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African Americans in Addison 
County, Charlotte, and Hinesburgh, 
Vermont, 1790–1860 

Black Vermonters were, by definition, 
oddballs—a tiny minority who chose the 
country over the city. How did they fare 
in this rural environment? What sort of 
work did they find in Vermont’s agrarian 
economy? Did they own farms or 
homes? Were they able to marry and 
raise families? Were their children 
educated in district schools? Did they 
participate in town meeting? Did 
they belong to local churches?

By JANE WILLIAMSON

Historians have spent several decades uncovering the lives of 

African Americans—enslaved and free—in the North. But 

from overviews of the “fi rst emancipation” and the north-

ern free black experience to more focused studies of Boston, New 

York, and Philadelphia, it has been an almost exclusively urban story.1 

This is partly a legacy of northern slavery, which was concentrated in 

coastal cities, but it also refl ects the choices of newly freed people, who 

voted overwhelmingly with their feet and migrated cityward.2 

.  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .
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One northeastern state—Vermont—has been left almost totally out 

of this picture.3 And why not? It remained mostly devoid of European 

settlement 130 years after the fi rst enslaved Africans landed in the Brit-

ish colonies. When the other northern states were ending slavery within 

their borders at the end of the eighteenth century, much of Vermont 

was still a frontier. Lacking an historic enslaved population and a city—

coastal or otherwise—Vermont was destined to have a minuscule Afri-

can American community.

That northern free blacks overwhelmingly chose urban life over rural 

is indisputable. Cities offered more opportunities for employment and 

the personal and social advantages of life in communities of color. The 

countryside, meanwhile, provided little prospect of success for former 

slaves who lacked the capital to purchase farms and become productive 

members of the agricultural economy. And many were no doubt eager 

to establish new identities as free people elsewhere.4 

For some few, however, that “elsewhere” was Vermont. Black Ver-

monters were, by defi nition, oddballs—a tiny minority who chose the 

country over the city. How did they fare in this rural environment? 

What sort of work did they fi nd in Vermont’s agrarian economy? Did 

they own farms or homes? Were they able to marry and raise families? 

Were their children educated in district schools? Did they participate in 

town meeting? Did they belong to local churches?

For this initial investigation, I chose an area in Vermont’s Champlain 

Valley that included all of Addison County and the adjoining Chitten-

den County towns of Charlotte and Hinesburgh. I was aware of some 

black families that had lived in the area and this work would build on 

my own and others’ research. I turned for information to the usual pub-

lic records, beginning with the eight federal censuses from 1790 to 1860. 

They supplied the basic data that would form my universe. Nineteenth-

century censuses are well known for errors and undercounting, and I 

found plenty of both, but they remain a necessary and invaluable 

source. I analyzed the gross population data by household type, number 

of independent households, and total population for each town to estab-

lish an overview. The results are presented in the fi rst section below.

I then compiled census data into a roster listing every independent 

black household, a total of 104 names, and began to search for these 

men, women, and families. Community life in antebellum Vermont took 

place at the level of the town, both privately and publicly, and town 

clerks recorded all manner of town and individual business—in theory, 

at least. The lax record keeping of the nineteenth century and the loss 

of many documents over the years have left a patchwork of sources that 

limits our knowledge of ordinary Vermonters, black and white.5 Still, I 
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was surprised at how much I learned from the dusty pages in town 

vaults. Two other sources, church and probate court records, also proved 

frustrating. Local congregations maintain information on church mem-

bership, baptisms, marriage, and death, and many of these records have 

also disappeared over the years. A fi re in the Addison County Court-

house in 1852 means that probate records, which could provide won-

derful insight into family economics and relationships, occupation, and 

domestic life, are virtually nonexistent. 

POPULATION DATA

Table 1 shows the number of black Vermonters in Addison County, 

Charlotte, and Hinesburgh by type of household from 1790 to 1860.6 A 

few numbers appear anomalous and suggest the likelihood of census 

taker error, which, of course, was common throughout the nineteenth 

century. For example, the census recorded whether African Americans 

lived in white or independent “colored” households, and no indepen-

dent households were listed in Vergennes in 1810, the only year in 

which that was the case. The number of independent black households 

listed in Ferrisburgh jumped to ten that year with a total of forty-one 

individuals, the largest number in any year. The two towns are contigu-

ous, so the Vergennes households may have been counted in Ferris-

burgh by mistake. Similarly, 1830 lists only fi ve African Americans in 

white households in the entire region, a fraction of the number in every 

other census. Again, many must have been missed. Finally, in 1810 the 

census takers for Charlotte and Hinesburgh did not bother to list Afri-

can Americans separately, regardless of household type, providing only 

an aggregate number at the end of the tally for each town.

The number of African Americans in Addison County, Charlotte, and 

Hinesburgh increased steadily in the early decades—when the state’s 

population was growing exponentially—but peaked at 161 in 1810. Black 

residents were not evenly dispersed throughout the county, however; 

some towns had no residents of color at all during the period (and thus 

are not included in the table), and others did only temporarily. Only 

three Addison County towns—Ferrisburgh, Middlebury, and Vergennes 

—counted black residents in every census. Together, these three towns 

accounted for more than half the aggregate number of blacks in the 

county during the period. When Bristol is added to the numbers for 

Ferrisburgh, Middlebury, and Vergennes, the four towns accounted for 

two-thirds of African Americans in Addison County during the period. 

Charlotte and Hinesburgh also had relatively substantial black popula-

tions, with Charlotte counting African American residents in every cen-

sus and Hinesburgh in all but one. As a proportion of the population 
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statewide, black Vermonters never accounted for even .5 percent from 

1790 to 1860. The percentages among Addison County towns, however, 

varied widely. In 1790, for example, African Americans made up 7 per-

cent of residents in Vergennes and 2.5 percent of those in Ferrisburgh. 

