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“Among the Mountains and Valleys  
of Vermont”: The Life of Eri L. Barr, 
Religious Pioneer

Eri Barr was a quintessential Vermonter: 
born, raised, and residing most of his life in 
the Green Mountain State. Paradoxically, his 
life was like that of few Vermonters, because 
he was Black in Vermont in the antebellum 
period, and because he had a leading role in 
founding one of only a dozen or so major 
Christian churches to originate in America.

By Benjamin Baker

n the last few decades there has been a movement to discover, doc-
ument, and promote the Black heritage of the state of Vermont. 
This has not only resulted in several volumes published by aca-

demic presses and numerous scholarly articles, but also in the creation 
of the African American Heritage Trail, a twenty-two-site interpretive 
historical exhibit spanning the state.1 

This article contributes to this movement by exploring the life of Eri 
L. Barr (1814–1864), the first minister of color in the Seventh-day Ad-
ventist Church. The case of Barr is an unusual one, because only re-
cently (2015) was it discovered—or rediscovered—that he was Black.2 
Barr has therefore not only been resuscitated for a church with a global 
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membership currently comprised mostly of people of color, but also for 
a Vermont public that has a renewed interest in its state’s ethnic past.3 In 
this exploration of Barr’s life, I will show that he was a pioneer who 
played an important role in the founding of the Seventh-day Adventist 
Church, and an individual who influenced the shaping of Vermont as 
well, and thus should be incorporated into the evolving historiography 
of Black Vermont and Vermont history generally. 

Youth

Eri L. Barr was born on May 23, 1814, in Reading, Vermont. His fa-
ther was William Barr, listed in the census as “Free Colored.” Eri’s ma-
ternity is unknown. His mother’s name is not given on his birth record, 
nor on those of his six siblings. In the 1810 census the Barr household 
includes six “Free Persons” and one unnamed “Free White Female” 
aged 26–44, the latter the only resident in William Barr’s age bracket. 
Could this White female have been Eri’s mother? In the 1820 and 1830 
censuses there is no record of a White woman in the Barr home, only 
“Free Colored Persons.” On October 15, 1831, though, William Barr 
married Elmira Bixby, and the next census in 1840 lists a White female 
aged 30–39 in Barr’s household.4 Perhaps pertinent to the race of Eri’s 
mother is that as adults Eri and his brother Horace would sometimes be 
identified in censuses as “Mulatto.”5 This, however, could simply be an 
instance of the vagaries of nineteenth-century US census taking vis-à-
vis race.6 Or maybe it wasn’t. Although antebellum Vermont never 
seems to have legally defined the term “race,” the Massachusetts Su-
preme Court did rule about four years before Barr’s birth that “a mulatto 
is a person begotten between a White and Black.”7 The census that iden-
tifies Barr as a Mulatto therefore would have been accurate if his mother 
was White. Whatever the case, Vermont never criminalized miscegena-
tion, and mixed-race households in the state during the antebellum pe-
riod were not uncommon.8 Eri and several of his siblings would marry 
interracially, as would their descendants.  

Although he first appeared in Vermont in the 1810 census, it is not 
known when or how William Barr ended up in Vermont, a perennial 
question for the state’s early Black residents. That year he is docu-
mented as heading a household of seven. A decade later there were nine 
Blacks in Barr’s home: William; his three daughters, Alva (b. 1804), 
Phebe (b. 1807), Sebe (b. 1809); his two sons, Eri and Horace (b. 1815); 
an unnamed male and female; and an older woman, possibly William’s 
mother.9 The 1840 census records William and his sons Eri and Horace 
employed in “manufacturers and trades,” probably as mechanics, which 
later was Eri’s recorded profession.10 Indeed, employment may have 
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been William Barr’s reason for locating to Vermont, as the same search 
for work would later see his sons move from place to place within the 
state.

Apart from earning a living, raising children, and maintaining good 
health, the most formidable challenge of American life for free Blacks 
in the antebellum period was negotiating the system of White suprem-
acy. Due to the historical paucity of Blacks in Vermont, notions of racial 
amicability have largely gone untested, since in many ways Blacks have 
been an abstraction for Vermonters. Eri Barr’s birthplace was no excep-
tion to this ethnic dearth. In 1810, the free non-Whites (probably all 
Black) in Reading tallied 17 out of a populace of 1,565, while Blacks 
numbered only 14 out of 1,603 in 1820, nine of them under William 
Barr’s roof. In 1830 Reading there were 16 Blacks out of 1,409, and ten 
years later just six out of 1,363.11 It was the same demographic across 
Windsor County during Barr’s lifetime, with Woodstock consistently 
boasting the highest Black population, but never above 2 percent of its 
total.12 It is hard to know, therefore, the experience of Blacks in Reading 
because of their scarcity.   

A survey of the broader currents in Vermont during Eri Barr’s forma-
tive and young adult years, however, provides clues to the racial climate 
in which he was raised. David M. Ludlum in Social Ferment in Ver-
mont, 1791–1850, discusses Vermonters’ intellectual reverence for the 
Jeffersonian ideal of equality for all, and their corresponding efforts in 
the 1820–1840s for equality for the marginalized: low-wage workers, 
prisoners, mentally ill, and impoverished.13 

From this same sensibility grew a sustained antislavery and abolition-
ist movement in Vermont. Adult slavery was never officially legal in the 
state, and Vermont has been commonly held to be the first American 
polity to outlaw human servitude in its 1777 constitution. Ludlum is 
quick to point out that this was not totally altruistic; the “socio-physical 
pattern” of Vermont—mountainous, brutal winters, and no seaports—
made the type of slavery practiced in the Southern United States impos-
sible in Vermont. John M. Lovejoy suggests that outlawing slavery 
“came easily” for Vermont and may have even been viewed by state 
legislators as “an inevitable, relatively simple move” given the state’s 
small Black population and its lack of preexisting laws that burdened the 
original thirteen colonies.14 

However, Harvey Amani Whitfield’s 2014 book, The Problem of 
Slavery in Early Vermont, 1777–1810, challenges the long-held assump-
tion that the enslavement of Blacks was outlawed by Vermont in 1777. 
This eclectic collection of primary sources from the period reveals that 
slavery did indeed exist in Vermont, albeit in subtler and less overt ways 
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than in other Northern states. Slavery could legally exist, Whitfield 
points out, because in 1777 Vermont outlawed only adult slavery—chil-
dren could remain enslaved, girls to age 18 and boys to age 21—and 
even this law was not always enforced when it was occasionally vio-
lated. While The Problem of Slavery is not meant to overthrow Ver-
mont’s antislavery reputation, it does show that the Vermont in which 
Eri Barr was born could be hostile to people of color.15  

Yet some of the substantial movements that helped transform Ameri-
can conceptions of slavery found fertile ground in Vermont, most nota-
bly abolition activity under the umbrella of the American, New England, 
and Vermont Anti-Slavery Societies beginning in the 1830s. The press 
was employed in Vermont to extraordinary effect to advance the anti-
slavery cause. Native Vermonters such as Orson S. Murray, Ezra Pitt 
Butler, and Elon Galusha advanced an antislavery agenda in print and 
politics. Ludlum asserts that by 1846, “the [Vermont] region had been 
thoroughly impregnated with [antislavery] propaganda” and largely as a 
result most Vermont churches opposed the enslavement of Blacks, and 
approximately four-fifths of Vermonters objected to slavery.16

Just as Whitfield’s work complicates the notion of a slave-free Ver-
mont, Vermont’s abolitionist movement was also marred by a strong 
colonization contingent, which held the blatantly racist belief that the 
Black presence was a blight to America, and enslaved Blacks should be 
emancipated and shipped to Africa. Vermont was home to the first state-
level colonization society in 1818, and its membership included the 
state’s most powerful men, including numerous governors, senators, and 
ministers.17 Colonization proponents and antislavery proponents often 
came to loggerheads and had very public and fierce disagreements. But 
the colonization society would have been unsettling to a contemporary 
Black Vermonter, considering the figures in high places who deemed 
Blacks a cancer in the American body that needed to be excised.

