wrestled in boyish fashion, but when they were tired of fighting they made peace over a piece
of bread and ‘lasses.
“Those were great days,” said Jacob Overton tenderly, as he recently recalled to me the joys of
crossing the plains behind an ox team and wallowing in the sand with his play-fellow.
During the last days of Dr. Knox on a business trip he visited Colfax, where lived Dr. Overton.
With Dr. Knox were Mrs. Knox and his daughter, Miss Jennie Knox. Dr. Knox was ill and wanted to
come back to San Jose and asked Overton to bring him.
“You’ll like it in San Jose,” he said. Jacob Overton started with him, but already the doctor was
very weak. At the Lick House in San Francisco he died. Jacob Overton brought the remains of Dr.
Knox to San Jose. On November 14, 1867, Dr. Knox was buried. The next day Jacob Overton took
charge of the Knox block.
“I have never been away since,” said Overton. “It was fifty years ago next month I swept the
mortar out of the building.” Just at that moment Attorney J. C. Black passed with a pleasant word.
“Mr. Black is the only man that was here when I came. He was just about the first person to move
into the building, he and Judge Payne. The judge is dead. Nearly everybody of that time is dead. It
was the best office building in town. In the rooms now occupied by Wallace and Reynolds, the real
estate and insurance men, were the offices of Judge Peckham. Levi Goodrich was the architect of
this building. He afterwards married Mrs. Knox. The builder of the Knox block was B. P. Graham.”
Mrs. Knox-Goodrich, Mr. Overton explained to me, was very good to him. To please him she
bought two bronze figures called ‘Asleep’ and ‘Awake’ by Miss Edmonia Lewis, the famous colored
and Indian sculptress of Boston and Paris. Miss Lewis was exhibiting her work in San Jose. She
came here through the influence of J. J. Owen, who was a great friend of the negro. Mrs. KnoxGoodrich paid Miss Lewis $500 for the bronzes. They are still in the home of Mrs. Knox-Goodrich,
which is now owned by her niece, Mrs. Schroeder. Miss Lewis was so pleased with the sale that
she gave Overton a fine head of John Brown, which is his greatest treasurer. (sic)
Mr. Overton has two children. One is Hattie Overton, the kindergarten teacher, and the other is
Charles Overton, the photographer, who has been for years with Bushnell.

Mrs. Fremont Older (Cora Baggerly Older) the “well-known author and journalist” who wrote the
series “When San Jose Was Young” in 1916-1917, is as remarkable in her own right as the
subjects of her interviews in the San Jose Evening News. Her husband Fremont Older was the
editor of the San Francisco Call during the period.
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Although the historical opinion that he was enslaved is quite certain, the story as presented
suggests that Jacob was considered free when the Overton party entered California ca. 1853.
This was the manner in which California practiced freedom: if the slaveholder emigrated to
California and remained, those enslaved at the time of emigration were free. But, if the
slaveholder intended to return to his original slave state, and did so, those enslaved could be
returned to slavery with him.4 Jacob Overton was his own man when he left Colfax for San Jose
at age twenty-one with Dr. William Knox, Mrs. Sarah Knox and their daughter in 1867. The 13th
Amendment to the U. S. Constitution was law that slavery was forever abolished.
Emigrants from St. Louis (born in Kentucky and Virginia), Dr. William and Sarah Browning Knox
settled in Nevada City in the early 1850s, serving in the California legislature. He made a fortune
from the South Yuba Canal, the principal source of water for the gold mines of Nevada County.
The system today supplies hydroelectric power for P. G. and E.
The Knox family moved to San Francisco in 1861, then to San Jose in January 1864. Dr. Knox
was elected senator from Santa Clara in 1865. The Knox Block, which replaced an elegant adobe
on the northwest corner of First and Santa Clara Streets, was constructed in 1866 (demolished in
1945). Dr. Knox entered the banking business with T. Ellard Beans, his brother-in-law, which
became the First Bank of San Jose, in 1866. 5

Historical Atlas Map of Santa Clara County, California. Thompson & West, 1876. Courtesy The California Room, Martin Luther
King., Jr. Library, San Jose.

