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The Strange Career of
Benjamin Franklin Prentiss,
Antislavery Lawyer

A nineteenth-century genealogist alleged
that Prentiss, the young St. Albans
amanuensis of Jeffrey Brace’s 1810
memoir, The Blind African Slave,
practiced law in Richmond, Virginia,
and ran a plantation in Wheeling, West
Virginia. Although this curious story may
have emerged from a confusion of two
generations of the same name, the
verifiable traces of Benjamin Franklin
Prentiss’s life offer a haunting glimpse
into the tragedies and possibilities of
1810s Vermont.

By KARr1J. WINTER

nder a glass case in the Special Collections Room of the Uni-

versity of Vermont’s Bailey/Howe Library rests a small

book with rough, decaying edges. If you are permitted to

hold it in your hands, you will find that it smells of dust and decay. If
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you open it, its breath will mingle with yours, and you will run the dan-
ger of becoming entangled in a conversation between an odd couple—
an elderly African man and a young New England lawyer —who were
kindred spirits. The manual labor of a teenaged newspaper apprentice
painstakingly created the physical artifact, the relic. Its living soul
emerges from the human imagination.

Amid the scattered archival fragments that document the existence
of Benjamin Franklin Prentiss, the only remnant that still throbs with
life is this book, this conversation with Jeffrey Brace, published in 1810
under the title The Blind African Slave: Or Memoirs of Boyrereau
Brinch, Nicknamed Jeffrey Brace. While researching the memoir for its
first republication in 200 years, I uncovered a wealth of information
about Jeffrey Brace but was able to find only minimal traces of Pren-
tiss, which I summarized in my introduction.

The Blind African Slave gives no indication of how Jeffrey Brace and
his amanuensis-editor Benjamin Franklin Prentiss met or why they
agreed to collaborate on the memoir. Admitted to the Franklin
County Bar in August 1808, Prentiss apparently made almost as little
money as a lawyer as he did from sales of the book. On June 5, 1811,
he was residing in the household of Luther Whitcomb in Milton, a
small town south of St. Albans [Vermont], when the town selectmen
directed the constable to warn him and his family, along with Whit-
comb and five other families, to leave town . . . . Benjamin Prentiss
thus appears to have been a young man with little social or finan-
cial support in the 1810s, and thereafter he disappears from the his-
torical record.!

I wondered what motivated a young white lawyer of meager financial
means to help an elderly black man tell his life story when he himself
was struggling to establish a career and support a fragile family, but my
efforts to glean more information were stymied until January 2006,
when Marjorie Strong, an assistant librarian at the Vermont History
Center, led me to an obscure genealogical book, The History and Gene-
alogy of the Prentice, or Prentiss Family, in New England, Etc., from
1631 to 1883, in which Charles J. F. Binney asserts that Benjamin Frank-
lin Prentiss owned a plantation near Wheeling, Virginia, and practiced
law in Richmond, which was almost 250 miles south of Wheeling. Bin-
ney also alleges that Prentiss died in Richmond in March 1817.2
Genealogical sources are often helpful in historical research, but they
are notoriously unreliable. While I had good reasons to doubt the ve-
racity of Binney’s claims about Prentiss, I found the mystery of his life
even more intriguing. I embarked on a fresh round of research that
took me to Virginia, Vermont, Québec, New York, and Ohio in hopes
of finding more clues to Prentiss’s story. In this article, I closely read



the archival traces of his life in conjunction with the social conditions
within and against which he lived.

Benjamin Franklin Prentiss was an heir to all of his names. In keep-
ing with the inattentive spelling customs of his day, his surname was re-
corded as Prentice, Prentis, or, most often, Prentiss. The name emerged
from a social station of manual labor, apprenticeship. Its meanings in-
clude: To send or put to prentice; to bind as apprentice. A learner gen-
erally; a disciple. An apprentice at law. A prentice-boy, -girl, -lad,
-years; often implying inexperience as of a novice or beginner (adapted
from the Oxford English Dictionary). His first name was a nod to an
uncle named Benjamin but his full given name, Benjamin Franklin, was
a tribute to the printer, scientist, philanthropist, statesman, and author
of Poor Richard’s Almanac, who was already, at the time of the baby’s
1774 birth, the most famous American in the world, although his most
important achievements in diplomacy and literature were yet to come.
The name Benjamin Franklin Prentiss thus expressed Enlightenment
values of hard work and public spirit.

Benjamin’s father, Dr. Jonathan Prentiss, was the son of a wealthy
English farmer who had immigrated to Massachusetts and a “doctor-
ess” who was the granddaughter of Earl Gilbert, a Scottish peer. Dr.
Prentiss married Margaret Daniels, the great-granddaughter of a Scot-
tish aristocrat, Lord Edgecombe, and she gave birth to their second
son, Benjamin Franklin, on July 29, 1774, during a high pitch of Revo-
lutionary fervor in New London, Connecticut. Like many eighteenth-
century Americans, the Prentisses were nomadic. During wartime and
postwar chaos, the Prentisses moved from one New England town to
another. In 1779, they were in Wilbraham, Massachusetts, when their
third child died at the age of two. In 1790, Margaret gave birth to her
tenth child in Lempster, New Hampshire. Jonathan and Margaret had
thirteen children in all, most of whom survived into adulthood. After
moving time and again, the family joined a flood of immigrants to the
booming frontier state of Vermont. They settled in St. Albans, a port
and trading entrepot located on a bay of Lake Champlain near the
Canadian border.

