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For Monique;

and in memory of journalists around the world who have given their lives in pursuit of the truth






INTRODUCTION
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THE PEOPLE’S REPUBLIC OF China might seem a strange source of inspiration for a book about American freedom of the press. Or maybe it makes perfect sense. After a long career as a reporter for the Los Angeles Times, I was teaching journalism at Nanjing University when the idea for this book came to me, kindled in part by my Chinese students. We covered the history of journalism in the United States, and Elijah Lovejoy came up during a segment on the press and the antislavery movement. My students were fascinated and moved by the story of Lovejoy—a white newspaper editor on the American frontier of the 1830s who insistently raised his pen against slavery and, when enemies circled, raised it again to defend his right to print. He would become the first American journalist slain for his work, and his martyrdom would outrage many compatriots and provide a shot of energy for the antislavery movement in the North.

The Chinese university students seated in front of me expressed admiration for Lovejoy, and I was energized by their reaction. There was something universal in this tale of a man’s righteous struggle against larger, hostile forces, for people with little individual power of their own. Yet it was also distinctly American in the two weapons he chose to wield: liberty and a newspaper. I began to dig into Lovejoy’s fight.

The story told here of Lovejoy and his press-freedom crusade is that of a hero, if an imperfect one. Like many people during his time—more than two decades before a civil war loomed as an apparent inevitability—Lovejoy came to antislavery through his faith, as a preacher’s son and Princeton-trained minister in his own right. Lovejoy found a parallel calling as a newspaper editor as a way to carry out God’s work. Alongside the usual moral causes that consumed so many evangelical Protestants—such as temperance and strict observance of the Sabbath—the issue of slavery assumed an increasingly prominent spot on Lovejoy’s list of concerns. In his newspaper writings, he insisted that holding fellow humans in chains was a moral sin as well as a political one. Lovejoy’s columns invoked rape and the ripping apart of families to force his readers to face slavery’s atrocities in terms that were raw and draped in horror. He would come to see his weekly newspaper as a tool for mobilizing like-minded people into a wider movement—an act all the more daring because of his precarious location on the lip of the slavery South.

Even though Lovejoy saw slavery as evil, it took him years to abandon a belief that emancipation might happen gradually. Like many well-meaning white Americans of his time, Lovejoy believed that slave owners would do the right thing once they acknowledged that chattel slavery represented a moral transgression. They only had to be enlightened. But the pro-slavery camp did not make that turnabout—it worked instead to concoct an elaborate justification for why slavery was a benefit for all concerned. Most significantly for this story, the forces of Southern slavery sought to muzzle anyone who would criticize the institution—whether they be journalists, abolitionists, or members of Congress. In so doing, slavery’s defenders created a de facto censorship regime during the antebellum years unlike any the United States has seen in peacetime. Only after enduring continuing attacks on his newspaper and his family did Lovejoy swap his fruitless, gradualist philosophy for the urgency of abolitionism.

Lovejoy’s writings could be over-certain and provocative to a fault. As a preacher, Lovejoy saw himself as a moral custodian pushing his readers to rightness. But he could come off as an uncompromising scold in unnecessary search of a scrap. This didn’t endear him to many people who already viewed abolitionism as an existential threat to their social order and perhaps to the Union itself. It is also unnerving to read some of Lovejoy’s early columns attacking Roman Catholicism—this while he was living in St. Louis, Missouri, a heavily Catholic city—and it is even more jarring to learn that these notions reflected the accepted thinking of mainstream Protestant leaders of his time. To a modern reader, they are xenophobic and paranoid in the extreme. My examination of that era’s highly opinionated newspapers made it clear that, for all of our current discussion about media “echo chambers” and a news landscape splintered by political ideology, hyper-partisanship in the press was hardly an invention of the twenty-first century.

I came to know Lovejoy through years of digging in archives, scouring biographies, poring over family letters, and reading years of his columns in his newspaper, the Observer. I tramped through woods in central Maine to find the site of his family’s homestead, designated now by a stone marker that is corralled by split rails under big hardwoods. The pondside location where the Lovejoy house once sat is not so different from the pine-thick area where I grew up in western Maine, next to a tumbling brook. It was easy for me to picture the stocky Lovejoy as a young man, diving into that pond but itching to peer beyond his village into a wider world. He dazzled teachers with his intellect all the way through his college graduation, then hiked—literally, walked—to the western frontier to find his place in that world.

As I read the letters Lovejoy exchanged with his parents and siblings, the harsh moral certitude of his family environment came through loudly, as did the exaggerated demands that Lovejoy placed on himself. There were also worrisome episodes of darkness that caused me to wonder how far his family’s history of depression extended. Later in his life, Lovejoy’s readiness to imagine his own demise in the name of a righteous cause at times hinted at a man bent on martyrdom.

Having spent nearly all of my adult life as a news reporter, I grew to see Lovejoy as an exemplar of bravery, if not of tact. It takes a certain degree of moxie to work as a journalist—in run-of-the-mill ways, like walking up to perfect strangers to ask them for opinions that are none of your business, and in more consequential ones, like deciding whether to creep a block deeper toward the shooting in an active combat zone. Or, closer to home, facing police tear gas and rubber bullets while covering street protests. It is sometimes brave enough simply to decide that a story needs telling—and then to tell it. Understand that courage and recklessness are shades of each other on the color wheel. Finding Lovejoy’s proper spot on that spectrum is tricky.

What stands out to me about Lovejoy’s brand of courage were the stark choices he faced in exercising it. He was physically isolated, on the frontier in Missouri and Illinois, hundreds of miles from his mother and siblings back in Maine. Especially during his early years, Lovejoy acted largely on his own—without the sponsorship or direction of any organized antislavery movement—when he wrote columns assailing the institution of slavery even while living alongside its practitioners. Many people urged him to stop, then turned to threats and sustained harassment, including multiple attacks on his printing press, when he persisted.

