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The Power of Erasure:  Reflections on 
Civil War, Race, and Growing Up White 
in Vermont 

History, despite its wrenching pain,
Cannot be unlived, but if faced
With courage, need not be lived again.

Maya Angelou1

 By Elise A. Guyette

was six years old, standing with my rolled up towel on the steep 
grassy hill sloping down to the Rutland swimming pool, when I wit-

nessed something for the first time. A boy called a girl “nigger.”  
Infuriated, she turned on him and beat him up. The first thing going 
through my young mind was amazement that a girl could beat up a boy. 
Then I confronted the racial prejudice that was staring me in the face. 
That word. We used it to order the little chocolate baby candies at the 
sweet shack. I had used it. I didn’t know there was anything wrong with it. 
I don’t know what lesson that boy learned, but I stopped using the 
word— more out of fear of being beaten up than with an understanding 
of why the word had stung and enraged that young girl. 

But she had opened my mind and I started thinking about color. I 
asked why there weren’t more black people in Vermont. I always received 
similar faulty answers: Many people escaping slavery came through the 
state, helped by Vermonters seeking justice and equality for all, but al-
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most none of them stayed. They went to Canada. Oh… I wondered why 
they didn’t stay if Vermont was such a righteous state.2 

I did, however, see black faces on the stages of my Catholic elementary 
and high schools. Always needing to raise money to stay in business, the 
schools held minstrel shows every year. They were wildly popular. The 
interlocutor in his sparkling white suit ran the show, and the six black-
faced “end men” told jokes and strutted across the stage like the dim-
witted Sambo character created in the eighteenth century.3 I couldn’t wait 
to be old enough to be in the show and I finally participated in high 
school. I mindlessly helped to keep those racist images alive in the minds 
of many people. 

I could go on about the ubiquitous racist language and images that sur-
rounded me while growing up in Vermont, including Kake Walk at UVM 
(1893-1969), which I attended as a student, and the grinning, servile arti-
facts of black people in the Toy Shop at the Shelburne Museum, where I 
once worked.4  

These popular events and racist artifacts were direct descendents of 
those created in the nineteenth century during reconstruction efforts in 
the aftermath of the Civil War. The North was flooded with these types 
of dehumanizing images that erased real images of blacks fighting for 
their human rights, depictions that frightened many whites. They became 
more important in the North than in the South, where terrorist groups 

like the Ku Klux Klan and Jim Crow laws 
controlled the actions of blacks and whites 
alike.5 In the North, racist images in popu-
lar culture influenced the minds of white 
people and affected their behavior: whom 
they played with, whom they saw as smart, 
whom they hired, rented, or sold to; whom 
they served in restaurants, arrested and im-
prisoned, or otherwise interacted with. Peo-
ple of color often internalized the stereo-
typical images and negative attitudes of 
white society. 

Unfortunately, these racist images cre-
ated during Reconstruction are still with us. 
Recently, someone was thoughtlessly sell-
ing an ashtray with racist imagery at a ga-

Figure 1.  An ashtray offered for sale at a garage sale in Colchester, Vt., 
August 29, 2015. Photograph by Vicki Garrison. Used with permission of 
the photographer.  
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rage sale in Colchester. A Vermont resale shop recently had for sale the 
sheet music for Mary Irwin’s “Bully Song.”6  Any woman, man, or child 
coming upon this ugly stereotype today could also have read these lyrics: 

Have yo’ heard about dat bully dat’s just come to town? 
He’s round among de n…..s, a-layin’ their bodies down. 
I’m a-lookin’ for dat bully and he must be found. 
I’m a Tennessee n…..r and I don’t allow  
No red-eyed river roustabout with me to raise a row.  
I’m lookin’ for dat bully and I’ll make him bow.7

Perhaps the sellers were unaware that coming upon something like 
this while shopping is traumatizing for people of color, as well as to 
whites who are sensitive to such racist imagery.  Perhaps they didn’t re-
alize that their actions are tantamount to spreading the virus of racism. 
They may not have intended their actions to be racist, but intent isn’t a 
requirement for racism. Those images created long ago still poison the 
minds of many Vermonters, who internalize, often unknowingly, the 
idea of white superiority. 