How did these complex currents affect Eri Barr’s early life in Read-
ing? First, Reading was a place in antebellum America where genera-
tions of Barr men could marry White women with apparent comfort. If 
Eri’s mother was indeed White, then in 1813 Reading was home to one 
of just a dozen or two interracial households in the entire state, and again 
when William Barr married Elmira Bixby. The Barrs’ interracial part-
nering suggests tolerance, if not acceptance, of the practice by Reading-
ites, at least on a one-off basis, and an acceptance by the White women 
they wed, if not the women’s families. For the Barr men’s part, marry-
ing White women may have been more pragmatic than anything else: As 
census data show, there were few, if any, eligible Black women in the 
area; Black men outnumbered Black women in New England; and 



28
.  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .

White women outnumbered White men, with casualties from the Revo-
lutionary War, and to a lesser extent the War of 1812, compounding the 
disparity.18 

We also know that Eri and his siblings grew up in Reading without 
being confiscated by the authorities and enslaved as domestics by a 
White family, what Kari Winter describes as Vermont’s “entrenched 
practice of exploiting children, especially Black children.”19 In a hid-
eous instance of this, while living in Poultney, Jeffrey and Susannah 
Dublin Brace had Susannah’s two children from a previous marriage le-
gally wrenched from them and bound to two White families in different 
towns until their son was 21, and their daughter 18 years old, despite the 
Braces doing all they legally could to prevent it.20 Whether this kind of 
travesty ever occurred in Reading is unknown, but there is no evidence 
that it happened to the Barrs.

William Barr’s livelihood as a mechanic further suggests a reasonably 
amicable relationship to the community, as it would have required being 
hired, contracted, or employed through other types of business transac-
tions. This occupation was often denied Blacks in Vermont. Andrew 
Harris, one of the first Blacks to attend and graduate from college (Uni-
versity of Vermont, 1838), was perhaps speaking of this when he com-
mented in his historic 1839 speech at New York’s Broadway Taberna-
cle, “If [a Black man] wishes to be useful as a professional man, a 
merchant or mechanic, he is prevented by the color of his skin, and 
driven to those menial employments which tend to bring us more and 
more into disrepute.”21 Elise Guyette’s survey of the occupations of 
Black Vermonters from 1800 to 1870 largely corroborates Harris’s 
assertion.22  

The Barr family was literate, a mark of privilege in the antebellum 
period. William Barr was among the signees of an oath in the Vermont 
Courier.23 Horace Barr wrote letters and subscribed to the Adventist pa-
per Review and Herald.24 Eri Barr attended a prestigious preparatory 
school. Since the Barr household alone made up a large portion of Read-
ing’s Black population, the literateness of its occupants may suggest that 
there were educational opportunities for them in Reading that were often 
not available to Blacks elsewhere.

Further, Reading did make tangible contributions to the freeing of 
captive blacks. The Reading of Barr’s early years seems to have in-
cluded at least two White families who gave harbor to fugitive slaves, 
although verification of the illegal activity is difficult.25 One nineteenth 
century history of Reading boasts of Reading men valiantly fighting on 
the side of the Union and claims that “it is a fact that almost every regi-
ment or part of a regiment that was organized and sent from Vermont 
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during the course of the [Civil] war had some Reading volunteers in its 
ranks.”26 In fact, Vermont was required to meet a draft quota, but the 
number of volunteers from Reading suggests the probability of a strong 
antislavery sentiment.

That Readingites held antislavery sentiments, however, does not in 
any way mean that they supported anything near equality of the races. 
Salient here is Randolph A. Roth’s discussion of religion and social or-
der in Vermont’s Connecticut River Valley, which may serve as a cor-
rective to Ludlum’s generalizations. When discussing the Christian re-
vivals that swept through the valley during Barr’s youth, Roth allows 
that for a time they “sparked new moral passion in the valley’s Chris-
tians and inspired them to think seriously about the ideals of ‘brother-
hood’” and take up abolition and racial uplift. But this effect was ephem-
eral. There was “no decisive move by Christians to break through 
barriers to equality posed by sex, age, and race,” and the purported 
“freedom-loving Vermonter[s]” who professed Christianity did not 
unanimously support abolition and in fact “often had little sympathy” 
for Blacks. This hypocrisy caused Blacks to resent Christians and kept 
“nearly all the valley’s Black men” from joining churches.27 For the pal-
try number of Blacks in Vermont’s Connecticut River Valley, Roth ob-
serves that “it was not easy to live in a sea of White Vermonters who 
perceived Afro-Americans largely in symbolic terms.” While some 
Whites treated Blacks well, their regard was largely disingenuous, either 
“paternal or designed to make a point, and it was far overshadowed by 
the malicious attentions of other White Vermonters” toward Blacks. As 
evidence, Roth cites abuse of Black servants; inequities in bank lending 
and land ownership; employment injustice; racial terrorism; racist legis-
lation; and other injustices that caused many Blacks to depart Vermont 
for New England cities with better opportunities.28

Another indicator of Vermonters’ low view of Blacks noted by Roth 
is the state’s minstrel heritage, which was especially rich in Barr’s Read-
ing. Davis’s History of Reading features an extensive section on the 
town’s Blackface performers.29 Eleazer Dexter, born in Reading just 
months before Eri Barr, popularized a Blackface act called “Jump Jim 
Crow” in the 1840s, and mentored aspiring minstrels Hank White and 
George M. Clark. White, a longtime Reading resident, “was always up-
right and manly, scorning to do a mean act,” according to the writer, yet 
could imitate to perfection “the old negro, Dr. Brattle, broad-nosed 
Packard, Uncle Joe Dick, or any other human freak.” The author is quick 
to assure readers that “Hank [White]’s negro was not the conventional 
burnt cork darkey of the minstrel show, but the real article sui generis.”30 
White partnered with fellow Readingites Osceola Whitmore and Clark 
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to form Whitmore & Clark’s Minstrels, a Blackface troupe that toured 
the nation for decades. Considering its smallness, a surprising number of 
other Reading natives had careers in Blackface. “The spirit of music and 
minstrelsy may be said to have hovered over” Reading, the author 
asserts.31 

Eri Barr’s adult life may provide additional clues to the impact of race 
on his youth in Reading, although their meaning is open to interpreta-
tion. First, in dozens of letters and articles with his byline, Barr only 
mentions the race of an individual once, and this was almost certainly 
done by his coauthor. In all of Barr’s other articles, there is nothing 
about race: not the color of his converts, not slavery, not abolition, not 
the Civil War. On the other hand, Barr’s color was never referred to in 
print by others; the discovery that Barr was Black did not come from 
contemporary papers, but from an aside on Barr in a reminiscence long 
after he had died. For a Black person during his era, this is unheard 
of—a conundrum. Did Barr not have a racial consciousness? Was he 
indeed the product of an interracial union and so light-skinned that he 
could “pass”? Did growing up in White Reading preclude the develop-
ment of a Black consciousness or cause him to be unwitting or even 
ashamed of his color?

A second element in Barr’s adult life that may provide a clue to grow-
ing up Black in Reading is the theme of alienation in his writings. 
Throughout his career Barr alludes to being isolated and scattered 
among Vermont’s undulant geography much more than other itinerant 
ministers and Adventist pioneers, and even oftener than Charles Bowles, 
a Black minister who spent years itinerating in Vermont before Barr. 
Admittedly, this could be due to other factors: Barr’s travels took him 
away from his family; there were very few people of like religious faith 
in Vermont; and Barr was often alone in rugged wilderness settings. But 
just as compelling an explanation is that Barr’s childhood fostered in 
him a feeling of otherness that racially isolated Blacks often had in ante-
bellum America. 

Barr’s alienation could have also partly stemmed from the losses he 
endured in his youth. Eri had a brother, Norman, who died at age two a 
year before Eri was born, most likely from the spotted fever epidemic 
devastating the town at the time.32 Another brother, William Jr., died the 
day Eri was born, a month and a half shy of three years old, probably 
another victim of spotted fever.33 Also, whatever his maternity, Eri lost a 
mother figure while an adolescent. In 1823, in a tragedy that no doubt 
devastated the eight-year-old Eri, his sisters Alva and Sebe died while in 
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their teens.34 Finally, 1840 is the last time Eri’s father appears on the US 
census, indicating that he died when Eri was in his twenties or thirties.