On the fateful trip which Jacob Overton was engaged to drive the family from Colfax to San Jose,
the very ill Dr. Knox died at the Lick House in San Francisco on November 13, 1867. Jacob drove
the widow and her daughter to their San Jose home on Second Street, Dr. Knox’s body to the
Oak Hill Cemetery, then to the recently constructed but still empty brick structure and found it in
great disorder. As Jacob told Cora Older, he cleared the debris and made it habitable—and
rentable: “That was fifty years ago and I have been here ever since.”
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Sarah Knox (who married architect Levi Goodrich in 1879) was well-known as an advocate for
women’s rights and suffrage. Her late husband Dr. Knox had initiated a resolution in 1865 to
allow women to independently administer property they owned, beneficial immediately to his wife
and daughter. Singularly individual, Sarah Knox-Goodrich was the only woman to be featured
with a biography and photograph engraving in the History of Santa Clara County published in
1881.6
Sarah was not a racial liberal. Although she did reciprocate the care and competence that Jacob
Overton exhibited in their journey, her attitude toward African Americans as a group was
expressed in terms of “ignorant brutes,” males permitted to vote when women were more
deserving.7 Born in Virginia and raised in Missouri, Sarah Knox was an active member of the
Methodist Episcopal Church, South, in San Jose. This denomination was formed in opposition to
the very liberal Methodist Episcopalians represented by the anti-slavery John Wesley. They
participated with the Confederacy in the Civil War.8
In 1873 she purchased two sculptures by the African American artist Edmonia Lewis from an
exhibition that moved from San Francisco to San Jose, achieving better results for the artist.
Jacob remarks that Sarah Knox’s support was at his request.9 Edmonia Lewis’ marble John Brown
bust which was his “most prized possession” is not extant. The artist made a number of small
busts of the abolitionist; one has made its way into the Smithsonian Institute Collection. 10
The marble bust of Abraham Lincoln by Lewis that is in the California Room with “Asleep” and
“Awake” was acquired through public subscription mounted by the San Jose Mercury (abolitionist
J. J. Owen, publisher) in 1873. There is a collection of literature about the artist and the San Jose
exhibition at the location of the sculptures at the Dr. Martin Luther King, Jr. Library. 11
In 1877 Jacob Overton served on an
all-City committee to commemorate
the Emancipation Amendment at
the Centennial of the American
Revolution, There is a permit
request for a gunfire salute on the
Market Street Plaza at sunrise and
sunset on January 1, 1878.
Jacob Overton’s civic records
always pointed to citizenship. In the
census of 1870 in San Jose he was
listed twice: once as a servant at
the home of Sarah Knox (her
report), and with his wife Sarah
Massey Overton, their marriage
within the year
noted. Jacob
reported to the census taker in 1870
that his occupation was a porter, a
“male citizen of the United States” in
the Constitutional Records column.
Along with Rev. Peter Williams
Cassey he organized black male voters to register with the passage of the 15th Amendment.12
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His successful catering business regularly served events of the California Society of Pioneers.
Jacob joined the elite group himself, one of two known African American members. In 1912 he
was reported in the San Jose Mercury as serving on
a committee for visiting the sick of the California
Pioneers of Santa Clara County, with fellow members
Mrs. Virginia Reed Murphy and S. M. Lawrence. He
was an agent for the Pacific Appeal, an African
American newspaper published in San Francisco.
Jacob and his son Charles were active in the Prince
Hall Masons; the local Grand Lodge formed in
California in 1856. They were officers of the San
Jose Afro-American League.
Jacob Overton was active in Trinity Episcopal Church
throughout his life, and was remembered into the
1990s as an usher by the Pope sisters, a longtime
African American family in the congregation.
