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Stephen Bates: Earliest Known Black 
Sheriff of the North

After four years of police service, Stephen 
Bates had no trouble convincing a few hundred 
voters that he should be city sheriff and was 
elected unopposed and by acclamation in 1879. 
Vergennes voters would reelect Bates as city 
sheriff all but six times between that first 
election and his death in 1907.

By Jane Williamson

he voters of Vergennes, Vermont, made an astonishing deci-
sion when they gathered on March 25, 1879, to conduct their 

annual meeting. They elected Stephen Bates, a Black man, to serve 
as sheriff of their almost entirely White city. Vergennes voters 

would reelect Bates as city sheriff all but six times between that first 
election and his death in 1907, and the city council appointed him chief 
of police more than a dozen times.1 Stephen Bates was almost certainly 
the first African American sheriff elected in a northern state. Nationwide, 
many others preceded him, but they, along with hundreds of other public 
officials, were elected in former Confederate states during Reconstruc-
tion; in other words, by Black voters.2 Stephen Bates, like most ordinary 
Americans and, especially, African Americans, left no personal papers—
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letters, diaries, or other documents—to tell us what he did, or what he 
thought, or who he was. The traces of his life found in Shirley Plantation 
records, newspaper accounts, and public documents combine to draw a 
remarkably full picture of Bates’s life. 

Stephen Bates was born enslaved at Shirley Plantation on the James 
River in Charles City County, Virginia, in 1842. Stephen; his mother, 
Phillis; and siblings, Mary, William, Nancy, and Lucy, were listed in var-
ious plantation records over the years. His father, Napoleon, was enslaved 
on a nearby holding and is mentioned in Shirley records, but as a carpen-
ter hired for the year in 1848 and 1849 for a fee of $130, and for “work 
done” in 1851. Though enslaved in separate households, Phillis and Na-
poleon remained together through emancipation and until her death in 
1868.3 

Shirley Plantation was the ancestral home of the Carter family, wealthy 
and prominent Virginians since the early 1700s, and the plantation fell to 
young Hill Carter along with 106 enslaved laborers in 1816.4 Decades of 
mismanagement by overseers had left the 900-acre spread in ruinous con-
dition, so Carter fired the overseer and devoted himself to restoring it. He 
became an acolyte and then leader of the southern agricultural reform 
movement (the sustainable agriculture effort of its time), trying and 
adapting many methods over the decades until the Civil War changed 
everything.5 

Carter engaged with other reformers to formulate best practices, on ev-
erything from keeping regular accounts to proper management of en-
slaved workers (he deemed both essential to success). His theories on la-
bor management would have a direct and profound effect on the lives of 
the Bates family. He believed first in consistency, never reacting too 
harshly or being too lax in disciplining slaves. Certainty of punishment 
was paramount, Carter argued, not its severity. His goal was to mold a 
labor force that offered minimal resistance, and to do that he had to strike 
a balance between his interests and those of his enslaved workers. Carter 
believed that the best evidence of proper management was no use of the 
whip, though he resorted to it when he felt it necessary.6 

Carter expressed his ideas on improving material life in the quarter to 
an 1827 gathering of planters:

We should attend more to the comfort of our negroes, their quarters 
should be better built, & larger & the overseers should be made to attend 
to their cleanliness, the quarters should be white washed now & then . . .  
It is very false economy not to feed & clothe well for well clothed & fed 
labourers are doubly efficient.7 

He also argued for allowing the enslaved some privileges, including 
garden plots and livestock they could tend for themselves or for market. 
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Why shouldn’t they enjoy a few “luxuries of life … such as coffee, sugar, 
a garden and fruit trees”?8

Carter’s reform views set him apart from the typical southern planter. 
Yet those enslaved on Shirley Plantation benefited only to the extent that 
he followed his own advice. Did Stephen Bates and his family wear bet-
ter clothing (shoes!), eat more and more nutritious food, reside in larger 
and better maintained quarters? The evidence suggests they did. But even 
as they would have enjoyed these material improvements, they would 
also have understood why they were provided. It was not done so much 
for their benefit, as for Carter’s. He sought to nurture a bound labor force 
that was healthy, fit, and able to work; tractable; and attached to himself 
and to Shirley Plantation.