Just as images such as these can be powerful tools to implant racist 
ideas, those representing a different narrative, such as photos of Civil 
War sharpshooters at the Library of Congress, can combat stereotyping 
and racism.  But how many heroic representations of black Vermonters 

do we have to counteract the racist 
images of powerlessness, brutality, 
and servility in our minds? An ab-
sence of positive images can be just 
as debilitating as being bombarded 
with hurtful ones. That absence is 
keenly felt in Vermont. 

There are about 80 statues and 
monuments in Vermont that com-
memorate the sacrifices of our Civil 
War military. One in Coventry lists 
the four Mero brothers who fought in 
the Massachusetts 54th Volunteer In-
fantry Regiment. A historic sign in 
Hinesburg mentions the four men 
from Lincoln Hill who fought in the 
Massachusetts 54th and South Caro-

Figure 2.  Sheet music cover page, “May Irwin’s ‘Bully Song’” (1896).  
Words and music by Charles E. Trevathan; illustration by Davenport.  
Photograph courtesy of Amy Burrell.
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lina 33rd United States Colored Infantry Regiment, USCT.8  These two 
account for less than 3 percent of our monuments that honor heroes of 
the war. There is no statue of a black soldier in the state. In reality, 150 
black Vermonters, composing 20 percent of all people of color in the 
state, came from every corner of the state and many walks of life to 
serve. They fought and died during the Wilderness Campaign, at Olus-
tee, Honey Hill, and Boykin’s Mill, in the sieges of Charleston and Pe-
tersburg, and they pursued Lee’s Army to Appomattox Court House, to 
give just a few examples.9 However, my classmates and I never learned 
about these African American heroes in our history classes.  

In 1892, the Revised Roster of Vermont Volunteers and Lists of  
Vermonters Who Served in the Army and Navy of the United States Dur-
ing the War of the Rebellion, 1861-66 stated that “Four Vermonters com-
missioned as officers in the Colored Troops were brevetted for gallant 
and meritorious services in the field.” But few of us learn about the her-
oism of black soldiers or their white officers. Where are their statues? 
Vermont’s heroes also include those keeping things together on the 

Figure 3.  “Dutch Gap, Virginia. Picket station of Colored troops near 
Dutch Gap canal, Nov. 1864.”  Digital file from original glass plate nega-
tive, right half of a stereographic pair. Library of Congress Prints and 
Photographs Division, Washington, D.C.  
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home front, such as the young 
woman from St. Albans, name 
unknown, who sat for her por-
trait at a photography studio. 
Many women kept farms and 
businesses going, while support-
ing the soldiers by sending them 
food and homemade items. This 
history has been omitted from 
our texts and our landscape.10 
Unfortunately, that omission 
causes many of us to see only 
white when we think of people 
who sacrificed their lives or 
well-being during the war. If we 
think of blacks at all, it is as en-
slaved people or nameless num-
bers following the white troops 
for protection. This erasure of 
black heroism is a legacy of the 
war that must be corrected if we 
are to eradicate the poison of 
prejudice from our minds. 

Eleanor Jones Harvey discussed the “power of erasure” at the 2014 
Vermont Humanities Council conference, “A Fire Never Extin-
guished: How the Civil War Continues to Shape Civic and Cultural 
Life in America.”11  Erasing the images of real black people fighting 
for an end to slavery, allowed the ideology of black inferiority to con-
tinue to flourish in our literature and art, on the landscape, and in our 
minds. This ideology, a legacy of our Revolutionary War era that en-
veloped enslaved people, also infringed upon the freedom of free 
blacks in this country, who were closely linked with slavery in the 
minds of most whites.12 Vermont was no exception. Even antislavery 
advocates believed in the so-called “scientific” racism of the time that 
proclaimed, “Blacks and whites had unlike blood, indicating different 
origins (and) different qualities.”13 The socially constructed fabrica-
tion of blackness became synonymous with forced servitude and grad-
ually came to mean dependent, weak, unintelligent, not worthy of citi-
zenship, history-less. 14 The invention of whiteness slowly developed in 
reaction to blackness and as its polar opposite: free, civilized, virile, 
autonomous, powerful, worthy of citizenship, makers of history.15  
Even black heroism in the war could not combat these powerful ideas, 

Figure 4.  Photograph of an 
unidentified woman.  Smith photo-
graph studio, St. Albans.  No date.  
Courtesy of the author.
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especially because we inadequately neutralize these false narratives 
with real ones.