These relatively high percentages are partly artifacts of the extremely 

TABLE 1 African Americans in White (W) and Independent Black 

(IB) Households, Addison County,* Charlotte and Hinesburgh, 1790–

1860

Town

1790 1800 1810 1820 1830 1840 1850 1860

W IB W IB W IB W IB W IB W IB W IB W IB

Addison 2 1 3 2 1
Bridport 1 1 15 1 16
Bristol 1 10 1 15 1 31 3 26
Cornwall 1 1 2 1
Ferrisburgh 12 5 5 7 41 5 6 10 4 10 2 4 3 14
Leicester 2 5 1
Lincoln 14 1 4 1 5
Middlebury 2 8 5 1 13 12 17 2 13 4 14 2 7
Monkton 6 1 1 7
New Haven 1 3 1 4 10 1 9 2 4
Orwell* 1
Panton 2 10 6 1 9 5 9
Salisbury 4 2 1
Shoreham 1 4 1 10 7 10 4 3 2 1 1
Starksboro 1
Vergennes 8 6 17 10 21 8 15 25 4 13 11 20 9 7
Waltham 1 2 1
Weybridge 1 4
Whiting 1 1 1

 Subtotal 27 10 35 31 43 71 42 75 5 82 20 90 26 82 21 68

 Total 37 66 114 117 87 110 108 89

 Ind HH 27% 47% 62% 64% 94%† 82% 76% 76%

Charlotte 3 13 3 15 2 9 16 3 1 9 2 13
Hinesburgh 4 5 32 4 21 19 1 18 2 16 3 28

 Subtotal 30 10 52 39 . . . 48 105 5 117 24 108 29 107 26 109

 Total 40 91 161 153 122 132 136 135

 Ind HH 25% 43% . . . 69% 96%† 82% 79% 81%

* Several towns had no black residents during the period and were not included; 
Orwell was part of Rutland County until 1850.

† This percentage is surely too high, as there were probably more than fi ve African 
Americans in white households in 1830—a case of census taker error.
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small populations at this early date, especially in Vergennes, which 

had a population of 200 in 1790. Although it started high, the percent-

age of African Americans in Vergennes declined at every census, from 

7 to 5 to 3 to 2 and fi nally 1 percent in 1860, as the white population 

grew. Middlebury provides a counterpoint: It also had relatively large 

numbers of African Americans, although rarely as many as Vergennes, 

but it never had a high percentage because the white population was so 

much larger. Middlebury was the commercial center of the county and 

the largest town by 1810. Its highest proportion of African Americans 

—.9 percent—came in 1820, when its total population was 2,535, three 

times that of Vergennes. 

Table 1 also compares the number of African Americans in black-

headed households with those living in white homes. The proportion of 

independent black households increased substantially at every census 

until 1840, when it declined slightly and then leveled off at more than 

three-quarters. Although eventually most African Americans lived in in-

dependent households, once again the total numbers are very small. The 

number of independent black households increased from a low of two in 

1790 to twenty-seven in 1830, but then declined. Rarely did a single town 

count more than fi ve black households in a single census. Vergennes had 

eight in 1830, and Hinesburgh had seven in 1860, but three of the eight 

households in Vergennes were part of one extended family (Storms).

African Americans living in white households were not recorded by 

name until 1850, so many remain untraceable. We can, however, get 

some sense of who they were by looking at aggregate data (see Table 2). 

First, they lived what must have been a lonely existence; most were 

alone in white households (and often the only person of color in town) 

in all but two censuses, 1800 and 1810. Census takers began to record 

the sex and age of African Americans living in white households in 1820. 

The breakdown by sex was about equal in each census, with slightly 

more men in 1820 and 1860 and slightly more women in 1840 and 1850. 

The number of young children dropped signifi cantly after 1820, when 

children younger than fourteen accounted for one-third of blacks in 

white households. Without age breakdowns for 1790 to 1810, however, 

there is no way to know if this marked a trend or if 1820 was anoma-

lous. It is important to remember that the comparisons in Table 2 are 

based on extremely small numbers, and a difference of just one in either 

direction translates into several percentage points. 

Persistence7 is an important measure with an obvious impact on the 

size of the African American population over time. Although African 

American persistence declined at every census until 1840, it was not 

out of line with the overall rate. Vermonters were, after all, a famously 
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mobile lot. Two-thirds of those African Americans fi rst listed in the 1800 

census were present in 1810, 58 percent remained in 1820, and one-third 

lived in Vermont to their deaths. Half of those fi rst listed in 1810 re-

mained in 1820, 40 percent of those listed in 1820 were counted in 1830, 

and one-third fi rst listed in 1830 persisted in 1840. The rate then re-

versed, increasing to 59 percent from 1840 to 1850. In his study of Addi-

son County, Jeffrey Potash found considerable out-migration before 

1800, although losses varied from town to town. Forty percent of Corn-

wall’s residents left every fi ve years in the early years of statehood, and 

the growth of large-scale sheep farming contributed to “sizable popula-

tion loss” between 1820 and 1840. One historian writing about Vergennes 

before 1820 asserted that the period could be summed up in one word: 

transience. Only 30 percent of households listed in the 1810 census re-

mained in 1820, although the total population changed hardly at all.8

One thing that might have affected persistence among African Amer-

icans in the early years was warning out. Selectmen were allowed to 

“warn out” any newcomers they thought might become chargeable to 

the town and did so frequently until 1817, when the law was changed. 

Joanne Pope Melish reported that some New England towns used warn-

ing out as an “explicit strategy” to rid themselves of unwanted blacks 

and that the practice intensifi ed after 1820. People of color accounted 

TABLE 2 Number, Sex, and Age of African Americans in 

White Households, Addison County, Charlotte, and Hinesburgh, 

1790–1860*

Year

No. in 
Household Sex Age

One ≥Two Male Female <14 14–26 ≥27

1790 19 (63) 11 (37) NR NR NR NR NR
1800 21 (40) 31 (60) NR NR NR NR NR
1810 18 (42) 25 (58) NR NR NR NR NR
1820 42 (87)  6 (13) 26 (54) 22 (46) 17 (35) 19 (40) 12 (25)
1830†

1840 18 (75)  6 (25) 11 (46) 13 (54)  1 (4)‡  8 (33)‡ 15 (63)‡

1850 20 (69)  9 (31) 14 (48) 15 (52)  1 (3) 19 (66)  9 (31)
1860 23 (92)  2 (8) 14 (56) 11 (44)  4 (16) 14 (56)  7 (28)

* Numbers are given fi rst, followed by the percentages of the total. 
† Only fi ve African Americans were listed in white households in the 1830 census, 

very likely an error and too few to make meaningful comparisons.
‡ Age ranges reported varied from census to census, and those given here for 1840 

differ slightly from the column heads; they are <10, 10 –24, and 25 and older.
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for 50 percent of those warned out of Rhode Island in 1800, for example.9 

This was not the case in Vermont. I found nine African American heads 

of household warned out of fi ve Addison County towns. Those warned 

out did not have to leave immediately—or at all, necessarily—and four 

remained in the towns that had warned them out, according to the next 

census. Others had just moved to nearby towns. Only Nimrod Green-

leaf moved very far, from Ferrisburgh to Bennington.10 So it seems that 

warning out had a negligible impact on African American migration. 