Hill Carter would need such a workforce to carry out his reforms, but 
he initially needed a smaller one. His first step in reviving Shirley Planta-
tion was to carve out a more manageable area of cultivation, so he worked 
only part of his land. This led to the sale of forty-eight enslaved laborers, 
nearly half of those he inherited. Carter pocketed $4,500 from sales in 
1818 and another $4,500 from sales in 1821 and used the proceeds to 
fund his planned improvements.9 These sales came long before Stephen 
Bates was born, but Carter’s willingness to sell—to commit what was to 
the enslaved “this worst of all calamities”10—exposed the limits of his 
reformism. It’s important to remember that “reform” in this context ap-
plies to agricultural practices meant to improve efficiency and profits, not 
to humanitarian concerns. Like most planters, Carter was willing to sell 
human property when the bottom line demanded it. 

Hill Carter’s reform plans required a robust work force; the enslaved at 
Shirley had to be willing to work and to work hard. Rebuilding soil tilth 
was paramount and meant spreading marl, lime, and manure over hun-
dreds of acres, all onerous jobs.11 Carter instituted elaborate crop rota-
tions, sometimes using as many as five sequences in a year. He also spent 
several years—or his enslaved workers did—laboriously draining swamp 
land, only to abandon the project later. Carter’s improved methods of cul-
tivation meant that Shirley’s laborers worked more intensely for more 
months of the year at more complex tasks than ever before.12 

Enslaved laborers had many ways to show their dissatisfaction at these 
increasing demands—slowing the pace of work, breaking tools, abscond-
ing for short periods.13 Gambling on a run to freedom was the most con-
sequential, for both themselves and the planters they left behind. The ear-
liest escape from Shirley Plantation that Hill Carter recorded came in 
1825; others occurred in 1829, 1837, and 1845. Carter advertised a re-
ward each time, and most were returned.14 A minor rash of escapes hit 
Shirley in the 1850s—in 1853, 1854, and 1855.15 Stephen Bates was en-
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tering adolescence in those years and would have been well aware of the 
situation. Seeing some men (they were all men) take matters into their 
own hands and simply leave Shirley Plantation must have sent a powerful 
message to those left behind, even to one as young as Stephen.

These were the circumstances into which Stephen Bates was born and 
grew up. Ferreting out details of slaves’ everyday lives and circumstances 
is always difficult and often impossible. A rich trove of documents from 
Shirley Plantation has survived, however, including several lists of those 
enslaved. Examined together, these documents divulge information about 
Stephen Bates’s role at Shirley Plantation as he grew to adulthood. 

The earliest of these documents, created in 1850 and updated repeat-
edly over the years, recorded births and deaths. Hill Carter also kept lists 
of goods distributed to the enslaved, including blankets in 1853 and again 
in 1855-1857 and meat in 1858. All these rosters were arranged by house-
hold, with the head listed first followed by spouses, children, and others; 
a solid black line separated each family (or other) group from the next. 
Families appeared in roughly the same order each time, suggesting a “ge-
ography” of the quarter at Shirley. John Washington’s family was first in 
every list, and the sequence varied only somewhat after that. Phillis Bates 
appeared near the end of each list, with only one or two families follow-
ing hers.16 

Stephen Bates and his older brother William were not included in their 
mother’s household on any of these lists; they appeared instead as a sepa-
rate unit of two every time, suggesting they had been identified for spe-
cial treatment as youngsters. Even as early as 1850, when they were only 
eight and fourteen years old, they were not listed in their mother’s house-
hold, but followed it set off by a black line. On the 1853 record of blan-
kets distributed, another family had come between them and Phillis’s 
household. The two brothers moved up near the middle of the 1855-1857 
blanket roster, coming immediately after the family of Anthony Pride, a 
senior member of the house staff. By 1858 Stephen and William had mi-
grated into the Pride household, meaning they must have been personal 
servants.17 Two later documents confirm this: An 1863 record of slaves 
who escaped during the Civil War identified William Bates as a “house 
servant” and a 1905 article about Stephen Bates described him as a 
waiter. Anthony Pride was a driver, and Stephen may have begun his 
work with horses, later to serve him well, under Pride’s tutelage.18 

Those who tended to the personal needs of planters and their fami-
lies—cooks and waiters, valets and ladies’ maids, seamstresses and nan-
nies, grooms and coachmen—enjoyed some privileges not available to 
field hands and laborers. Typically, they wore better clothing, ate better 
food, and, of course, were spared the harsh conditions, drudgery, and gru-
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eling toil of agricultural production. They were not, however, spared the 
lash or other punishments. And these “privileged” occupations brought 
their own special disadvantages. House servants had to be available 
around the clock, ready to cater to whatever demands were made. The 
ever-present supervision, or even meddling, from planters and lack of pri-
vacy in the “big house” was usually irksome and sometimes much 
worse.19 Familiarity could definitely breed contempt.