It would have been easier—and quite reasonable—to simply quit. But with the support of his wife and a few committed friends (most of them fellow Presbyterians who had also trooped west from New England or New York), Lovejoy did not relent. Instead, he set the type in his printing press and converted his moral outrage over slavery into a twin crusade: freedom of the press and his right as an American citizen to publish a newspaper and write whatever he chose. He insisted on delivering the Truth—capital T—as he saw it, on matters divine and secular. And that included the unconscionable injustice of human slavery. Lovejoy was well aware that using a printing press to protest the enslavement of two million Black souls, even in the ostensibly free state of Illinois, was akin to putting a bull’s-eye on his back. He did so anyway.

The story of Lovejoy’s struggle seems an apt way to remind ourselves of the sacrifices, many times tucked from view in the folds of our history, that have been made to safeguard liberties we mistakenly believe were conveyed for free. In reality, they were fought over and won, like strategic hilltops on a battlefield, even at the cost of blood. Press freedom is one of those. The First Amendment protections we take for granted did not spring fully formed at the time of the nation’s founding. Nor were the Supreme Court’s helpful rulings during our most recent century the only bolstering they received. In between, it took insistent journalists like Lovejoy—an obscure editor, working his press by hand, alone—to test the guarantees they were certain the Founders had intended. Lovejoy’s fight, and the heartening public response to it, drew us closer to a modern conception of journalism.

Threats against journalists haven’t ended, of course. A shotgun-wielding man storms a newspaper office in Maryland and shoots and kills five employees. Despots around the world censor, jail, or murder journalists because the truth represents peril to their grip on power. Terrorists target journalists in the field and in their offices. A vainglorious American president recklessly labels the independent press as an “enemy of the people.” Others who feel threatened by the work of legitimate journalists attempt to strike back with made-up claims of untruth—“fake news.” Lovejoy’s tale and others like it resonate because we still need them. They are all, each in their way, tiny blows for freedom.




FIRST to FALL




CHAPTER ONE WHERE THE EVIL EXISTED


THE NEWS WAS BIG, but Elijah Lovejoy wasn’t letting on. As Lovejoy laid out his St. Louis newspaper on a July day in the summer of 1836, he tucked a piece of life-changing news into a small space on page 3. Lovejoy was announcing that he was moving his newspaper, the Observer, across the river to Alton, Illinois, and thus leaving town for good. He topped the brief with a spare headline—“THE OBSERVER—REMOVAL”—that gave little hint of the turmoil and threats of violence that had hovered around Lovejoy for months. Nor did the five-paragraph article convey that Lovejoy’s shift to Illinois could have been more accurately described as an inglorious shove out the door.

“After much deliberation, and a consultation with a number of our friends, we have decided here after to issue the ‘Observer’ from Alton, Ill.,” Lovejoy wrote. His explanation made only oblique reference to his troubles with local mobs: anonymous threats, break-ins, and acts of vandalism against his newspaper office. “So long as duty seemed to require our remaining here we were determined to remain, at whatever sacrifice of personal comfort, reputation or safety,” he continued. But rather than dwell on those safety concerns, which were already known to many in town, Lovejoy presented his shift across the river as a cool-headed decision to go where the business prospects for the Observer seemed brighter. “[T]here is no doubt the paper will be better supported there than it now is, or is likely to be, remaining in St. Louis,” Lovejoy wrote. “We hope this reason will be perfectly satisfactory to all our good friends in Missouri, who might otherwise think its removal uncalled for.” That very issue would be the Observer’s last in St. Louis.

The bare-bones report was one of the less-problematic things Lovejoy had written in recent memory. Tensions over his antislavery writings had been creating sparks since the previous year. More recently, Lovejoy had been locked in an on-again, off-again war of words with a St. Louis judge over the horrid public burning of a biracial man. Lovejoy’s reaction to the killing had led powerful men in St. Louis to label him an abolitionist, which in those days, in that place, was akin to classifying him as a public enemy. It is quite likely that his detractors would cheer his announcement as a form of surrender. Yet there was another meaning that came through in the notice about his move to Illinois—a tone that sounded more like determination. Lovejoy was going where he hoped Missouri’s vigilantes would no longer torment him, that much was true. But he was still going to publish.

Alton was merely twenty-four miles up the river, but its location on the Illinois side of the Mississippi placed it in a free state, where slavery was ostensibly absent and where a newspaper editor troubled by the moral implications of human bondage might be free to comment on it. But Lovejoy would discover soon enough that in border zones such as the one he inhabited, the rules could be blurry. He would learn that a line drawn on a map to distinguish slave state from free state provided limited practical clarity when it came to whether a newspaper could criticize the nation’s so-called “peculiar institution.”

St. Louis wasn’t yet finished with Lovejoy, however. The ink was barely dry on his July 21 farewell when the mob there struck—just hours after the notice appeared. Vandals trashed his St. Louis newspaper office and destroyed his family’s belongings, which had been packed in preparation for the cross-river trip to Alton. Lovejoy managed to salvage his hand-operated press from the mess and put it on a ferry to Alton, where it would wait on the dock until his arrival. But his trial was hardly done. By the time Lovejoy arrived in Alton to start his new life, a group of “miscreants,” as he called them—possibly the same people who trashed his office in St. Louis—discovered the press on the riverbank spot where it had been delivered on the Illinois side. The group then proceeded to smash the press to pieces there on the bank. In the span of a few days, in other words, Elijah Lovejoy—a thirty-three-year-old minister, editor, now refugee—had been victimized by tormenters on both sides of the Mississippi River, in a slave state and a free one.



