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Introduction to the Study of Vermont Slavery

In 1786, the Vermont legislature proudly declared that “the Idea of Slavery is
expressly and totally exploded from our free Government.” Yet the very same law being
described actually undermined the notion that slavery had been “exploded” from
Vermont.! The law itself demonstrates that black people were re-enslaved and sold to
other areas after the promulgation of the 1777 Vermont Constitution, which granted
freedom to slaves over ages 18 (women) and 21 (men) respectively.? The history of
abolition in Vermont is often cited as a positive story about slavery during the
Revolutionary era, standing alone as a monument to early American emancipation. But
the facts demonstrate a far more nuanced story of slavery and freedom in Vermont.?

This study makes several points about the complex history of Vermont slavery.
The 1777 constitutional abolition of adult slavery did not end slavery or establish
meaningful freedom for African Americans.* The legal reality of abolishing slavery did
not always reflect social reality. The end of Vermont slavery was contested, contingent,
complicated, and messy. Vermont made steps toward abolition, but slaveholding,
kidnapping of free blacks, and child slavery continued until the early nineteenth century.
Those who continued to own slaves were among the most respectable inhabitants of the
state, ranging from Supreme Court judge and member of the legislature Stephen Jacob to

the prosperous leading citizen of North Bennington, Moses Sage. It is difficult to assess



the percentage or number of Vermonters who either owned slaves or supported slavery,
but it is fair to state that they probably constituted a decreasing minority during the late
eighteenth century. However, if the question is the percentage of Vermonters who
supported fugitive slave laws or the exile of blacks out of individual towns for alleged
misdeeds, then the numbers are higher, though probably still a minority. Two examples,
discussed below, are the Bennington Friendly Society vote on returning slaves to their
owners, and the failed 1791 Negro and Mulatto Act that garnered 31% of the legislative
vote.

The point of this work is not simply to show that Vermont had slavery and denied
equality to free blacks. For it is quite clear that slavery persisted after 1777 and free
blacks struggled for meaningful citizenship. Nor is the intention to argue that slavery and
racism are the dominant themes of Afro-Vermont history. Instead, the point here is to
advance a more nuanced interpretation of local black history and race relations by
including the story of slavery within the overarching themes of emancipation and
freedom. The end of slavery must be viewed as a long process that occurred over thirty
years (1777-1806), during which time emancipation, slavery, freedom, racism, hopes for
natural rights, reenslavement, de facto slavery, and fleeting notions of black citizenship
existed simultaneously. This created a remarkable context for race relations whereby
Afro-Vermonters could achieve freedom and some aspects of meaningful citizenship, but
also faced the persistent threat of slavery, kidnapping, and the bondage of their children.

An examination of Vermont slavery elicits multiple questions about its nature,
essence, and eventual abolition. How emancipatory was the abolition provision of 17777

Why did the framers write it in such vague terms? Why did Vermont forego enforcement



provisions? How and why did slavery persist? Historian Raymond Zirblis aptly argues
that “Vermont slavery, such as it is, dies a slow death” in the early 1800s.® More
significantly, he points out that “the precise nature of servitude after 1777 remains
unclear.”” Therefore we need to understand the struggle between the forces of continued
slavery and the movement toward freedom. These tensions in early Vermont beg for
further study. Vermont historians can probe what the continuation of slavery in the state
actually meant and how it affected free African Americans. Our understanding of the
lives of free blacks in Vermont has benefited tremendously from the work of Gretchen
Gerzina, Elise Guyette, John Saillant, Jane Williamson, and Kari Winter. Collectively,
their work shows how Afro-Vermonters, such as Abijah and Lucy Prince, Jeffrey Brace,
and Lemuel Haynes struggled and fought to enjoy the fruits of their freedom, but also did
so within the shadow of slavery. They had triumphs and hardships, as exemplified by the
Prince family, respectable farmers in Guilford, who used the court system to assert their
rights, but also suffered from a mob attack on their property.® Black Vermonters always
retained some agency in the making of their own lives and futures, but perhaps not under
the most ideal circumstances.’

Without question, the Green Mountain State’s 1777 abolition provision provided
an essential foundation for the end of slavery in Vermont and other Northern states. It
stands as an important monument to the slow legislative strangling of slavery in the
North. Yet we can recognize the wonderful antislavery stories that percolate throughout
the state’s history while placing them alongside the story of slavery. In discussing
slavery and its continuation, this need not deny the Bennington Church’s resistance to
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decision in 1777 to free Dinah Mattis and her daughter Nancy because “it is not Right in
the Sight of god to Keep Slaves.”!® These examples provided black people with room to
negotiate and advance their own freedom. From the time of the 1777 abolition provision
(if not earlier), Afro-Vermonters challenged discrimination and attempted to give their
children better opportunities than they had themselves.