Activists in the North had built a robust and diverse antislavery move-
ment by the time Stephen Bates was born in 1842. This fundamental dis-
agreement about slavery dominated US politics for decades and drove a 
wedge ever deeper between North and South. The Union broke twenty 
years later, and the Civil War arrived on Bates’s doorstep just as he ap-
proached adulthood. One year after the first shots were fired at Fort Sum-
ter in April 1861, tens of thousands of US troops landed at Fort Monroe 
on the Virginia Peninsula. Northern politicians, military officials, and the 
general public held conflicting views on the goal of the Civil War, but the 
enslaved African Americans at the center of the dispute were never in 
doubt: For them it could only be a war for emancipation, and many would 
see to it themselves if necessary.20 

Decisions made progressively throughout 1861 and 1862 by the mili-
tary, the Lincoln administration, and Congress guaranteed that refugees 
from slavery who made it to Union lines would not be returned, but freed. 
The theory of “military necessity” was used to argue that Southern hu-
man property could—and should—be confiscated just as weapons, food, 
horses, or wagons would be. Beginning with General Benjamin Butler at 
Fort Monroe in April 1861, escapees were regarded “as temporarily con-
fiscated commodities” or “contraband,” as they were commonly called.21 
Emancipation was motivated less by altruistic impulses than by the need 
to relieve White soldiers from hard and dangerous work as well as to de-
prive the Confederacy of much-needed labor.22 

Union forces led by General George B. McClellan were sent to capture 
the Confederate capital at Richmond, Virginia, during the spring and 
summer of 1862. From the time the Army of the Potomac landed at Fort 
Monroe, the region’s slaves, including the sixty men and women en-
slaved on Shirley Plantation, were well aware of the Union presence and 
movements.23 Everywhere McClellan’s army went, from its landing in 
March to its departure in August, hundreds of refugees from slavery 
made their way to its blue lines where they were sheltered and put to 
work.24

McClellan ultimately abandoned the planned attack on Richmond and 
by early July had retreated to a base camp at Harrison’s Landing, a mere 
five miles from Shirley Plantation, which he also commandeered as a 
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Union hospital. Thirty soldiers who had been imprisoned by Confeder-
ates were treated there, and hundreds more were nursed at Shirley after 
the Battle of Malvern Hill, both in July. A report in the Philadelphia In-
quirer gushed that “Colonel Hill Carter, though a Secessionist in princi-
ple, treated our wounded as he would have treated his own sons. He made 
no difference between ‘our own people’ and Union men.”25

Shirley Plantation had become an auxiliary base and thus offered its 
enslaved workers plenty of contact with federal forces and the chance to 
consider joining them. Stephen Bates and his brother William no doubt 
helped with the huge job of doctoring hundreds of wounded soldiers and 
probably gave up their beds to them.26 They had ample opportunity to 
evaluate the Yankees and judge for themselves if they were trustworthy. 
Stephen evidently decided that they were. His obituary noted that he was 
in service to an officer at Harrison’s Landing, possibly one of the 
wounded he helped care for. And Hill Carter noted in his plantation jour-
nal on July 14 that “15 negro men and boys ran off at different times up 
to this date.” One of those fifteen was Stephen Bates.27  

Bates’s time in service at Shirley more than qualified him to work as 
aide or valet to a Union officer. Agreements between officers and refu-
gees were usually made privately and informally and were attractive be-
cause officers often paid more than the military guidelines stipulated. Un-
less paid privately by the officer, male servants were to receive $8 a 
month.28 We don’t know who was paying Stephen Bates, but either way 
working for a Union officer would have been his best option—better paid 
and less onerous and dangerous than physical labor.

Stephen Bates was just twenty years old, but soon had a wrenching 
decision to make. McClellan’s army was being recalled to Washington, 
DC, and began moving out by mid-August. Working behind Union lines 
five miles from home was one thing, marching away from that home for 
good was quite another. Try to imagine his conflicting emotions: Did he 
discuss it with his parents and siblings or slip away without their knowl-
edge? Did they urge him to go or plead with him to stay? 

