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ned dallas
From slave to Stowe, one man’s journey toward a future of freedom

In late summer of 1865, Ned Dallas, age 10, born a slave in Lynchburg, Va., saw
people running away with the Union Army as it began mustering out of the South.

He wanted to go, too. A split-second decision changed his life forever, and took him
to Stowe, Vt.

Ned’s mother Mary, enslaved as a maid on a Lynchburg plantation, “took him down
beside the road as the Union troops were passing through and told him to go with
them, and they would look after him and he would not be a slave anymore,” 
according to an account published in the Stowe Reporter in 1965, 100 years after
that fateful day.

A few months before the blue-coated Union soldiers marched past the plantation,
Confederate Gen. Robert E. Lee had surrendered to Gen. Ulysses S. Grant at the
Appomattox Court House, about 20 miles away. 

The story of Ned Dallas’ journey, from a slave child to a free citizen, comes from a
tiny stack of census documents, a book about Stowe’s founding, and a recollection
written by a woman whose father employed him. Taken together with other historical
accounts, they reveal the risks and rewards of Ned’s journey from Virginia to Vermont
as part of the greatest refugee crisis in America, the Great Migration. 

In 1860, in Ned’s hometown of Lynchburg, a center of the tobacco industry, 40 percent
of the people were slaves, denied the right to marry, to earn wages, to own property,
to get an education, and to vote. >>

S T O R Y : julia shipley 
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A portrait of Ned Dallas, courtesy of Stowe Historical Society.
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Clockwise from left: Ned Dallas as a boy. Census records for both Ned Dallas and his wife Margaret. Seth Mansfield. (Stowe Historical Society)
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The documents say Ned had a “good” master, who had only punished
him once, caning him for sleeping instead of fetching the mail as direct-
ed. Ned later said the master had entrusted him to look after his grand-
son, “the same as Vermont farmers give a child a lamb or calf.” 

Grounds for a decision

Mary Dallas must have wondered, with growing joy and some trepida-
tion, what changes were coming for her and Ned. Everything about their
lives would be in flux—how they lived, how they made decisions, where
they would go. 

Perhaps Mary thought new freedoms would bring new dangers—the
end of plantation society, economic upheaval, chaos and violence among
angry whites.

Maybe Mary and Ned had heard good things about Vermont, where the
soldiers marching out of Lynchburg were headed. The 9th Regiment of
Union soldiers was headed home to Vermont, which in 1777 had become

the first state to prohibit adult slavery in its
Constitution.

Others had already sought refuge in
Vermont, including Jeffrey Brace, who titled
his autobiography “The Blind African
Slave.” Brace was born in Africa, captured,
forced into slavery in Barbados and then
Connecticut, and emancipated himself
through armed service in the Revolutionary
War. He then sought his fortune as a free
man in Vermont.

Perhaps Ned’s mother wanted to head
north with her son. Census records indicate
that Mary Dallas also had a 2-year-old son,

Robert, and possibly another child on the way. Maybe she considered the
800-mile journey too difficult. 

What we know is this: Ned’s mother secured soldier Seth Mansfield
to take her son north, trying her best to give him a future of freedom.

In 1865, Ned started walking, barefoot, with white men he’d never
seen before, leaving his birthplace and everything and everyone he’d
ever known.

According to the reminiscence that appeared in the Stowe Reporter,
when Ned asked the soldiers where they were from, they all said
Vermont. He concluded, “Vermont must be an awful big city.”

The road to Vermont

Other Virginia slaves had also headed north with Vermont soldiers.
William Anderson escaped slavery with a member of the 11th Vermont

Infantry. After settling in Shoreham, he married Philomen Langlois, a
French-Canadian woman who was part Native American. Together they pro-
duced remarkable children—daughter Marion Annette Anderson became the
first African American woman to attend Middlebury; son William John
Anderson became an orchardist and member of the Vermont Legislature.

George Washington Henderson, a few years older than Ned, became a
servant to an infantry member of the 8th Regiment, and accompanied him
home from the war. Henderson eventually graduated first in his class at the
University of Vermont in 1877, graduated in 1883 from Yale Divinity
School, served as the principal of three Vermont graded schools, and
became dean of Fisk University. 

As Ned left Virginia, Mary no doubt hoped her son was destined for a
better life, even if that meant he would never see her or his siblings again. 

A horse for the boots

Ned traveled hundreds of miles by horse and on foot and probably by
train. The 1965 account says that, as the Vermont 9th Regiment marched
north, Ned had a hard time keeping up, so his chaperone, Seth
Mansfield, found a stray horse for the boy to ride. 

