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Slavery in Vermont

Overview and Background

It is common knowledge in Vermont that Vermont was the first state to abolish slavery, in its constitution of 1777.
However, that story is not so simple. While the 1777 constitution outlawed adult slavery, boys could remain enslaved until
the age of 21, and girls til the age of 18. Various documents demonstrate that people were held as slaves in Vermont after
1777, and that in any event the status of Black people in Vermont into the 19th century was ambiguous. Exploring these
stories complicates the picture of the experience of African Americans in early Vermont, and can provoke your students to
ponder the meaning of freedom. Considering these issues also sets the stage for thinking about the purpose served by
the conventional wisdom of “no slavery in Vermont,” and the realities of racism that are apparent throughout Vermont’s
history and into the present day.

Grade Level

6 - 12

Enduring Understandings

Slavery existed in the North and was central to the development and growth of the northern economies.

Topic(s)

Slavery in the North

Compelling Question(s)

Did its 1777 constitution abolish slavery in Vermont?

Under the conditions established by the 1777 constitution, did freedom for Black people in Vermont mean the same thing
as freedom for white people?

Historical Thinking Skills

Sourcing and Evidence; Synthesizing Sources

Summative Task

After examining the Vermont Constitution, Act of 1786, and the Census, summarize the status of free Blacks in Vermont.
Use evidence from the primary sources.



Flow of History
Teaching with Primary Sources

Outline
Activating Prior Knowledge/Building Historical Context:

Review with students which colonies had enslaved people in America (all of them).
Chart of enslaved people in the colonies

Note: Vermont was not one of the original colonies.

Investigation of Primary Sources

PART 1: What was the law and was it being followed?
Present to the class the claim that Vermont is renowned for being the first in America to abolish slavery in its 1777
Constitution.

Investigate two primary sources to consider the questions:
● Did Vermont abolish slavery in 1777?
● Did slavery cease to exist in Vermont after 1777?

Distribute this close-reading and summarizing worksheet (page 5 in this PDF) that examines the abolition clause of the
1777 Vermont Constitution. A close read reveals that the abolition of slavery was not unconditional. After students
summarize the clause in their own words, ask students what the status was for young adults?  They should come to the
realization that boys under the age of 21 could remain enslaved, in servitude, or as apprentices, and girls under the age
of 18. The abolition clause was really only for adults and even then, if they were in debt they could be held in bondage.

Distribute this close-reading and summarizing worksheet (pages 6/7 in this PDF) of an act passed by the Vermont
legislature in 1786. Students should be able to summarize that slave-owners were getting around the law, selling
formerly enslaved people out-of-state, rather than freeing them.  Those caught would be fined.

Share the story of young Anthony (pages 8/9 in this PDF) who was sold to a man in NH at age 8 ½ in 1790--an example
of child slavery well after the 1777 Constitution was ratified.

PART 2: What was the status of Black people in Vermont after slavery was abolished?

Distribute the background article, Counting Heads in 1791. Were there enslaved people in Vermont or not? That’s the
question. The 1791 census recorded 16 enslaved people held  in Bennington County. Years later census officials from
Vermont asserted that this must have been a mistake, because slavery had been outlawed by the state constitution
fourteen years earlier.

Discussion: Refer back to the 1786 act.  Just because something was outlawed, doesn’t mean it wasn’t happening.
People were disobeying the law. Could those 16 people have been enslaved?

Distribute the first page of this 1791 census summary and worksheet. (pages 10 - 13 in this PDF)
Review each column. What do students think “all other free persons” means? "All other free persons" mostly meant
free Blacks, or African Americans who were not enslaved. It also included Native Americans and immigrants.