However he made his decision, Stephen Bates “left when McClellan’s 
army retreated in Aug. 1862,” according to a state record of fleeing 
slaves. He did not go alone. Eleven other men, aged eighteen to twenty-
nine, a twenty-five-year-old woman, and two young children also left 
Shirley Plantation that August.29 And hundreds of others from surround-
ing plantations swelled the refugee ranks. A New York Tribune reporter 
embedded with the army commented that “the negroes of the whole re-
gion join the army in its march… now that we depart they are too sharp” 
to stay behind.30
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Stephen Bates is listed by first name only, the tenth name, in this “Record of Slaves 
that have escaped to the enemy during the war.” It is available online as part of  
the Library of Virginia digital collections through its “Virginia Untold: The African 
American Narrative” collection:http://digitool1.lva.lib.va.us:1801/view/action/nmets.
do?DOCCHOICE=1991265.xml&dvs=1643476659588~364&locale=en_US&search_
terms=&adjacency=&VIEWER_URL=/view/action/nmets.do?&DELIVER
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Stephen Bates continued with the Union army, arriving in Washing-
ton, in fall 1862. It was an exhilarating if difficult place to be. Congress 
had jurisdiction over the District and, now controlled by Republicans, 
used its power to make the city a “crucible of equality during the Civil 
War.” Congress had freed the District’s slaves that April and went over 
the city council’s head to repeal its black code as well. The thousands of 
refugees from slavery who flocked to the city found it a safe haven, as 
the Fugitive Slave Law was “a dead letter” there.31 No surprise then that 
Washington became the “preeminent mecca for Black migrants” and 
that its Black population increased by 223 percent in the decade after 
1860.32 

Stephen Bates’s movements during the following months, even years, 
are undocumented. How long he remained in service to the Union army 
after arriving in the District we don’t know. As long as he did, however, 
he had both paid employment and housing, so it certainly eased the tran-
sition. But the army—and the officer he served—eventually moved on 
while Bates stayed behind. 

Washington could be a welcoming place for a young man making his 
way to a free life. Its Black community was well organized and accus-
tomed to taking care of itself, so when the city was overrun with escap-
ees, it responded. The churches organized freedmen’s aid societies, and 
residents offered whatever shelter they could spare to house freedpeo-
ple.33 But it could also be cruel: Real estate owners recognized the op-
portunity and built “rudimentary shacks on unimproved land,” for which 
they charged exorbitant rents.34 

Bates would have been lucky to find housing with a Black family, but 
another option was one of the District’s freedmen’s camps: Duff Green’s 
Row, a group of tenement houses on Capitol Hill, or Camp Barker, a 
former army barracks near Logan Circle. Camp conditions varied con-
siderably, but as a rule were harsh.35 Overcrowding, poor sanitation, and 
ramshackle shelter left residents vulnerable to disease, which took a 
huge toll. Harriet Jacobs, who had escaped from slavery in North Caro-
lina two decades earlier, described conditions at Duff Green’s Row, 
where she worked in 1862: “I found men, women and children all hud-
dled together, without any regard to age or sex. Some were in the most 
pitiable condition. Many were sick with measles, diphtheria, scarlet fe-
ver and typhoid fever. Some had a few filthy rags to lie on; others had 
nothing but the bare floor.”36  If Stephen Bates lived at either of these in-
stallations, he would have moved on as soon as he was able. 

Indeed, the superintendent at Camp Barker did his best to alleviate 
overcrowding and move people on by finding employment for them as 
quickly as possible, usually in government or private service. He was 
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fairly successful in 1862, when the job market in DC and Georgetown 
was more “fluid” than it would be later. But most of those jobs paid low 
wages; a few offered as much as $10 a month, but most only $2 to $5.37 

How Stephen Bates met and went to work for Frederick E. Wood-
bridge is a mystery. Woodbridge, who represented Vermont’s First Dis-
trict in the US House from 1863 to 1869, was evidently in need of a 
coachman38 and may have posted the opening with Camp Barker’s su-
perintendent. Offering employment to a needy freedman was the sort of 
thing Woodbridge might have done: He touched the lives of several 
Black Vermonters over the years. 