The Barr family was likely Methodist, as evidenced, among other 
things, by Eri Barr’s choice of school. In 1836 he left Reading and trav-
eled 125 miles south to attend Wesleyan Academy, a preparatory school 
in Wilbraham, Massachusetts, a small community bordering Springfield. 
Wesleyan was founded by Methodist ministers in New Hampshire in 
1817. Although later connected with a seminary, the academy in Barr’s 
day offered a liberal arts curriculum with no religious courses, per se. 
Women were admitted as students from the school’s inception, and there 
does not ever seem to have been any restrictive racial admission poli-
cies. At least two African Americans attended Wesleyan Academy be-
fore Barr: Charles Bennet Ray, noted abolitionist, journalist, and minis-
ter, from 1830–1832; and John W. Lewis, a minister, abolitionist, 
educator, and author, from 1831–1833.35 Other Blacks would follow.36 

Barr had an option to study Classics or English and chose the latter. 
His courses included speech, grammar, arithmetic, geography, and his-
tory. A full school year was divided into four terms, corresponding with 
the seasons, and Eri studied at Wesleyan for a full year, rooming in the 
seminary building on campus. Since Wesleyan was roughly equivalent 
to today’s high school, Barr may have attended school back home and 
only needed a year to finish the requirements, or, as was often the case 
in the early nineteenth century, he attended school practically, as needed. 
Financial constraints could also have been a factor. The minimum tu-
ition he would have paid for the full year was $12; the maximum, $20. 
The board was $1.50 per week. Barr’s age of 21–22 was about average 
among students.37 The year he matriculated, there were 864 students, the 
second highest enrollment up to that point.38

As in the larger Methodist church, the dominant issue at Wesleyan in 
the year Barr attended was slavery. An official history of the school 
states that the debate over slavery “invaded the Academy,” with “trust-
ees, teachers and students. . . stirred by the new impulse, either favor-
ably or unfavorably.” It is intriguing to consider how Barr, certainly one 
of only a handful of Black students (if even that many), reacted as “the 
young men caught it up in the debating club” and “made the negro and 
his wrongs the subjects of composition” and “thrust incendiary papers 
into the reading room.” The students from the South participated, “as 
often in favor of abolition as against it.” Meanwhile, the school trustees 
and faculty tried to stifle the debate over “the one topic sure to strike 
fire” in order to maintain the patronage of Wesleyan’s Southern bene-
factors. The board prohibited instructors from broaching the topic in 
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class and the library and student societies from subscribing to abolition-
ist papers. Debate of slavery was outlawed. But, states the school his-
tory, the board “could make no headway against a sea which was break-
ing over the continent…the waves rolled over trustees and faculty.” In 
the end, “the ideas of New England on personal liberty obtained com-
plete sway in the institution, and Southern patronage was, as a matter of 
course, entirely withdrawn.”39

Career

After his year at Wesleyan, Eri Barr returned to Reading and rejoined 
his father’s household, which consisted of his stepmother Almira and 
brother Horace. Barr worked as a mechanic with his father and brother 
for a couple of years. He apparently ventured ten miles northeast to 
Woodstock and found love. Lori Zerviah Harvey was born to Nathan 
and Zerviah (née Paddock) Harvey in Woodstock on October 2, 1821, 
joining a brother, Oren. Both White Vermonters, Nathan was a shoe-
maker by trade, and Zerviah, a housemaker. On December 7, 1842, Eri 
and Lori were married in Reading by a Methodist minister named A. K. 
Howard. In a marriage lasting sixteen years, the Barrs had one child, 
Emma, in 1844.40 

The year 1844 was pivotal for Barr, for he expected the world to end 
then. In the early 1840s he became a follower of William Miller (1782–
1849), one of the most well-known millennialists in American history. 
In the early 1830s Miller began preaching that Christ was returning to 
earth around 1843 to deliver the righteous, destroy the wicked, cleanse 
the earth with fire, and inaugurate the millennium. Operating from his 
farm in Hampton, New York, Miller’s influence was largely regional 
until 1839, when an enterprising minister in Boston named Joshua 
Himes transformed Millerism into a large-scale movement. At its peak 
in the early 1840s, Millerites and their sympathizers numbered in the 
hundreds of thousands, had a sizeable following in several nations, and 
were ubiquitous in contemporary newspapers, although the reportage 
was largely negative. After a couple of failed predictions for the second 
coming by Millerite preachers, and the most notorious failed date of Oc-
tober 22, 1844, Millerites either abandoned their beliefs or joined one of 
the groups that emerged from the original movement. 

Millerism had a strong appeal for Blacks, both free and unfree. For 
the enslaved, an imminent second coming would shortly terminate the 
dreaded institution of slavery and see slave masters judged by God for 
their crimes. For free Blacks, the advent would usher in a new world 
without racial oppression. Apart from the doctrine itself, each Millerite 
leader of note was an active abolitionist, many with leadership positions 
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in antislavery societies. Black abolitionists such as Sojourner Truth, 
William Still, and William Watkins were Millerites, as were numerous 
Black congregations in major US and Canadian cities. There was also a 
following among enslaved Blacks throughout the South.41

Millerism has a significant connection with Vermont. Not only was 
William Miller’s farm on the New York-Vermont border, but he mar-
ried a Vermonter named Lucy Smith and moved across the Hudson 
River to her hometown of Poultney in 1803. The Millers would have 
just missed encountering Jeffrey and Susannah Brace, purportedly 
Poultney’s first Black citizens, who left the town when neighbors threat-
ened to force the children they had together into indentured servitude.42 
For his part, Miller thrived in Poultney, variously holding the offices of 
county sheriff, justice of the peace, and constable. Vermont governor 
Jonas Galusha—whose son Elon would become a prominent Millerite 
leader—commissioned Miller to serve as a lieutenant in the Vermont 
militia. Importantly, the Vermont Telegraph was where Miller first pub-
lished his novel views of the end of the world and effectively launched 
his career as a minister in 1832. Miller’s early itinerating took place in 
small towns in Vermont in the Champlain lowlands.43 In the first years 
of the 1840s, Millerism began to take hold in Vermont, especially 
among Baptists and Methodists, and its success made it a source of con-
troversy, division, and among many, ridicule.44 

The ultraism that was the Millerite movement was certainly nothing 
new in Vermont. Rather it was just part of “a constant reiteration” of 
millennialism in the state in the first half of the nineteenth century.45 Da-
vid Ludlum outlines two types of Vermont millennialism, religious and 
economic, “mutually hostile” to each other, but both concerned with the 
perfection of Vermont and its people. In an indication of the underlying 
closeness of these two approaches, P. Jeffrey Potash in Vermont’s 
Burned-Over District seeks to mediate the lengthy scholarly dispute of 
whether the leading factor in Vermont revivals up to 1850 was spiritual 
or economic interests. Potash sees merits in both sides.46 Eri Barr, con-
temporaneous with John Humphrey Noyes—perhaps Vermont’s most 
notorious millennialist—was one of the state’s many Methodists who 
embraced Millerism but sought to bring about the millennium solely by 
religious means. As will be noted below, in his Millerite period Barr 
moved from place to place to earn money, and one wonders if at least a 
partial explanation for his joining two millennial movements was for a 
divine release from his economic straits. 

