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MODULE II1:

The Emergence of Free Black Communitiesin Connecticut,
18001830

Introduction: Between 1800and 1830,the free black popuktion of the state would
grow steadily. Many of these individuds moved to Connesticut® growing towns
induding New Haven, Hartford, and Middletown where more work could befound In
thox locations thefree black popuktion began to cluger in fledgling communities. New
Haven witnessed the growth of aremarkable black community unde the leadership of
William Lanson, a progerouslandhoder, ssonemason, and stable owner. Progects for
the state@® free black Americanshowever began to dim in the 1810swhen an anxious
Genera Assembly disfranchised them. A growing voice of citizensbegan to call for the
removd of free black resdents in the 1820sand condemned them as a degraded people.

1. First Communities
Numbers of free black individudsin Connecticut grew in thefirst decades after
1800.Many migrated towardsthelarger townsand cities of the state where they
began to gathe with othersin early naghboihoods
As these fledgling communities became more settled, free Afrodescendant people
began to create ingitutionssuch as churches and improvement sodeties to serve
the needs of thar communities. Prominent individuds from amongthem aso
began to assume postionsof leadership.
Thefree black popuktion of theNorth grew dramatically between 1790and 183Q
In 1790,free black individudsin the North numbered about27,000;in 1810,75,000 and
in 1830,145000 Thenumbers of free black personshad grown since the Revolution
even more dramatically in the South, especially in theuppe South states of Maryland,

Delaware, Virginia, and North Carolina However, their importance continued to be

outweighad by amuch larger and even more rapidly expanding body of daves. Inthe



North, freedomwas becoming therule for African Americansas davery steadily
declined. This new free African American presence was pronouned in thegrowing
cities of the early nineteenth century North, especially thethree eastern seaboad cities of
Bogon, New Y ork City, and Philaddphia. 1n 1790, over 5000free black Americans
lived in these three citiesalone in 1810,18,000;and in 183Q 26,000. Many thousnds
more, especially after 1810,settled in older smaller cities like Providence (Rhodeldand),
New Haven (Connecticut), Brooklyn and Albany (New Y ork) andin newly emerging
cities such as Buffalo (New Y ork), Cinannai (Ohio) and Pittsburgh (Pennsylvania).
Free black popuktionswere drawn to cities because of thegreater econonic
oppotunities available in comparison to more rura locales where work was limited and
black people were largdy barred by local practices from purchasing propaty. Citiesalso
provided another enticement welcomed by free black AmericansN the occasion to gather
togeher in large numbers to form thar own distinctive neghbohoodsand communities.
In the early nineteenth century, free people of color laundhed such neéghboihoodsin
Philadd phia@ Cedar Ward, on thenorth opeof Boson® Beacon Hill, and in the Fifth
and Sixth Wardsof Lower Manhétan.

Asthefree black popuation grew in Connecticut, black residents similarly tended
to movetowardsthelarger townsand cities of thestate. While the state had a little more
than 2500free blacksin 179Q by 1810,it had 650, and by 1830,more than 800Q
During davery, theendaved had been spread throughoutConnecticut to hdp meet the
predominant agricultural needsof the colony. For example, thefollowing small
agricultural townshad aso thefollowing numbers of davesin 1775:Milford, 158;

Farmington, 106; Ridgdield, 36; Pomfret, 65; and Wallingford, 135. Yet, by 1800and



after, these black popuktionshad diminished significantly: Pomfret reported in 1800tha
it had Qrery few, if any NegroesQ in the same year, Ridgdield had only 8; in about181Q
Farmingtonindicated it had no more than 30 blacks; in 1812,Wallingford reported 22;
andin 1816,Milford stated tha its black population was Gmall.O Moreover anumnber of
these resdent black people were still dlaves and unable to movefreely.

