Do you call yourself a “local”? NOT so fast ...
By Frank S. Costanza

H

ugh King has a dark secret. The man handpicked
two decades earlier to be East Hampton Town’s official
crier, who oversees a museum operating inside one
of East End’s oldest and most historic buildings, and
entrusted to serve as East Hampton Village’s official
historian—a title he has held for 15 years and counting—was not born here.
“You’re going to let everyone in on
my secret,” Mr. King said. “Everyone
thinks I’m local because a lot of
people don’t know that I was born
in Brooklyn.”
He explained that his father, also
named Hugh King, was originally
from the East End but moved west
when he worked for the railroad.
But after being continually furloughed, the elder Mr. King and his
wife, Louise, uprooted their family
from Brooklyn and moved into a
house in Amagansett in 1947.

years he attended the State University of New York at
Oneonta. He taught elementary age students for 31
years at the Springs School prior to retiring.
Now 76, Mr. King says he considers himself a “true
local” even though he acknowledges that he does not
necessarily meet his own unofficial requirements to
embrace such a title. He wasn’t
born here, there are no streets or
buildings named after his family
and, unlike some of the region’s
most famous families—a list that
includes the likes of the Gardiners,
the Halseys, the Osbornes, the
Mulfords and others—Mr. King
cannot trace his East End ancestry
back generations.

What he lacks in documented
lineage Mr. King makes up for with
an unbridled passion to continEast Hampton Town Crier and
uously learn about the area’s rich
‘local’ Hugh King
history, a hobby that has led him to
conclude
that
just
because
individuals can trace their
Hugh King and his wife of 38 years, Loretta Orion,
roots
back
generations—and
often use them as proof
still live in the same house that was purchased by his
of
their
dominance
in
the
“I’m
a true local” debate—
parents more than 70 years ago, when he was only
does not mean that they necessarily should.
6. He explained that he grew up in Amagansett and
considers it his true home, leaving only for the four

“You really shouldn’t be bragging about being the 13th
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or 14th generation out here because
we’ve been doing some research on the
early families and some of them were
bums,” said Mr. King, who is director
of East Hampton Village’s Home Sweet
Home Museum, located inside an 18th
Century saltbox. “Some were put in
stocks or whipped—so be careful.”
At the same time, he thinks that those
whose family roots can be traced back
to before the Revolutionary and Civil
wars still deserve their “true local” label,
though he also believes that anyone born
here—including the most recent arrivals
at Stony Brook Southampton Hospital—
are deserving of the same title.

As for his immediate family, Jack
Youngs explained that his parents
returned to Sag Harbor in 1957 to help
care for their elderly grandfathers, and
that he ended up splitting his time
between the American Hotel and his
grandfather’s house on Howard Street
for a time while still in school. “[I was]
the only kid in town with two bedrooms,” Mr. Youngs said.

After living in Newtown, Connecticut,
for 30 years, Mr. Youngs and his wife
returned to Sag Harbor in 2000. He
now serves as co-president of the Sag
Harbor Historical Society.
“‘What is a local?’ has always been a
question asked by many,” Mr. Youngs
said. “When someone has a conversation with me and says, ‘Well, you know
I’m a local …’ I simply say: ‘What year
did you graduate from Pierson High
School?’ … Then I ask them how many
generations has your family been in
Sag Harbor? And I usually get, ‘None’
[or] ‘I’ve been here over 30 years.’

“If you were born and raised out here,
then you are a native and you have
a little more cachet,” Mr. King said.
“You’re native and local.”
It turns out, however, that things are never
that cut and dry.
Jack Youngs of Sag Harbor, who can
trace his local lineage back to 1790 on
his mother’s side, and all the way back to
1640 on his father’s, was actually born in
Connecticut, and spent a good portion
of his adult life in the Nutmeg State
though he and his wife, Joyce, would
return to the village every summer.

“Well, I tell them,” he continued, “‘That
doesn’t make you a local. It just makes
you living here 30 years.’”
When people ask him how long he’s
been here, Mr. Youngs said he typically
responds as follows: “Since 1790 on my
mother’s side and 1640 on my father’s
side. That usually strikes up a new
conversation and moves them in a new
direction.”

