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It is in your power to torment the God-cursed slaveholders, that they would be glad to 
let you go free. . . . But you are a patient people. You act as though you were made for 


the special use of these devils. You act as though your daughters were born to pamper 
the lusts of your masters and overseers. And worse than all, you tamely submit, while 
your lords tear your wives from your embraces, and defile them before your eyes. In 


the name of God we ask, are you men? . . . Heaven, as with a voice of thunder, calls on 
you to arise from the dust. Let your motto be Resistance! Resistance! Resistance! no 


oppressed people have ever secured their Liberty without resistance.


Henry Highland Garnet, “Address to the Slaves of the United States of America”


When black abolitionist Henry Highland Garnet spoke the 
words printed above at the National Convention of Colored 
Citizens, held in Buffalo, New York, on August 16, 1843, he 
caused a tremendous stir among those assembled. In 1824, when 
he was a boy, Garnet had escaped with his family from slavery in Maryland. Thereafter 
he received an excellent education while growing up in New York. By the 1840s, he had 
become a powerful speaker. But some of the delegates in his audience pointed out that he 
was far away from the slaves he claimed to address. Others believed he risked encouraging 
a potentially disastrous slave revolt. Therefore, by a narrow margin, the convention 
refused to endorse his speech.


In fact, Garnet had not called for slave revolt. He had rhetorically told slaves, “We do not 
advise you to attempt a revolution with the sword, because it would be INEXPEDIENT. 
Your numbers are too small, and moreover the rising spirit of the age, and the spirit of the 
gospel, are opposed to war and bloodshed.” Instead, he advocated a general strike. This, 
he contended, would put the onus of initiating violence on masters. Nevertheless, Garnet’s 
speech reflected a new militancy among black and white abolitionists that shaped the 
antislavery movement during the two decades before the Civil War.


This chapter investigates the causes of that militancy and explores the role of African 
Americans in the antislavery movement from the establishment of the American 


9 1833–1850
Listen to Chapter 9  
on MyHistoryLab


Let Your Motto Be Resistance


L E A R N I N G  O B J E C T I V E S


A group of women and children prepare to ford a river as they escape from 
slavery. Most escapees were young men, but people of both sexes and all 
age-groups undertook to reach freedom in the North or Canada.
Theodor Kaufmann (1814–1896), “On to Liberty,” 1867, Oil on canvas, 36 × 56 
in  (91.4 × 142.2 cm). The Metropolitan Museum of Art. Gift of Erving and Joyce 
Wolf, 1982 (1982.443.3). Photograph © The Metropolitan Museum of Art. /Art 
Resource, NY.


What roles did black institutions and 
moral suasion play in the antislavery 
movement?
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What were the reasons for the breakup 
of the American Anti-Slavery Society 
and what organizations emerged to 
replace it?p
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How did the racism and violence of the 
1830s and 1840s affect the antislavery
movement?
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What was the role of black churches
and black newspapers in the 
abolitionist movement?
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Anti-Slavery Society in 1833 to the Compromise of 1850. Largely in response to changes 
in American culture, unrest among slaves, and sectional conflict between North and 
South, the biracial northern antislavery movement during this period became splintered 
and diverse. Yet it also became more powerful.


A Rising Tide of Racism and Violence


Compromise of 1850 An attempt by 
the U.S. Congress to settle divisive issues 
between the North and South, including 
slavery expansion, apprehension in the 
North of fugitive slaves, and slavery in the 
District of Columbia.


9-1 How did the racism and violence of the 1830s and 1840s affect  
the antislavery movement?


Garnet spoke correctly about the spirit of the gospel but not about the spirit of his time. 
Militancy among abolitionists reflected increasing American racism and violence from 
the 1830s through the Civil War. White Americans’ embrace of an exuberant nationalism 
called Manifest Destiny contributed to this trend. This doctrine, which defined political 
and economic progress in racial terms, held that God intended the United States to expand 
its territory, by war if necessary. Another factor was that the American School of Ethnology 
continued the development of the “scientific” racism that had begun during the late eigh-
teenth century (see Chapter 5). According to these pseudoscientists, white people—particularly 
white Americans—were a superior race culturally, physically, economically, politically, and 
intellectually. They were, therefore, entitled to rule over other races.


As Manifest Destiny gave divine sanction to imperialism, the American School of Eth-
nology justified white Americans in their continued enslavement of African Americans and 
extermination of American Indians. Prejudice against European immigrants to the United 
States also increased. By the late 1840s, a movement known as nativism pitted native-born 
Protestants against foreign-born Roman Catholics, whom the natives saw as competitors for 
jobs and as cultural subversives.


A wave of racially motivated violence, committed by the federal and state govern-
ments as well as by white vigilantes, accompanied these intellectual and demographic 
developments. Starting in the 1790s, the army waged a systematic campaign to remove 
American Indians from the states and relocate them west of the Mississippi River (see 


Chapter 6). This campaign affected several southeastern In-
dian nations. But it is epitomized by the Trail of Tears, when 
in 1838 the army forced 16,000 Cherokees from Georgia to 
move to what is now Oklahoma. Many Cherokees died along 
the way. During the same decade, antiblack riots became com-
mon in northern cities. White mobs wreaked havoc in African-
American neighborhoods and attacked abolitionist newspaper 
presses. Wealthy “gentlemen of property and standing,” who 
believed they defended the social order, led the rioters.


Antiblack and Antiabolitionist Riots
Antiblack riots coincided with the start of immediate abolition-
ism during the late 1820s. The riots became more common as 
abolitionism gained strength during the 1830s and 1840s (see 
Figure 9–1 and Map 9–1). Although few northern cities  escaped 
attacks on African Americans and their property, riots in 
 Cincinnati, Providence, New York City, and Philadelphia were 
infamous.


In 1829 a three-day riot instigated by local politicians led 
many black Cincinnatians to flee to Canada. In 1836 and 1841, 
mob attacks on the Philanthropist, Cincinnati’s white-run aboli-
tionist newspaper, expanded into attacks on African-American 


Manifest Destiny Doctrine, first 
expressed in 1845, that the expansion of 
white Americans across the continent was 
inevitable and ordained by God.


FIGURE 91 MOB VIOLENCE IN THE UNITED STATES, 18121849
This graph illustrates the rise of mob violence in the North in reac-
tion to abolitionist activity. Attacks on abolitionists peaked during the 
1830s and then declined as antislavery sentiment spread in the North.
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homes and businesses. During each riot, black residents 
defended their property with guns. In 1831 white sailors 
led a mob in Providence that literally tore that city’s black 
neighborhood to pieces. With spectators cheering them 
on, rioters pulled down the chimneys of black residences 
and then “with a fire hook and plenty of axes and iron 
bars” wrecked the buildings and dragged the occupants 
into the streets. The Rhode Island militia finally stopped 
the mayhem. In New York City in 1834, a mob destroyed 
12 houses owned by black residents, a black church, a 
black school, and the home of white abolitionist Lewis 
Tappan.


No city had more or worse race riots than Philadelphia—
the City of Brotherly Love. In 1820, 1829, 1834, 1835, 
1838, 1842, and 1849, antiblack rampages broke out. In 
1838 a white mob burned Pennsylvania Hall, which abo-
litionists had just built and dedicated to free discussion. 
The ugliest riot came in 1842 when Irish immigrants led a 
mob that assaulted members of a black temperance soci-
ety, who were commemorating the abolition of slavery in 
the British colony of Jamaica. When African Americans 
defended themselves with muskets, the mob responded by 
looting and burning Philadelphia’s principal black neigh-
borhood. Among those who successfully defended their 
homes was Robert Purvis, the abolitionist son-in-law of 
James Forten.


Texas and the War against Mexico
Not only northern cities experienced violence. Under 
President James K. Polk, the United States adopted a bel-
ligerent foreign policy, especially toward the Republic of 
Mexico, located on its southwestern border. Mexico had 
gained its independence from Spain in 1822 and in 1829 
had abolished slavery within its bounds. Meanwhile, 
American slaveholders settled in the Mexican province 
of Texas. At the time, the gigantic regions then known as 
California and New Mexico (now comprising the states of California, Arizona, New Mexico, 
Utah, and part of Colorado) also belonged to Mexico. In 1836 Texas won independence and, 
as a slaveholding republic, applied for annexation to the United States as a slave state. At 
first Democratic and Whig politicians, who realized that adding a large new slave state to 
the Union would divide the country along North–South lines, rebuffed the application. But 
the desire for new territory, encouraged by Manifest Destiny and an expanding slave-labor 
economy, could not be denied. In 1844 Polk, then the Democratic presidential candidate, 
called for the annexation of Texas and Oregon, a huge territory in the Pacific Northwest 
that the United States and Britain had been jointly administering. After Polk defeated Whig 
candidate Henry Clay, who favored delaying annexation, Congress in early 1845 annexed 
Texas by joint resolution as a slaveholding state.


In early 1846 Polk backed away from confronting Britain over Oregon, agreeing to 
split its territory along the 49th degree of latitude. Then, a few months later, Polk provoked 
a war against Mexico that by 1848 forced that country to recognize American sovereignty 
over Texas and to cede New Mexico and California to the United States (see Map 10-1 on 
page 232 in Chapter 10). Immediately, the major American political question became: Would 
slavery expand into these territories? If it did, many northerners expected slaveholders to 
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MAP 91 ANTIABOLITIONIST AND ANTIBLACK RIOTS DURING THE 
ANTEBELLUM PERIOD
African Americans faced violent conditions in both the North and South 
during the antebellum years. Fear among whites of growing free black 
communities and white antipathy toward spreading abolitionism sparked 
numerous antiblack and antiabolitionist riots.


Why did most of these riots occur in the Northeast?


  
View on MyHistoryLab  
Closer Look: Texas: From Mexican  
Province to U.S. State
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push for new slave states in the Southwest, use their votes to dominate the federal govern-
ment, and enact policies detrimental to northern workers and farmers.


As such fears spread across the North, slaveholders in turn feared that northerners 
would seek to exclude slavery from the western lands southerners had helped wrest from 
Mexico. The resulting Compromise of 1850 (see Chapter 10) attempted to satisfy both sec-
tions.But it subjected African Americans to additional violence because part of the Compro-
mise met slaveholders’ demands for a stronger fugitive slave law. This law provided much 
more federal aid to masters in recapturing bond people who had escaped to the North than 
had the Fugitive Slave Law of 1793. The new law also encouraged more kidnapping of free 
black northerners into slavery.


The Antislavery Movement


9-2 What roles did black institutions and moral suasion play in the antislavery 
movement?


The increase in race-related violence caused difficulties for an antislavery movement that 
was itself not free of racial strife and officially limited to peaceful means. Even though 
African Americans found loyal white allies within the movement, interracial understand-
ing did not come easily. As white abolitionists assumed they should set policy, their black 
colleagues became resentful. During the same period, abolitionist opposition to achieving 
abolition through the use of force weakened. That opposition had arisen as a principled 
rejection of the violence that pervaded America and as a shrewd response to proslavery 
charges that abolitionists encouraged slave revolt. Yet rejection of forceful means seemed 
to limit abolitionist options in a violent environment. By the end of the 1830s, greater au-
tonomy for black abolitionists and peaceful versus violent means became contentious issues 
within the movement.


The American Anti-Slavery Society
Before the era of Manifest Destiny, the American Anti-Slavery Society (AASS)—the most 
significant abolitionist organization of the 1830s—emerged from a turning point in the 
abolitionist cause. This was William Lloyd Garrison’s decision in 1831 to create a move-
ment dedicated to immediate, uncompensated emancipation and to equal rights for African 
Americans in the United States (see Chapter 8). To reach these goals, abolitionists organized 
the AASS in December 1833 at Philadelphia’s Adelphi Hall. Well aware of the fears Nat 
Turner’s revolt had raised, those assembled declared, “The society will never, in any way, 
countenance the oppressed in vindicating their rights by resorting to physical force.”


No white American worked harder than Garrison to bridge racial differences. He spoke 
to black groups, stayed in the homes of African Americans when he traveled, and welcomed 
them to his home. Black abolitionists responded with affection and loyalty. They provided 
financial support for his newspaper, The Liberator; worked as subscription agents; paid for 
his speaking tour in England in 1833; and served as his bodyguards. But Garrison, like most 
other white abolitionists, remained stiff and condescending in conversation with black col-
leagues, and the black experience in the AASS reflected this.


On one hand, it is remarkable that the AASS allowed black men to participate in its 
meetings without formal restrictions. At the time, no other American organization did so. 
On the other hand, that black participation was paltry. Three African Americans—James 
McCrummell, Robert Purvis, and James G. Barbadoes—helped found the AASS, and 
McCrummell presided at its first meeting. But, among 60 white people attending that meet-
ing, these three were the only African Americans. Although three white women also par-
ticipated in the meeting, no black women did. Throughout the AASS’s existence, it rarely 
allowed black people to hold positions of authority.


American Anti-Slavery Society (AASS, 
1833–1870) The umbrella organization for 
immediate abolitionists during the 1830s 
and the main Garrisonian organization 
after 1840.
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As state and local auxiliaries of the 
AASS organized across the North during 
the early 1830s, these patterns repeated 
themselves. Black men participated but 
did not lead, although a few held promi-
nent offices. Among them were Barbadoes 
and Joshua Easton, who in 1834 joined the 
board of directors of the Massachusetts 
Anti-Slavery Society. Also, in 1837 seven 
black men, including James Forten, helped 
organize the Pennsylvania Anti-Slavery 
Society. Black and white women—with 
some exceptions—could observe the pro-
ceedings of these organizations but not 
participate in them. It took a three-year 
struggle between 1837 and 1840 over “the 
woman question” before an AASS annual 
meeting elected a woman to a leadership 
position, and that victory helped split the 
organization.


Black and Women’s 
Antislavery Societies
In these circumstances, black men, black 
women, and white women formed auxilia-
ries to the AASS. Often African Americans belonged to all-black and to integrated, predom-
inantly white organizations. Black men’s auxiliaries to the AASS formed across the North 
during the mid-1830s. As mentioned in Chapter 8, the  earliest black women’s abolitionist 
organization appeared in Salem, Massachusetts, in 1832, a year before the AASS formed.


The black organizations arose in part because of racial discord in the predominantly 
white organizations and because of a black desire for racial solidarity. But, as historian 
 Benjamin Quarles notes, during the 1830s “the founders of Negro societies did not envision 
their efforts as distinctive or self-contained; rather they viewed their role as that of a true 
auxiliary—supportive, supplemental, and subsidiary.” Despite their differences, black and 
white abolitionists belonged to a single movement.


The women’s racially integrated organizations exemplified Quarles’s point. Although 
these organizations did not overcome antiblack prejudice, they surpassed men’s societies in 
elevating African Americans to prominent positions. Black abolitionist Susan Paul became a 
member of the board of the Boston Female Anti-Slavery Society when it organized in 1833. 
Later that year, Margaretta Forten became recording secretary of the Female Anti-Slavery So-
ciety of Philadelphia, founded by white Quaker abolitionist Lucretia Mott. In May 1837 black 
Quaker Sarah M. Douglass of Philadelphia and Sarah Forten—Margaretta’s sister—served as 
delegates to the First Anti-Slavery Convention of American Women in New York City. At 
the second convention, Susan Paul became a vice president, and Douglass became treasurer.


All of the women’s antislavery societies concentrated on fund-raising. They held bake 
sales, organized antislavery fairs and bazaars, and sold antislavery memorabilia. The pro-
ceeds went to the AASS or to antislavery newspapers. The women’s societies also inspired 
feminism by creating awareness that women had rights and interests that a male-dominated 
society had to recognize. By writing essays and poems on political subjects and making 
public speeches, abolitionist women challenged a culture that relegated respectable women 
to domestic duties. During the 1850s famous African-American speaker Sojourner Truth 
emphasized that all black women, through their physical labor and the pain they suffered in 
slavery, had earned equal standing with men and their more favored white sisters.


 
  Read on MyHistoryLab 
Document: Elizabeth Margaret 
Chandler Calls on Women to 
Become Abolitionists, 1836


 
  Read on MyHistoryLab Document: The American Anti-Slavery Society Declares Its 
Sentiments, 1833


Wealthy black abolitionist Robert Purvis is at the very center of this undated photograph of the Philadelphia 
Anti-Slavery Society. The famous Quaker abolitionist Lucretia Mott and her husband James Mott are seated 
to Purvis’s left. Equally significant as Purvis’s central location in the photograph is that he is the only African 
American pictured.
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moral suasion A tactic endorsed by the 
American Anti-Slavery Society during the 
1830s. It appealed to slaveholders and 
others to support immediate emancipation 
on the basis of Christian principles.


sojourner truth does not  
fit easily into the history of the 
antislavery movement. She did 
not identify with a particular 
group of abolitionists. Instead, 


as her biographer Nell 
 Irvin Painter points out, 


Truth served the cause 
by making herself  


a symbol of the 
strength of all black 
women.


O r i g i n a l l y 
named Isabella, 


Truth was born a 
slave—probably 
in 1797—in a 
Dutch-speaking 
area north of New 
York City. She 


had several mas-
ters, one of whom  


beat her brutally. Always a hard worker, she grew into a tall, 
muscular woman. She had a deep voice, and throughout 
her career  enemies charged she was a man—despite her five 
children.


