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“For colored people [they]| had a great
many friends”!: The Phillips-Lynde
Family of Windham, Connecticut, and
Brookfield, Vermont

Recent scholarship has uncovered the lives of
black soldiers, farmers, landowners, voters,
and taxpayers who were as much a part of
the early history of this country and this state
as the founders. John and Judith Lynde are
not unique, and similar stories are waiting to
be remembered.

By SusaN NEVINS

frican and Native American Judith Phillips and her husband, Af-

rican American John Lynde,” began their life together while he

was a soldier in the Revolutionary War. In 1793 they headed

north to Vermont, leaving their family, their home, and the community

they had known in Connecticut. Who were these people and how did they

navigate turn-of-the-nineteenth-century New England as African
Americans?

Mainstream history has largely ignored the everyday lives and contri-

butions of Africans and African Americans to colonial and post-Revolu-
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tionary America. The July 4th narrative that we have been told is one of
privileged white men, an “assembly of demi-gods,” as Thomas Jefferson
called his group, * who overthrew an oppressive colonial power and suc-
ceeded in creating a new country with rules put forth in an original and
historic document. This tells only part of the story, and when the Africans
and African Americans have been included, their narrative has been
mostly a one-dimensional account highlighting a few unique individuals
among a faceless population of plantation slaves. The complex chapter of
African American participation in the dawning days of this nation has
been missing, but not because it does not exist. Many of these stories have
survived and are waiting to be retold, and can been pieced together by
tapping into local, state, and national government records, and colonial
black history. In some cases, first-person narratives by African Americans
have been preserved over hundreds of years in these government docu-
ments, and they add an important voice to our history.

Stories of a few free black Vermonters have been recovered through
the more recent work of determined scholars. Some of these records indi-
cate a conflicted existence in Vermont for African Americans, whose lives
as farmers and laborers were complicated by racism. Abijah Prince and
Lucy Terry Prince were born in Africa and lived for years as slaves in
northern Massachusetts. As free people they bought land in Guilford, Ver-
mont, but quickly became the victims of a neighbor who physically at-
tacked the family and destroyed their crops on multiple occasions, threat-
ening their ability to survive. In June 1785, Lucy Prince took their case to
Governor Chittenden and the executive council to petition the state for
protection. The council ruled in the Princes’ favor and ordered the Guil-
ford selectmen to resolve the conflict and see to the safety of the family.
Months after this, the family was attacked yet again by hired thugs who
were subsequently arrested, prosecuted, and found guilty by the state.
This finally put an end to the harassment. Prince scholar Gretchen Hol-
brook Gerzina notes that the racist neighbor and his hired men did not
reflect the community where Mr. and Mrs. Prince lived and that they were
generally accepted as citizens of the town.* Jeffrey Brace, a Revolutionary
War veteran from Connecticut, faced a similar situation after he moved
with his family to Poultney, Vermont. His story was written down in 1810
and forgotten until 1997 when an old copy was found at the University of
Vermont.> Nearby, in Addison County, Charlotte, and Hinesburgh, town
records from 1790 to 1860 hold the history of a community of black farm-
ers and laborers who lived for generations in this area.® Similarly, addi-
tional research on the Lincoln Hill area of Hinesburgh, where two African
American families lived and farmed, has added to the growing body of
early black history that has been retold and preserved.’



The story of John Lynde and Judith Phillips provides another valuable
voice to Vermont and New England history, and it is vividly told through
documents that have been archived over the past two centuries. The fami-
ly’s search for home in a post- Revolutionary War America led them from
the place and reality they knew to another that offered different, and
hopefully better, opportunities. Their moving story is representative of the
narrative of many African American families whose history waits to be
rediscovered and shared with a nation in need of an honest and inclusive
review of its history.

Judith Phillips was born on January 14, 1756, in Windham, Connecticut,
to Mary and Samuell Phillips. While official birth records that would have
listed race have not been found, later documents refer to Judith as “mu-
latto,” and reference Native American heritage.® Judith was raised with at
least four siblings: Mary (1754), Samuell (1758), Martha (1761), and Si-
lence (1764).° Judith attended school with neighborhood children, includ-
ing a white student who would write an affidavit in support of her friend
some sixty years later.!
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Letter from James
Jeffery (also known
by the surname “Jef-
fords”) to his fiancée
Judith Phillips, from
Norwich, CT, on April
16, 1773. (Courtesy of
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In April 1773, as a young woman of seventeen, Judith married a
“colored” man'' named James Jeffrey, whom Judith many years later re-
membered as James Jeffords.'” Shortly before their marriage, James sent
his fiancé a letter:

sl N Wg;m_ i &t

Norwich, April of 16th day AD 1773. My dearly beloved intended
wife I am poorly late. Don’t let that consume your Mind. But Seek
furst the kingdom of Heaven and all things shall be added. So no
more for I am sick. I love your Person and long for your Soul Re-
demption. James Jeffrey



Judith and James were married for three years and eleven months,
during which time she gave birth to two children. According to Judith,
James died around March 1777, after which she gave birth to their third
child.® Subsequently, Judith returned to live with her parents, and re-
mained a widow for more than four years.

John Lynde was born in 1754, probably in Connecticut. Though little
else is known of his life before the Revolutionary War, evidence from
this period suggests he was a free man. While many enslaved African
Americans joined the fight (on both sides) either in exchange for their
freedom, as substitutes for white men, or as runaways, there were also
free black men who enlisted. Although muster and payrolls do not list
race, black Revolutionary War soldiers can often be distinguished by
particular surnames like “Negro,” “Freedom,” or “Liberty,” along with
first names that were exclusively given to or used by African American
men including Prince, Pomp, Cato, Cuff, and Cudjo. Historian Richard
Bailey noted that whites chose names for their slaves that reflected
childishness or inferiority, such as diminutives and animal names, as
well as using classical or mythological nomenclature, such as Jupiter
and Caesar, which may have reflected the owner’s education or might
have just been “a cosmic joke.”™ In some situations, these individuals
were recently manumitted and would later adopt a permanent last
name, often that of someone whom they respected.’> John was literate
and talked of both of his parents and multiple siblings in a letter to his
wife, suggesting a closely knit nuclear family that was uncharacteristic
for the time.'