Our history textbooks fare no better. The most important legacy of 
the war was enshrined during the Reconstruction years (1861-77)16 with 
the 13th, 14th, and 15th Amendments to our U.S. Constitution. These 
amendments changed the original Constitution, which was a slavehold-
ers’ document, to one that finally ended slavery, ensured black citizen-
ship, and guaranteed freedom and justice for all people. However, the 
history of those who courageously entered the Reconstruction fight to 
guarantee that blacks could exercise these rights has also been largely 
erased from popular memory, media, and texts.  Eric Foner, our coun-
try’s foremost historian of Reconstruction, maintains that as long as 
“citizenship, rights, and democracy remain contested, so will the neces-
sity of an accurate understanding of Reconstruction. More than most 
historical subjects, how we think about this era truly matters, for it 
forces us to think about what kind of society we wish America to be.”17

However, the losers of the American Civil War manipulated how 
people think about this era and controlled a significant portion of the 
stories told about the war and its aftermath, creating a simplistic and 
mythological story to redeem themselves in the eyes of the world.  Af-
ter the rise of black leadership during Reconstruction, Southern whites 
began promoting the view that white “saviors,” former Confederates, 
were needed to save the South from black “misrule.” James Loewen, a 
former professor at the University of Vermont, recently wrote that the 
Confederacy “won with the pen (and the noose) what they could not 
win on the battlefield: the cause of white supremacy and the dominant 
understanding of what the war was all about. We are still digging our-
selves out from under the misinformation they spread.”18  The Confed-
erate ‘redeemer’ fiction has allowed us to disregard agonizing realities 
and has contributed significantly to the painful and complex effects of 
Civil War and Reconstruction on current race relations. 

The Southern narrative of the war and Reconstruction still has cur-
rency in Vermont, too. We are still struggling to dig ourselves out from 
under not only that narrative but also a mountain of half-truths and 
hidden histories of slavery and racism in the state.19 We need to con-
tinue this struggle by telling real stories of real people from the Civil 
War to the present. This history matters to us today.

Unfortunately, the false idea that Reconstruction was a failure caused 
by ignorant blacks, who did not know what to do with freedom, does 
nothing to help us face our painful history. It does nothing to help white 
people think differently about people of color. The idea of black inferi-
ority has become so deeply ingrained in our culture that to many peo-
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ple it does not seem like an idea at all but simply the natural order of 
things.20  As David Blight made clear at the Humanities Council confer-
ence, the popular memory, right or wrong, is a “sacred possession” that 
is difficult to discard.21 It is also, and perhaps more significantly, difficult 
to challenge. 

Challenges to the sacred myths of a racism-free and black-less Ver-
mont are just as difficult to mount. Stories of Vermonters who partici-
pated in Reconstruction can help explode those dangerous myths, but 
we do not find them in our history curricula. Their stories, and others 
like them, deserve a place in our public schools, where Reconstruction 
history is often glossed over in favor of jumping from the North’s win-
ning of the war to the so-called Progressive Era.  Eric Foner bemoans 
this omission: 

Wherever I talk about this [Reconstruction], there are plenty of peo-
ple—and not just the older ones—who say, “All I know about Re-
construction is corruption, carpetbaggers.” The main thing is that 
people know next to nothing about Reconstruction. And what they 
do know is just not correct. I mean, just basic myths, [like] the idea 
that all the blacks in office were illiterate and ignorant, also a total 
myth—we could go on about this but the point is, there are still a lot 
of misconceptions.22 

Two Vermont examples to help us break down the misconceptions 
are Martha Johnson (1822-1871), a white teacher from Peacham, and 
Loudon23 S. Langley (1838-1881) a black soldier from Huntington who 
became a lawyer. Both were eyewitnesses and activists during the Re-
construction era. Both were native Vermonters and both are buried in 
Beaufort, South Carolina. They were well acquainted with the perils of 
fighting for justice and equality in the South. 