Distribute this 1791 census page from Hartland (page 14 in this PDF)

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Slavery_in_the_colonial_history_of_the_United_States
https://www.flowofhistory.org/wp-content/uploads/2020/08/VT-Constitution-worksheet.pdf
https://www.flowofhistory.org/wp-content/uploads/2020/08/1786-Act-worksheet.pdf
https://www.flowofhistory.org/wp-content/uploads/2021/02/White-sale-to-Hastings.pdf
https://www.flowofhistory.org/wp-content/uploads/2020/08/counting-heads-in-1791.pdf
https://www.flowofhistory.org/wp-content/uploads/2021/02/1790-Census-Summar-Vermont.pdf
https://www.flowofhistory.org/wp-content/uploads/2021/02/Census-Worksheet-1.docx
https://www.flowofhistory.org/wp-content/uploads/2021/02/1791HoHRutlandToWindsor-dragged.pdf
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As a class, find Ned Freeman.  Have students describe Ned Freeman’s household. There are four people of color living
in the home. Ned Freeman is the head of the household.

Find William Gallup. Have students describe this household. In addition to William Gallup, there are three other white
men over the age of 16. There are two white boys under the age of 16, probably his sons. There are six women.
Probably, William Gallup and his wife lived with 9 children, some teens (although, grandparents could also have been
living there).

Have students consider who the one “all other free person” might be. Possibly a servant girl or an apprentice.

If you would like to look at the census for your town, you can get the information from Vermont Historical Society.

Summative Assessment
After examining the Vermont Constitution, Act of 1786, and the Census, summarize the status of free Blacks in Vermont.
Use evidence from the primary sources.

Some possible answers from students: Some had their own homes, others lived in the homes of white people, probably
as servants or apprentices.  If they were under age 21 (boys) or 18 (girls), they could be enslaved. Children could be
bought and sold, for example young Anthony who was sold at age 8 ½.

Extension

A case study of Dinah Mason adds to the picture of slavery in early Vermont, and further complicates the larger story. A
bill of sale shows that in 1783 Dinah was purchased as a slave by Stephen Jacob of Windsor, a prominent lawyer who
became a judge and served on the Vermont Supreme Court. In 1801 the town of Windsor sued Jacob to force him to
cover the town’s expenses in caring for Dinah, who had been turned out by Jacob and was indigent.

The case, which was decided by the Supreme Court in Jacob’s favor, once again raised pressing questions about
slavery and the nature of freedom for African Americans in early Vermont. The documents —bill of sale, Windsor census
record, Windsor town meeting warrant, and the court report—can be used to investigate these questions. Guided
examination of the first three documents feeds into asking why the Supreme Court ruled that Dinah could not have been
enslaved because slavery was illegal in Vermont.

Materials

BRIEF OVERVIEW FOR KIDS

Zinn Education Project: Vermont Abolished Slavery

PRIMARY SOURCES

1777 Vermont Constitution and worksheet
1786 Vermont Act

https://vermonthistory.org/vt-census-records
https://www.flowofhistory.org/dinah-mason-a-case-study-about-slavery-in-early-vermont/
https://www.zinnedproject.org/news/tdih/vermont-abolished-slavery/#:~:text=On%20July%202%2C%201777%2C%20Vermont,state%20in%20the%20United%20States.
https://www.flowofhistory.org/wp-content/uploads/2020/08/VT-Constitution-worksheet.pdf
https://www.flowofhistory.org/wp-content/uploads/2020/08/1786-Act-worksheet.pdf
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1791 Vermont census 
Story of Young Anthony  
1791 census summary and worksheet 
1791 census page from Hartland 
 
ADDITIONAL RESOURCES 
 
The Problem of Slavery in Early Vermont, 1777-1810 , by Harvey Amani Whitfield, provides a background essay and 
more than 30 primary sources.  
 

https://vermonthistory.org/client_media/files/Learn/Census%20Records/1791-Census.pdf
https://www.flowofhistory.org/wp-content/uploads/2021/02/White-sale-to-Hastings.pdf
https://www.flowofhistory.org/wp-content/uploads/2021/02/1790-Census-Summar-Vermont.pdf
https://www.flowofhistory.org/wp-content/uploads/2021/02/Census-Worksheet.docx
https://www.flowofhistory.org/wp-content/uploads/2021/02/1791HoHRutlandToWindsor-dragged.pdf
https://vermont-historical-society-museum.square.site/product/problem-of-slavery-in-early-vermont-pb-harvey-amani-whitfield/448?cs=true
https://vermont-historical-society-museum.square.site/product/problem-of-slavery-in-early-vermont-pb-harvey-amani-whitfield/448?cs=true
https://vermont-historical-society-museum.square.site/product/problem-of-slavery-in-early-vermont-pb-harvey-amani-whitfield/448?cs=true
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The Abolition of Slavery in Vermont 
 