FOLLOWING THE BACK-TO-BACK ATTACKS, Lovejoy was justifiably concerned about the welfare of his young wife, Celia, and their infant son, Edward. The couple was married the previous year in Missouri, where Celia, who was ten years Lovejoy’s junior, had grown up as member of a slave-owning family. Now, Lovejoy sent Celia and Edward to her mother’s home in St. Charles, Missouri, about thirty miles from St. Louis, while he sought to establish their new home and life.

Lovejoy was arriving in Alton under circumstances that could hardly have been less auspicious. Behind him lay an abandoned life under threat, rather neatly embodied by the ruins of his vandalized St. Louis office. Before him was the already-dented promise of a fresh start, his printing press destroyed before he’d had a chance even to contemplate his first issue of the relocated Observer. Anyone in such a position would have a right to be discouraged, but Lovejoy sounded a more matter-of-fact note when he reported the events to his family back in Maine, with the help of an Alton newspaper article. “By the Alton Telegraph, which I send you today, you will learn that I have had the honour of being mobbed at last. I have been expecting the catastrophe for some time, and now it has come,” he wrote in a July 30 letter to his brother Joseph a week after the twin incidents. The St. Louis attack “was the more mean and dastardly, inasmuch as I had previously determined to remove the office of the Observer to this place, and had made all my arrangements accordingly, and had so stated,” he continued. “You will also see that on my arrival here, a few miscreants undertook to follow the example of St. Louis, and so demolished what was left of the printing office.”

In a sense, Lovejoy had been victimized in Alton by his own strict moral code. The press rescued from his St. Louis office had been shipped by steamboat to the other side of the Mississippi. But contrary to Lovejoy’s order, the cargo was landed on the Alton dock on Sunday morning—the one day of the week when the Presbyterian minister refused to conduct business. The awaiting press proved too tempting a target for the five or six men who moved in during the wee hours of darkness the following morning to destroy it. Strict observation of the Sabbath had been a frequent subject of Lovejoy’s Observer, both in his own columns and the articles he reprinted from other religiously themed newspapers. He was quick to criticize people—mail-wagon drivers and steamboat hands, for example—who labored on what he saw as an inviolable day of rest.

Sabbatarianism at that time was a favored concern of Protestant reformers from the East Coast who took aim at what they viewed as the moral shortcomings of individuals in order to purify overall American society. Observing the Sabbath was such a cause. The end of slavery was another. Lovejoy was active in both. (In his final edition of the St. Louis Observer, Lovejoy published the proceedings of a church debate in which he protested against the lucrative practice—overlooked, but common at the time—by which slaveholders hired out slaves on Sundays and collected the wages. Lovejoy labeled the practice “an immorality of the highest degree,” noting in pointed fashion that some of his fellow Presbyterians were hiring out their slaves for Sunday work.)

In his letter to Joseph, Lovejoy was quick to try to reassure that he was unbowed by the back-to-back attacks. “Though cast down, I am not destroyed, nor in the least discouraged; and am now busily engaged in endeavouring to make arrangements for starting the Observer again. I think I shall succeed,” Lovejoy wrote in his sure-handed script. “I do believe the Lord has yet a work for me to do in contending with his enemies, and the enemies of humanity. I have got the harness on and I do not intend to lay it off.” The source of Lovejoy’s optimism wasn’t faith alone. By the time he penned the letter to Joseph, the editor had found possible vindication for his decision to move to Alton—this in the form of potential allies. The day after Lovejoy’s press was smashed by the “miscreants” and tossed into the Mississippi, embarrassed Alton leaders stepped forward to offer help to their newest neighbor, as well as to recover the reputation of their booming river town. The rich and well-meaning men of Alton would finance a new press for Lovejoy. But there would be a catch.

Alton’s leaders, with high hopes for their up-and-coming community, had no appetite for controversy of the sort that had trailed Lovejoy across the river like a threatening cloud. In St. Louis, he’d been labeled an abolitionist—a term that, even in the North, carried the same worrisome baggage as “fanatic” and “troublemaker.” Lovejoy rejected the label, but the town fathers of Alton had no desire for the kind of mob violence that had been bursting forth across many American cities during the previous two years.

Only a few months earlier, in May, a group of men in Alton had burst into the room of a traveling magician named Schweighoffer and, in the midst of his show, destroyed an apparatus with which he had been entertaining the audience. A local newspaper offered hearty praise when the ringleader of the vandals was hauled before a jury and fined $100—a sum that at the time was thought to represent the largest verdict ever imposed in Madison County. “We congratulate our community that such a verdict was found against the first symptoms of riot and disorder which have appeared among us,” the Alton Telegraph rejoiced in an article that appeared under the headline “Justice Served in Alton.” The newspaper saw in the community’s response to the violence against the magician a sign that it knew how to nip such trouble in the bud. With a note of satisfaction, the paper declared that the hefty fine “augurs well for a healthy state of public sentiment.”

On the evening after the riverbank mauling of his printing press, Lovejoy was invited to attend a meeting with some of Alton’s most prominent citizens. It was an unofficial gathering but, as with many such community meetings across America during the antebellum era, one that could end with decisions. The Altonians wanted to have a conversation with this fellow who had been all but chased from a neighboring state and now was the focus of mayhem in their own. They would come to a few understandings. Understandings such as there wouldn’t be much tolerance for anyone seeking to stir up passions over the issue of slavery. Among the wary attendees at a newly built Presbyterian church was the future mayor John M. Krum, an attorney in his mid-twenties who, like many of Alton’s leading lights, had migrated from New York a few years earlier. Several others who would later prove to be among Lovejoy’s staunchest allies also showed up. There was Amos Roff, the owner of a store that sold wood stoves, grates, and hardware, and the Reverend Frederick W. Graves, an Amherst College graduate who was minister at the First Presbyterian Church in Alton. Both would remain at Lovejoy’s side through the months of trials that lay ahead.