In 1827 Truth escaped to an antislavery family that pur-
chased her freedom. Two years later, she became a revival-
ist preacher in New York City. Later she joined a communal 


religious cult, became an ardent millenarian—predicting 
that Judgment Day was rapidly approaching—and in 1843 
took the name Sojourner Truth. A few years later, while 
working at a commune in Northampton, Massachusetts, she 
met abolitionists Frederick Douglass and David Ruggles. 
This meeting led to her career as a champion of abolition 
and women’s rights.


During the late 1840s and the 1850s, she lectured across 
the North and as far west as Kansas. Blunt but eloquent, Truth 
appealed to common sense in arguing that African Ameri-
cans and women deserved the same rights as white men be-
cause they could work as hard as white men. Truth almost 
always addressed white audiences and had a strong impres-
sion on them. During the Civil War, she volunteered to work 
among black Union troops, and President Lincoln invited her 
to the White House in 1864. She continued to advocate black 
and women’s rights until her death in 1883.


As Painter and others note, Truth probably never used the 
phrase “Ar’n’t I a Woman?” for which she is most widely re-
membered. A white female journalist attributed the phrase to 
Truth years after the 1851 women’s rights meeting in Akron, 
Ohio, where Truth was supposed to have used it. Contempo-
rary accounts indicate that she did not. Truth did, however, 
tell those assembled in Akron, “I have as much muscle as any 
man, and I can do as much work as any man. I have plowed 
and reaped and husked and chopped and mowed, and can 
any man do more than that?”


 
 Listen on MyHistoryLab Audio: The Rebirth of Sojourner Truth. 
Read by Jean Brannon.


PROFILE Sojourner Truth


Black men and women also formed auxiliaries during the early 1830s to the Quaker-
initiated Free Produce Association, which tried to put economic pressure on slaveholders 
by boycotting agricultural products produced by slaves. James Cornish led the Colored Free 
Produce Society of Pennsylvania, which marketed meat, vegetables, cotton, and sugar pro-
duced by free labor. With a similar aim, Judith James and Laetitia Rowley organized the Col-
ored Female Free Produce Society of Pennsylvania. Other black affiliates to the Free Produce 
Association existed in New York and Ohio, and black abolitionist William Whipper oper-
ated a free produce store in Philadelphia in 1834. During the 1850s Frances Ellen Watkins 
Harper, one of the few prominent black female speakers of the time, always included the free 
produce movement in her abolitionist lectures and wrote newspaper articles on its behalf.


Moral Suasion
During the 1830s the AASS adopted a reform strategy based on moral suasion—what we 
would today call moral persuasion. This was an appeal to Americans North and South to 
support abolition and racial justice on the basis of their Christian consciences. Slaveholding, 
the AASS argued, was a sin and a crime that deprived African Americans of the freedom of 
conscience they needed to save their souls. Slaveholding led masters to damnation through 
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their indolence, sexual exploitation of black women, and brutality. Abolitionists also 
argued that slavery was an inefficient labor system that enriched a few masters while 
impoverishing black and white southerners and hurting the American economy.


Abolitionists did not just criticize white southerners. They noted as well that 
northern industrialists thrived by manufacturing cloth from cotton produced by 
slave labor. They pointed out that the U.S. government protected the interests of 
slaveholders in the District of Columbia, in the territories, in the interstate slave 
trade, and through the Fugitive Slave Act of 1793. Northerners who profited from 
slave-produced cotton and supported the national government with their votes and 
taxes bore their share of guilt for slavery and faced divine punishment.


The AASS sought to use such arguments to convince masters to free their 
slaves. They also used them to persuade northerners and nonslaveholding white 
southerners to put pressure on slaveholders. To reach a white southern audience, the 
AASS in 1835 launched the Great Postal Campaign to send antislavery literature to 
southern post offices and individual slaveholders. At about the same time, the AASS 
organized a petitioning campaign aimed to agitate the slavery issue in Congress. 
Antislavery women led in circulating and signing the petitions. In 1836 over 30,000 
petitions reached Washington.


In the North, AASS agents lectured against slavery and distributed antislav-
ery literature. Often a pair of agents—one black and one white—traveled together. 
Ideally, the black agent would be a former slave, so he could testify from personal 
experience to the brutality and immorality of slavery. During the early 1840s, the 
AASS paired fugitive slave Frederick Douglass with William A. White, a young 
white Harvard graduate, in a tour through Ohio and Indiana. In 1843 the Eastern 
New York Anti-Slavery Society paired white Baptist preacher Abel Brown with “the 
noble colored man,” Lewis Washington. At first, all the agents were men. Later, 
abolitionist organizations also employed women.


The reaction to these efforts in the North and the South was not what the 
leaders of the AASS anticipated. As the story in the Voices box on Frederick Doug-
lass relates, by speaking of racial justice and exemplifying interracial cooperation, 
abolitionists trod new ground. This created awkward situations that are—in ret-
rospect—humorous. But their audiences often reacted very negatively. Southern 
postmasters burned antislavery literature, and southern state governments cen-
sored the mail. Vigilantes drove off white southerners who openly advocated aboli-
tion. Black abolitionists, of course, did not dare denounce slavery when and if they 
visited the South.


In 1836 southern representatives and their northern allies in Congress passed the 
Gag Rule forbidding petitions related to slavery from being introduced in the House of 
Representatives. In response, the AASS sent 415,000 petitions in 1838, and Congress-
man (and former president) John Quincy Adams began his struggle against the Gag. 
Technically not an abolitionist but a defender of the First Amendment right to petition 
Congress, Adams succeeded in having the Gag repealed in 1844.


Meanwhile, northern mobs continued to assault abolitionist agents, disrupt 
their meetings, destroy their newspaper presses, and attack black neighborhoods. 
In 1837 a proslavery mob killed white abolitionist journalist Elijah P. Lovejoy as he 
defended his printing press in Alton, Illinois. On another occasion, as  Douglass, 
White, and older white abolitionist George Bradburn held an antislavery meeting in 
the small town of Pendleton, Indiana, an enraged mob attempted to kill  Douglass. 
Some of the rioters shouted, “Kill the nigger, kill the damn nigger.” Douglass suf-
fered a broken hand. A rock hit White’s head. Finally, the two men fled. Years later, 
Douglass told White, “I shall never forget how like very brothers we were ready 
to dare, do, and even die for each other. . . . How I looked running you can best  
describe but how you looked bleeding I shall always remember.”


 
  Read on MyHistoryLab Document: An 
Abolitionist Lecturer’s Instructions, 1834


In an effort to stir antiabolitionist feelings, this broadside 
announces an upcoming abolitionist lecture at a local New 
York church.


 
 
 Read on MyHistoryLab Document:  
Excerpt from the Narrative of the Life of 
Frederick Douglass, 1845


An increase in slave escapes helped inspire the more 
aggressive abolitionist tactics of the 1840s and 1850s. In 
this 1845 cover illustration for sheet music composed by 
white antislavery minstrel Jesse Hutchinson Jr., Frederick 
Douglass is shown in an idealized rendition of his escape 
from slavery in Maryland.
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9-3 What was the role of black churches and black newspapers 
in the abolitionist movement?


Black Community Support


A maturing African-American community undergirded the antislavery movement and 
helped it survive violent opposition. The free black population of the United States grew 
from 59,000 in 1790 to 319,000 in 1830 and 434,449 in 1850. Gradual emancipation in the 
northern states, acts of individual manumission in the Upper South, escapes, and a high 
birthrate accounted for this sevenfold increase. The concentration of a growing black popu-
lation in such cities as New York, Philadelphia, Baltimore, Boston, and Cincinnati strength-
ened it. These cities had enough African Americans to support the independent churches, 
schools, benevolent organizations, and printing presses that self-conscious communities 
required. These communities became bedrocks of abolitionism.


The Black Convention Movement
The dozens of local, state, and national black conventions held in the North between 1830 
and 1864 helped inspire a larger black community. These conventions also manifested the 
antebellum American reform impulse. Their agenda transcended the antislavery cause. 
Nevertheless, they provided a forum for prominent black abolitionist men, such as Garnet, 
Frederick Douglass, and Martin R. Delany. They provided a setting in which abolitionism 
could grow and adapt to meet the demands of a sectionally polarized and violent time.


Hezekiah Grice, a young black man who had worked with Benjamin Lundy and  William 
Lloyd Garrison in Baltimore during the 1820s (see Chapter 8), organized the first Black 
National Convention. It met on September 24, 1830, at the Bethel Church in Philadelphia 
with the venerable churchman Richard Allen presiding. The national convention became an 
annual event for the next five years, with all but one held in Philadelphia. During the same 
period, many state and local black conventions met across the North. All the conventions 
were small and informal—particularly those at the local level—and had no guidelines for 
choosing delegates. Still, they were attractive venues for discussing and publicizing black 
concerns. They called for the abolition of slavery and improving conditions for northern 
African Americans. Among other reforms, they advocated integrated public schools and 
the rights of black men to vote, serve on juries, and testify against white people in court.


The conventions also stressed black self-help through temperance, sexual morality, ed-
ucation, and thrift. These causes remained important parts of the black agenda throughout 
the antebellum years. But by the mid-1830s, the national convention movement faltered as 
black abolitionists placed their hopes in the AASS.


Black Churches in the Antislavery Cause
Black churches were more important than black conventions in the antislavery movement. 
With few exceptions, leading black abolitionists were ministers. Among them were  Garnet, 
Jehiel C. Beman, Samuel E. Cornish, Theodore S. Wright, Charles B. Ray, James W. C. 
Pennington, Nathaniel Paul, Alexander Crummell, Daniel A. Payne, and Samuel Ringgold 
Ward. Some of these men led congregations affiliated with African-American churches, 
such as the African Baptist Church or the African Methodist Episcopal (AME) Church. 
Others preached to black congregations affiliated with predominantly white churches. A few 
black ministers, such as Amos N. Freeman of Brooklyn, New York, served white antislavery 
congregations. In either case, they used their pulpits to attack slavery, racial discrimination, 
proslavery white churches, and the American Colonization Society (ACS). Having covered 
most of these topics in a sermon to a white congregation in 1839, Daniel Payne, who had 
grown up free in South Carolina, declared, “Awake! AWAKE! to the battle, and hurl the hot-
test thunders of divine truth at the head of this cruel monster [slavery], until he shall fall 
to rise no more; and the groans of the enslaved are converted into the songs of the free!” 
Black churches also provided forums for abolitionist speakers, such as Frederick Douglass 
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and Garrison, and meeting places for predominantly white antislavery organizations, which 
frequently could not meet in white churches.


Black Newspapers
Although less influential than black churches, black antislavery newspapers had an im-
portant role in the antislavery movement, particularly by the 1840s. Like their white coun-
terparts, they almost always faced financial difficulties, and few survived for long. This 
was because reform—as opposed to commercial—newspapers were a luxury that not many 
subscribers, black or white, could afford. Black newspapers faced added difficulties finding 
readers because most African Americans were poor, and many were illiterate. Moreover, 
white abolitionist newspapers, such as The Liberator, served a black clientele. They pub-
lished speeches by black abolitionists and reported black convention proceedings. Some 
black abolitionists argued, therefore, that a separate black press was unnecessary. An addi-
tional, self-imposed burden was that publishers eager to get their message out almost never 
required subscribers to pay in advance.


Yet several influential black abolitionist newspapers existed between the late 1820s and 
the Civil War. The first black newspaper, Freedom’s Journal, owned and edited by Samuel 
Cornish and John B. Russwurm, lasted from 1827 to 1829. It proved African Americans 
could produce interesting, competent journalism that attracted black and white subscribers. 
The Journal also established a framework for black journalism during the antebellum period 
by emphasizing opposition to slavery, support for racial justice, and devotion to Christian 
and democratic values.


Philip A. Bell was the most ubiquitous black journalist of the period. Bell published or 
co-published the New York Weekly Advocate in 1837, the Colored American from 1837 to 
1842, and the San Francisco Pacific Appeal and the San Francisco Elevator during the 1860s. 
But black clergyman Charles B. Ray of New York City was the real spirit behind the Colored 
American. Aware of the need for financial success, Ray declared in 1838, “If among the few 
hundred thousand free colored people in the country—to say nothing of the white popula-
tion from whom it ought to receive a strong support—a living patronage for the paper can-
not be obtained, it will be greatly to their reproach.”


Colored American Published in New York  
from 1837 to 1842, the leading African-
American newspaper of its time.


VOICES Frederick Douglass Describes 
an Awkward Situation


Frederick Douglass wrote this passage during the mid-1850s. It 
is from My Bondage and My Freedom, the second of his three 
autobiographies. It relates with humor not only the racial bar-
riers that black and white abolitionists had to break but also 
primitive conditions they took for granted.


In the summer of 1843, I was traveling and lecturing in 
company with William A. White, Esq., through the state 
of Indiana. Anti-slavery friends were not very abundant 
in Indiana . . . and beds were not more plentiful than 
friends. . . . At the close of one of our meetings, we were 
invited home with a kindly-disposed old farmer, who, in 
the generous enthusiasm of the moment, seemed to have 
forgotten that he had but one spare bed, and that his guests 
were an ill-matched pair. . . . White is remarkably fine 
looking, and very evidently a born gentleman; the idea of 
putting us in the same bed was hardly to be tolerated; and 


yet there we were, and but the one bed for us, and that, 
by the way, was in the same room occupied by the other 
members of the family. . . . After witnessing the confusion 
as long as I liked, I relieved the kindly-disposed family by 
playfully saying, “Friend White, having got entirely rid of 
my prejudice against color, I think, as proof of it, I must 
allow you to sleep with me to-night.” White kept up the 
joke, by seeming to esteem himself the favored party, and 
thus the difficulty was removed.


1. What does this passage reveal about American 
life during the 1840s?


2. What does Douglass tell us about his personality?


source: Michael Meyer, ed., Frederick Douglass: The Narrative and Selected Writings 
(New York: Modern Library, 1984), 170–71.
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Other prominent, if short-lived, black newspapers of the 1840s and 1850s included 
Garnet’s United States Clarion, published in his home city of Troy, New York; Stephen 
Myers’s Northern Star and Freeman’s Advocate, published in Albany, New York; Samuel 
Ringgold Ward’s True American, of Cortland, New York, which in 1850 became the Impar-
tial Citizen; Martin Delany’s Mystery, published in Pittsburgh during the 1840s; and Thomas 
Van  Rensselaer’s Ram’s Horn, which appeared in New York City during the 1850s.


Frederick Douglass’s North Star and its successor Frederick Douglass’ Paper were the 
most influential black antislavery newspapers of the late 1840s and the 1850s. Heavily 
subsidized by Gerrit Smith, a wealthy white abolitionist, and attracting more white than 
black subscribers, Douglass’s weeklies gained the support of many black abolitionist 
organizations. His papers were well edited and attractively printed. They also employed 
able assistant editors, including Martin R. Delany during the late 1840s, and insightful 
correspondents, such as William J. Wilson of Brooklyn and James McCune Smith of 
New York City.


North Star A weekly newspaper published 
and edited by Frederick Douglass from 
1847 to 1851. Fredrick Douglass’ Paper 
(1851–1860) succeeded it.


American and Foreign Anti-Slavery 
Society (AFASS, 1840–1855) An 
organization of church-oriented 
abolitionists.


Liberty Party (1840–1848) The first 
antislavery political party. Most of its 
supporters joined the Free Soil Party in 
1848, although its radical New York wing 
maintained a Liberty organization into  
the 1850s.


9-4 What were the reasons for the breakup of the American Anti-Slavery Society 
and what organizations emerged to replace it?


The American and Foreign Anti-Slavery 
Society and the Liberty Party


In 1840 the AASS splintered. Most of its members left to establish the American and  Foreign 
Anti-Slavery Society (AFASS) and the Liberty Party, the first antislavery political party. 
In part, the split resulted from long-standing disagreements about the role of women in 
abolitionism and William Lloyd Garrison’s broadening radicalism. By declaring that slavery 
had irrevocably corrupted the existing American society, by denouncing organized religion 
as irrevocably proslavery, by becoming a feminist, and by embracing a form of Christian 
anarchy that precluded formal involvement in politics, Garrison seemed to have lost sight of 
abolitionism’s main concern. However, the failure of moral suasion to make progress against 
slavery—particularly in the South—and the question of how abolitionists should respond to 
slave unrest also helped fracture the AASS.


Garrison and a minority of New England-centered abolitionists who agreed with his 
radical critique of America retained control of the AASS, which became known as the “Old 
Organization.” By 1842 they had de-emphasized moral suasion and begun calling for disunion—
the separation of the North from the South—as the only means of ending northern support 
for slavery. The U.S. Constitution, Garrison declared, was a proslavery document that had 
to be replaced before African Americans could gain freedom.


Those who withdrew from the AASS took a more traditional stand on the role of 
women, believed the country’s churches could be converted to abolitionism, and asserted 
that the Constitution could be used on behalf of abolitionism. Under the leadership of 
Lewis Tappan, a wealthy white New York City businessman, some of them formed the 
church-oriented AFASS. Others created the Liberty Party and nominated James G. Birney, 
a slaveholder-turned-abolitionist, as their candidate in the 1840 presidential election. Birney 
received only 7,069 votes out of a total cast of 2,411,187, and William Henry Harrison, the 
Whig candidate, became president. But the Liberty Party began what became an increas-
ingly powerful political crusade against slavery.