Johnson’s description of her work belies the Southern narrative of 
blacks as naturally unfit for citizenship: “The [adults] come in after a 
hard days work to read a few verses and then go home and read it over 
again by their pitch pine fires until they can read it quite well. They 
seem so grateful for a little instruction it is a pleasure to teach them. 
The children are quick to learn as white children and as full of fun and 
mischief.”24  Two years later, she still felt positively about her students: 
“The children are bright and eager to learn. It is a pleasure to teach 
them. I enjoy this work more and more.”25 Stories of “bright and ea-
ger” formerly enslaved students seldom reach our classrooms.

Before he fought in the Civil War, Langley wrote forceful letters 
from Huntington, Vermont, condemning “the most unjust prejudice 
against all the men of our race” that he and his extended family had 
encountered in northern Vermont.26 In 1863, Langley enrolled in the 
Massachusetts 54th Regiment and later transferred to the South Caro-
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lina 33rd, USCT. He mustered out in South Carolina and moved there 
permanently with his wife, Jane Anthony from Burlington, and their 
children. As with Johnson, Langley’s story undermines the Southern 
narrative of blacks as unfit for democracy. He studied for the bar, be-
came a lawyer, and was one of the more than 1,000 capable black men 
who served in public offices in the South during Reconstruction. In 
fact, he was one of the founding fathers of radical republicanism in 
South Carolina during the postwar period.27 He competently repre-
sented Beaufort at the 1868 South Carolina Constitutional Convention 
to rewrite the constitution to include all blacks as citizens, as the new 
amendments to the U.S. Constitution mandated. We know that Lang-
ley was “loud-mouthed about justice and equality” during the conven-
tion.28 With his input, the new South Carolina constitution went further 
than any other state to “provide freedmen with land and encourage the 
breakup of the plantation system.”29  With the help of Vermonters like 
Johnson and Langley, the model to equitably reconstruct the South 
had been built. The North just had to seize it and replicate it through-
out the South. But Northerners had no stomach for it. 

By the 1870s, Northern industrialists, including those in Vermont, 
were turning their gaze from rebuilding the South to commerce and 
labor issues in order to bolster capitalism and enhance profits. This 
meant dealing with Southern farmers and industrialists. Therefore, 
elites from the North and South made peace with each other. In Ver-
mont, for example, the Winooski Mill (later the Burlington Cotton 
Mill) and the Chace Cotton Mill in Burlington flourished with south-
ern cotton and immigrant labor. There were no people of color work-
ing in these mills; however, southern blacks were forced to pick cotton 
under brutal circumstances to supply them.30 As Frederick Douglass 
said, liberty and justice for blacks was doomed from “the hour that the 
loyal north began to shake hands over the bloody chasm.”31  Political 
cartoonist Thomas Nast used this figure of speech in his attack on Hor-
ace Greeley, once apprenticed to a printer in Vermont, in the 1872 
presidential election campaign.  

Federal census data show that people of color in Vermont, who had 
made gains in the labor market, eventually lost ground to people with 
lighter skin.32 By 1870, the U.S. census figures show that Vermont blacks 
were being relegated to only the most menial positions as servants, day 
laborers, and laundresses; yet even those jobs were in jeopardy. Irish 
and French Canadian migrants flowing into the state became competi-
tion for blacks and elbowed them out of many service and laboring 
jobs. Apparently, Vermonters hired those “whose hunger and whose 
color are thought to give him better title.”33
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The failure of the North to continue rebuilding the destroyed South 
in the name of justice and equality led to unthinkable terror for South-
ern blacks and left Northerners complicit in the decades of horror that 
ensued.34 By the early twentieth century, a person of color was being 
lynched and sometimes burned every four days in the South.35  How-
ever, the North averted its gaze and left the South to its own devices. 
New so-called “scientific” data, such as longer arm measurements of 
black soldiers, were interpreted by whites as yet another sign of black 
inferiority, despite their bravery in the war and political leadership af-
terwards.  No matter how successful black abolitionists, politicians, 
teachers, and soldiers were, whites fought against that history being 
written. Historian Mia Bay claims that blacks’ ensuing “intellectual re-
sistance to racism’s relentless ideological assault was in many ways as 
historic and difficult as the protest actions against slavery.”36  