But don’t dare suggest that he isn’t local
just because his parents, Pierson High
School sweethearts Jack Youngs Sr. and
Alice Bisgood, settled down in Connecticut after being offered positions
there after finishing college. Or that
he lacks local status because he was a
seasonal visitor for three decades.
His father’s side of the family can
trace their East End roots to when
the Reverend John Youngs and his
Presbyterian congregants settled in
Southold in the 17th century, and his
great-grandfather was part-owner of
the old Tinker Building on Sag Harbor’s Main Street, later transformed
into The American Hotel; their family
owned the hotel for nearly a century
before selling it to current owner Ted
Conklin in 1972.
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He would go on to complete his education at Pierson High School, making
the history books as the last quarterback in school history; the program
was dropped in 1959. Though he
attended the University of Bridgeport,
Mr. Youngs returned to Sag Harbor in
1966 and, a short time later, landed a
teaching job back in Connecticut—so
he was off again.

Henry Hildreth III, whose ancestors
arrived in America in 1635 and settled
in Southampton in 1640 and 1641,
is both “native and local.” Even with
those two boxes checked off, he says he
doesn’t necessarily agree that is all one
needs to qualify as a “true local.”
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Actually, he might agree—it all depends on his mood any particular day.
“If I want to bust chops, I’d argue with
them,” said Mr. Hildreth, whose family
has been operating Hildreth’s Home
Goods on Main Street in Southampton
Village since 1842, and who now runs
it with his wife, Colleen, the manager

and vice president. “It all depends on
the mood I’m in.
“If I want to throw the ‘local’ bone
about, I would say that the only local
person here is the Shinnecock Indian,” he continued. “Or I would tone it
down a bit and say you’re not local if
you didn’t graduate from Southampton
High School.”
He explained that other locals he
knows have a specific set of criteria
to help determine if an individual
claiming to be true local is, in fact,
one. He said those individuals would
require outsiders be able to answer the
following questions in the affirmative
for consideration: Does your photo appear in the Southampton High School
yearbook? Can a headstone featuring
your family’s last name be found in any
of the East End’s oldest cemeteries?
And does your family have any streets
named after them?
And for some, having a family plot in
the local burial ground isn’t necessarily
enough to grant an individual “local”
status. He explained that those who
have relatives interred at the Sacred
Hearts of Jesus and Mary Roman
Catholic Cemetery off County Road 39
in Southampton, for example, might
carry less weight than those who, like
himself, have their loved ones buried
at a “more local” graveyard, like the
Flying Point Cemetery in Water Mill.
The difference? New arrivals can still
purchase plots at the “newer” ones.
He also points out that there are
certain locals who place more weight
on “localism.” Noting that he was born
and raised in Water Mill, which he
considers a “tighter-knit” hamlet due
to its smaller size when compared to
neighboring ones—like the much-larger Southampton Village where he’s
worked for most of his life—Mr. Hildreth has lived in the hamlet of North
Sea for close to 20 years.
And that’s created a new dilemma.
“I was born in Water Mill, so can I still

To be considered a local,
you must:
YES

NO

Be Born Here

Be Raised Here
Live Here
Year Round
Raised Here
& Still Live Here
Graduate
From a Local
High School
Have Primary
Residence on the
South Fork

BONUS

If You Volunteer for a Local First
Responder/Emergency Services Agency,
You Are Automatically a Local

* We asked our readers how they define local.
This is a summary of the responses.
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By JD Allen l Elsie Boskamp l Elizabeth Vespe l Jon Winkler

We sent our reporters out to speak
with people in our towns and ask whether
or not they considered themselves a local,
and what the definition means to them.
Here are their responses:

Mary Labrozzi Sag Harbor
I was born and raised in Sag
Harbor. I’m a 10th generation
Sag Harbor resident. Yes, I
consider myself a local. I put
a lot in the community over
the years. I volunteered for
the local ambulance corps,
my son is a police officer
here. This is our home, we
know people here.

