
Montpelier Sparks National Backlash with
Board Vote to Abandon Shared Governance
with Descendants of the Enslaved

Descendant Bettye Kearse, MD, PhD. Photo by

Eduardo Montes-Bradley.

Thousands Sign Petition Condemning

Action; Montpelier Staff Rebuke Employer;

National Trust Warns of “Irreparable

Harm” to Montpelier’s Legacy

ORANGE , VIRGINIA, USA, March 28,

2022 /EINPresswire.com/ -- The

Montpelier Foundation CEO and board

have garnered national backlash to the

board’s vote on Friday retracting their

much-publicized and praised promise

to share governance of President

James Madison’s estate with the

organization representing descendants

of the families whom Madison

enslaved. The Montpelier Descendants

Committee (MDC), the majority of Montpelier’s full-time staff, and the National Trust for Historic

Preservation have strongly condemned the Foundation’s actions. Already, nearly 5,000 members

of the visiting public and donors have signed a petition opposing the board’s actions and others

We won't be deterred from

our mission to help unite

the country by telling a

more complete and truthful

history of our founding,

including the full role of its

indispensable ‘invisible

founders.'”

James French

have swamped Montpelier’s Instagram and Facebook

pages with thousands of negative comments. 

The Foundation board is entrusted to steward the 2,650-

acre presidential plantation; it leases the site from the

National Trust for Historic Preservation. In June of 2021,

the board voted to change the bylaws to allow MDC to

nominate “at least half” of Montpelier’s board members, a

commitment referred to as structural parity. Under prior

leadership, Montpelier was widely celebrating for leading

the charge in engaging the descendant community. that

was widely praised at the time. The Foundation previously

recognized MDC, which has more than 300 members, as the “sole representative voice of the

http://www.einpresswire.com
https://www.montpelier.org/learn/montpelier-board-restructure-parity
https://www.change.org/p/support-the-montpelier-descendants-committee


Descendant first cousins Iris Ford, PhD and Madlynn

Anglin. Photo by Eduardo Montes-Bradley.

descendant community” because it is

democratically organized and open to

all who claim affiliation with the

hundreds of people enslaved by the

Madisons and their neighbors in the

Virginia Piedmont. On Friday, the board

voted to break their promise to MDC,

insisting instead that they, the

majority-white board, would choose

descendant representatives because

working with MDC was “difficult.” 

MDC founding Chairman James French,

who sits on Foundation board,

observed that: “[j]ust a few years ago

Montpelier was a pioneer in

descendant engagement, but new leadership has treated descendants terribly. We’ve been used

as a prop in a public performance to gain attention and money, while behind the scenes

descendants and staff with whom we work well have been subject to racial animus and massive

resistance.”

Over the past twenty years, Montpelier staff developed a productive working relationship with

the descendant community. The staff now allege that CEO Roy Young has repeatedly threatened

to terminate those who communicate with and support MDC. Despite these threats, the majority

of the estate’s full-time staff members issued a public statement rebuking their employer for

breaking its commitment to MDC and demanding a change to the toxic work environment.

Nine months after the board pledged to share governance, only three MDC-nominated board

members have been appointed to the board of sixteen members. In addition, the board refuses

to review a list of forty highly qualified board prospects, including persons of national

prominence in the fields of philanthropy, history, government, and businesses, identified by

MDC

In advance of the vote, the National Trust warned the Foundation board Chairman Gene Hickock

“in the strongest possible terms” against doing further harm to Montpelier. The letter states:

“Most critically, this commitment [to parity with MDC] acknowledged the right of the descendant

community to define itself, rather than to be defined by the Foundation [emphasis in original].

The newly proposed revisions to the bylaws would do the opposite. We believe this change

would undermine decades of important work that led to the formation of the Committee in the

first place, and in turn would set back Montpelier’s efforts to continue the necessary work of

uplifting descendants’ voices, and repairing the relationship between the broader African

American community and Montpelier, the former site of generations of enslavement.”

http://www.culturalheritagepartners.com/wp-content/uploads/2022/03/NTHP-Letter-to-Eugene-Hickock-3-24-2022-2.pdf


Dr. Matt Reeves, Director of Archaeology at Montpelier, directly articulated the situation: “The

board's resistance to full parity with the MDC rests in the threat they see in expanding the

national narrative beyond the myth of the Founding Fathers to include all people in this history.

The battle being carried out at Montpelier between the board and the MDC and staff is sadly a

modern version of the struggle between those with power and those without that we find in

evidence in the archaeology at Montpelier.” 

In 2018, Montpelier staff and descendants convened a summit of scholars and practitioners who

developed a set of best practices for historic institutions that engage with the history of

enslavement. The Rubric of Best Practices Established by the National Summit on Teaching

Slavery encouraged the equitable inclusion of descendants within the board governance

structure as the most ethical and exemplary model for relationship-building at such institutions.

MDC and the staff allege that Hickok and Young have sought to maintain the positive attention

from their structural parity commitment while gutting its substance and attempting to sever

longtime collaborations and friendships between MDC members and Montpelier staff. They also

allege that Hickok and Young have removed MDC members from board nomination decisions,

excluded them from board meetings, and rerouted conversations with MDC representatives

through lawyers. The further allege that the Foundation appointed persons to the board whom

they touted as advancing parity but who had publicly expressed opposition to MDC. Foundation

lawyers have pressured MDC to sign side agreements limiting what MDC can say and do as a

partner in governance. 

“That’s pretend power-sharing,” said MDC’s lawyer, Greg Werkheiser of Cultural Heritage

Partners, PLLC. Werkheiser proposed a compromise in February that would allow the

Foundation to reject MDC board nominees for ethical and legal reasons, but not because Black

descendants did not fit the profile of the current board. Werkheiser stated that “the whole point

of including descendant voices is to broaden the perspective of leadership, not to reinforce a

historically narrow approach to telling history." Hickock declined to review MDC’s list or to share

it with the full board.

Within 24 hours of the board’s vote on Friday, nearly 5,000 people had signed a petition

supporting the MDC and Montpelier staff. When on Sunday the Foundation issued a public

statement blaming their decision on the “difficulty” of working with MDC, thousands flooded the

Foundation’s social media accounts overwhelmingly negative comments. Major donors to

Montpelier have written to the board expressing their intention to cease contributions.

Continue reading: http://www.culturalheritagepartners.com/montpelier-sparks-national-

backlash-with-board-vote/
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