Historian Drew Gilpin Faust asks for the “reinsertion of race into na-
tional discourse.” She contends that putting these issues “of race and 
inequality front and center in the American present, means putting 
them front and center in the American past as well.”37  But we are not 
facing them in Vermont, where our past is mythologized and many be-
lieve we have no racial problems. In fact, our racialized past still haunts 
us. My research on a black community in Hinesburg revealed that de-

Figure 5.  Thomas Nast, “It is only a truce to regain power (‘playing pos-
sum’).”  Wood engraving, published in Harper’s Weekly, August 21, 1872.  
Library of Congress Prints and Photographs Division, Washington, D.C.
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scendants of those early pioneers, who included Revolutionary War 
veterans, had hidden the fact that they had black ancestors. They did it 
to protect their children from the socially constructed ideas of black-
ness. They wanted their descendants to claim the powerful veil of 
whiteness that would bestow upon them many privileges in our society.  
If Vermont has no racial problems, they would not have felt the need 
to hide their ancestry into the twenty-first century. 

Vermont’s continuing racial dilemmas and ways Vermonters have 
dealt with them have filled books and myriad reports. In 1957, a Burl-
ington event opened many eyes to racism in Vermont. Leroy Williams 
Jr., a black UVM student, tried to reserve a hotel room for his out-of-
town girlfriend. The motel on Williston Road explained to him that 
there was an understanding “among hotel operators to take no Ne-
groes.”38 The UVM student newspaper started the call for a civil rights 
bill, and the legislature passed a public accommodations bill that year.  
However, Mayfair Park in South Burlington legally held onto the codi-
cil in its deeds saying that no one would sell homes to blacks. 

In 1965, Governor Philip Hoff proposed a bill to prohibit racial dis-
crimination in housing sales and rentals. It failed. However, in 1967 the 
bill was back in the legislature where it passed with an amendment 
providing for a Vermont Human Rights Commission to investigate 
complaints but with no authority to levy fines or other penalties. The 
commission had no office and no money, which left it unproductive 
and weak, although many people tried to keep it alive.

That same decade, South Burlington High School (where my chil-
dren went to school) was established. Pictures from old yearbooks 
clearly show that the students and faculty had chosen a Confederate 
nickname, the Rebels, the Confederate flag as their symbol, and a Con-
federate Colonel as their mascot. Their colors were, and still are, blue 
and grey. When they chose Confederate icons, they unthinkingly and 
insensitively chose symbols that represented the nation’s enemies, who 
had started a war that killed 750,000 Americans to keep people en-
slaved and, later, who foisted a new reign of terror on blacks who 
dared to fight for a better life. The students and their supervisors were 
surrounded by racism but they could not see it because they and their 
families could rent at any hotel, buy a home anywhere in the city, and 
read the history of their people every day in school. While the students 
were choosing the Confederate flag as their symbol, people of color 
who tried to register to vote were being lynched in the South under 
that same hateful banner. To choose such symbols was institutional 
racism, pure and simple. Intent is not needed for racism to occur.39

To be a racist, according to modern popular thought, is to be a violent 
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monster. While there certainly are violent racists who hate people of 
color, there are also very nice people, with no animosity toward blacks, 
who unconsciously buttress a cruel system. The people who chose these 
symbols may not have been personally prejudiced, but they had the 
power to choose symbols that damage people’s psyches, then and now.40  

In 1968, after the report of the National Advisory Commission on 
Civil Disorders (known as the Kerner Commission after its chair, Gov-
ernor Otto Kerner Jr. of Illinois) exposed “persistent and underlying 
racism in American society,” Governor Hoff continued his efforts to 
end racism in Vermont. His administration believed that familiarity be-
tween white Vermonters and people of color would help build interra-
cial harmony. He and New York City Mayor John Lindsay started the 
NY-VT Summer Youth Project to bring black teenagers to Vermont for 
six weeks in the summer. “Criticism ranged from skepticism and mild 
disapproval to virulently racist hostility.”41 An anonymous poem to 
Hoff stated in part: 

But he and Lindsay overlook one trifle,
Every Vermont farmer owns a 30-30 rifle.42