Black abolitionists joined in the disruption of the Old Organization. As might be ex-
pected, most black clerical abolitionists joined the AFASS. Eight, including Jehiel C. Beman 
and his son Amos G. Beman, Christopher Rush, Samuel E. Cornish, Theodore S. Wright, 
Stephen H. Gloucester, Andrew Harris, and Garnet helped create the new organization. 
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PROFILE Henry Highland Garnet


   
Read on MyHistoryLab Document: Garnet’s “Call to Rebellion” 
(1843)


henry highland garnet rivaled Fred-
erick Douglass as a black leader during 
the  antebellum decades. While Douglass  
emphasized assimilation, Garnet advocated 
black nationalism. The two men had much 


in common, however, and by the 
Civil War their views were almost 
indistinguishable.


In 1824, when Garnet was 
nine, his family fled a Mary-
land plantation for freedom in 
the North. His father led the 
family to New York City, where 
Garnet enrolled in the Free Af-
rican School. Influenced by his 
father’s pride in their African 


heritage, by his vigilance against 
slave catchers, and by a lameness that led to the amputation 
of one of his legs in 1840, Garnet brought a profound de-
termination to all he undertook. In 1835 he was among 12 
black students admitted to Noyes Academy at Canaan, New 
Hampshire. When shortly thereafter local farmers reacted by 
tearing down the school buildings, Garnet defended his black 
classmates with a shotgun. The following year he enrolled at 
Oneida Theological Institute near Utica, New York. There, 
guided by white abolitionist Beriah Green, Garnet prepared 
for the ministry. In 1842 he became pastor of the black Pres-
byterian church in Troy, New York.


By that time, he had become an active abolitionist. He 
worked closely with Gerrit Smith’s radical New York wing of 
the Liberty Party. He also advocated independent antislavery 
action among African Americans. Referring to white aboli-
tionists, he said, “They are our allies—Ours is the battle.” But 


it was within the interracial context of the New York Liberty 
Party’s determination to challenge slavery on its home ground 
that Garnet delivered his famous “Address to the Slaves” at 
the 1843 National Convention of Colored Citizens. By de-
manding that slaves claim their freedom and acknowledging 
that violence could result, Garnet highlighted his differences 
with Frederick Douglass and other African Americans who 
endorsed nonviolence.


Garnet’s conviction that African Americans ultimately 
must free themselves led him to promote migration to Af-
rica. He always regarded the American Colonization Society 
(ACS) as proslavery and racist. But by 1848 he had come to 
believe African colonization could be a powerful part of the 
struggle for emancipation in the United States. Garnet’s years 
abroad during the early 1850s strengthened this outlook. He 
served as a delegate to the World Peace Conference in Frank-
furt, Germany, in 1850; spent 1851 in Great Britain; and was 
a Presbyterian missionary in Jamaica from 1853 to 1856. Gar-
net returned to the United States in 1856 and in 1858 orga-
nized the African Civilization Society, designed to build an 
independent Africa through black emigration from America 
and the cultivation of cotton in Africa.


Few African-American leaders shared Garnet’s views, and 
the Civil War effectively ended his nationalist efforts. Early 
in the war, he advocated enlisting black troops in the Union 
armies. In 1863 he became pastor of the 15th Street Presby-
terian Church in Washington, DC, and in 1865 became the 
first African American to deliver a sermon in Congress. Like 
Douglass, Garnet was a staunch Republican after the Civil 
War. In January 1882, he became U.S. ambassador to Liberia 
and died there a month later.


After 1840 African Americans were always more prominent as leaders in the AFASS than 
the AASS. Only in New England did most of them remain loyal to the AASS. Among the 
loyalists were Frederick Douglass, William Wells Brown, Robert Purvis, Charles L. Remond, 
Susan Paul, and Sarah Douglass.


In addition to the AFASS, the Liberty Party attracted black support, although few black 
men could vote. The platform of the radical New York wing of the party, led by Gerrit 
Smith, especially appealed to black abolitionists. Philip A. Bell, Charles B. Ray, Samuel E. 
Cornish, Jermain Wesley Loguen, and Garnet endorsed the New York Liberty Party and 
influenced its program. Of all the antislavery organizations, the New York party advocated 
the most aggressive action against slavery in the South and became most involved in help-
ing slaves escape.
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Amistad A Spanish schooner on which 
West African Joseph Cinque led a 
successful slave revolt in 1839.


9-5 How did abolitionism become more aggressive during the 1840s and 1850s?


A More Aggressive Abolitionism


The New York Liberty Party maintained that the U.S. Constitution, interpreted in the light 
of the Bible and natural law, outlawed slavery throughout the country. While other Liberty 
abolitionists recognized Congress’s power over slavery only in the District of Columbia, the 
territories, and interstate commerce, the New Yorkers held it could also act against slavery in 
the states. They contended that neither northern state militias nor the U.S. Army should help 
suppress slave revolts. Most important, they argued that, since masters had no legal right to 
own human beings, slaves who escaped and those who aided them acted within the law.


This body of thought, which dated to the late 1830s, reflected northern abolitionist 
empathy with slaves as they struggled for freedom. At that time, the domestic slave trade in 
the Border South states of Maryland, Virginia, Kentucky, and Missouri tore black families 
apart to fill the demand for labor in new cotton-producing areas farther south. That some 
slaves responded by escaping or staging minor rebellions encouraged Garnet to deliver his 
“Address to the Slaves.” Slave actions also inspired the New York Liberty Party’s constitu-
tional interpretation, and the party’s encouragement of black and white northerners to go 
south to help escapees. Two major seaborne revolts had a similar impact.


The Amistad and the Creole
In particular, two maritime slave revolts encouraged northern abolitionist militancy. The 
first of these revolts, however, did not involve enslaved Americans. In June 1839, 54 African 
captives, under the leadership of Joseph Cinque, seized control of the Spanish schooner 
Amistad (meaning “friendship”), which had been carrying them to slavery in Honduras. 
After the Africans lost their way in an attempt to return to their homeland, a U.S. warship cap-
tured them off the coast of Long Island, New York. Imprisoned in New Haven,  Connecticut, 
the Africans soon gained the assistance of Lewis Tappan and other abolitionists. As a result 
of that aid and arguments presented by Congressman John Quincy Adams, the Supreme 
Court in November 1841 freed Cinque and the others.


Later that November, Madison Washington led a revolt aboard the brig Creole as it 
transported 135 American slaves from Richmond to New Orleans. Washington had earlier 
escaped from Virginia to Canada. When he returned to Virginia to rescue his wife, white 
Virginians captured him, reenslaved him, and put him on the Creole. At sea, Washington 
and about a dozen other black men seized control and sailed the vessel to the Bahamas, a 


This 1840 engraving provides a dramatic portrayal of the successful uprising of African slaves on board the Spanish schooner Amistad in 1839.
The Granger Collection.
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British colony where slavery had been abolished. There local black fishermen protected the 
Creole by surrounding it with their boats, and most of those on board immediately gained 
their freedom under British law. A few days later, so did Washington and the other rebels. 
Although Washington soon vanished from the public eye, the Creole revolt made him a hero 
among abolitionists and a symbol of black bravery.


Cinque and Washington inspired others to risk their lives and freedom to help African 
Americans escape bondage. The New York Liberty Party reinforced this commitment by 
declaring their revolts divinely ordained and strictly legal.


The Underground Railroad
The famous underground railroad must be placed within the context of increasing  southern 
white violence against black families, slave resistance, and aggressive northern abolitionism. 
Because the underground railroad had to be secret, few details of how it operated are known. 
Slaves, since colonial times, had escaped from their masters, and free black people and some 
white people had assisted them. But the organized escape of slaves from the Chesapeake, 
Kentucky, and Missouri along predetermined routes to Canada became common only after 
the mid-1830s. A united national underground railroad with a president or unified com-
mand never existed. Instead, different organizations separated in time and space from one 
another operated the network (see Map 9–2). Even during the 1840s and 1850s, most of the 
slaves who escaped did so on their own. Sometimes they fought pursuing masters.


The best-documented underground railroad organizations centered in Ripley, Ohio, 
and Washington, DC. In southern Ohio and Indiana, some residents, black and white, had 
helped fugitive slaves since the 1810s as they headed north from Kentucky. By the late 1820s 
John Rankin, a white Presbyterian minister, lit a lantern each night at his Ripley, Ohio, 
home—located on a hill above the north shore of the Ohio River—to serve as a beacon 
for escaping slaves. By the late 1840s former slave John P. Parker was the most aggressive 
agent of the Ripley-based underground railroad. With Rankin’s support, Parker, who had 
purchased his freedom in 1845, repeatedly went into Kentucky to lead others north. In 
Washington, Charles T. Torrey, a white Liberty Party abolitionist from Albany, New York, 
and Thomas Smallwood, a free black resident of Washington, began in 1842 to help slaves 
escape along a northward route. Between March and November of that year, they sent at 
least 150 enslaved men, women, and children to Philadelphia. From there, a local black 
vigilance committee provided the fugitives with transportation to Albany, where a local, 
predominantly white, vigilance group helped them get to Canada.


The escapees were by no means passive “passengers” in the underground railroad net-
works. They raised money to pay for their transportation, recruited and aided other escap-
ees, and helped plan escapes. During the mid-1850s, Arrah Weems of Rockville, Maryland, 
whose freedom had been recently purchased by black and white abolitionists and whose 
daughter Ann Maria had been rescued by underground railroad agents, became an agent 
herself. She brought an enslaved infant from Washington through Philadelphia to Rochester, 
New York, where she met Frederick Douglass.


Weems’s trek north was not an easy journey. She and others who helped slaves escape took 
great risks. In 1843 Smallwood had to flee to Canada as Washington police closed in on his home. 
In 1846 Torrey died of tuberculosis in a Maryland prison while serving a six-year sentence for 
helping slaves escape. Parker recalled “real warfare” in southern Ohio between underground 
railroad operators and slaveholders from Kentucky. “I never thought of going uptown without a 
pistol in my pocket, a knife in my belt, and a blackjack handy,” he later recalled.


During the early 1850s, Harriet Tubman, a fugitive slave, became the most active worker 
on the eastern branch of the underground railroad. Born in 1820 on a Maryland plantation, 
she suffered years of abuse at the hands of her master. When in 1849 he threatened to sell her 
and her family south, she escaped to the North. Then she returned about 13 times to Maryland 
to help others flee. She had the help of Thomas Garrett, a white Quaker abolitionist who lived 
in Wilmington, Delaware, and William Still, the black leader of the Philadelphia Vigilance 


underground railroad Refers to several 
loosely organized, semi-secret biracial 
networks that helped slaves escape from 
the border South to the North and Canada. 
The earliest networks appeared during 
the first decade of the nineteenth century; 
others operated into the Civil War years.


 
 Watch on MyHistoryLab 
Video: Underground Railroad


   Read on MyHistoryLab Document:  
Levi Coffin’s Underground Railroad 
Station, 1826–1827
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Association. During the 1850s, Still, who 
as a child had been a fugitive slave, coor-
dinated the work of many black and white 
underground agents between Washington 
and Canada.


Technology and the 
Underground Railroad
Historian Fergus M. Bordewich notes that 
before the late 1830s those who helped 
slaves escape referred to their networks 
as “lines of posts” or “chains of friends.” 
Only as railroad mileage expanded in the 
eastern United States did railroad power, 
speed, and organization serve as a meta-
phor for escape networks.


But the link between slave escapes and 
technology was more than a metaphor. 
Steam engines, whether used to power lo-
comotives or vessels, promoted northward 
escapes. By the early 1840s, police in Border 
South cities patrolled steamboat wharves 
to prevent fugitive slaves from boarding. 
In 1842 in Washington, DC, Torrey and 
Smallwood often helped escapees get on 
steamboats. When the two men led parties 


north on foot or by carriage, they headed for Philadelphia, where fugitives boarded north-
bound trains. As rail lines spread, masters in Maryland and Virginia despaired of recapturing 
slaves who crossed the Mason-Dixon Line.


Railroads and steamboats had essential roles in two famous escapes of the late 1840s. 
In December 1848, Ellen and William Craft (see Chapter 10) used both means of transpor-
tation to reach Philadelphia from Macon, Georgia. A few months later, Henry Brown— 
encased in a shipping box—traveled by train from Richmond to the Potomac River “where 
the tracks ended,” then by steamer to Washington, and once again by train to freedom in 
Philadelphia. Improving transportation technology posed a threat to slavery.


Canada West
The ultimate destination for many African Americans on the underground railroad was  Canada 
West (present-day Ontario) between Buffalo and Detroit on the northern shore of Lake Erie. 
Black Americans began to settle in Canada West as early as the 1820s. When the British Empire 
prohibited slavery after 1833, fugitive slaves became safer in Canada. When Congress passed a 
stonger fugitive slave law as part of the Compromise of 1850 (see Chapter 10), Canada became 
an even more important refuge for African Americans. Between 1850 and 1860, the number of 
black people in Canada West rose from approximately 8,000 to at least 20,000.


Several communal black settlements existed in Canada West. They included the  Refugee 
Home Society, the Buxton Community at Elgin, and the Dawn Settlement. However, most 
black immigrants lived and worked in Toronto and Chatham. They usually worked as crafts-
men and laborers, although a few became entrepreneurs or professionals.


Mary Ann Shadd Cary became the chief advocate of black migration to Canada West, 
and she was the only such advocate who supported racial integration. Between 1854 and 
1858, she edited the Provincial Freeman, an abolitionist paper published in Toronto, and 
lectured in northern cities promoting emigration to Canada. Cary knew, however, that by 
the 1850s black people faced the same sort of segregation and discrimination in Canada that 
existed in the northern United States.


This is the only surviving photograph of Mary Ann 
Shadd Cary (1823–1893). An advocate, during the 
1850s, of black migration to Canada, Cary also 
promoted racial integration.


Harriet Tubman, standing at the left, is shown in this undated photograph with a group of people she helped 
escape from slavery. Because she worked in secret during the 1850s, she was known only to others engaged in the 
underground railroad, the people she helped, and a few other abolitionists.
Sophia Smith Collection, Smith College.


 
 Read on MyHistoryLab Document: Two Escaped Slaves Tell Their Stories, 1855
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What was the purpose of the underground 
railroad?
In the early 1800s, a secret network emerged in 
the United States as the nation became increas-
ingly  divided over the issue of slavery. Opponents 
of  slavery helped organize various secret routes and 
safe houses to covertly smuggle slaves from the slave 
states of the South to the free states of the North. 
“Railroad” came to be the code word for the system. 
“Conductors” guided and assisted the escaped slaves, 
who were called the “freight.” Canada was often the 
final destination, especially after the Fugitive Slave 
Law of 1850. Slaves and those helping them to es-
cape faced significant legal and geographical obsta-
cles; nevertheless, the network of departure points 
in Border States and southern ports, as well as safe 
houses (“stations”) and routes, increased over the 
decades prior to the Civil War.
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MAP 92 THE UNDERGROUND RAILROAD
This map illustrates approximate routes traveled by escaping slaves through 
the North to Canada. Although some slaves escaped from the Deep South, 
most of those who utilized the underground railroad network came from 
the border slave states.


9-6 How did the views of Frederick Douglass differ from those of Henry 
Highland Garnet?


Black Militancy


As we mentioned earlier in this chapter, during the 1840s growing numbers of northern 
black abolitionists advocated forceful action against slavery. This resolve accompanied a 
trend toward separate black antislavery action. The black convention movement revived 
during the 1840s, and well-attended meetings took place in Buffalo in 1843 (where Garnet 
presented his “Address to the Slaves”); in Troy, New York, in 1844; and in Cleveland in 1848. 
In addition, more black-owned and edited abolitionist newspapers appeared.


The rise in militancy had several causes. First, the breakup of the AASS weakened abo-
litionist loyalty to the national antislavery organizations. Second, all abolitionists, black and 


 EXPLORE ON MYHISTORYLAB
The Underground Railroad


  Explore the Topic on MyHistoryLab
1. Cause  What geographic features made passage 


on the underground railroad more difficult? 
Map major “routes” and obstacles along  
the way.


2. Analysis  Which regions of the South provided 
the most slaves on the railroad? Consider the 
 reasons for such patterns.


3. Consequence How did Congress’s Fugitive 
Slave Law of 1850 affect the railroad? Explore 
the  impact of this on “stations,” “routes,” and 
“freight.”
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white, explored new antislavery tactics. Third, many black abolitionists came to believe that 
most white abolitionists enjoyed antislavery debate and theory more than action.


Influenced by the examples of Cinque, Madison Washington, and other rebellious 
slaves, many black abolitionists during the 1840s and 1850s wanted to do more to encour-
age slaves to resist and escape. This outlook inspired Garnet, who, as we have described, 
supported the radical New York wing of the Liberty Party. That organization’s willingness to 
act rather than just talk attracted other black leaders. However black abolitionists, like white 
abolitionists, approached the subjects of violence and slave rebellion cautiously. As late as 
1857, Garnet and Frederick Douglass described slave revolt as “inexpedient.”


