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Foreword and Acknowledgments



When I was a child during the 1960s and 1970s, most schools’ American history lessons dealing with slavery focused only on the South and only on the years just preceding the Civil War. The lessons seemed to indicate that slavery was not of a very long duration and, in contrast to the shameful history of our Southern neighbors, we in the North were the “good guys,” the ones who didn’t enslave others and also led the fight for abolition.

As is so often the case with history, however, I much later came to understand that the story of slavery, racism, and abolition in the United States is more complex, nuanced, broader-based geographically, and longer in duration than those childhood history lessons would have us believe. Yet even as I grew to understand that slavery was as commonplace in Northern colonies and states as it was in Southern colonies and states, it was some aha moments of realization that led me down the path to what became this book.

While researching a previous book, for example, I learned about some of the complexities of abolitionists—those people I had for so long seen as the utmost in “good guys.” Yes, they did work to end the institution of slavery in America, but not all of them were as “good” as I had envisioned. Many wanted to end the practice of owning other humans, but quite a number of them, maybe even a majority of them, did not take the logical next step: believing that Black Americans deserved the same basic rights and opportunities afforded to white Americans.

In addition, a sizable proportion of people who wanted an end to slavery in the antebellum period also believed deeply that Blacks and whites should never coexist with one another. Instead, they advocated that people of color be relocated en masse “back” to Africa, even though by the mid-nineteenth century, many Blacks in America had never seen or been to Africa.


Another distortion that was a takeaway from my childhood history lessons was that people of color were not involved in advocating for themselves during the often tumultuous and divisive, yet also hopeful, time period between the American Revolution and the Civil War. Indeed, except for a few people, such as Frederick Douglass and Harriet Tubman, about whom we were taught, Black Americans remained almost invisible in those lessons, wrongly portrayed as being silently passive about their freedom, their civil rights, and their future.

This was a major myth. People of color such as those profiled in this book, and so many more who are not profiled here, worked courageously and publicly to advance abolition and increase civil rights for members of their community. They did so in the face of continuous racism and the threat of violence. Many were harassed or even beaten savagely and targeted during riots that saw their houses, schools, and other community institutions attacked or destroyed by arson fires.

Although many Americans are now better informed about the extent and stretch of slavery in this country’s history, the complexities of the antebellum period and Reconstruction continue to not be as widely appreciated as they should be. For example, the heroic feats of many nineteenth-century Black activists have been nearly forgotten or buried in the sands of time. At the same time, many Americans are unwilling to accept the sometimes grim realities of our history.

I hope this book serves to not only elucidate readers about the important work accomplished by so many Northern Black reformers, but also to deepen and expand the thinking about the length of time and the range of places where slavery was commonplace in the country. I hope, too, that it will help some understand the deep roots of racism in America and the tangled interconnectedness of Northern and Southern business, economic and social interests that perpetuated both slavery and racism. In addition, I hope these profiles show the humanity of these amazing people. They endured great isolation and fear and wanted only to be respected as human beings, live safely in their communities, and have the same educational, vocational, and financial opportunities as all other Americans.


This book has been numerous years in the making. The research and writing represents a long journey for me, one that would not have been possible without the help of many others. I’d like to now recognize and thank many of those who helped make this project possible.

Librarians are always a nonfiction writer’s best friend, and so many assisted with this project. I’m especially grateful to those who oversee academic and special collections libraries, including the ones at Connecticut College and the University of Rhode Island.

In New Orleans, where I researched the family of Mary and Pelleman Williams, those at the Amistad Research Center located at Tulane University and at the Historic New Orleans Collection were vital in aiding my research. In addition, the great staff of Le Musée de FPC (Free People of Color Museum), and the Backstreet Cultural Museum expanded my knowledge of the complex history of race relations in that city.

Local historians also were invaluable to my research. I consulted with these fonts of knowledge in Vermont, Connecticut, Rhode Island, Maine, and Massachusetts. In Massachusetts, those at Salem State University, the David Ruggles Center for History and Education in Florence, and the Museum of African American History in Boston helped me to achieve a deeper understanding of the lives of many of the important Black activists featured in this book. In addition, those who helped resurrect essential aspects of Black history by forming Black Heritage Trails in various places, such as Boston; Portsmouth, New Hampshire; Portland, Maine; and New London, Connecticut, helped me to walk in the footsteps of abolitionists and activists.