PROPERTY AND OCCUPATION

Land was the great attraction of Vermont in the decades after state-

hood. It drew thousands from southern New England, and the state’s 

population more than tripled from 1790 to 1810. The fertile soils of Ad-

dison County’s Champlain Valley were especially attractive to landless 

laborers and the sons of farmers who were not going to inherit viable 

holdings at home. The majority of these rural white New Englanders 

acquired property and established farms.11 What were the land-owning 

prospects for the small number of African Americans in this great mi-

gration? Black household heads owned property throughout the period, 

and the number increased at every census; the highest percentage of 

landowners, 56 percent of all African American households, came in 

1850 and 1860. Landowners lived in the towns with the greatest African 

American population, with one exception. Charlotte, Ferrisburgh, Hines-

burgh, Panton, and Vergennes all had black property owners. Middle-

bury, on the other hand, had only one from 1790 to 1860, and he was a 

farmer in a remote location. 

One of the two independent black household heads recorded in the 

1790 census owned land; Cull Payne purchased fi fty acres in Shoreham 

in 1786 and owned it for the next thirty years. Two more of the twelve 

household heads recorded in 1800 owned land. William Ferris pur-

chased land in Ferrisburgh in 1793 and again in 1794, but sold it three 

years later. He was listed in Ferrisburgh in the 1810 census, but was 

gone by 1820. Two other early black landowners were also short-term 

residents. Anthony Edwards purchased 50 acres in Ferrisburgh in 1807 

and sold them in 1812 for $550. Edwards more than quadrupled his in-

vestment, suggesting that he was speculating like so many others at this 

time. Noah Morris also bought land in Ferrisburgh, but sold it within a 

year and made only $10.12

Shubael Clark, one of the landowners listed in the 1800 census, rep-

resented a different pattern. With his purchase of 100 acres in Hines-

burgh in 1795, he established a farm that his extended family would 
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occupy until the Civil War. The Clarks were joined a few years later by 

Samuel and Prince Peters, who purchased land nearby and also put down 

roots for their children and grandchildren.13 A third black farmer, Primas 

Storms, purchased land fi rst in Ferrisburgh and then in neighboring 

Panton. His eight children inherited the Panton land, but most lived in 

the adjoining village of Vergennes, where they owned their homes and 

were not farmers.14 These men and their descendants accounted for the 

majority of black landowners in Addison County, Charlotte, and Hines-

burgh during the period. 

Amos Morocco also owned land, but he was more mobile. Although 

he was not listed in the Charlotte census until 1830, Morocco had pur-

chased land there in 1811 and can be found in all the extant Charlotte 

grand lists from 1812 to 1827. He sold his Charlotte land in the late 

1830s and was counted in the 1840 census in Lincoln, a hill town fi fteen 

miles south, where he purchased ninety acres. The Moroccos stayed in 

Lincoln long enough to be listed there in 1850, but were selling off their 

land in pieces throughout the 1840s. Amos’s widow, Rhoda, had moved 

to the nearby village of Bristol by 1860, where she, too, owned property 

and had members of three other black families living with her. Another 

black farmer, Prince King, arrived later, purchasing a seventy-acre farm 

in Middlebury in 1841. Although King stayed on his land for more than 

forty years, he did not marry and did not have children to inherit his 

property.15 

Most of these early purchases were made without the benefi t of mort-

gages. Shubael Clark used a mortgage to acquire a second 100-acre 

property in 1796, this one just over the Hinesburgh line in the adjoining 

town of Huntington. Prince Peters and Prince King also had mortgages 

on their farms and paid them off. Only a quarter of land purchases 

made by these black Vermonters before 1830 carried mortgages, but 

more than half did after that.16 Black landowners also used their prop-

erty to secure loans. Primas Storms’s son Philip borrowed $150 from his 

African American neighbor Rachel Robinson in 1836, using his Ver-

gennes house lot as security; the note was not repaid until after his 

death nearly twenty years later. Rhoda Morocco mortgaged her land in 

Lincoln twice in the early 1850s and repaid both loans promptly. Sev-

eral members of the Storms family used their Panton land to secure 

loans. Susannah Storms relied on it for security in old age; in 1841 she 

deeded the property to Joseph Rogers, in whose Ferrisburgh household 

she then resided, “in consideration of a good and comfortable mainte-

nance during my natural life survival.”17 

According to Jeffrey Potash’s defi nition of a subsistence farm for an 

Addison County family of fi ve,18 these black landowners built viable 
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farms (see Table 3). Most of them had more than the fi fteen to twenty-

fi ve improved acres he specifi ed, but they had less livestock than he 

called for with one exception. Overall, they had fewer cows, horses, and 

pigs but more sheep. Some raised signifi cantly more sheep, indicating 

their participation in Vermont’s thriving Merino wool economy. They 

clearly opted to devote some energy to producing a crop for sale on the 

market. Lewis Clark, for example, had sixty-fi ve sheep in 1834, and al-

though this was a small fl ock by Addison County standards, it was more 

than ten times the six needed for subsistence. It may also explain how 

he acquired a house valued at $200 in 1834. 