Although a cultural outpost, St. Albans was roiling with national and
transatlantic controversies when Dr. and Mrs. Prentiss arrived with
their large family of teenagers and young children. Lake Champlain,
stretching for one hundred twenty miles between the Adirondack
Mountains of New York and the Green Mountains of Vermont, served
as a vital trade route for lumber and other goods that were transported
via connecting waterways north to Montreal and south to New York
City. The lake bustled with steamboats, sloops, schooners, canoes, and



other vessels during every season except winter, when much of its surface
froze. In 1800, St. Albans comprised 121 households with a population
that the U.S. census counted as 901, a number that included an active
military company but did not include Indians, whom early U.S. census
takers did not count. Despite their official invisibility, hundreds of Abe-
nakis lived in the region. Dozens of free blacks also lived in the area, as
did French Canadians or Acadians and other diverse peoples. The bor-
derlands were religiously, linguistically, and ethnically heterogeneous,
rife with Anglo-French, white-Indian-black, and American-Canadian
collaboration and conflict. The village of St. Albans clustered along Main,
Lake, Fairfield, Congress, and a few other streets dotted with log cabins,
colonial frame houses, three or four general stores, a drug store, a bank,
a tannery, saw mills, barns, stables, a woolen mill, a grist mill, an ash-
ery, a park, and a cemetery. Sailors and visitors were plentiful enough
to support three boarding houses or hotels in St. Albans.

Dr. Jonathan Prentiss was described by contemporaries as “thick set,
square, remarkably spry, and powerful” as well as “quick-tempered and
persistent.”® He developed a stable practice as a physician that necessi-
tated travel to neighboring villages and backwoods farms. The family’s
persistence in the area suggests that they prospered. Historian Jeffrey
Potash found that in Vermont “there was a strong correlation from 1795
to 1806 between persistence and wealth.”* At the age of seventy-six, it
was said, Dr. Prentiss could still outjump the smartest young men. His
wife Margaret was a “shortish, plump, smart, neat, very industrious, very
worthy, and genial person, of lively, pleasant wit, and always feeling
well.”s The couple’s sons entered various professions and their daugh-
ters married respectably, establishing a clan whose branches extended
throughout the northern Champlain Valley, from Burlington to Milton
and St. Albans, where Dr. Prentiss would continue living until his death
in 1833.

At the turn of the century, Benjamin Franklin Prentiss, in his mid-
twenties, was reading for the law and living in Granville, New York, a
small town near the Vermont border. In February 1801, at the age of
twenty-six, he married a nineteen-year-old Bostonian, Elizabeth War-
ren Chase, in Whitehall, New York, across the state line from Poultney,
Vermont, where the sixty-year-old Jeffrey Brace was living at the time.
Elizabeth was the daughter of Elizabeth (Begnell) and Thomas Chase,
a Revolutionary War general who had died in Boston in 1787, shortly
after Elizabeth’s seventh birthday. Within six years of her marriage to
Benjamin, Elizabeth gave birth to five children, only two of whom sur-
vived into adulthood: their third child, America Frances Arabella
Prentiss, usually called Arabella, born in New York on April 17, 1804,



and their fourth child, Joseph Gilbert Prentiss, born in New York on
April 8, 1807.

With these two children in tow, Benjamin and Elizabeth Prentiss
relocated to St. Albans, where Benjamin was admitted to the Frank-
lin County Bar in August 1808. As the shire town of Franklin County,
St. Albans housed the county courthouse and supported a burgeoning
legal profession. But as an aspiring young lawyer Prentiss faced stiff
competition. At least ten lawyers were already practicing in the town,
the most formidable of whom was Cornelius Van Ness (1782-1852), who
had moved to St. Albans from Kinderhook, New York, in 1806 with an
inherited fortune of $40,000. He was thriving as a lawyer, businessman,
banker, and politician and would be elected governor of Vermont in
1823. Prentiss’s chances at a strong professional start were further di-
minished by the fact that the economic boom of his parents’ generation
was collapsing. The era was economically and politically turbulent. Brit-
ain’s abolitionist movement had succeeded in getting the transatlantic
slave trade legally abolished in 1807, and the United States followed
suit in 1808, but the trade continued illicitly. Thomas Jefferson had en-
joyed several years of popularity in Vermont; by 1807 his party had won
Vermont’s governorship for the first time, a majority in the general as-
sembly, and many seats in the United States House and Senate. How-
ever, when President Jefferson decided to impose an embargo banning
trade with Canada as well as Great Britain, he was vilified throughout
New England, where the embargo caused extreme economic hardship,
inflamed sectional politics, and intensified resentment against Virginia’s
federal dominance. New England’s hatred of slaveholders grew after
the South gained power from the three-fifths compromise, which en-
abled southerners to gain congressional representatives by counting the
people whom they enslaved as three-fifths of a person. Anger at Jef-
ferson and his power base enabled Vermont’s Federalists to regain
some seats in the 1808 elections. When the Jeffersonian Governor Israel
Smith attempted to enforce the embargo by calling out troops to com-
bat smuggling, he lost the governorship to his Federalist opponent,
Isaac Tichenor. Some New Englanders were so enraged by the embargo
that they advocated seceding from the Union. Northern Vermont in
particular was intimately intertwined in economic and personal rela-
tionships with southern Québec. Although some Vermonters were able
to profit from the embargo by developing local industries and/or trad-
ing illicitly with Canada, many others suffered severe economic disrup-
tion and hardship. The prices of daily necessities skyrocketed.