I can’t begin to thank and offer enough praise for all those unseen people who worked to ensure that so many of the stories of these important Black figures are now available online in digital format. Only those whose research once had to be conducted entirely by in-person trips to countless libraries and archives can appreciate the huge advancement it is to have so much information available via Internet searches. I was especially impressed that so much of the original writings of those featured in this book were available free online. Being able to read their exact words helped me see the humanity of these heroes.


Finally, I must acknowledge the love, unfailing support, and constant encouragement I was given by my husband. He urged me to push forward with this project, even when COVID-19 shutdowns seemed to put it permanently on hold, as well as when his cancer diagnosis diverted so much of our efforts to his health care. Although his death in 2022 meant I was unable to discuss or troubleshoot much of the research and writing with him as stories came together in their final form, I’m confident his spirit remains with me and urges me onward. Thank you, Bruce. I love you.





Introduction



Slavery existed in New England and New York for more than two hundred years. Slaves arrived with some of the earliest European settlers, and for decades, slavery was an accepted part of everyday life in the Northern colonies.

Owning a slave was a sign of one’s status and wealth, and many clergymen, merchants, and businessmen owned slaves. These enslaved people kept house, cooked, did laundry, served meals, drove coaches, worked on farms, sailing vessels, or in their owners’ businesses, and completed many other tasks at the behest of their owners. Their lives, the tasks they did, and their movements were under the complete control of their owners.

Northern slavery was no less dehumanizing or demeaning to the enslaved people than it was in the American South. Even as the Northeast became the stronghold of the nineteenth-century abolitionist movement, pro-slavery sentiment and racism remained prevalent in the region right up to and through the Civil War.

It was against these prevailing societal attitudes that a substantial number of Black people fought for an end to slavery and an expansion of their basic human rights: safe housing, good education, a legal say in governmental affairs, access to public spaces, voting rights, and basic respect. Often, this work was done at great risk to those who stood up for their rights. Activists were frequently attacked, threatened, and harassed.

Indigenous peoples were among the first to be subjugated. While we most often equate American slavery with enslaved Africans or those of African descent, many of the first slaves in New England were Indigenous people. The Pequot War in the 1630s and King Philip’s War in the 1670s resulted in a large number of captive Natives who were kept enslaved locally, shipped to the West Indies sugar plantations, or sometimes traded for enslaved Africans.
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Underground Railroad routes, including those taking self-emancipating slaves through the Northeast. (Map by Michael Siegel, © Schomburg Center for Research in Black Culture, New York Public Library)

The first enslaved Africans arrived in Boston and Rhode Island in 1638. Dutch settlers brought enslaved Africans to what would become New York even earlier, in 1626. By the 1700s, there was a large number of slaves throughout the Northeast.

It wasn’t until the Revolutionary War era that pushback against the institution of slavery became more common. People of color were not unaware of the revolutionary fervor surrounding them and seized upon these sentiments to advocate for their own freedom. The earliest outright abolition of slavery in the Northeast occurred in Vermont. Its 1777 constitution outlawed the practice, although it did not end racism or the 
prevailing societal attitudes that viewed people of color as subordinate to whites.

In most New England states and in New York, slavery did not end suddenly. With pro-slavery forces still strong in the Northeast, most states adopted laws resulting in a gradual elimination of the institution over a long period of time. Connecticut passed a gradual abolition law in 1784, for example, but did not completely abolish the practice of slavery until 1848. Rhode Island passed a gradual abolition law in 1784 as well, and completely abolished slavery in 1843. Massachusetts was an exception to this system, instead abolishing slavery outright just after the Revolution, in 1783. This law also applied to the territory that later became the state of Maine, but at that time was still part of Massachusetts.

Even after the practice was abolished in the Northeast, laws were flouted, with some enslaved people kept in the dark about their right to freedom. Ships carrying enslaved Africans continued to sail in and out of New York City, and slave catchers roamed throughout the region, snatching both self-emancipated slaves to return South and free Blacks, such as Solomon Northup of New York, who was duped into traveling with a pair of white hucksters who illegally sold him into slavery.

