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What are the connections between 
Williamstown and slavery?



Background



The Colonization of Williamstown

- Ephraim Williams Sr., so Ephraim Williams dad, came out here and surveyed this area. They blocked it out and called it West Hoosic....  
some of the Native Americans in this land, I think from the Schaghiticoke tribes came and said this is not your land, you can’t do this, 
because this was a managed forest around here. It was a hunting ground. A lot of the primary roads we have laid out today follow 
these original Native American trails. So they said this is not your land, and he really just didn’t care.

- So what they did was sell off plots of land running up and down Main Street. On each side of Main St. there were these 11 acre plots, 
which is a huge amount of land. So these guys enter this lottery, you pay what amounts to I think about $1,000 to $2,000 for this plot 
of land… Ephraim Williams gets a couple of plots… he left to go to Lake George and he wrote his will a few days before he died, 
crazily, and he said in his will, if you name the town Williamstown, I will leave money to the town so that you can build a free school 
for boys in the town, and they did that years after his death. 

SARAH CURRIE



Slaves in Williamstown



Early Accounts

- Ephraim Williams buying and selling of slaves
- never settled in Williamstown, lived in 

Stockbridge
- (1750) sells 9 year old Prince to his cousin, Israel 

Williams
- (1755) buys 16 year old J Romanoo
- practice of buying younger slaves



Slavery in the Connecticut Valley of Massachusetts
Robert H. Romer
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“stocks of cattle and Negro servants”
Slavery in the Connecticut Valley of Massachusetts
Robert H. Romer



Early Accounts

- tax and valuation lists for MA (1771)
- Benjamin Simonds and Zebadiah Sabin* listed as 

owning one “servant for life”
- extract from German diary notes the presence of 

“Negro slaves… at most of the houses”
- slavery in Massachusetts was abolished in 1783



German Diary - August 19, 1777
Julius Friedrich Wasmus, Company Surgeon of 
Brunswick Dragoon Regiment



Berkshire Hills
- Griffen served as president of Williams from 1821-1836



And Gladly Teach - Bliss Perry (1935)



- 5 “all other free persons”
- shift in 1800 to 31



Census - African Americans in Williamstown (1830)



Census - African Americans in Williamstown (1850)



Berkshire Hills, Jan 1906



The Williams College Anti-Slavery Society



The Williams Anti-Slavery Society

- first anti-slavery society in Massachusetts (1823)
- held annual meetings until 1831, usually on 

Independence day
- colonizationalist views



The Williams Anti-Slavery Society

- “Several campuses had anti-slavery societies, particularly schools like Williams where evangelicalism and the 
Second Great Awakening were influential. However, a change comes later--certainly by 1830--when colonizationists 
come to dominate the campuses and abolitionism on campus comes under attack. For example, in the 1830s the 
faculty at Amherst force the student anti-slavery society to close. The president and the faculty were largely 
colonizationists.  Something similar happens at Hamilton College during the same period.  The colonization 
movements--eighteenth and nineteenth century--begin as philanthropic religious movements that include many 
abolitionists. The nineteenth century movement descends into deeply anti-black and anti-abolitionist politics in 
the late 1820s. That's when the abolitionists abandon the movement--including people like William Lloyd Garrison 
and Arthur Tappan.” -CRAIG WILDER



Universal Emancipation, August 28, 1826



Slavery in the Connecticut Valley of Massachusetts
Robert H. Romer



Runaways in Williamstown



Runaway slaves

- Physiological advantages of the mountains 
encouraged the pursuit of freedom

- The Underground Railroad
- Dr. Henry Sabin* played a large role

- appearances at the homes of professors (Prof. Albert 
Hopkins)



A map of the 
Underground 

Railroad



The Berkshire Hills, 1901



J. Fred Walden



Eulogize Life of 
Prof. Albert Hopkins



Conclusions and Future Directions