During this period, the white record keeper decided to note race or
transcribe a name as he saw fit. That John’s race was not referenced in
his recorded land transactions in Windham, Connecticut, shortly after
the war suggests a higher status in the community, perhaps that of a free
man. In other records from Windham, race was noted in transactions
involving land purchases by former slaves.” Similarly, Abijah Prince,
who was freed after many years of enslavement in his Massachusetts
community, had to insist that people use his legal surname “Prince.”
Depending on the record keeper, Abijah was listed with the generic
surname “Negro” or “Freeman,” reflecting and reinforcing the memory
of him as a slave and overruling his personal autonomy.*

REVOLUTIONARY WAR SERVICE

The earliest detailed records show that John enlisted in the state mili-
tia in the fall of 1777 at Windham, Connecticut. From August 24 to Oc-
tober 22, 1777, John was among the Connecticut forces that participated



in the Battle of Saratoga, in Captain Natha- —
nial Wales’s company of Colonel Jonathan Lutiner's Regiment. TSI,
Latimer’s regiment. John served with thir- J é; Linss

ty-two men from Windham and others Appears with the rank of
from the nearby towns of Mansfield and T w_i':y(m’u
Coventry. Among the men from Windham i o

was Samuel Phillips, Judith’s brother. The i
company remained at Saratoga until the e
pany & Wm st

Yy in Col. Latimer’s

end of the battle, and John’s term of enlist- Wi ,m‘lﬂm,cA:z )
ment was recorded as one month and thirty e 3“0,,,,, v
days, for which he was p'alid forty shillings Wogor e 5‘0 Llo 4 o
per month.” After his discharge, John re- Remarks:

turned on foot to Windham, where upon
arrival he was compensated fifteen shil-
lings, at one penny a mile for the 180 miles
he traveled.”

Based on the names found on pay and
muster rolls, it appears that John and Sam- SR -
uel may have been the only men of color in o W
Captain Wales’s company.”! Serving as one e
of the few black men in this company
would have been complicated, although
evidence suggests that Connecticut had
many integrated units.”?> The men from
Windham would have known Samuel Phil-
lips, as his father was a property owner
there, and they may have known John, as
well, since he enlisted at Windham and
may have had family there. Still, slavery was a part of New England life,
and among colonial government and military leaders such as John Ad-
ams and General Phillip Schuyler, blacks were seen as “unsuitable for
service” and a “disgrace.”” This attitude would have been shared by at
least some of the white soldiers. [ronically, two years into the war white
men demonstrated waning interest in joining the fight, and both free
and enslaved African Americans were actively recruited in spite of their
perceived inferiority.

Shortly after his discharge, John enlisted in Captain Elijah Hum-
phreys’s Connecticut Regiment of Foot, which was an integrated unit
with more African American soldiers than other companies. He served
with African Americans such as Cuff Liberty, Peter Freeman, Benjamin
Black, and Nero Cross, who like John, would later make his home in
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A mileage payroll slip given
to John Lines after the Battle
of Saratoga in 1777 (Cour-
tesy of the National Archives
and Records Administration,
digital image Fold3.com)



Brookfield, Vermont. For much of 1778 and most of 1779, John contin-
ued in Captain Humphreys’s company, with additional numbers of Af-
rican Americans serving alongside him.?*

Whether or not John had ever been enslaved, he certainly would
have served in the Revolution with many men who had been slaves.
John would have met Pomp Edore in 1779, when they fought in Captain
Elisha Ely’s company of the 6th battalion of the Connecticut forces.
Pomp had been enslaved but was freed so he could go to war. He re-
mained in the military for most of the war, but ended up in the Invalid
Corps for his last two years of service. He died shortly after being dis-
charged.” Jack Arabas was a fellow soldier in this company in 1779. He
served in various units for most of the war, having been enlisted by his
Stratford, Connecticut, owner, Thomas Ivers. At the end of the war, Iv-
ers sought to reenslave Arabas, and the veteran was arrested after flee-
ing this fate. Arabas then took Ivers to court to argue that he had
earned his freedom with his years in the war, and the court agreed.”
Lebbeus Quy of Norwich, Connecticut, served with John in the 2nd
company, First Connecticut regiment commanded by Colonel Zebulon
Butler in 1782 and 1783. Lebbeus was given his freedom in 1777 by
Daniel Brewster in exchange for going to war.”” Backus Fox, who also
served with John under Colonel Butler, was an enslaved man who was
hired by two white men to take their place in the military.?® In the years
that John Lynde spent living and fighting alongside these men, he would
have heard many stories about their lives and the treatment they had
received as property of other men. Some of these individuals may have
spent time in the harsh conditions of the Caribbean plantation or be-
side their owners during various wars and travels. John may have served
with fellow Connecticut and Vermont citizen Jeffrey Brace, whose life
as a slave owned by many men took him from the Caribbean to Eng-
land to a tour at sea before his time as a colonial soldier.”

During breaks between his enlistments in the Revolutionary War,
John probably spent time courting Judith Phillips Jeffords, who was
widowed in 1777 If he did not already know her, his fellow soldier in the
Battle of Saratoga, Samuel Phillips, may have introduced John to his
sister. In July of 1781, Judith Phillips Jeffords married John Lynde, in
front of Esq. John Watrous in Colchester, Connecticut.*® Shortly after,
John went back to war and wrote letters home, one of which has sur-
vived and provides significant information about their lives.

John was very ill, possibly suffering from dysentery, when he wrote
the one-page letter from Continental Army camp at Peekskill, New
York, dated November 11, 1781, to “Mrs. John Lines of Colchester.” His
correspondence was both an update on his life and a love letter. He



wrote about his family, including information that shows he had not
seen them in several years. John shared the news that his mother and a
brother had died three and two years before, respectively, but also told
Judith about seeing his sisters and his brothers who were still living, and
sent her their “kind complyments.” He informed Judith that his father
had plans to visit her in the fall. John also mentioned that he had seen
Reuben Phillips, possibly an uncle of Judith’s,* and his wife. John in-
quired about things at home, asking Judith about the children, which
would have been hers from the marriage to James Jeffords. “Send me a
letter how you have lived this summer,” he wrote, “and where the house
is dun and where you keep that cow or where you have got a nother I
want to now all these things very much I intend to come home this win-
ter if I can I don’t know now as I can.” And he lamented the fact that he
had not heard from her. “[I] hasn’t had one letter since I leave from
home and this is the fif letter I sent.” His life-threatening illness and the
distance between them were taking their toll, and it showed in his letter.
“If I could see you myself then I could talk to you my deer wife as I like.
I have seen hard times since I seen you.” He closed his letter, “I Re-
main your loving husband un til death. John Lines.”*?
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Johw’s letter to his wife Judith from camp at Peekskill, NY, November 1781. (Cour-
tesy of the National Archives and Records Administration)