On the other hand, the black popuktionin the growing urban centers of
Connetticut was swelling. While New Haven, for example, had alargeendaved
popuktionN 262N in 1775, its free black popuktionin 1810was 390and by 1820would
surpass 625. Thefree black popuktionin thecities was usudly undeccounied as well
because a surprisng number of fugitivesfrom davery in the South fled to these townsto
avoid official detection. In New Haven in 182Q onetownsperson obrved tha endaved
fugitives from the South Gcome northward and are rapidly increasing in this townO
Another estimated in 1823tha New Haven contained no less than Gibout seven hunded
free black people.O In New Haven and in other largetowns such as Hartford, New
London,and Middletown, free black workers could find employment as sawyers,
booblacks, domestics, laundeers, day laborers, babers, marineg's, and as other service
providers. Some, like William Lanson of New Haven, became propety owne's and
busnessmen. Homer Peters of Danbury opened ababer shopat thetown® Meeker
Hotel. Work, athoughmenia and pootly pad, was till readily availablein thelarge
townsallowing the black Americansa chance to maintain thar independence.

Largdy impoveished and treated with mouning disdain by the masses of whites,
urban free black Americans soughtincreasingly to gather togeher, living, worshipping

and sodalizing in spaces free from white control. In the decades after the Revolution,



many settled on the outskirts of townslike New Haven in makeshift dwellings etching
outalifeasbest they could. Dueto cogs and community cugoms, propaty and home
ownership was beyondthereach of the vast majority of free black Connecticut residents..
Those renting places to live in largetownslike New Haven often founda selection of
dwellingswhich induded squdid cellars or huts in therear of backyards

In New Haven, however, by the 1810s William Lanson began purchasing
inexpendve lotsin arelatively undeveloped section of New Haven called the New
Townghip. By 182Q heowned aremarkable amount of land there and had condructed a
number of buildingswith small residences for rent, many of which herented to African
Americans By 182Q there were well over 150black residents clugered in Lanson®
district of the New Township, thuscreating thefirst discernible black neghboihoodin
town. Ther numbers grew throughoutthe expansve 1820sto indudelLanson and the
black author and future Episcopd minister, Jacob Oson.

This neghbohoodheraded therise of abroader and more evident black
community. Lanson, an influential busnessman, increasingly spokefor the black
community and maintained working relationshipswith the area® leading white
bugnessmen. In 1825,Lanson joined with othe prominent black citizens (for example -
Bias Stanley and Scipio Augugus) to form the African United Ecclesiastical Sodety B
New Haven@first black Congregationd church. In 1826,they launched the African
Improvement Sodety and an assodate Temperance Sodety. Thesame year, black city
resdentsin Hartford formed the African ReligiousSodety which became a
Congregaiond Church by theearly 1830s The growing black community in

Middletown followed suit in 1828with theformation of an African Methodist Episcopd



church unde thedirection of The Reverend Jehiel Beman, an able community leader. By
the 1820s black communitiesin thelarger Connecticut townswere codescing. The

congruction of thar own ingitutionstestified to their mouning confidence and vigor.

2.Black Enterprise

Largdy lacking education and finandal resources, Connesticut® free black

Americansmade great efforts to compete effectively with whites economically

and to establisn themselves as reliable free laborers.

A few African Americansin the state like William Lanson gained remarkable

economc success by owning land and busnesses. They came to embodytheideal

of black enterprise.

In the early ningeenth century, numbers of leading American citizens agreed with
the great Scottish econonist, Adam Smith, tha freedomspumred individud indugry and
enterprise. Slavery tappeal the resources of the daveholder by requiring him to suppott
theendaved even when they were notengaged in produdive labor. Theinvoluntary
dependence this system fodered in the endaved was demoralizing, rendaing them
powerlessto labor for themselves. When the individud was unencumbered by Slavery or
by oppressive laws favoring theinterests of asmall class of the propetied, wealthy, and
powerful, then enterprise would be unleashed. This enterprise embodied theindividud®
natura tendency to labor, behaving in ways that advanced his own best interests as well
asthos of thesodety in which hewasrooted. Freedom and enterprise were thegreat
engines for the econonic and sodal development of this youngAmerican naion.