In St. Albans, the proximity of the Canadian border enabled lucra-
tive and lively smuggling, which supporters of the embargo struggled to



thwart. Prentiss’s Jeffersonian competitor-at-law, Cornelius Van Ness,
devoted himself to prosecuting smugglers such as Dr. John Stoddard, a
St. Albans merchant and owner of a general store who ran Lake Cham-
plain’s most infamous smuggling boat, the Black Snake. In contrast,
while launching his career as a Franklin County lawyer, Benjamin Pren-
tiss devoted himself to talking with Jeffrey Brace, who had moved to
the area with his family a few years earlier. Prentiss took an avid inter-
est in Brace’s life story and spent countless hours interviewing him,
transcribing his story, researching his African origins, and preparing
the manuscript for publication. In brief, The Blind African Slave re-
counts the story of Brace’s birth in West Africa around 1742, capture
by slave traders in 1758, transportation to Barbados, service in the
Seven Years War, enslavement in Connecticut, service in the American
Revolution, and eventual freedom in Vermont where, despite many se-
vere struggles with racism and poverty, he married an African widow
named Susan (Susannah) Dublin, raised a family, worked as a farmer
and laborer, and became a part of a multiracial evangelical network of
antislavery agitators.

Although they had to pay mandatory religious taxes until 1810,
St. Albans residents embraced heterogeneous religious doctrines and
practices. Some people remained, by conviction, indifference, or force
of habit, in their forefathers’ faiths, which ranged from traditional New
England Congregationalism and Episcopalianism to French Catholicism
and Irish Protestantism. Some residents of St. Albans maintained or
adopted world views that were interlaced, consciously or unconsciously,
with Abenaki and African traditions. The deism advocated by Ethan
Allen was popular in turn-of-the-century Vermont, and some people
remained agnostic free-thinkers for life, while others eventually joined
more conventional churches or were set ablaze by the passionate evan-
gelism of Methodists and Baptists. In the spring of 1801, the first flames
of the Second Great Awakening swept through northern Vermont, and
revivals would continue to ignite and burn wildly for the next three de-
cades. Freewill Baptists, who broke from Calvinist Baptists’ cold doc-
trines to embrace a more democratic worldview, flourished in Vermont,
becoming leaders in the movements against slavery and in favor of tem-
perance and women’s rights.® One of the converts to the Freewill Bap-
tist faith was Jeffrey Brace.” Prentiss, who partially wrote and partially
transcribed Brace’s memoir, represents Brace’s conversion sympatheti-
cally, but he does not identify himself as sharing Brace’s religious views.
Indeed, he distances himself from the memoir’s abundant Biblical
quotations by telling the reader that they were “inserted by the request
of the narrator, and under his immediate direction.”® The sections of



The Blind African Slave that we can identify confidently as contribu-
tions from Prentiss suggest that his interests inclined more toward the
secular concerns of politics, farming, science, and geography than to-
ward religion. The rhetoric he uses when speaking in his own voice is
the Enlightenment rhetoric of natural rights, civil liberty, and religious
tolerance.

The Blind African Slave leaves no doubt that Prentiss passionately
embraced abolitionist and egalitarian politics. His introduction to the
book is infused with outrage over slavery. He exclaims: “When we look
at the custom of European and American nations of purchasing, steal-
ing, and decoying in to the chains of bondage the negroes of Africa,
and the custom sanctioned by the laws of the several governments; that
public and private sales are legal; that they are bartered, sold, and used
as beasts of the field, to the disgrace of civilization, civil liberty, and
christianity; each manly feeling swells with indignation at the horrid
spectacle, and whoever has witnessed the miserable and degraded sit-
uation to which these unfortunate mortals are reduced, in the West
Indies and southern states of United America, must irresistibly be led
to ask—Does not civilization produce barbarity? Liberty legalize tyr-
anny? And christianity deny the humanity it professes?” Prentiss con-
cludes his introduction by asserting, “Whoever wishes to preserve the
constitution of our general government, to keep sacred the enviable
and inestimable principles, by which we are governed, and to enjoy the
natural liberty of man, must embark on the great work of exterminat-
ing slavery and promoting general emancipation.”!°