Barr’s experience as a Millerite is hard to know, as there are no extant 
sources from him in the years before October 22, 1844. However, three 
of his letters appeared in Millerite papers in late 1844 and 1846. These 



34
.  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .

reveal his whereabouts and a burgeoning pastoral persona. Just over a 
month after the divine no-show, a letter by Barr appeared in The Voice 
of Truth, written from Bridgewater, Vermont, a town about six miles 
north of his birthplace. This is the first instance of the hortatory, pastoral 
style that Barr would maintain in his public communications over the 
next fifteen years, full of allusions and admonitions from the Bible, and 
steeped in eschatological sentiment. There is also the first occurrence of 
a leitmotif in Barr’s writings: that of the scatteredness and isolation of 
his coreligionists. He writes to “the saints scattered abroad” to keep their 
faith in a near second coming.47 His next letter, dated February 10, 1846, 
also written from Bridgewater, is for “those isolated brothers and sisters 
[to] continue to speak to each other through The Voice of Truth, as it ap-
pears to be the only way they can do it.”48 Barr’s other extant letter of 
September 9, 1846, reveals that he moved from Bridgewater about 
eighty miles north to Greensboro, Vermont. He had been “so much con-
fined to business, in order to provide for my household,” that he had not 
had time to see if there were any Millerites in the area. When he did 
have time, however, he would discover his isolation: “There is not a 
single individual in this town of precious faith, nor ever has been, as I 
have been able to learn.”49 

The household that Barr was then busy providing for consisted of his 
wife Lori, daughter Emma, mother-in-law Zerviah Harvey, and brother 
Horace. The 1850 census finds them living in Goshen Gore (today Stan-
nard), a farming community with a population of 183, Eri and Horace 
Barr being the only Blacks there. Eri was also the only mechanic, which 
may have been the reason he moved to Goshen Gore, and Horace is 
listed as a laborer, probably helping his brother or working on a farm.50 
Barr’s movements were undoubtedly necessitated by the job crunch in 
Vermont, much worse for the state’s Blacks, who “found themselves 
edged almost completely out of the economy” when unemployed Whites 
demanded previously undesirable jobs.51

On the first of July 1852, Eri Barr wrote from Goshen Gore to Adven-
tist leader James White, “I turn aside from the press of business, for a 
moment, to just say, that the cause of truth is moving onward in spite of 
all the powers of darkness combined.”52 James White, 30, and his wife 
Ellen Gould White, 24, were then a financially strapped couple from 
Maine with two sons, earnestly organizing a movement that would be-
come the Seventh-day Adventist Church. They were joined in this effort 
by a retired mariner and social reformer named Joseph Bates, at 59 re-
spected as the senior figure of the cause. Each was, like Barr, a former 
Millerite. 

In 1852 their movement consisted of approximately 2,000 adherents 
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concentrated in New England and New York known as Sabbatarian Ad-
ventists.53 Years earlier the Whites and Bates had convened about two 
dozen conferences in which those who could attend reached a consensus 
on five doctrines that would define Sabbatarians: the imminent return of 
Christ; an obligation for humankind to observe the Saturday Sabbath; 
the mortality of the human soul (i.e., when humans die they do not im-
mediately transition to an afterlife but remain dead in the grave until 
awakened at the second advent); a heavenly sanctuary modeled after the 
earthly Hebrew tabernacle in the Torah; and the presence of prophets in 
the church, of which Ellen White was a manifestation. Significantly for 
Barr’s career as a movement minister, Adventists strongly held that they 
possessed a mandate from the Bible to attempt to convince literally ev-
ery human on the planet of their teachings. Sabbatarians owned few 
church buildings, had little formal organization or regular clergy, and 
had no tithing system, and so were only informally united by the bi-
weekly paper Second Advent Review and Sabbath Herald (Review) that 
James White began publishing in 1849. This paper contained doctrinal 
and devotional articles, updates from itinerant ministers, announcements 
and reports of meetings and conferences, letters from adherents, and 
business and other items of interest to Sabbatarians.54 Featuring dozens 
of letters and articles from Barr, the Review serves as a primary source 
for the remaining twelve years of his life.

There were few Blacks in the fledgling movement in the 1850s. In 
fact, Barr was not only the first Black Sabbatarian minister, but he was 
also one of the first Blacks to join the movement. Like Barr, when 
Blacks became Adventists they tended to be religiously active. John 
West, born into slavery in Baltimore in 1816, early developed kyphosis 
and was referred to as a “little hunchback slave.” Sold to a buyer from 
Louisiana, in New Orleans, West became a Methodist and was licensed 
to preach in 1851. Two years later Gerrit Smith, a wealthy abolitionist 
and Sabbatarian Adventist in Peterboro, New York, purchased West’s 
freedom, and arranged for him to live on his estate. Shortly after West 
arrived, he also became a Sabbatarian and worked part time as a minis-
ter, with duties in a church Smith had built in Peterboro. A beloved fig-
ure, West was dubbed “the Dominie” (Latin for minister) by his parish-
ioners.55 In the predominately White world of Sabbatarian Adventism, 
John West and Eri Barr were the first Adventist ministers of color and 
the only ones for decades to come. 

A few Blacks were leaders of Sabbatarians in their areas. Not long 
after Eri converted he persuaded his brother Horace to join the move-
ment. For years Horace Barr was the point person for the Sabbatarian 
groups in Andover and Jamaica, Vermont, the latter town at one time 
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hosting the largest Adventist congregation in Vermont.56 Elias and Hen-
rietta Platt, who became associated with the Adventists around the same 
time as Eri Barr, were outspoken abolitionists who took a leadership 
role among Sabbatarians in Bath, New York, and provided substantial 
support to movement leaders.57 William Hardy, the first Black man 
elected to public office in Michigan, became an Adventist in 1857 and 
was the pillar of Adventism in Kent County, Michigan, while supporting 
the larger Sabbatarian movement with his considerable means.58 The 
other Black Adventists were families and individuals in the Northeast 
and Midwest that had learned of the movement’s teachings from publi-
cations, friends and neighbors, or travelling ministers, and made known 
their fealty in the pages of the Review, or at least subscribed to the Sab-
batarian organ. 

Like the Millerite movement from which it sprang, the Seventh-day 
Adventist Church was a very American and very Vermonter phenome-
non. Roth’s The Democratic Dilemma documents the cornucopia of 
sects, revivals, communities, orders, and reforms that dominated life in 
Vermont from 1791 to 1850, a dynamic that Thomas L. Altherr memo-
rably characterizes in a reflection on the Rutland, Vermont, Free Con-
vention of 1858 as “a crazy-quilt paradigm of…reforms afoot.”59 The 
conversion of Barr and members of his family to Adventism is an indi-
vidualization of this larger statewide phenomenon, and it may be said 
that the very sensibilities that caused Barr to join the Adventists were 
developed from this unique reform milieu in Vermont. 

Eri Barr was appointed a full-time minister in a matter of months, if 
that long, after he joined the Adventists, a fast track that was not uncom-
mon in the still informal and inchoate organization of the movement, 
and may also indicate that he had prior ministerial experience, perhaps 
as a Millerite. For the next eight years he would maintain a dizzying 
itinerary of pastoral work in dozens of towns and settlements in Ver-
mont, Maine, New Hampshire, Massachusetts, and Connecticut, with 
brief forays into Canada, Rhode Island, Pennsylvania, and New York. 
Barr would partner with eight of approximately two dozen itinerant Sab-
batarian ministers with a similar work ethic. His rapid assumption of 
leadership in the sect bears out Nathan O. Hatch’s characterization of 
the Second Great Awakening as the “democratization of American 
Christianity,” a time in which Blacks, women, and other marginalized 
groups took to the pulpit.60 Like many of the Protestant ministers of the 
Second Great Awakening and proselytizers who plied the so-called 
“burned-over district,” however, Barr’s frenetic pace would be a factor 
in the ruin of his marriage and personal health.61    

Barr’s modus operandi for his eight-year Adventist ministerial career 
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mostly followed this pattern. He partnered with one of the aforemen-
tioned two dozen ministers whom he complemented well or was just 
willing and available.62 They received a request from one or more Sab-
batarians to evangelize and/or provide pastoral services for Adventists 
in their vicinity. Sometimes Barr went to places of his own choosing or 
that were nearby his original destination; other times a leader such as 
James White or Joseph Bates asked him to visit. Barr spent anywhere 
from a few days to a month in a location. The Sabbatarians rented a hall 
or meetinghouse in the town or erected a tent on a rented lot or coreli-
gionist’s property to hold religious meetings. Townspeople were invited 
to the meetings via flyer, newspaper notice, and word of mouth. Barr 
and his partner would speak to the attendees on classic Christian doc-
trines from the Bible, but mostly on distinctive Adventist teachings, to 
which almost no Christians at the time adhered. These meetings were 
held on weekends or over the course of weeks, sometimes twice a day, 
or sometimes just in the evening. Another facet of Barr’s job in each 
town was to develop evangelistic plans for the area, which he did in con-
cert with local and regional Adventists. Fellow Sabbatarians provided 
Barr lodging, while he provided them spiritual direction, encourage-
ment, counseling, and doctrinal instruction. Transportation for the peri-
patetic minister consisted of his feet, wagon, railroad, and occasionally 
boat. A financial system to salary ministers was not instituted until late 
in Barr’s career, so he was mostly supported by moonlighting, selling 
literature, and the occasional donation from a Sabbatarian. This remu-
neration arrangement was notoriously unreliable and inadequate, a pri-
mary cause for the high burnout and turnover rate among Barr’s fellow 
ministers. Barr’s eight-year stint itinerating was actually longer than that 
of the average Adventist minister.63

