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  INTRODUCTION




  There’s an old saying that people have been Vermont’s greatest export. The famous Illinois Democrat Stephen Douglas, a native of Brandon, echoed this when he claimed back in 1851 that Vermont “was a good state to be born in provided one migrated early.” Only one of the women in this book, however, fits Douglas’s description: Rachael Robinson Elmer, born in Ferrisburgh and educated in Vermont, made her brief but successful career as an artist in New York City. By contrast, of the eleven others whose lives are featured in this book, seven were actually born outside Vermont, but all made important contributions to its history and culture.




  In choosing the women to be included in this collection, I took various criteria into account. First, each must be distinctive in her own right (Grace Coolidge, Vermont’s only First Lady, is not found here). Second, taken together, they should represent varied fields of accomplishment. Finally, sufficient resources must exist to provide a rounded picture of each woman’s life. When preparing to write this book, I initially chose a number of outstanding Vermont women who later had to be put aside for lack of accessible material documenting their lives, if not their accomplishments. Sad to say, while Vermonters have long expressed a great love for their history, they have been noteworthy in their failure to save its sources. This negligence is especially evident when it comes to unearthing information on women.




  If finding sufficient material documenting the lives of these mostly Anglo-Saxon Protestant women is challenging, tracing the lives of women of different races and ethnicities in Vermont is even more difficult. Here, Lucy Prince, a black poet and pioneer, is the single representative of Vermont’s racial diversity. This, despite the fact that Native Americans and French Canadians have at various periods in Vermont’s history lived here in large numbers. Available information on many who emigrated here is hard to come by, and information on their women is meager at best. This, of course, reflects Vermont’s own self-image as a quintessentially Yankee state.




  Furthermore, while most of these individuals reflect an idealistic view of Vermont, this state has never been the rural paradise that many people have imagined it to be. Following a settlement boom in the late eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries, its population growth essentially stagnated, as emigrants sought their fortunes in the burgeoning cities of New York and southern New England, as well as the lands opening in the West. Partly because of this, Vermont has been, for most of its history, a poor state and one that has its share of parochialism and inwardness. Yet only two of the portraits included here reflect this darker side, the first and the last: Lucy Terry Prince and Shirley Jackson.




  My own interest in Vermont women dates back to the mid-1970s when I was at work on a biography of Julia Ward Howe, author of the “Battle Hymn of the Republic” and an ardent supporter of women’s suffrage. I wrote about her 1870 tour of Vermont to promote a suffrage amendment to the state constitution.




  Thus, the task of writing brief biographies of twelve notable Vermont women seemed an appropriate one for me to undertake. And, while I’ve been rewarded by getting to know some old friends better, including Clarina Howard Nichols, Emma Willard, and Consuelo Northrop Bailey, I’ve derived the greatest pleasure from befriending many others about whom I earlier knew little or nothing. I’m glad to have met them, and I hope you will be too.




  LUCY TERRY PRINCE




  ca. 1730–1821




  Poet and Pioneer




  LUCY TERRY PRINCE AND HER HUSBAND Abijah had been waging war with their Guilford neighbor, John Noyes, ever since the late 1770s. Noyes, a recent settler from Connecticut, wanted the Princes’ land, which he considered superior to his own, and would go to any lengths to get it. Noyes also disliked having a black couple and their six children as his nearest neighbors.




  What Noyes hadn’t reckoned with was the Princes’ tenacity. They fought every provocation—from destruction of property to outright assaults—by taking John Noyes to court. In the early years it was Abijah (known as Bijah), who defended his rights before the local judge or magistrate, taking Lucy and their two eldest sons along to act as witnesses. Yet, while Bijah enjoyed a string of successes in court, that did not end the harassment.




  It was in the spring of 1785 that Noyes’s brother Amos broke through the Princes’ gate and set about destroying their newly planted crops. The black family now faced total destitution. This time, however, instead of bringing their case to the local court, the Princes, acting on the advice of their lawyer, Samuel Knight, would take their case to a meeting of the governor of the still independent state of Vermont and his council, which would be held in Norwich early that June.