Woodbridge was not nominated for a fourth term in Congress, and 
when he returned to his home in Vergennes, Stephen Bates went with 
him. Not yet thirty years old, Bates was facing another life-changing de-
cision. He would leave the Black community of Washington and what-
ever friends and networks he had built there and start fresh five hundred 
miles away. His move suggests the strength and importance of his rela-
tionship with Woodbridge, for he would also put a potentially insur-
mountable distance between himself and his family. His parents had sur-
vived to emancipation and remained in Charles City County, Virginia. 
His mother, Phillis, died in 1868, and Napoleon remarried in 1870.39 Did 
Stephen make a farewell visit while he still could?

By 1870 Stephen Bates was in Vergennes boarding with Samuel Wil-
son, a retired cabinet and piano maker, who lived just across the street 
from the Woodbridge household. The city Bates moved to was about as 
unlike the one he had left as imaginable. People of African descent made 
up about a third of Washington’s nearly 132,000 residents.40 Vergennes, 
though chartered as a city, counted only 1,570 residents in 1870, of 
whom a mere thirteen were Black, or less than 1 percent. Bates was one 
of nine African Americans living in White households; the other eight 
were women working as domestics, cooks, and washerwomen. Two 
young couples, George Jackson, a barber, and his wife Pheba and George 
Storms, a hostler, and his wife Julia were the other four.41 

Stephen Bates seems to have settled easily into life in Vergennes; ar-
riving in the company and employ of Frederick E. Woodbridge certainly 
would have smoothed his way.42 By June 1871 he had married Frances 
Mason, a cook for a retired hotelkeeper, and before long their daughter 
Rose Mary was born. Earlier that same year Frances Mason’s sister Or-
phia had married young Robert Storms, who lived just a few miles away 
in Panton, creating something of an extended family. Stephen and Fran-
ces’s son, Frederick Napoleon, was born four years later. The young 
family lived on North Street in a house owned by Woodbridge, which 
they purchased after his death in 1888. Neighbors rallied and raised $100 
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“as a token of their esteem and sympathy” after a fire in 1880 destroyed 
most of the family’s belongings. Bates was an active Republican and 
voted in state and national elections; he was appointed to a campaign 
committee for the 1876 presidential election. The family attended St. 
Paul’s Episcopal Church, where son Fred sang in the choir. And the lo-
cal paper printed “news” of Bates family doings, just as it did for White 
folks in Vergennes.43

Coaching for Frederick E. Woodbridge had brought Stephen Bates to 
Vermont, but it would not be enough to support his growing family. His 
skill with horses brought him some work: He managed a business for 
Woodbridge’s son, Frederick A. Woodbridge, that imported Percherons, 
and he occasionally transported horses for their owners. The Vermont 
Humane Society appointed him as “local agent and prosecutor of all per-
sons guilty of cruelty to animals.” He was night watchman at the Farm-
er’s National Bank. His son’s 1875 birth certificate recorded his occupa-

Stephen Bates was named as manager, lower left corner, in this 1889 
advertisement for Frederick A. Woodbridge’s horse business; the 
Enterprise and Vermonter, 21 June 1889, p 2.
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tion as laborer, as did the 1900 census; the 1880 census said he did 
“general work.” Like other Black Vermonters, Bates patched together as 
many jobs as it took to make a living, including Vergennes police 
officer.44

Stephen Bates’s first step on the path to sheriff came in 1875 when the 
three-member common council appointed him as one of several “special 
constables,” or police officers. Nothing in the record explained how this 
process worked, but candidates presumably indicated their interest in the 
post. Bates had been in Vergennes for at least five years at that time and 
had evidently made himself known to councilors. What pharmacist Wal-
ter Sprague, farmer Philo Bristol, and physician Harvey Ingham dis-
cussed when making the appointment we will never know.45 They obvi-
ously believed that Bates could do the job, however, and must not have 
seen his race as an impediment. 

An entirely new council was elected the following year when the 
“Young Men’s Independent” ticket made a nearly clean sweep of city 
offices. Whatever change the “young men” sought did not include oust-
ing Stephen Bates—he kept his job. All but one of these six men sat on 
the council in 1877 and 1878, along with one new member, and Bates 
was appointed in both years. I was able to identify one active Republican 
member of each council, but all were probably party members.46 Repub-
lican F. E. Woodbridge was one of Vermont’s most prominent men, and 
his influence certainly would have counted. Did he speak up for his 
friend and coachman? Or was their known association enough? The re-
cord does not say.