Eri Barr’s ministerial itineracy in Vermont and New England con-
formed to socioeconomic patterns of the time. Barr sought out people 
and went where they were, and the people were increasingly in cities 
and towns, and less in rural areas than they had been in previous de-
cades. In Freedom and Unity: A History of Vermont, Michael Sherman, 
Gene Sessions, and P. Jeffrey Potash trace the concomitant decline of 
the agricultural sector and rural living with the rise of manufacturing 
and urban living. As Barr began itinerating in the early 1850s, Vermont-
ers were already leaving the fields for the cities and the unprecedented 
growth experienced by urban areas continued through the Civil War and 
beyond, permanently transforming the state.64 This population shift cen-
tralized Barr’s ministerial efforts and made people more easily reach-
able than they had ever been. The new jobs that urban living provided 
his converts ultimately financed Barr’s ministry.



38
.  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .

Barr had not been a minister long before he impressed the leaders of 
the Sabbatarians, whose imprimatur he needed to have viability in the 
movement. He first met James and Ellen White in early September 1852, 
in Wolcott, a town in northern Vermont with approximately 900 people. 
Barr and his partner Alfred Hutchins, who had also joined the move-
ment that year, were holding religious meetings in a 400-seat tent ad-
joining the house of a Sabbatarian named Seth Peck. James White ob-
served Barr in action and reported in the Review that Barr spoke of his 
“present faith, hopes and joys” and overall the programs were “harmoni-
ous, refreshing, and some of them very powerful,” and “more than real-
ized” his expectations.65 They would reunite a few weeks later twenty 
miles southwest in Waterbury, where the Whites again heard Barr speak. 
Recounting their first meeting six years later, James White remarked 
that Barr was “much beloved” and a “firm friend of the cause and de-
voted laborer.”66 For her part, Ellen White claimed to have received a 
vision in which God told her that Barr and three other ministers “were 
men to be depended upon.”67 In a movement that derived profound 
meaning and direction from White’s charisma, this pronouncement was 
a key endorsement for Barr. 

It is not known when Barr first met the movement’s third leader, Jo-
seph Bates, but by May 1855 they had become ministerial partners. This 
was a consequential partnership. The caliber and magnitude of Bates’s 
efforts and leadership in 1850s Sabbatarianism were what caused Ad-
ventists to deem him one of the founders of the church. That Barr 
worked alongside Bates during such founding efforts attests that in his 
own right Barr had a noteworthy role in the founding of the Seventh-day 
Adventist Church. Thus, this partnership should be explored.  

When Joseph Bates teamed up with Barr in May 1855, Bates was 62 
years old and had a lifetime of antislavery activism behind him. Ideo-
logically, Bates initially advocated colonization for Black slaves, but by 
1835 he had discarded this for Garrisonian abolitionism or immediatism, 
vowing that he would “support Mr. G. in all his efforts to disenthral and 
elevate the colored race.”68 Just two months later Bates was referred to 
in Garrison’s Liberator as “our zealous fellow-laborer, Capt. Joseph 
Bates.”69 In 1835–1836 Bates was instrumental in the founding in Mas-
sachusetts of the Fairhaven Anti-Slavery Society (FASS) and the Bristol 
County Anti-Slavery Society, while his wife, Prudence, cofounded the 
Fairhaven Ladies Anti-Slavery Society. Bates helped to coordinate the 
Massachusetts Christian Conference on Slavery in 1836, a large gather-
ing of members of the Christian Connection that formally condemned 
all Christian churches that supported slavery. Elected president of the 
FASS in 1839, Bates organized numerous petitions against slavery and 
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racist laws that were sent to the Massachusetts State Legislature and the 
US Congress and Senate. In particular for our purposes here, Joseph 
Bates spearheaded a petition among the men of his community to repeal 
miscegenation laws in Massachusetts; in 1842 his petition was read in 
the Massachusetts House of Representatives, but the law was narrowly 
upheld. The next year it was repealed.70

Each of Barr’s eight ministerial partners was certainly antislavery, as 
were probably most Adventists. But were his partners sympathetic to his 
interracial marriage? Bates was, and the man that played his part in 
making it legal in a powerful state would probably have won Barr’s high 
regard on that basis alone. Bates and Barr conducted religious meetings 
together in Maine, where interracial marriage was illegal, albeit lightly 
enforced. Although Lori Barr did not travel with her husband, the ille-
gality of his marriage in several states where he preached may have 
weighed on Eri’s mind. Whatever the case, when Bates and Barr held 
meetings in Springfield, Massachusetts, Barr could theoretically rest 
easier on the marriage legality issue, thanks in part to the efforts of Bates 
and others like him.

Puzzlingly, the only article in the Review written by Barr that men-
tions race is one coauthored with Bates. The two preachers were con-
ducting evangelistic meetings in Berlin, Connecticut, in August 1855, 
when, as they report, on Sunday, August 12, “a colored preacher from 
Upper Canada attended.” Upon talking to the Black man from Toronto, 
the two learned that he was “lecturing in the State of Connecticut, to 
obtain means to ameliorate the condition of our oppressed countrymen, 
escaped from the slave power of our boasted land of freedom, who have 
found a refuge from their cruel bondage in the British dominions.”71 
This is undeniably Bates’s language and sentiment, almost identical to 
his diatribes against the hypocrisies of the American republic in aboli-
tionist and religious papers. The shrewd Bates was also informing Re-
view readers in barely concealed language that this Black Canadian was 
an Underground Railroad agent, and this was just the sort of contact that 
the abolitionist Bates would have cultivated and utilized in his efforts to 
destroy slavery. Equally important to both Bates and Barr was the Cana-
dian’s assurance that he was going to start observing the Saturday Sab-
bath and teach others to do so. They provided him with some Adventist 
literature and the man indicated that he would visit the Review office in 
Rochester, New York, on his way back to Canada. Bates, who had pros-
elytized among enslaved Blacks as a Millerite minister on Maryland’s 
Eastern Shore in 1843 and therefore knew how the slave system could 
obstruct the practice of religious beliefs, wrapped up his account of the 
Canadian by remarking, “Thank the Lord, that he is qualifying teachers 
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who have influence with this class of our fellow men who are now free, 
and have the privilege to keep the weekly Sabbath of the Bible when 
they hear it taught.”72 

Bates and Barr undertook from twelve to twenty meetings together in 
Maine, Massachusetts, New Hampshire, and Connecticut in 1855. The 
venues ranged from city halls, to tents, to houses. The meetings featured 
the two ministers delivering doctrinal talks to Adventists and those in 
the community whom they could persuade to attend. In those days visi-
tors to small towns were newsworthy, and a White man in his sixties 
with a Black man in his thirties preaching strange doctrines was a draw. 
In Canaan, Maine, for instance, a tent was erected in the front yard of a 
Sabbatarian named Robert Barnes and a crowd of roughly 500 at-
tended.73 They often travelled with a tent, or at least in concert with one. 
Joseph Bates wrote of one tour that “the Tent has been transported by 
land and water about 1100 miles, at an expense of $43.28, averaging 
less than four dollars per meeting.”74 The primary object of the tent was 
as a vehicle to persuade people to become Sabbatarians, and Bates and 
Barr seemed to have as good success at this as any other pair. Two rep-
resentative reports are of seven baptized in East Unity, New Hampshire, 
in July 1855, and three baptized in Berlin, Connecticut, the next month.75 
Bates and Barr also participated in the planning sessions together, advis-
ing local Adventists on how to get their message out and convince peo-
ple to adopt it.