Most Vermonters made their living by farming, but some worked at 

other trades—as merchants, millers, and laborers. The census provided 

occupational information for fewer than half of the African American 

heads of household (44 percent) in Addison County, Charlotte, and 

Hinesburgh from 1790 to 1860. In some years the census did not include 

that information and in others enumerators failed to record it. About a 

third of black household heads were listed as laborers, day laborers, or 

farm laborers. No doubt many of those without occupational data listed 

also worked as seasonal and temporary hands on Vermont farms. The 

Robinson family, whose farm today is Rokeby Museum, employed sev-

eral African American laborers whose work is recorded in account 

books in the museum’s collection. Mingo Niles, for example, was asso-

ciated with the Robinsons for more than thirty years and had charge of 

their vegetable garden every year. The Robinsons also employed Aaron 

Freeman, whose family had owned land and farmed in Charlotte, and 

Jedidiah Emery, who lived in Lincoln and Bristol.19 Many young farm 

laborers—black and white—lived in their employers’ households, and 

they were identifi ed by name in the 1850 and 1860 censuses. Seven 

young black men were listed this way in 1850 and fi ve in 1860. 

It’s hard to know how precise the census occupational terms are. 

“Day laborers” worked at the most menial jobs and lived with the inse-

curity of a daily search for employment. “Laborers” may have worked 

by the day or on the farm, but also held mill or factory jobs. In the 1860 

census, for example, six of the seven men listed as laborers lived in the 

industrial towns of Bristol and Vergennes, where they may have held 

jobs in one of the mills, tanneries, or other small industries clustered at 

the site of waterpower. A few of these laborers seem to have made 

more than a subsistence living. Although he was listed there in the 1850 

census only, William H. Howard owned a home in Vergennes valued at 

$275 in the grand lists from 1847 to 1851 (the median home value in 

1850 was $450). Primas and Pamelia Storms’s sons Philip and Joseph 

both owned their homes in Vergennes. Their brother John, on the other 
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hand, was more marginally employed “as a hewer of wood and drawer 

of water,” classic day laborer activities, according to his obituary. His 

death notice also described him as “unfavorably situated for mental ad-

vancement,”20 suggesting that he was mentally disabled, which no doubt 

limited his opportunities. Neither Mark Roberts of Bristol nor Samuel 

Titus of Vergennes owned their homes, which would certainly have 

been the norm for African American laborers.

Three black heads of households were identifi ed specifi cally as work-

ing in manufacturing trades or as mechanics: Brewster Bennett of Shore-

ham and Leicester, Cyrus Dolby of Middlebury, and Andrew Santee of 

Bristol. Andrew Santee fi rst appeared in the Bristol census in 1830 and 

four years later paid $300 for property that included the “trip hammer 

shop and privileges thereto, it being the same trip hammer shop now 

occupied by said Santee.” Santee was not only a skilled artisan, but was 

also able to purchase the shop he worked in along with the house that 

went with it. He remained in the Bristol Census in 1840, after selling 

part of his property—what was described as a house lot—in 1838, but 

was not listed in 1850. Thus despite having a trade and owning his own 

business, Santee was relatively transient.

Neither Cyrus Dolby nor Brewster Bennett owned property. Cyrus 

Dolby lived in Middlebury, where he was counted in the 1840, 1850, 

and 1860 censuses. He was identifi ed as both a farm laborer and a me-

chanic, and his death record described him as a “tinker.”21 Middlebury, 

with its waterpower and mills in the center of town, made a good home 

for a man with Dolby’s talents. He must have found work at the Wey-

bridge paper mill, as he and his family lived in the Paper Mill School 

District in 1840. His listing as a farm laborer suggests that demand for 

his mechanical skills was not steady enough to support his family and 

that he took farm and other odd jobs as necessary.

A few young men who did not yet head their own households worked 

in other occupations that may have offered a chance to rise above the 

level of unskilled laborer. Andrew and Joseph Storms, sons of Joseph 

and Betsey, were working in Vergennes as steamboat cooks in 1850, and 

their brother Philip was employed as a clerk for Charles Bradbury, a 

Vergennes fl our merchant. Twenty-one-year-old Abial Anthony worked 

as a barber in the R. W. Adams Hotel in Middlebury in 1860. Clerking 

for a merchant required reading, writing, and math skills, and possibly 

more, and could be the path to something better, if promotions were 

forthcoming. And barbering was one of the primary occupations of 

middle-class African Americans during the period. 

Free blacks in the North were “no more skilled than the slaves they re-

placed,” and historians have reported a range in level of skill depending 
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on location. White workers’ fear of competition often rendered black 

workers’ skills a moot point, however, as they successfully barred them 

from employment.22 This confl ict played out mostly in northern cities, 

where the African American population was concentrated and the op-

portunity for skilled employment was greatest, but the small number of 

artisans and other skilled workmen in Addison County may be evi-

dence of its impact in rural Vermont.

Seventeen of the 104 heads of household listed in the 1790 to 1860 

censuses were women. Four of these women were widows of male heads, 

and another eight who had children in their households may also have 

been widows. Only one female household head—Rachel Robinson of 

Vergennes—had her occupation listed. She was a domestic servant as, 

no doubt, were most of the other women. Mary Ann Henry, for ex-

ample, who was listed in Charlotte in the 1850 census, worked for the 

Robinsons at Rokeby, as did Phebe Niles, wife of the family’s gardener, 

Mingo Niles; both women are recorded in household account books 

and family correspondence.23 

The majority of black women did not head their own households, of 

course, so another way to discover their occupations is to look at those 

listed in white households. African Americans living in white households 

were not identifi ed by name until 1850, and that census did not record 

occupations for women, but the 1860 census did. Eight of the eleven 

Mingo and Phebe Niles, pencil sketches by Rowland Evans Robinson, 
undated, Rokeby Museum.
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women enumerated had their occupations identifi ed, and all worked as 

servants. Presumably, some of the wives of black household heads also 

worked for wages—we know that Phebe Niles did, for example—but 

this information was rarely recorded. 

One black woman apparently attained a measure of success. Pamelia 

Storms, who was counted in the Stevens Hotel in Vergennes in 1850, 

worked there as a cook. The Vergennes Vermonter described her as 

“proverbially the best cook in all the region” and asserted that “not a 

few of the choice dishes discussed at the Stevens Hotel were the result 

of her culinary experience and skill.”24 Pamelia Storms also owned prop-

erty, although she was never listed in her own household in the census. 