Life became even more dangerous for people of color after the Fugitive Slave Act of 1850 that punished those who aided self-emancipating slaves and allowed for the return of formerly enslaved people, even if they were residing in areas where slavery was outlawed.

Despite its duration, slavery in the North was definitively different from the system that developed in the South. Except for the large farms in what is now known as South County (or Washington County), Rhode Island, and a few places in eastern Connecticut, New England and New York did not have sprawling plantations of the type that developed in Southern states. While hundreds of slaves might toil on an individual Southern plantation, most Northern slave owners enslaved only a few individuals.

This did not mean, however, that Northern slavery was any less cruel, brutal, or dehumanizing. The slave narratives of Jeffrey Brace and Venture Smith, for example, chronicle extremely cruel treatment at the hands of New England slave owners. Harriet Wilson of New Hampshire 
wrote in her novel Our Nig about racist conditions and lived in abject poverty among Northern abolitionists.

Even when outright physical abuse was not present, the system of slavery, in both the North and the South, was built on dehumanization. Enslaved people’s movements were controlled and limited. Most were not educated. They were clothed in whatever their owners handed them. Sometimes they were not provided shoes, despite the cold New England winters. Their food could be limited. They often slept on cold floors or in attic spaces that were freezing in winter and brutally hot in summer. Family separation was a looming threat.

By the 1700s, pushback against slavery had begun. In 1712, there was a very early slave revolt in New York City, but in general, it wasn’t until more Blacks were being emancipated and general talk of freedom and liberty took hold in the American colonies during the Revolutionary War period that a wider skepticism of slavery began to spread. Many men of color fought in the Revolution—some for the British, because they were promised freedom in exchange for their service, and some for the Continentals. Some slave owners promised to manumit those who fought, but some reneged on this promise.

Just as the revolutionaries fought to end “taxation without representation,” people of color advocated for voting privileges, access to education at all levels, equal access in public spaces and improved job opportunities.

Despite their courageous advocacy, history has mostly forgotten these important Black reformers. History lessons of abolition focus mainly on the white allies who fought beside Black people, but view the enslaved and free Black activists as voiceless and almost invisible. No doubt these white abolitionists were vital to the cause, but the view of a passive community of color is both skewed and inaccurate.

One of the most fearless Black abolitionists was David Ruggles, who was a founder of the New York Committee of Vigilance in 1835. Born in Connecticut, Ruggles spent most of his short life in New York City, where he regularly sought out and reported ships loaded with illegally held African captives bound for slavery, assisted self-emancipating slaves, and counseled many about the law. The vigilance committee aided more 
than one thousand freedom-seeking people of color, including Frederick Douglass, one of the few Black abolitionists whose legacy American history lessons do remember.

Ruggles, although considered a radical even by other abolitionists, was not alone in his battle. In 1779, for example, Prince Whipple of New Hampshire, along with a group of other Black men, petitioned the New Hampshire Council and House of Representatives to end slavery there. Paul Cuffe and a group of other Black men in Massachusetts in 1780 petitioned the state to be exempted from taxes on the basis of being unable to vote. Both pleas were ignored by lawmakers.

Some Blacks advocated for more drastic measures. In August 1843, for example, Henry Highland Garnet advocated for the enslaved to rise up and fight against their oppressors when he addressed the National Negro Convention in Buffalo, New York.

For people of color, the nineteenth century was both an intensely hopeful and uplifting period and a disheartening one. Advances in their cause were repeatedly met with setbacks and attacks. The promise of the abolitionist movement faced pressure from pro-slavery reformers, colonizationists who wanted all Blacks removed from the United States, as well as violence during events such as the New York City Draft Riots of 1863. Five days of arson, lynchings, beatings, and general mob violence in that city left more than one hundred Blacks dead and led many prominent members of the Black community to move out of Manhattan for good.