Lovejoy was asked to describe his plans for setting up the Observer in Alton and to make clear to the assembly just how deeply he planned to delve into the slavery issue. Lovejoy was in a delicate position here: he was in a new town, standing before a church full of residents—many of them strangers to him—who would determine whether his decision to come to Alton had been wise or foolish. They represented a kind of jury, and his answer mattered deeply. Poised before the group, Lovejoy cut a hardy figure: a man of medium height, muscled, with a dark complexion and piercing black eyes.

The editor spoke. His main objective was to edit and publish a religious newspaper, Lovejoy began. He then turned to the issue that was on everyone’s mind: slavery. “When I was in St. Louis I felt myself called upon to treat at large upon the subject of slavery, as I was in a state where the evil existed,” he explained. Lovejoy said that as a Missouri resident, he had felt a “duty” to inject the topic of slavery into his weekly columns there. But he denied being an abolitionist, and made the point that he had even previously clashed with them from time to time. “I am not, and never was in full fellowship with the abolitionists… and am not now considered by them as one of them.” Now that he had moved to a “a free state where the evil does not exist,” Lovejoy continued, “I feel myself less called upon to discuss the subject than when I was in St. Louis.”

The editor’s remarks would surely have had a comforting effect on the men inside the church: There was now little reason to expect that Lovejoy’s newspaper would become a source of controversy. He had said so himself—slavery might be a hot topic on the far side of the Mississippi, but what need was there to discuss it in Illinois, a free state? Some of those present at the meeting would go even further. They chose to hear—and, later, to portray—Lovejoy’s words as a guarantee, a pledge. To their ear, Lovejoy had promised that he would keep his little newspaper free of all talk about slavery.

But others who were listening to Lovejoy’s presentation, including Roff and Graves, heard no such thing. In fact, as they and others would later recall in a signed declaration, Lovejoy closed his remarks with what ultimately would be preserved as a full-throated defense of his right to publish. “But gentlemen, as long as I am an American citizen, and as long as American blood runs in these veins, I shall hold myself at liberty to speak, to write, and to publish whatever I please on any subject,” Lovejoy concluded. Lovejoy would have occasion to repeat similar sentiments many times in print and speeches, but the clashing recollection over the substance of his comments this evening later came to take on outsize significance.

Was Lovejoy telling the truth? Or was he an abolitionist? Did he intend to remain quiet on the sensitive matter of slavery? Or was he fooling himself—and others—by suggesting that he would somehow feel less need to decry an institution he abhorred simply because he had crossed a state line, even one separating North from South? Lovejoy biographers who have parsed his words from the church gathering generally agree that the editor probably made no explicit pledge to remain silent, but may have conveyed a message the crowd was too eager to hear. The historian Merton Dillon, the most rigorous of Lovejoy’s earlier biographers, says that Lovejoy’s comments were “filled with half-truths and ambiguities,” and reflected a considerable lack of self-awareness in failing to realize just how far down the road toward abolitionism he had already traveled. When the Altonians who listened to Lovejoy then voted to approve statements vowing to preserve law and order and to help him replace his ruined press, they clearly were not acting as if they had an abolitionist in their midst—certainly not one who would use a newspaper in Alton as a vehicle to mobilize antislavery opinion. “When the people of Alton later discovered that he continued to oppose slavery,” Dillon writes, “their wrath toward him became so much the greater because they believed they had been deceived. Lovejoy, it seemed to them, had abused their hospitality and broken a solemn pledge.”

For his part, Lovejoy read the group’s declared stand against abolitionism as “all for effect.” In his July 30 letter to Joseph in Maine, Lovejoy stood by his assurances. “I told them, and told the truth, that I did not come here to establish an Abolition paper, and that in the sense they understood it, I was no Abolitionist, but that I was an uncompromising enemy of slavery, and so expected to live, and so to die,” Lovejoy wrote.

In that single sentence, the editor had put his finger on one of the fundamental quandaries dividing antislavery Americans at the time, as organized efforts to bring about the emancipation of the country’s more than two million slaves began to sprout in the Northern states. As Lovejoy knew well, it could be problematic in certain places to openly express moral dismay over the enslavement of fellow humans. But it was quite another thing to be identified with abolitionists, whose incipient agitation on the slavery question was often attacked—even in the North—as the work of madmen and insurrectionists.

The abolitionists of whom Lovejoy claimed to want no part were, in fact, men and women very much like himself. In general, they were people of deep faith: Quakers and mainstream Protestants of the Northeast who were drawn to the cause of antislavery out of a sense of moral revulsion. The more far-reaching among them, epitomized by the editor William Lloyd Garrison in Boston, viewed the antislavery cause as part of a larger social-justice struggle that demanded equality for Black people, and that promoted women’s rights as well. It was Garrison who had kick-started the newest wave of antislavery activism at the start of the 1830s with his launch of a pugnacious newspaper, the Liberator, which served as the clarion for a bold and unapologetic campaign for the immediate emancipation of enslaved people without compensation for their owners.

Garrison’s strident energy had won over activist-minded free Black people in the North and rallied to the abolitionist cause thousands of pious, reform-aimed white people in big cities and one-church villages, like the one in Maine where Lovejoy had grown up. Wealthy men such as the well-known Tappan brothers in New York had even lent financial backing. But at the time Lovejoy landed in Alton in 1836, abolitionism remained a fringe crusade—one that to many leery Americans carried the frightening potential to undermine the nation’s stability and imperil a slave-dependent cotton economy in the South that also happened to provide handsome profits for the North. Lovejoy wasn’t ready to embrace that kind of abolitionism, a phenomenon that to him had seemed so confrontational, so extreme. He was keeping his distance—publicly, anyway.