Perhaps John’s desperate situation and passionate letters struck an
emotional chord with Judith, as she later joined her husband in camp.
According to Judith, the summer after they were married, “he sent for
me to come to him. I think the place was called the Highlands at that
time my said husband was a waiter for Col. Sherman & while at the



camp I had the small Pox. I think I stayed about 3 or 4 months.”* She
would have been like other wives who followed the troops, serving as a
nurse, laundress, or cook, and perhaps even getting compensated for
her work.* The story that was remembered was of Judith contracting
smallpox while in camp, and years after the war, this became one of the
anecdotes that was told about the couple.®® This often fatal and fre-
quently disfiguring disease had instilled fear in Americans from the first
years of the colonies,* and Judith would have earned respect in the
community as a woman who had served the new country alongside her
husband and risked death to do so.”’
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John Lines discharge at Westpoint, NY, from the Connecticut Regiment on Novem-
ber 15, 1783. (Courtesy of the National Archives and Records Administration)

Private John Lynde remained in the army until he was discharged at
West Point, New York, on November 15, 1783. He served in the Revolu-
tionary War for at least five years, although his final discharge paper
states that he was in the service of the Continental Army for three
years.®® John spent most of the time between 1777 and 1783 in various
companies of the Connecticut Militia and the Continental Army, seeing
combat, death, disease, and destruction. He did not leave behind a nar-
rative of his experiences other than the letter to Judith that has sur-
vived over 200 years, but the impact of his war years on his beliefs and
later decisions would have been significant.



After the war, John returned to Windham, Connecticut, where he and
Judith joined her family. By February 1786, John had put aside twenty
pounds for the purchase of twenty acres of land from Judith’s father.*
Four years later, in 1790, the first federal census counted John “Lynes”
and his household of five “other free people,” which would have in-
cluded Judith, their children Susanna and Ebenezer, and possibly two
of Judith’s children from her first marriage. Her parents, Samuel and
Mary Phillips, lived next to them, and adjacent to the Phillipses was a
non-white family of eight headed by Edward Gauson. The community
in which the Lynde and Phillips families lived was multiracial, with thir-
ty-five individuals in eight non-white families being counted as “All
other Free Persons,” twenty-five white families, and no slaves.®

However, between 1786 and 1793 something changed for the Lynde
family that caused them to rethink home. In February 1793, John Lynde
sold most of his Windham land—seventeen acres and sixty-five rods—
to John Flint for twenty pounds.* The following September John Lynde
purchased forty-four acres of land in Brookfield, Vermont, for forty
pounds, from Asa Huntington of Roxbury, Vermont.** Shortly thereaf-
ter, John and Judith left their home and Judith’s family in Windham,
Connecticut, for the fourteenth state to the north where they would
start another life. This new beginning would be no small task, as the
forty-four Vermont acres would need to be readied for living and farm-
ing, and made fit to support a family with four young children.* The
fact that they were also African American would always be an addi-
tional factor in their struggle. Historian Edward Countryman notes that
during this period, blacks “knew that they were excluded, surrounded,
outnumbered and if it came to it, outgunned.”*

Why did their search for home take the Lyndes to a sparsely popu-
lated town in rural Vermont? Many blacks migrated to cities in search
of employment opportunities after the war, and found comfort and sup-
port in African American communities where churches and other insti-
tutions were developing. Others went in search of cheap land in more
rural areas, which took them away from black population centers. Many
black veterans moved to islands off the mainland or to less populated
pockets in New Hampshire and Vermont, hoping that “the local whites
might be less prejudiced or at least leave them alone.”® The conse-
quence of this choice was that African Americans living in rural New
England often had little contact with other members of their race.® In
rural Vermont, the black community did not increase sufficiently to pro-
vide enough partners for marriage, and some individuals looked out-
side their towns for spouses of their own race.” Others married white



partners, and although interracial marriage was not illegal in Vermont
as it was in other states, it was still socially taboo among much of soci-
ety, and would not have gone unnoticed.*® Nonetheless, Vermont’s
black children attended local schools with neighboring white children,
and, Jane Williamson observes, “perhaps some of the interracial mar-
riages . . . had their beginnings in these integrated classrooms.”* The
many shared moments among black and white children in the one-room
schoolhouse would have helped some of the next generation of white
citizens see their African American neighbors as fellow Vermonters.

While small multifamily communities sprang up in some parts of Ver-
mont, the Brookfield African American community seems to have in-
cluded only the Lynde and Cross families. Nero Cross, another African
American veteran from Connecticut, started out with his family in
Thetford, Vermont, and then moved to Brookfield around 1813, where
in November he and his family became among the many people who
were warned out between 1787 and 1817°° By September 6, 1814, he was
back in the town’s good graces and took the Freeman’s Oath.5' During
the Revolution, Nero served in the battles of Long Island, Province-
town, and Valley Forge,” as well as with John Lynde in Captain Hum-
phreys’s company, and probably knew white veterans who had settled
in Brookfield. Other African Americans lived in neighboring towns like
Braintree, Chelsea, and Thetford, and perhaps this extended group
functioned as the black community for this area. Without such connec-
tions, it would have been a challenge to be an African American family
and be unable to look to others with a shared history and reality for
moral and spiritual support. As with black Vermonters in other towns,
two of John and Judith’s children found partners from outside their
community and settled with them in Brookfield. Most of the third gen-
eration of Lyndes moved to larger towns in New York, and following
the trend of the mid-1800s, eventually to the western territories.

Regardless of their reasons for moving north, for John and Judith in
1793, leaving an area that offered them the security of family, friends,
and other African Americans, as well as an established farmstead,
would have been risky. But post-Revolution Connecticut was struggling
with economic and social instability, with more free African Americans
vying for jobs and racism on the rise. Andrew Harris, an African Ameri-
can abolitionist and minister, spoke of the double standard used by
white society to judge blacks, in spite of the conditions that slavery and
relentless racism toward free blacks had pressed upon the race. “Yet,
with all this,” he stated, “if the colored man is vicious, or if he is not ele-
vated, it is set down to his natural stupidity and depravity, and the argu-
ment is raised that he belongs to an inferior race.”*



It was a time of great disappointment for New England blacks, who
had hoped their fellow white countrymen, who spoke so eloquently
about the rights of men, would include them as equals in the new na-
tion. Although many blacks had fought on the side of the colonists, they
gained little for their effort; some won their freedom, but not the equal-
ity they were hoping for. While the U.S. Constitution did not mention
race or sex, and had no property requirements for voting, state constitu-
tions or local custom usually limited suffrage to white male property
owners.>* These free blacks also watched as the colonial leaders chose
not to eliminate slavery for the nation, instead allowing states to rule on
the issue, voting to “compromise” at the expense of African Ameri-
cans.® In Connecticut, a gradual emancipation law established an in-
denture for those born into slave families after March 1, 1784, until age
twenty-five, and maintained lifelong slavery for those born before that
date. In addition, a fugitive slave clause was included in the U.S. Consti-
tution (Art IV, sec. 2, para. 2), which allowed for the capture of escaped
slaves in non-slave states. This provision made it possible for free blacks
to be seized under the pretext that they had escaped legal bondage in a
slave state.’ Living close to Hartford, New York City, and Boston, John
and Judith would have heard stories through word of mouth and vari-
ous periodicals that published news of runaways. However, despite the
increasing challenges of life in Connecticut, John and Judith would not
have taken lightly the decision to leave their family, their farm, and an
established black community.

