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Of African and Princely descent:
Norfolk’s Black History
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Few persons in the whole history of the town, regardless of name, race, color or condition
have been more respected and loved than was ‘Aunt Bilhah’ Freedom. So wrote Theron Crissey in
his 1900 History of Norfolk. When this much-loved Black woman died, townsfolk placed a marble
monument at her grave with this inscription:
Of African and Princely descent.
Of queenly yet deferential demeanor.
Greatly respected and beloved.

T

he Black history of a town is often an unwritten one. Theron Crissey, however, devoted a
chapter of his book to Norfolk’s African Americans, featuring several residents of excellent
character and worth. Among them is James Mars, a deacon of the Talcott Street Congregational Church in Hartford, whose 1864 autobiography about his early days of slavery in Norfolk
went through 11 editions. While his story is well-known, others have been forgotten. This exhibition
chronicles their lives.
Norfolk’s Black population grew from 28 residents in 1800 to a high of 72 in 1860. Their story
unfolds in small pieces: through birth and death records, property transactions, district maps,
cemetery stones, school records and census data. Dolphin Freedom bought three acres of land
on the Canaan Mountain road in 1792 and leased a lot on the Village Green for 20 pounds and
one peppercorn annually. Solomon Freeman, Harry Hines, and Samuel Smith all owned farms
in the 19th century. Most Black men at that time worked either as farm laborers or day laborers.
With the demise of farming at the turn of the 20th century, the Black population declined as
many left to look for work in cities. The growth of the summer resort provided employment as
maids, cooks, housekeepers, and coachmen, often at one of the hotels. William Bailey was a stone
mason, a lucrative profession during the residential building boom. His children appear in a number
of Marie Kendall’s photographs. Other photographs portray the children of William and Emma Rice.
In 1900 the seven Rice children were among the twelve students enrolled at the North Middle School
on Ashpohtag Road making it a predominantly Black school.
Although Connecticut did not abolish slavery until 1848, Norfolk played an important role in
the fight for equal rights: from Jupiter and Fanny Mars’ flight to freedom to the formation of the
Norfolk Anti-Slavery Society and the operation of the Underground Railroad; from Reverend Joseph
Eldridge’s daring 1861 sermon Does the Bible Sanction Slavery to the painting of John Brown commissioned by Robbins Battell. During the Civil War, six Norfolk men served in the 29th Regiment
Connecticut Volunteer Colored Infantry. Chauncey Crossley and Edward Hines joined the 54th
Massachusetts, the first Black regiment to be organized after the Emancipation Proclamation in
1863. Its courageous assault on Fort Wagner led by Commander Robert Gould Shaw was memorialized in the 1989 movie Glory. Edward died in the assault. He was just 18 years old.
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Census Records

B

eginning in 1800, Norfolk residents were enumerated in the United States Federal Census,
taken every ten years. The 1800 and 1810 census recorded the name of the head of each
household, the number and age ranges of free white males and females in the household,
the number and age ranges of free persons of color, and the number of slaves. There were no
recorded slaves in the Norfolk census. The 1820 census also included occupation (agriculture,
manufacturing, and commerce). By 1840 mining, navigation of sea and waterways, and learned
profession were added to the list of occupations.
The 1850 census is considerably more comprehensive. It is the first to list the names and exact
age of each person in the household. We therefore know the names of the Black servants and farm
hands that resided in white households as well as the composition of each Black household. Color
is recorded as White, Black, or Mulatto. Place of birth, marriage status, student status, and the value
of real estate owned are recorded in addition to profession, occupation or trade.
Most of the 1890 United States Federal Census Records were destroyed in a fire at the Commerce
Department in Washington D.C. on January 10, 1921. The 1930 census records are the most recent that
have been made available to the public. Census records can be accessed online at www.ancestry.
com.