By the 1860s, the jubilation of emancipation and passage of the Thirteenth, Fourteenth, and Fifteenth Amendments—which opened voting rights, and led some Blacks to seek elective offices on local, state, and national levels—was met with the post-Reconstruction period with its rise of terrorists known as the Ku Klux Klan, along with repressive segregationist and Jim Crow laws.

It’s difficult to imagine the depth of the hope that must have filled people such as Pelleman and Mary Williams and Charlotte Grimké as they headed to the South to teach newly freed slaves. It’s equally as difficult to imagine the despair that must have enveloped them when more 
obstacles were erected against their community, including new laws enacted to thwart racial advancements.

People of color worked diligently for the expansion of rights gained during the nineteenth century. Unfortunately, their work was far from over when slavery ended.

In recent years, projects and new research are seeking to restore knowledge of slavery, its victims, and these brave activists who stood up and spoke out. Sculptures, monuments, heritage trails, and speaking programs are seeking to restore this important history to our consciousness. Projects such as the Witness Stones Project are restoring the names of those once enslaved in New England and marking the places where they lived and toiled.

Yet even as this happens, others seek to deny or once again erase this history. Each American has a role to play in ensuring this is prevented and that the tragedy of slavery is not forgotten, wherever it occurred, and that the important accomplishments of the great many people of color who fought back are always remembered.





Connecticut
A Public Deeply Divided on the Question of Slavery

In 1798 in New London, Connecticut, a small book was published recounting the experiences of an enslaved person. Venture Smith’s story is among just a handful of slave narratives ever published. It tells the story of his capture from Africa, the brutal treatment and betrayals he suffered as an enslaved person in Connecticut, and his ultimate purchase of freedom for himself and his family.

The narrative of this remarkable enslaved person who persevered and fought back against injustice paints a picture of slavery in Connecticut that is every bit as brutal and dehumanizing as that practiced on any Southern plantation. One of Smith’s owners, whose treatment of Smith was ruthless, was Thomas Stanton, a highly respected member of white society in Stonington.

Smith’s story stands as stark evidence that slavery was a barbaric institution in the North as much as in the South. It also demonstrates its wide acceptance in colonial Connecticut. Joshua Hempstead, for example—the colonial-era New London diarist who recorded everyday life in the seacoast city for forty-seven years in the first half of the eighteenth century—wrote regularly about the work done by Adam Jackson. Hempstead enslaved Jackson for about thirty years.

The Hempsteads were hardly an anomaly in colonial Connecticut. As in other New England states, many wealthier white families owned 
slaves. These included Blacks whose backgrounds traced to Africa or the West Indies and Native Americans who were captured and enslaved following the Pequot War of 1637. In addition, the economy of Connecticut and its powerful institutions were inextricably intertwined with the slave trade. Not only did Connecticut mariners participate directly in the trade, but they also supplied food and other goods to West Indies plantations where African slaves’ life expectancy was less than seven years. Heralded institutions of higher education such as Yale University also benefited from the slave trade, counting many slave-holding Southern elites among their alumni.

Much later, Connecticut’s insurance businesses readily insured the human property on Southern plantations; its textile mills produced fabric used to clothe enslaved people; and the ivory trade in the Connecticut River Valley relied on enslaved labor in Africa.

At the time of the American Revolution, Connecticut was first among the New England colonies in terms of the number of slaves living within its borders. In the book Complicity, which details the state’s long ties to slavery, the authors write that half of the state’s ministers and most of its wealthy merchant class owned at least one slave by 1790. As of that year, there were 2,764 slaves living in the state. Also that year, a group of ministers beginning to lean into the anti-slavery cause formed the Connecticut Society for the Promotion of Freedom and the Relief of Persons Unlawfully Holden in Bondage.

Even as attitudes toward slavery changed and the institution was more often questioned and opposed, the state only gradually worked to abolish slavery. Connecticut blocked the importation of slaves in 1774, but it did not legislate against slavery in general. In 1784, it passed a Gradual Abolition Act. This act freed those born into slavery after March 1, 1784, when they turned twenty-five years old. The effect was that slavery was not fully abolished in Connecticut until 1848.