She inherited land in Panton when her father Primas died in 1842, and 

she owned a house—and for a short time, two—in Vergennes. Her will 

provides further evidence of her economic success; she left Merino 

wool and silk dresses and shawls to her sisters-in-law and friends.25

Although three of the seven female landowners were widows who in-

herited land at their husbands’ deaths, others, like Pamelia Storms, 

were single. Pamelia’s sister Susannah also inherited land in Panton 

and owned property in Vergennes. Rachel Robinson purchased a house 

next door to Philip Storms’s East Street home in Vergennes in 1834 and 

lived there until her death thirty years later. She was included in Ver-

gennes grand lists from 1844 to 1869, but her home was modest. It was 

one of only six homes valued under $100 in the 1850 grand list.26 

MARRIAGE AND FAMILY

Most male black household heads in Addison County, Charlotte, and 

Hinesburgh were married. The early censuses did not specify relation-

ships among those enumerated, but when a man and woman of mar-

riageable age were listed in a household, I counted them as married. 

Together, the confi rmed and “probably” married accounted for 70 per-

cent of heads of households. Only eight African Americans were listed 

in one-person households from 1790 to 1860.

Finding a marriage partner was probably not easy in a community 

that had such a small African American population and in which in-

terracial marriage was socially taboo. An interesting bit of evidence 

turned up in a letter in the Rokeby Museum correspondence collec-

tion. George Robinson, son of Quaker abolitionists Rowland Thomas 

and Rachel Gilpin Robinson, wrote home from Savannah, Georgia, in 

1847. Twenty-two-year-old George had a message for Aaron Free-

man, who was then nineteen years old and working as a hired hand 

on the Robinsons’ farm. “Tell Aaron I could get him a very nice wife 

here, either a little black, a good deal black, or as black as tar, as we 
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have all varieties.”27 This passage suggests not only that Aaron was hav-

ing trouble fi nding a young woman to court, but also that he discussed 

it with George and George’s older brother, Thomas, to whom the letter 

was addressed. 

Aaron Freeman did fi nd a wife, but not until ten years later. He 

married Rachel Williams, daughter of Edwin and Phoebe Williams who 

farmed in Hinesburgh, in 1857 when he was twenty-eight and she was 

seventeen.28 The uncommon difference in their ages and her relative 

youth seems to confi rm that black Vermonters faced some diffi culty in 

forming families. It also suggests that the inability to marry and form 

families not only resulted from, but also contributed to the small (and, 

over time, declining) black population in Vermont.29

Some African Americans in Addison County, Charlotte, and Hines-

burgh did not fi nd black marriage partners; eight of the male heads of 

household had white wives. Vergennes, in particular, was home to two or 

three interracial families continuously from 1820 to 1860. William H. 

Howard and his wife, Adalin, for example, had two children and, as noted 

above, owned their home in Vergennes. Still, despite this apparent suc-

cess, they were there only long enough to be counted in the 1850 census. 

The extended Storms family, with a total of six independent house-

holds in 1840, accounted for four of the eight interracial marriages. All 

but one of Primas and Pamelia Storms’s fi ve sons married white women. 

Their oldest son, Joseph, came of age in 1810 and was married to Bet-

sey Myres before 1820. Brother Henry was married by 1840, to a white 

woman named Sarah, and lived on family land in Panton. Primas Jr., 

the youngest of the Storms sons, married Anna Ayres in the 1840s. 

Unlike his brothers, John Storms married later in life; he came of age in 

1824, but did not marry until the 1850s. The 1850 census counted him 

in Vergennes with his elderly mother and sister. Also living with them 

was Mary Keller, a young white woman born in Ireland, who may have 

been a domestic servant. By 1860, John had a white wife named Mary 

and an infant son named Primas, and the family was living in Rutland. 

Only Philip, Primas and Pamelia’s second son, married a black woman; 

her name was Rebecca. 

If tracing African American male heads of household is diffi cult, trac-

ing women, whether black or white, is even harder. Betsey Myres, wife 

of Joseph Storms, is the only one of these women to emerge, if dimly, 

from the shadows. She was the daughter of John and Chloe Myres of 

Ferrisburgh. John Myres owned 50 acres of land and a house, but no 

outbuildings, taxed at $5.50 in the 1814 grand list. Betsey’s father-in-

law, Primas Storms, also included in Ferrisburgh’s 1814 grand list, owned 

a similar property—40 acres, a house, and no outbuildings—but his taxes 
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were only $2.00. John Myres and Primas Storms were both in the lower 

ranks of Ferrisburgh property owners. 

Betsey Storms’s four sisters-in-law remain mostly unknown. Primas 

Jr.’s wife, Anna Ayres, had her maiden name recorded, but I have been 

unable to identify her family of origin. Mary Keller, an Irish immigrant, 

has also remained elusive. Perhaps her marriage to an African Ameri-

can man twenty years her senior was the happy ending to an unexpected 

May–December romance. Or was it evidence of her (and his) limited 

options or—even worse—an unintended pregnancy?30 Neither Sarah 

nor Rebecca had their maiden names recorded in any documents un-

earthed so far, so their pasts remain hidden.

Shubael and Violet Clark of Hinesburgh had several daughters—

Almira, Phoebe, and Harriet—who might have married the Storms sons. 

Marriage across communities was common, indeed necessary. But Al-

mira Clark married William Langley of Rutland, which is even further 

from her home than Vergennes. Phoebe married Edwin Williams, who 

may have been a fugitive slave, and, after her death, so did her sister 

Harriet. The Clarks’ oldest child, Lewis, accounted for another of the 

eight interracial marriages; his wife, Ruth Brown, was white.