Katie Plumb Sag Harbor
Yes, I’m a local, though not
a true local because I didn’t
go to school here. I grew up
in Brooklyn. I consider a true
local to be someone who is
interested in living here yearround and getting involved in
the issues of the local community and understand that
this is a small place. A lot of
people are coming out here
just to flip houses for a quick
buck. A lot of people should
shop locally and support Main
Street.

John Connolly Southampton
I just sold my house of 30 plus
years in Shinnecock Hills. I
might have considered myself
a local before I sold the house.
I was out here 48 weekends
out of the year. I am a pilot. I
would fly into Westhampton
and, after a 20-minute drive,
I’d be at the house. The people
who came and stayed, I’d
consider them locals. But after
all of these years, I don’t think
I have ever met a real local.

Daniel Reese Springs
Heck yeah I’m a local. I was
born here, and I’ve lived
here all my life. I’ve loved
here, I’ve lost here. To be a
local, you at least have to
have gone to school here.
You have to appreciate the
land, nature, and the ocean.

Elizabeth Walker Springs
I consider myself a local
because I was born here and
went to school here. I’ve lived
here my whole life basically. If
you were born here, or have
lived here for 15 to 20 years
I’d say. To be a local, you have
to really know the community,
and the community’s issues
and happenings.

Richard Most West Hampton Dunes

Donna Tona Southampton

Steve Frano Westhampton Beach

I guess I consider myself a
semi-local. I’ve had a house
here for the past 20 years, and
we’re here on the weekends
and in the summer. We’ve been
here so long. I built a house
here—renovated a small home—
and it’s become a magnet
house for my daughter and my
son, who lives in New Jersey.
They’re out here all the time.
I love the water—I’m a water
rat. I love Westhampton Beach.
What I love about Westhampton Beach is its unpretentiousness—it’s not East Hampton
or Bridgehampton. This is a
barefoot community; you have
Beach Bakery, Mambo, surf
shops. You don’t see London
Jewelers and all the Madison
Avenue kind of shops.

I just bought a house in
Southampton six months
ago after renting out here
for years. I think I’d consider
myself a local by this point.
I am committed to living
out here 12 months out the
year—everyone here has become my family. I think what
makes someone a local is
when the people who work
in this town accept you as
family. You just get a feeling
when you walk into a shop
or a restaurant and they ask
you about how you are and
they know your children—
that’s when you know when
you are a local. That’s when
you know you are home.

I was raised here since I was
1 year old. I graduated in 1968 in
Westhampton Beach. I can’t say
I was born here, because I was
technically born in Huntington,
but I’ve lived here all my life. I
went to school here. I went to
all the schools—Six Corners
Elementary School, there used
to be a school where Village
Hall is—and then middle school
and high school. My childhood
home was right up the road [on
Main Street]. I grew up where
the big parking by the playground and the bank is now. As
a little kid I used to hang out
in Straws—now known as Post
Stop Café. Any local will know
what Straws is.
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consider myself a ‘local’ from Water
Mill?” asked Mr. Hildreth, a 1974 graduate of Southampton High School (and,
yes, his senior photo does appear in that
year’s yearbook). “So, technically, I’m a
‘new arrival’ in North Sea, and a lot of
people in Water Mill still consider me a
Water Mill local.”
Other self-proclaimed locals also admit
to having a difficult time coming up
with a single definition—or one that can
be summarized in three or four sentences, and without a bunch of asterisks
tacked on at the end of each.
Robert Murray, a trustee of the
Westhampton Beach Historical Society
and an associate real estate broker with
The Corcoran Group in the village,
said his definition of “local” changes
just about every time he attempts to
define it. When he first thought about
the question, he thought a true local
was best defined as someone who lives
in the area year-round.
But then he realized that he did not
meet that standard himself, even
though he’s the third member of his
family to live on the East End. Mr.
Murray explained that he attended
Quogue School and later moved away
though he returned “to the same house
every summer” before moving back for
good 10 years ago with the intention
of retiring—plans that have not yet
materialized.
After additional thought, Mr. Murray
suggested that locals could perhaps
be best defined as those who have
lived and worked on the East End for
generations, or those individuals with
locally well-known last names like