As davery was withering in the North, a number of whites fretted tha the
formerly endaved might notbe able to meet standards of enterprise and indudry. Ther

argument followed a stream of logic which mistakenly said, QReared in a dependent

studiontha fogered thievery and idleness, theformer daves mightbeunable to use



thar newfoundliberty with moral and intelligent judgnent. The Reverend Timothy
Dwight 1V, 8th President of Yae College, wrote in 1810:Qiberty isablessingin the
handsof those who know how to use it, and are disposed to use it to goodpurposes.O

Individud enterprise in afree American sodety was groundel in owning land and
propetyN in quantities large enoughto demondrate one® self sufficiency and
commitment as a useful member of the community and of the broader sodety. Dueto a
number of circumstances, relatively few black New Englandea's were able to redlize this
god. Asaresult, many town fathersin early ningteenth century Connecticut were
doubftul aboutsuccessful progoects for thefuture of ther local residents of color. A
Farmington inhabitant noted that Qhey have butlittle indusry or economny &
consequently no success in acquiring property.O Another in Lebanonadded that Qhey are
geneaadly moreindined to dissipaion than indudry, consequently not much to the
acquisition of propaty.O

But others characterized thar soda and busness dealingswith free black

individudsin amore postivelight. In New London, oneofficial identified local free
black inhabitants asindugrious religious and family-oriented. Yet hedtill noted tha
they @all shortOin acquiring property. In New Haven, Timothy Dwight conduded that
many of thelocal free black people were Quneducated to prindples of morality, or to
hebits of indugry and economy.O Y et healso discerned a significant beam of hope
amongthem: QAlmogt al, who acquire an attachment to propaty, appesr to assume better
prindples; or, at least, better practices. Severa of the men have in this manne become
goodmembers of sodety.O Of several mentioned, the single mos important person of

color was William Lanson.



By 1810,Lanson, aformer save, had extended New Haven@ Long Whart by
1350feet, an engineering chdlengenolocal white contractor had been able to undetake
successfully. Theextenson of thewharf was essential to thetown® commercial
prooerity. Aswell, by 1807 William and his brothers had begunto acquire parcels of
land in New Haven® New Township. With thecompletion of thewharf, William andthe
Lanson brothers had become so well established, tha Dwight prodaimed this
accomplishment Gin honoueble proof of the character which they sugain, both for
capacity and integrity, in theview of respectable men.O

Lanson did notthen rest on his laurels. He continued to use his freedomto
advance economically and to contribute to thebroader community. Into the1820s he
purchased more and more land in the New Township. By themid-1810shewas
congructing buildingswhich would house many of the town@ growing nurmber of free
black arrivals. He continued his quarying busness which had provided the hugestone
blocks for theextenson of LongWhaf. When New Haven launched the excavation of
the Farmington Cand in 1825 its directors contracted with Lanson to build alarge
retainingwall intheharbor. By thelate 18105 Lanson had opened a stable in the center
of New Haven which cared for thehorses and carriages of numerouslocal citizens He
also had horses and wagonsto rent and managed a successful carting busness as well.
Moreover, Lanson employed a number of local free black workersin his variousbusness
ventures. In 1829 he stated tha Q generally keep 20 or 30[black folk] in employ, which
| consder isworth agoodded to this townO With these people on Lanson@ payroll,
New Haven need not be concerned with providing them with town assistance. Not only

did his busnesses contribute to the welfare of thecity; Lanson usefully employed some



of New Haven® poorer people. At night, they may well have returned to oneof his
buildingsfor housng.

In the eyes of powerful local town leaders, William Lanson had proven himself a
man of enterprise. An exceptiond individud in his own right, to some he seemed to be
themodd of desirable moral character for free black Americansas they grew in ther
exercise of freedom Local African Americansshowed arespect for Lanson which he
reciprocated. Lansondid nat view them as a degraded people, but rather undestood
them as an intelligent, indugrious and resourceful people who continued to be
confronted with Ghe awful disadvantagesOin which they were raised. In atrue Christian

spirit, Lanson provided hope sympahy, employment and housng for his brethren.