The distinction Lovejoy was making—that is, calling for the eventual emancipation of slaves without embracing “abolitionism”—came down to more than semantics. It reflected an important difference in tone, method, and the urgency with which the project should be undertaken. Lovejoy’s own views on these questions had already evolved and would slide to a more militant posture in reaction to mounting pressure against him. Perhaps his disavowal of the “abolitionist” label during the meeting reflected, as Dillon suggests, a certain lack of self-understanding. But in fairness, Lovejoy was himself a moving target, a man undergoing transformation on the question of slavery, with radicalization still ahead. Like his restless new hometown, Lovejoy was a work in progress.

The editor’s letter to Joseph pivoted quickly from his travails over the lost press to the more standard fare of family letters known the world over. Lovejoy reported that his health was good. And though Celia had been sick with a fever, she seemed to be on the mend. Their baby, Edward, now four months old, was well. It had been nearly a decade since Lovejoy, the oldest of seven surviving children, left the rest of the family behind in the farm-dotted heart of Maine.

Known to his parents and siblings by his middle name, Parish, Lovejoy had managed over the years to keep up a steady, if not prolific, flow of handwritten correspondence with them. Lovejoy wasn’t known to keep a journal, but the years of letters to his family could offer bracingly frank glimpses into his life on the country’s western edge. He pulled few punches in assigning his thoughts to paper—whether on religion or his work as a newspaper editor—and on more than one occasion contemplated in writing his own violent death. His closing note this time, however, was a mundane plea for more mail from his family. “Tell sister Sarah I wish she would write to me,” Lovejoy implored. “Tell all to write. I am so very busy that I can write no more.”

One of Lovejoy’s other siblings was already at his side in Alton. John, a younger brother, had arrived on the frontier two years earlier to learn the newspaper business. A few days before Lovejoy sat down to recount to Joseph the recent mob incidents and church meeting, John had already scribbled his own note home, describing the St. Louis attack to their mother, Elizabeth. If his older brother had reacted to the violence with a terse resignation, John sounded horror-struck. In his “Dear Mother” letter, John could barely contain his dismay in describing the attackers. “That they are outrageous, uncivilized, fiendish and dangerous to the preservation of our government is certain. That they are rapidly increasing in the Western country is also true,” John Lovejoy wrote, his script looping angrily across the page. “I have become so completely disgusted with the West on account of this.”

John, who had not hit his nineteenth birthday, allowed that he was no fan of abolitionists. But, he sneered, these frontier foes of antislavery were “so perfectly ridiculous that it is enough to disgust every person who has the remotest feeling of honor or justice.” Before ending, he gave his mother a piece of advice to pass along to everyone back east who already enjoyed a “good business” there: don’t be tempted to come west. “Their property is not safe; their lives are not safe; and, in fact, nothing is safe,” he wrote. “Stay where you are.”

It’s unclear whether John’s grim counsel stirred any debate within the Lovejoy family back in Maine. Two other siblings—a brother, Owen, and sister, who also was named Elizabeth—were already making plans to journey west to join their brothers in Alton. All three siblings would be present for at least some of the turbulent events soon to face Elijah. The ordeal would change all of the Lovejoys, but perhaps Owen most dramatically. He would launch himself deeply into the cause of abolitionism and the liberation of Black slaves—and, later, make his own mark at the elbow of a man who at that moment was a little-known member of the Illinois legislature, Abraham Lincoln. Like Elijah, Owen would achieve his fame far from the childhood home in Maine where their values had been forged.






CHAPTER TWO A LAND OF STRANGERS


CENTRAL MAINE WAS A rolling wilderness of forests and teeming freshwater lakes when hardy souls, armed with axes and a flinty worldview, arrived in the years after independence to chop clearings that would become homesteads and, later, the seedbeds of steepled towns. One of those men was the Lovejoys’ paternal grandfather, Francis Lovejoy, a Massachusetts native who had fought the British during the battle of White Plains and then settled in New Hampshire after the war. He married, and in 1790, Francis and his wife made their way north to an inland section of Maine, where they began to carve the outline of a family farm from the land flanking a kidney-shaped pond, the biggest one in the area. The emerging settlement first bore the name of Freetown Plantation, then incorporated, changed names a couple of times, and finally became the town of Albion. It was a remote location, and distant columns of smoke curling through winter’s bare trees were the only signs of other homes. Francis set traps and fished in the pond that would forever bear the family’s name.

His son Daniel was a pious boy, deeply influenced by the religious teachings of his mother, Mary. During an era in New England when the Protestant clergy held esteemed positions of leadership in their communities and indeed across the region, Daniel set his sights on the ministry. He left home at nineteen to begin his studies in Massachusetts at Byfield Academy, and stayed with the family of a well-known clergyman, the Reverend Elijah Parish, who would be the namesake of Daniel’s eldest son. Daniel Lovejoy married Elizabeth Pattee and, after his ordination in 1805, combined the life of a Maine farmer with that of a roving Congregational minister, not always with great success. Elijah was born on November 9, 1802, a year and a half into Thomas Jefferson’s presidency. At the time, Maine was still part of Massachusetts, and it would remain so until it gained statehood as a free state in 1820 under the famous Missouri Compromise. As chance would have it, Lovejoy would grow up in the free state that anchored one end of that grand political bargain and later shift his life to the other, Missouri, which entered the country as the corresponding slave state.

The seven Lovejoy children—two others did not survive childhood—lived a rather ordinary farm existence: swinging the ax and scythe to clear the land surrounding their house, and then guiding the plow through rocky soil for planting. In summer, the children swam endlessly in Lovejoy Pond, competing to see who could dive to the bottom, twelve to fifteen feet below. Proof of success was a handful of mud or clams. Elijah was strong and athletic, his brothers would recall, and he could impress the crowd by swimming the width of the pond and back—a trip of half a mile or more.