As Blacks and their white allies in the nineteenth century pressed for an end to slavery in the United States, along with increased civil rights for Blacks everywhere, events in Connecticut show a growing distaste for slavery alongside the strong clutch of racism on a large portion of society. The Connecticut Anti-Slavery Society was established in 1838, for 
example, but by then at least two high-profile series of events showing the strength of racism in the state had also played out.

In 1831, a group of abolitionists proposed what would have been the country’s first college for Black men. They set their sights on New Haven as the place it would be established. The city was already the site of other noted educational institutions, including Yale. White citizens in the city turned out to overwhelmingly oppose the proposed college, however, voting 700 to 4 against it, and writing and speaking in derogatory terms about having such an influx of Black scholars in the city.

Just a year later, Prudence Crandall admitted a young Black woman to her well-respected female academy in rural Canterbury, located in eastern Connecticut. When parents of white students began pulling their daughters from the now-integrated school, Crandall temporarily closed it and reopened it as a school exclusively for young Black women. The resulting uproar in Canterbury led to a restrictive new so-called “Black Law” in Connecticut that prohibited the education of Black students within the state, unless local authorities approved. Crandall and her students were harassed and threatened, eventually leading Crandall to abandon her effort and leave Connecticut for good.

In contrast to the setbacks to the Black community caused by these two incidents, the story of the Amistad mutineers in Connecticut was a victory for those fighting slavery. On August 24, 1839, the schooner Amistad was found adrift off Long Island and taken to the customs house in New London. The fifty-three Africans aboard had been illegally abducted by Portuguese slave hunters. They were being transported to a plantation in the West Indies when they took control of the ship and ordered it to be sailed back to Africa. Instead, the vessel ended up off the Connecticut coastline.

Abolitionists supported the mutineers in their quest to be returned to Africa. Many of the Africans were housed and supported by abolitionists in Farmington as the case made its way through the courts. Ultimately, the US Supreme Court decided in their favor, ruling that the Africans had the right to resist illegal slavery. While some of the mutineers had died at sea or while awaiting trial, thirty-five eventually returned to Africa.


Noted white Connecticut abolitionists also aided Blacks in their fight. Most notably, Harriet Beecher Stowe, who was born in Litchfield and later lived in Hartford, wrote a book long noted as pivotal in educating the public about the evils of slavery. Uncle Tom’s Cabin was released in 1852 and sold 300,000 copies during its first year of publication.

Today, Connecticut recognizes and celebrates the important contributions of people of color throughout its history in numerous ways. A program called Discovering Amistad, for example, uses a reproduction of the original schooner that carried the African mutineers to educate children and adults about the nineteenth-century events. An exhibition focused on the Amistad case is on view at the New London Custom House Maritime Museum.

Other programs include the Witness Stones Project that has installed markers commemorating enslaved people who lived and worked in Guilford, West Hartford, Madison, Norfolk, New Haven, Cos Cob, Old Lyme, Killingly, Dayville, Suffield, Danbury, Hartford, Hebron, Norwich, Essex, Ridgefield, Woodstock, Stonington, Brooklyn, Bethlehem, Hamden, Old Saybrook, Plainfield, Wallingford, Durham, Manchester, New London, Mansfield, Wilton, Branford, Farmington, Southington, Riverton, and Brooklyn.

In addition, the Connecticut Freedom Trail and New London Black Heritage Trail were developed to recognize significant Black residents from the past and celebrate their accomplishments. And in New Haven, a monument honoring the state’s Black Civil War soldiers was installed in 2008. Some nine hundred soldiers fought with the Connecticut 29th Colored Regiment.
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The Prudence Crandall Museum. Crandall opened her school for Black girls here in 1833. (Author’s Collection)







Jehiel C. Beman
Minister, Abolitionist, and Temperance Leader
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Jehiel C. Beman. (Public Domain / Courtesy Jesse Nasta, PhD, Assistant Professor of the Practice, African American Studies, Wesleyan University)
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Two of the original Beman Triangle houses in Middletown, Connecticut.
(Author’s Collection)


On September 7, 1854, Jehiel C. Beman wrote from Middletown, Connecticut, to Frederick Douglass, one of the most noted Black abolitionists in the country: “I would inform you that we have had a recent arrival from the land of chains and whips, where the image of the Divine Being is bought and sold. The Underground Railroad, by the way, is in good repair, and our office is open for business in our line, at all hours, either day or night, and our cars run on the Trail.”