Vermont is renowned for being the first state in America  
to abolish slavery, in its 1777 Constitution. This view is  
widely held by the public and scholars alike. We will read  
two primary sources to consider the questions: Did 
Vermont abolish slavery in 1777? Did slavery cease to 
exist in Vermont after 1777? 

 
 

 
 
 

 

Vermont Constitution (1777) 
 
	

Source	(date,	author,	audience)	

Key Words and Phrases: 
 
 
 
 
 
 

That all men are born equally free and independent, 
and have certain natural, inherent and unalienable 
Rights, among which are the enjoyment and 
depending Life and Liberty; acquiring, possessing 
and protecting Property, and pursuing and obtaining 
Happiness and Safety. Therefore, no male person, 
born in this country, or brought from over sea, ought 
to be holden by Law to serve any person as a 
Servant, Slave or Apprentice, after he arrives to the 
age of twenty-one years, nor female in like manner, 
after she arrives to the age of eighteen years, unless 
they are bound by their own consent after they arrive 
at such age, or bound by Law for Payment of Debts, 
Damages, Fines, Costs, or the like. 
	
Summary  



	

	

  
 
 
 
 

 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
	

An Act to Prevent the Sale of 
Transportation of Negroes & Molattoes Out 
of this State (1786) 
 
	

Source	(date,	author,	audience)	

Key Words: 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Summary:
 

 
Key Words: 

Summary: 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Whereas by the constitution of this State all the 
subjects of this Commonwealth of whatever colour are 
equally entitled to the inestimable blessings of Freedom 
unless they have forfeited the same by the commission 
of some crime, and the Idea of Slavery is expressly and 
totally exploded from our free Government. 

And whereas Instances have happened of the former 
owners of Negroes in this Commonwealth making sale 
of such persons as Slaves notwithstanding their being 
liberated by the Constitution, and attempts have been 
made to transport such persons to foreign parts in open 
violation of the Laws of the Land. 



	

	

 
 
 
 
 

 
Key Words: 

Summary: 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Be	it	therefore	enacted	by	the	General	Assembly	
of	the	State	of	Vermont	that	if	any	person	shall	
hereafter	make	sale	of	any	subject	of	this	State	or	
shall	convey	or	attempt	to	convey	any	subject	out	
of	this	State	with	intent	to	hold	or	sell	such	
person	as	a	Slave	every	person	so	offending	and	
convicted	thereof	shall	forfeit	and	pay	to	the	
person	injured	for	such	offence	the	sum	of	£100	
and	cost	of	suit	to	be	recovered	by	action	of	debt	
or	complaint	or	Information.	
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document 14

Bill of Sale, Oliver Hastings purchased  
Anthony from Jotham White (1790)  

Overview: This bill of sale is an example of child slavery that the Vermont 
Constitution allowed. However, after the enactment of the 1786 Transporta-
tion and Sale law, Jotham White should not have sold this young child. Sig-
nificantly, we know nothing about Anthony’s parents or how Jotham White 
obtained the boy in the first place. Although White appears to try to protect 
himself from any legal trouble by insisting that Anthony be freed at age 21, 
there would have been no way to enforce such a provision in New Hamp-
shire, where Dr. Hastings lived. As it turns out, Oliver Hastings and Jotham 
White had married sisters from the same family (Reed). According to no-
tarial records gathered by historian Marcel Trudel, Hastings sold Anthony 
(Antoine) to Boucherville resident Charles Boucher de Labruere for 90 bush-
els of wheat. (Marcel Trudel, Dictionnaire des esclaves et de leurs proprietaries 
au Canada français [Ville LaSalle: Hurtubise Cahiers du Quebec, 1990], 14.)