Although they were a minority, these interracial couples were not 

unique, and seem to have been the inevitable result of a small African 

American population living among whites. Unlike other New England 

states, Vermont did not prohibit interracial marriage. According to 

James and Lois Horton, New England was unusual in the number of 

marriages between black men and white women.31 And all of the Addi-

son County marriages from 1790 to 1860 were of black men and white 

women, suggesting that African American women may have faced even 

greater odds. Two of the Storms’s daughters never married. And Pame-

lia Storms, the Stevens Hotel’s legendary cook, did not marry until she 

was forty-fi ve years old. Her husband, Lewis Langley of Hinesburgh, was 

eleven years her junior, and they were married for less than a decade.32

Some African Americans lived in extended households of kin and 

non-kin. Although this was no doubt a common practice throughout 

the period, the census did not record this information until 1850. That 

year there were seven such households. Jedidiah and Harriet Emery of 

Bristol, for example, had John, Mariah, and Emma Freeman in their 

household. And Phebe Niles and her daughter, Cyntha, formed an all-

female household with Rachel Robinson in Robinson’s East Street 

home in Vergennes. Phoebe Knight headed an interracial multi-family 

household in Vergennes in 1860; two laboring families, one African 

American and one Irish, made their homes with her. Rhoda Morocco 

headed the largest extended household recorded in this period. In 1860 
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her Bristol household of sixteen included two entire families (Alonzo 

and Angeline Day’s family of four and Eugene and Julia Crosier’s 

family of six), four Brinton children ranging in age from three months 

to eight years, and thirteen-year-old Edward Nelson. An interesting 

arrangement turned up in the land records in Shoreham, where Sharper 

Allen lived in a house he had built on land owned by Cull Payne.33 

COMMUNITY AND CIVIC LIFE

The franchise—the proud mark of citizenship—was denied people of 

color in many northern states, but not in Vermont. And the right to 

vote in town meeting was one of the most signifi cant and treasured as-

pects of Vermont life. Strange then, that it was among the least often 

recorded in Addison County town records. Theoretically, all adult 

men who wanted to participate in town business took the Freeman’s 

Oath and were then qualifi ed as voters. But lists of these men were kept 

rarely and randomly, regardless of color. Shubael Clark and his sons 

and sons-in-law had their swearings-in recorded in Hinesburgh town 

records, as did several members of the Peters family. Four of Primas 

and Pamelia Storms’s sons—Joseph, Philip, John, and Primas, Jr.—all 

voted in Vergennes town meetings regularly from the 1830s to 1850s. 

Indeed, Philip Storms not only voted, but was also elected pound keeper 

twice, in 1834 and 1835.34 

John Jackson was sworn a freeman in Charlotte in 1844, and Aaron 

Freeman was so sworn in 1848.35 Jackson owned land in Charlotte, but 

Freeman did not, although his family had owned land and lived in Char-

lotte since the end of the eighteenth century. Offi cially, all black male 

heads of household from 1790 to 1860 were free to vote. How many did 

cannot be ascertained from town records.

African American parents certainly understood the importance of 

education, and their children were free to attend school in Addison 

County, Charlotte, and Hinesburgh. Records of district schools in Char-

lotte, Bristol, Middlebury, Ferrisburgh, and Panton show that many 

did, including those from even the poorest families. The 1850 and 1860 

censuses also recorded many black children as “at school.” The Ver-

gennes schools would have counted four Storms children among their 

pupils in 1840 and 1850. Susannah Storms recognized the importance of 

education when she leased a small parcel of land—“on which the Stone 

School now stands”—to the town of Panton for as long as the school 

remained active. This school would have educated two of Susannah 

Storms’s nieces and nephews in 1840 and four in 1860. Perhaps some of 

the interracial marriages noted above had their beginnings in these in-

tegrated classrooms. 
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Annual reports from 1845 to 1853 for School District 13 in Ferris-

burgh present an intriguing possibility. The reports list four or fi ve Af-

rican American students every year. The odd thing is that the census 

listed their parents in other towns. Mary Ann Henry, for example, had 

two children listed in every one of these reports, but according to the 

1850 census she lived in Charlotte. Similarly, Jedidiah Emery had a 

daughter in this school, but resided in Lincoln, if the census is correct. 

The clerk of School District 13 was Rowland T. Robinson, the primary 

leader of radical abolition in Vermont; one wonders if he made special 

arrangements to enroll black students in this school.36 Both Mary Ann 

Henry and Jedidiah Emery worked in the Robinson household during 

these years.

The signatures on many documents and a few extant letters also tes-

tify to a broad level of basic literacy, or sometimes more, among black 

Vermonters. Andrew Storms, Joseph and Betsey’s youngest child, was 

across the state attending the Academy in Chelsea, Vermont, in 1855. 

He wrote to Vergennes attorney Fred Woodbridge for help collecting 

on a note so that he could pay his tuition for another term.37 Loudon 

Langley of Hinesburgh wrote several letters for publication during the 

Civil War, in which he served with distinction. Langley was both elo-

quent and passionate in his missives to Vermont’s Green Mountain 
Freeman and The Weekly Anglo-African, published in New York.38

Detail from inset, map of 
Panton, Vermont, showing 
locations of the Stone 
School, the Methodist 
Church, and the property 
of Miss Storms, from 
Atlas of Addison Co., 

Vermont (New York: 
F. W. Beers & Co., 1871).
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The church was an essential center of community life and sociability 

in New England throughout the nineteenth century, and Vermont was 

no exception. Church membership also served as a badge of respecta-

bility and a source of mutual aid when needed. The African American 

population in Addison County was too small to support a church of its 

own, but some belonged to local white congregations. Many towns had 

Congregational, Methodist, and Baptist congregations or sometimes a 

“union church” of two or three denominations. Once again, loss of re-

cords presents a barrier to full understanding, but I found that some 

African Americans were active church members.39 

Primas Storms and his daughter Susannah joined the Panton Baptist 

Church in 1807, apparently during a revival. A church committee “vis-

ited” Primas in 1820 for absence from worship services, and he lost his 

membership for the same reason six years later.40 And although records 

of Panton’s Methodist congregation have not survived, town records 

show that Susannah’s brother Henry Storms donated the land on which 

the church stands, so he no doubt was a church member.

The Clarks and Peters of Hinesburgh were also Baptists. Shubael 

and Violet Clark were accepted as members in the Hinesburgh Baptist 

Church in 1815, and many of their children were also baptized in the 

church. Shubael was clearly regarded with respect, as he served on nu-

merous committees. His daughter and son-in-law, Almira and William 

Langley, brought a letter of recommendation from their congregation 

in Rutland when they moved to Hinesburgh and were also welcomed as 

members.41 

African Americans also belonged to Addison County’s Congrega-

tional Churches. Several members of the Storms family belonged to 

the Vergennes Church. Philip, his wife Rebecca, their children, and his 

sister Pamelia were all baptized in the late 1830s, a time of revivalism, 

as were Rachel Robinson and Mary Ann and Nancy Walters, from an-

other local African American family. Andrew Storms, son of Joseph and 

Betsey, was baptized in 1851. Harvey F. Leavitt, who was called to min-

ister at the Vergennes Congregational Church in 1836, also served as 

president of the Vermont Anti-Slavery Society during most of its exis-

tence.42 Records of the Middlebury Congregational Church document 

seven African American members from 1806 to 1838, all of them women. 