The black abolitionist desire to go beyond rhetoric found its best outlet in local vigi-
lance organizations. Such associations appeared during the mid-1830s and often had white 
as well as black members. As the 1840s progressed, African Americans formed more of 
them and led those that already existed. In this they reacted against a facet of the growing 
violence in the United States: the use of force by “slave catchers” to recapture fugitive slaves 
in northern cities. In Philadelphia, during the late 1840s and 1850s, William Still led the 
most famous of the vigilance associations.


Black militancy also encouraged charges that white abolitionists did not live up to their 
words in favor of racial justice. Economic slights rankled the most. At the annual meeting of 
the AFASS in 1852, a black delegate demanded to know why Lewis Tappan did not employ a 
black clerk in his business. In 1855 Samuel Ringgold Ward denounced Garrison and his as-
sociates for failing to have an African American “as clerk in an anti-slavery office, or editor, 
or lecturer to the same extent . . . as white men of the same calibre.” These charges reflected 


VOICES Martin R. Delany Describes His Vision  
of a Black Nation


This excerpt comes from the appendix of Martin R. Delany’s 
The Condition, Elevation, Emigration and Destiny of the 
Colored People of the United States, Politically Considered, 
which he published in 1852. It embodies Delany’s black nation-
alist vision.


Every people should be the originators of their own designs, 
the projectors of their own schemes, and creators of the events 
that lead to their destiny—the consummation of their desires.


Situated as we are in the United States, many, and almost 
insurmountable obstacles present themselves. We are four-
and-a-half millions in numbers, free and bond; six  hundred 
thousand free, and three-and-a-half millions bond.


We have native hearts and virtues, just as other  nations; 
which in their pristine purity are noble, potent, and worthy of 
example. We are a nation within a nation. . . .


But we have been, by our oppressors, despoiled of our 
purity, and corrupted in our native characteristics, so that we 
have inherited their vices, and but few of their  virtues, leaving 
us in character, really a broken people.


Being distinguished by complexion, we are still  singled 
out—although having merged in the habits and  customs 
of our oppressors—as a distinct nation of people. . . .  
The claims of no people, according to established policy and 
usage, are respected by any nation, until they are  presented in 
a national capacity.


To accomplish so great and desirable an end, there 
should be held, a great representative gathering of the colored 
people of the United States; not what is termed a National 
Convention, representing en masse, such as have been, for 
the last few years, held at various times and places; but a true 
representation of the intelligence and wisdom of the colored 
freemen. . . . A Confidential Council. . . .


By this Council to be appointed, a Board of 
Commissioners . . . to go on an expedition to the EASTERN 
COAST OF AFRICA, to make researches for a suitable 
location on that section of the coast, for the settlement of 
colored adventurers from the United States, and elsewhere.


The whole continent is rich in minerals, and the most 
precious metals, as but a superficial notice of the topographical 
and geological reports from that country, plainly show. . . . 
The land is ours—there it lies with inexhaustible resources; let 
us go and possess it. In Eastern Africa must rise up a nation, 
to whom all the world must pay commercial tribute.


1. How does this document express black 
nationalism?


2. What is Delany’s view of Africa?


source: A Documentary History of the Negro People in the United States, 5th ed. 
(New York: Citadel, 1968), Volume 1, pp. 327–28. Reprinted by permission from 
 Bettina Aptheker, Literary Executer, Herbert Aptheker Estate.
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factional struggles between the AASS and the AFASS. But they also represented real griev-
ances among black abolitionists and inconsistencies among their white counterparts.


Frederick Douglass
The career of Frederick Douglass illustrates the impact of the failure of some white abolition-
ists to live up to their egalitarian ideals. Douglass was born a slave in Maryland in 1818. Bril-
liant, ambitious, and charming, he resisted brutalization, learned to read, and acquired a trade 
before escaping to New England in 1838. By 1841 he had, with Garrison’s encouragement, 
become an antislavery lecturer, which led to the travels with William White discussed earlier.


But as time passed, Douglass, who had remained loyal to Garrison during the 1840s 
when most other black abolitionists left the AASS, suspected that his white colleagues 
wanted him to continue in the role of a fugitive slave even as he became a premier Ameri-
can orator. “People won’t believe you ever was a slave, Frederick, if you keep on this way,” a 
white colleague advised him.


Finally Douglass decided he had to free himself from the AASS. In 1847 he asserted his 
independence by leaving Massachusetts for Rochester, New York, where he began publishing 
the North Star. This decision angered Garrison and his associates but enabled Douglass to 
chart his course as a black leader. Although Douglass continued to work closely with white 
abolitionists, especially Gerrit Smith, he could now do it on his own terms and be more active 
in the black convention movement, which he considered essential to gaining general eman-
cipation and racial justice. In 1851 he completed his break with the AASS by endorsing the 
constitutional arguments and tactics of the New York Liberty Party as better designed than 
Garrison’s “disunionism” to achieve emancipation.


Revival of Black Nationalism
Douglass always believed black people were part of a larger American nation and that their 
best prospects for political and economic success lay in the United States. He was, despite 
his differences with some white abolitionists, an ardent integrationist. He opposed separate 
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the Spanish schooner Amistad April 1840


The Liberty Party nominates 
James G. Birney for U.S. presidentNovember 1841


Madison Washington leads a suc-
cessful revolt of American slaves 


aboard the Creole


1839–1846
THE ANTISLAVERY STRUGGLE INTENSIFIES


March 1842
Charles T. Torrey and Thomas 
Smallwood organize an under-
ground railroad network to help 
slaves escape from Washington, 
DC, and its vicinityAugust 1843


Henry Highland Garnet in Buffalo, 
New York, delivers his “Address to 


the Slaves” December 1843
Smallwood flees to Canada 
to avoid arrest


May 1846
Torrey dies in the Maryland 
penitentiary


June 1844
Torrey is arrested in Baltimore on 


multiple charges of having helped 
slaves escape


 
 Listen on MyHistoryLab Audio: If 
There Is No Struggle, There Is No Audio. 
Excerpt from a speech by Frederick 
Douglass. Read by Ossie Davis.


By the mid-1840s, Frederick Douglass had 
emerged as one of the more powerful speakers 
of his time. He began publishing his influential 
newspaper, the North Star, in 1847.
Frederick Douglass (1817?–95). Oil on canvas, ©1844, attr. 
to E. Hammond. The Granger Collection.
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black churches and predicted that African Americans would eventually merge into a greater 
American identity. Most black abolitionists did not go that far, but they believed racial op-
pression in all its forms could be defeated in the United States.


During the 1840s and 1850s, however, an influential minority of black leaders disagreed 
with this point of view. Prominent among them were  Garnet and Douglass’s sometime col-
league on the North Star, Martin R. Delany.  Although they disagreed over important details, 
Delany and Garnet both favored  African-American migration and nationalism as the best 
means to realize black aspirations.


Since the postrevolutionary days of Prince Hall and Paul Cuffe, some black leaders had 
believed African Americans could thrive only as a separate nation. They suggested sites in 
Africa, Latin America, and the American West as possible places to pursue this goal. But it 
took the rising tide of racism and violence emphasized in this chapter to induce a respect-
able minority of black abolitionists to reconsider migration. Almost all of them opposed the 
ACS’s African migration scheme, which they regarded as proslavery and racist. Nevertheless 
Garnet conceded in 1849 that he would “rather see a man free in Liberia [the ACS colony], 
than a slave in the United States.”


Douglass and most black abolitionists rejected this outlook, insisting the aim must be 
freedom in the United States. Yet emigration plans Garnet and Delany developed during the 
1850s became a significant part of African American reform culture. Delany, a physician 
and novelist, was born free in western Virginia in 1812. He grew up in  Pennsylvania and by 
the late 1840s championed black self-reliance. To further this cause, he promoted mass black 
migration to Latin America or Africa. “We must MAKE an ISSUE, CREATE an EVENT, and 
ESTABLISH a NATIONAL POSITION for OURSELVES,” he declared in 1852.


In contrast, Garnet welcomed white assistance for his plan to foster Christianity and 
economic development in Africa by encouraging some—not all—African Americans to mi-
grate there under the patronage of his African Civilization Society. In 1858 he wrote, “Let 
those who wished to stay, stay here—and those who had enterprise and wished to go, go and 
found a nation, if possible, of which the colored Americans could be proud.”


Little came of these nationalist visions, largely because of the successes of the antislavery 
movement. Black and white abolitionists, although not perfect allies, awoke many in the 
North to the brutalities of slavery. They helped convince most white northerners that the 
slave-labor system and slaveholder control of the national government threatened their eco-
nomic and political interests. At the same time, abolitionist aid to escaping slaves and their 
defense of fugitive slaves from recapture pushed southern leaders to adopt policies that led to 
secession and the Civil War. The northern victory in the war, general emancipation, and con-
stitutional protection for black rights made most African Americans—for a time— optimistic 
about their future in the United States.


CONCLUSION
This chapter has focused on the radical movement for the immediate abolition of slavery. 
The movement flourished in the United States from 1831, when William Lloyd Garrison 
began publishing The Liberator, through the Civil War. Garrison hoped slavery could be 
abolished peacefully. But during the 1840s abolitionists adjusted their antislavery tactics to 
deal with increasing racism and antiblack violence, both of which were related to the exis-
tence of slavery. Slave resistance also inspired a more confrontational brand of abolitionism. 
Many black abolitionists and their white colleagues concluded that the tactic of moral sua-
sion, typical of abolitionism during the 1830s, could not by itself achieve their goals. Most 
black abolitionists came to believe they needed a combination of moral suasion, political 
involvement, and direct action to end slavery and improve the lives of African Americans 
in the United States. By the late 1840s, a minority of black abolitionists contended they had 
to establish an independent nation beyond the borders of the United States to promote 
African-American rights, interests, and identity.
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Although much has changed since the abolitionist era, these two perspectives remain 
characteristic of the African-American community. Most African Americans prefer inte-
gration within a larger American nation. But black nationalism still has an appeal. Black 
people often endorse parts of both views, just as Frederick Douglass embraced some facets 
of black nationalism and Henry Highland Garnet some integrationism. Reformers also still 
debate whether persuasion is more effective than confrontation.
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The Fugitive Slave Bill, (exhibited in its hideous deformity at our previous  meeting,) 
has already in hot haste commenced its bloody crusade o’er the land, and the 


 liability of ourselves and our families becoming its victims at the caprice of Southern 
 menstealers, imperatively demands an expression, whether we will tamely submit to 
chains and slavery, or whether we will, at all and every hazard, Live and Die freemen.


Robert C. Nell, “Declaration of Sentiments of the Colored Citizens of Boston on the Fugitive Slave Bill!!!,” 1850


By the end of the 1840s in the United States, no issue was as 
controversial as slavery. Slavery or, more accurately, its expansion deeply divided 
the American people and led to the bloodiest war in American history. Try as they might 
from 1845 to 1860, political leaders could not solve, evade, or escape slavery, nor could 
they agree on whether to allow it to expand into the nation’s western territories.


Caught in this monumental dispute were the South’s nearly four million enslaved men, 
women, and children. Their future, as well as the fate of the country, was 


at stake. As many as 750,000 Americans—northern and southern, black 
and white—would die before a divided nation would be reunified and 
slavery would be abolished.


Whether slavery should be permitted in the western territories was 
not a new issue. As early as 1787, Congress had prohibited slavery in the 


Northwest Territory, the area north of the Ohio River that became the 
states of Ohio, Indiana, Illinois, Michigan, and Wisconsin. Then in 1819 a 


major political controversy erupted when Missouri applied for admission to 
the Union as a slave state. The Missouri Compromise—which admitted Maine 


as a free state, Missouri as a slave state, and outlawed slavery north of the 36° 30ʹ 
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In January 1856, Margaret Garner, her husband Robert, and 
their four children escaped from Kentucky to Ohio across 
the frozen Ohio River. They were pursued to the home of a 
black man by slave owners as well as deputy marshals. The 
Garners fiercely resisted. Robert Garner shot and wounded 
one of the deputies. But when it became clear that they were 
about to be captured, Margaret killed her daughter rather 
than have the child returned to slavery.


How did African Americans react to
the passage of the Fugitive Slave Law 
of 1850?
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line of latitude (see Chapter 5)—settled that controversy, but only postponed for 25 years 
further conflict over the expansion of slavery.


The country’s desire to acquire western lands intensified in the 1830s and 1840s. Most 
white Americans and many free black Americans assumed that the American people 
should occupy the entire North American continent from the Atlantic to the Pacific. It 
was their future, their Manifest Destiny (see Chapter 9). In 1846–1847, U.S. troops fought 
an 18-month conflict that resulted in the acquisition of more than half of Mexico and was 
a major step toward the fulfillment of Manifest Destiny.


10-1 Why was the expansion of slavery such a divisive issue?


The Lure of the West


Even before the war with Mexico, hundreds of Americans made the long journey west, 
drawn by the opportunity to settle the fertile valleys of California and the Oregon Territory, 
which included what is today the states of Oregon and Washington. African Americans 
shared these hopes and dreams. In 1844 a black Missouri farmer with the improbable name 
of George Washington Bush caught “Oregon fever” and set out with his wife, six children, 
and four other families on the 1,800-mile trek by wagon train to Oregon. Bush settled north 
of the Columbia River in what later became the Washington Territory because Oregon’s ter-
ritorial constitution forbade black settlement. Although the law was rarely enforced, black 
residents were legally subject to whipping every six months until they departed. The statute 
remained Oregon state law until the 1920s.


Free Labor versus Slave Labor
Westward expansion revived the issue of slavery’s future in the territories. Should slavery 
be legal or prohibited in western lands? Most white Americans held thoroughly ingrained 
racist beliefs that people of African descent were not and could never be their intellectual, 
political, or social equals. Yet those same white Americans disagreed vehemently on where 
those unfree African Americans should be permitted to work and reside.


Most northern white people adamantly opposed allowing southern slaveholders to take 
their slaves into the former Mexican territories, and they detested the prospect of slavery 
spreading westward and limiting their opportunities to settle and farm those lands. Except 
for the increasing number of militant abolitionists, white northerners detested both slavery 
as a labor system and the black people who were enslaved.


By the mid-nineteenth century, northern black and white people embraced the system 
of free labor—that is, free men and women who worked for compensation to earn a living 
and improve their lives. If southern slave owners managed to gain a foothold for their unfree 
labor on the western plains, in the Rocky Mountains, or on the Pacific coast, then the future 
for free white laborers would be severely restricted, if not destroyed.


The Wilmot Proviso
In 1846, during the Mexican War, a Democratic congressman from Pennsylvania, David 
Wilmot, introduced a measure in Congress, the so-called Wilmot Proviso, to prohibit 
slavery in any lands acquired from Mexico. Wilmot later explained that he wanted neither 
slavery nor black people to taint territory that should be reserved exclusively for whites: 
“The negro race already occupy enough of this fair continent. . . . I would preserve for free 
white labor a fair country . . . where the sons of toil, of my own race and own color, can live 
without the disgrace which association with negro slavery brings upon free labor.”


free labor Mid-nineteenth-century 
Americans who were free and worked 
for income or compensation to advance 
themselves, as opposed to slave labor, 
which was work done with no financial 
compensation by people who were not 
free.








230  PART II Slavery, Abolition, and the Quest for Freedom: The Coming of the Civil War


10-2


10-3


10-4


10-5


10-6


10-7


10-1


The Wilmot Proviso failed to become law. Nonetheless, white southerners were en-
raged, and they saw the proviso as a blatant attempt to prevent them from moving west and 
enjoying the prosperity and way of life that an expanding slave-labor system would create. 
They considered any attempt to limit the growth of slavery to be the first step toward elimi-
nating it. And the possibility that slavery might be abolished, as remote as that may have 
seemed in the 1840s, was too awful for them to contemplate.


White southerners had convinced themselves that black people were a childlike and 
irresponsible race wholly incapable of surviving as a free people if they were emancipated 
and compelled to compete with white Americans. Most white people believed the black race 
would decline and disappear if slaves were freed. Virginia lawyer George Fitzhugh wrote in 
1854, “The negro race is inferior to the white race, and living in their midst, they would be 
far outstripped or outwitted in the chase of free competition. Gradual, but certain, exter-
mination would be their fate.” Thus, southern white people considered slavery “a positive 
good”—in the words of Senator John C. Calhoun of South Carolina—that benefited both 
races and resulted in a society vastly superior to that of the North.


To prevent slavery’s expansion, the Free-Soil Party was formed in 1848. It was com-
posed mainly of white people who vigorously opposed slavery’s expansion and the supposed 
desecration that the presence of black men and women might bring to the new western 
lands. But some black and white abolitionists also supported the Free-Soilers as a way to 
oppose slavery. They reasoned that even though many Free-Soil supporters were hostile 
to black people, the party still represented a serious challenge to slavery and its expansion. 
Frederick Douglass felt comfortable enough with the Free-Soil Party to attend its conven-
tion in 1848. The Free-Soil candidate for president that year was the former Democratic 
president Martin Van Buren. He came in a distant third behind the Whig candidate and hero 


of the Mexican War, Zachary Taylor, who won, and the Democrat Lewis 
Cass. Nevertheless, 10 Free-Soil congressmen were elected, and the party 
provided a growing forum to oppose slavery’s advance.