There may have been several reasons why John and Judith took a
chance on Vermont. The life experience of this free, literate, land-own-
ing Revolutionary War couple may have given them the courage to
make this move, and more importantly, the knowledge that they had the
right to choose their future could have been compelling. Vermont’s his-
tory as an independent state that officially outlawed adult slavery in
1777 and as the first state to do so, would have been of interest to Afri-
can Americans like the Lyndes who lived in places where blacks were
still enslaved.” In addition, the price of land in Vermont and the possi-
bility of acquiring a larger tract might have influenced the couple in
their decision to move to Brookfield. But perhaps the deciding factor
was their Connecticut neighbors and associates who also chose this
town. The Tracys and the Hebards were among the Brookfield residents
who had known the Lyndes in Windham, and some of these new Ver-
monters were also John’s comrades during the Revolutionary War. A
group of these acquaintances and friends would be given, and would
accept, the opportunity to advocate for John and Judith some thirty
years after they settled in Vermont.



LIFE IN BROOKFIELD

The Lyndes moved to Brookfield in 1793 and evidence of this new
life in Vermont is apparent throughout early records. “Mr. John Lynde/
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Ledger from Barna Bigelow’s store in
East Brookfield showing John’s account
in 1794. (Brookfield Historical Society,
photo by author)

Samuel, Benjamin, and possibly Ju-
dith’s widowed mother.”” As a land-
owner, John Lynde was also a tax-
payer. The earliest existing grand
list records show that John paid
taxes on his property in 1803, 1805,
1806, and 1808.%

A defining moment for the Lynde
family occurred on September 6,
1808, when John Lynde, age fif-
ty-four, took the Freeman’s Oath
along with a group of thirty-six
other men, giving them the right to
vote.” In Vermont, the right to vote
at town meeting was an important
part of civic duty, a privilege that
was not taken for granted. This

head of family with seven
other people living with
him, which would have
included Judith and chil-
dren Susanna, Ebenezer,
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John Lines’s name appears on the Grand List for 1803 (in the middle of the list),
indicating he was taxed on his property and income. (Brookfield Town Office,

photo by author)



must have been a mo-
mentous occasion for
the elder Lynde, a war
veteran who could not
vote in his birth state.
In spite of the situa-
tion in Connecticut, he
would have witnessed
a changing world for
his children who had
grown up in Brook-
field. In fact, joining
him to take the Free-
man’s Oath was his
eldest son Ebenezer,
age twenty-three, who
had been born in
Connecticut. Also
among this group was
Cyrus Negro, another
black resident.®
Although this
would have been a
reason for celebra-
tion, it is not clear
why it took fifteen
years for John to be-
come a voter, since
he had been a resi-
dent of Brookfield, as
well as a landowner
and taxpayer, since
1793. There is evi-
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Brookfield Freemen’s List, September 6, 1808. John
Lines is the last name_on this list, and 'his African/
Native American son, Ebenezer, is third from the bot-
tom. Cyrus Negro’s name is dﬁ[ji‘h rom the bottom in
the rs)t column (Brookfield Town Office, photo by
author.

dence from other areas of Vermont that black male suffrage was prac-
ticed, but proving this is dependent upon the survival of town records.
Williamson found freemen’s lists from the 1830s to the 1850s with the
names of several African American men, but she noted that such re-
cords are not common.® John and Judith’s son, Samuel, who moved to
Roxbury, Vermont, in the 1830s, is on multiple freemen’s lists for spe-
cific elections, though no record has been found to show when he actu-
ally took the Freeman’s Oath required for voting.®* In John’s case, how-



ever, the list of “Freemen, sworn September 6, 1808” indicates the date
he became a voter, and it is clear in its meaning: John did not cast a
ballot before then. Although the question of why may never be an-
swered, the Vermont experiences of Abijah and Lucy Prince and Jeffrey
Brace suggest the possibility of racist resistance as a factor. In addition,
the freemen’s list itself may speak to racist practices of the time (or of
the scribe), with John’s name last and Ebenezer’s third to last on the list
of thirty-six men. Interestingly, Cyrus Negro landed in twenty-second
place on the same list, so John’s placement may have been a more per-
sonal slight against the Lyndes. However, when fellow veteran and
neighbor Nero Cross took the oath in 1816, he was also put at the bot-
tom of the list.

In these early days of the Lyndes in Brookfield, other members of the
extended family lived with John and Judith on different occasions. Ju-
dith’s mother spent some time with them, as noted by a neighbor, Sarah
Herrick.® John’s brother, Robert, and his family, lived with John and
Judith for a time but they did not put down roots. Records show that
Robert and his daughter, along with seven other families, were warned
out of town on September 16, 1809, which suggests they had moved to
Brookfield during that year. By 1811, the family was still (or perhaps
back) in town, and on January 5, Robert’s daughter Lucy died at the age
of twenty, the first recorded death of a member of the Lynde family in
Brookfield.”” The cause of death was not noted. Lucy was buried in the
back corner of the Brookfield Center Cemetery, in keeping with the
early American tradition of segregating blacks, even in death.®®

By 1812, John and Judith’s two younger sons, Samuel and Benjamin,
were old enough to go to war. The possibility of a land warrant for en-
listing, and their father’s stories of his years in the War of the Revolu-
tion, could have inspired the young men to join. Enlistment records
state that Samuel was 5°11” and twenty years old, with “black eyes,”
“black hair,” and “b colored complexion.” His occupation was “hus-
band” (probably “husbandry”), and he enlisted on March 1, 1813.
Brother Benjamin was recorded as being a six-foot-tall, twenty-one-
year-old farmer with “grey eyes,” “brown hair,” and “dark complexion,”
who enlisted on April 3 or 4, 1813.% Despite following in their father’s
footsteps, the Lynde sons did not have the luck John had experienced
during his five years of service in the Revolution. Benjamin died on Au-
gust 15, 1814, of wounds sustained during the Battle of Niagara. On No-
vember 6, 1813, Samuel received extensive injuries to his right arm and
shoulder that left him “not only incapacitated for military duty. . . but
totally disabled from obtaining his subsistence by manual labor.”” He



was discharged from the military on September 13, 1815, and returned
home to Brookfield. On December 4, 1817 he was awarded 160 acres of
land “to be located agreeably to the said act on any unlocated parts of
the six millions of acres appropriated by law for the original grantees of
such military warrants.” It is unknown where this land was actually lo-
cated or what Samuel did with it, although the certificate stated, “this
warrant is not assignable or transferable in any manner whatever.””!
Three years later, Samuel was counted on the 1820 census in Brookfield
as a head of household with a wife and a child.”

