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WORKSHOP THEMES

SUMMER 2007

MONDAY

Connecticut's Connection to the Triangle Trade / Slavery in Early Connecticut

In the breathtaking setting of Avery Point, at the mouth of the Long Island Sound, workshop participants will investigate Connecticut's involvement with slavery and the sugar-based Triangle Trade. Archaeologist Gerald Sawyer, the field director of the archaeological site at nearby New Salem Plantation, once the largest slave-worked farm in New England, will use a study of the site to demonstrate Connecticut's pivotal role as provisioner to the plantations of the West Indies. A morning session led by Dr. Nancy Steenburg, Assistant Professor of History at UConn, will uncover Connecticut's complicity in the slave trade through a case study of Venture Smith, the enslaved son of an African ruler, who earned his freedom, founded a family, forged a successful career in farming, fishing and shipping, and authored a classic autobiography. Connecticut's most famous former slave, Venture is the best-documented survivor of the Middle Passage. His life offers a vivid window into almost the entire range of experiences related to slavery in the late colonial and early national periods. An afternoon harbor cruise aboard a replica of a 19th-century whaling ship through Long Island Sound explores the maritime landscape of the area and its impact on the history and commerce of the region. From aboard the ship see the Revolutionary War site of Fort Griswold, where in 1781, blacks fought side by side with whites to defend New London from the marauding British, proving their fitness for citizenship and leaving a legacy of patriotism for succeeding generations.

TUESDAY

The Paradox of Slavery in 18th- & 19th-Century Connecticut

Conceiving itself as a "godly republic," Connecticut's founders valued liberty, order, and exclusive Christian fellowship--values in conflict both with slavery, and with the presence of Africans in their midst. A study of successive generations of key Connecticut leaders will demonstrate the complexity of views toward slavery, Africa, and Africans. The sites visited today will illustrate the achievements and challenges facing the first generation of free blacks and the ambivalence they faced in Connecticut. Mary Muller, Education Programs Director at the Connecticut Historical Society, will delve into this ambiguity through a guided tour of the Amistad exhibition.  With a view of Hartford's Old State House, participants will also examine the role of government in the story of Connecticut's blacks, investigating the formal legal and judicial dimensions of the lives of African Americans in early Connecticut, from local court records to campaigns to amend the Constitution. An afternoon visit to the Noah Webster House led by Christopher Dobbs, Executive Director, and Jennifer Matos, Director of Education, will further explore these contradictions by examining the life and times of an 18th-century abolitionist. Webster, the author of the first American dictionary and the early republic's preeminent cultural authority, pronounced judgment against slavery, but also denied that Africans had a history or civilization. In addition, this site visit will illuminate the achievements and challenges facing the first generation of free blacks through the story of Bristow, an enslaved African who achieved freedom and a measure of success as a farmer in the area during the 18th and early 19th centuries.

WEDNESDAY

Using Historic Sites and Primary Documents in the Classroom / Telling the Stories of History with Local Resources

Today's workshop will focus on the practical applications of using historic sites and primary documents in the classroom. The Gilder Lehrman Center's Director of Education Thomas Thurston will use historical documents to delve into the story of Prudence Crandall, who in 1833 raised a storm when she agreed to admit a black girl to her school for the daughters of eastern Connecticut's white elite. The subsequent furor prompted an act, known as the "Black Law," barring out-of-state black students from Connecticut. The blatant racism of the General Assembly's debate over the "Black Law" and the decision of the abolitionist newspaper The Liberator to take up Crandall's cause galvanized the anti-slavery movement into action. Examining the stories of Eli Whitney and William Lanson, Consulting Historian at Amistad Foundation Dr. Frank Mitchell uses census and city records, bills of lading, maps, handbills, newspaper clippings, self-published accounts and other narratives to give insight into the challenge of valid historical interpretation using local resources. Also included is a demonstration of the Gilder Lehrman Center's new online education tool "Citizens All: African Americans in Connecticut, 1700-1860" and its interdisciplinary applications.  An afternoon session at Yale’s Sterling Library Manuscripts and Archives division with Diane Kaplan includes a hands-on workshop using primary documents contained in the library’s archives.
THURSDAY

African American Education & Citizenship in 19th-Century Connecticut

A morning visit to the inland port town of Norwich offers participants a glance at the entire spectrum of antebellum African American life in Connecticut, hosting a slave market, the graves of several "Black Governors," and the homes of abolitionists David Ruggles and James Mars. Dale Plummer, Norwich Town Historian will examine the intersection between the elite and the enslaved in the story of the two Samuel Huntingtons—one the governor of Connecticut (and later president of the Continental Congress), the other, his slave, the "governor" of Norwich's blacks. The tradition of the annual selection of leaders of the black community celebrated as Negro Election Day, common to Connecticut and Rhode Island, demonstrates the ability of African American New Englanders to carve out spaces of dignity and respect from the stony soil of slavery that they would be able to build upon in future years. Building upon the prior day's documents workshop, an afternoon visit to the Prudence Crandall Museum will explore the opportunities for knowledge available to blacks in Connecticut and New England and their struggles to expand them in the face of white hostility. Museum Director Kazimiera Kozlowski will use the Crandall story to address broader issues of education in the 19th century.

FRIDAY

The Amistad Incident and 19th-Century New Haven and Departures

Most accounts of the Amistad incident have focused on its national implications as a test of constitutional principles and a harbinger of emancipation. On a visit to the New Haven Museum and Historical Society, Education Director Jennifer White-Dobbs will conduct tours of the museum's Amistad exhibition and explore the Amistad within the context of black New Haven and Connecticut. Joseph Cinqué and his fellow Mendi galvanized the colored community and sparked an upsurge of pride in their African heritage. In addition, a walking tour of downtown New Haven will illustrate the connections among the institutions of government, religion, commerce, and culture that provided the stage for the drama to unfold. While the focus of the tour situates the Amistad story in space and time, special attention will be given to methods by which the insights and techniques of "mining history" used in New Haven may be applied to the teachers' home communities. The afternoon will be devoted to participants' presentations of their document projects and a wrap-up session.
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