Frederick E. Woodbridge’s clout was certainly an asset, but not 
enough to sway an election. After four years of police service, Stephen 
Bates had no trouble convincing a few hundred voters that he should be 
city sheriff and was elected unopposed and by acclamation in 1879. Ver-
gennes voters had clearly gained confidence in Bates through his years 
as a constable; not only did he win election, but he was also able to mus-
ter the bond required by the office. Woodbridge was elected mayor at 
that same city election, but when “called for” after he was declared 
elected was discovered not to be in attendance. 47 

The Vergennes weekly paper, the Enterprise and Vermonter, covered 
the city’s March election each year, but offered minimal insight. I found 
no discussion of issues in advance of the meetings (though there would 
have been plenty of talk around town). Nominations were made from the 
floor, but the nominees and who put their names forward were rarely re-
corded. Besides the Enterprise and Vermonter, five Vermont newspa-
pers from Orleans County to Bellows Falls reported on the meeting. 
Does that mean the election of a Black sheriff in Vermont was consid-
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ered newsworthy? Possibly, but Bates’s race was rarely noted. Only the 
Orleans County Monitor mentioned it, saying succinctly in a one-sen-
tence notice: “Vergennes has elected ex-Congressman F. E. Woodbridge 
mayor, while his colored coachman, Stephen Bates, is the new city 
Sheriff.”48

Bates was elected city sheriff for the next three years (1880-1882) 
without opposition and by acclamation. That changed in 1883, however. 
The Enterprise and Vermonter noted that the election “passed off very 
quietly” and that “no slates appeared to have been made up, and little 
interest was manifested.” Neither the official city record of that annual 
meeting nor the Enterprise and Vermonter reported who was nominated 
for sheriff, but Frank T. McDonough was elected. Vergennes had an-
other new sheriff, Henry P. Fisher, in 1884 and 1885. Again, neither the 
candidates’ names nor the number of votes cast was recorded, only the 
winner. Whether Sheriff Bates had lost the confidence of voters or chose 
not to run, we do not know.49

Stephen Bates regained the post of city sheriff in 1886 and was re-
elected every year until 1904, when Timothy Dillon’s election signaled 
another three-year hiatus. As the end of the century neared, elections for 
city offices grew more contested. Bates received all votes cast in 1894 
despite facing an opponent, and in 1897, when he had two challengers, 
he took 142 of 192 votes. But he only squeaked by in 1900 with 105 
votes when 101 were needed to win. Sheriff Bates did better in 1902 
when he bested his opponent 161 to 49. But Timothy Dillon ousted Bates 
handily in 1904 and 1905, 145 to 86 and 163 to 70, and then ran unop-
posed in 1906. Dillon, however, resigned his post in August that year, 
and the city council appointed Bates to fill the vacancy and made him 
chief of police as well.50 

It seems that Vergennes elections were becoming more partisan; it 
was certainly an era of robustly contested politics.51 The Enterprise and 
Vermonter crowed about the 1894 and 1895 elections that “Republicans 
made a clean sweep.” And the paper went on to say in 1894: “Vergennes 
mounted to the crest of the Republican tidal wave that has swept over the 
state and is moving with irresistible force over the whole country. . . . 
Every officer, from Mayor on down, is a Republican, and they were 
elected by large majorities.” The paper reported in 1896 that “a straight 
Republican caucus had been held” before the annual meeting and that 
“the Republicans put a full ticket in the field.”52 That ticket would have 
included Stephen Bates. All three of Sheriff Bates’s successful challeng-
ers—Frank T. McDonough, Henry P. Fisher, and Timothy Dillon—were 
active Democrats.53 How did the “faithful few,” as one article called 
Vergennes Democrats, pull off this feat? They might have won an elec-
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tion in a year the Republicans were not paying attention, but not three 
years running. Did they play the “race card”? Once again we are left 
guessing.