The black congregants included Phebe Colvin, who was accepted in 1821 

and later married Mingo Niles.43 

BLACK AND WHITE TOGETHER?

The degree to which African Americans were integrated into com-

munity life in antebellum Addison County, Charlotte, and Hinesburgh 
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—school, church, town—was signifi cant, especially when compared with 

northern cities. Certainly the evidence gathered here bears little resem-

blance to the separate galleries in churches and other public venues, 

legal prohibitions against voting and intermarriage, inferior segregated 

schools, and squalid housing that historians have documented in cities 

throughout the North. Leonard Curry’s study of free blacks in America’s 

fi fteen largest cities, for example, chronicles a relentless round of dis-

crimination, poverty, segregation, and harassment bolstered by occa-

sional outbreaks of mass violence.44 

African Americans clearly sought the support, protection, and com-

fort of the urban black community throughout the nineteenth century. 

Historians have suggested that the anonymity it provided acted as a 

buffer against day-to-day white hostility. But the size of the urban black 

population also contributed to the problem: The larger, more visible, 

and successful the black community, the greater the perceived threat 

among whites and the more pressing the need to strike back. Although 

Vermont put up few offi cial barriers—it did not prohibit voting or inter-

marriage, nor did it mandate segregated schools—the evidence pre-

sented here suggests that by keeping white fear at bay, the small size of 

the black population made segregation unnecessary. 45 

African Americans in Addison County, Charlotte, and Hinesburgh 

were clearly not invisible to their white neighbors, but they were too few 

to raise an alarm. Racial prejudice was the norm in Vermont, as it was 

everywhere in the United States, but the need to act it out in harsh or 

violent ways was reined in by the small size of the black population. 

As long as whites felt no serious threat, their need to control their 

black neighbors was kept in check. Thus, for example, when abolition-

ist speakers of the 1830s and 1840s were pelted with stones and eggs in 

Middlebury or Vergennes, the “mob” could not move on to attack black 

neighborhoods and institutions, as happened in Boston, New York, and 

Philadelphia, because there were none to attack.46 In this way, the size 

of Addison County’s African American population was both a blessing 

and a curse. Too small to call down the wrath of whites, it was also too 

small—and, critically, too scattered—to create a viable community.

Historians have defi ned the “black community” as one that was large 

enough to support a church and some sort of mutual aid society.47 If 

all 161 African Americans who lived in the area in 1810 had made 

their homes in Vergennes, let’s say, then they might have gathered for 

worship or organized for self-help. But their small numbers were scat-

tered through twelve towns that year, leaving most with few or no neigh-

bors of African descent nearby. Although it was spread out, the black 

population was not evenly dispersed. There were a few what we might 
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call “clusters,” small concentrations made up primarily of one or two 

extended families: the Clark, Peters, Langley, and Williams families in 

Hinesburgh; the Freeman, Jackson, and Morocco families in Charlotte; 

and the extended Storms family in Vergennes and Panton. Although 

they persisted through several decades, these family enclaves were not 

the germ of something larger or permanent. They did not continue to 

attract new families and expand, but slowly declined, as children and 

grandchildren moved away. 

Ephemeral though they were in the long term, that these clusters 

were recognizable to their white neighbors is clear from their place 

names, some of which remain to remind us of their former inhabitants. 

The Freeman and Morocco families, for example, lived in a part of Char-

lotte known then as “Guinea” and recalled today by Guinea Road. A 

Chittenden County map distributed by a local bank as late as the 1980s 

showed “Nigger Hill Road” where Lincoln Hill Road crosses the town 

line from Hinesburgh into Huntington. And some Ferrisburgh residents 

still recall “nigger orchard,” where the Storms family fi rst settled.48

These place names suggest the kind of prejudice that black Vermont-

ers faced in the nineteenth century. Barriers need not be legal or of-

fi cial to be effective, and this is where the value of public records 

breaks down. They tell us that four Storms brothers voted in Vergennes 

town meeting over several decades, but not whether they were jeered 

or cheered for doing so; that Cyrus Dolby’s three children attended 

school in Middlebury, but not if their classmates shunned or welcomed 

them. A stunning example of white prejudice was recorded in the aboli-

tionist household of Rowland Thomas and Rachel Gilpin Robinson. 

Although the Robinsons were thoroughgoing Garrisonian abolitionists, 

none of their four children shared their views. Their second son George, 

who never married and lived at home with his parents, was particularly 

Detail from map of 
Chittenden County, 

distributed by the 
Howard Bank, 

mid-1980s.
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resentful and outspoken. He expressed a sort of rank-and-fi le racism 

that, for George, had the extra advantage of spiting his parents. 

George Robinson’s sentiments were recorded in letters to his ab-

sent brother Rowland Evans Robinson in 1858 and 1859, concerning 

household help hired by his mother. Two white domestic workers had 

left and been replaced by African Americans, Sarah and Clara, in De-

cember 1858. “So you see,” wrote George, “the Black Star is decid-

edly in the ascendant, whereby the damned niggers are more than ever 

impressed with the idea that we can’t keep house without them . . . the 

rest of the family being as fi rm in the colored persuasion as ever.” 