1800
Black households: Jupiter Mars, Dolphin Freedom, Peter Freedom, John George, Hector Williams.
Black people also resided in seven white households, including James Mars at the Munger farm.
1810
Black households: Cyrus Besco, Cuff Cyprian, Jacob Dalson, John George, Nedra James, Jupiter
Mars, Jacob Savoy, Isaac Thompson. Blacks also resided in four white households.
1820
Black households: George Bridget, John Dreen, Peter Freedom, John Gray, John Hall, James
Harrow, Cato Hector, Fanny Mars, Thomas Noble. Blacks also resided in six white households.
1830
Black households: Thomas Calder, Peter Freedom, John Hall, James Mars, Thomas Noble,
Moses Pierce. Blacks also resided in six white households including Samuel Smith at Jospeh Battell’s.
1840
There were no Black households enumerated in the 1840 census. Blacks resided in 13 white
households including those of Rev. Joseph Eldridge and Joseph Battell.
1850
Black households: Bilhah Freedom, Thomas Calder, John Hall, Moses Hall, Harry Hines,
Samuel Smith. Sarah and Anna Battell in Whitehouse employed Mary Rogers (27) and Sally
Fagan (16). Across the Green, Lucy Waterman (50) lived at home of Robbins and Ellen Mills Battell.
1860
Black households: Robert Brown, Chauncey Crosley, Bilhah Freedom, Solomon Freeman, Moses
Hall, Harry Hines, Robert Jones, James Prime, Samuel Smith.
1870
Black households: Robert Brown, Chauncey Crosley, William Fagan, Bilhah Freedom, Solomon
Freeman, Moses Hall, Harry Hines, Robert Hines, Robert Jones, James Prime, Samuel Smith, Henry
White.
1880
Black households: William Fagan, Alanson Freeman, John Freeman, Solomon Freeman,
Lewis Hines, Robert Hines, James Prime, Jane Smith.
1900
Black households: John Bailey, William Bailey, Floyd Crosler, Robert Crosler, Alfred Jackson,
Robert Leggins, William Rice, James Smith.
1910
Black households: John Bailey, John E. Bailey, William Bailey, Alanson Freeman,
Alanson Freeman Jr., Henry Freeman, Charles Rice, James Smith.
1920
Black households: Alice Bailey, William Bailey, William Bailey Jr., Alanson Freeman, Charles
Freeman, Fred Freeman, James Smith.
1930
Black households: Emma Bailey, John E. Bailey, John W. Bailey, William Bailey (2), Susan Harriett,
Arthur Johnson, Russell Johnson, William Saundro, Seth Sharp.

John Hall

C

hurch records kept by the Reverend Ammi Ruhamah
Robbins, pastor of Norfolk from 1761 to 1813, provide
information about people of color in Norfolk prior to
the first census enumeration in 1800. Among the baptisms,
marriages, and burials recorded by Robbins was the baptism
of George Indian’s child in 1790.
A Pequot Indian, John Hall was born John George in Rhode
Island about 1767 and had moved to Norfolk with his wife by 1790.
He is one of 28 persons of color listed in the 1800 census. Crissey
tells us that an Indian named John George lived for a time in
the old Avery house. He had two sons, John George and Stephen
George. The Avery house was located on the Colebrook Road
near the farms of James Mars and abolitionist Thomas Cowles.
Property transactions for John George include the 1809 purchase
of land and premises near Pond Hill and Loon Meadow.
Family history recounts that John adopted the surname Hall in 1813 upon his marriage to second
wife Clara. While standing in the church hall, he was asked by the pastor what his Christian name
was. Taking his name from his surroundings, he chose the name Hall. Thereafter in census records,
he is listed as John Hall.
John and Clara had three children: Moses, Jane, and Nelson. Moses and his wife Jerusha may be
pictured in the tintype image at the right. They lived in Norfolk with their children before moving to
North Canaan. Jane married Samuel Smith, the Battell’s farmer, and lived near her parents with her
sons Samuel and James. In the 1850 census, John Hall (83) is described as a mulatto laborer. He died
later that year. Church burial records include that of John Hall Indian.

