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Slavery in New England 
 

LESSON PLAN 
 

 
Subject: Slave Ownership in New Haven, 1790:  The Paradox of James Hillhouse 
 
 
Documents: A Biography of James Hillhouse 
 A 1795 Letter of Judith Cocks to James Hillhouse 
 "Connecticut Slave Owners in 1790" United States Census 
 "Births of Negros," Vital Records of New Haven 
 New Haven First Congregational Church Records, 1794 
 
 
 
Focus of Subject Area: 
 

• The life and legacy of United States Senator James Hillhouse and the impact of 
his slave ownership on that legacy 

 
• The paradox of American Founding Fathers such as James Hillhouse regarding 

the slavery issue 
 
• The virtually universal practice of slave ownership among the wealthy and 

influential citizens of Connecticut prior to the gradual emancipation act 
 
 
Instructional Objectives: 
 

• Identify facts about the life and legacy of United States Senator James Hillhouse  
 
• Examine and interpret the significance of the primary source materials on the 

Hillhouse legacy 
 
• Analyze and draw conclusions about the paradox of a Northern antislavery slave 

owner politician 
 
 
Strategies: 
Students will accomplish the instructional objectives by: 
 

• Reading primary and secondary source materials and answering assigned 
questions 

Strategies (cont'd): 
 

• Participating in group activities and class discussions 



 

© 2008 Harriet Beecher Stowe Center, 77 Forest Street, Hartford, CT 06105 
 HarrietBeecherStowe.org 
 

 
• Participating in a formal debate 
 
• Submitting a "History Detective" research project 

 
 
Overview of Lesson Activities: 
This unit on James Hillhouse and Slavery in New Haven and Connecticut requires at least 
four 45-minute class periods and one 90-minute block period for the debate activity.  The 
day before beginning the unit, students will be instructed to read "A Biography of James 
Hillhouse, answer any assigned questions and be prepared for class discussions on the 
subject.  On the second day, students will examine the letter from Judith Cocks to Hillhouse 
and two other primary sources documenting Hillhouse's ownership of slaves.  This 
information will be used as the basis for class discussions, a debate, and additional 
research on the subject. 
 
 
Assessment: 
Students will demonstrate their comprehension of the unit objectives by: 
 

1. Actively participating in class discussions and group activities 
 
2. Writing a persuasive essay which takes a position on the Hillhouse legacy today 
 
3. Completing a research project on the subject of "Hillhouse and His Slaves" 

 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Day One:  Who was James Hillhouse? 
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Procedure: 
 

• Divide the class into four groups 
 
1. Instruct students to create lists of words which describe the character of James 

Hillhouse 
2. Ask students to read from their lists and create a master list on the board 
3. Ask students why they selected these words and what historic contributions of 

Hillhouse made them select these words. 
4. Instruct the students to make lists of the four most important contributions of 

Hillhouse.  They must be able to explain and justify their choices. 
 
 
 
Day Two:  The Paradox of James Hillhouse 
 
 
Procedure: 
 

1. Review with students their impressions of Hillhouse. 
2. Ask students their opinions about Senator Hillhouse's antislavery position in 

Congress at a time when such views were nationally very unpopular and almost 
unprecedented among wealthy and influential white men like Hillhouse. 

3. Discussion question:  Why do you think Hillhouse took such a position on the 
slavery issue?" 

4. After about 20 minutes of discussion about Hillhouse as a pioneering antislavery 
Congressman, distribute the letter to Hillhouse from Judith Cocks. Using 
SOAPSTONE activity have students analyze this document in writing. 

5. Just before the end of the period inform students that Judith Cocks was either the 
slave or the former slave of James Hillhouse. 

 
 
 
Day Three:  Hillhouse:  An Antislavery Slave Owner? 
 
 
Procedure: 
 

1. Distribute copies of the following primary sources: 
• Connecticut Slave Owners in 1790 in Complicity 
• New Haven First Congregational Church Records, p. 595 
• New Haven Vital Records, p. 420 

 
2. Discuss with students their reactions to this information.  Discussion questions: 

Why would Hillhouse take a bold, public stand against slavery and the slave trade 
but be a slave owner himself?  Was he a hypocrite?  What were his motives? 
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Day Four:  Debate Preparation 
 
Procedure: 

 
1. Divide the class into two groups to prepare for a formal debate. 
2. Debate question:  Shall the name of James Hillhouse High School be changed 

  and shall the Hillhouse grave site be removed from the Connecticut Freedom Trail  
  because James Hillhouse was a slave owner? 

3. The groups will prepare their oral arguments for the debate based on the class 
 discussions, reading assignments and their own points of view.  To help them to  
 prepare for the debate, using the primary source documents, students will be  
 required to write a persuasive essay on the debate which will be collected on the 
 the day of the debate. 

 
 
Day Five:  The Debate 
 
 
Procedure: 
 
 Students will have 80 minutes to argue their position on the topic and will be 
evaluated based on their logic, reasoning and use of the primary and secondary source 
material. 
 
 
 
Final Project:  A "History Detective" project on Hillhouse and his slaves 
 
 
 To find out what became of Hillhouse's slaves, students will be required to do 
research using resources on the Internet, the New Haven Public Library, the Connecticut 
State Library, and the New Haven Hall of Records 
 
 

 
 
 

 
Curriculum created by Robert A. Gibson New Haven, CT 
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A Biography of James Hillhouse 
 
 

 One of New Haven's most illustrious and industrious native sons was James Hillhouse.  