In 1830, Beman became the first regular pastor at Connecticut’s first Black church—Middletown’s Cross Street AME Zion Church. He was a leader of the Black community in Middletown and traveled extensively throughout the state, preaching about abolitionism and Black civil rights. He was an abolitionist, an advocate for equality of educational opportunities for members of his community, a leader of the temperance movement, and a proponent of voting rights for Blacks. His writings were published in abolitionist newspapers.

Beman and his family came to Middletown at a time when the city’s Black community was growing and the abolition movement was gaining strength and adherents. He and several of his family members worked tirelessly to improve the lives of Black people, and they succeeded in some respects. While so many gains seemed destined to face pushback from racist opponents, the Bemans dedicated their lives to the pursuit of racial civil rights nonetheless.

He closed the letter to Douglass about his involvement in the Underground Railroad in this manner: “And now, dear Sir, if you will have the goodness to recommend our road to the travelling public, you will oblige the Association. Yours, for the Oppressed, JCB.”

The Bemans’ dedication to abolition and Black rights began with Jehiel’s father. In fact, the Beman name began with Jehiel’s father.

Cesar Beman was among some three hundred Black Connecticut Revolutionary War soldiers. He likely was freed because of that service. When he was freed, he took a new last name. His son Jehiel noted when corresponding with a person writing about the history of Blacks in New England, “My father always abhorred slavery and he wanted to ‘be a man.’ So, when he was freed, he took the name Beman. Be a man.” The anecdote was included in a 2020 WSHU public radio broadcast focused on the Bemans.


In 1844, on a trip to Washington, DC, Jehiel Beman recalled his parents’ enslavement as he observed enslaved people working in the fields through the train window. Some of his observations were published in an abolitionist newspaper: “But in the fields, to see my sisters toiling, pitchfork and rake in hand, under the scorching rays of the sun, with no covering on the head, and but little on the body—as this was the first scene of the kind I ever saw, my feelings were such as I cannot describe.”

Beman grew up in Colchester, located in eastern Connecticut. He attended the African schoolhouse there, and later worked as both a minister and a shoemaker. He married and had seven children, although his first wife died shortly after they moved to Middletown. He continued working as a shoemaker while also leading his congregation in Middletown.

Middletown, located on the Connecticut River, was an important port during colonial times, and the maritime trades during that time period included involvement in the African slave trade. A UNESCO Slave Route Project plaque was unveiled on the Middletown waterfront in 2019. It notes that in 1738, the ship Martha & Jane arrived in Middletown from Africa with 125 enslaved Africans aboard. Another 23 died on the journey. In 1761, the ship Speedwell also arrived with enslaved Africans; 74 survived the voyage, and 21 died in the Middle Passage.

On the eve of the American Revolution, more than two hundred Blacks, most of whom were enslaved, lived in Middletown. By the 1820s, the now mostly free Black population remained at about the same level, but westward migration by whites was creating job opportunities for Blacks. As some Blacks moved into cities, relatively significant Black communities were established in Middletown, Norwich, New London, and other localities.

When the Bemans moved to Middletown, they soon became leaders of the Black community there. Jehiel Beman was a founding member of the Middletown Anti-Slavery Society in 1834. His second wife Nancy and his daughter-in-law Clarissa cofounded one of the first female anti-slavery societies, called the Colored Females’ Anti-Slavery Society of Middletown. The church Jehiel led hosted abolitionist speakers 
who included Douglass and William Lloyd Garrison. As evidenced in Beman’s letter to Douglass, as a stop on the Underground Railroad, the church also sheltered enslaved people who were seeking their freedom.

As the Bemans and other members of Middletown’s Black community struggled to promote the cause of abolition, they also faced those who pushed back violently against their efforts. In 1835, for example, an anti-abolitionist riot broke out on Cross Street. Beman himself was sometimes subjected to physical violence.

Besides their abolitionist work, the Bemans believed deeply in promoting more educational opportunities for Blacks. In 1832, Beman wrote, “Since it is said that knowledge is power, does it not become us to use that power in governing ourselves?”