However, Ned had “no idea of values, and a soldier soon offered him
a pair of shiny cavalry boots in exchange for the horse.” As Ned had no
shoes, “he let the horse go and had to walk.” However, he could not
wear the ill-fitting boots.

Ned accompanied Seth Mansfield all the way to his father’s home in
Nebraska Valley, two miles southwest of Stowe village, a house that no
longer stands in what’s now part of the Mount Mansfield State Forest. 

The unattributed account written by a woman whose father later
employed Ned revealed that it was already evening when they arrived.
Ned settled in at the farm with Seth and Seth’s father, but after about two
weeks, became terribly homesick. 

As the reminiscence puts it, “The hills and fields were so different and
not one black face could he see.”

According to the 1860 and 1870 censuses, there were communities of
African Americans in Vermont, but many were in the cities. In
Burlington and St. Albans, each about 40 miles from Stowe, there were
about 70 and 90 African Americans, respectively.

However, in Lamoille County, black residents were scarce. In nearby
Morrisville, a Vermont-born African American worked as a shoemaker. And
while the 1840 census lists two unnamed “free colored persons” in Allan
Burt’s household—a girl under age 10 and a woman age 24-35—by the time
Ned arrived, the only other person of color in town was John Fairbanks, a
mulatto farmer who was sometimes cited as “white” on censuses.

At first, Ned lived with the Mansfields, but eventually he moved
across the brook from the Mansfield farm and roomed with the Presson
Gale family. 

According to Chuck Dudley’s book, “The Stowe I’ve Grown to Know,”
Ned probably attended District No. 7 Gale School. However, a 1900 cen-
sus listing indicates he grew into adulthood unable to read or write. 

By 1870, Ned’s soldier escort, Seth Mansfield, had moved in with the
family of his future wife, and Ned, then 16 years old, lived in the nearby
town of Duxbury, where he worked as a farm laborer for Hiram McDonald.

Down South

Meanwhile, back in Virginia, the Freedman’s Bureau was offering help
to free slaves in securing food, clothing, water, health care, jobs, and
communication with family members. 

In addition, an apprenticeship program allowed white people to take
in black orphans by pledging to provide food, housing, and education for
the children, who were expected to do chores. 

As James Marten wrote in “The Children’s Civil War,” as many as
2,500 black children were made apprentices within one month of the
war’s end. 

But scholar Amanda Liskey noted, “Whites were able to declare
almost any black child an orphan, owing to the fact that slave children
were born to unwed parents.” And, Liskey added, apprentices, like the
slaves before, could be hired out by their legal caretakers. >>
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Even with the 13th Amendment outlawing slavery, there was no guar-
antee that Mary’s son could have continued to live with her. Ned might
well have been removed from her care to serve elsewhere in the South as
an apprentice. 

Nonetheless, the 1870 census shows Mary Dallas living with her
inferred spouse, farm laborer George Dallas, in the town of Lee in Prince
Edward County, 60 miles east of Lynchburg, with her children Robert, 6,
Martha, 4, and Catharine, 1. 

A long day and night

In 1874, Ned moved back to Stowe. Now a young adult, he began to
work for and live with one of his old neighbors, Frank Gale. Frank and
Ned were close in age; Frank had married and purchased his father’s
farm. Seth Mansfield and his wife lived nearby.

By the 1880s, Ned was working as a teamster for one of the town’s main
employers, C.E. Burt, who owned a wood mill and freight company.
According to Walter J. Bigelow’s “The History of Stowe,” “One spring
morning Ned started for Waterbury with 2 tons of butter” packed in tubs
weighing 10 to 30 pounds each. In the swampy flats at the bottom
of Shutesville Hill, now part of Route 100, Ned’s
wagon became so mired in the mud “the horses
could not stir it.” 

Ned unloaded the butter, tub by tub, stacking
the cargo on drier ground, until the horses were
able to pull the empty wagon out. Then Ned
reloaded his wagon and continued the journey. 

Instead of reaching the Waterbury depot at noon,
it was dusk when Ned rolled up. He unloaded his
butter for the last time; then he reloaded his wagon
with materials bound for Stowe (likely salt, hops,
fertilizer, flour, coal, or other merchandise) and
drove the horses home. 

“It was long after midnight when he reached the
village and stabled the horses after 20 hours of
unbroken toil,” Bigelow reported.