Since becoming a Sabbatarian, Barr seldom let up his frenetic pace of 
travel, lecturing, canvassing, and ministering. Sabbatarian ministers 
mostly itinerated two-by-two, so as the only itinerant Black minister in 
the movement, Barr was always paired with a White counterpart, form-
ing interracial ministerial partnerships that would not be known again in 
Adventism for years to come—especially after the church’s official 
founding in the midst of the Civil War and its growing pains during Re-
construction and Jim Crow, when race relations were said to be at their 
nadir.76 Having a forte for small-town evangelism, in eight years Barr 
held religious meetings in at least 11 towns Vermont, 21 in Maine, 14 in 
Massachusetts, seven in New Hampshire, eight in Connecticut, three in 
Pennsylvania, and four in New York. Barr conducted meetings in a 
number of these locales multiple times. He also met with Sabbatarians 
and held meetings in three settlements in Québec in the fall of 1854. In 
total, Barr conducted hundreds of religious meetings ranging from two 
days to two weeks from 1852 to 1860. Incredibly, in his extensive itiner-
ating, Barr reported no instances of racism.

Vital to the Sabbatarian project were “accessions,” people joining the 
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movement, which would confirm what they held to be their divine man-
date to win people, and in turn generated money that funded the growing 
movement’s needs, expanded the community of adherents, provided 
more political power, and granted overall viability to the movement. 
Judging by his reports in the Review, Barr, like many ministers during 
the Second Great Awakening era, seemed to be preoccupied with con-
versions and baptisms. Significantly, in any given year he was one of 
two dozen Sabbatarian ministers with the authority to baptize. Barr duti-
fully reported his accessions in straightforward ways, and in line with 
ministerial rhetoric, was sure to give the glory to God. Although it is 
impossible to be certain, I estimate that Barr, working with a partner or 
alone, was responsible for between 150 to 300 people becoming Sabba-
tarian Adventists. Since the total number of adherents in the late 1850s 
is estimated to be between 2,000 and 3,000, Barr’s efforts were 
substantial. 

Eri Barr facilitated the expansion of the movement in another way, 
one that demonstrates his significance as a Sabbatarian leader. He orga-
nized and chaired numerous general conferences, two- or three-day 
business meetings for strategizing and mobilizing Sabbatarians for 
evangelism in an area. In his first such meeting in June 1856, Barr 
chaired a conference that overrode “some leading Brn. [brethren, i.e., 
Sabbatarian leaders]” about where one of the movement’s only tents 
used for religious meetings should go, and appointed the men who 
would staff it and serve as “tent treasurers.”77 As a secretary of the New 
England Conference in Boston, January 1857, Barr co-led proceedings 
that established a fund and a manager to disperse Adventist publica-
tions, and appointed tent committees and charter members for three 
states, allotting Sabbatarians’ monetary offerings for its function.78 He 
chaired a pivotal meeting in early September 1857 in which it was de-
cided that five general conferences would take place that fall, indicating 
the time and location of each, with ten resolutions on spiritual prepara-
tions of Sabbatarians for the conferences. Barr was chosen to provide 
leadership at each of these state meetings.79 In what was probably his fi-
nal major meeting, Barr was appointed chair of a business meeting in 
Roosevelt, New York, in June 1859, where it was decided that a new 
tithing system would be implemented in the region; $400 was pledged to 
operate the “New York tent” and an invitation and appointment of two 
ministers to work with the tent enterprise was tendered; and the appoint-
ment of a five-member committee for periodical circulation was made.80 
Again, Barr’s leadership on these committees was integral to the growth 
of the movement, and was more remarkable in that he did so as a Black 
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man in antebellum New England. In the 1850s, the acceptability of a 
Black man preaching to Whites was far from universal, even in New 
England. A Black leader of Whites in a predominately White movement 
would have been even more controversial.

Critically, Eri Barr ordained individuals to the Sabbatarian ministry. 
There is direct evidence of at least one person Barr ordained, but there 
were undoubtedly more. Augustin C. Bourdeau, a French Canadian who 
converted to Adventism in 1855, was ordained by Barr the next year in 
Bakersfield, Vermont.81 As in almost every other Protestant communion, 
Sabbatarians only granted the authority to ordain to those whom they 
recognized as vetted and vested leaders, and the fact that Barr could or-
dain is another confirmation of his standing and authority in the move-
ment and its racial egalitarianism.

Clear, ForCiBle, and muCh Beloved

What was Eri Barr’s preaching and interpersonal style like? This is an 
essential question in an era when such things were often paramount for 
success. Unfortunately, there are only a few vague descriptions in the 
Review, and none in general newspapers, as far as can be determined. 
One Sabbatarian stated that in a lecture, Barr “clearly and forcibly set 
forth the reasons of our hope, and very minutely dwelt upon every 
point.”82 James White characterized a meeting in which Barr spoke as 
“very powerful.” At a funeral service an attendee said that Barr 
“preached a short but very appropriate and comforting discourse” and 
“our sorrowing hearts were comforted.”83 One convert described Barr’s 
lectures as “so clear.”84 The large crowds that often came to hear Barr 
may also be an indicator of his effectiveness as a communicator. At a 
meeting conducted by Barr in Wolcott, Vermont, in 1852, hundreds 
filled a 400-seat tent, many travelling from Eastern Canada to attend.85 
At a gathering in New Hampshire in the summer of 1855, Barr reported 
that “some hundreds of people came in from the surrounding country 
and appeared to listen with a strong desire to understand the truth.”86 An 
Adventist from Catlin, New York, wrote that a conference put on by 
Barr and two other ministers was the “best that we ever had” in the 
town.87 At times when Barr could not physically be present at a meeting, 
he would be asked to draft a letter to be read to the attendees. At one 
such conference in New England, it was reported that “we were favored 
with a letter from Bro. E. L. Barr, just in time to read before the business 
meeting, filled with comforting words, and stirring exhortations to the 
church.”88

Another compelling bit of evidence about Barr’s effectiveness as a 
minister is in the way he was regarded by his parishioners. He was con-
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sistently referred to by Sabbatarians in the Review in terms of endear-
ment: “our beloved brother Barr,” “much beloved,” “dear Bro. Barr.” 
When meetings were called, Barr was “particularly invited.” When word 
reached Adventists that Barr would be visiting, their response was often, 
“his coming is a matter of rejoicing to us.” Barr once stayed at the home 
of a retired sea captain named Samuel Warner in Providence, Rhode Is-
land, a man whom he probably baptized. Warner wrote of his brief time 
with Barr: “I really had an interesting season with him, in love and 
blessed converse” on doctrinal subjects, and “I should be pleased to have 
the privilege of enjoying more of his company.”89 Also telling is the 
number of invitations Barr received to eulogize parishioners in the Re-
view and at memorial services, a sign of high regard. 

Barr’s entire persona seemed to be fashioned after the Christian arche-
type of pastor as shepherd, the Review readers being his flock. Function-
ing as miniature sermons, his letters contain constant exhortations to 
Christian holiness and steadfastness, in line with the Sabbatarian en-
trenchment in the Wesleyan tradition of sanctification. These exhorta-
tions were worded in biblical phraseology and were almost always 
framed eschatologically, a sensibility that dated back to Barr’s time as a 
Millerite. Despite the passage of time, for Barr the end was always just 
about to occur, and he never missed a hortatory opportunity to empha-
size this to parishioners to induce personal holiness. Of course, as an 
Adventist minister, Barr was certainly not unique in this. But the fre-
quency with which he infused apocalyptic urgency into even brief items 
in the Review was remarkable, if tedious to present sensibilities.