When a college for Black men was proposed in New Haven in 1831, Beman diligently raised funds for the institution. Advocates of the college proposed that $10,000 should be raised from Black donors and an equal amount from white donors. The college’s planners chose New Haven, in part because they believed residents there would support it, and at first the plan seemed to gain public acceptance, judging by some contemporary newspaper accounts.

As abolitionism spread, so, too, did anti-Black sentiment, fueled by incidents such as Nat Turner’s Rebellion, an 1831 Virginia slave uprising in which fifty-five whites were killed, spreading fear among the white population. Following the incident, more than thirty-six enslaved people were killed in retaliation, without trial, and another thirty were condemned to death after trial.

Pro-slavery elites in New Haven were eager to kill the college proposal. At a town meeting, seven hundred residents opposed the college, and just four supported it. The opposition was led by David Daggett, a judge and one of the founders of the Yale Law School. The resolution drafted by opponents read, in part: “The propagation of sentiments favorable to the immediate emancipation of slaves in disregard of the civil institutions of the States in which they belong, and as auxiliary thereto the contemporaneous founding of Colleges for educating colored people, is unwarrantable and dangerous interference with the internal concerns of other States, and ought to be discouraged.”


Despite these setbacks, Beman’s work on behalf of the Black community continued. In 1833, he formed the Home Temperance Society out of his belief that alcohol was a scourge in his community. Three years later, he was instrumental in forming the Connecticut State Temperance Society of Colored People. A year after its founding, it counted some 350 members.

Beginning in the late 1830s, Beman moved away from and then back to Middletown several times. He led the congregation at Zion’s Church in Boston beginning in 1838.

The family’s contributions to Middletown continued, including one of their most significant actions: working to increase homeownership among Black families. Property ownership was viewed as an important step toward full enfranchisement of Blacks, as important as gaining equitable educational opportunities and voting rights. The ability for Blacks to buy property was severely restricted, however, due to the racial prejudice that made it difficult for them to secure loans or find property owners willing to sell to them.

In 1846, Leverett Beman, one of Jehiel’s sons, bought a three-and-a-half-acre parcel of land bounded by Cross and Vine streets and Knowles Avenue, which at that point was known as Swamp Street. Leverett subdivided the parcel into eleven house lots. Five of them were already owned by Black families. He sold the rest to other Black families, creating a rarity, and probably a first for Connecticut—a completely Black-owned neighborhood.

While the Beman Triangle, so named because of its shape, was a remarkable achievement, the land also was substandard, swampy and prone to flooding—likely one of the reasons it could be acquired by Blacks. Years later, when Black families moved away from the neighborhood, it became home to immigrant communities. The area, now owned primarily by Wesleyan University, is a historic district. Half of the original Black-owned homes remain.

Jehiel Beman died in 1858 in New York City, but was buried in his beloved Middletown, where he had dedicated his life to improving the lives of the Black community.







Sarah Harris Fayerweather
Quest for an Education Sparks a Racial Crisis
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Sarah Harris Fayerweather, late in life. (Prudence Crandall Museum, Connecticut Economic and Community Development)


On July 26, 1871, Prudence Crandall wrote a letter from her home in Kansas to Sarah Harris Fayerweather in Rhode Island: “You do not know how I value every word you write. I have no friend on earth I would more rejoice to see than yourself.” Later in the same letter, she referred to her very elderly and ill mother: “If I could leave my mother, I would visit you if permitted. I do want you to come out here very much indeed.”

Crandall was sixty-seven years old at the time. Fayerweather was fifty-nine. The two women had been friends for some forty years at that point, and together experienced some harrowing occurrences in Connecticut.

Sarah Harris Fayerweather did finally visit her longtime friend, but it would be another seven years before she took the grueling trip. Even in her final years, she did not shy away from facing challenges head-on.

In April 1878, she boarded a steam-powered train at Kingston Station in Rhode Island, switching train lines numerous times until she reached Independence, Kansas. Then, she took a stagecoach another thirty-five miles to the tiny prairie town of Elk Falls, and, finally, hired a wagon to take her about a mile to the isolated, barebones farmhouse where Crandall lived. The trip would have been exhausting for anyone, but for a Black woman traveling alone, the challenges presented by racism would have made it even more potentially harrowing.