Prentiss’s indignation over the abomination of slavery inspired him
to pour time and energy into helping Brace recount his experiences.
Although sympathetic to the New England Federalist camp that was
agitating against the power of southern slaveholders, Prentiss could not
feel comfortable with their regional politics because Brace’s story did
not depict Southern slavery. It exposed Yankee involvement in the slave
trade and, more explosively, called attention to the cruelty of slavery
within respectable Congregationalist households. Antislavery sentiment
had gradually prevailed in Northern states after the Revolution. “By
1804, every Northern state had committed itself to abolition, the result
of a process that ranged from the efforts of the General Court of Mas-
sachusetts to establish gradual abolition laws in 1773 and 1774 to New
Jersey’s gradual emancipation statute of 1804.”"" Gradual abolition laws
did not emancipate all slaves in the North, however. Some remained in
bondage as late as the Civil War. Furthermore, “freedom” was viciously
circumscribed for Northern blacks and Indians, who encountered in-
numerable obstacles to education, economic advancement, housing,



church membership, and social acceptance. Antislavery rhetoric often
was infused with anti-black sentiment and worked hand-in-hand with
racist social policies, economic practices, and legislation. Many anti-
slavery agitators hated slavery in part because they hated blacks. Pren-
tiss and Brace risked opprobrium and isolation by calling attention to
the severe problems of racism in the North. They were insisting on
opening a discussion that many northerners found intolerable.!?

In addition to listening to and recording Brace’s recollections, Pren-
tiss read widely in the extant literature about Africa. The thematic con-
cerns of The Blind African Slave indicate that he was deeply curious
about African agriculture, flora, fauna, languages, governments, reli-
gions, laws, and customs. Aside from the Bible, the texts that Prentiss
cites in The Blind African Slave can be divided into two groups: anti-
slavery works and geographical or travel writings about Africa. They
include the following:

“The Negro Boy,” a popular antislavery song published in Washing-
ton, D.C. (1802)

“Help! Oh, help! thou God of Christians!” an anonymous, untitled
antislavery poem published in the Boston Weekly Magazine (14
April 1804)

Cowper, William. “The Negro’s Complaint” (first published in Lon-
don in 1788 and reprinted often in the United States)

Damberger, Christian Frederick (pseudonym). Travels through the
Interior of Africa (London and Boston, 1801)

Guthrie, William. A New Geographical, Historical, and Commercial
Grammar: and Present State of the Several Kingdoms of the World
(Philadelphia, 1809)

Hornemann, Friedrich, James Rennal, William Marsden, et al., The
Journal of Friedrich Hornemann’s Travels, From Cairo to Mour-
zouk, the Capital of the Kingdom of Fezzan, in Africa (London,
1802)

Morse, Jedidiah. The American Geography; or, A View of the Present
Situation of the United States of America (London, 1792)

Shaw, Thomas. Travels; or, Observations Relating to Several Parts of
Barbary and Levant (Oxford, 1738)

A well-educated man from an extended family of moderate means,
Prentiss may have obtained reading materials from his family library,
from bookstores or lending libraries, which were common features in
Vermont towns, or from the University of Vermont, which was located
about thirty miles south of St. Albans. His allusions to political events
throughout the Atlantic world demonstrate that he read widely in the



newspapers and periodicals that were available throughout New En-
gland. He could have come across Olaudah Equiano’s pioneering mem-
oir of slavery, The Interesting Narrative of the Life of Olaudah Equiano,
or Gustavus Vassa, the African, an American edition of which had
been published in New York in 1791, but The Blind African Slave does
not allude explicitly to Equiano.”® Prentiss and Brace do mention “the
pathetic and persuasive eloquence” of the ministers in the “African
churches, in the cities of New York and Philadelphia,” which suggests
that they were aware of a network of African and African-American
preachers, intellectuals, and activists that was spreading throughout
the Northeast.!"* Closer to home, Prentiss and Brace may have heard
the powerful sermons of the black Vermont Congregationalist minister,
Lemuel Haynes. Brace himself was becoming a sought-after antislavery
speaker who sometimes traveled with the black preacher, Rev. Charles
Bowles.

The first book published in the town of St. Albans, The Blind African
Slave was printed by an eighteen-year-old newspaper apprentice named
Harry Whitney. Prentiss filed for copyright by depositing a copy of the
book’s title page with the clerk of the federal district court in St. Albans
on June 20, 1810. The newspaper for which Whitney worked, the Frank-
lin County Advertiser, advertised the book weekly between July and
October. The newspaper’s printing presses were housed in a new brick
store located across from the courthouse on the town green. Vermont-
ers were avid readers, and they most likely congregated often in the
brick store, where they could purchase a variety of weeklies, periodi-
cals, almanacs, and books as well as paper, pens, and groceries.

On October 18, 1810, the Franklin County Advertiser announced that
The Blind African Slave would be “ready for delivery on Wednesday
next” and that copies could be obtained from Prentiss and Whitney.
Both men, along with Brace, most likely cherished dreams of distrib-
uting the book widely throughout Vermont, New York, Québec, the
Northeast, and even the South through shipping to bookstores and sell-
ing to itinerant peddlers. Unfortunately, the Franklin County Advertiser
went out of business within days of publishing the book. The hopes of
all three men for brisk sales were dashed. Whitney moved on, searching
for a position with another town’s newspaper.!>