For all of Barr’s salutary traits, however, a personality prone to ex-
tremes emerges, a bleak worldview dominated by notions of alienation 
and doctrinal severity. The perceived alienation was no doubt partly due 
to the Adventist conceit that they comprised God’s remnant, the final 
strand of true believers who would soon be turned on and persecuted by 
the entire world.90 Indeed, there was only a paltry number of Sabbatari-
ans in Vermont, and in toto, for that matter. As previously theorized 
though, for this Black Vermonter the sense of alienation seemed to have 
a particular resonance. In his first appearance in the Review, Barr likened 
his proselytization efforts to “honest souls [that] are being made to re-
joice, after a long, gloomy night of sadness.”91 Barr would characterize 
those whom he convinced to join the Sabbatarians in Johnson as “the 
remnant in Northern Vermont.”92 A group of infirmed Sabbatarian 
women that he was asked to comfort were described as “these afflicted 
daughters of Abraham, separated as they are, far away from those of like 
precious faith, and wasting away under the withering hand of disease.”93 
Another lonely lament comes from Roxbury, Vermont, from January 
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1857, when Barr reflected, “One year has elapsed since I last mingled in 
the society of the afflicted people of God scattered among the mountains 
and valleys of Vermont.” Things were not the same since he had last 
been there: “Here I find many vacant places caused by the dear saints’ 
removing to the far West,” while “others have been laid away in the si-
lent grave.” In short, “the changes of the past year have made this world 
more dark and dreary.”94 This gloominess had not dissipated by August, 
when Barr at his most doleful pronounced that “New England lay before 
me a dark picture.” He observed that when the Vermonters previously 
referenced—again he characterizes them as “scattered among [the] 
mountains and valleys”—had moved west, “many were sorely afflicted 
like myself, and felt as though we were left desolate and forsaken.” 
These Adventists were facing “the large number of Sabbath haters and 
truth fighters [who] now began to look like a formidable foe.” Barr was 
so depressed that he admitted, perhaps a bit hyperbolically, that like the 
Old Testament seer Elijah, he felt like asking God to take his life. In the 
end, he resisted such impulses and grandly proclaimed to his audience, 
“As the Lord liveth and as thy soul liveth, I will not leave thee.”95 

Another extreme in Barr’s personality was his doctrinal severity, no-
table even for an era and a movement tending to religious extremes. In 
the above letter in which he admitted to entertaining asking God to end 
his life, Barr cautioned readers to “Remember that death stares us in the 
face every moment we remain lukewarm [not spiritually committed].”96 
The next month he ended a report by stating that Sabbatarians should 
rescue their neighbors’ “dear souls…from error’s dark, destructive way, 
and the awful pains of the second death.”97 Weeks later he concluded an 
update with “Arise and work out your own salvation with fear and trem-
bling before it is too late, and all is lost forever.”98 In early 1858 Barr 
warned his coreligionists that there was “no time to backslide now, no 
time to gratify self, no time to be idle. Remember we are now having 
our last chance to get ready for the return of the King of glory, and if this 
time is not rightly improved, all is lost for ever.”99 Barr’s extremes 
would directly or indirectly cause three developments that would place a 
shadow on the last years of his life. 

The first development was his marriage. Barr had been touring non-
stop for eight years, half of his marriage, when his wife Lori had had 
enough. A week and a half before Christmas of 1858 she obtained a di-
vorce from Barr for the cause of “willing absence.”100 In truth, there is 
no evidence that Barr ever took Lori and their daughter Emma with him 
in his travels, and indeed one is unable to find breaks in his schedule 
when he could have stopped to spend any appreciable time with them at 
their home in Stannard. Sadly, it seems that Emma never lived with her 
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mother or father again after the divorce: The 1860 census records her 
living with a White farming family called the Herseys in Williamstown, 
Vermont.101 It is not known what became of Lori Barr after the divorce. 
It seems that Barr’s divorce did not have an adverse impact on his stand-
ing as a Sabbatarian minister because it was initiated by his wife. 

The second development would come from Ellen White, who at the 
time of Barr’s divorce was the most powerful figure in Sabbatarianism. 
White was regarded by most Adventists as a bona fide prophet, with 
regular divine visions and the “testimonies,” or personal messages to 
Sabbatarians, that issued from them. These testimonies were spiritually 
authoritative for the 2,000 to 3,000 Adventists, often probing into their 
personal lives, and containing reprimands and exhortations to more 
righteous living. In September 1859 White issued one such testimony to 
three Sabbatarian brothers, William Henry, Bruce, and Andrew Graham, 
from Berlin, Connecticut, whom she charged with religious extremism 
in the form of ominous worship services that featured “shrieks” and “a 
pressing of individuals to confess” their sins, all of which resulted in “a 
fear [coming] over the church” members.102 White admonished seven 
other people in the Berlin church in the testimony, then closed with a 
statement on Barr. Barr, she charged, had “a wrong spirit” which “led 
him astray.” Instead of setting right the extreme behavior of the Berlin 
Adventists, as a leader he supported them and was thus “more to be 
blamed” than the church members. White claimed that God showed her 
that Barr would have been better off “working with his hands”—a refer-
ence to his former occupation as a mechanic—“than exerting this wrong 
influence in the church.”103  

Twelve days later White wrote a letter centering on Barr to Mary Ann 
Chamberlain, a Sabbatarian in the Berlin church. After White had vis-
ited Berlin the previous year she found “things in the utmost confusion” 
among the Adventists and claimed to have received two visions from 
God afterward on the situation there. White pronounced that Barr had a 
“hurried, fanatical spirit” demonstrated by behavior in Berlin in which 
he would join others in identifying those whom they deemed did not 
meet their spiritual standards and ostracized them. More concretely, 
Barr encouraged the Sabbatarians to burn the daguerreotype photo-
graphs that they owned, judging them a waste of money that could have 
gone to spreading the gospel. White alludes to some type of confiscation 
of these items, though its exact nature is not known. At the time, a da-
guerreotype and its case could cost roughly two or three days’ salary of 
an average worker.104 White herself was against such extravagances, 
holding that Sabbatarians could better employ their money. However, 
she rebuked Barr because he was destroying property that was not his 
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and, at the least, was not exchanging the valuable items for something 
more useful. At the same time as his wife’s letter, James White in the 
Review had publicly castigated Adventist ministers who had “run from 
place to place on the cars, encouraging a fanatical spirit in burning da-
guerreotypes &c., worse than wasting their Lord’s money, and leaving 
the brethren in distraction.”105 Ellen White saw Barr’s actions as so egre-
gious that she issued a total indictment of his leadership, stating that “it 
would be of no use” for him to itinerate among Adventists any longer 
because “he could not do them good.” “He had better be laboring in a 
humble way, working with his hands,” she wrote, because “he possessed 
too much dignity,” a phrase she used to indicate arrogance.106 For his 
part, Barr duly humbled himself, issuing apologies to Sabbatarians in 
New England and a public mea culpa in the Review much later in June 
1862.107 

Barr’s bout with extremism probably had its roots in his childhood in 
Vermont, a millennial hotbed touched on earlier. David Ludlum points 
out that one of the dominant social movements in the region during 
Barr’s formative years was what he terms the “Puritan Counter-Refor-
mation,” which was marked by an ultraism exemplified by prominent 
Vermont reformer Orson Murray campaigning to rid towns of erotic im-
ages and inveighing against lax moral standards.108 P. Jeffrey Potash ob-
serves that this ultraism thrived amid “visions of the second coming,” 
which seems to capture the impetus behind Barr’s proscriptions.109  

Whatever the case, Ellen White’s chastisement undermined Barr’s 
Sabbatarian career, especially in Connecticut; but it did not end it. Per-
haps sensing that it was time to move on from New England, Barr had 
begun ministering in New York around June 1859 and chaired the afore-
mentioned conference in Roosevelt months before White’s missives 
about him became public. In September of that year he had delivered 
messages that were “refreshing and strengthening” to a crowd of 100 in 
Ulysses, Pennsylvania, a Review correspondent affirming that “Bro. 
Barr will labor for a while here.”110 Barr held several religious meetings 
with some of his old partners in small towns in the region of southwest-
ern New York-northern Pennsylvania throughout 1859 and 1860. Most 
significantly, he led in organizing the Niles Hill Church in Alma, New 
York, which featured an edifice that was the meeting place for scores of 
early Adventists’ general meetings. Niles Hill became a vital center for 
the movement, the lifeblood of its region and beyond.111 Interestingly, 
Eri Barr is found on two censuses of 1860. The first, taken on June 14, 
has him residing in Willing, a small settlement in southwestern New 
York on the Pennsylvania border, in the home of Josiah and Mary Wit-
ter, a farming couple, with their two teenage daughters and two male 
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domestics, all White. Barr’s profession: “Advent Clergyman.”112 The 
second census from September 6 records him in Ulysses Township, 
about fifteen miles southeast in Pennsylvania, living with another White 
farming family, Horace and Polly Hopkins, and their two sons and two 
daughters. Barr’s profession: “Clergyman and Advent.”113 

The final development that shadowed Barr’s last years was an illness 
that has been a scourge of humanity throughout history, though called 
by different names: tuberculosis. Barr contracted “consumption” in 
early 1860, stating in a letter published in the Review in April 1861 that 
he almost died from it. He presciently wrote that the readers would prob-
ably not hear from him again, and indeed his final piece in the Review 
was his apology letter in 1862. Several of Barr’s Sabbatarian colleagues 
also contracted fatal cases of tuberculosis, most famously John Nevins 
Andrews.