African Americans and the Gold Rush
The discovery of gold in California in 1848 sent thousands of Americans 
hurrying west in 1849. The Forty-Niners, as these migrants were called, 
were almost exclusively male, and most were white Americans. But the de-
sire to get rich had universal appeal, and the gold rush attracted Europeans, 
Asians (mostly Chinese), and African Americans. By 1850 nearly 900 black 
men (and fewer than 100 black women) were living in California, including 
people of African descent from Mexico, Peru, Chile, and Jamaica.


A black sailor known only as Hector deserted a naval vessel, the USS 
Southampton, in 1848 in Monterey, California, and headed for the gold 
fields. He returned with $4,000, a large sum at the time. Another  African 
American, Dick, brought $100,000 in gold, a veritable fortune, out of 
 Tuolumne County, only to lose it all gambling in San Francisco.


Most of the Forty-Niners—whatever their race or nationality—were 
placer miners. Using the most basic technology—little more than a pan, a 
pick, and a shovel—they sought the chips and flakes of gold deposited in 
the icy streams that flowed down the western slopes of the Sierra Nevada 
Mountains. By swishing the water with their pan, they separated the tiny 
specks and pieces of gold from the sand and gravel. The more enterprising 
miners built a sluice to wash the rock and gravel more efficiently. Few of 
these placer miners struck it rich, but many of them made a modest living 
from the gold they recovered.


The richer veins of the precious metal were deeper underground and 
required more sophisticated technology and expensive equipment to mine 
it. Hydraulic mining used high-pressure hoses that sent powerful streams 


Wilmot Proviso A measure introduced 
in Congress in 1845 to prohibit slavery in 
any lands acquired from Mexico. It did not 
pass.


Forty-Niners The men and women who 
rushed to California in 1849 after gold had 
been discovered there.


Although white miners often resented the presence of black men during 
the gold rush, these two black men and two white men are operating 
a sluice together as they mine for gold in Spanish Flat in northern 
California in 1852.
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of water into the sides of hills and mountains, scarring the landscape as the sand and soil 
were ripped away and revealing the rock, stone, and sometimes gold embedded below. A 
black man known only as Smith worked his mining claim in Amador County with hydraulic 
equipment. He earned a respectable five to six dollars a day.


Quartz mining involved heavy and costly machinery that crushed huge quantities of 
rock and boulders. Only larger corporations—not individual miners—that had the finan-
cial resources to buy and install the machinery and to hire the workers to operate it could 
employ this technology. Moses L. Rodgers was an ex-slave from Missouri who became 
knowledgeable and successful in quartz mining operations in the late 1860s. He was both 
an investor and superintendent of several California gold mines, including the Washington 
Mine, which was producing $500,000 in gold annually by the early 1870s. Most of the labor-
ers under Rodgers’s supervision were Chinese immigrants.


California and the Compromise of 1850
With the gold rush, California’s population soared to more than 100,000, and its new 
residents quickly applied for admission to the Union as a free state. White southerners were 
aghast at the prospect of California prohibiting slavery, and they refused to consider its 
admission unless slavery was lawful there. Most northerners would not accept this.


Into this dispute stepped Whig Senator Henry Clay, who 30 years earlier had assisted 
with the Missouri Compromise. In 1850 the aging Clay put together an elaborate piece of 
legislation, the Compromise of 1850, designed not only to settle the controversy over Cali-
fornia but also to resolve the issue of slavery’s expansion once and for all. Clay attempted 
to satisfy both sides. To placate northerners, he proposed admitting California as a free 
state and eliminating the slave trade (but not slavery) in the District of Columbia. To satisfy 
white southerners, he offered a stronger fugitive slave law to make it easier for slave owners 
to apprehend runaway slaves and return them to slavery. New Mexico and Utah would be 
organized as territories with no mention of slavery (see Map 10–1).


Clay’s measures were hammered into a single bill and produced one of the most 
remarkable debates in the history of the Senate, but it did not pass. Southern opponents like 
Senator John C. Calhoun of South Carolina could not tolerate the admission of California 
without slavery. Northern opponents like Senator William Seward of New York could not 
tolerate a tougher fugitive slave law. President Zachary Taylor shocked his fellow  southerners 
and insisted that California should be admitted as a free state and that Clay’s compromise 
was unnecessary. Taylor promised to veto the compromise if Congress passed it.


Clay’s effort had failed—or so it seemed. But in the summer of 1850, Taylor died unex-
pectedly and was succeeded by Millard Fillmore, who was willing to accept the compromise. 
Senator Stephen Douglas, an ambitious Democrat from Illinois, guided Clay’s compromise 
through Congress by breaking it into separate bills. California entered the Union as a free 
state, and a stronger fugitive slave law entered the federal legal code.


Fugitive Slave Laws
Those who may have hoped the compromise would forever resolve the dispute over slavery 
were mistaken. The Fugitive Slave Law of 1850 created bitter resentment among black and 
white abolitionists and made slavery a more emotional and personal issue for many white 
people who had previously considered slavery a remote southern institution.


Had runaway slaves not been an increasingly frustrating problem for slave owners—
particularly those in the Upper South states of Maryland, Virginia, and Kentucky—the 
federal fugitive slave law would not have needed to be strengthened in 1850. The U.S. 
Constitution and the fugitive slave law passed in 1793 would seem to have provided ample 
authority for slave owners to recover runaway slaves.


The Constitution in Article IV, Section 2, stipulates that “any person held to service 
or labor in one State” who ran away to another state “shall be delivered up on claim of the 
party to whom such service or labor may be due.” The Fugitive Slave Law of 1793 permitted 


Compromise of 1850 An attempt by 
the U.S. Congress to settle divisive issues 
between the North and South, including 
slavery expansion, apprehension in the 
North of fugitive slaves, and slavery in the 
District of Columbia.


  Read on MyHistoryLab Document: The 
Compromise of 1850


Fugitive Slave Law, 1850 Part of the 
Compromise of 1850. It required law 
enforcement officials as well as civilians to 
assist in capturing runaway slaves.


 
   Read on MyHistoryLab 
Document: The Fugitive Slave 
Act, 1850 
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slave owners to recover slaves who had escaped to other states. The escaped slave had no 
rights—no right to a trial, no right to testify, and no guarantee of habeas corpus (the legal 
requirement that a person be brought before a court and not imprisoned illegally).


But by the 1830s and 1840s, hundreds if not thousands of slaves had escaped to freedom 
by way of the underground railroad, and white southerners increasingly found the 1793 law 
too weak to overcome the resistance of northern communities to the return of escapees. For  
example, in January 1847 four Kentuckians and a local law officer attempted to capture Adam 
Crosswhite, his wife, and their four children after the family had escaped from slavery in 
 Kentucky and settled on a farm near Marshall, Michigan. When the would-be abductors ar-
rived, an old black man mounted a horse and galloped through town ringing a bell warning 
that the Crosswhites were in danger. Having been aroused by this “Black Paul Revere,” about one 
hundred people helped rescue the family and put them on a railroad train to Canada. The local 
citizens who had aided the Crosswhites were later successfully sued by the slave owner and fined 
an amount equal to the estimated value of the Crosswhites had the family been sold as slaves.


Northern states had enacted personal liberty laws that made it illegal for state law 
enforcement officials to help capture runaways. (Michigan passed such a law in 1855 after 


habeas corpus A court order that a person 
arrested or detained by law enforcement 
officers must be brought to court and 
charged with a crime and not held 
indefinitely.
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MAP 101 THE COMPROMISE OF 1850
As a result of the war against Mexico, the United States acquired the regions shown on this 
map as California, Utah Territory, New Mexico Territory, and the portions of Texas not 
included in the Province of Texas.


With the Compromise of 1850, California entered the Union as a free state. 
In which remaining western lands would slavery be accepted or rejected?
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These two passages reflect the outrage the Fugitive Slave Law 
of 1850 provoked among black Americans. In the first, John 
Jacobs, a fugitive slave from South Carolina, urges black  people 
to take up arms to oppose the law. In the second, from a speech 
he delivered a few days after the passage of the law, Martin 
Delany defies authorities to search his home for runaway 
slaves.


My colored brethren, if you have not swords, I say to you, sell 
your garments and buy one. . . . They said that they cannot 
take us back to the South; but I say, under the present law 
they can; and now they say unto you; let them take only dead 
bodies. . . . I would, my friends, advise you to show a front 
to our tyrants and arm yourselves . . . and I would advise the 
women to have their knives too.


VOICES African Americans Respond to the Fugitive 
Slave Law


1. How and why did these two black men justify the 
use of violence against those who were enforcing 
a law passed by Congress?


2. Under what circumstances is it permissible to 
violate the law or threaten to kill another human 
being?


that house in search of a slave—I care not who he may be, 
whether the constable, or sheriff, magistrate or even judge of 
the Supreme Court—nay, let it be he who sanctioned this act 
to become law [President Millard Fillmore] surrounded by his 
cabinet as his bodyguard, with the Declaration of Independence 
waving above his head as his banner, and the constitution of 
this country upon his breast as his shield—if he crosses the 
threshold of my door, and I do not lay him a lifeless corpse at 
my feet, I hope the grave may refuse my body a resting place, 
and righteous Heaven my spirit a home. O, no! He cannot enter 
that house and we both live.


the Crosswhites escaped to Canada.) Not only did many northerners refuse to cooperate 
in returning fugitives to slavery under the 1793 law, but they also encouraged and assisted 
the fleeing slaves. The local black vigilance committees that were created in many northern 
communities and discussed in Chapter 9—among them the League of Freedom in Boston 
and the Liberty Association in Chicago—were especially effective in these efforts. These 
actions infuriated white southerners and prompted their demand for a stricter fugitive 
slave law.


The Fugitive Slave Law of 1850 was one of the toughest and harshest measures the U.S. 
Congress ever passed. Anyone apprehended under the law was almost certain to be sent 
back to slavery. The law required U.S. marshals, their deputies, and even ordinary citizens 
to help seize suspected runaways. Those who refused to help apprehend fugitives or who 
helped the runaways could be fined or imprisoned. The law made it nearly impossible for 
black people to prove they were free. Slave owners and their agents only had to provide legal 
documentation from their home state or the testimony of white witnesses before a federal 
commissioner that the captive was a runaway slave. The federal commissioners were paid 
$10 for captives returned to bondage but only $5 for those declared free. Supporters of the 
law claimed the extra paperwork involved in returning a fugitive to slavery necessitated the 
higher fee. Opponents saw it as a bribe to encourage federal authorities to return men and 
women to bondage. While the law was in effect, 332 captives were returned to the South and 
slavery, and only 11 were released as free people.


The new fugitive slave law outraged many black and white northerners. An angry 
 Frederick Douglass insisted in October 1850 that “the only way to make the Fugitive Slave 
Law a dead letter is to make a half dozen or more dead kidnappers.” White abolitionist 
Wendell Phillips exhorted his listeners to disobey the law, declaring that “we must trample 
this law under our feet.”


source: William F. Cheek, Black Resistance Before the Civil War (Beverly Hills,  
CA: Glencoe Press, 1970), 148–49.


source: Victor Ullman, Martin R. Delany: The Beginnings of Black Nationalism 
 (Boston:  Beacon Press, 1971), 112.


Sir, my house is my castle; in that castle are none but my wife 
and my children, as free as the angels of heaven, and whose 
liberty is as sacred as the pillars of God. If any man approaches 
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10-2 How did African Americans react to the passage of the Fugitive Slave  
Law of 1850?


Fugitive Slaves


The fugitive slave law did more than anger black and white northerners. It exposed them to 
cruel and heart-wrenching scenes as southern slave owners and slave catchers took advan-
tage of the new law and—with the vigorous assistance of federal authorities—relentlessly 
pursued runaway slaves. Many white people and virtually all black people felt revulsion over 
this crackdown on those who had fled from slavery to freedom.


In September 1850 in New York City, federal authorities captured a black porter and 
returned him to slavery in Baltimore, even though he insisted that because his mother was 
a free woman he had not been a slave. (In each of the slave states, the law stipulated the 
status of the mother determined a child’s legal status—free or slave.) In Poughkeepsie, New 
York, slave catchers captured a well-to-do black tailor and returned him to slavery in South 
Carolina. In Indiana, a black man was apprehended while his wife and children looked on, 
and he was sent to Kentucky, where his owner claimed he had escaped 19 years earlier.


Not all fugitives were forced back into bondage, however. A Maryland slave owner attempted 
to recover a black woman in Philadelphia who, he asserted, had escaped 22 years earlier. Since 
then, she had given birth to six children, and the slave owner insisted they were also his property. 
In this instance, the federal commissioner ruled that the woman and her children were free.


Even California was not immune to the furor over fugitive slaves. Although the new 
state prohibited slavery, several hundred black people were illegally held there as slaves in 
the 1850s. Nevertheless, some slaves ran away to the far West rather than to the North. Black 
abolitionist Mary Ellen Pleasant hid fugitive Archy Lee in San Francisco in 1858. Other 
black Californians provided security for  runaways from as far east as Maryland.


William and Ellen Craft
Black and white abolitionists had orga-
nized vigilance committees to resist the 
 fugitive slave law and to prevent—by force 
if  necessary—the return of fugitives to slav-
ery. In October 1850 slave catchers arrived 
in  Boston prepared to capture and return 
 William and Ellen Craft to slavery in Georgia. 
In 1848 the Crafts had devised an ingenious 
escape.  Ellen’s fair complexion enabled her to 
disguise herself as a sickly young white man 
who, accompanied by “his” slave, was travel-
ing north for medical treatment. They jour-
neyed to Boston by railroad and ship and thus 
escaped from  slavery—or so they thought.


Slave catchers vowed to return the Crafts 
to servitude no matter how long it took: “If 
[we] have to stay here to all eternity, and if 
there are not enough men in Massachusetts 
to take them, [we] will bring some from the 
South.” While white abolitionists protected 
Ellen and black abolitionists hid William, the 
vigilance committee plastered posters around 
Boston describing the slave catchers, calling 
them “man-stealers,” and threatening their 
safety. Within days (which must have seemed 


   View on MyHistoryLab Closer Look: The Fugitive Slave Act


Leaflets like this reflected the outrage many northerners felt in response to the capture and reenslavement of 
African Americans that resulted from the passage of a tougher fugitive slave law as part of the Compromise of 1850.
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slightly less than eternity), the slave catchers left without the Crafts. Soon thereafter, the 
Crafts sailed to security in England.


Shadrach Minkins
Black and white abolitionists were prepared to use force against the U.S. government and the 
slave owners and their agents. Sometimes the abolitionists succeeded,  sometimes they did not. 
In early 1851, a few months after the Crafts left Boston, federal marshals apprehended there a 


slaves escaping from the United States. She met John Brown 
in Chatham and reportedly donated $30,000 to his efforts to 
organize a slave rebellion.


Pleasant returned to California by the mid-1860s and pre-
sided over her daughter’s elegant wedding at San Francisco’s 
A.M.E. Zion Church. Ever the entrepreneur, Pleasant oper-
ated a fashionable restaurant and a well-appointed boarding 
house that some people insisted was a brothel patronized by 
prominent white men.


Through her contacts with powerful politicians and 
businessmen, she accumulated information—some might 
call it gossip—about influential white families and the men 
who governed them. She used her connections to help black 
 Californians find employment. She also worked as a house-
keeper for two well-to-do white families, the Woodworths 
and then the Bells. Believed by some to be a voodoo queen, 
she was said to have developed peculiar powers over people, 
especially men.


Pleasant fought racial discrimination and supported leg-
islation to permit black people to testify in California courts. 
She was loved and respected as well as hated and resented. 
She twice sued a San Francisco streetcar company that did not 
allow her to ride in its vehicles. She won $500 in her second 
suit, but the verdict was overturned on appeal.


She became renowned as “Mammy Pleasant,” but she de-
tested the nickname and did not hesitate to tell people so. 
At age 87 she curtly informed a journalist, “Listen: I don’t 
like to be called Mammy by everybody. Put that down. I’m 
not Mammy to everybody in California. I got a letter from a 
minister in Sacramento. It was addressed to Mammy Pleas-
ant. I wrote back to him on his own paper that my name was  
Mrs. Mary E. Pleasant. . . . If he didn’t have better sense he 
should have had better manners.”


Mrs. Mary E. Pleasant died in 1904. Her estate included 
diamond jewelry, 114 acres in Sonoma County, and a lot on 
Octavia Street in San Francisco. Even in death she remained 
a puzzling and curious figure to many people. There was no 
mystery, however, to her request that her gravestone simply 
be inscribed: “She was a friend of John Brown.”


mary ellen pleasant was an  influential 
woman of many accomplishments. But 
her life is shrouded in mystery and un-


certainty. She may have been born in 
Georgia or  Louisiana. She claimed she 


was born in Philadelphia in 1814 to 
a free woman of color. Her  father 
may have been Asian, Native 
American, or even a white planter.


She did live for a time 
on Nantucket Island 


off the Massachusetts 
coast and then in Bos-
ton. She was an edu-
cated woman. In New 
England she became 
acquainted with black 


and white abolitionists. 
She married John W. Smith, who 
was said to have been a Cuban 
planter. They had a daughter, Eliz-
abeth. Her husband died in 1844. 
During the gold rush in 1849, she 
moved to California where she 


married John Pleasant and became prominent in San Francis-
co’s African-American community. San Francisco had about 
500 black residents in the mid-1850s.