The Vergennes city sheriff did not work a regular schedule, but re-
sponded to situations as they arose and was paid for hours worked. Ver-
gennes Annual Reports recorded amounts paid to Sheriff Bates, and the 
sheriff’s rate of pay was recorded several times at twenty cents an hour. 
His earnings varied from a low of $15 his first year as sheriff to $308.90 
(more than 1,500 hours) in 1903, which was nearly three times his next 
highest earnings. Most years he earned between $70 and $100 (350 to 
500 hours). I found nothing to indicate a rash of crime or change in du-
ties in 1903, which might have caused the jump in hours. But it was the 
very next year, 1904, that Timothy Dillon trounced Sheriff Bates at the 
annual election. It’s tempting to wonder if he (and the Vergennes Demo-
crats) persuaded voters that Sheriff Bates was costing the city too much 
money. If they did, it was unwarranted: Dillon earned $295 in 1905.54 

The Enterprise and Vermonter covered crime from time to time, and 
if those reports reflected the actual incidence, intoxication and vagrancy 
were most common. The job was not usually dangerous, but Sheriff 
Bates could have been killed one Fourth of July. He was attempting to 
arrest a man “filled with something besides the spirit of ’76,” who threw 
an axe and then a flatiron at him. Fortunately, it was the iron and not the 
axe that hit him, and Bates was injured “somewhat.” One notable effort 
was the arrest of two men who had robbed post offices in Morrisville, 
Glover, and Windsor. Bates and his deputy each received a $100 reward 
from the US Post Office.55 

Life for Sheriff Bates and his family continued apparently happily and 
without incident as the century came to a close. Rose and Fred both ex-
celled in school, graduating from Vergennes High School in 1889 and 
1894; participated in community events; and worked summers in local 
businesses. Rose had moved to Massachusetts by 1891 and settled in 
Worcester after her marriage in 1893. Frances Bates died unexpectedly 
in 1897 at just forty-five years old. Her death came shortly after son Fred 
had joined his sister in Worcester. Alone now, Stephen sold the family 
home in 1900 and boarded with a widow on East Street.56

Stephen Bates collapsed while crossing Main Street in front of  
Norton’s feed store in January 1907. Someone helped him into the store 
and called a doctor, who revived him. The Enterprise and Vermonter 
published a brief notice, saying that “Mr. Bates is subject to heart spells.” 
He was well enough that March to be reelected sheriff and to do his job. 
Another spell hit him on a Sunday afternoon in June, as he sat down in a 
neighbor’s barn to milk a cow. The Rutland Herald said that “He had 
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suffered for more than a year and on Sunday complained of not feeling 
well, but attended to all his duties.” This time, Sheriff Bates did not  
get up.57

Coverage of his death was even broader than that of his first election 
as sheriff; fourteen Vermont newspapers from St. Albans to Brattleboro 
carried obituaries. They recounted much of Stephen Bates’s remarkable 
life, though with plenty of room for outright error and some subtle mis-
representation. Again, only one mentioned his race, the Vermont Phoe-
nix, which said, “Bates was a negro, but was born a free man.” Five oth-
ers also stated incorrectly that “he was born of free parents,” implying, 
but not stating, that he was Black.58 It’s odd that what made Bates’s 
death (and life) newsworthy—his rise from enslavement in the South to 
city sheriff in the North—was reported either coyly or not at all. 

The description of Bates’s role with the Carter family appeared in two 
versions. “He lived with the Carter family and had vivid recollections of 
Gen. Robert E. Lee, the Custises and other prominent families,” is how 
reports in seven papers put it.59 He “lived with” the Carters? This cer-
tainly obfuscates his role, almost making it sound as if he were a guest 
and spent his time hobnobbing with Virginia planters. The Enterprise 
and Vermonter obituary, while introducing a new error, was more accu-
rate about his position: “His younger days were spent as a servant in a 
number of the most aristocratic southern families, including the Hill 

Vergennes High School Classes and Teams, 1893. The Black student in the back row, 
third from left, is most likely Fred Bates, who graduated the year after this picture was 
taken. Bixby Library Collection.
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Carter family, where he often saw Gen. Robert E. Lee and the Cus-
tises.”60 But this one, too, hints that even though a lowly servant, he was 
rubbing shoulders with the upper crust. What both versions tell us, how-
ever, is that Stephen Bates knew that stories of the Lee and Custis fami-
lies would impress people—even in Vermont—and he was happy to tell 
them, gaining whatever goodwill it afforded. It’s not hard to imagine 
him regaling his friends and neighbors with these tales, no doubt confus-
ing the issue of his status; of course, that may have been exactly what he 
intended.

