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Mission Statement of the
Connecticut Freedom Trail

The Connecticut Freedom Trail shall research, document, and mark sites in this
state that are connected with the history and movement towards freedom of its
African-American citizens and the contributions of their white allies; the
Underground Railroad, and the abolition of slavery. The mission of the
Connecticut Freedom Trail shall be to commemorate and preserve this heritage and
to coordinate and organize "September Freedom Trail Month," in order to educate,
inspire, and build community among Connecticut’s citizens, and to increase
awareness of and tourism to the state.



Vision: Weave the Freedom
Trail into the fabric of the

cultural life of Connecticut
and beyond.

In the thirteen years of its existence, the Connecticut Freedom Trail has accomplished great
things. From an initial base of 36 sites, the Freedom Trail has come to embrace 100 sites in 42
Connecticut cities and towns. Projects and events such as the Connecticut Freedom Trail
Bicycle Tour and Quilting Bee of 1998, which produced the four magnificent Freedom Trail
Quilts on display at the Museum of Connecticut History; the ground-breaking research of
Hartford middle school students on Connecticut’s Black Governors; and this year’s dedication of
the 29" Connecticut Colored Regiment C.V. Infantry Monument, have left enduring imprints on
our state. The Freedom Trail has been cited frequently in the national and regional press, and it

forms an important component of long-range planning in state reports on historic preservation
and community building. In many ways, it is a well-established institution.

In other ways, however, the Freedom Trail has yet to achieve its full potential. The whole is not

currently greater than the sum of its parts. For visitors, the Freedom Trail can be confusing,
frustrating, and sometimes disappointing.

The fault does not lie with the vision of the Trail, nor, we would argue, with the sites that
comprise it. In its current form, the Freedom Trail comprises an astonishing range of historical
institutions, experiences, and compelling stories, touching virtually every part of the state, and

connecting to themes of courage, creativity, and perseverance in the struggle for liberty that have
never been more relevant or important to the nation and the world.

What has been missing from this picture is twofold: first, an effective administrative structure to
organize the great variety of sites within the compass of the Freedom Trail, and second, an
overarching interpretive framework to knit all types of sites into a clear, coherent, and
compelling network. With these key components in place, the potential of the Freedom Trail to
inspire, educate, excite, and empower will be unshackled. It is the purpose of this document to
outline the goals, objectives, and strategies that we believe will enable the Connecticut Freedom

Trail to play a decisive role—its destined role— in the culture, education, community building,
and tourism and economic development of our state.



Initial step: inventory and classify
Freedom Trail sites

To gain a comprehensive grasp of the nature of the varied sites making up the Connecticut
Freedom Trail, a set of organizing principles is in order. For the purposes of this Strategic Plan,
we have established a set of categories and a vocabulary to distinguish them. The classification
scheme and terminology presented here will be employed throughout the report.

CLASSIFICATIONS:

1. All Freedom Trail sites may be classified into four types, organized by degree of
public accessibility (not historical significance):

a. Public History Sites, such as museums and historic houses, which may be
subclassified in three categories:

i. Primary Tourist Attractions, including Mystic Seaport Museum,
Wadsworth Athenaeum, and Yale University. For purposes of this study, a
“primary tourist attraction” is one that attracts visitors from a radius of 50 miles or
more and engages them for three or more hours.

ii. Major Public History Venues with professional staffs and full hours
of opening, such as Harriet Beecher Stowe Center, Old State House, and New
Haven Museum and Historical Society.

iii. Small Public History Venues such as historical societies and
museums with all-volunteer or single paid staff person, limited hours of opening,
such as the Stone Museum in Barkhamsted and Marian Anderson Studio/Danbury
Historical Society.

b. “Current-use” sites, open to the public for uses other than history, such as
churches, social service organizations, and restaurants or business
establishments (People’s Center, James Pharmacy, Roger Sherman Baldwin
Law Office).

c. “Freestanding” sites such as gravestones and monuments (James Mars
Grave, Amistad Memorial).

d. Non-public sites, such as private residences.

Out of 100 Freedom Trail sites, fifteen are Public History Sites (three Primary Tourist
Attractions and twelve Public History Venues. Twenty-one are “Current-use” sites. The
remaining sixty-four are either “Freestanding” (32) or Non-public sites (32)—that is, places
where on-site personal interpretation is not currently available nor likely in the foreseeable
future. The implications of this distribution, and a proposed set of criteria for adding (or
removing) sites from the Trail appears in Section II. A complete listing of Freedom Trail sites
by town is given in Appendix B and by type in Appendix C.