The entrepreneurial spirit struck Pleasant who was soon 
operating three laundries and a boarding house. She also in-
vested in mining stock. She remained committed to abolition 
and assisted fugitive slaves who fled to the far West. She may 
have attended the 1855 Colored Convention in San Francisco, 
and she almost certainly met Mifflin Gibbs, who ran the first 
black newspaper on the Pacific coast, The  Mirror of the Times. 
(See Chapter 13 for a profile on the Gibbs brothers.)


By the late 1850s, Pleasant was in Chatham, Canada West 
(Ontario), where she collaborated with Martin Delany, Mary 
Ann Shadd Cary, and other black abolitionists. They had 
formed the Chatham Vigilance Committee that aided fugitive 


Mary Ellen Pleasant was a 
fascinating woman who did not 
disclose much about herself to 
others. She once said: “Some folks 
say that words were made to reveal 
thought. That ain’t so. Words were 
made to conceal thought.”


PROFILE Mary Ellen Pleasant
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black waiter who had escaped from slavery and given himself the name 
Shadrach Minkins. However, a well-organized band of black men led by 
Lewis Hayden invaded the courthouse and spirited Minkins to safety in 
Canada on the underground railroad. (Minkins later owned a restaurant 
in Montreal.) Federal authorities brought charges against four black men 
and four white men who were then indicted by a grand jury for helping 
Minkins, but local juries refused to convict them.


The Battle at Christiana
In September 1851 a battle erupted in the little town of Christiana, in 
southern Pennsylvania, when a Maryland slave owner, Edward Gorsuch, 
arrived to recover two runaway slaves. Accompanied by family members 
and three deputy U.S. marshals, he confronted a well-armed crowd of at 
least 25 black men and several white men. Black leader William Parker 
told Gorsuch to give up any plans to take the runaway slaves. Gorsuch 
refused, and a battle ensued. Gorsuch was killed, and several black and 
white men were hurt. The runaway slaves escaped to Canada.


President Fillmore sent U.S. Marines to Pennsylvania, and they 
helped round up the alleged perpetrators of the violence. Thirty-six 
black men and five white men were arrested and indicted for treason 
by a federal grand jury. But after the first trial ended in acquittal, the 
remaining cases were dropped.


Anthony Burns
Of all the fugitive slave cases, none elicited more support or sorrow 
than that of Anthony Burns. In 1854 Burns escaped from slavery in 
Virginia by stowing away on a ship to Boston. After gaining work in a 
clothing store, he unwisely sent a letter to his brother, who was still a 
slave. The letter was confiscated, and Burns’s former owner set out to 
capture him. Burns was arrested by a deputy marshal who, recalling 
Shadrach Minkins’s escape, placed him under guard in chains in the 
federal courthouse. Efforts by black and white abolitionists to break 
into the courthouse with axes, guns, and a battering ram failed, al-
though a deputy U.S. marshal was killed during the assault.


President Franklin Pierce, a northern Democrat who in 1852 had been elected with 
southern support, sent U.S. troops to Boston—including marines, cavalry, and artillery—to 
uphold the law and return Burns to Virginia. Black minister Leonard A. Grimes and the 
vigilance committee tried to purchase Burns’s freedom, but the U.S. attorney refused. In 
June 1854, with church bells tolling and buildings draped in black, thousands of Bostonians 
watched silently—many in tears—as Anthony Burns was marched through the streets to a 
ship that would take him to Virginia.


The spectacle of a lone black man, escorted by hundreds of armed troops, as he trudged 
from freedom to slavery moved even those people who had shown no special interest in or 
sympathy for fugitives or slaves. One staunchly conservative white man remarked, “When it 
was all over, and I was left alone in my office, I put my face in my hands and I wept. I could 
do nothing less.” William Lloyd Garrison burned a copy of the Constitution on the Fourth 
of July as thousands looked on with approval.


Yet the government was unrelenting. A federal grand jury  indicted seven black men 
and white men for riot and inciting a riot in their attempt to free Burns. One indictment 
was set aside on a technicality, and the other charges were then dropped because no Bos-
ton jury would convict the accused. Several months later, black Bostonians led by the Rev. 
Grimes purchased Burns for $1,300. He settled in St. Catherine’s, Ontario, in Canada, 
where he died in 1862.


  Read on MyHistoryLab Exploring 
America: Anthony Burns


    
Read on MyHistoryLab Document: Anthony Burns Responds 
to His Excommunication from the Baptist Church, 1855


The “trial” and subsequent return of Anthony Burns to slavery in 1854 resulted 
in the publication of a popular pamphlet in Boston. Documents like this 
generated increased support—and funds—for the abolitionist cause.
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by stowing away on a ship in savannah, 
georgia, in 1851 Thomas Sims, a 23-year-
old slave who was a bricklayer, escaped 


to Boston, where he worked briefly as 
a waiter. Sims unwisely sent a telegram 
to his wife who was free and still in 


 Georgia, asking her to send money. 
The telegram was intercepted, and 


his owner, James Potter, quickly 
had agents locate and apprehend 
the young man. Sims was con-
fined in chains on the third 
floor of the federal courthouse 
in Boston. Black leader Lewis 
Hayden tried to free Sims, but 
failed. Hayden had difficulty 
attracting support because 
many of the men whom he 
would ordinarily have de-
pended on had fled when au-
thorities began to search for 
those who had freed fugitive 
slave Shadrach Minkins a few 
weeks earlier.


One plan involved piling 
mattresses under Sims’s win-
dow and having him jump 
about 30 feet to freedom. It 
was abandoned when bars 
were installed in the window. 


Neither Sims’s lawyers’ attempts 
to win a writ of habeas corpus nor 
public protests succeeded in gaining 
his freedom.


On April 11, 1851, a  federal com-
missioner ordered Sims returned to 


his owner and slavery. At 5 a.m. on April 12 he was marched 
in the predawn darkness from the courthouse, “protected” by 
200 Boston police and other armed law enforcement person-
nel, and taken to a ship in the harbor. A desperate plan to free 
him by 20 armed men aboard another vessel failed because 
Sims’s ship sailed for Savannah before the other ship could 
get underway.


Opponents of the fugitive slave law and defenders of Sims 
were stunned and enraged that they, the people of Boston, 
had been unable to help a man whose sole desire was for 
freedom. Boston was their cherished home of liberty. It was 
where a black man, Crispus Attucks, was among those slain 
in the Boston Massacre in 1770. It was also where the Tea 
Party took place in 1773, and where Paul Revere set out on 
his midnight ride in 1775.


Henry Thoreau, the transcendental writer and author 
of Walden, who preferred calm reflection to angry denun-
ciation, reacted in fury to the forcible return of Thomas 
Sims. He wrote, “A government which deliberately enacts 
injustice—& persists in it!—it will become the laughing 
stock of the world.” Later that summer, Sims was sent to 
Charleston, and then to New Orleans, where he was auc-
tioned off to a brick mason from Vicksburg,  Mississippi. 
Sims spent the next 12 years enslaved as a mason in 
 Mississippi. In 1863, during the Civil War, when Union 
forces under Gen. Ulysses S. Grant laid siege to Vicksburg, 
Sims again fled to freedom. This time his wife, child, and 
four black men joined him in the escape. Sims and his fam-
ily returned to Boston, where they witnessed the return in 
1865 of the all-black 54th Massachusetts Regiment from 
combat in South Carolina, Georgia, and Florida.


By 1877 Sims was in Washington, DC. He obtained a 
job as a messenger in the Department of Justice through 
the intervention of U.S. Attorney General Charles 
 Devens—the federal marshal who had arrested him in 
Boston in 1851. 


U.S. military forces were 
sometimes employed 
to enforce a law that an 
increasing number of 
Northerners had come to 
regard as unjust.


Margaret Garner
If the Burns case was the most moving, then Margaret Garner’s was one of the most tragic 
examples of the lengths to which slaves might go to gain freedom for themselves and their 
children. In the winter of 1856, Margaret Garner and seven other slaves escaped from 
 Kentucky across the Ohio River to freedom in Cincinnati. But their owner, Archibald 
Grimes, pursued them. Grimes, accompanied by a U.S. deputy marshal and several other 
people, attempted to arrest the fugitives at a small house where they had hidden. Refusing 
to surrender, the slaves were overpowered and subdued.


Before the fugitives were captured, Garner slit the throat of her daughter with a butcher 
knife rather than see the child returned to slavery. She was disarmed before she could kill 


PROFILE Thomas Sims, a Fugitive Slave
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10-3 Why did many Americans oppose the immigration of Europeans by the 1850s?


Nativism and the Know-Nothings


Not only did many white Americans look with disfavor and often outright disgust at African 
Americans, but they were also distressed by and opposed to the increasing numbers of white 
immigrants coming to the United States. Hundreds of thousands of Europeans—mostly 
Germans and Irish—arrived in the 1840s and 1850s. In one year—1854—430,000 people 
arrived on American shores.


The mass starvation that accompanied the potato famine of the 1840s in Ireland drove 
thousands of Irish people to the United States, where they often encountered intense hos-
tility. Native-born, Protestant, white Americans considered the Catholic Irish crude, ig-
norant drunks. Irish immigrants also competed with Americans for low-paying unskilled 
jobs. Anti-Catholic propaganda warned that the influence of the Vatican would weaken 
American institutions. Some even charged there was a Roman Catholic conspiracy to take 
over the United States. Mobs attacked Catholic churches and convents.


These anti-immigrant, anti-Catholic, anti-alcohol sentiments helped foster in 1854 the 
rise of a nativist third political party, the American Party—better known as the “Know-
Nothing Party.” (Its members were supposed to reply “I know nothing” if someone asked if 
they belonged to the party.) The Know-Nothings attracted considerable support. Feeding on 
resentment and prejudice, the party grew to one million strong. Most Know-Nothings were 
in New England, and they even for a short time took political control of Massachusetts, where 
many of the Irish had settled. The party was also strong in Kentucky, Texas, and elsewhere.


“Know-Nothing Party” This nickname 
applied to members of the American Party, 
which opposed immigration in the 1850s.


her two sons. Ohio authorities charged her with murder, but 
by that time she had been returned to Kentucky and then sent 
to Arkansas with her surviving children to be sold. On the 
trip down the river, her youngest child and 24 other people 
drowned in a shipwreck, thereby cruelly fulfilling her wish 
that the child not grow up to be a slave. Margaret Garner was 
later sold at a slave market in New Orleans. (Her story was 
the basis of Toni Morrison’s novel Beloved, which won the 
1988 Pulitzer Prize for fiction and was made into a film by 
Oprah Winfrey in 1998.)


The Rochester Convention, 1853
In 1853, while northern communities grappled with the 
consequences of the fugitive slave law, African-American 
leaders gathered for a national convention in Rochester, 
New York. The Rochester Convention warned that black 
Americans were not prepared to submit quietly to a govern-
ment more concerned about the interests of slave owners 
than people seeking to free themselves from bondage. The 
delegates looked past the grim conditions of the times to call 
for greater unity among black people and to find ways to im-
prove their economic prospects. They asserted their claims 


to the rights of citizenship and equal protection before the law, and they worried that the 
wave of European immigrants entering the country would deprive poor black northerners 
of the menial and unskilled jobs on which they depended. Frederick Douglass spoke of 
the need for a school to provide training in the skilled trades and manual arts. There was 
even talk of establishing a Negro museum and library.


Beginning in 1830 and continuing until the end of the nineteenth century, black leaders 
held a series of national conventions like the one pictured above which took place in New 
Orleans, May 4, 1872. Those that were held prior to the Civil War focused on the abolition 
of slavery and met in northern cities such as Philadelphia, Cleveland, and Rochester. 
Following the war, the gatherings occurred in Washington and Nashville, among other 
places, with the emphasis on the rights and opportunities of African Americans.


Rochester Convention, 1853 African-
American leaders assembled in Rochester, 
New York, to discuss slavery, abolition, the 
recently passed fugitive slave law, and 
their prospects for life in America.
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Although Know-Nothings opposed immigrants and Catholics, they disagreed among 
themselves over slavery and its expansion. As a result, the party soon split into northern and 
southern factions and collapsed.


Uncle Tom’s Cabin
No one contributed more to the growing opposition to slavery among white northerners 
than Harriet Beecher Stowe. Raised in a religious environment—her father, brothers, and 
husband were ministers—Stowe developed a hatred of slavery that she converted into a 
melodramatic but moving novel about slaves and their lives.


Uncle Tom’s Cabin, or Life among the Lowly, was first published in installments in the 
antislavery newspaper The National Era. When it appeared as a book in 1852, it sold an 
astonishing 300,000 copies in a year. In the novel, Stowe depicted slavery’s cruelty, inhu-
manity, and destructive impact on families through characters and a plot that appealed to 
the sentimentality of nineteenth-century readers. There was Little Eliza, with a babe in her 
arms, barely escaping across the icy Ohio River from a slave owner in hot pursuit. There was 
Uncle Tom, the noble and devout Christian. Financial necessity forces Tom’s decent master 
to sell the kindly slave to Simon Legree, a vicious brute and a northerner who has embraced 
slavery. Legree takes perverse delight in beating Tom until the gentle old man dies.


Uncle Tom’s Cabin moved northerners to tears and made slavery more emotional to 
readers who had previously considered it only a distant system of labor that exploited black 
people. In stage versions of the book that were later produced across the North, Uncle Tom 
was transformed from a dignified man into a pitiful and fawning figure eager to please white 
people—hence the emergence of the derogatory term “Uncle Tom.”


Uncle Tom’s Cabin infuriated white southerners. They condemned it as a grossly false de-
piction of slavery and their way of life. They pointed out correctly that Stowe had little first-
hand knowledge of slavery and had never even visited the Deep South. But she had lived in 
Cincinnati for 18 years and witnessed with anguish the desperate attempts of slaves to escape 
across the Ohio River. In response to her southern critics, Stowe wrote A Key to Uncle Tom’s 
Cabin, citing the sources for her novel. Many of those sources were southern newspapers.


The Kansas-Nebraska Act
After the Compromise of 1850, the disagreement over slavery’s expansion intensified and 
became violent. In 1854 Senator Stephen Douglas introduced a bill in Congress to organize 
the Kansas and Nebraska Territories that soon provoked white settlers in Kansas to kill each 
other over slavery. Douglas’s primary concern was to secure the Kansas and Nebraska region 
for the construction of a transcontinental railroad. Until 1853 it had been part of the Indian 
Territory that the federal government had promised would not be open to white settle-
ment. To win the support of southern Democrats, who wanted slavery in at least one of the 
two new territories, Douglas’s bill would permit Kansas residents to decide for themselves 
whether to allow slavery (see Map 10–2).


This proposal—known as “popular sovereignty”—angered many northerners because 
it created the possibility that slavery might expand to areas where it had been prohibited. The 
Missouri Compromise of 1820 banned slavery north of the 36° 30ʹ line of latitude. Douglas’s 
Kansas-Nebraska Act would repeal that limitation and allow settlers in Kansas, which was 
north of that line, to vote on slavery there. Thus, if enough proslavery people moved to Kansas 
and voted for slavery, slaves and their owners would be legally permitted to dwell on land that 
had been closed to them for more than 30 years.


Douglas managed to muster enough votes in Congress to pass the bill, but its enact-
ment destroyed an already divided Whig Party and drove a wedge between the North and 
South. The Whig Party disintegrated.  Northern Whigs joined supporters of the Free-Soil 
Party to form the  Republican Party, which was organized expressly to oppose the expan-
sion of slavery. Southern Whigs drifted, often without enthusiasm, to the Democrats or 
Know-Nothings.


  Watch on MyHistoryLab Video: Harriet 
Beecher Stowe and the Making of Uncle 
Tom’s Cabin


Uncle Tom’s Cabin This antislavery novel 
by Harriet Beecher Stowe was a best seller 
in the 1850s and it helped inflame the 
controversy over slavery.


   
Read on MyHistoryLab 
Document: Harriet Beecher 
Stowe’s Uncle Tom’s Cabin, 1852


Harriet Beecher Stowe was a prolific writer. She 
wrote travel accounts, children’s books, and 10 
adult novels. Easily her best-known work was Uncle 
Tom’s Cabin. It was first published in serial form in 
the antislavery weekly newspaper The National Era 
when Stowe was 40 years old.


  
  Read on MyHistoryLab 
Document: A Southern Scholar 
Critiques Uncle Tom’s Cabin, 1852


popular sovereignty A proposal in which 
the residents of a territory (such as Kansas) 
would vote to legalize or prohibit slavery 
in that territory.


Kansas-Nebraska Act, 1854 Legislation 
introduced by Democratic Senator 
Stephen Douglas to organize the Kansas 
and Nebraska territories. It provided for 
“popular sovereignty,” whereby settlers 
would decide whether slavery would be 
legal or illegal.
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border ruffians Proslavery advocates 
and vigilantes from Missouri who crossed 
the border into Kansas in 1855–1857 to 
support slavery in Kansas by threatening 
and attacking antislavery settlers.