  They also agreed that Lucy, not Bijah, would plead their case. This lively woman, who was approaching sixty years old, had long captivated the neighborhood with her wit and shrewdness and with what her obituary later called “the fluency of her speech.” So Lucy made the arduous journey on horseback, reaching Norwich, a town some 70 miles north of Guilford, on June 2, 1785, in time to see the grand procession of the governor and other dignitaries, escorted by the Norwich Cavalry in their scarlet uniforms.




  A backlog of business meant that several days passed before Lucy’s petition could be heard. Then, on Tuesday, June 7, she found herself in a village parlor, where the members of the council were seated in a semicircle, with Governor Thomas Chittenden presiding from a big desk in the center. No record survives recounting exactly what Lucy Prince told this august assembly on that June day. All we know with reasonable certainty is that the state’s leaders listened to Lucy’s eloquent petition for redress of grievances, and after acknowledging that she and her husband were being “greatly oppressed & injured” by the Noyes family, recommended that the town of Guilford take measures “to protect the said Abijah, Lucy & family in the enjoyment of their possession.” The council further noted that if the selectmen of Guilford did not move quickly in this matter, the Prince family “must soon unavoidably fall upon the charity of the Town.”




  Lucy Terry Prince was born in Africa around 1730, where, at the age of five or so, she was captured and brought to the American colonies. Although we don’t know her precise route, it seems likely that the slave ship that carried her across the Atlantic passed through Barbados before reaching Boston. There Lucy was purchased first by Samuel Terry—hence her last name. He later sold her to Ebenezer Wells, who took her to his home in Deerfield in western Massachusetts, where she served for more than a decade as his “servant,” or slave.




  Lucy was about ten and already fluent in English when she joined the Wellses, a childless couple, whose household consisted of Ebenezer, his wife Abigail, and another slave named Caesar. Besides her ordinary household duties, such as cooking and tending the kitchen garden, Lucy also worked in the tavern, which, for a time, occupied the Wellses’ parlor.




  Although, like other Deerfield slaves of that time, Lucy was considered a member of the Wells family, she was hardly treated as a social equal. At mealtimes, she and Caesar sat at a separate table, and on Sundays they were assigned to pews reserved for blacks in the meeting-house. It is said that when visiting Deerfield in her old age and invited to join her hosts at the dinner table, Lucy would invariably decline, saying, “No, Missy, no, I know my place.”




  Deerfield had suffered a long series of Indian attacks, including the great massacre of 1704, when the town was all but destroyed by the French. Lucy was about sixteen in 1746 when Deerfield endured the last of these attacks. The “Bars Fight” it was called, because it took place in meadows, or “bars,” to use a colonial word, two miles south of town.




  The only account of the “Bars Fight” that survives today is a poem of the same name attributed to Lucy. Whether or not she ever put its stirring lines to paper, the poem was apparently recited often enough in the town of Deerfield to be carried down orally through the generations. The earliest written version is found in an 1819 manuscript history of Deerfield, by Pliny Arms, a local lawyer. Not until 1855 did it first appear in print as a twenty-eight line poem.




  Something of its vividness is conveyed in the following excerpt:




  Eunice Allen saw the Indians coming


  And hoped to save herself by running


  And had not her petticoats stopped her


  The awful creatures had not cotched her


  And tommyhawked her on the head


  And left her on the ground for dead.




  Although no other verses composed by Lucy Terry Prince survive, these lines have an oral ring to them, making it likely that this young woman had inherited both the linguistic and poetical skills of her African ancestors, and produced other verses as well. Some have credited her with being the first American black woman poet.