James Mars

J

ames Mars was the son of slaves. His father, Jupiter, had three successive owners in New York
state and fought in the Revolutionary War while serving the Van Rensselaer family before he was
sold to a man in Salisbury, Connecticut. His next master was the Reverend Thompson of North
Canaan. Thompson’s wife had brought her slaves with her from Virginia when she came to Canaan,
and one of them—Fanny—was soon married to Jupiter. While in Canaan, Jupiter and Fanny had five
children, three of whom died in infancy. James was born in 1790.
In his autobiography, James Mars paints a vivid picture of his father’s maltreatment by the minister’s wife who threatened to have Jupiter stripped and flogged when they returned South. When
this return became imminent, Jupiter decided to escape with his wife and two sons. The story of the
Mars family’s flight to Norfolk, their capture, and eight-year-old James’ sale as an indentured laborer
to Elizur Munger is recounted in the autobiography. Jupiter and Fanny were given their freedom
and settled in Norfolk where they had a daughter Charlotte and a son John. It is possible Jupiter
worked as a blacksmith because the property Fanny sold after his death included a blacksmith shop.
Crissey tells us that Jupiter played the fiddle for the young people in town who enjoyed dancing.
Son John became a minister and twice preached at the Congregational Church at the request of
Reverend Eldridge in 1872. As a young man John lived at the home of William Oakley whose daughter
remembered: When I was a baby [he] was very fond of me. I used to pat his face as he held me, as I
have been told, and he would say, ‘My black skin does not make any difference to her.’
Although Connecticut law mandated that slaves born before 1792 must serve until they
were 25 years old, James Mars negotiated his freedom when he turned 21 in 1811. He spent
some time in the West but returned to Norfolk and in 1825 bought a 23-acre farm on the
Colebrook Road. It was next to the farm of Deacon Amos Pettibone and near that of Thomas
Cowles. Both were staunch abolitionists and active in the Underground Railroad. James Mars
married and had two children before he sold his farm in 1828 and moved to Hartford where
he worked in a dry goods store and enjoyed a prominent place in the Black community. He
was a founding member of the African Religious Society in 1833 and a deacon at the Talcott
Street Congregational Church, a center for abolitionist activities. James played an important
role in reforming national and Connecticut laws pertaining to Blacks. However, he was disappointed at Connecticut’s failure to enfranchise Blacks, and he eventually moved to Pittsfield,
Massachusetts where, in his words, it has been my privilege to vote in five presidential elections
[and] to help elect the lamented and murdered Lincoln.
James Mars had eight children. Two sons enlisted in the Navy; three served in the military during
the Civil War; and one daughter immigrated to Africa to teach. After twenty years in Massachusetts,
James returned to Norfolk and, at the request of his sister, decided to write his autobiography to
educate people that slavery did indeed exist in Connecticut. When the book was first published in
1864, James was 74 years old and working as a field hand. By the time the 11th edition was published,
he was unable to work and dependent on sales of the book to support himself. James Mars died in
Ashley Falls on May 28, 1880 and is buried in Norfolk’s Center Cemetery.

God Never Made a Slave
Columbia’s sons, though slave ye be,
God, your Creator, made you free,
He life to all and being gave,
But never, never, made a slave!
His works are wonderful to see,
All, all, proclaim the Deity;
He made the earth, and formed the wave,
But never, never, made a slave!
He made the skies with spangles bright,
The moon to shine by silent night,
The sun, and spread the vast concave,
But never, never, made a slave.
The verdant earth on which we tread
Was by his hand all carpeted;
Enough for all he freely gave,
But never, never, made a slave.
All men are equal in his sight
The bond, the free, the black, the white:
He made them all, them freedom gave
He made the man, man made the slave!
			

—James Mars

From “Original and Selected Pieces for Declamation and Recitation in Primary Schools,”
in The Primary Union Speaker by John D. Philbrick, Superintendent of Public Schools (Boston, 1867).

Norfolk Anti-Slavery Society

T

he Norfolk Anti-Slavery Society was formed in 1844. An auxiliary
of the state organization, it included among its members many of
the most notable men in the community. The first man in Norfolk
to publicly oppose slavery was Thomas T. Cowles. In the presidential
election of 1840, Cowles cast his vote for Abolitionist candidate James
Birney. Although they were in a minority at the time, a handful of
Norfolk men were so opposed to slavery that they thought it wrong
to vote as long as the United States Constitution sanctioned slavery.
Thomas Cowles proposed a church resolution on the subject
of slavery. It began with these words:
Resolved that slavery is a sin against God and an invasion
of the rights of our fellow men, awfully comprehensive of evil.
On Sunday, February 17, 1861, Reverend Joseph Eldridge told his congregation that he intended to
speak on the subject of slavery on the following Sabbath. He said that he was giving advanced notice
in order that those who might not wish to hear the sermon could stay away. Very few members of his
congregation were absent the following Sunday when Reverend Eldridge considered the question:
Does the Bible Sanction Slavery? The answer in the Scriptures, he said, was an emphatic No.