  Explore on MyHistoryLab Map: The Compromise of 1850 and the Kansas-Nebraska Act 
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MAP 10–2 THE KANSASNEBRASKA ACT
This measure guided through Congress by Democratic Senator Steven A. Douglas 
opened up the Great Plains to settlement and to railroad development. It also deeply 
divided the nation by repealing the 1820 Missouri Compromise Line of 36° 30ʹ and 
 permitting—through popular sovereignty—the people in Kansas to determine slavery’s 
fate in that  territory. Eastern Kansas became a bloody battleground between proslavery 
and  antislavery forces.


Where exactly could slavery conceivably exist where it had previously 
been prohibited?


Violence soon erupted in Kansas between proslavery and antislavery forces. “Border 
ruffians” from Missouri invaded Kansas to attack antislavery settlers and to vote illegally in 
Kansas elections. The New England Emigrant Aid Society dispatched people to the territory, 
and the Rev. Henry Ward Beecher encouraged them to pack “Beecher’s Bibles,” which were 
firearms and not the Word of the Lord. By 1856 Kansas had 8,500 settlers, including 245 
slaves, and two rival territorial governments. Civil war had erupted—prompting the press 
to label the territory “Bleeding Kansas.”


More than 200 people died in the escalating violence. Some 500 border ruffians  attacked 
the antislavery town of Lawrence, damaging businesses and killing one person. Abolitionist 
John Brown and four of his sons sought revenge by hacking five proslavery men (none of 
whom actually owned slaves) to death in Pottawattamie. A proslavery firing squad executed 
nine Free-Soilers. John Brown reappeared in Missouri, killed a slave owner, and freed 11 
slaves. Then he fled to plan an even larger and more dramatic attack on slavery.
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  Read on MyHistoryLab 
Document: Massachusetts 
Defies the Fugitive Slave Act, 1855


10-4 What was the Dred Scott case and what was the reaction to the Supreme Court’s 
decision in the case?


The Dred Scott Decision


Like most slaves, Dred Scott did not know his exact age. But when the Supreme Court ac-
cepted his case in 1856, Scott was in his fifties and had been entangled in the judicial system 
for more than a decade. Scott was born in Virginia, but by the 1830s he belonged to John 
Emerson, an army doctor in Missouri. Emerson took Scott to military posts in Illinois and 
to Fort Snelling in what is now Minnesota. While at Fort Snelling, Scott married Harriet, 
a slave woman, and they had a daughter, Eliza, before Emerson returned with the three of 
them to St. Louis. In 1846, after Emerson’s death and with the support of white friends, Scott 
and his wife filed separate suits for their freedom. By agreement, her suit was set aside pend-
ing the outcome of her husband’s litigation. Scott and his lawyers contended that because 
Scott had been taken to territory where slavery was illegal, he had become a free man.


Scott lost his first suit, won his second, but lost again on appeal to the Missouri Supreme 
Court. His lawyers then appealed to the federal courts where they lost again. The final ap-
peal in Dred Scott v. Sandford was to the U.S. Supreme Court. Although 79-year-old Chief 
Justice Roger Taney of Maryland had freed his own slaves, he was an unabashed advocate 
of the southern way of life. Moreover, Taney, a majority of the other justices, and President 
Buchanan were convinced that the prestige of the Court would enable it to render a decision 
about slavery that might be controversial but would still be accepted as the law of the land.


Dred Scott v. Sandford The 1857 U.S. 
Supreme Court case that ruled against 
Missouri slave Dred Scott by declaring that 
black people were not citizens, that they 
possessed no constitutional rights, and 
were considered to be property.


Preston Brooks Attacks Charles Sumner
The violence in Kansas spread to Congress. In May 1856, Massachusetts Senator Charles 
Sumner delivered a tirade in the Senate denouncing the proslavery settlers in Kansas and 
the southerners who supported them. Speaking of “The Crime against Kansas,” Sumner 
accused South Carolina Senator Andrew P. Butler of keeping slavery as his lover. Butler 
“has chosen a mistress to whom he has made his vows, and who . . . though polluted in the 
sight of the world, is chaste in his sight—I mean the harlot slavery.” Butler was not pres-
ent for the speech, but his distant cousin, South Carolina Congressman Preston Brooks, 
was in the chamber, and Brooks did not appreciate Sumner’s verbal assault on a member 
of his family.


Two days later, Brooks exacted his revenge. Waiting until the Senate adjourned, Brooks 
strode to the desk where Sumner was seated and attacked him with a rattan cane. The blows 
rained down until the cane shattered and Sumner tumbled to the floor, bloody and semicon-
scious. Brooks proudly recalled, “I gave him about thirty first rate stripes.” Sumner suffered 
lingering physical and emotional effects from the beating and did not return to the Senate 
for almost four years. Brooks resigned from the House of Representatives, paid a $300 fine, 
and went home to South Carolina a hero. He was easily reelected to his seat.


In the 1856 presidential election, the Democrats—although divided over the debacle 
in Kansas—nominated James Buchanan of Pennsylvania, another northern Democrat who 
was acceptable to the South. The Republicans supported a handsome army officer, John C. 
Fremont. Their slogan was “Free Soil, Free Speech, Free Men, and Fremont.” But the Repub-
licans were exclusively a northern party, and, with the demise of the Whigs, the South had 
become largely a one-party region. Almost no white southerners would support the Repub-
licans, a party whose very existence was based on its opposition to slavery’s expansion. Bu-
chanan won the presidency with nearly solid southern support and enough northern votes 
to carry him to victory, but the Republicans gained enough support and confidence to give 
them hope for the 1860 election. Before then, however, the U.S. Supreme Court intervened 
in the controversy over slavery.
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Questions for the Court
Taney framed two questions for the Court to decide in the Scott case: Could 
Scott, a black man, sue in a federal court? And was Scott free because he 
had been taken to a state and a territory where slavery was prohibited? In 
response to the first question, the Court, led by Taney, ruled that Scott—and 
every other black American—could not sue in a federal court because black 
people were not citizens. Speaking for the majority (two of the nine jus-
tices dissented), Taney emphatically stated that black people had no rights: 
“They had for more than a century before been regarded as beings of an 
inferior order; and altogether unfit to associate with the white race, either 
in social or political relations; and so far inferior that they had no rights 
which the white man was bound to respect; and that the negro might justly 
and lawfully be reduced to slavery for his benefit.”


Taney was wrong. Although not treated as equals, free black people in 
many states had enjoyed rights associated with citizenship since the ratifi-
cation of the Constitution in 1788. Black men had entered into contracts, 
held title to property, sued in the courts, and voted at one time in five of 
the original 13 states.


A majority of the Court also answered no to the second question. Scott 
was not a free man, although he had lived in places where slavery was illegal. 
Scott, Taney maintained, again speaking for the Court, was slave property—
and the slave owner’s property rights took precedence. To the astonishment 
of those who opposed slavery’s expansion, the Court also ruled that Con-
gress could not pass measures—including the Missouri Compromise or the 
Kansas-Nebraska Act—that might prevent slave owners from taking their 
property into any territory. To do so, Taney implied, would violate the Fifth 
Amendment of the Constitution, which protected people from the loss of 
their life, liberty, or property without due process of law.


Following the decision, a new owner freed Dred and Harriet Scott. 
They settled in St. Louis, where he worked as a porter at Barnum’s Hotel 
until he died of tuberculosis in 1858.


Reaction to the Dred Scott Decision
The Court had spoken. Would the nation listen? White southerners were 
delighted with Taney’s decision. Republicans were horrified. But instead 
of earning the acceptance—let alone the approval—of most Americans, 


the case further inflamed the controversy over slavery. But if white Americans were divided 
in their reaction to the Dred Scott decision, black Americans were discouraged, disgusted, 
and defiant. Taney’s decision delivered another setback to a people—already held in forced 
labor—who believed that their toil, sweat, and contributions over the previous 250 years to 
what had become the United States gave them a legitimate role in American society. Now 
the Supreme Court said they had no rights. They knew better.


At rallies across the North, black people condemned the decision. Black writer, abo-
litionist, and women’s rights advocate Frances Ellen Watkins Harper heaped scorn on the 
U.S. government as “the arch traitor to liberty, as shown by the Fugitive Slave Law and the 
Dred Scott decision.”


Black leader H. Ford Douglas (no relation to Frederick Douglass) vented his rage at an 
American government and a constitution that could produce such a decision:


To persist in supporting a government which holds and exercises the power . . . to trample a 
class under foot as an inferior and degraded race is on the part of the colored man at once the 
height of folly and the depth of pusillanimity. . . . The only duty the colored man owes to a 
constitution under which he is declared to be an inferior and degraded being . . . is to denounce 
and repudiate it, and to do what he can by all proper means to bring it into contempt.


   Read on MyHistoryLab Document: The Supreme 
Court Rules in Dred Scott v. Sandford, 1857


The Dred Scott case was front-page news on Frank Leslie’s Illustrated 
Newspaper in 1857. Harriet and Dred with their two daughters are 
depicted sympathetically as members of the middle class rather than as 
abused and mistreated slaves.
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Only Frederick Douglass found a glimmer of hope. He believed—and events proved 
him right—that the decision was so wrong that it would help destroy slavery:


The Supreme Court . . . [was] not the only power in the world. We, the abolitionists and the 
colored people, should meet this decision, unlooked for and monstrous as it appears, in a cheerful 
spirit. The very attempts to blot out forever the hopes of an enslaved people may be one necessary 
link in the chain of events preparatory to the complete overthrow of the whole slave system.


White Northerners and Black Americans
Many white northerners were genuinely concerned by the struggles of fugitive slaves, moved 
by Uncle Tom’s Cabin, and disturbed by the Dred Scott decision. Yet as sensitive and sympa-
thetic as some of them were to the plight of black people, most white Americans—including 
northerners—remained indifferent to, fearful of, or hostile to people of color. By the 1850s, 
200,000 black people lived in the northern states, and many white people there were not 
pleased with their presence. Many white northerners, especially those living in southern 
Ohio, Indiana, and Illinois, supported the fugitive slave law and were eager to help return 
runaway slaves to bondage.


The same white northerners who opposed the expansion of slavery to California or 
Kansas also opposed the migration of free black people to northern states and communi-
ties. In 1851 Indiana and Iowa outlawed the emigration of black people, slave or free, to 
their territory. Illinois did likewise in 1853. White male voters in Michigan in 1850 voted 
overwhelmingly—32,000 to 12,000—against permitting black men to vote. Only Ohio was 
an exception. In 1849 it repealed legislation excluding black people from the state.


These restrictive measures were not new. Most northern states had begun to restrict 
or deny the rights of black Americans in the early 1800s (see Chapter 7). Although only 
loosely enforced, the laws reflected the prevailing racial sentiments among many white 
northerners, as did the widespread antiblack rioting of the 1830s and 1840s. During 
the debate over excluding black people from Indiana, a state senator explained that the 
Bible revealed God had condemned black people to inferiority. “The same power that 
has given him a black skin, with less weight or volume of brain, has given us a white 
skin, with greater volume of brain and intellect; and that we can never live together 
upon an equality is as certain as that no two antagonistic principles can exist together 
at the same time.”


Foreign observers were struck by northern racism. Alexis de Tocqueville, a French 
aristocrat, toured America in 1831 and wrote a perceptive analysis of American society. 
He considered northerners more antagonistic toward black people than southerners. “The 
prejudice of race appears to be stronger in the states that have abolished slavery than in 
those where it still exists; and nowhere is it so intolerant as in those states where servitude 
has never been known.”


10-5 What were the positions of Stephen Douglas and Abraham Lincoln 
on racial equality?


The Lincoln-Douglas Debates


In 1858 Senator Stephen Douglas of Illinois, a Democrat, ran for reelection to the  Senate 
against Republican Abraham Lincoln. The main issues in the campaign were slavery 
and race, which the two candidates addressed in debates around the state. In carefully 
reasoned speeches and responses, these experienced and articulate lawyers focused al-
most exclusively on slavery’s expansion and its future in the Union. At Freeport, Illinois, 
 Lincoln, a former Whig congressman, attempted to trap Douglas by asking him if slavery 
could expand now that the Dred Scott decision had ruled slaves were property whom their 
owners could take into any federal territory. In reply, Douglas, who wanted to be president 


   Read on MyHistoryLab 
Document: The  Lincoln-Douglas 
Debates, 1858


 
 Watch on MyHistoryLab Video: The 
Lincoln-Douglas Debates
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“I thank God for making 
me a man, but Delany 
thanks Him for making 


him a black man.”
—Frederick Douglass 


on  Martin Delany
martin delany 


 (1812–1885) was one of 
the first individuals to insist 


that African  Americans 
should control their 


own destiny. In 
speeches, arti-
cles, and books, 


he evoked pride 
in his African heri-
tage and stressed black 
people’s need to rely on 
themselves and not on 
the white majority.


Delany was a medical doctor, a journalist, an explorer, 
an anthropologist, an army officer, and a political leader. 
He was born free in Charlestown, Virginia (now West Vir-
ginia), but the family moved to Chambersburg, Pennsylva-
nia, in 1822. In 1831 Martin went to Pittsburgh, where he 
spent most of the next 25 years. His education was strongly 
influenced by Lewis Woodson, a young African Methodist 
Episcopal minister. He also studied medicine as an appren-
tice under two white physicians.


Delany was active in the Pittsburgh Anti-Slavery Soci-
ety and helped slaves escape on the underground railroad. 
In 1843 he married Catherine Richards, the daughter of 
a well-to-do black butcher, and by 1860 they had seven 
 children, each named for a well-known black figure: Tous-
saint Louverture, Alexander Dumas, Saint Cyprian, Faustin 
Soulouque, Charles L. Redmond, and their only daughter, 
Ethiopia Halle.


In 1843, Delany began publishing The Mystery, a four-page 
weekly newspaper devoted to abolition. It did not thrive, and 
in 1847 he joined Frederick Douglass briefly as the co-editor 


of the North Star (see Chapter 9). In 1850 Delany was admit-
ted to the Harvard Medical School with two other black stu-
dents for formal training, but they were forced to leave after 
one term because of the protests of white students.


In 1852, he wrote and published The Condition, 
 Elevation, Emigration and Destiny of the Colored People of 
the United States—the first major statement of black nation-
alism. Delany observed, “We are a nation within a nation.” 
He recommended that people of African  descent abandon 
the United States and migrate to Central America, South 
America, or Hawaii. Delany was the key  figure in organizing 
the National Emigration Convention in Cleveland in 1854.


He and his family left the United States for Canada and 
lived in Canada West (Ontario), where he organized a meet-
ing of black people and John Brown in 1858. He also wrote a 
novel, Blake, about a West Indian slave who promotes revo-
lution in the United States and Cuba. In 1859–1860, Delany 
visited Liberia and explored what is today Nigeria.


Once the United States began to enlist black troops in 
the Civil War, Delany helped recruit black men. His son 
Toussaint joined the famed 54th Massachusetts Regiment. 
Delany himself became one of the few black officers. In 
Charleston, South Carolina, he helped recruit two regi-
ments of former slaves. After the war, he remained in South 
Carolina, where he entered politics. But he grew disillu-
sioned with the Republicans—both black and white—who 
dominated southern governments during Reconstruction. 
He ran for lieutenant governor on a reform party ticket 
but lost. In 1876 he astounded many black people when 
he supported white Democrats who favored the restora-
tion of white political control over South Carolina. When 
Democrats won the election, Governor Wade Hampton re-
warded Delany by naming him to a minor political office. 
In 1878, a group of black South Carolinians and Georgians 
proposed migrating to Liberia. Delany became their trea-
surer, but he did not join them. The venture largely failed.


After he unsuccessfully sought an appointment to a 
federal position in Washington, DC, Delany went to Xenia, 
Ohio, and Wilberforce University, where his family had lived 
since the late 1860s. He died there in 1885.


PROFILE Martin Delany


Martin R. Delany played a key role in the 
emergence of black nationalism in the nineteenth 
century. He was an abolitionist, a medical doctor, 
and a journalist. As a major he was the highest-
ranking black military officer commissioned 
during the Civil War.


and had no desire to offend northern or southern voters, cleverly defended “popular 
sovereignty” and the Dred Scott decision. He insisted that slave owners could indeed take 
their slaves where they pleased. But, he contended, if the people of a territory failed to 
enact slave codes to protect and control slave property, slave owners were not likely to 
settle there with their slaves.
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John Brown and the Raid on Harpers Ferry


Lincoln-Douglas debates Abraham 
Lincoln and Stephen Douglas debated 
seven times in the 1858 U.S. Senate race 
in Illinois. They spent most of their time 
arguing over slavery, its expansion, the 
Dred Scott decision, and the character 
of African Americans. Douglas won the 
election.


10-6 What was the impact of John Brown’s raid on Harpers Ferry?


While Lincoln and Douglas were debating, John Brown was plotting. Following his attack 
on Pottawattamie in Kansas, Brown began to plan the overthrow of slavery in the South 
itself. In Canada in May 1858, accompanied by 11 white followers, he met 34 black people 
led by Martin Delany and appealed for their support. Brown was determined to invade the 
South and end slavery. He hoped to attract legions of slaves as his “army” moved down the 
Appalachian Mountains into the heart of the plantation system.