Despite disappointing sales, The Blind African Slave did exert some
influence on local, state, and national politics. In 1852, a black Ver-
monter named John W. Lewis asserted that Brace’s “noble pious char-
acter had a powerful influence on the public mind in Vermont. . . . At
Camp, Quarterly, or Yearly Meetings, Conferences, or associations of
all denominations, an interview with brother Jeffrey, was eagerly sought



and enjoyed, by ministers and people.”!¢ Few explicit acknowledgments
of Brace’s influence survive in archives, but the careers of people with
whom he or his life story intersected testify to his presence. For in-
stance, Lawrence Brainerd, who arrived in St. Albans from Troy, New
York, in 1808 at the age of fourteen with twenty-five cents in his pocket,
developed an intense hatred for slavery while peddling walnuts and
working as a clerk for thirty-four dollars a year in the little town, where
he had many occasions to encounter the striking figure of the elderly
blind African and to hear or read his life story. Beloved for his com-
passion, generosity, and commitment to social welfare, Brainerd would
become celebrated as “one of the first citizens of his state to espouse
the antislavery case.”'’” He would prosper in St. Albans as the owner of
a general store and eventually would be elected to the U.S. Senate.
Brace’s story also appears to have influenced the political views of Hor-
ace Greeley, who as a sixteen-year-old newspaper apprentice helped to
publish and most likely wrote a detailed obituary summarizing Brace’s
life for the East Poultney newspaper, The Northern Spectator.'® Shortly
after publishing this obituary, Greeley left Poultney for New York City,
where he became a powerful political force and founded the staunchly
antislavery New York Tribune, the leading newspaper in the antebel-
lum North.

During the years when Benjamin Franklin Prentiss was working on
The Blind African Slave and attempting to establish himself as a law-
yer, his closest brother, Jonathan, settled with his wife, Hannah Spar-
hawk, in Milton and gave their second son the name of Benjamin
Franklin as a tribute to both the baby’s uncle and the famous Founding
Father. Benjamin’s other siblings intermarried with some of northern
Vermont’s leading families. In 1804, Benjamin’s sister Sarah married
Heman Allen (1777-1844), who was the premier lawyer in Milton and a
distant cousin of Ethan Allen.”” A tall man of “commanding presence”
who combined “massive strength of intellect with inflexible adherence
to principle,” Heman Allen gained a reputation as “the best real estate
lawyer in the circuit”?® and was elected as a Federalist to represent Mil-
ton in the Vermont legislature from 1810, the year The Blind African
Slave was published, to 1822. In 1826 he would be elected to the first of
five terms in the U. S. Congress. In 1810, Benjamin’s sister Elvira mar-
ried Curtis Holgate of Milton, who relocated his family to Burlington
and made a fortune by building and selling the first wharf in the Bur-
lington bay.

While Brace and Prentiss’s collaborative work helped to foster the
political sentiment that would make Vermont the most antislavery state
in the Union, the book did not generate the income that Brace and



Prentiss desperately needed. By 1811, the year after The Blind African
Slave was published, Prentiss had moved with his wife Elizabeth and
their two young children to Milton, a village near St. Albans. He was
not finding much success either as a lawyer or as a writer-editor, and fi-
nancial difficulties apparently forced him to reside for a few months in
his brother Jonathan’s household.?! Hard times in Vermont were exac-
erbated by the continuing embargo, which was drastically inflating the
cost of both domestic and imported food. If Benjamin and Elizabeth
imbibed their era’s growing infatuation with material acquisition, they
would have suffered serious disappointment as well as discomfort dur-
ing this time. Prentiss’s passion for social activism, however, may have
encouraged him to rebel against the acquisitiveness of his age. Indeed,
he and his wife appear to have participated in an egalitarian social ex-
periment. In Milton they joined six other families living in the house-
hold of a twenty-eight-year-old man named Luther Whitcomb. Whit-
comb (b. 1783) and his wife, Polly Hazeltine, whom he had married in
1807, were from Newfane, a village 165 miles south of Milton. They had
been living in Milton since at least 1810, when the census listed Luther
as the head of a household that included his wife, a male child under
the age of ten, and a white man between the ages of 16 and 24. By the
summer of 1811, Polly’s mother, Mrs. Hazeltine, had joined the house-
hold, as had Jonathan Parker (b. 1785) and his wife, Sarah Ann Whit-
ney (b. 1790), who were from Rutland, a large southern Vermont town,
where they had married in 1809. Sarah probably was the sister of Harry
Whitney, the St. Albans printer of The Blind African Slave. 1 have been
unable to uncover any information about the other families residing in
Whitcomb’s household aside from the men’s names and the fact that
the entire group, seven families in all, was warned out of Milton on
June 5, 1811.%2

Why were seven families living together in the Whitcomb household?
Whitcomb may have been running a poor house, but that explanation
would not account for why he himself was considered undesirable by
the town’s selectmen. It is possible that Whitcomb’s household was in-
terracial or was connected to an interracial social alliance, because Jef-
frey Brace was warned out of Milton in 1812, a few months after the
members of Whitcomb’s household. This Jeffrey Brace could have been
either the elderly subject of The Blind African Slave or his namesake
son, Jeffrey Brace Jr., who was seeking employment and may have been
friends with Benjamin Prentiss, who was close to him in age. In sum,
these warnings out hint at but do not flesh out an intriguing story.

