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November 25, 2022 
 
TO: Middlebury Selectboard 
FROM: Bill Hart, Professor Emeritus of History, Middlebury College 
 
RE: Rationale for Frederick Douglass Plaque on Court Square, Middlebury 
------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------   
I am requesting that the Middlebury Selectboard give its assent to the Vermont Historic 
Preservation Office to erect a plaque at Court Square in commemoration of Frederick Douglass’s 
visit to Middlebury in July 1843.  Ideally, I would like the installation of the plaque to occur in 
September 2023 as part of the Clifford/Twilight Symposium, September 21 -23, 2023, at 
Middlebury College to commemorate the 200th anniversary of Alexander Twilight’s graduation 
from Middlebury College in 1823.  
 
Douglass’s visit to Middlebury is significant because it was the first stop on the New England 
Anti-Slavery Society’s “100 Conventions” tour that commenced in July 1843 and concluded in 
December 1843.  During those six months, Douglass and other well-known abolitionists visited 
communities in Vermont, New Hampshire, New York, Ohio, Indiana, and Pennsylvania to 
“creat[e] antislavery sentiment.” Douglass was billed as one of two keynote speakers among a 
roster of distinguished orators during the two-day anti-slavery meeting in Middlebury. What 
better spokesperson to speak on behalf of the enslaved and to insist on the end of slavery than a 
former slave – Frederick Douglass.  
  
The intriguing question is: Why begin in Middlebury?  There are four plausible explanations that 
certify the significance of this historic event: 
 
(1) Most Americans at the time regarded Vermont, the 14th state to join the union in 1791, as the 
first state to begin as and remain an anti-slavery state.  Its constitution outlawed adult 
enslavement, although it permitted the bondage of minors and regarded debt peonage as lawful, 
practices accepted as common during this era. 
 
(2) Judge Theophilus Harrington’s famous decision handed down in 1807 in the Vermont 
Supreme Court while in session in Middlebury.  Harrington told a New York enslaver that the 
Court required proof “from the Almighty” that the enslaver was entitled to hold another human 
being in bondage.  William Lloyd Garrison’s anti-slavery journal, The Liberator, ran the story of 
Harrington in its January 6, 1843, issue just as the planning for the 100 Conventions tour 
commenced. The article reminded readers that Harrington’s pronouncement was a “solemn and 
deliberate decision of the Supreme Court of Vermont.” 
     
(3) Abolitionists regarded Vermont Governor William Slade, native of Cornwall and an 1807 
graduate of Middlebury College, as a strong, dependable anti-slavery ally.  While serving in 
Congress in the 1830s and early 1840s, Slade took to the floor of the House of Representatives to 
denounce slavery.  He also published many letters in newspapers and journals to explain his anti-
slavery views.   
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(4) The Vermont Anti-Slavery Society was founded in Middlebury in May 1834.  Several nearby 
towns had formed local anti-slavery societies a few weeks before 86 conventioneers gathered in 
Middlebury to establish the state anti-slavery society. 
   
Thus, the New England Anti-Slavery Society viewed Middlebury as a friendly town in which to 
launch its tour.  Many of its residents as well as students at the College embraced anti-slavery 
views.  Nevertheless, they were disappointed and perplexed by the cool – even hostile -- 
reception that greeted them. 
 
Language on the plaque to commemorate the July 1843 convention in Middlebury might read as: 
 

On this site in the Addison County Courthouse on July 13 and 14, 1843, Frederick 
Douglass and several other prominent abolitionists of the New England Anti-Slavery 
Society launched their six-month 100 Conventions tour for the purpose of “creating 
anti-slavery sentiment” in communities in Vermont, New Hampshire, New York, Ohio, 
Indiana, and Pennsylvania.  They chose Middlebury as the inaugural site because 
Vermont Governor Slade and other Middlebury residents harbored anti-slavery 
sentiments.  However, Douglass described his reception in Middlebury as “intensely 
bitter and violent.”  The Vermont Observer reported that some boys threw gravel and 
eggs at some of the speakers.  Nevertheless, when Douglass began to relate his personal 
story of enslavement, “the house was perfectly still.”  Douglass credited Edward 
Barber, an 1829 graduate of Middlebury College, local lawyer, and founding member of 
the Vermont Anti-Slavery Society, with ensuring the convention’s success.   

 
I urge the town of Middlebury and the state of Vermont to acknowledge officially this critically 
important moment in our history.  The Liberator, the leading anti-slavery journal of its day, did 
not mention Middlebury as the inaugural site in its reporting on the 100 Conventions.  However, 
Frederick Douglass devoted a page and a half in his memoir, Life and Times of Frederick 
Douglass (1892), to his visit here.  I will say more about this historic occasion in my presentation 
to the Selectboard, ideally on December 13, 2022.  
 
I have attached the following supporting documents: 
 
A. Photo of Frederick Douglass. 
 
B. Excerpt from Frederick Douglass, Life and Times of Frederick Douglass, Written By Himself 
(1892; rpt New York: Collier Books, 1962) 226-27. 
 
C. Article 1, “The Rights of Individuals,” The Vermont Constitution (1793). 
 
D. Samuel. E. Sewall, “Harrington’s Decision,” The Liberator (January 6, 1843): 13. 
 
E. “The ‘One Hundred Conventions’,” The Liberator (December 22, 1843): 13, 51.  
 
F. Image of first Addison County Courthouse, Middlebury, in Glenn Andres, A Walking History 
of Middlebury, Vermont, 2nd ed. (Middlebury: Henry Sheldon Museum, 2021) 21.    
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