  While Lucy took for granted her lowly position in the Wells household, life was not all drudgery for this bright-eyed girl, who enjoyed a wide reputation in Deerfield as a vivid storyteller. Even soldiers passing through town and stopping for refreshment at the Wellses’ tavern were entranced by the charismatic slave girl who brought them food and drink and often joined in their good-humored banter.




  One such soldier might have been Bijah Prince, who—during yet another outbreak of war with the French in 1747—had joined a militia company in Deerfield, and thus on occasion likely frequented the Wellses’ tavern. Wherever Bijah first met Lucy, it didn’t take him long to succumb to her charms.




  Born in 1706, Bijah Prince was a Connecticut native who had spent more than twenty years in Northfield, Massachusetts, as the slave of Benjamin Doolittle. Then in 1747 he was bought by a young man named Aaron Burt, who promised to free him. Within a few years, Bijah not only possessed his freedom, he’d also become Northfield’s first black landowner.




  During the ensuing years, Lucy and Bijah saw one another quite frequently. To be near her, whenever possible he took jobs that were in or close to Deerfield. It wasn’t long before Lucy returned the affections of this man in his forties, described as having a “soft voice” and carrying “a big smile.” When Bijah achieved the prized status of a free black property owner, there was little question that he was a decided catch for Lucy Terry. She could now dream of settling down in a house of her own and raising a family. All she needed to become Bijah’s wife was permission from her owners, Ebenezer and Abigail Wells. By the spring of 1756 she had obtained it, and on May 17, the two were married, with Elijah Williams, a justice of the peace, performing the ceremony.




  Shortly after their marriage, Lucy moved with her new husband into a small house owned by Wells just east of Deerfield village. Situated near a stream, still known today as “Bijah’s Brook,” tradition tells us that the newlyweds’ home quickly became a gathering place for local youth who admired Lucy Prince’s “wit and shrewdness” and came to “hear her talk,” and presumably recite poetry as well.




  By this time the French and Indian War was in full swing, placing Deerfield in danger once more of enemy attack. So, only a month after the Princes’ wedding, fifty-year-old Bijah joined the Deerfield militia, under the leadership of Elijah Williams. There, for the next several months, he served as his unit’s drummer. By the following January, no longer in uniform, he was home for the birth of his and Lucy’s first child, a boy named Caesar. Sometime in the intervening months, Lucy had obtained her freedom, probably paid for with Bijah’s salary. Thus the Princes now became one of Deerfield’s few free black families.




  Over the course of the next thirteen years, four sons and two daughters were born to the Princes. Hardworking and ambitious, Bijah and Lucy would bring up their children to be proud, literate New England citizens. They also dreamt of living on their own farm. Not until the early 1770s, however, did this dream become a reality.




  A decade earlier, Elijah Williams, Bijah’s militia commander, had found himself caught up in the frenzy of land speculation sweeping over the region. At the end of the French and Indian War in 1763, the governors of both New Hampshire and New York began selling rights to land in the New Hampshire Grants, as today’s state of Vermont was then called. A founder of the town of Guilford, a frontier outpost in the southeast corner of the Grants, Williams owned title to several hundred acres of the land handed out by Governor Wentworth of New Hampshire. There was a catch, however. By law, five acres of every fifty-acre lot had to be cleared, or Williams would lose the rights to his property. So, in return for a hundred of those acres, Bijah Prince frequently made the day’s trip north on horseback to cut down the trees on Williams’s land. Not until he had clear title to his own acres did Bijah begin preparing his fields for planting and erecting a house. It was 1775 before Lucy and the Prince children moved permanently into their new home.




  Unfortunately, as the Princes soon found out, Guilford, despite its bucolic setting, was not a peaceful place. By 1777, land disputes—common for some time—between those loyal to New York State and supporters of the newly independent state of Vermont, had erupted into violence. While Lucy and Bijah were building and settling into their new home, their neighbor, John Noyes, was erecting a large pretentious house directly across the road. Greedy and intolerant as well as unscrupulous, Noyes, probably angered by the close proximity of the Princes and determined to acquire their superior farmland, began his persistent harassment soon after their arrival in Guilford.