The poem was an eerie foreshadowing. That same year a shooting 
event took place in Irasburg. In the dark of the night, a white man 
named Larry Conley fired shots into the home of the Rev. David Lee 
Johnson, a black clergyman, and his family. Rev. Johnson returned fire 
and then gave cover to his son, who ran next door to call the police.  
The police quickly identified the shooter from Glover, who had ha-
rassed black students of the NY-VT Youth Project two weeks previ-
ously, but did not arrest him. Meanwhile, the investigation of the crime 
inexplicably turned into an examination of Johnson’s life and charac-
ter. Newspapers all over the state joined in as investigators crisscrossed 
the country to dig up dirt on the reverend. Although they were not suc-
cessful in finding any incriminating evidence, the police arrested John-
son on adultery, a charge almost never used in Vermont, and in this 
case never substantiated. After investigators spent 2,256 hours and 
traveled 20,943 miles prosecuting the case, all charges were dropped, 
and the Johnsons left the state.43  Many people suffered, except the real 
perpetrator. The police eventually charged 21-year-old Larry Conley 
with breach of the peace, instead of assault to kill, which the Vermont 
attorney general had advised. Conley received a suspended six-month 
sentence and a fine of $500, all wrapped up a little over a month after 
the shooting. 

Some people blamed Gov. Hoff for bringing blacks from New York 
into the state and stirring up racial tensions. He received much hate 



165
.  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .

mail after that, and later claimed that the events of that summer of 
1968 were a major factor in his losing his bid for election to the U.S. 
Senate in 1970.44 

Vermont never led the country in conquering racism as Hoff had 
hoped. Twenty years later, Governor Madeleine Kunin revived the 
Vermont Human Rights Commission (VHRC) after a 1986 report of 
the Vermont Advisory Committee to the U.S. Commission on Civil 
Rights again pinpointed Vermont’s problems with racism and discrim-
ination.45 The VHRC was reborn in statute with more teeth to investi-
gate problems, enforce non-discrimination laws, and create policy. 
Both of these groups have collected data on prejudice and discrimina-
tion in Vermont. 

A 1999 report from the Vermont Advisory Committee to the U.S. 
Commission on Civil Rights concluded, “Racial harassment is wide-
spread and pervasive in and around the State’s public schools and is 
a reflection of overall race relations in the State where racial slurs, 
epithets, and physical assaults occur daily. . . . Minority students ex-
perience fear in attending schools and are reluctant to participate in 
school activities, adversely affecting their academic performance.”46 
People who testified before the Advisory Committee that year made 
the connection between our history curriculum and racism. One par-
ent explained, 

Schools need to be very proactive with regard to racial issues. I think 
that anybody involved with the school, including the parents, needs 
to think about whose history is being taught in the school, what im-
ages the child sees, and what are the stories that are interwoven into 
every aspect of the curriculum.”47 

Another spoke about the very real relationship between history cur-
riculum and racial harassment: “Teachers need education about the 
connection between curriculum and harassment in the hallways and on 
playgrounds.”48

The Committee had two fears about what would happen to students 
once they left school. First, they felt that white students would maintain 
their “racial stereotypes and may perpetuate harmful attitudes towards 
minorities and feelings of animosity to others in the community.” Sec-
ond, they feared that students who experienced racial harassment 
would have “negative self-esteem, lowered self-confidence, and a sense 
of estrangement.” They understood that these problems are a symptom 
of the racism of the larger Vermont community. “As in many other 
States, racism has permeated into the very fabric of Vermont life, under-
mining residents’ ability to contribute to the productivity and stability 
of the State.”49 
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In the first decades of the twenty-first century, reports continue to doc-
ument Vermont’s institutional racism, not only in schools, but also at traf-
fic stops, in housing, and in employment. In 2009, testimony before the 
Vermont Advisory Committee to the US Commission on Civil Rights 
(VACCR) told the story of an African American graduate student living 
in Vermont for a year.50 On his first day here, he was stopped twice while 
driving. During his year in residence, he was stopped thirteen times by 
the police. He was never found to be violating any law. He was never ar-
rested. He never even received a ticket. Research from 2010 showed that, 
“in Burlington, the share of black drivers subject to an investigatory stop 
is approximately 85% higher than whites” and the penalties for black 
drivers “are between 9-14% heavier on average” than for white drivers.51  
New 2016 research shows that, rather than improving over time, the 
problem is getting worse.52