VETERAN AND PENSIONER

After the War of 1812, a change in public sentiment recognizing the
sacrifices of soldiers and a large federal surplus led to a national law in
1818 creating a pension system for needy veterans.” Many former sol-
diers who had fought in the Revolutionary War were now elderly and
could no longer support themselves, and in some cases, they depended
on towns to provide for them. By that point, John Lynde was a sixty-
four-year-old farmer with a sixty-two-year-old wife and a disabled son,
and he must have struggled to make a living. He submitted his applica-
tion for a pension and included documentation of his military service.
Fortunately, he had a handwritten military discharge from November
1783, signed by Major General Knox, commanding officer of the garri-
son of West Point, New York.” In the case of African American Revolu-
tionary War soldiers, these and other military papers were frequently
lost or stolen and may have never been given to some individuals.”
There was no precedent and little sympathy for the idea of military
pensions in the years after the war, so John had no reason to think he
would need the official paper to access a pension.” Instead, the fact that
he carefully guarded the discharge document suggests how much he
valued it as proof of his honorable service during the Revolutionary
War. Historian Judith Van Buskirk noted from her study of black Revo-
lutionary War veterans, that “such was the pride and emotional connec-
tion to the Revolutionary days that some veterans put up a fight hand-
ing over their discharges to get their pensions.”” Veteran Primus
Babcock, after proudly presenting his discharge written by George
Washington as proof of his service in order to obtain a pension, was
distraught to learn that the War Department would not return it. He
preferred to request its return and forfeit the pension.”™

In addition to the discharge, John submitted a written statement



sworn in front of the chief judge of the Vermont Supreme Court, in
which he outlined his military service.

That he the said John Lines at Windham, Connecticutt about the mid-
dle of October of 1780 enlisted for three years into the Army of the
United States. That he faithfully served his country against the com-
mon enemy in the War of the Revolution, on the Continental Estab-
lishment, as a private soldier and was honourably discharged (after
having served out his said term of enlistment and about one month
more) on the 15th day of November AD 1783, which said discharge he
intends shall accompany this declaration; That as near as he can recol-
lect when he first joined the Army under the afore said enlistment he
served in the company of Capt Rice in the 5th Regt Col. Sherman
Connecticutt Line; that he then next served in Col Butler’s Regt same
line, in Capt Hart’s company, being 4th if he rightly remembers; that
he then next served in Col Huntington’s Reg same line as waiter to
the Col & just before his discharge he was waiter to Col Wylly’s same
Line; that prior to his said enlistment he had served his country as a
private soldier in said War by various enlistments, about two years;
That he is a resident ___ of the United States; That he is in reduced
circumstances & stands in need of the assistance of his country for
support; That he has no other evidence of his said services.”

Unlike other pensioners, John did not include details of battles in his
affidavit of military service, but he did provide valuable information
about his history, including his various company commanders and his
service as a waiter to Colonels Huntington and Wyllys toward the end
of his enlistment.

Other African Americans found themselves in similar situations dur-
ing the war, after proving their worth as soldiers and gaining the atten-
tion of an officer. John Harris was a black private who, after fighting in
the campaigns at Valley Forge and Philadelphia, was pulled from the
ranks to serve Major James Monroe, the future president. John Harris’s
ability to survive the Valley Forge encampment and the march into New
Jersey showed a high level of dedication and loyalty to the cause, which
apparently impressed an officer enough to employ him in a position of
trust.® John Lynde had been in various regiments during most of the
Revolutionary War and his personal service to colonels in his later en-
listments reflected the trust and respect he had earned.

After submitting the requisite paperwork, John was approved for a
pension of $8 a month, or $96 a year, which was the amount allotted to
privates.®! However, after an unexpected number of applications was
received and fraud became an issue, ¥ Congress added a means test to
reinforce the poverty requirement. By May 1, 1820, John was among



many pensioners who did not qualify for support, thus ending, at least
temporarily, payments for their service.®* In July, John reapplied for a
pension, submitting an official document printed specifically for appli-
cants for the Act of 1818, and sworn before the Orange County, Ver-
mont, court. Handwritten under the official language is an itemization
of John’s real estate and possessions: Real Estate, $630.00, 2 Oxen, 2
Cows, 8 Sheep, 2 Calves, 1 Horse, 2 Hogs, 3 Pigs, Household Furniture
$18, in all worth $784.50. His debts owed to others amounted to $560.05.
The sixty-six-year-old veteran continued,

My occupation has been that of a Farmer. [['m] unable to do much

labor. My wife Judith Lines is 64 years of age is sick with a disorder

from the liver as the doctor says. My son Samuel Lines aged 28 years

has Convulsion fits not able to do much labour and depends on me
for his support. #

This narrative provides important insight into the family’s financial
and social status. John painted a self-portrait of an aging farmer and
landowner who had some debt, possibly in the form of a mortgage or an
account at the local store. He had more in assets than he owed, includ-
ing real estate and farm animals, and he had gained a status in Brook-
field that allowed him to borrow money from others. He wrote of Ju-
dith’s diagnosed medical condition, showing that they had the means to
have her treated by a physician. John ended his testimony by describing
his adult son who had a chronic and debilitating condition, amounting
to another mouth to feed in his family. While he was “in reduced cir-
cumstances,” a requirement to qualify for the pension, he was making a
living, which was not always the case for African Americans in New
England in the early 1800s. Historian William Piersen noted that the
economic struggle that blacks faced, made worse by racism, often ex-
cluded them from opportunities needed to attain comfort, success, and
upward mobility.®

It appears that John’s pension was reinstated at some point, but it is
not clear for what period of time payments were issued. In a subsequent
application, he stated that he had received no pension since March
1826. In early July 1828, John again submitted a sworn document attest-
ing to his service in the War of the Revolution in hopes of receiving a
pension under new legislation entitled “An act for the relief of certain
surviving Officers & Soldiers of the Army of the Revolution.” Accom-
panying John’s affidavit was a letter from Brookfield Justice of the
Peace Thomas Kingsbury to the secretary of the U.S. Treasury, noting
that John’s military discharge had already been forwarded to the War
Office by Vermont Senator Dudley Chase. Kingsbury concluded, “He



[John] is now quite aged & infirm and really needs the assistance of his
Country.”® John Lynde died in Brookfield on July 13, 1828, before re-
ceiving a response to his last pension request, and records show that he
was placed on the pension roll on August 13, 1828, to be given $80 a
year.¥

JupiTH’S STORY

Unfortunately for the wives of these pensioners, the law did not ex-
tend benefits to them, and it was not until 1836, eight years after John’s
death, that Judith had access to a widow’s pension.®® But a crucial part
of this new federal law was the requirement of proof that marriage had
occurred before the husband left the military, and Judith could no
longer locate their marriage document. John had used his discharge as
proof of his service and did not require any additional documents or
testimony from others to support his case. However, as John’s wife, and
in the absence of legal documentation, Judith had to prove her mar-
riage to John was legitimate and that they were married during his ser-
vice in the Army. Included with her petition for a widow’s pension were
personal letters as well as detailed affidavits from six associates and
friends of the couple who testified to the legality of their marriage and
John’s military service. It is this section of the pension file that has pro-
vided detailed and surprising information about John and Judith.