  By this time fighting between the colonists and the British had already broken out. In 1779, Lucy and Bijah’s two eldest sons—Caesar, twenty-two, and Festus, fifteen—both enlisted, the latter joining his Vermont regiment as a fiddler. Barely ten days after the two had left home, their younger brothers, Tatnai and Abijah, were attacked and brutally beaten by Joseph Stanton, a close friend of John Noyes. The war between Noyes and the Princes had begun in earnest.




  By the mid-1780s, Lucy and Bijah were suffering not only from persecution by their neighbors but also from the hard times following the Revolution. While harassment by Noyes abated somewhat after Lucy’s appearance before the governor and council in 1785, two years later Bijah was forced to sell his Guilford farm to a friend and neighbor, Augustus Belden. Fortunately, Belden let the Princes stay on the land, and there Bijah died in 1794.




  A story survives claiming that, sometime after her husband’s death, Lucy tried unsuccessfully to get one of her sons admitted to Williams College, in western Massachusetts. While the college archives contain no record of such an application, by the time that institution opened in 1793, Lucy’s two youngest sons, born in the 1760s, were well beyond the age of most undergraduates. Still, the apocryphal tale of her eloquent appeal before the college trustees is yet another testimony to Lucy’s remarkable determination as well as her reputation as a public speaker.




  In the last years of the eighteenth century, the Prince family was caught up in yet another land dispute, this time over property rights—obtained back in 1761 by Bijah—in Sunderland, a village northwest of Guilford. Following Bijah’s death, Lucy and her children, having relinquished their Guilford farm to Augustus Belden, decided to resettle on Bijah’s Sunderland acres. Upon arriving there, however, they discovered the property already occupied by Eli Brownson, who had been there for more than thirty years. Apparently, Bijah’s land, along with that of many of the other original Sunderland proprietors, had been illegally appropriated by speculators, and sold off at a handsome profit.




  Late in 1797, Caesar and Festus, claiming the land as rightfully theirs, faced Eli Brownson in the Bennington county court. They lost this first round, but, exhibiting their now legendary family persistence, the brothers appealed the decision to the state supreme court, where two years later they won their case.




  But matters did not end there. Soon Brownson himself was back in county court making charges against the Princes that are nowhere made clear. The case dragged on for another seven years, ending up in the state supreme court by 1803, with Lucy, now in her seventies, defending her family’s rights with her usual eloquence and skill. In the end the judges made what they considered a fair settlement. They allowed Brownson to keep the land, but gave the Princes $200, a very large sum for those days.




  Lucy, however, was not satisfied. Because she was the widow of one of the original proprietors, the town of Sunderland owed her a place to live, and she demanded that the selectmen come up with a satisfactory solution. Anxious to do well by this now legendary local woman, in 1806 the town purchased eighteen acres from Eli Brownson “for the use and benefit of Lucy Prince & her heirs.” Lucy’s sons settled on that piece of land, originally part of Bijah’s lot, and Lucy was given another lot on which she spent her last years together with her ailing daughter Duruxa. As a recent biographer has noted, “She was poor but she was secure and at last the achievements of her husband were recognized by law.”




  Lucy lived for more than a decade after moving into the small house provided by the town. It is said that in these years she made an annual pilgrimage on horseback to Guilford to visit Bijah’s grave and see old friends. Blindness overtook her in her last years, and she died in Sunderland on July 11, 1821, at the age of at least ninety-one. A long obituary published in the Vermont Gazette of Bennington disclosed that the funeral sermon had been preached by the Reverend Lemuel Haynes, then a noted Congregational minister, who, in 1804, received an honorary degree from Middlebury College, becoming the first black in the nation to be so recognized. No record survives of Haynes’s eulogy for Lucy Prince, but he surely praised the extraordinary courage, dignity, and eloquence that had marked this gifted woman’s long and remarkable life.
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