If the members of the Whitcomb household were engaged in a com-
munal experiment, they would have been part of a widespread, often



subterranean, cultural phenomenon. Since the late eighteenth century,
many communes had been organized by idealists and discontents in
America, Britain, and France. Historians have documented “several at-
tempts to form a more perfect society in Vermont, and there must have
been others” that disappeared without an archival trace.?* Most com-
munes were “dedicated to experimenting with new gender roles and
family relationships.”* For conventional Christians, disregarding prop-
erty rights and challenging traditional definitions of marriage were logi-
cally interconnected, indeed indistinguishable, vices. Marriage legally
signified the husband’s possession of his wife’s body. Most American
religions upheld possession as a primary article of faith as well as the
foundation of the social order. But some social dreamers searched for a
more excellent way. Notions of possession and private property provided,
after all, the legal and ideological foundations of the enslavement and
dispossession of Africans and Indians. Prominent as well as obscure
American intellectuals were devoted to imagining a more just, humane
world. In the 1840s, Horace Greeley’s New York Tribune advocated
the formation of cooperative communities. Ralph Waldo Emerson as-
serted that, before quarrels broke out at Brook Farm, Massachusetts—
the most famous communal experiment in antebellum America—the
community had been “the pleasantest of residences.”?

Critics of communes were mesmerized by the scandalous possibilities
of non-possessive, non-hierarchical sex, with its terrifying and exhilarat-
ing overtones of anarchy, freedom, and pleasure, but they rarely contem-
plated the ways in which communal living could transform the relent-
less rigors of daily life, especially for women. Jeffrey Potash estimates
that in order to meet their immediate needs for food, a five-member
family in early-nineteenth-century Vermont required “three acres of
wheat, two acres for orchard and garden, and ten to twenty acres of
fodder-producing land. Animals necessary to support the family [in-
cluded] five or six cows, two steers, three to four horses, five to six pigs,
and a half dozen sheep.”? In seasonal cycles Vermonters planted, tended,
harvested, and stored corn, wheat, rye, barley, flax, potatoes, pumpkins,
turnips, parsnips, beans, peas, onions, and herbs. They picked pears and
apples from their orchards, pressing and fermenting many bushels of
the latter into hard cider. They hunted for game, geese, ducks, wild tur-
keys, and other birds, fished in Green Mountain lakes and streams,
tended domestic animals, churned butter, made cheese, chopped wood
and maintained a wood pile. They cultivated or foraged for strawberries,
blueberries, raspberries, blackberries, huckleberries, currants, grapes,
cherries, and nuts, and tapped maple trees for syrup. With homegrown
maple sugar or sugar from West Indian slave plantations, they made



preserves and canned vegetables for the long winter months. In brick
ovens or over open fires they cooked stews and puddings, boiled meats
and fish, and baked beans, breads, pies, and cakes. They spun yarn;
made cloth; sewed, washed, and mended clothes; drew water; cured
meats; scrubbed floors, changed diapers, wiped children’s noses, tended
the sick, and kept the home fires burning, a constant arduous task.

Communal life enabled people to divide and share daily chores, which
lightened, sweetened, and varied the ceaseless grind. Precious hours were
liberated for pleasures like reading, writing, art, music, conversation, or
walking with a friend —activities that were confined to the Sabbath and
holidays for many nineteenth-century women.” Whether or not they
felt oppressed and dreamed of social revolution, the women in Milton,
Vermont, lived hardscrabble lives and may well have found Whitcomb’s
communal household more rewarding than an isolated farmhouse or
nuclear home would have been. The young ones, Elizabeth Prentiss,
Polly Whitcomb, and Sarah Parker, could work alongside or split duties
with the middle-aged Mrs. Hazletine and the household’s other uniden-
tified women. The seven families may have been forced to cohabit due
to poverty, but since the Prentisses had many well-off relatives in Mil-
ton, St. Albans, and Burlington, it seems more likely that they chose to
participate in a social experiment. New England was ablaze with dream-
ers. In the 1840s, Emerson told his friend Thomas Carlyle that almost
anyone “you met on the streets of Boston might produce from his waist-
coat pocket a community project for the reorganization of society.”?

Experiments in communal living were hard to sustain, however. Pre-
dictably, Milton’s selectmen found Whitcomb’s group highly objection-
able. Warnings out were a common method through which New En-
gland towns underscored social norms, absolved taxpayers of financial
responsibility for indigent residents, and pressured “outsiders” or un-
desirables to leave. Individuals who had been warned out often found a
way to remain in town, but some were forced to leave by the sheriff and
others succumbed to the social pressure. Luther and Polly Whitcomb
left Milton and returned to southern Vermont. Jonathan and Sarah
Parker moved to Windsor, Vermont, where they both died around the
time of the Civil War. However, the recurrence in Milton’s nineteenth-
century vital records of surnames of the other families in Luther Whit-
comb’s household suggests that some of them remained in Milton or in
the surrounding countryside.