While the documents John had submitted in support of his pension
claims contained details of his war service and his family’s current eco-
nomic state, affidavits and letters sent on Judith’s behalf told a more
personal story. John had first applied for a pension when he was six-
ty-four years old, and Judith was now eighty. One of the documents that
Judith submitted was the letter from her first husband, James Jeffords,
written shortly before they were married. There were people in her
Brookfield community who had known her in Windham, Connecticut,
and knew of James and their children, so this relationship would have
required an explanation. Judith may have also included this letter from
James to show that, as a woman of color, she followed societal expecta-
tions of the time including legal marriage and Christian beliefs.* To this
end, the letter is also evidence that James was a literate man with a
strong Christian background.

In her deposition, Judith further explained her situation, noting that
she and James were married for about four years, and that following his
death, she had remained a widow for four years and three months be-
fore marrying John. She presented her case, stating that, “My husband
had a certificate of his marriage from Esquire Watrous but it is probably



lost. I have not seen it for several years.” In lieu of this proof of her legal
unions, Judith’s lawyer J. K. Parrish requested her marriage documents
from the Colchester, Connecticut, town clerk. The October 12, 1836, re-
sponse from Windham stated that “the records have been examined. . .
and the result of the investigation is that no record of either marriage
can be found.” Since it was practice in this era to transcribe births,
marriages, and deaths in a book by date in the town office, it would
seem that the marriages were never actually recorded.”

Parrish tried to ascertain the reason these formal transactions did not
exist, speaking to community elders regarding earlier legal practices. He
wrote in his cover letter, “I apprehend from inquiry of aged persons
they were not in those days very particular in the records of marriages
of persons of colour. Lines was black & his wife a mulatto.”®* Parrish’s
statement sheds light on legal practices of the time regarding African
American marriages. European Americans from colonial times to the
Civil War had conflicting and contradictory feelings about black mar-
riage, which were formed by Christian beliefs, the economic importance
of slavery, and the perceived inferiority of people of color. While North-
ern free blacks had easier access to legal marriage than Southern blacks,
it appears that town clerks and other record keepers did not give equal
treatment to black residents when recording vital statistics. Gretchen
Gerzina noted in her extensive research about the Princes that records
of black marriages were uncommon.” In 1797 Ona Judge, the escaped
slave of Martha Washington, was able to apply for a marriage certificate
with her free husband in Portsmouth, New Hampshire, understanding
the importance of a state-recognized union. When the clerk was in-
formed of her status as Washington’s fugitive slave, he halted the pro-
cess, but the couple subsequently went to a neighboring town where the
clerk issued the certificate.” With this legal process as with others of the
time, it was up to the record keeper to decide what documents to issue,
which transactions to record, and how to record them.

J. K. Parrish’s statement, “Lines was black & his wife a mulatto,” pro-
vides valuable information about John and Judith, race, and the era.
This is the only known official reference to Judith’s biracial background.
Other Brookfield town records suggest that Judith had a Native Ameri-
can parent” —probably her mother. The use of the term “black” to de-
scribe John’s race along with the term “mulatto” to refer to Judith’s race
may suggest that John was at least perceived as being of exclusively Af-
rican descent. With the muster and payroll documents from his Revolu-
tionary War service as an exception, most documents that refer to John
Lynde state his race, and it is always “black.”



If Judith could not prove her marriage to John with a formal certifi-
cate, she had another document that perhaps could help her cause. She
stated in her affidavit, “My said husband used to write to me when he
was in the Army & I have one of these letters now . . . [it] is in the hand
writing of the said John Lines my husband.” The letter, dated Novem-
ber 1781 and written shortly after they were married, is a rare example
of correspondence between African Americans of this era.”® The fact
that John and James, Judith’s first husband, were quite literate, as evi-
denced by their moving letters, put them in an exclusive group.
Piersen observed that public education was rarely open to enslaved
blacks or freedmen, and most African Americans were denied “more
than the rudiments of literacy.””” Knowing they would never be re-
turned, Judith submitted the two love letters that she had guarded and
obviously treasured throughout her life, in the hopes of gaining the
pension owed to her.

But her testimony and the poignant letters from her two husbands
would not be enough to support her case, especially since proof of her
marriage to John was unobtainable and application requirements had
tightened due to pension fraud. Because of this, Judith also obtained
affidavits regarding her marriage to John and his service during the
War of the Revolution. The testimonies, which were sworn in front of
a justice of the peace or a court judge, came from six individuals, three
of whom lived in Brookfield and three in Randolph, Vermont. Four of
the six had lived in Windham, Connecticut, and had known John and/
or Judith as neighbors there. While none of the deponents had wit-
nessed the marriage of John and Judith, they provided secondary evi-
dence such as “It was said that they were married at Colchester,” and
“They have lived together reputably as man & wife ever since they
moved to this town.””® As for John’s service in the war, several re-
ported hearing him tell his own stories about his service, as well as
quoting veterans who had served with him and had related his anec-
dotes. There were many similar cases of veterans who had to depend
on testimonies from acquaintances and neighbors because documen-
tary evidence was lacking.” In a study of black pensioner cases from
the Revolutionary War, former soldiers and widows found themselves
in the same situation, having to prove their service. Like John and Ju-
dith, these pensioners were helped by “countless neighbors in support-
ing affidavits [who] testified that they had been listening to the veter-
ans’ stories for decades.” Historian Margot Minardi found this to be a
widespread trend in the cases of Revolutionary War pensioners and
observed that, in spite of their informality and perhaps unreliability in



what is a formal, legal process, the significance of “reputation and hear-
say” to the success or failure of community relationships must be
recognized.!?