When Jacob Overton fell from a ladder while doing
outside maintenance at his home on April 28, 1922
he was 75 years old: “born in slavery, the aged negro
was liberated by the proclamation of emancipation
and lived in San Jose most of his life.” He was greatly
mourned throughout the City of San Jose.13
Sarah and Jacob Overton lived most of their lives at
456/460 S. Eighth Street in San Jose, dividing and
adding to the home when their son Charles (born in
1875) married Augusta Hawley. The Overton home
was next door to a large Victorian (432 S. Eighth) that
was the residence of poet Edwin Markham in 1868 and 1869. The San Francisco Call, July 25, 1896
Most of the even-numbered side of the block was acquired by San Jose State University. The
Overton home site today is a Child Development Center for the Associated Students at SJSU.
The Markham home was preserved, according to a plaque
near the sidewalk that was placed there in 1937 by the Edwin Markham Poetry Society. In 2002
the Markham Home was moved to History Park on Senter Road, where it is the Poetry Center for
San Jose.
Sarah Overton is known for her strong support in the Political Equality Club, for women’s suffrage,
and as a founder of the Garden City Women’s Club in San Jose. Sarah Massey Overton’s
obituary at her death August 24, 1914, was written by Sarah Severance, a founder of the Women’s
Press Association and activist for women’s suffrage.14
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Her modern chronicler is journalist Loretta Green, a now-retired columnist for the San Jose
Mercury News who was chosen as Woman of the Year for the 21st Assembly District by Joe
Simitian in 2004. The Sarah Massey Overton essay is part of the feature “12 Who Dared” by
Tracie Cone.
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Harriet Massey, Sarah’s mother, passed away at age 43 in Gilroy in 1866. She is the first
interment of the Massey Family Plot, Section C Block 7, Lot 3 at Oak Hill Memorial Park. She and
her husband Francis Massey (died in Watsonville in 1878) were buried from Trinity Episcopal
Church. The Masseys were one of six African American families who were founding members of
the church in 1861–1863 alongside such community leaders as Thomas Fallon, who had been
mayor of San Jose, and overland route pathfinders Moses Schallenberger and Samuel J.
Hensley. The magnet for inclusion was Peter Williams Cassey, whose grandfather Peter
Williams, Jr.(1780-1840) was an ordained Episcopal priest in New York. Rev. Williams was a
creator of Freedom’s Journal, the first published African American periodical in the United States
and a prominent abolitionist.15 He tried to establish a manual labor school in the later style of
Booker T. Washington in New York City which was called The Phoenix Academy, no doubt the
inspiration of the Phoenixonian Institute in San Jose by his grandson Rev. Peter Williams Cassey.
Sarah Massey Overton died on August 24, 1914 and Jacob Overton on April 28, 1922. Sarah’s
obituary notes that the officiant was Rev. Mitchell, who was pastor of the First AME Zion Church
in San Jose; Jacob’s burial is in the Trinity Episcopal Church records and his church membership
noted in his obituary. Their son Charles Henry Overton (1875-1938) and his wife Augusta Hawley
Overton (1871-1940) are in the Massey Family Plot as well. The burials and family were
researched by the Garden City Women’s Club of San Jose in 1978 for History of Black Americans
in Santa Clara Valley prepared through Santa Clara Valley Employment & Training Board under
CETA, Title VI, June 1, 1977 to September 30, 1978.
Attainment of suffrage in San Jose in 1870 and 1919 is directly attributable to the civic activism
of Jacob and Sarah Overton. Their lives and work are examined in two recent works by San Jose
African American academic authors: Herbert G. Ruffin II, Uninvited Neighbors; African Americans
in Silicon Valley, 1769-1990 (2014) and Jan Batiste-Adkins, African Americans in Santa Clara
County (forthcoming 2019 from Arcadia Press).
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