When Fayerweather finally arrived at Crandall’s home, she was greeted by a young niece of Crandall’s who said she found Fayerweather a fine-looking woman with wavy white hair. Crandall and Fayerweather visited for two weeks before Fayerweather returned to Rhode Island. The timing of the trip was fortuitous, as within about seven months, Fayerweather would be dead.

Donald Williams of Connecticut, one of Crandall’s biographers, said Crandall was viewed as an oddity in the rural southeastern corner of Kansas where she spent her final years. She had become entrenched in spiritualism and had aspirations of starting a school for Blacks on the site of her home. Still, given her fight over racial issues in Connecticut, which in 1995 would earn her the title of the state’s heroine, it seems fitting she ended up in a state where race played a big part in its settlement and admission to the Union as a free state. Kansas also was the location of a 
western branch of the Underground Railroad that aided escaped slaves traveling to freedom, the site of a historically Black college established in 1865, and a destination for many newly freed Blacks following the Civil War.

Long before Crandall settled in Kansas, she and Sarah Harris were responsible for touching off a crisis of sorts in Connecticut in which both extreme courage and shameful racism played roles. While Crandall’s heroism was ultimately recognized in Connecticut, Sarah Harris’s lifelong activism is less known and appreciated.

Sarah Harris grew up in Norwich, Connecticut, one of twelve children of William Monteflora Harris and Sally Prentice. The family of color had roots in Africa, the West Indies—likely Haiti, where the world’s first Black republic was established in 1804—and among local Native tribes. Sarah spent her childhood in the Jail Hill neighborhood of Norwich, an area perched high atop steep hillsides overlooking the small eastern Connecticut city’s harbor, near the head of the Thames River. Probably due to its challenging topography, it was not a desirable neighborhood for wealthier residents, but was home to a thriving, largely Black, and activist community.

William Harris became an agent for the radical abolitionist newspaper The Liberator, and several family members served as representatives to Colored Men’s Conventions in which issues such as the abolition of slavery, voting rights, and educational equality were discussed. They belonged to a church in which abolition was a frequent topic, and they regularly attended meetings where participants advocated for the end of slavery and advancing equal rights for Blacks. Their church, the Second Congregational Church of Norwich, also operated an integrated church school, and espoused the rare contemporary sentiment of racial equality.

Despite being surrounded by like-minded neighbors, William Harris’s desire to own land must have been stronger than his need for a close social circle. In 1832, via a deed filed in his wife’s name, he bought for $900 a farm in the rural community of Canterbury, Connecticut, about fifteen miles northeast of Norwich. He moved his family there.

It was here that Sarah Harris and Prudence Crandall made history in the sleepy, tiny town. In the fall of 1832, Sarah asked to be admitted 
to the private girls’ school Crandall ran from her home, just off the town green. Crandall didn’t immediately accept Harris as a student. Although she had converted to the Baptist denomination in 1831, it’s likely that her earlier Quaker upbringing led her to the conclusion it was the right thing to do. Quakers were the first religious organization to condemn slavery, and as early as the mid-eighteenth century, they were actively working to abolish the institution. In addition, Crandall had become acquainted with and influenced by the writings in the abolitionist newspaper The Liberator, published by William Lloyd Garrison.

Harris, who had received basic education as a child in local schools, requested admittance to Crandall’s academy so she could learn enough to become a teacher herself. She said she hoped to teach children of color, but indicated to Crandall, “If you think it will be the means of injuring you, I will not insist on the favor.”

Crandall admitted Sarah to her academy. Although she was already twenty years old at the time of her admission, Sarah was generally accepted by the white students. Many of their families were aghast, however, and promptly withdrew their daughters from Crandall’s school. Local residents also began to agitate against it. Crandall, facing tough financial times because of the dwindling number of students, consulted with local abolitionists, including Garrison, the leading abolitionist in New England. She ultimately decided to dismiss all of her white students and reopen the school exclusively to girls of color.
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