For all the carefree frolicking, the Lovejoy household was soaked through with the rigid imperatives of Puritan devotion. Elizabeth Lovejoy was profoundly reverent. Although she had no formal religious schooling, Elizabeth had grown up surrounded by clergymen who discussed religious issues with her father, and she seemed drawn to the kind of theological and moral questions that would normally fall within the province of trained clerics. Betsey, as she was known, was responsible for her children’s religious development and found an eager pupil in her eldest son, who could read passages from the Bible at age four and seemed to have extraordinary powers of recall. In a memoir, two of Elijah’s brothers would remember a Sunday school teacher once urging the children to step up their lessons during the coming week. By the time of the next class, Elijah had committed to memory the 119th Psalm—at 176 stanzas, the longest chapter in the Bible—along with a number of hymns to boot.

When it came to earthly issues, Betsey lined up with many New England Protestants in support of the movement to publish and distribute religious tracts around the country. She would eventually find her own way to the cause of antislavery and ultimately adopt the more radical position of the Boston abolitionist William Lloyd Garrison, calling for immediate emancipation—years before Elijah and many others in Maine dared go so far. (Her son Joseph, to whom Elijah would later write from Alton, also eventually migrated to the abolitionists as a distribution agent for the Liberator, Garrison’s fiery antislavery newspaper.) Still, there was no obvious sign in the children’s growing up of any future activist bent. Betsey proved a durable figure in the lives of Elijah and his four brothers and two sisters—a guide and sounding board long into their adult years, even when they were far from home.

Their father was a less steady presence. He never achieved the degree of learnedness to which he had once aspired in his theological studies in Massachusetts with Parish, a prominent figure in Calvinist circles. As a minister, the elder Lovejoy was given short-term assignments that often required him to travel away from home, rather than to oversee a permanent parish in Albion or anywhere else. Among the reasons for Daniel Lovejoy’s on-again, off-again work as minister were debilitating waves of depression that had dogged him since adolescence and now rolled over the Lovejoy home like thunderheads. He referred openly to his “mental debility,” and friends were familiar with his mood swings.

Although the Lovejoys struggled to get by with modest means, the values of learning and moral education were highly prized in their Albion home. The children of Daniel and Betsey would emerge from these influences religion-minded, highly literate, and attuned to the issues of the day. Elijah, who was subject over the years to his own struggles with melancholy, would follow his father’s footsteps into the ministry, as would Joseph and Owen. But of all the children, Elijah was the academic whiz kid. He read Cicero and Virgil and drank in poetry, his brothers claimed, “like water.” He plowed through his father’s small library of theological works and then attacked the collection in a nearby public library. Even as a teenager, Elijah stood out as a gifted writer, and he sat down to craft long, sometimes overwrought verse in Romantic style. In addition to his schooling at home, Elijah attended local public schools for a few months a year before the family scraped up enough money for him to attend a pair of academies in the area. His success won him a spot, at age twenty, at Waterville College, a Baptist-founded school in the town of Waterville, about twelve miles from the Lovejoy home. (The school would later be renamed Colby College.) To help pay the costs of his education, Lovejoy won financial backing from a generous area pastor, the Reverend Benjamin Tappan, and entered as a sophomore in 1823.

Lovejoy’s prior schooling was informal and scattershot, but it seemed to prepare him sufficiently for the rigors of Waterville College. He proved a top student—in fact, he would graduate first in his class—and impressed professors and administrators with his intellectual power. Lovejoy continued working on his writing, especially poetry, whose lines hinted at a brooding sense of alienation. In a poem written while at Waterville, for example, Lovejoy writes, “Thus have I felt—Oh God! why was I born / A wretch all friendless, hopeless, and forlorn.”

In letters to his parents, Lovejoy lingered on religious themes and revealed “dreadful moments” of despair that brought to mind his father’s troubles. In one such correspondence from Waterville, Lovejoy discussed the prospect of immortality with such immediacy that it appears he had considered suicide. He said the main lesson of his contemplations was that religion was central to his life and that he was “miserable” without it.

Indeed, as he edged into the world away from the wooded quiet of Albion, Lovejoy did not find it easy to shake the austere strictures of his boyhood home. As a young man, he often seemed to feel out of step—a misfit who could be prudish and disapproving when it came to the conduct of others. Once, as a student at Waterville, Lovejoy traveled to the coastal town of Bath, Maine, for a short vacation at the home of an unidentified “aunt.” But he became irritated that he was unable to study because of a boisterous group of eight to ten people who were staying at the same boarding house. In a letter from the place, Lovejoy complained to his mother of the group’s “shocking profanity and intemperance” and the “disgusting consequences.” The only “positive good” that had come out of the encounter, he reported, was that it had strengthened his ability to withstand such “licentiousness.” Lovejoy was not the first young adult to leave home and experience culture shock. But the unbending moral code of Lovejoy’s childhood would accompany him far beyond Maine, guiding him to courageous stands of conscience, as well as to trouble.

Lovejoy graduated as Waterville College’s valedictorian in September 1826 and did a public reading of one of his poems, an ambitious 113-line work called “Inspirations of the Muse.” He settled for the time being on teaching at nearby China Academy, one of the schools he had earlier attended. But it was not long before he grew restless with that and began to consider his next move, perhaps somewhere else. Elijah, whose college career had revealed a first-rate mind, harbored big ambitions, though still undefined. His best prospects probably resided far from the area where he grew up. But where?