Source: Charles H. Hubbard and Justus Dartt, History of the Town of Springfield, Ver-
mont (Boston: George H. Walker & Co., 1895), 489. I have attempted to track down 
the original bill of sale to no avail. I searched in various collections in Vermont, the 
New Hampshire Historical Society, the Charlestown (N.H.) Historical Society, and 
The Fort at #4, but no one seems to know what happened to the bill of sale.

!

[MARCH 2, 1790]

Know all men by these presents, that I, Jotham White of Springfield, in the 
county of Windsor and State of Vermont, gentleman, for and in consider-
ation of the sum of thirty-five pounds in silver money to me in hand before 
the delivery hereof paid by Oliver Hastings of Charlestown, in the county of 
Cheshire and State of New Hampshire, physician, do hereby sell and deliver 
to the said Oliver Hastings, my negro boy slave named Anthony, about eight 
years and a half of age. To have and to hold the said negro boy slave to the 
said Oliver Hastings, his heirs and assigns, until the said negro boy shall 
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arrive to the age of twenty-one years. I, the said Jotham White, for myself, 
my heirs, executors, and administrators, do by these presents covenant and 
engage with the said Oliver Hastings, his heirs and assigns, against the law-
ful claim and demands of all persons whatsoever.

JOTHAM WHITE
“Signed, sealed and delivered in presence of 
AMANDA STONE.
JOEL REED.”



FIRST CENSUS OF THE UNITED STATES. 

Population of the United States as returned at the First Census, by states: 1790. . 

DISTRICT. 

Free white 
males of 16 
years and 
upwvard, 

includin 
heads o f 
families. 

vmnont.. .._. _ _...._...__ _..-* . . . . _ _......... _ . .._ __-_ . . . . _t -_.. _-_._ . . . . . . . . . . . . . .._.. 
NewIIampshite . . ..____ _ _.___ _ ._____._...._.._._ _____ . . . . ..____ _ _..._ _ . . .._ ___________. 
Maim...... . .._. I _.._-..... _ ._._ __._ . . . . . .._..__.-. _ _._......_... _ .._..._..._....__ _____ 
Massachusetts.. . . . .._.. _I_.._.._ . . . . . . . . ..-... _._ .._.... _ . ..-..._..........__ _.._____._ 
RhodeIsland. __....._____._.._ __ .___ _ . .._.._._ _____ _._..__..___.__.. _ .._.._____.__ _ .___ 
Ckumccticut.... . . . .._ _ . . . . ..-._ _-_ . . . . . . . . . . . . . _ .-.......__.-.. _ . . . . . _.._~ .._..._._ _ _.__ 
NOWYCWk __..-__-... _._ . . . . ..__ __ . . . . . . . . . .._. _._1..._ .._.. ___.._ . ..-...... _ . . .._._ _... 
New Jersey 
Ponnsylvanirl::::::::::::::::::::::::::::::::::::::::~::::::::~::~::::::::::~:::::::~::: 
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adaryiand ._..-__-.. _ . .._. _ _.-...,.... __ .._. _ . . . . . .._..._ _ _...._. _ . . . . . _ _..______ _ ______ 
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N.tcrritory*..................-.............~.......~....~.~...-.---.-.....-... c94,2Eo 3,803,036 

.___ 
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-_ 
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- 

r The Cyrus of 1790, Pobhshed in 1781, r@uts IQ slaves in Vermont. 
manuscript returns shows that there nt~?r Were any siaves in Vermont. 

Subsequently, and up to 1860, the number is given as 17. hn examination of the original 
returned RS “Free colored.” wore classified as “Sinye.” 

The originsl error occurred in preparing the results for publication, when 16 Persons, 
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= 
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Slaves. Total. 

. 
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Summary of population, 6y counties and towns: lE?O. 
ADDISON COUNTY. 
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Category Your Summary 

 
  

This is the number of families in the town.  

  

  

  

  

  

  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Summary of Population by Towns, 1791 
 
The census-taker counted everyone in town. In your own words, summarize the groups of people 
he counted. The first category has been filled out for you as an example. 

 
	