One witness provided a detailed account of her knowledge of Judith’s
family and reputation based on her childhood spent as Judith’s neigh-
bor. Zerviah Hebard lived with her father near Judith and her family in
Windham. Judith was two years older than Zerviah, and she recalled,
“when girls we attended the same school and was quite intimate.”!"!
She remembered Judith’s first marriage to James, “a colored man,” and
that Judith “returned to her father with one or two children” after her
husband’s death. Zerviah had heard that the Lines were married in Col-
chester, “some 14 miles from Windham.” She had also heard the Phillips
family mention that Judith had gone to the army to be with her hus-
band. She remained “acquainted with Lines and his wife after the war
both in Connecticut and Vermont and knows they were considered very
reputable people and for colored people [emphasis in original] had a
great many friends.” This comment, after a seamless testimony of sup-
port for her friend, shows the attitude that African Americans faced.
Encountering this in her own research, Van Buskirk observed that,
“Even if imbued with racist beliefs, white associates would enthusiasti-
cally support an individual black man who had regaled them for years
with war stories.”!%

Diah Hebard, the husband of Zerviah and another Windham, Con-
necticut, neighbor, also submitted an affidavit on Judith’s behalf. He
stated that he was “acquainted with Judith when they were both chil-
dren being near of an age and residing in the same vicinity.” He also
knew John Lines, “a black man,” before John’s marriage to Judith.!®

Perez Tracy’s family lived close to the Lynde family in Windham, and
in his deposition he stated that his father had served in the army with
John. Tracy testified that his elderly father visited him in Randolph
thirty years ago and “inquired after Lines & related many anecdotes of
the war,” showing interest in his fellow veteran. Perez Tracy had a simi-
lar, working relationship with John, noting that, “I often labored with
him and heard him relate his exploits while in the war.” From this depo-
sition we see two families with a long history. The patriarchs served to-
gether in the Revolutionary War and were neighbors in Connecticut.
The older white man made a point of asking about his black comrade
and retold their stories. The white son worked with the older black man
and listened with interest while he spoke of the past. From Tracy’s state-
ment, we also learn that his family and the Lyndes both moved to Ver-
mont in 1793, information that has not been found elsewhere. Given the




history between John and the Perez Tracy family, it is not unreasonable
to think that John saw Brookfield, Vermont, as a good place to start a
new life, perhaps at the suggestion of his fellow veteran.!

Reuben Peck did not know the Lynde family in Connecticut, but
could relate his dealings with John in Brookfield where they both lived.
John worked for Peck’s father as a “wall layer,” and his testimony sug-
gests that they worked together, as Peck had heard John’s stories of the
war on various occasions. Regarding the Lynde marriage, Peck noted
that, “They have lived together reputably as man & wife ever since
their residence in this town.”%

As with the other affidavits, Peck’s provided more valuable informa-
tion in his testimony. He mentioned Nero Cross, the African American
pensioner who served in the army with John and told stories of their
service together. Peck stated that Nero died in Brookfield and had lived
for several years in a house on his property.!'” The fact that Nero lived
on the Peck property suggests that the elderly veteran was employed by
the younger white man in some capacity.'””

In addition, Peck included surprising information about John and Ju-
dith that provides additional depth to their story: “This deponent often
heard him [John] relate about his services and exploits in the War of the
Revolution . . . & that General Washington tried to prevail with him to
go to Virginia with his wife & work for him & he should have gone if his
wife had been willing.” Had Judith agreed to this offer, she would have
retained a position of authority, perhaps over the enslaved household
staff at Mount Vernon or one of the other plantations owned by George
or Martha Washington. John was an experienced personal waiter for
Colonels Huntington and Wyllys before his discharge in 1783,'% and
Washington would have seen him as the perfect candidate to fill the
position of personal butler or waiter, for which the image-conscious fu-
ture president required a trustworthy, well-groomed, and dignified
black man.!”” Regarding the decision not to follow General Washington
to Virginia and then perhaps to New York City and Philadelphia, Judith
was wise to reject the offer; as a member of a free, literate, and
land-owning New England family and a Native and African American
herself, she would have known that George Washington was a planta-
tion slaveholder in Virginia, in spite of his lofty words about slavery be-
ing “the foul stain of manhood.”'!? Judith may even have learned later
as a Vermonter that Washington had relentlessly pursued his wife’s es-
caped slave, Ona Judge, who fled the president’s home in Philadelphia
in 1796 and sought refuge as a fugitive in New Hampshire.'"! The fact
that Judith rejected the job offer of General Washington shows the in-



fluence she had on important decisions that affected the family, and she
probably had a voice in the decision to move to Vermont as well.

John and Judith’s closest neighbor in Brookfield, Sarah Herrick,
wrote an affidavit in which she stated that she had been “well-ac-
quainted” with Judith since 1799. Sarah reported having known Judith’s
mother, who used to live with her daughter, and had related stories
about Judith being in the army with her husband and having smallpox.
Sarah also knew John’s brother Robert, who “used to be at Mr. Lines
frequently some 25 years ago,” and related that “the first time he ever
saw his brother’s wife was in the Camp as she had gone to the Army to
him and that she had the small pox there.”!!?

These affidavits from neighbors and longtime associates of the Lyn-
des submitted on Judith’s behalf for a widow’s pension proved success-
ful. Records indicate that a certificate of pension was issued to Judith
on May 15, 183713

Judith Phillips Lynde died on July 27 1838, at the age of eighty-two.
She had received a widow’s pension for just over one year. At the end
of her life, she was a landowner with enough possessions of value to
leave to various family members. She had already sold land she owned
in Roxbury to her son Samuel, and she lived there with Samuel and his
wife, Polly, for a short time before her death. While in Roxbury, Judith
wrote a detailed will, filed in that town and in Brookfield, in which she
gave various possessions to her children, their spouses, and her grand-
child. Judith left her “last calico gown” to her granddaughter, Mary Ann
Southard, and she gave her daughters-in-law, Polly and Sarah (Eben-
ezer’s wife), all of her “household furniture, beds, bedding & cloathing.”
The remainder of the estate, including property and personal items, was
to be divided among Ebenezer, Samuel, and Mary Ann. 1

Judith was buried next to her husband in the Center Cemetery in
Brookfield. In her will she stated, “I commit my soul into the hands of
my Creator who gave it and my body to the dust to be intered, if con-
venient in the burying ground in Brookfield by the side of my beloved
husband.”