“ It’s all relative and
depends who you ask.
I live here full time
but was not born or
raised here. To a city
person I am a local.
To a Bonacker I am
not a local. I consider
myself local, but
maybe not ‘a local’”.
—from our reader poll

Halsey, Tuthill and Cook. Then he
pointed out that a “local” might also be
those who work in specific trades, such
as baymen, or are longtime volunteers
with their local fire department though
many of those individuals can trace
their local ancestry back only a generation or two.
“My idea of ‘a local’ is someone whose
family has lived here for at least two generations and who are involved with their
community,” Mr. Murray concluded.
Those who think celebrity status makes
a difference are mistaken as well, as
“local status” is not something that can
be handed down as a reward. Some
“true locals” are not going to overlook
the fact that you were not born here
even if the person has called the East
End home for decades, and has done
more for its betterment than those
who have lived here for generations.
Author Steven Gaines has lived in
Wainscott for nearly 40 years, written
more than a dozen books—including the best-seller “Philistines at the

Hedgerow: Passion and Property in
the Hamptons” that chronicles the lifestyles of the area’s rich and famous in
relation to their properties—cofounded the Hamptons International Film
Festival, hosted a weekly roundtable
radio show called “Sunday Brunch Live
from the American Hotel in Sag Harbor,” and even made an unsuccessful
bid for the East Hampton Town Board
earlier this decade.
He’s also the first to acknowledge that
he’ll never be considered a local by
locals, even if he knows more about the
area that they cohabitate.
“You have to be born here, gone to
school here as a child, live here full
time, have no other home, and hate
the summer hordes,” said Mr. Gaines
who was born in Brooklyn, first came
to East Hampton to write in 1971 and
bought his home in Wainscott in 1980.
“It’s no longer necessary to have 15
generations behind you.”
When asked why it was no longer
necessary to point to a long line of
ancestors as proof of “localism,” Mr.
Gaines explained that it had to change
because there simply aren’t enough of
those individuals remaining here for
longevity to still be included on the list
of demands. “If you used the generation requirement then only 250 people
would be ‘local,’” he said.
Jack Youngs agrees that the definition
of local has changed over the years,
though he has a different interpretation as to why.
“One hundred years ago a local would
be someone born in the village in a
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house, usually your own, grew up and went to school in the
village, and got some sort of job that you could raise a family and
have a house to live in,” he said. “Therefore, the criteria would be
to be born in the village, raised in the village, live your entire life
in the village, and die in the village.”
He explained that nearly all new locals are born at Stony Brook
Southampton Hospital in Southampton Village—“Now you’ve
already lost one aspect of local,” Mr. Youngs said—and many
of those individuals go through local schools but can no longer
afford to buy a house and raise their families here because “you
don’t have $1.7 million in your bank account,” so they end up
moving away and breaking the local connection.
So what about those who were not born here but have called
the East End home for the past 30, 40 or even 50 years? Can
they ever be considered local?

“ I think you can live here
for a hell of a long time,
but ultimately, if you
weren’t born here, you’re
not in the club.”
—from our reader poll

This is the one area where everyone seems to be in agreement.
Nope.
“The people who came here in the 1980s and think that they’re
local … are not,” Mr. King said.
At the same time, he thinks that individuals like himself, specifically those who weren’t born here but have spent the majority
of their lives on the East End, are true locals—even though
those families who can point to their ancestry will always insist
that they have a greater claim to the title.
“I consider myself a local,” Mr. King said. “First of all, you have
the people whose families were part of the first generation besides the Indians—we were not first, the Montaukett were here
first—but some of the old names, like Edwards, Osborne and
Mulfords … they consider themselves the local of the local.”
Others say they understand the different arguments and,
when fierce debate eventually reaches an impasse, can defuse
a situation by reminding them of an important and sometimes
overlooked fact.
“Really, the only true local is the Shinnecock or the Native
American,” Mr. Hildreth said. “That’s a ‘true local,’ the true undivided local. So the question is, ‘Are any of us locals, really?” n
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