      
TAPPING REEVE HOUSE AND LAW SCHOOL
APPLICATION FOR CONNECTICUT FREEDOM TRAIL

           The Litchfield Historical Society would like to nominate The Tapping Reeve House and Law School as a listing for the Connecticut Freedom Trail. In American education, Litchfield was in the vanguard.  Out of his home on South Street, attorney Tapping Reeve developed the first curriculum for teaching common law and opened the first law school in the United States.  The Litchfield Law School launched the town into regional and national prominence, and its closing in 1833 signaled the community’s transition to lesser political and cultural prominence.  In the years after they finished their studies and well after the law school’s closing, Litchfield students formed a network of leadership and influence that encompassed public service, business, and many other areas of American life.  Ultimately, the small law school would boast of having educated two vice-presidents of the United States, Aaron Burr and John C. Calhoun, as well as fourteen governors, fourteen members of the federal cabinet, twenty-eight U.S. Senators, 100 members of the House of Representatives, three members of the U.S. Supreme Court, and many state and local public officials. 

           Reeve’s students played influential roles in every major political and social battle of the antebellum years and ultimately became involved in various issues concerning the Amistad case. Please consider some of the influential graduates that became involved in the issues. Shortly after Judge Judson’s initial hearing on the USS Washington, Dwight P. Janes, an abolitionist from New London, contacted Roger Sherman Baldwin, an attorney known as a defender of justice for the less fortunate. Baldwin began his studies at the Litchfield Law School in 1812. Soon after graduating, Baldwin successfully argued a case winning a fugitive slave’s freedom. He joined Joshua Leavitt, Simeon Jocelyn and other abolitionists in using the Amistad affair as a means of publicizing the evils of the African slave trade. Baldwin, the primary lawyer for the Africans, argued their case all the way to the Supreme Court. Seth Staples, one of the Amistad captives’ lawyers and a founder of the Yale Law School, copied by hand a set of Litchfield Law School notes to use for his own study purposes. Theodore Sedgwick, another of the Africans’ lawyers, was the brother of a Litchfield Law School graduate. 

           In the effort to win the freedom of the Amistad crew, these graduates often found themselves on opposing sides.  For example, when Roger Sherman Baldwin represented the Africans in the “Amistad” case, he argued against former Litchfield students William Holabird and William Ellsworth. William Holabird, LLS 1815 graduate, as the District Attorney for the state of Connecticut made the decision to involve the Amistad in the U.S. court system. Without this decision, President Van Buren might have been able to keep the Amistad crew out of the public eye. Governor Ellsworth was originally contacted to defend the Amistad crew, but with his services not necessary, decided to defend Green and Gedney. Levi Woodbury, LLS 1809 and a U.S. Supreme Court Justice, gave an early opinion on the case and suggested the judiciary should be allowed to handle the case. Finally, one of the justices of the U.S. Supreme Court that heard the Amistad case was LLS graduate Henry Baldwin. 
           Tapping Reeve’s success with the law school and the law he taught his students was critical in the arguments used in the Amistad case. In addition; to the Amistad case, a variety of law school students were involved in slave law issues such as the Thomas Sims case when Charles Greely Loring (LLS 1813)  and Horace Mann (LLS 1822) supported Sims. 

           I respectfully urge you to consider this site as part of the Connecticut Freedom Trail. 
  