Reports of discrimination in housing abound. In 2014, testers working 
for Vermont Legal Aid (VLA) tried to rent apartments. They found pref-
erential treatment toward whites 36 percent of the time. No one was 
overtly discriminating. It was subtle. But black testers did not secure 
housing as readily as white testers, and the blacks were less likely to be 
told about other area units that were available. As a result, the VLA con-
cluded that discrimination in housing “poses significant barriers to equal 
housing opportunity for African American renters.”53

In 2014, Sheila Linton, a native of Brattleboro and an organizer with 
the Vermont Workers Center, was named by Glamour magazine as one 
of the “50 Phenomenal Women of the Year who are Making a Differ-
ence.” She said that she lives to fight for justice and create social change 
in her community. And yet, she lives with the feeling she doesn’t belong 
because she is often perceived as an outsider simply because of her color. 
She says that she “stands in the face of fear” in her hometown: Fear of 
continuing racism and fear that her children will be treated the way she 
was in school. Linton said she got her “ass kicked every day at school” for 
being “that little black girl.”54 Unfortunately, documented scenes like that 
continue today in large and small communities throughout the state.55

In addition to Vermont’s four active hate groups56, a recent study on 
the geographic origins of online hate speech by Dr. Monica Stephens of 
Humboldt State University (HSU), shows that Vermont has a very heavy 
use of hate speech on Twitter.  Because the software being used in the 
analysis automatically classified any tweet containing ‘hate words’ as neg-
ative, the project had HSU students read all the identified tweets to dis-
cover those that were truly negative.57  Vermont is squarely in the red 
zone, which shows very heavy usage of hate speech related to various 
groups of people.  We are in serious danger in Vermont when it comes to 
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issues of race. We need to face them courageously, teach about them, and 
correct our trajectory if we are truly to become a state of justice and 
equality. 

On a more hopeful note, Vermont has long participated in the Fresh 
Air Fund, which goes back to 1877. It originally had one mission only: to 
help children hit by a tuberculosis epidemic in the tenements of New 
York City enjoy the climate of northern states. People at the time be-
lieved that “fresh air” could cure respiratory ailments. Today the organi-
zation brings over 200 children living in low-income communities in New 
York City to Vermont each summer. The program was created to save 
inner city children, but the program also helped to save me. The girl who 
beat up the boy at the Rutland swimming pool many years ago was part 
of the Fresh Air program. She awoke something in me that I didn’t un-
derstand as a child, but she opened my eyes for the first time to the racist 
system into which we were all born. Many white people spend a lifetime 
unaware of the biases they carry. As a first step in eliminating racism, 
communities might hold trainings led by educators who are able to help 
people “unpack” their unconscious stereotypes.58  

In addition, we need to write a different history, unaffected by  
Confederate myths. We need to include all the courageous men and 
women who have been fighting for hundreds of years, first to end slavery, 
and later to end the racist system it engendered. To end this long era of 
white supremacy and racism, we need a new honest history of how we got 
here and imaginative ideas about how to change the direction of our so-
ciety. Vermont is small enough to become an experimental state where 
we might eventually lead the nation in conquering systemic racism. 

Lois Brown cautioned us at the 2014 Vermont Humanities Council 
conference that the “act of looking back” carries the possibility of loss.59 
Yes, but one thing we can lose is the false narrative. We lose the myth of 
whites as better people. We lose our blinders. But we gain a more com-
plete, complex, and accurate historical narrative. One that includes all 
people carries the possibility of freeing us from our racist past and a pres-
ent that still looks at color as a designation of inferiority. Brown also said 
that looking back honestly is “a call to be brave,” to ask difficult ques-
tions, to dismantle myths. We have been avoiding issues of race in the 
North and particularly in Vermont for a very long time. It’s past time for 
us to understand our real history and the “culture-wide stampeded spirit” 
engendered by our myths that burden people of color.60 It’s past time for 
us to stand up to the purveyors of painful fabrications and together build 
a more accurate history that brings back the forgotten heroes and disre-
garded stories of our fight against racism and for justice and equality for 
all people.
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