A land of despair

Was Ned faring better than he would have in the South?
According to Vermont historian Jan Albers, “In the

years after 1860, the landscape (of Vermont) reached
its lowest point, as the state’s fragile soils gave out, deforestation ran
rampant, the economy struggled in the face of competition from the
opening West and the population was hard-pressed to maintain itself.”

Author and historian Cynthia Bittinger said, “Vermont was the most
rural state in the Union in the 1870s and considered a land of despair.”
But she also noted that when Union soldiers left the South, violence
against blacks erupted and militant vigilante groups ended the civil order.

Another unverified account of Ned’s horse-driving indicates how he’d set-
tled into life in Vermont. While Ned was driving a pair of horses hauling a
load of logs up Tannery Hill, Ned’s boss, Mr. Burt, happened to be in the area
and got upset that the horses weren’t working very hard. “Burt ran beside
them, waving his arms and calling to them to pull harder. Ned didn’t like this
and he called out very loud, ‘Say, Mr. Burt, who’s driving these horses?’”

Most testimonies regarding a black Vermonter’s life acknowledge
some level of racism and bigotry. Dr. Scott Nay, a white schoolmate of
ex-slave George Washington Henderson, wrote, “It was a most satisfac-
tory privilege for me to protect him from the jibes of some discourteous
students who, because of his color, thought themselves superior.” 

William John Anderson, the son of a slave, served two terms in the
mid-1900s in the Vermont Legislature, yet was refused lodging at some
hotels in Montpelier. 

Elise Guyette, author of “Discovering Black Vermont,” wrote that a tract
of land in Hinesburg, where a group of African American families settled
and farmed for a hundred years, was know locally by a derogatory term.

Ned in love

Vermont was one of the few states that never had laws prohibiting mar-
riage between races. On Christmas Eve 1888, Ned married a 40-year-old
white woman of Irish ancestry, Maggie Carr (Margaret Carroll). Two
years later, Mr. and Mrs. Dallas moved into an apartment in a brick
building at Main and School streets in Stowe, which is now the Black
Cap Café. The newlyweds lived there for five years and then, in 1895,
moved to Montpelier. 

The 1900 census reports Edward and Margaret Dallas residing in the
capital city, where Ned was listed as a laborer for a builder. No docu-
ments show that they ever had children.

That same 1900 census found a 60-year-old widow, Mary Dallas, in
the town of Lockett in Prince Edward County in Virginia. She lived with

her son Robert, 38, who had learned to
read and write. Mary owned her house
(with a mortgage) and worked as a
farmer. In addition to Robert, she lived
with her son Sam, 23, and his wife
Annie; her son John, 18; her son
Richard, 13; and her daughter Mamie,
10. The census indicates that Mary had 
given birth to 14 children, and nine 
were still alive.

In 1904, Ned’s wife Maggie
slipped on ice and fractured a knee.
That same year, Seth Mansfield, the
soldier who brought him north, died.
Five years later, on Jan. 4, 1909, on
the heels of their 20th wedding
anniversary, Maggie died of chronic
nephritis.

Ned then moved to Shelburne,
Vt. The 1910 census lists him as
living with Seth Mansfield’s 
son, George. 

Later, he moved back to Stowe one last time and worked as
a “chore man” at the former Spear Farm on the Mountain Road, where
Piecasso is now located. There, on the morning of Sunday, Aug. 26, 1917,
Ned died of neuralgia of the heart. He was 65, although his birth year, as
reported on the census and tombstone, varies by up to four years.

Three years later, the 1920 census showed Mary Dallas had outlived
her son. She had moved to an apartment in Philadelphia where she lived
with her sons, Sam and Richard, and her daughter Lizzie. 

Ned Dallas is buried in Stowe’s Riverbank Cemetery. His tombstone
(which spells his last name Dallis) is in the back of section 2B, where it
abides by “Loved One,” a woman who died in her mid-30s, and a head-
stone for a trio of babies who scarcely lived at all. 

As a recent visitor noted, “There’s something fascinating about walk-
ing through such an old cemetery. Some of the headstones are from the
late 1700s. Whole families buried together who lived through the
Revolutionary War and saw the birth of our republic.” 

As well, men who fought in the Civil War, and a freed slave. 
Ned’s grave faces the mountains, part of the rugged Appalachian

chain running all the way down to his birthplace. n

Reprinted with permission: ©Stowe Guide & Magazine, Summer / Fall 2018
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Ned Dallas’s headstone in the Riverbank Cemetery in Stowe. Note the misspelled name.