The freedom of Afro-Vermonters as illustrated in the lives of free blacks in
Hinesburgh (Guyette’s work) and the individual stories of the Princes, Brace, and Haynes
provide insight into the complicated and sometimes outright contradictory experiences
African Americans regularly faced in Vermont. The presence of runaway slave
advertisements, the lack of enforcement of the abolition laws, and the state convention’s
silence on joining a federal union that protected the slave trade, demanded the return of
fugitive slaves, and gave the South extra representation for their slaves all expose the
limitations and challenges to black freedom. Exploring Vermont slavery and its
persistence allows us to fully consider the meanings of slavery, freedom, racism, and
natural rights in the late eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries.!! As James Wood
Sweet argues, Northern abolition took place within the context of racist ideas and beliefs
that remained ever present well after emancipation.!? The problems facing free blacks
throughout the Northern states confronted African-descended people in Vermont as well.

Although usually described by historians as an outlier or an exception to the
broader trends of slavery in Revolutionary America, Vermont had some similarities to the
troublesome history of abolition in other Northern states. This is not to deny some of the
unique aspects of Vermont slavery, but from the use of Whig rhetoric about political
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and emancipation fits into the broader trends of Revolutionary history. Afro-Vermonters
had opportunities not available in other parts of the Union. In theory, they could vote,
serve in the militia, own property, and stand for election to state office. They could also
give testimony in courts, bring lawsuits (sometimes winning these cases), and serve on
juries. But, there was an important distinction between what blacks could legally do and
the obstacles erected to block their exercise of citizenship rights. A crucial difference
existed between the natural right as declared by the Constitution of 1777 not to be
enslaved and the political rights of citizenship. In the 1790s, some in Vermont tried to
further circumscribe black freedom, return fugitives to slavery, and ban blacks from
service in the militia. At the same time that some African Americans owned property,
raised families, and attended churches, others suffered continued enslavement,
kidnapping, and in some cases reenslavement.

The situation of slavery and problematic freedom in Vermont presents an
extraordinarily complicated mosaic of race relations. In his remarkable study about
Lemuel Haynes, John Saillant shows that several Vermont newspapers printed anti-slave
trade and antislavery articles. Generally they condemned poor treatment of slaves,
greedy slaveholders, and the difficult condition of well-meaning bondsmen and women. '3
That would not last, Saillant argues, because “many Vermonters of repute retreated from

»14 Tt seems clear that the advent of the Vermont

a vision of racial equality after 1810.
Colonization Society in 1819 (the local auxiliary of the national American Colonization
Society), the geographic and demographic expansion of slavery, and the evaporation of

republican ideals and natural rights ideology resulted in increasing hostility toward

African Americans.!> The black population also increased in Vermont from 271 in 1790



to over 870 in 1830, years during which racism increased.!® Saillant correctly states that
hopes for racial equality became more remote after 1810, and that retreat can plausibly be
connected to the persistence of slavery after 1777, the continued kidnapping and sale of
black people, the implications of the attempted 1791 Negro and Mulatto Act, and the lack
of protection offered to fugitive slaves. The “vision of racial equality” resided more in
the realm of theoretical natural rights than in concrete ideas and actions for black/white
cooperation and understanding. The persistence of slavery and the roots of local racism
occurred alongside of the successes of Lemuel Haynes and the Prince family.
Opportunities for both black freedom and the persistence of slavery existed in the messy

world of early Vermont.

The Slow Death of Slavery in Vermont

Like its predecessors, the 1806 Act to Prevent Kidnapping specifically reveals
the continuation of reenslavement and the problems that African Americans faced in
Vermont. Legislators introduced this law because stealing and selling black people
became so noticeable and embarrassing that the government felt pressured to initiate
action. The law admitted that “there have been a number of instances of Negro persons,
who were minors, having been transported by evil minded persons from this to the other
States and [the] province of Canada, where slavery is established by law, and there
disposed of as slaves.”!” Several issues arise from this blunt statement about the realities
of slavery in the early nineteenth century. The sale and transportation of slaves to other
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this nefarious traffic did not work. By 1806, Vermont’s political leaders had realized that
real enforcement was necessary to end slavery or prevent the sale of black people outside
of the state. The Prevention of Kidnapping Act laid out harsh punishments, including a
public whipping (up to 39 lashes), a fine, and imprisonment “not exceeding seven years.”
The criminal would also “be further liable to make good all damages™ to the victim.!®
This bill finally gave teeth to the spirit of the 1777 abolition provision and the 1786 Sale
and Transportation Act. The sale of an unknowable number of black people, especially
young children, might have been prevented if the penalties adopted in 1806 had been
adopted earlier to make the constitutional provision effective.