George bemoaned Sarah’s departure in January 1859, “so we are out of 

a maid. I suppose the next move will be to get Mary Ann or Frances, 

unless by chance, they fi nd one somewhere that can out-stink even 

them.” Mary Ann was Mary Ann Henry, whose work for the Robinsons 

was recorded in family account books and who headed an independent 

black household in Charlotte; Frances was her daughter. George was 

obsessed with the racist notion common at the time that African Amer-

icans smelled badly and more so than whites. He said of Frances in 

February 1859, “I think her odor improves fi nely, for I can’t pass within 

four feet of her without holding my breath.”49 

Familiarity defi nitely bred contempt for George Robinson, but not 

so for the neighboring Rogers family. This evidence comes from a diary 

kept by Quaker Mary Rogers on an almost daily basis from 1841 to 

1848. Unmarried middle-aged siblings Mary and Joseph Rogers lived 

with their elderly father on their farm in Ferrisburgh. Also living in this 

white household, as she had almost continuously since 1816, was Susan-

nah Storms, Primas and Pamelia Storms’s oldest child. Susannah had 

come “to help mother” for a time in 1815 and then “came home to live 

with [us]” the following year. “Susa,” as Mary usually called her, may 

have joined the Rogers household as a domestic servant, although this 

is not clear.50 Whatever Susannah Storms’s arrangement with the Rogers 

family had been, in 1841 she deeded her family’s Panton land to Joseph 

Rogers “in consideration of a good and comfortable maintenance dur-

ing my natural life survival.” Then fi fty-three years old, Susannah evi-

dently wanted to protect herself should she become sick or disabled as 

she aged. The arrangement was dissolved four years later when Joseph 

Rogers deeded the land back for “$1 and relinquishment of any claim 

she may have had.”51 

Mary Rogers’s diary is a remarkable document. Susannah Storms fi g-

ures on nearly every page and seemed to have been an equal and fully 

participating member of both the household and the community. When 

she was sick, neighbors came to sit up with her, as did Mary and some 
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members of her own family. Susa visited various white neighbors and 

sat up with them when they were sick. She and Mary occasionally rode 

to Vergennes together to shop, deliver cheese or wool, or visit. The main 

focus of Mary Rogers’s diary, however, was household labor, which she 

and Susa seemed to undertake on an equal footing along with one or 

two other women who did not live in the Rogers household. They laun-

dered and ironed clothes, prepared and preserved food, cleaned house, 

and sewed. Susa seemed to have had a special knack for spinning and 

making cheese.

Susannah Storms was not the only person of color welcomed in the 

Rogers household. Her own relatives, naturally, were among the Afri-

can American visitors. Susa’s white sister-in-law Betsey and her two 

children stopped for dinner on their way to a religious camp meeting, 

for example. And Amos Morocco, an African American farmer then 

living in Lincoln, stopped for dinner and to stay the night on numerous 

occasions. The scene Mary Rogers depicted was one of comfortable 

and natural interaction among neighbors, regardless of race. 

So which was it—grudging, nasty racism or neighborly acceptance? 

Both, of course. The attitudes of white Vermonters covered a wide spec-

trum in the nineteenth century. Most may have clustered at one end with 

George Robinson, but others held opposite views. Of course, the cross-

racial experiences of black and white Vermonters would have been ut-

terly different. Association with their black neighbors was a matter of 

choice for white residents of Addison County, Charlotte, and Hines-

burgh, and most would have shunned it. African Americans, on the other 

hand, faced unavoidable daily contact with the majority white popula-

tion in every aspect of their lives—work, school, church, store, street. 

And for black Vermonters, these daily interactions no doubt ranged from 

friendship to tolerance to hostility, which they would have done their 

best to navigate. Those who became respectable in the eyes of whites—

the church goers and property owners—no doubt found greater accep-

tance than struggling day laborers.

MORE QUESTIONS

This initial investigation proved more promising than I anticipated 

and raised some intriguing questions that should be answered for the 

state as a whole. Many black emigrants in the early years were born 

enslaved in Rhode Island, Connecticut, Massachusetts, and New York. 

Some came to Vermont with owners and then gained freedom; others 

came on their own after emancipation.52 Can we learn more about the 

transition from bondage to freedom from these experiences? What about 

the post-Revolutionary hope for improved race relations? One historian 
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found that blacks lived in more “urban” settings, even in rural upstate 

New York, moving from farms to towns after emancipation.53 Were 

black Vermonters also concentrated in the larger villages and towns? 

The majority in Addison County resided in Vergennes, Middlebury, 

and later Bristol, but many also lived in Ferrisburgh, Charlotte, and 

Hinesburgh—all farming communities. And were black families in the 

larger towns clustered together in neighborhoods or scattered? How 

many African Americans across the state were able to acquire farms? 

Were black farmers accepted into the “network of obligation” on which 

rural families depended? Joanne Pope Melish argued that emancipa-

tion may have made African Americans free men, but that their white 

neighbors would never allow them to become freemen—fully function-

ing citizens.54 Are the cases of voting documented in Vergennes, Char-

lotte, and Hinesburgh typical for Vermont? Were black Vermonters in 

fact allowed to become freemen? Was interracial marriage as common 

throughout the state? How were these relationships formed and how 

did these couples and their children fare over time? 

One issue that deserves particular attention is harassment. I found no 

incidents like those suffered by the Prince and Brace families in Wind-

sor and Rutland Counties—the two Vermont counties with the highest 

proportion of African Americans at every census.55 Abijah Prince and 

Jeffrey Brace both achieved freedom after the American Revolution 

and eventually settled in Vermont, where they purchased land. Both had 

white neighbors who waged campaigns of physical and verbal harass-

ment in an effort to drive them off their land. Lucy Terry Prince fought 

her family’s case all the way to the Vermont Supreme Court. The Braces 

were less successful and eventually sold out to their tormentor in Poult-

ney and moved to Franklin County. And the Braces faced an even more 

dangerous attack when a member of the Manchester Selectboard at-

tempted to indenture two of their children against their will. Remem-

ber, the Vermont Constitution countenanced childhood slavery at this 

time. Lucy Prince’s courage and eloquence in standing up to the white 

establishment earned her a celebrated place in Vermont history (and 

memory), and Jeffrey Brace published his autobiography.56 How many 

other African American families were similarly hounded and harassed 

but left no record of their trials? That I uncovered no incidents in Ad-

dison County, Charlotte, or Hinesburgh should be interpreted with 

caution, and the search should defi nitely not stop here. 

NOTES

I am grateful to Amy Godine, Gary Nash, James Brewer Stewart, Amani Whitfi eld, and Kari 
Winter for comments on various drafts of this paper, and to Vermont History reviewer Elise 
Guyette.
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