ON OCTOBER 26, 1825, New York governor Dewitt Clinton began an extraordinary weeklong journey aboard a boat called the Seneca Chief. Clinton began his trip on Lake Erie and ended it in Albany, 393 miles away. The governor’s journey marked the completion of the Erie Canal, a breathtaking triumph of American engineering and a powerful symbol of an ongoing transportation revolution that would play a powerful role in reshaping the new nation through the movement of people and goods. At around the same time, construction was also well underway on a so-called National Road—one that Alton’s future boosters hoped would eventually reach their town—that would connect Cumberland, Maryland, with regions to the west. By 1826, it had reached Zanesville, Ohio, and seven years later was extended to Columbus, Ohio. Subsequent extensions through Indiana and Illinois would take the road as far west as its terminus at Vandalia, Illinois, just short of Alton. The road, which was also called the National Pike, would be an early version of the interstate highway system. More important, it served as an artery for carrying waves of migrant families who ventured west to settle the states of Ohio, Indiana, and Illinois. Traveling in the opposite direction were hardened men driving Conestoga wagons brimming with freight.

The two innovations were part of a blizzard of construction—roads, canals, and railroads—that contributed to an air of tremendous flux taking place in American society in the years after 1815. A modernizing economy was altering the way people lived in New England, sending thousands of rural dwellers surging to cities or other places as factories created a market for furniture, housewares, and clothing that had once been produced at home. The youthful country crackled with an optimistic energy and movement. Easterners packed their belongings and set out on unfamiliar roads—in horse-pulled wagons or on foot—to regions that had not even been part of the country when it was born.

The sensation was one of roiling restlessness—propelled, often, by a thirst for quick riches—and it was contagious. Alexis de Tocqueville, the French political scientist, caught a strong whiff of it when he toured the United States in the early 1830s as one of a slew of European writers and curiosity-seekers who came to see what made this experimental new country tick. Tocqueville took note of an acquisitive people, ever on the hunt for fresh gratification. The American “is so hasty in grasping at all within his reach, that one would suppose he was constantly afraid of not living long enough to enjoy them,” Tocqueville wrote in his classic study, Democracy in America. “In the United States a man builds a house to spend his latter years in it, and he sells it before the roof is on: he plants a garden and lets it just as trees are coming into bearing; he brings a field into tillage, and leaves other men to gather the crops: he embraces a profession, and gives it up,” Tocqueville observed. “[H]e settles in a place, which he soon afterwards leaves, to carry his changeable longings elsewhere.”

These altered arrangements shook up the social order, creating new roles in the home as people spilled into an evolving job market as wage earners. The era of the 1820s and 1830s also saw social innovation and experimentation in the beliefs held by Americans on everything from religion to sexual relations. All this churn was deeply unsettling to the fusty men who made up New England’s traditional clergy, men like those who had taught Lovejoy at Waterville College and influenced his thinking still. The frontier may have represented America’s leading edge to the people who bounced hopefully over rough, log-paved roads from the Northeast and South. But to the fretful keepers of Puritan values, the West was a place lacking in the moral mooring their churches and village parishes had once provided. In their view, the frontier was deeply in need of spiritual tending—possibly even rescue. Protestant leaders on the East Coast were at that moment ginning up a well-financed effort to ship Bibles and religious tracts and to deploy missionaries to sparsely settled corners for exactly that job. Lovejoy would later serve as a foot soldier in that cause.

All of these arguments would have found a receptive audience in Lovejoy as he consulted those around him for advice on his next step. Although there is no record of the deliberations leading to his decision, Lovejoy came up with a destination. He would go to Illinois. In May 1827, Lovejoy said goodbye to his family through a poem, “The Farewell.” He was off, as he put it in verse, “to tread the western vales.” Lovejoy’s plan was to walk the twelve hundred miles to Illinois from Boston (early Americans did that sort of thing)—meaning that he would tread plenty of the eastern vales, too.

On May 19, Lovejoy caught a schooner from Bath and fought seasickness for three days before passing the islands leading into Boston Harbor, which was crisscrossed by the wake trails of passing frigates and smaller craft on all sides. In the distance poked the spires “and gorgeous temples” of the city itself, Lovejoy wrote in the diary he would keep for the first part of the journey. A week later, Lovejoy began his trip. His entry for the first day, May 29, a Tuesday, is almost comical in its nonchalance toward the scale of the venture he was undertaking: “Left Boston today about 5 P.M. to travel on foot from that place to the state of Illinois.” If Lovejoy was worried about the potential difficulties of a cross-country hike—in effect, ignoring the country’s thrumming transportation revolution—it did not show yet.

Lovejoy’s journal was a small, ruled notebook, bound in specked brown paper. For the next ten days, he would track his daily progress, writing in longhand with a pencil, as he moved slowly through late-spring heat across the full length of Massachusetts. It offers a brief, entertaining account of traveling alone through the Northeast in the 1820s—a chronicle of hiker’s fatigue, hunger pangs, loneliness, and occasional brushes with unexpected charity as Lovejoy found himself bereft of food and money. Excerpts from the trip journal, the only one Lovejoy would be known to keep during his lifetime, paint the picture of a wide-eyed young man who sounds like an intrepid voyager one minute and a hapless bumpkin the next.

On May 31, for example, Lovejoy writes that he is “full of aches and pains. Not being accustomed to walking it fatigues me very much. A small piece of bread and cheese was my only breakfast.… Doubtless my dear mother is now thinking of me. Ah! if she knew my situation how would her kind heart bleed.” Two days later, his entry notes his dire financial condition: “I am now 250 miles from home, in a land of strangers and but 80 cents in my pocket.” Penniless, Lovejoy would pawn a watch for $5 to pay for lodging.