An attorney, farmer, politician, entrepreneur, veteran of the American Revolutionary War, and 

long-time Yale official, James Hillhouse did much in the late eighteenth and early nineteenth 

centuries to promote the social, cultural, and economic development of New Haven and the 

state of Connecticut.  His impact on the national political scene was also significant, especially 

his bold stand against slavery and its expansion in the United States. 

 James Hillhouse was born in Montville, Connecticut on October 20, 1754, and the son of 

Judge William and Sarah Griswold Hillhouse.  At the age of seven his uncle, James A. 

Hillhouse, a New Haven attorney, adopted him.  He received his education at Hopkins Grammar 

School in New Haven and graduated from Yale College in 1773 with classmate Nathan Hale.  

He studied law, was admitted to the bar, and took over the legal practice of his deceased uncle 

in 1775. 

 During the American Revolutionary War, Hillhouse served as captain of the Second 

Company of the Governor' Foot Guard.  When the British invaded New Haven on July 5, 1779, 

he courageously commanded troops along with Yale student volunteers in the unsuccessful 

defense of the town. 

 Hillhouse began his political career in 1780 when he entered the Connecticut House of 

Representatives.  He held this post until 1785.  He represented Connecticut in the United States 

House of Representatives from 1791 to 1796.  From 1796 until 1810, Hillhouse served in the 

United States Senate.  He was President pro tempore of the Senate during the Sixth Congress.  

While in the United States Congress, Hillhouse was a Federalist who believed in a strong 

central government. 

 During his tenure in the Senate, Hillhouse was an outspoken advocate of the abolition of 

slavery and the slave trade. In 1799, Senator Hillhouse served on a committee to investigate the 

ending of the slave trade. He helped pass the bill abolishing the slave trade in the earliest 

constitutionally authorized year, 1807.  After the United States acquired the Louisiana Territory 

in 1803, Hillhouse fought to prohibit the expansion of slavery into the new territory.  Two of his 

amendments restricting slavery passed Congress and were signed into law.  Hillhouse said, "I 
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consider slavery as a serious evil and wish to check it wherever I have authority."  Even after his 

retirement from the Senate, Hillhouse continued his bold opposition to slavery. 

 
 
A Biography of James Hillhouse 
Page 2 
 

 After leaving the Senate in 1810, Hillhouse assumed the office of Commissioner of the 

Connecticut School Fund.  The Connecticut School Fund was a special state fund established 

from the sale of land owned by Connecticut in Ohio.  The interest from this fund was used for 

the support of public education in Connecticut.  Hillhouse effectively administered this fund for 

fifteen years. When he resigned from this position in 1825, the fund totaled $1,700,000. 

In 1814, Hillhouse was chosen by the Connecticut General Assembly to be one of the 

delegates to represent Connecticut at the Hartford Convention, a controversial meeting of 

Federalist Party delegates from the New England states.  The delegates discussed regional 

grievances against the Federal Government and proposed seven amendments to the United 

States Constitution. 

 Hillhouse made major contributions to the beautification of New Haven in the late 1700s 

and early 1800s.  He drained and leveled the New Haven Green.  He also urged local leaders to 

plant elm trees to adorn the city.  This resulted in New Haven being nicknamed, "The Elm City."  

Hillhouse also orchestrated the development of the Grove Street Cemetery to replace the 

overcrowded, unsightly Old Burial Ground on the Green.  Established in 1796, the Grove Street 

Cemetery was the first incorporated cemetery in the United States to be laid out in family plots. 

 Hillhouse was quite an entrepreneur.  He engaged in numerous enterprises to promote 

New Haven's economic development.  In 1785, Hillhouse and three other New Haveners 

received a license from the Connecticut General Assembly to produce copper pennies for the 

state.  They did this in their mint on Water Street until 1787.  In that year they were contracted 

by the Confederation Congress to mint copper cents for the United States.  However, as a 

business, Hillhouse's mint was unsuccessful. 

 From 1797 to 1800, Hillhouse was President of the Hartford and New Haven Turnpike 

Company.  The company was incorporated in 1798 to construct and repair a highway between 

New Haven and Hartford, which were the co-capitals of Connecticut. 

Between 1825 and 1828, Hillhouse superintended the construction of the Farmington 

Canal which ran from New Haven Harbor to Northampton, Massachusetts.  The canal made it 

possible for New Haven, an important seaport at the time, to transport more goods inland and 

get farm products to the city more easily.  Unfortunately, the Farmington Canal was plagued by 
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financial troubles and was soon made obsolete by the development of railroad technology.  It 

ceased operation in 1847, but in its brief existence it sharply stimulated New Haven's mercantile 

growth. 

 

A Biography of James Hillhouse 
Page 3 
 

 In addition to all of his political, entrepreneurial, and civic activities, Hillhouse served as 

the Treasurer of Yale College for fifty years from 1782 until his death in 1832, the longest term 

of a senior administrator in the history of Yale. 

 James Hillhouse lived a very rich and rewarding life of dedicated service to his beloved 

city, New Haven, his state, and his nation.  A man of intellect, industry, and integrity, character, 

conviction and courage, this towering figure of New Haven history remains a role model for all 

New Haveners.  New Haven's first and oldest high school is named in honor of the honorable 

James Hillhouse.  In September 2001, Hillhouse's grave in the Grove Street Cemetery was 

dedicated as a site on the Connecticut Freedom Trail. 
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