How, then, did Vergennes become the first northern city (and to this 
day, one of a handful) to elect a Black sheriff? Vergennes had been home 
to several African American families since its founding, though their 
number had dwindled by 1870. They belonged to local churches, and 
their children attended city schools; a few owned their homes. Thus Ste-
phen Bates was not a novelty when he arrived, and he found a mostly 
tolerant and welcoming community.61 (Indeed, Vergennes residents con-
tinue to hold Bates in high regard and recently erected a State Historic 
Site Marker commemorating his life.)

Stephen Bates may have been the first sheriff, but he was not the first 
African American elected to city office in Vergennes. Philip Storms had 
been elected pound keeper twice in the mid-1830s, by a completely dif-
ferent electorate of course.62 And authorizing a Black man to tend stray 
livestock is quite a different proposition from empowering him to arrest 
you. Indeed, it’s hard to imagine a more racially charged role. 

 These elections occurred in dramatically different eras as well. Storms 
took office when Vermont’s radical abolition movement, centered in Ad-
dison County, was surging through the state. Stephen Bates’s career as 
sheriff, on the other hand, coincided with a period of violent, posteman-
cipation retrenchment. The United States was still recovering from the 
Civil War and working out what sort of country it would be. Reconstruc-
tion—the effort to bring freedpeople into full citizenship—had been 
abandoned in 1877. Slowly, White Northerners and White Southerners 
were reuniting, and they were doing it over the backs and dead bodies of 
African Americans.63 Vermont’s tiny Black population lived far from 
southern scenes of racist violence; still, Vermont was part of the United 
States and affected by these events.64 

Of course, credit for this “first” goes mostly to Bates himself. He 
gained the respect of city officials and then his neighbors through hard 
work, integrity, and the force of his own personality. The editors of the 
Enterprise and Vermonter knew how Vergennes residents viewed their 
long-time sheriff, and said so in his obituary: “During his terms of office, 
Mr. Bates proved an efficient and conscientious officer, and in the dis-
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charge of his duties was cool and self-restrained, always avoiding trou-
ble if possible. Mr. Bates was a self taught man and what his standing in 
the community was he earned through his own efforts.”65

As I collected facts about Stephen Bates’s life, I kept thinking of an-
other Black Vermonter: Alec Turner. The similarities are striking: Both 
men were born enslaved on Virginia plantations, Bates on the James 
River in 1842 and Turner on the Rappahannock in 1845. Both grew up in 
proximity to White planter families; Bates was in service himself, and 
Turner’s mother was a seamstress. Both men emancipated themselves by 
crossing to Union lines in 1862 and served as aides to officers. Alec 
Turner’s postwar path to Vermont was less direct than Bates’s, taking 
him first to Maine. He settled in the small village of Grafton, Vermont, 
by 1873, where he and his wife Sally raised a large family on a remote 
homestead.66 

The Turner family story has survived in a much richer and fuller ver-
sion, thanks to daughter Daisy Turner, the family griot, who tended her 
father’s stories as she might have nurtured a rare orchid. Jane Beck’s 
book on the extended Turner clan notes that Alec Turner learned as a 
youngster to navigate relationships with Whites “to his best advantage.” 
His ability to “read” Whites and forge genuine connections with them 
helped him establish himself and his family in Grafton, where they were 

welcome members of the commu-
nity and the only Black family in 
town.67 I believe Stephen Bates had 
a similar talent. Convincing a city 
of White voters to elect a Black 
man as their sheriff—thereby 
agreeing to be arrested by him, to 
be touched or restrained by him—
bespeaks a level of comfort, trust, 
and respect not often found in in-
terracial relationships of the time 
(or any time, for that matter). The 
small number of Black residents in 
both places and their respectability 
also helped, keeping White fear—
and racist reaction—in check. 

Fortunately, a photograph of 
Sheriff Bates was published in a 
1905 article in the Boston Herald.68 
It’s a serious and formal image, 
showing a man with a remarkable 

Portrait of Stephen Baker, Boston Herald, 
27 December 1905.
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presence. Bates is dressed in a suit and tie, looking straight into the cam-
era with a somewhat steely and unsmiling gaze. His penetrating eyes, 
bracketed by arched eyebrows and a full mustache, certainly would have 
commanded the attention—and trepidation—of law breakers. He actu-
ally looks “cool and self-restrained,” as the Enterprise and Vermonter 
put it. But his demeanor wouldn’t always have been so chilly. It’s easy 
to imagine that face brightening as he stopped to chat with a neighbor or 
friend, or softening as he soothed a skittish horse, or breaking into a 
smile when he played with his children.
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