3. Citizenship
In the early nineteenth century, black men who owned enoughpropety
paticipaed fully in local and state govanance. At theturn of the century, free
black personsappear moving towardsafuller freedomand a more clearly defined
citizenship.
Y et as the 1810sunfold, more and more whites question black AmericansO¥itness
for citizenship and thar capecity for responsble use of thar freedom The
disfranchisement of black peoplein 1814and 1818signds the growing
unwillingness of whites to indudeblack popuktionsas equd citizens
In the early ningteenth century, citizenship was secured throughthe state in which
onelived. Statesrather than thefedera govenment made laws aboutvoting, taxing,
office holding and other issues which directly affected how citizenship could be
exercised. Therightof suffrage- oneof themog important components of citizenship -
was restricted to adult males and to those who owned a designaed amountof propaty

called afreehold. Adult males who owned the required amountof propaty were assured

of therightto vote. Propaty was undestood then as establishing one@ integrity,



character and commitment to the preservation of the state. Withoutpropeaty, one3
character and investment in the state was more sugpect. Such people, it was argued,
would be more vulnerable to the appedls of demagogues and tyrants and thusmore likely
to subvet therepublic. Those with propety and acertain level of wealth were deemed
the sodety® (est menOand the mog worthy of leading the naionin aresponsble
mannea for everyone votersor not Early in thecentury, any black man with therequired
amountof propety could vote in Connetticut and participaein local and state
govanance. No restrictionsexisted ontheexercise of thefranchise or ther citizendhip.
In 1811, William Lanson alongwith a number of other black men in the state were
freeholders and citizens

In theyears after the Revolution, some whites welcomed the progpect of an
expanding black freedomand the eventud indudon of African Americansinto the naion
ascitizens Themembers of the Connecticut Sodety for the Promotion of Freedom
alongwith similar state sodeties, prodaimed in 1794 that we Gnust prepare them
[ie. African Americang for becoming goodcitizensof the United States, a privilegeand
elevation to which we look forward with pleasure, and which we bdieve can be best
merited by habits of indusry and virtue O Themembers of this elite sodety which
induded Timothy Dwight, thejurist David Dagget, Congressman William Hillhous,
and the prominent attorney and Congressman Simeon Baldwin were some of the
wealthiest and mog influential men in thestate. Even thoughthe Connecticut Sodety
had disappeared by 1800,these men carried thar convictionsinto thenew century. In
1804,now Senaor William Hillhous was amonga handful of Senaors who fought

ardently to bar davery fromtherecently acquired LouisianaTerritory. Hillhous aone



however, did so by affirming the essential humanity and equdity of blacks and whites.
Jug as Timothy Dwightdid for William Lansonin 1811,thevoices of these influential
men hdped interpret for the white populce of the state the vision of amore extensve
freedom This gesture was well-timed in light of the relative weakness the black political
voice at thetime. Dwight, in particular, argued tha the gross exploitation of black people
during davery had nowimposed an unavoidable Christian obligaion uponsodety to
reach outto theformerly endaved as fellow humansand hdp them overcome the damage
and disadvantages broughtaboutby that inditution.

Neverthdess, by the 1810s there was growing concern that free black Americans
would not able to shoulder theresponsbility of full citizenship, regardless of whether
they were propaty holders or not Despite the glowing example of Lanson, thegrowing
number of free black individuds in the state were viewed with trepidaion. Poar, often
uneducated, and raciadly stigmatized, the majority of black Americansremained at the
bottom of sodety, accused by an increasingly unfriendly white popukbce of failingto take
advantage of oppotunities for advancement. Thirty years after emandapation had been
launched in the state, condannation and repression seemed to bereplacing thefairness by
an inaeasingly unfriendly white populbce and goad will formally extended to people of
color emerging from endavement. By thelate 1810s even former friendsof black
Americansin the Connecticut Sodety like Simeon Baldwin and David Daggdt had
largdy abandonel the cause of equdity. Baldwin and Dagget followed the wave of
outspoken citizenswho joined the American Colonization Sodety which promoted the
return of free black people to Africa. Timothy Dwight® desth in 1817 seemed to herald

themouning desertion of thecall of liberty and equdity for all.
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By 1814,lawmakers moved for thefirst timeto restrict thefreedom of black
Americanswhen the Connecticut General Assembly issued a statute of disfranchisement.
This act was followed four years later by an even more decisive blow: thefull
disfranchisement of black personsunde the new state Conditution of 1818 This same
legidation expandal the franchise to indudeall adult white males, propeatied or nat.
Now distinctionsamong citizensbased on race andimplied political inferiority were
enshrined by the state@® mogt revered and fundanental civic documentN its Conditution.