Since Prentiss was a member of an influential extended family, it is
puzzling that his family connections did not prevent him from being
viewed as undesirable in the eyes of Milton’s selectmen. Did Heman
Allen resent Prentiss’s attempts to establish a law practice that might



compete with his own, or did he dislike Prentiss’s antislavery politics?
In 1818, Congressman Allen would join the Vermont Colonization So-
ciety, which sought to solve “the nigger business,” as two Vermont news-
papers called it, by relocating blacks from the United States to Africa.”
Many antislavery Vermonters viewed slavery as a curse not because of
its injustice to blacks, but because the proximity of blacks was “ruinous
to whites,” as J. K. Converse, a Congregationalist pastor in Burlington,
would put it in 1832. Converse valued colonization because it promised
to free the country not from slavery but from “the unnumbered evils of
colored population.” Although racist sentiments were not typically as
vehement in 1811 as they would become in the 1830s, anthropological
theories about “Negro inferiority” were routinely taught in Vermont
schools. In short, Milton’s selectmen may have used the warning out as
a form of censorship against the political beliefs as well as the social
practices of the Prentisses and the Whitcomb household.?

In an era when racial stereotypes, invective, and epithets saturated
Vermont’s public discourse, Prentiss promulgated views that were anti-
racist as well as antislavery. The title he gave Brace’s memoir, however,
suggests that even Prentiss had difficulty imagining black people in
terms that were not abject. He infelicitously chose to title the book
“The Blind African Slave” although Brace was never blind during the
years that he was enslaved. He went blind gradually in his old age, de-
cades after he had obtained his manumission. Further, blindness is not
a topic of any significance within the narrative itself. Although he was
not a particularly skilled writer, Prentiss anticipated, in his unfortunate
title, a trope that would come to dominate nineteenth- and twentieth-
century representations of iconic blackness: the figure of the blind black
man who is alternately or simultaneously abject, comedic, and excep-
tional.*> As Mary Klages has shown, Western cultural traditions typically
represented blindness as “the most severe affliction. The New Testa-
ment singles out disabled people, especially the blind, as particularly
wretched outcasts who thus gain Christ’s attention.” On this reading,
the addition of “blind” to “African” and “slave” intensifies the severity
of Brace’s wretchedness. It is also possible that Prentiss, in his unfortu-
nate choice of title, was referencing, consciously or unconsciously, post-
Enlightenment discourses that recast blindness “as something under-
standable and curable,” the result, for instance, of untreated disease,
physical abuse, and malnutrition.* If so, this would have been a theme
worth developing in the memoir.

Whatever the weaknesses of Prentiss’s writerly achievements, he
was distinctly on the most progressive end of the political spectrum in
Vermont, and his views certainly would have been controversial. The



Brace family had other white friends —indeed, more powerful friends—
in northern Vermont, so Prentiss was by no means anomalous, but he
undoubtedly suffered some degree of social ostracism due to his out-
spoken views. It is probable that his law practice suffered as well. Brace,
as narrator of The Blind African Slave, alludes to the price Prentiss
risked by aligning himself with blacks. In southern Vermont around
1800, Jeffrey and Susan Brace had been forced to surrender Susan’s
daughter Bathsheba to a white woman who wanted her as an inden-
tured servant. Blacks were widely viewed as incompetent parents, and
Brace could not find redress against the white woman. He asks rhetori-
cally, “what lawyer would undertake the cause of an old African Negro
against a respectable widow in Manchester, who had many respectable
acquaintances. None, for if there had been one willing to take up in my
defense, he would have been flung out of business for taking up so dirty
a cause against so respectable a personage.”® This passage suggests
that Brace and Prentiss were aware that Prentiss risked professional
ruin by taking up Brace’s “cause.”

On June 18, 1812, a year after the warnings out, President James
Madison declared war against Great Britain, plummeting New En-
gland’s economy into an even deeper recession. In addition to suffering
financially, many New Englanders found the war morally repugnant
and were outraged by the decision to invade Canada. The Vermont-
Québec border was a porous political construct that had done little to
inhibit trading and social exchange in the northern woodlands and
waterways. Over the next two years the United States suffered a series
of military and financial blows. The region from Lake Champlain to
Montreal was one of three major military fronts, and Vermont bore in-
timate witness to disastrous military campaigns. To make matters worse,
during the course of one year (1813-1814) an epidemic of diseases,
mostly spotted fever, killed 6,000 people in Vermont, including many
residents of Milton. Grief and despair caused many people to lose reli-
gion and others to find it or to convert from one form to another. Many
Vermonters, alongside other New Englanders, began to agitate for se-
ceding from the Union.

Despite the war’s unpopularity, many Vermont men served in it,
including Benjamin’s brother, Captain Jonathan Prentiss, who com-
manded a company that included fifty Milton men.*® As is always the
case with war, the upheaval that devastated thousands of lives proved
lucrative to defense industries and military suppliers as well as to some
farmers, merchants, industrialists, clerks, and lawyers. The peace in
1815 introduced new hardships due to fierce industrial competition
across the Atlantic world. Many Vermont factories, mills, and quarries



were forced to suspend operations temporarily or shut down perma-
nently as the prices of glass, cotton cloth, iron, and marble plummeted.
The dismal economy received further blows in 1816, the year of no
summer, when severe cold caused a famine throughout New England.
In June 1816, a snowstorm dumped ten inches of snow in some regions
of Vermont, and it snowed again in July and August. The summer’s
frosts and snows damaged all crops, and the weather continued to be
unusually cold in 1817. Some families starved to death, while others at-
tempted to survive by foraging for roots and berries. Famine and eco-
nomic depression, coming on top of years of war and disease, exacer-
bated the tendency of Vermonters to turn to hard drink. A special
committee of Vermont’s general assembly reported in 1817 that Ver-
monters were spending over $1,000,000 a year on strong drink; a town
of 2,000 inhabitants was expending approximately $9,000 annually on
rum and other drinks, which was more than “the total expenditures for
schools and all public expenses.”?’

