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Church added to National Historic Register

By Jackie Lupo

HASTINGS — Hast ings  school 
administrators came under scrutiny 
last month after they halted the teach-
ing of Sherman Alexie’s 2007 book 
“The Absolutely True Diary of a Part-
Time Indian.”

Schools Superintendent Valerie Hen-
ning-Piedmonte, Assistant Superinten-
dent for Curriculum Melissa Szymanski, 
and Farragut Middle School Principal 
Jennifer Spirelli elected to end discussion 
of the novel in a class after an eighth-grad-
er complained about the “n-word” being 
read aloud from its pages.

During a virtual school board 
meeting on Zoom on Dec. 21, the 
administrators recounted the events 
that led to their decision and received 
pushback from teachers and members 
of the community.

“We’re concerned about the deci-
sion and its implications,” English 
Department chair Josh Blum told the 
Enterprise on Jan. 11. “We have a wide 
array of texts written, as I said at the 
meeting, by Nobel laureates and giants 
of the civil rights movement... and 
these works are going to present simi-
lar issues. I wonder how we’re going to 
move forward.” 

According to Blum, teachers can 
choose from multiple works with 
strong racial themes, from authors 
such as Toni Morrison, James Baldwin, 
Alice Walker, Zora Neale Hurston, 
Zadie Smith, and others. 

Blum said discussing books such 
as Alexie’s in the classroom can foster 
“serious and thoughtful discussion” of 
subjects that are difficult to talk about. 
But, he added, “There’s a wide range 
of things that can make a wide range 
of people uncomfortable, and deciding 
where to draw the line is difficult.” He 
said that “on both sides of this, people 
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By Patricia Robert

DOBBS FERRY — Zion Episcopal, the 
church that has sat atop the hill at 55 
Cedar Street in Dobbs Ferry since 1833, 
has been added to the National Regis-
ter of Historic Places. The Register is the 
nation’s official list of properties worthy 
of preservation. It also recognizes Zion’s 
importance to the history of the country. 

Zion Episcopal, as described in the 
nominating proposal, “is a rare exam-
ple of an early Gothic Revival church in 
Westchester County and as an unusually 
intact early church complex dating almost 
entirely to before the 20th century… It 
is the oldest surviving Gothic Revival 
Church in Westchester County and the 
oldest religious building in Dobbs Ferry.”

The listing became official Dec. 21, 
2020, and was announced to the church 
vestry in a letter dated Jan. 4 and signed by 

R. Daniel McKay, deputy commissioner for 
historic preservation and deputy state his-
toric preservation officer of the New York 
State Department of Parks, Recreation 
and Historic Preservation. New York State 
nominated Zion to the National Register 
in September 2020 after adding it to New 
York State’s own register of historic places.

“The existing body of the church hasn’t 
been tampered with, and the two addi-
tions — the ells on the side of the church 
— were done in 1888,” said the Rev. 
Mary Grambsch, Zion’s priest-in-charge 
since 2011. “And while it was the archi-
tectural aspect of Zion that proved to be 
most important to the designation by the 
National Register, our history of prominent 
members is also rich. Both of Alexander 
Hamilton’s sons were members and sat on 
the vestry, as did Washington Irving, and 
his nephew, Oscar Irving, was instrumental 
in organizing the new church.”

The proposal to include Zion Episco-
pal Church in the National Register was 
written by Emily Kahan as a project for 
her work as a graduate student in histor-
ic preservation at Columbia University. 
Kahan, currently living in Manhattan’s 
Morningside Heights neighborhood, grew 
up in Purchase and graduated from The 
Masters School in Dobbs Ferry in 2015. 
She received her undergraduate degree 
from Colgate University.

“We are so thrilled that the proposal all 
went through. It is a wonderful designation 
and will benefit the church in many ways,” 
architect Niall Cain said. Cain is junior war-
den of Zion and a member of the vestry. He 
was baptized at the church and has been a 
member since he moved back to Dobbs 
Ferry in 2000. He also served as Zion’s point 
person for inclusion on the Register. 
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The sanctuary of Zion Episcopal Church