Abraham Lincoln and Black People
The Lincoln-Douglas debates did not always turn on the fine points of constitutional law 
or the fate of slavery in the territories. Thanks mainly to Douglas, who accused Lincoln and 
the Republicans of promoting the interests of black people over those of white people, the 
debates sometimes degenerated into crude exchanges about which candidate favored white 
people more and black people less. Douglas proudly advocated white supremacy. “The sign-
ers of the Declaration [of Independence] had no reference to the Negro . . . or any other 
inferior or degraded race when they spoke of the equality of men.” He later charged that 
Lincoln and the Republicans wanted black and white equality. “If you, Black Republicans, 
think the negro ought to be on social equality with your wives and daughters, . . . you have 
a perfect right to do so. . . . Those of you who believe the negro is your equal . . . of course 
will vote for Mr. Lincoln.”


Lincoln did not believe in racial equality, and he made that plain. In exasperation, he 
explained that merely because he opposed slavery did not mean he believed in equality. “I do 
not understand that because I do not want a negro woman for a slave I must necessarily have 
her for a wife.” He bluntly added,


I am not, nor ever have been in favor of bringing about in any way the social and political 
equality of the white and black races—that I am not nor ever have been in favor of making 
voters or jurors of negroes, nor of qualifying them to hold office, nor to intermarry with 
white people; and I will say in addition to this that there is a physical difference between the 
races which I believe will forever forbid the two races living together on terms of social and 
political equality.


But without repudiating these views, Lincoln later tried to transcend this blatant rac-
ism. “Let us discard all this quibbling about this man and the other man—this race and 
that race and the other race being inferior.” Instead, he added, let us “unite as one people 
throughout this land, until we shall once more stand up declaring that all men are created 
equal.” Lincoln stated unequivocally that race had nothing to do with whether a man had 
the right to be paid for his labor. He pointed out that the black man, “in the right to eat the 
bread, without leave of anybody else, which his own hand earns, he is my equal and the 
equal of Judge Douglas, and the equal of every living man.”


Lincoln may have won the debate in the minds of many, but Douglas won the elec-
tion. (State legislators—not voters—elected U.S. senators until the ratification of the 
Seventeenth Amendment in 1917.) Lincoln, however, made a name for himself that 
would work to his political advantage in the near future, and Douglas, despite his best 
efforts, had thoroughly offended many southerners by suggesting that slave owners 
would not risk taking their human property to a territory that lacked a slave code. 
Douglas also antagonized white southerners when he opposed the proslavery Kansas 
Lecompton constitution that he and many others believed had been fraudulently ad-
opted. In two years, these disagreements over slavery would contribute to a decisive split 
in the Democratic Party.
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Planning the Raid
Only one man at the Canadian gathering agreed to join the raid. 
Brown returned to the United States and garnered financial support 
from prosperous white abolitionists. Contributing money rather than 
risking their lives seemed more realistic to these men, who preferred 
to keep their identities confidential and thus came to be known as 
the Secret Six: Gerrit Smith, Thomas Wentworth  Higginson, Samuel 
Gridley Howe, George L. Stearns, Theodore Parker, and Franklin 
Sanborn.


Brown also asked Frederick Douglass and Harriet Tubman to 
join him. They declined. By the summer of 1859, at a farm in rural 
Maryland, Brown had assembled an “army” consisting of 17 white 
men (including three of his adult sons) and five black men. The 
black men who enlisted were Osborne Anderson; Sheridan Leary, 
an escaped slave who had become a saddle and harness maker in 
Oberlin, Ohio; Leary’s nephew John A. Copeland, an Oberlin Col-
lege student; and two escaped slaves, Shields Green and Dangerfield 
Newby.


Newby was determined to rescue his pregnant wife Harriet and 
their six children, who were about to be sold from nearby Warren-
ton, Virginia, down the river to Louisiana. Harriet sent her husband 
a letter begging for him. “Oh Dear Dangerfield, com this fall . . . 
without fail . . . I want to see you so much that is one bright hope I 
have before me.”


The Raid
Brown’s invasion began on Sunday night, October 16, 1859, with a 
raid on Harpers Ferry, Virginia, and the federal arsenal there. Brown 


hoped to secure weapons and then advance south, but the operation went awry from the 
start. The dedication and devotion of Brown and his men were not matched by their strat-
egy or his leadership. The first person Brown’s band killed was ironically a free black man, 
Heyward Shepard, who was a baggage handler at the train station. The alarm went out, and 
opposition gathered.


Although they had lost the initiative, Brown and his men neither advanced nor 
retreated. Instead, they remained in Harpers Ferry while Virginia and Maryland mili-
tia converged on them. Fighting began, and two townspeople, the mayor, and eight of 
Brown’s men, including Sheridan Leary, Dangerfield Newby, and two of Brown’s sons, 
were killed. Newby died carrying his wife’s letter. But Brown managed to seize hostages, 
including Lewis W. Washington, the great grandnephew of George Washington.


By Tuesday morning, Brown, with his hostages and what remained of his “army,” were 
holed up in an engine house. U.S. Marines under the command of Robert E. Lee arrived, 
surrounded the building, and demanded Brown’s surrender. He refused. The marines broke 
in. Brown was wounded and captured.


About 150 adult slaves lived near Harpers Ferry. Most of them were aware of the raid, 
and many of them joined the insurrection. Osborne Anderson provided pikes to slaves. 
Some of them acquired firearms. Several slaves managed to flee to freedom in the North. 
Perhaps a dozen black men—in addition to those who accompanied Brown—died during 
and after the raid.


There was no massive slave uprising. Shields Green and John A. Copeland fled but were 
caught. Osborne Anderson eluded capture and later fought in the Civil War.  Virginia tried 
Brown, Green, and Copeland for treason. They were found guilty and sentenced to hang. 
But the violence did not end. In the weeks that followed, the barn of every  juror who con-
victed Brown was burned. Many horses and cattle died. They were apparently poisoned.


   
Read on MyHistoryLab Document: William Lloyd Garrison 
on John Brown’s Raid, 1859


John Brown was captured in the Engine House at Harpers Ferry on October 18, 
1859. He was quickly tried for treason and convicted. On December 2, 1859, he 
was hanged. His raid helped catapult the nation toward civil war.
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The Reaction
John Brown’s raid had not proceeded as planned; nonetheless, Brown and his men suc-
ceeded in intensifying the deep emotions of those who supported and those who opposed 
slavery. At first regarded as crazed zealots and insane fanatics, they showed they were 
 willing—even eager—to die for the antislavery cause. The dignity and assurance that Brown, 
Green, and Copeland displayed as they awaited the gallows impressed many black and white 
northerners.


Black teacher and abolitionist Frances Ellen Watkins Harper wrote to John Brown’s 
wife two weeks before Brown was executed to express compassion and admiration for both 
husband and wife:


Belonging to the race your dear husband reached forth his hand to assist, I need not tell you that 
my sympathies are with you. I thank you for the brave words you have spoken. A republic that 
produces such a wife and mother may hope for better days. Our heart may grow more hopeful 
for humanity when it sees the sublime sacrifice it is about to receive from his hands. Not in 
vain had your dear husband periled all, if the martyrdom of one hero is worth more than the 
life of a million cowards.


John A. Copeland wrote his family that he was proud to die:


I am not terrified by the gallows, which I see staring me in the face, and upon which 
I am soon to stand and suffer death for doing what George Washington was made a 
hero for doing. . . . Could I die in a manner and for a cause which would induce true 
and honest men more to honor me, and the angels more ready to receive me to their 
happy home of everlasting joy above? . . . I imagine that I hear you, and all of you, 
mother, father, sisters and brothers, say—“No, there is not a cause for which we, with 
less sorrow, could see you die.”


Brown also eloquently and calmly announced his willingness to die as so many had died 
before him. “Now, if it is deemed necessary that I should forfeit my life for the furtherance 
of the ends of justice, and mingle my blood further with the blood of my children and with 
the blood of millions in this slave country whose rights are disregarded by wicked, cruel, 
and unjust enactments, I say, let it be done.”


For many northerners, the day Brown was executed, December 2, 1859, was a day of 
mourning. Church bells tolled, and people bowed their heads in prayer. One unnamed black 
man later solemnly declared, “The memory of John Brown shall be indelibly written upon 
the tablets of our hearts, and when tyrants cease to oppress the enslaved, we will teach our 
children to revive his name, and transmit it to the latest posterity, as being the greatest man 
in the 19th century.”


White southerners were traumatized by the raid and outraged that northerners made 
Brown a hero and a martyr. A wave of hysteria and paranoia swept the South as incredu-
lous white people wondered how northerners could admire a man who sought to kill slave 
 owners and free their slaves.


Brown’s raid and the reaction to it further divided a nation already badly split over 
slavery. Although neither he nor anyone else realized it at the time, Brown and his “army” 
had propelled the South toward secession from the Union—and thereby moved the nation 
closer to his goal of destroying slavery.


John Brown’s raid Brown’s raid on 
Harpers Ferry, Virginia, in October 1859 
failed to lead to a major slave insurrection, 
but it inflamed the controversy over 
slavery in the North and South. 


The Election of Abraham Lincoln


10-7 How did African Americans and white southerners react to the election 
of Abraham Lincoln in 1860?


With the country fracturing over slavery, four candidates ran for president in the election of 
1860. The Democrats split into a northern faction, which nominated Stephen Douglas, and 
a southern faction, which nominated John C. Breckenridge of Kentucky. The Constitutional 


 
  
Read on MyHistoryLab 
Document: John Brown Speaks at 
His Trial, 1859 
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   Read on MyHistoryLab 
Document: Abraham Lincoln Argues 
That the United States Cannot Be a 
“House Divided,” 1859 


 EXPLORE ON MYHISTORYLAB
The Sectional Crisis


“Border ruffians” were armed men from Missouri who crossed the border 
to support proslavery forces in the Kansas territory. These men sought 
the legalization of slavery in Kansas. They—as well as the opponents of 
slavery—were willing to resort to violence to achieve their aims.


SLAVES AS A PERCENTAGE OF THE POPULATION 
IN SLAVEHOLDING STATES


State Percent


Alabama 45%


Arkansas 26%


Delaware 2%


Florida 44%


Georgia 44%


Kentucky 20%


Louisiana 47%


Maryland 13%


Mississippi 55%


Missouri 10%


North Carolina 33%


South Carolina 57%


Tennessee 25%


Texas 30%


Virginia 31%


source: The Civil War Home Page, http://www.civil-war.net/pages/1860_census 
.html. Created 1997.


How did the nation increasingly fracture during 
the  Sectional Crisis?
Between 1790 and 1860, the ever-expanding United States 
saw dramatic changes in its population. The Missouri Com-
promise of 1820 evaded dealing with the explosive issue of 
slavery by allowing future southern states to permit slavery 
and banning its expansion in future northern states. As states 
were admitted across the South, slavery expanded westward. 
Enslaved African Americans came to make up significant 
portions of the total populations of states from the Atlantic 
coast to Texas. In the North, however, slavery had been grad-
ually banned and industrialization boomed across the region. 
As the 1860 presidential election neared, the United States 
found itself ever more divided between North and South, a 
division centered on slavery.


Union Party, a new party formed by former Whigs, nominated John Bell of Tennessee. The 
breakup of the Democratic Party assured victory for the Republican candidate, Abraham 
Lincoln (see Map 10–3).


Lincoln’s name was not even on the ballot in most southern states because his candidacy 
was based on the Republican Party’s adamant opposition to the expansion of slavery into any 
western territory. Although Lincoln took pains to reassure white southerners that slavery 
would continue in states where it already existed, they were not persuaded. A South Carolina 
newspaper was convinced Lincoln would abolish slavery. “[Lincoln] has openly proclaimed 
a war of extermination against the leading institutions of the Southern States. He says that 
there can be no peace so long as slavery has a foot hold in America.”


A Georgia newspaper preferred a bloody civil war to a Lincoln presidency. “Let 
the consequences be what they may—whether the Potomac is crimsoned in human 


 Explore the Topic on MyHistoryLab
1. Comparison How did the demographics of the North dif-


fer from the South? Explore the populations of the two 
regions based on census results.


2. Consequence  What impact did slavery have on 
 immigration to the South? Map the percentage of foreign-
born immigrants in the United States.


3. Analysis  In what areas did more people live in towns and 
cities during this time? Explain what effects differences in 
levels of urban population had on area economies.
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gore, and Pennsylvania Avenue is paved ten fathoms deep with 
mangled bodies . . . the South will never submit to such humili-
ation and degradation as the inauguration of Abraham Lincoln.”


Black People Respond to Lincoln’s Election
Although they were less opposed to Lincoln than white southerners, 
black northerners and white abolitionists were not eager to see Abra-
ham Lincoln become president. Dismayed by his contradictions and 
racism—he opposed slavery, but he tolerated it; he was against slavery’s 
expansion, but he condemned black Americans as inferiors—many 
black people refused to support him or did so reluctantly. The New 
York Anglo-African opposed both Republicans and Democrats in the 
1860 election, telling its readers to depend on each other. “We have no 
hope from either [of the] political parties. We must rely on ourselves, 
the righteousness of our cause, and the advance of just sentiments 
among the great masses of the . . . people.”


Abolitionists such as William Lloyd Garrison and Wendell Phillips 
believed Lincoln was too willing to tolerate slaveholding interests. But 
Frederick Douglass wrote, “Lincoln’s election will indicate growth in 
the right direction,” and his presidency “must and will be hailed as an 
anti-slavery triumph.”


After Lincoln’s election, black leaders almost welcomed the 
secession of southern states. H. Ford Douglas urged the southern 
states to leave the Union. “Stand not upon the order of your going, 
but go at once. . . . There is no union of ideas and interests in this 
country, and there can be no union between freedom and slavery.” 
Frederick Douglass was convinced that there were men prepared to 
follow in the footsteps of John Brown’s “army” to destroy slavery. 
“I am for dissolution of the Union—decidedly for a dissolution of 
the Union! . . . In case of such a dissolution, I believe that men 
could be found . . . who would venture into those states and raise 
the standard of liberty there.”


Disunion
When South Carolina seceded on December 20, 1860, it began a procession of south-
ern states out of the Union. By February 1861 seven states—South Carolina, Mississippi, 
 Alabama, Florida, Louisiana, Georgia, and Texas—had seceded and formed the Confederate 
States of America in Montgomery, Alabama. Before there could be the kind of undertak-
ing against slavery that Douglass had proposed, Abraham Lincoln tried to persuade the 
seceding states to reconsider. In his inaugural address of March 4, 1861, Lincoln attempted 
to calm the fears of white southerners but informed them he would not tolerate their with-
drawal from the Union. Lincoln repeated his assurance that he would not tamper with 
slavery in the states where it was already legal. “I have no purpose, directly or indirectly, to 
interfere with the institution of slavery in the States where it exists. I believe I have no lawful 
right to do so, and I have no inclination to do so.”


Lincoln added that the “only” dispute between the North and South was over the expan-
sion of slavery. He emphatically warned, however, that he would enforce the Constitution 
and not permit secession. “Plainly, the central idea of secession is the essence of anarchy.” He 
pleaded with white southerners to contemplate their actions patiently and thoughtfully, ac-
tions that might provoke a civil conflict. “In your hands, my dissatisfied fellow-countrymen, 
and not in mine, is the monumental issue of civil war.”


Southern whites did not heed him. Slavery was too essential to give up merely to 
preserve the Union. Arthur P. Hayne of South Carolina had succinctly summed up 
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180
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12
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(Southern Democrat)


72
(24)


848,356
(18)


MAP 10–3 THE ELECTION OF 1860
The results reflect the sectional schism over slavery. Lincoln 
carried the election, although he won only in northern states. 
His name did not even appear on the ballot in most southern 
states.


How was Lincoln able to win without getting any 
electoral votes from the South?
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its importance in an 1860 letter to President James Buchanan. “Slavery with us is no 
 abstraction—but a great and vital fact. Without it our every comfort would be taken from 
us. Our wives, our children, made unhappy—education, the light of knowledge—all lost 
and our people ruined forever. Nothing short of separation from the Union can save us.”


Barely a month after Lincoln’s inauguration, Confederate leaders demanded that U.S. 
Army Major Robert Anderson surrender Fort Sumter in the harbor of Charleston, South 
Carolina. Anderson refused, and on April 12, 1861, Confederate artillery fired on the fort. In 
the aftermath, Virginia, North Carolina, Tennessee, and Arkansas joined the Confederacy. 
The Civil War had begun.


CONCLUSION
Virtually every event and episode of major or minor consequence in the United States 
 between 1846 and 1861 involved black people and the expansion of slavery. From the 
Wilmot Proviso and the Compromise of 1850 to the Dred Scott decision and John Brown’s 
raid, white Americans were increasingly perplexed about how the nation could remain half 
slave and half free. They were unable to resolve the problem of slavery’s expansion.


Without the presence of black people in America, neither secession nor civil war would 
have occurred. Yet the Civil War began because white Americans had developed contradic-
tory visions of the future. White southerners contemplated a future that inextricably linked 
their security and prosperity to slavery. The South, they believed, could neither advance nor 
endure without slavery.


Northern white people believed their future rested on the opportunities for white men 
and their families to flourish as independent, self-sufficient farmers, shopkeepers, and 
skilled artisans. For their future to prevail, they insisted the new lands in the American 
West should exclude the slave system that white southerners considered so vital. Neither 
northern nor southern white people—except for some abolitionists—ever believed people 
of color should fully participate as free people in American society or in the future of the 
American nation.
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