As Barr’s body was deteriorating, the nation embarked on a protracted 
struggle that would determine the fate of those of Barr’s race and of the 
Union itself. The Adventists were largely caught off-balance by the con-
flict, scrambling to formulate a conscientious objector position. In 1860 
the movement had adopted the name “Seventh-day Adventist,” but offi-
cial incorporation and acknowledgment by the US government would 
not come until May 1863 at the Adventists’ inaugural General Confer-
ence session in Battle Creek, Michigan.114 By that time, Adventism had 
begun the shift from New England to the new West, with their head-
quarters in Battle Creek, Michigan, and were metaphorically and liter-
ally leaving behind in the East many pioneers like Barr. In June 1862 
Adventists in Barr’s home state organized into the Vermont Conference, 
a church governance unit that was the fourth established, comprised of 
45 people, a portion of whom Barr had brought into the church. Ellen 
White’s statement that “In no state have the brethren been truer to the 
cause than in old Vermont” was a validation of much of Barr’s work.115

Eri L. Barr spent the final days of his life at Nile Hill in the care of a 
White Sabbatarian farming couple, Daniel and Esther Oviatt. He died on 
May 16, 1864, just a week before his fiftieth birthday. According to a 
former ministerial partner, “his mind was calm, and he felt that death 
would be a sweet rest.”116

legaCY and PlaCe

To grapple with the significance of Eri Barr’s life and place in Ver-
mont’s history, a comparative element is necessary. The nearest analog 
to Barr is not Lemuel Haynes or Alexander Twilight, but the aforemen-
tioned Charles Bowles. Born in 1761 in Boston, Bowles had an eventful 
early life as a Revolutionary soldier and sailor, but switched career paths 
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in his middle years and itinerated first in Massachusetts for eight years, 
and then in Vermont as a Free Will Baptist minister from 1816 to 1836, 
a period roughly spanning Eri Barr’s birth to his attendance at Wes-
leyan.117 As a dark-skinned Black man ministering in Vermont in the 
period that historians have designated the Second Great Awakening, 
Bowles had remarkable success among his all-White subjects, baptizing 
many hundreds and founding churches in Huntington, Enosburgh, 
Hinesburg, Duxbury, Starksboro, Stowe, Jericho, Berkshire, Franklin, 
Shelburne, and several other towns.118  

There are numerous similarities in the Vermont itinerancies of Bowles 
and Barr. Both were Black men in the antebellum era pastoring and 
leading Whites, partnering with White ministers, and staying in Whites’ 
homes. They were peripatetically driven with roughly the same prosely-
tizing modus operandi. Both had marriage troubles, ultimately separat-
ing from their spouses.119 Both were pioneers of fledgling churches 
whose reputations were not established in Vermont, but through their 
dedication seemed to have moved the needle to greater acceptance of 
their sects.

The divergences between Bowles and Barr are just as interesting, and 
many of them may be due to the different eras in which they operated. 
Bowles was not educated, although he was literate.120 Barr, on the other 
hand, was educated at an elite school and communicated heavily through 
writing. Correspondingly, Barr employed a more doctrine-based preach-
ing method, while Bowles’ was exhortation-based, relying on power and 
emotion.121 Bowles’ ministerial career spanned from 1808 to his death in 
1843; Barr’s was considerably shorter. The lengths of their lives paral-
leled this: Bowles died about age 81, Barr 49.  

But the most striking discrepancy between Bowles and Barr is their 
reports of racism. For Barr, there is no evidence that he experienced any 
racism in his all-White ministry in Vermont. Whether Barr met with dis-
crimination but preferred to not mention it to his Review readers seems 
more probable than him not encountering it at all. Whatever the case, the 
record is silent. Bowles, on the other hand, reports of particularly abhor-
rent racial prejudice in his travels. In his biography of Bowles (1852), 
John W. Lewis states that Bowles “awaken[ed] much cruel and bitter 
opposition” due to his race, and that there was “a deep-rooted prejudice 
against the mere complexion” of the Black man. Some Whites held that 
Blacks should only preach to Blacks, and others “aver[red] that they 
‘will not hear a nigger preach’” (emphasis in text).122 The attitude in the 
quotation manifested itself on several occasions documented by Bowles 
in his journal. In Huntington or Hinesburg, a mob plotted to abduct 



49
.  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .

Bowles from a meeting, strap him to a wooden horse, and throw him in 
a pool to drown.123 In another instance in 1818 a woman surnamed Clark 
from Hinesburg chided her neighbors for “going to hear the Nigger 
preach.”124 A Wesleyan minister once asked Bowles publicly if he re-
gretted being Black.125  

Perhaps though, a shrewd if very antiquated assessment from Lewis 
on Bowles, is true for Barr’s years in Vermont, as well:

Although Elder Bowles was a colored man, his manly bearing, his no-
ble spirit, and his amiable christian character, so greatly endeared him 
to the people of Vermont, he was warmly recognized as a brother. And 
as Vermont as a State, is identified with the American confederacy, in 
the great political and ecclesiastical interest of the American nation, 
God only knows, how far the influence of that man has been felt in rev-
olutionizing the public sentiment of the State, against the abomination 
of American slavery. But I cannot doubt that it has been, and still has an 
influence in destroying prejudice against color. . . . Said one brother, to 
hear Elder Bowles preach, and brother Jeffrey Brace talk, was enough 
to make abolitionists of a whole community.126

This theory of influence presents these Black ministers as not power-
less subjects of a White Vermont, but influencers. Unfortunately, influ-
ence can be exceedingly hard to reify or quantify, but it is a very real 
thing, and Bowles and Barr wielded it. To go beyond Lewis’s scope, 
though, the two Black ministers would not only have influenced Ver-
mont toward abolitionism, but toward a general betterment of race rela-
tions altogether, moving the state toward the eclipsed American ideal of 
democracy and equality for all.

Ultimately, Eri Barr was a quintessential Vermonter, being born, 
raised, and residing most of his life in the Green Mountain State. Para-
doxically, though, his life was like that of few Vermonters, first because 
he was Black in Vermont in the antebellum period; and second because 
he had a leading role in founding one of only a dozen or so major Chris-
tian churches to originate in America. Today as we are reexamining and 
recasting Vermont’s past, Barr’s life should not be excluded because it 
does not fit snugly into previous notions of the state’s history and peo-
ple, but instead used to expand who and what Vermonters were and are. 
The current studies that show Vermont to be among the least diverse and 
least religious states in America ironically make Barr an even more 
compelling figure. His leadership in early Adventism demonstrates the 
capacity of antebellum Vermont to provide a place for such a racially 
enlightened dynamic for the time, with Barr as facilitator. That Barr 
helped found a new Christian church suggests the capacity of early Ver-
mont for religious tolerance and even flourishing. Barr’s character faults 
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also reflect on the state and the country, with all their contradictions and 
extremes. Perhaps as Barr embodied the diversity that would one day 
characterize the church he helped found, so he embodies the diversity of 
the developing Vermont historiography. Certainly, he is one of the mil-
lions who shaped Vermont.
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