
A Brief History on Racism & Discrimination in Maine 
1630 - 1970

Civil rights march down Congress Street following Martin Luther King’s assassination in 1968. 



















There shall never be any bond slavery, villeinage, or captivity 
amongst us unless it be lawful captives taken in just wars, 
and such strangers as willingly sell themselves or are sold to 
us. And these shall have all the liberties and Christian 
usages which the law of God established in Israel 
concerning such persons cloth morally require.  
This exempts none from servitude who shall be judged 
thereto by authority.

* This became part of the Articles of New England Confederation, which legalized the slave trade in 
Massachusetts and eventually the rest of New England, according to the Massachusetts Historical Society,

1641 — Massachusetts (which Maine was a part of) 
becomes the first colony to legalize slavery through the 
passage of the Body of Liberties.*



• 1670 The Bodies of Liberties was amended to include the enslavement of 
a slave woman's offspring to be a legal slave. This guarantees that 
offspring of all enslaved people were considered as the same legal status 
as their mother, a slave. 

1705 Massachusetts enacts a duty of £4 on all slaves imported to the 
colony. Massachusetts enacts a law against interracial marriages.

Courtesy of Monticello Digital Classroom

From Massachusetts Historical Society





Known Maine-built slave ships prior to 1808 include:

Snauw Knutsford (1761) - Berwick, 230 embarked, 197 disembarked at Bonny
Ship Hereford (1770) Sheepscutt River (Sheepscot) 352 embarked, 287 disembarked at 
Charleston. Makes additional journeys in 1775, 1776, 1779.

- Brig Rising Sun (1772) - Biddeford, 241 embarked, 0 disembarked (wrecked all perished)

Franklin Stanwood (1852-1888), a self-taught painter and sailor from Portland, painted this large canvas of a slave ship 
escaping from a British cruiser. Courtesy Maine Historical Society

Courtesy of Kate McMahon



Slavery in Maine

• Maine merchants, banks and insurance firms were entangled in slave economy

• Most prominent New England families in the 18th century owned slaves of African or indigenous 
descent

• Researchers have identified over 1600 people of color lived in Maine before 1800

• Cuba was Portland’s #1 trading partner in the 19th century - Cuba was the hub of the illicit slave 
trade.

• 90 percent of all legal slaving voyages under the US flag were out of Massachusetts, Maine and 
Rhode Island

* Research & text courtesy of Kate McMahon

The economy of Colonial New England was built by extracting wealth 
from land taken from indigenous peoples and from the bodies of 
Africans, which were transported in ships built by Mainers and 
traded for sugar that was sold to the rum distilleries in Portland and 
the rest of New England.



1748 advertisement for a reward for the capture of an 
escaped enslaved man name Pompey of Berwick, Maine.



Textile manufacturing, which was Maine’s largest industry for much 
of the 19th century, relied on cheap cotton picked by enslaved 
people. Some Maine mills produced low quality “negro cloth,” sold 
to slave owners to clothe enslaved people.

Ad for the Continental Mills in Lewiston.









1780s — Free Black farming communities were formed by 
Black revolutionary War veterans in Warren and Machias.

Residents of Peterborough, a free black community in Warren; circa 1930s







• 1877: the North pulled its troops out of the South in the 
aftermath of Reconstruction and a reign of terror swept 
through the South, overthrowing state governments 
and murdering and disenfranchising Blacks. 

• From 1882-1968, 4,743 lynchings occurred in the 
United States.



The colored man at the north is finding his conditions less 
favorable for advancement every decade. Forty years ago 
the colored man was looked upon by New England 
residents with a tolerant charity that led to easy 
employment,” he wrote. “Today a negro is viewed with 
suspicion — at times with alarm. New England 
conservatism finds the negro shifty and unreliable. He is 
fond of pleasure and prefers idleness and poverty to thrift. 
The Indian and the negro present no menace in any field of 
industrial competition. Both races have wide areas of 
usefulness. They make the bravest soldiers in the world. 
They are industrious when they can be induced to work. But 
as soon as they have earned a few dollars beyond their 
immediate wants, the desire to spend the surplus is 
overmastering. Neither the petting of philanthropists nor 
the efforts of teachers can overcome their inherent laziness 
and lack of foresight. The end of the Indian is in sight. 
Indications are that the negro is going in the same 
direction.

“The Colored Race” — Bangor Daily News Editorial,1906 



1911 - On Malaga Island, a mixed race community was forcibly 
evicted by a legislative decree in 1912 based on racist 
pseudoscientific views that they were “degenerate” and 
“feeble minded.” 



1917-1919 - 350,000 Black soldiers serve in World War I and come home, newly 
emboldened to demand basic rights. The Great Migration of Southern Blacks to 
the Northern cities face violence and lynchings in their communities by white 
mobs in the Red Summer of 1919.

Roger and Samuel Courtney, two African-American brothers who were “tarred” 
and feathered by a white mob at the UMniversity of Maine in 1919.



The Rise of the Maine Ku Klux Klan

Ku Klux Klan members from across Maine, along with their wives and children, 
gathered in Portland for a field day and parade on August 28, 1926. They posed for this 
photo behind the Portland Exposition Building, at right, where Hadlock Field now 
stands. — Collections of Maine Historical Society, courtesy of www.MaineMemory.net



Black workers continue to face violence throughout the 20th 
Century for standing up for workers’ rights. Below is a 
newspaper clipping from December 3, 1929:



Sellers’ legal description of deed of house in Augusta showing 
explicit housing discrimination toward African-Americans: “It is 
understood and agreed that said lot shall never be occupied by a 
colored person….” 



Redlining: New Deal government policies were primarily designed to 
provide housing to white, middle-class, lower-middle-class families in the 
suburbs while African-Americans and other people of color were left out of 
new suburban communities and pushed instead into urban housing 
projects.



1935 Residential Security Map detailing most desirable 
neighborhoods in Portland and South Portlant in blue and the least 
desirable in red, considered the most risky for lending.



Maine residents returning from the March on Washington on August 29, 1963 — 
from left, Gerald Talbot, Larry Burris, Lawrence Graham, the Rev. Valton V. Morse, 
Elizabeth Aldrich, Mrs. Joseph Robey and the Rev. John C. Bruce. - Photo by Don 
Johnson/Courtesy of the Portland Public Library, Gannett Photo Collection



Maine Governor John Reed signing the Fair 
Housing Bill in May 1965.


