William Lanson: The Slave

" By STEVE GRANT
COURANT STAFF WRITER

Williain Lanson was an extraordinary
figure in early 19th-century New Haven.

Almost certainly an escaped slaye, Lan-
son overcame incredible odds to become a
highly successful businessman, one of the
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earliest black enfreprenewurs in Connecti-
cut.

He wasan earlyleader among firee blacks
and was lauded by the while estabhshment
for his business accomplishments.

It was Lanson who figured out a way to
extend the city’s wharffar into New Haven
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Who Helped Build New Haven

Harbor, facilitating the city’s girowth as a
port when no one else could keep pilings
steady in the sand and muck. He amassed
an entire neighborhoed of businesses and
dwellings.

But, the story goes, he somehow
morphed into a vice czar, got into legal and
financial trouble and lost it all.

His obituary in the New Haven Daily Pal-
ladin of May 29, 1851, described him as “a
very enterprising Negro, in hisearly days,”
who ultimately failed because he was “in-
herently depraved.” He died in the poor-
house.

Peter Hinks, an assistant professor of
history at Hamilton Colege in Clinton,
N.Y., who is researching race relations in
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Connecticut between 1750 and
1850, saysheis ﬁndingadiﬁ"erent
story,

Lanson’s ﬁnancial rum, Hmks .

believes, likely had more fo do
with how the white middle class

regarded and treated him than it

did with any real or purported
moral failings on Lanson’s pavt.
Tanson’s rise and fall must be
viewed in the context of Connecti-
cat and northern blacks emerg-
ing as a class from slavery, and
“the shifting white response o
thatpresence,” Hinks said.
- #To focus on the factor of vice

as the sole cause of his downfall is

to play into the hands of those

opprobrium,” Hinks wrote inare-
cent paper on Lanson.

Working from ‘what original
sources he can find, including.
newspaper accounts, diaries and
land records — the paper trail is
weak —Hinks is piecing together-
a new appraisal of Lanson’s life,
one that suggests that whites after
about 1820 seized upon any Lan-
son misstep as a pretext to harass
him,

Amy L. Trout, curator at the
New Haven Colony Historical So-

ciety, who also has studied Lan-

son, said she, too, thinks whites

were significant in Lanson’s fall.
“Inmy own humble opinion —

-and it is hard to find docu-

Working from what
original sources he can
find, including

- newspaper accounts,
diaries and land records
— the paper trail is
weak — Hinks is
piecing together a new
appraisal of Lanson’s
life, one that suggests
that whites after

any Lanson musstep as a
pretext to harass him.

mentation other than Lanson’s
ctlaims — he was constantly
harassed by the police. The min-
ute he was released fiom the po-
lice station and got home, he
would be arrested for something
else,” Trout said.

Lanson's early years are not
well documented. He was thought
to have heen born into slavery in
the late 1770s, possibly in the

Waterbury area. Tt appears he
was # slave in Southington when
he escapad. His adult life in New
Haven :s better documented,
though 3till sketchy. He was
thought io be in his 70s when he
died, his reputation in tatters,

Lansoa“appears tohavebeena
person who enjoyed a drink, a
good card gaine, a little raucous
dancing and an occasional extra-
marital affair,” Hinks said.

Late inlife, Lanson published a
“Statement of Facts,” in which he
complained of being tossed in jail
five times in six yearsforatotal of
450 days. the offense typically in-.
volved the sale of liguor at I*us ho-
tel, the Liberian.

Inasmuch as there were 15
1t b ling Ii-

drink where the rest sold ten,” he
wrote.

In another statement to the
public, Lansan told of five yearsof
unanmonnced visits by a city in-
spector, Mr. Knevals, at a room-
ing house he owned, some of the

visits in the middle of the night.

Without saying what he was look-

,ing for, the inspector would check

each room and leave, Lanson
said. )
“T should think Mr; Knevals

-had taken lights and looked at my

house in the night season more
times than I have hairs on the top
of my head,” Lansonsaid.

Finally one night. Knevals ar-

rived and found a sailor in bed .

with & woman guest whom Lan-
son had taken in because she was

unemployed — after clearing it
with police. Two days later, the-

authorities pressed charges.

Up From Slavery,
And Down

Until the 1820s, when changing
conditions and attitudes appear
to have worked against Lanson,
he was successful beyond any ex-
pectation for a black man at the
time, especially one who appar-
ently had just escaped from slav-

Hinks this suimimer discovered
in the Dec. 5, 1799, edition of .a
newspaper caled the Connecticut

Journal an ad dated at Southing-
ton in which Solomon Fisk of -
fered a $10 reward for the refurn

of a runaway “Negro servant”
namedLanson. - -

Littlernore thana decade later,
Timothy Dwight, a Yale president
and backbene of the establish-
ment, said Lanson’s work on the
wharf was proof of hig integrity
“in the view of respectable men.”

And by 1820, Lanson was a lead-
ing figure in the black commu-

“nity and the owner of numerous

properties and -businesses, in-
cluding a livery service.
In the 1820s, Lanson’s fortunes

reversed. He began tolose proper- |

ties to foreclosure, and he ac-

. guired areputationasaviceking.’
Two factors may have worked.

against Lanson and help explain
why he was treated the way he
was, Hinks said.

For one, many of his properties
were built on the fringe of the city
in open land that is now the Woos-
ter Square area. As long as Lan-
sonand other freeblacks were set-
tling away from built-up New
Haven, no one seemed to care,
Hinks said

spilling into that neighborhood,
and whites wanted the real estate
for housing and businesses.
Trout said Lanson amounted to
a threat to middle-class business-

men, some of them among those
who coveted the Wooster Square
land. ’

“Lansonis, Ithink, more or ]es%
forced off that property,” Hmk?,
said. -
In the 1820s, after his swift 1 i§e
banks began to foreclose on Lan
son’s mortgages. .

Secondly, immigrants, mclud—
ing Irish laborers, were mixing
with the black families in the
area, raising eyébrows among the
city's middie class.

“Alotof aftention is being pald
to the fact that there is white ang
black mixing in these establish:
ments of Lanson’s in the late
1820s,” Hinks said. =~

By the 1830s Lanson's reputa—
tion was ruined, and he was iy

He is one of these incredible
stories of the rise and fall of some:
one,” Trout said. “I wish it had a
better’ ending. He physically

helped build New Haven.,” |