The United States was rapidly expanding its territories westward,
and the decade’s hardships caused many desperate New Englanders to
emigrate to the west and south. Benjamin Franklin Prentiss may have
decided to search for a means to survive in a more prosperous region of
the country. According to Binney, he died in Richmond, Virginia, in
March 1817. However, Prentiss does not appear on Richmond’s tax
rolls, land transactions, or on any other extant records during the 1810s,
20s, or ‘30s. Nor does he appear after 1816 in the records of Vermont,
New York, Québec, or any other place in North America, as far as I
have been able to discover. If he did die in Richmond, he apparently
had not acquired any taxable property. Binney claims that Prentiss
worked as a lawyer in Richmond while running a plantation in Wheel-
ing, but I have found no trace of him in Wheeling. The claim is implau-
sible, in any case. Located on the Ohio River between the borders of
Pennsylvania and Ohio in Virginia’s slim northern panhandle, which
would become the antislavery state of West Virginia during the Civil
War, Wheeling was closer to Pittsburgh and Cleveland than to Rich-
mond. It would have been difficult for Prentiss to maintain a law prac-
tice in Richmond while running a farm in Wheeling. Members of his
family did move to Ohio, however, as Binney noted. Sometime after
Benjamin died, his widow Elizabeth returned to Milton, where their
daughter Arabella married Judah Throop Ainsworth in November
1830. Ten years later, Elizabeth accompanied her daughter, son-in-law,
and four young grandchildren to Medina, Ohio, a small town south of
Cleveland, where land was much cheaper than it was in New England.
Widow Elizabeth Prentiss and the Ainsworths settled in Medina near



the home of Benjamin’s brother, Edgecombe Prentiss, and his family.
Historical archives do not tell us whether they were attracted or re-
pelled by Ohio’s harsh black codes, which attempted to bar free blacks
from entering the state and viciously undermined the rights of blacks
who already lived there.

Binney’s curious story about the fate of Benjamin Franklin Prentiss
may have sprung from a confusion between Prentiss and a namesake
nephew. In the 1840s the nephew, Benjamin Franklin Prentiss 11, di-
vorced his first wife, Mary Hunter, in Milton, Vermont, and married an
heiress named Milcena Minton in Richmond, Virginia. Her father was
a military general and wealthy planter from whom Benjamin inherited
a well-stocked plantation, $25,000, and twenty-nine slaves. When Ben-
jamin moved to Richmond, he took with him a son from his first mar-
riage, James Hunter Prentiss, and his brother, Jonathan Prentiss, who
worked as an overseer on his plantation in Henrico County, on the out-
skirts of Richmond. Jonathan resided in Benjamin’s household along
with a twenty-eight-year-old free black farmer named Samson Williams,
who apparently served as a second overseer or manager.®

On most southern plantations overseers were isolated figures who
were ostracized by the master’s family and despised by slaves. Whether
or not Benjamin, whose marriage propelled him into Virginia’s planter
class, grew to disdain his overseer-brother, personal tax records reveal
that as Benjamin gradually grew wealthier, Jonathan grew ever more
impoverished. In the best of times, when Benjamin bought a gold watch,
his brother could afford no more than a silver one. Over the course of
time, Jonathan’s personal property dwindled to virtually nothing. Mean-
while, Benjamin and Milcena had four children together, only one of
whom, Benjamin Franklin Jonathan Prentiss, survived to adulthood. In
October 1858, Benjamin Franklin Prentiss II, the joint heir of Vermont
abolitionists and Virginia slaveholders, was thrown from his horse-
drawn carriage and died. His brother Jonathan never married, and if he
had children he did not claim them legally. He vanished during the Civil
War, and his surviving relatives assumed he died in military service.
Whether he fought for the Union or the Confederacy, for Vermont or
Virginia, for slavery or against it, remains unknown.

In August 1865, shortly after the Civil War ended, a poet named John
Trowbridge visited Cemetery Hill in Gettysburg, where he confronted
the unspeakable horror of innumerable rotting corpses. Overwhelmed
by anonymous carnage, he wondered how he could affirm the value of
human life when he was watching “a veritable production line making
stones lettered ‘Unknown.””® His response was elegaic; he sought for
words to recognize and memorialize the Unknown—the stories of lives



and deaths that “I could never know; in this world, none will ever
know.”# Like many of the soldiers who fought to end or to perpetuate
slavery, the fate of antislavery lawyer Benjamin Franklin Prentiss is
shrouded in mystery. The incomplete information that can be pieced
together from documentary evidence reminds us that “Unknown” aptly
encapsulates the lion’s share of human life. Benjamin Franklin Prentiss
did not attempt to publicize or flesh out his personal story; rather, he
devoted his youthful energies to writing Jeffrey Brace’s story, not to
create an icon but to help end an execrable social institution. Whatever
his fate may have been after the book was published, his rare and
strange achievement was that, for the months or years that it took to
produce Brace’s memoir, he managed to push aside the iron bars of the
self and listen to the voice of another.
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