The Bible teaches me to call no man master; that
my fellow creatures are in the sight of God just as
important as I am. No human foresight can now
determine the when and how of slavery’s demise;
but that it will die, I regard as only a question of
time. And who is not prepared with me to say, ‘O
Lord, hasten the day.’
—rev. joseph eldridge, february 24, 1861

The Underground Railroad in Norfolk

I

n the years before the Civil War, abolitionists established a clandestine system to assist escaping
slaves reach the safety of Canada. The network of trails and hiding places called stations was
known as the Underground Railroad and crossed Connecticut from south to north. There were 34
towns and at least 86 principal “agents” involved in the Underground Railroad in Connecticut.
The Underground Railroad was active in Norfolk, but because its activities were shrouded
in secrecy and few records were kept, it is difficult to find documentation. Crissey’s History
of Norfolk (1900) tells us that the house of Deacon Amos Pettibone on the Village Green was
among several stations in town:
Dea. Pettibone used to take passengers on to the next station in New Marlborough. I
remember his stopping one morning at my home to have us children see a young runaway
slave whom he had kept overnight, and was then on his way to the next ‘station.’ He showed
the scars on his ankles where he had worn irons.
Deacon Pettibone was the head of the Abolition Party in Norfolk, and members would gather
around the fireside at his home for caucuses. Other abolitionists very likely sheltered runaway slaves
as well. Oral tradition suggests that houses such as that of Thomas Cowles on the Colebrook Road
were stations on the Underground Railroad. The 1853 and 1859 maps of Norfolk show the location
of the Pettibone house on the Village Green. The 1874 map of Norfolk shows the Cowles farm on the
Colebrook Road.
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T

he Rice, Jackson, and Bailey families are among several extended families that lived in Norfolk
in 1900. William and Emma Rice rented a house on North Street. Emma’s mother, Mary
Jackson, lived with them and helped care for the seven Rice children: Frank (14), George (13),
Ward (10), Edith (8), Willie (7), Harry (4), and McKinley (3). Young Harry boarded nearby at the home
of his uncle Alfred Jackson. The Rice children attended the North Middle School with their cousin,
Retta Jackson. Some of the children are pictured in the school photographs. Both William Rice and
Alfred Jackson worked as laborers. Other members of the Rice clan—William’s brother Charles (25)
and sister Nellie (19)—lived at the Phelps homestead on North Street where they were employed as
servants. Charles would later find work driving an ice wagon.
William Bailey was a stone mason married to Mary Williams, the daughter of John Williams and
Margaret Crosley. They had nine children: Susan, Ada, Annie, Emma, William, Andrew, Kate, Margaret and John. The Bailey children attended Center School and the Church of Christ Sunday School.
They appear in Marie Kendall’s photographs including the Ups and Downs of Life and Christmas
Caroling. William’s brother John also worked in Norfolk as a stone mason.
Another Bailey family moved to Norfolk in 1924: John Edward, his wife Jeannette, and their daughter Martha. John and Jeannette hailed from Virginia where John had been educated at the Hampton
Institute and trained as a blacksmith. A son Edward and daughter Ann were soon born. Although he
found employment as a blacksmith, racial prejudice prevented John from financing and operating
his own business, and he had to look elsewhere for work. He held various jobs including groomsman
and cook at the Hillhurst Hotel before he was hired as a butler by architect Alfredo Taylor. Jeannette
worked as a cook and a waitress at Crissey Place and operated a home laundry. The Baileys owned
the house on the northwest corner of Mountain Road and Sunset Ridge. Their daughter Martha
Bailey Davis, an artist, returned to Norfolk for the last years of her life. She was affectionately known
as Maba. This is her story:
My father and mother came to Norfolk in 1924. I was 4½ years old. John Edward Bailey was a skilled
blacksmith and wheelwright. He worked for a short time for the “Norfolk Village Smithy” on Westside
Road. Because of Bailey’s expert work, he was in great demand which caused professional jealousy
on the part of his employer. Soon this situation became intolerable, and my father sought financial
backing to open his own shop. In 1925 this was unrealistic dreaming for a Black man in Norfolk. His
efforts were blocked.
He worked on various jobs before Mr. Robbins Battell Stoeckel hired him as groom for his
horses and later employed my mother, Jeannette, as cook. After working for Mr. Stoeckel for a few
years, my father changed jobs and worked as butler for the noted architect Alfredo S. G. Taylor for
nearly 30 years.
John retired and moved to Danville, Va. in 1957. Our family’s years in Norfolk were hard years
but full of love, nature, beauty and learning. Learning about life, people and animals (all kinds) that
inhabit the earth. I have come back to live for a while in the town that feels like home to me. For this
is where I learned to know the reality of the only thing that matters in living on planet earth—love.
Maba Bailey Davis, 1980
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Mrs. Spring’s Sunday School Class on the steps of Battell Chapel. Circa 1902.
William Bailey was one of 50 blacks living in Norfolk in 1900. He and his wife Mary had five children
who figure in several of Marie Kendall’s photographs at this time. Susan is pictured in the second to
last row on the left in Myrtie Botelle’s class at the Center School. The children also attended Sunday
School at the Church of Christ.
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Myrtie Botelle’s Class at Center School , circa 1898.
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Miss Philbin’s Class at Center School (above), Miss Botelle’s Class at Center School (below),
1913. By 1913 the Bailey household had expanded as four more children had been born.
William, now 15, and his younger brother Andrew (11) are pictured in Rose Philbin’s class
at the Center School. Katie (10) and her sister Maggie (8) were in Myrtie Botelle’s class.
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Miss Relihan’s Class at Center School, 1915.
By 1915 Center School was housed in a new brick building which stood on the present
site of Meadowbrook Apartments. Katie and Maggie Bailey had advanced to Katherine
Relihan’s 3rd and 4th grade class.
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O