Proposed Criteria for Listing Freedom
Trail Sites

Existing sites on the Freedom Trail include birthplaces, home sites, or graves of individuals; sites
of significant historical events; structures associated with notable persons, either in their original
locations or relocated; buildings documented or reputed to have connections to the Underground
Railroad; successor sites to no-longer-extant structures, such as religious congregations or
academic buildings; and museums hosting important collections or exhibits central to the mission
of the Freedom Trail. This range of sites, somewhat broader and more flexible than provided for
under the guidelines of the State and National Registers of Historic places, is appropriate to the
nature of the Freedom Trail.

While the site selection process of the State Register of Historic Places has been suggested as a
model for the Freedom Trail, a closer model, both thematically and programmatically, is the
National Park Service’s Network to Freedom Program, which identifies and coordinates
historical sites, museums, and interpretive programs connected with the Underground Railroad.
In its application for designation as a Network to Freedom site, the NPS stipulates that
“[fJacilities....in the Network can have an educational, research, or interpretive scope, as long as
they are directly related to, and verifiably associated with, the Underground Railroad. Facilities
can include, but not be limited to, archives and libraries, research centers, museums and museum
collections, and cultural or commemorative centers.” In addition,

there are a multitude of Underground Railroad-related sites around the United States that
have suffered the impacts of prolonged negligence or developments inconsistent with the
historical character of the site. For whatever reasons, these past activities may have left
the site ineligible for the National Register of Historic Places. Nonetheless, these sites are
often integral parts of the Underground Railroad story. Their significance should not be
lost, so the Network to Freedom is designed to include these impacted sites, with the
provision that they must be associated with some type of documentation and
interpretation. y

The Strategic Plan Committee recommends the formal adoption of similar principles, which are
implicit in the array of sites already designated. Consequently, it is proposed that museums,
historical societies, interpreted historic houses and other public history venues with a
demonstrated and continuing commitment to the themes and ideals of the Freedom Trail be
eligible for designation as Freedom Trail sites.

! “National Underground Railroad Network to Freedom Application Instructions (Part I),” National Park Service,

http://www.nps.gov/history/ugrr/App _Instructions.doc (included as Appendix F to this report).
6
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We propose that the following criteria should be weighed (in descending order) in determining
eligibility of a Freedom Trail site:

Historical importance of the person, institution, or event being commemorated to the
mission of the Freedom Trail

Degree of significance of the site to the person, institution, or event being commemorated
Historical integrity of the site (i.e. the original structure in its original location)
Interpretive, research and educational facilities and tourist infrastructure; accessibility to
public use

Value of Freedom Trail designation to the preservation of important buildings and other
structures or sites

Criteria that are of lesser significance to the purposes of the Freedom Trail include: the
architectural excellence or distinctiveness of a structure, its age, or its association with well-
known events or generally recognized individuals. The historical importance of an event or
individual is not directly related to its present-day renown. Indeed, a vital function of the
Freedom Trail is to bring increased visibility to marginalized but profoundly significant people

and events in Connecticut’s past—of which the most celebrated example is the Amistad story
itself.

The ideal site, according to the criteria listed above, would be an intact historic structure with a
direct connection to an important person or event, in its original location, with interpretation,
educational facilities, a research collection, and ready accessibility to the public; an example
would be the Custom House Maritime Museum in New London, which fulfills all these criteria.

The majority of sites, however, will require the balancing of criteria. Historical significance
comes first: some events, individuals, or themes merit inclusion in the Freedom Trail even if
other factors, such as the existence of an original structure in its original location, are not present.

The process of applying for Freedom Trail designation, like the Freedom Trail itself, should be
an opportunity for education and community building. Whether a site is approved for inclusion
or not, the entire experience should result in additional knowledge concerning the mission of the
Freedom Trail and a strengthening of its ideals.

The foregoing principles and guidelines are intended to suggest goals and intended outcomes
regarding the process of admitting new Freedom Trail sites. It is anticipated that further
discussions among the Freedom Trail Sites Committee, the Amistad Committee, and the staff of
the CCT will result in effective and consistent regulations and procedures.