Despite the 1806 law, Vermont continued to allow “slave transit” and
“slaveowner sojourns,” which meant that masters could visit Vermont for extended time
periods with their slaves without any pressure to free them.!” Kevin Graffagnino shows
that nineteenth-century Vermonters continued to hold various attitudes about slavery, and
some fully supported the institution. Thus, it cannot be surprising that, as Marshall True
points out, Burlington residents seem to have accepted slaveholding in their midst or
remained blissfully and willfully ignorant of it.2° In 1835, Ethan Allen’s daughter Lucy
Caroline Hitchcock migrated back to Burlington from Alabama along with two slaves,
35-year-old Lavinia Parker and her 12-yer-old son Francis. For at least six years, she
owned these people as slaves in Vermont before manumitting them after Lavinia’s
husband had paid her a sum of money.?! For six years, during the growing height of
antislavery fervor in the 1830s, Hitchcock did not feel the need to free her slaves.
Perhaps local people did not pressure her to do so. The Hitchcock episode demonstrates

that slavery continued to persist in a free state—even one with deep commitments to



antislavery ideology, especially by the late 1830s. For Lavinia and Francis Parker, the
contingent and messy nature of Vermont attitudes toward slavery allowed the institution

to persist.

Reflections on the Meaning and Essence of Vermont Slavery

In early Vermont, freedom was not easily defined and various levels of
unfreedom or bondage were imposed on black people, including child slavery, indentured
servitude, de facto slavery, and de jure slavery. The most basic understanding of legal
slavery is that it attempts to make an individual human being into a piece of chattel
property, but this basic and truthful definition has limitations. Even if the legality of
slavery is eliminated, certain aspects of slavery can continue to exist. In his well-known
study, sociologist Orlando Patterson’s definition of slavery is based on the study of the
institution across an array of societies and times. Patterson argues that slavery can be
understood as “the permanent, violent domination of natally alienated and generally
dishonored persons.”?? Slaves in Vermont fit this definition and even the 1777 abolition
provision did not end the type of dishonoring that some free blacks suffered in the Green
Mountain State. The most significant part of this definition of slavery is its emphasis on
dishonor and the need of the master class to garner its own identity of superiority based
on the alleged dishonor and inferiority of their slaves. As eminent historian David Brion
Davis notes, there were “deep philosophic and psychological aspects to dishonoring,
humiliating, or dehumanizing of slaves” that continued in the United States after
emancipation in 1865, as illustrated by lynching and widespread racial hatred.?* Davis

makes the point that slaves were dehumanized because their “redeeming rational and



spiritual qualities” were denied or diminished, and their alleged animalistic traits
exaggerated and used to justify their enslavement and post-emancipation subordination.?*

As these definitions indicate, some of the hallmarks of slavery, such as
dishonoring, humiliation, and dehumanization are present in the documentation about the
status and treatment of black people in early Vermont. After 1777, Vermont had forms
of de facto slavery that violated the spirit of the constitutional abolition provision and the
intent of the 1786 law prohibiting the sale and transportation of blacks out of the state.
However informal or mediated, slavery in Vermont, while perhaps not dehumanizing
black people in the same way as bondage in the sugar plantations of Barbados or the
cotton plantations of the American South, still dishonored black people and exploited
their labor. The legal end of adult slavery in Vermont still left African American children
in a position where they could be “natally” alienated, and sometimes subjected to
violence. The abolition provision of 1777 did not result in the establishment of
meaningful freedom for many, perhaps the majority, of black people in Vermont.
Instead, it allowed for the continued de jure exploitation of black children and the de
facto persistence of slavery under the guise of terms such as “servant.” The 1777
Constitution marked a significant step in the direction of abolition, but it fell short of
ending slavery in Vermont.

Taken together, what does the evidence considered in this study illuminate
about slavery in Vermont? Historical documents including court cases, town histories,
census records, legislative statutes, and other sources definitively establish the persistence
of slavery between 1777 and 1806. The 1786 statute and the failed legislation of 1791

demonstrate that slavery and racial discrimination continued in certain parts of the state.
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In acknowledging Vermont’s meaningful abolitionist past, historians must also come to
grips with the continuation of slavery. The history of Afro-Vermonters must be treated
with nuance, because their experience in the Green Mountain State included encounters
with slavery and freedom, bondage and emancipation, and opportunities for citizenship
alongside the obstacles of racism in the late eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries.
Afro-Vermonters faced a broad spectrum of racial attitudes and various degrees of
freedom and bondage. This study of slavery in Vermont is one small step, which follows
the lead of earlier historians, in the process of reasserting the complexity of black history

in the local context.
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