ne of the earliest records of the Freedom family in Norfolk is a property transaction. In 1792
Dolphin Freedom bought three acres of land and a house from Nathaniel Roys for six pounds.
A year later he added another three acres to this property on the Canaan Mountain road.
Between that time and his death in 1801, Dolphin was involved in several more property transactions
listed in the Norfolk Land Records, including the purchase of 40 acres of land in 1796.
Peter Freedom is listed in the 1800 federal census with his family of four. After the death of his
wife Clorony, Peter moved to Litchfield with his children and in 1812 married 29-year-old Bilhah, a
native of that town. The family returned to Norfolk, and Peter found work at the grist mill. He and
Bilhah would bury two children before their daughter Amanda was born in 1814. That year Bilhah
was admitted as a member of the Congregational Church by letter of recommendation from the
Church in Litchfield. The Freedoms lived in a house at the south end of the Village Green, and the
1820 census lists Peter’s occupation as manufacturing. Daughter Jane was born in 1819. By 1830 Peter
and Bilhah also had a son.
After Peter died in 1837, Bilhah went to live with her daughter Amanda Van Ness in upstate New
York. While there are no Freedoms listed in Norfolk in the 1840 census, a John Freedom enrolled at
the Norfolk Academy that year. The Academy attracted students from nearby states who boarded
with families, and it would make sense for John to have returned to the town in which his family had
lived for 40 years if he was a particularly able student.
By 1850 Bilhah had returned to Norfolk, and her daughter Amanda followed soon after with her
five children. Betsy, Henry, Sarah, and Jane attended the Schoolhouse on the Green. Irene Van Ness
was a domestic servant. It is possible that Amanda’s poor health was the reason for her return as
she died a few years later at the age of 53. Bilhah Freedom was 85 years old at the time and doing occasional housework. At the end of her life she lived in a small house on Greenwoods Road just north
of Whitehouse. It had been built and used as a shoe shop. According to the 1870 census records,
the real estate she owned was valued at $200. Bilhah lived with her granddaughter Jane and Jane’s
husband, Lyman Moore.
Theron Crissey included a portrait of Aunt Bilhah, as she was called, in his History of Norfolk.
He tells us that she was famous as a cook, in great demand on Thanksgiving and at weddings, and
known for the gingerbread which she would sell to the children in town. After she died on November 10, 1871, a marble gravestone was inscribed by townsfolk:
Bilhah Freedom, Widow of Peter Freedom;
Greatly respected and beloved.
Of African and Princely descent.
Of queenly yet deferential demeanor.
Grateful and happy in her humble lot, tender and true.
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