THE NEXT GENERATIONS

John and Judith had four children who grew up in Brookfield. Su-
sanna married, and though her history has not been found, school re-
cords of three of her daughters exist.!'> Benjamin was killed in the War
of 1812. Ebenezer and Samuel, a veteran of the War of 1812, lived out
their lives in Brookfield and Roxbury, respectively, where they were
landowners, farmers, and voters, like their father. Because of the status



of their father and the fact that John and Judith were both literate, the
Lynde children likely attended school in Brookfield, though documents
have not been found to confirm this. Existing school records from 1826
to 1847 prove that the following generation did receive an education in
Brookfield; John and Judith lived to see their African/Native American
grandchildren enrolled in the district sixteen school. In fact, three of the
grandchildren attended thirteen to fourteen years of school there.!'6

The affidavits from Revolutionary War pension records show that the
story of the John and Judith Lynde was known by their community in
Brookfield. Van Buskirk’s studies of black Revolutionary War veterans
echo John’s experience, noting that these soldiers “became celebrities in
their own communities, particularly when they aged.”!” But in the years
that followed, this African American family was forgotten. Of John and
Judith’s grandchildren, only Ebenezer’s line has been rediscovered. Su-
san, the eldest daughter of Ebenezer Lynde and Sarah Mills (Miles),
moved to Glens Falls, New York, and eventually married Henry Van
Vranken, a biracial man who fought in the Civil War and later became a
boatman on the canals in that area. After Susan died, her sister, Lucy,
became Henry’s wife, and in 1855 the Lynde-Van Vrankens were among
four African American families living next to each other in a neighbor-
hood of Queensbury, New York, which included Solomon Northup, of
Twelve Years a Slave fame.'® The African American Lynde-Van
Vranken descendants of the twentieth century followed the lead of
John Lynde. Great-great-great-grandson Royal Van Vranken served in
Company G, 63rd Pioneer Infantry in the First World War, and his son,
Royal II, served as a staff sergeant in Europe during World War II. Af-
ter his service in the war Royal Van Van Vranken II coached little
league baseball in Glens Falls, and made his mark by taking the team to
the Little League World Series playoffs in 1955.1 This is the only Afri-
can American strand of the family that has been located.

Ebenezer and Sarah’s son John T. (and the only grandson of John
Lynde) moved west in the 1860s, where his family was able to “pass.”
Historian Elise Guyette noted that some of the descendants of the “hill
farmers” of Hinesburgh, tired of the endless fight against racism, “re-
treated into whiteness to protect themselves.”'? John T.’s son, John C.,
born in Brookfield and who also carried the name of his African Amer-
ican great grandfather, had seven sons who spread the name Lynde
throughout Montana. This family probably does not know of its African
and Native American roots through John and Judith Lynde. An early
twentieth-century book on the history of Montana “whitewashed” the
Brookfield, Vermont, birth of John C. Lynde on November 17, 1865, list-



ing grandfather Ebenezer Lynde as a white patriarch with a different
background:
His grandfather, of English ancestry, was among the pioneers of
Vermont and at one time served as county judge. He also participated
in some Indian wars. He was a Whig in politics and a Methodist. He
had one son and three daughters, all of whom married and had chil-
dren. . . . The only son was John T. Lyndes, who was born in the same
house as his son, John C. This house stood at Brookfield, Vermont,
and John C. Lyndes first saw the light of day there Nov 17 1865. Five
years later in 1870, the family left the Green Mountain state.!*!

In addition, the obituary of Mary Mercer, John C. Lynde’s wife, noted
that she had given birth to “the first white child in Rosebud County,”
further evidence that the African and Native American heritage of the
Lynde family was left behind in Vermont.'??

Sophronia, another daughter of Ebenezer and Sarah, made a life in
Brookfield with her husband, Moses Collins. Born in 1823, Sophronia
was the only grandchild who stayed in Brookfield, and her husband
Moses, possibly biracial, fought in the Civil War and farmed in Brook-
field both before and after the war.!?® Sophronia died at the age of
eighty-nine in 1911 and was listed as white on her death certificate, as
she had been on the U.S. censuses of 1900 and 1910. Descendants of
Sophronia and Moses still live in Vermont, but they probably have no
knowledge of their African and Native American heritage. In addition,
modern histories of Brookfield do not mention the Lyndes or other
black residents, though the stories of the friends and neighbors who ad-
vocated for John and Judith so many years ago have been recorded.
Thus, it appears that the history of this turn-of-the-nineteenth-century
African American family was forgotten.

John and Judith’s story has awaited rediscovery for almost 200 years.
The Lyndes are an example of post-Revolution-era African Americans
who made a life for themselves in a white community during a time
when social and political mores were against them from the start. Life
was a struggle for most people in early America and freedom did not
guarantee anything for blacks. However, existing records at the local,
state, and national levels provide proof that these African American
Vermonters achieved success in the face of daunting conditions. John
Lynde was a man who fought for his country, worked the land to sup-
port himself and his family, exercised his right to vote as an American
citizen, expressed love for his family, and, with his African/Native
American wife Judith, raised literate, hard-working children who also
fought for their country, farmed their own land, voted, and educated



their children. While life
was not simple for these
black Vermonters, we know
that John and Judith were
respected members of their
community, as evidenced
by the numerous affidavits
of support from neighbors
and acquaintances. At the
same time, the location of
John Lynde’s 1828 grave in
the back of the Brookfield
Center Cemetery is a re-
minder that the family
dealt with some of the
same entrenched racism as
all blacks of that era.'*

Mr. John Lynde gravestone in the Brookfield hJOhCIll S storfy hi tells The
Center Cemetery. Buried next to him is his Share sto_ry Ol hus pecrs; as
wife, Judith, and his oldest son, Ebenezer. Van Buskirk observed, “Af-
(photo by author) rican American veterans

were involved in a forward
momentum because the struggle of 76 was an ongoing one that they
passed along to the next generation, bequeathing the example of their
lives to inspire bolder action and greater risk.”!* Countryman echoes
this observation: “During and after the Revolution free black Ameri-
cans joined in a huge burst of creativity . ...[T]he whole country seemed
to be a runaway success, and despite all odds against them, some black
people seemed to be part of that success, as the new republican Amer-
ica took shape.”!?¢
Much of the early history of blacks in New England has been forgot-
ten. Indeed, as the country approached the Civil War and all enslaved
New England blacks were finally freed by the slow policy of gradual
emancipation, northern society conveniently forgot about its own slav-
ery. No slavery came to mean that there had been no blacks (except for
the occasional passenger on the Underground Railroad), and in places
with a small black population, like Vermont, the real stories disap-
peared. However, recent scholarship has uncovered the lives of black
soldiers, farmers, landowners, voters, and taxpayers who were as much a
part of the early history of this country and this state as the founders.
John and Judith Lynde are not unique, and similar stories are waiting to
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be remembered. With continued research, more of these early African
and African American individuals and families will be rediscovered.
Also required is the will of leaders and educators to elevate this history
to the equal position it should occupy in mainstream American
discourse.
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