William Lanson and Bias Stanley of New Haven would take thefirst organized
action agang this disfranchisement in 1815 In the pdition they submitted to the
General Assembly, they asserted that Qhey sugtain afair character for sobriety &
integrity & are @ersonsof aquiet & peaceable behaviour & civil convasation; tha by
thar indudry & frugdity they have been enabled to amass a small portion of propaty
sufficient to purchase for each of them a comfortable home & to qudify them for
freemenGand thustherightto vote. O Y et the unjug law of 1814Gingled outOblack men
and denied them Qhe highest privileges of afree citizen.O Recognizing their political
weakness and that Qhe feelingsand prejudices of this community are so strongrespecting
the descendants of AfricansOthey chose notto ask for arepeal of thelaw butsimply for
an exemption from taxation as they were denied representation in the Assembly. To the
surprise of none this request was denied. Nevertheless, this petition for o taxation
withoutrepresentationGevealed an emerging black political voice.

Y et thar voice and persuasiveness could not match tha of thelarger oppostion.
Disfranchisement of blacks endured in the state throughoutthe antebdlum era despite

valiant movements agang it led by black men andther white aliesin the era@3 latter
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decades. Althoughblack Americans seemed moving towardsfuller citizenship in the
first decades after the Revolution, awhite citizenry increasingly hogile to an expanding

black freedomboldly blocked thar aspirationsin the 1810s

4. Reaction
While thefree black popuktion grew in the state in the early decades of the
ninegteenth century and black communities were coalescing in varioustowns the
white popuktion grew at afar more rapid pace. A ready supply of white laborers
restricted black employment oppatunitiesin the state(3 expanding manufacturing
econony.
White attacks on black freedomand character become more common and more
viciousin the1820s The American Colonization Sodety called for theremovd
of free black people fromthenation. More whitesidentify America as anétion
@or whites onlyO
On onehand, the 1820swas a decade of postive growth for free black Americans
in the North. Free black communities were codescing in eastern seaboad cities and new,
vital ingitutionslike the African Methodist Episcopd church, the African Methodist
Episcopd Zion church, the African Baptists, and the Prince Hall Masonswere
strengthening these communities, heping to connest them. Thenation@first black
newspaer, Freedonm® Joumnal, appeared in 1827and celebrated these new communities
andther progress. Early black political assodationslike Boson® Massachusetts
Genera Colored Assodation were organized. They vehemently oppogd theremovd of
African Americansto Africa. Moreover, powerful black voices like tha of David Walker
in his Appeal to the Colored Citizens of the World now spokeout publicly, excoriating
davery, the colonization movement, andracial injugice. Walker decried black servility

and demanded that blacks immediately take actionto end davery andracial inequdity in

America. Hewould hdp spavn the abolitionist movement in the North.
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On the other hand, the 1820sinaugurated an era of even more venonousattacks
onthefreedomand character of African Americansin theNorth. An exploson of
northern European immigration offset any great need for black labor. White artisans
effectively barred ailmog all blacks fromworkingin skilled trades. Thestrength of the
American Colonization Sodety (ACS) inthe 1823 and the eminence of its leaders made
the proposd removd of free black personsrespectable and seemingly feasible. Attacks
onthechaacter of black people became even more viciousas more white Americans
asserted tha this nation offered no place of belongng or identity for people of color who
wished to be something other than daves. At thesame time as free black individuds
were becoming more organized and vocal in the North, amovement was afootamong
many in thewhite popuktion to isolate and marginalize them.

African Americansin Connecticut in the 1820sstruggled with all of these
trandormationsand dangas. While black communities emerged and strengthened in the
1820s new contrary pressures also weighed onthem. The state@® free black population
grew steadily in thenew century@first decades, but its white populbtion grew much
more rapidly. In New Haven, for example, thefree black popultionwas 250in 180Q
390in 181Q and 625in 1820. Over thefollowing years this latter number remained
roughly static. Thewhite popuktion, however, exploded. Whileit was alittle less than
5000in 180Q by 1810it had reached 6800,by 1820, 800Q and by 1830,it was amog
11,000. Thisdramatic demographic growth fudled the commercial expanson of New
Haven and therise of an important manufacturing sector, especially by the 1820s While
agriculture did not cease being an important econamic activity for the state, the

manufacturing of armaments, carriages, and other produds was displacing theformer
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domnance of farming. Fairfield County demongrated a similar patern. While numbe's
of free black people grew there between 1800and the 1820s they could not keep pace
with therapid increase of whites. Agriculture had aways predominated in the rich soil of
Fairfield. However, manufacturing became much more important in thefirst hdf of the
ninegteenth century with therise of theha makingindudry in Danbury and Norwalk,
metal working in Bridgeport, and shoanaking in Stamford. Throughoutthe state,
numeroussmaller townsand villages established small textile mills and foundies.

Therise of these new indugrial enterprisesrelied exclusvely on an abundant
supply of white labor, both immigrant and naive. Theemergingindugrial econony
which was so central to Connecticut® progerity in the nineteenth century afforded
almog no oppotunity whatsoever for African Americans White laborers refused to
work with thar black kinamen, thusbarring the black Americansfromindugrial
employment. A whitelaborer in New Haven in 1828 madethis postion dramatically
clear:
The white natives of New Haven hawe a rightto beemployed aslaborersin every
department of busness to the excluson of those who are black. Andif thebusness of the
city inareases so asto afford employment for more laborers, white men hawe arightto
come fromabroad, andblack men hawe noright
While William Lanson® enterprises offered some employment to afew local black
workers, they could never offset theimpact of racial exclusonin theexpansve
manufacturing econorny. By the 1820s black employees were increasingly confined to
themod menia and poaly pad laborin the state.

By the1820s Lanson and othea Afrodescendentsin Connecticut as a whole were

assailed in unprecedented ways. As the nunbers of whites grew in thecities, local voters

increasingly suppoted theremovd of free black people onthe groundstha they were
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unfit for induson asfree citizens The American Colonization Sodety was the decade®@
leading proponent of thisremovd. In 1823,the Reverend Leonad Bacon, the most
eminent Congregationd minister in New Haven and thelocal leader of the ACS,
summarized the case agang free black people: QT]here are in the United States 238,000
blacks denominated free, but whose freedom confers on them . . . no privilege but the
privilege of being more vicious and miserable than slaves can be. Their condition . . . may be
repeated in two words--irremediable degradation. Consequently they must be encouraged to
remove to AfricaO
In preceding years, powerful Congregational ministers like Jonathan Edwards, Jr.,

Levi Hart, and Timothy Dwight spoke out to defend black freedom and character. In the
1820s, the most powerful white moral voices appeared to disparage the black presence.

Theenterprising William Lanson would be similarly assaulted. By themid-1820s
as New Haven prospered econonically, thecity required more space for resdences and
manufacturing shops Thelittle developed New Township afforded all theland thecity
needed for expandon. After 1825,new homes and busnesses mushroomed there and
L anson@ propeties and tenants for thefirst time were harassed and denigrated. His
dwellingswere suddenly condenned as centersfor vice in thecity, overflowing with
drunkenness, progitution, and rioting. Mog whites accused Lanson himself of bengthe
ringleader of all this depravity, despite his publicly repeated denials and dternaive
characterizationsof domestic lifethere. Asanewly- affluent white resident requested in
1828:Q et thevirtuousinhabitants of the Newtownship unite and purgethis beautiful and
rapidly improving section of our city from these defilements.O Lanson, formerly praised
as the state@ promising paragon of American character, was now derided as the city@

vice king. Pressured economically and sodally, Lanson left his propety in the center of
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thenew district and moved with many other black inhabitants to anew location near a
deserted daugherhous in an isolated corner of the city. Even after hisremovd, aloca
newspape continued to ridicule Lanson, his assod ates and other local people of color
with accusationsand racist doggeel

Throughoutthe 1820s many in the state attempted to dismantle black freedom
and character with unprecedented vigor and viciousness. Despite the continuing presence
of Lanson@®@busnesses and propaties, the existence of black enterprise was scornfully
denied. With amouning vehemence and thefull suppot of the decade@ new
Democaratic Party, more whites spokein favor of an Americatha was for whites-only.
The American Colonization Sodety aided and abetted them.

Chadlengead and chafed, Connecticut@ African Americanswere undaunted. Ther
growing communities provided reinforcement and thefounddion for new efforts they

would organize in the 1830s
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