At a tavern in western Massachusetts, the young Mainer sounds quite out of his depth to find “3 or 4 buxom wenches traversing the house, bare-footed and bare-legged. Their faces were quite pretty, and by my troth, I had almost determined to tarry the night that I might make their farther acquaintance, but finally thought not best.” The next day, on June 6, Lovejoy logs a trying stretch: “Travelled until 3 o’clock P.M. having eaten nothing save a cracker and a small piece of cheese. I then stopped and got a bowl of bread and milk at the house of a poor woman who makes her living making straw bonnets.” But Lovejoy’s tone brightens a day later, when he scribbles, “Stopped today and bathed in a stream of cool running water. Oh how refreshing!”

Lovejoy’s next journal entry comes about seven weeks later, on July 30, from New York City. He reports that he had been in the city for about a month and a half, and “suffered much and seen much.” Broke and unable to pay for his further travels, Lovejoy found work peddling newspapers—on foot, of course. He hiked the city “from sun to sun,” earning barely enough money to pay for his daily food: breakfast and dinner. Desperate for help, Lovejoy turned finally to the Reverend Jeremiah Chaplin, the president of Waterville College, who sent him enough money to bankroll the next leg of the journey to the West. As he boarded a steamer for a trip up the Hudson River to Albany, Lovejoy worked his pencil across the page in gratitude for Chaplin’s assistance. “May the God of the wanderers reward him ten thousand fold,” he writes. “Scenery of the Hudson delightful.”

It seems likely that he rode by boat on the Erie Canal from Albany to the shores of Lake Erie. By fall, months after his days of nausea aboard the Boston-bound schooner, Lovejoy arrived in central Illinois in a place called Hillsboro, a pioneer village founded just four years earlier. Lovejoy found lodging with a former New Englander named John Tillson, but prospects in the tiny settlement appeared bleak for the kind of work that would sustain a bright college graduate. He began to consider the map again. At a distance of sixty miles lay the Mississippi River and, just on the other side, the growing city of St. Louis. It was not long before Lovejoy was lacing his shoes for the next leg of his journey. In what had already proved an eventful year, the move to Missouri would mark a significant border-crossing for Lovejoy. Although there is no sign that it was his intention, he was placing himself face-to-face with the institution of chattel slavery.



NOT LONG BEFORE LOVEJOY’S arrival in St. Louis, the local newspaper carried a captivating tidbit: a steamboat known as the Liberator had traveled up the Mississippi River from New Orleans in a record time—seven days and seventeen hours, excluding stops. The pace for the journey of nearly thirteen hundred miles was three times faster than just a decade before and represented yet another boost to the growing use of steam-powered vessels that were paddling in and out of St. Louis, loaded with goods and people. Most river cargo—everything from wood, to produce, to livestock, to cotton—had moved in multi-ton shipments aboard rectangular flatboats and longer keelboats. But steam technology was igniting rapid changes in how Americans were navigating the river highway. Soon these newer boats, with their big side paddles churning, came through stacked high with flour, barrels of whiskey, gunpowder, sugar, and bales of cotton.

If Lovejoy had witnessed one piece of the transportation revolution when he traveled by boat on the Erie Canal, he was about to see another in the form of the steamboats thumping along the Mississippi. Despite the risks of steamboat travel—some vessels snagged on fallen trees and sank, and others suffered devastating boiler explosions, injuring those on board—traffic increased into the 1830s. More than eight hundred steamboat landings would be logged in St. Louis in 1835, up from 432 just three years earlier.

The river trade was cementing Missouri’s ties with cities to the south, such as New Orleans, putting St. Louis at a pivotal spot on the seam between North and South. At the same time, the city had become the gateway to the far West, serving as the trailhead for trading routes to Santa Fe and Mexican traders in the region that later would belong to the American Southwest. These developments combined to turn St. Louis into a place of destiny, a magnet for men from all over the previously settled areas of the United States, as well as for immigrants from Europe, especially Irish and Germans. Long an outpost for the French fur trade doing commerce with Native American tribes, St. Louis had grown into a noisy city of five thousand by 1830, and would swell further during the years that Lovejoy lived there.

St. Louis would introduce Lovejoy to a way of life that in some ways was as alien to him as a foreign country. Compared with tiny Albion, the city was cosmopolitan but also rough and unruly, with brothels, taverns, and gambling houses providing amusement for coarse-mannered laborers and rivermen toiling far from the God-fearing towns where they grew up. Police were few, streets were poor, and a lack of proper sanitation resulted in periodic outbreaks of deadly cholera. Unlike in Maine, the people who filled church pews on Sundays were found not at a Congregational parish—there were none—but more likely at a Roman Catholic church, a legacy of the area’s roots as a former French colony. (Lovejoy and the Catholic hierarchy would find much to dislike about each other in later years.) And the city’s distinctly Southern leanings could be seen in the way it lived and even fought—dueling, the time-honored method of settling disputes in the South, was common enough in St. Louis society that pistol-packing combatants had a favored spot to settle matters, a sandbar called Bloody Island. Those who did battle there included some of the city’s leading citizens and politicians.

Lovejoy was greeted in St. Louis with a bout of “ague” that caused his weight to fall and appetite to disappear altogether. But by February 1828, when he wrote to his parents, Lovejoy could claim a full recovery, including refilling his five-foot-nine frame. His weight was up to 180 pounds, though he expressed doubt about whether he could stay healthy in the St. Louis climate. In St. Louis, Lovejoy found natural kinship with fellow transplanted Northerners—a group that he said represented “the most orderly, most intelligent, and most valuable part of the community.” He was quick to add, however, that “there are some most lamentable exceptions, and doubtless many a Yankee has fled here, whose vices forbade him an asylum among the descendants of the Puritans.”

He launched a private academy that won positive notice in the local press and allowed him to send money to his family back in Maine. But in time, even with his newfound profits, Lovejoy grew antsy, as he had during his teaching stint back home. Despite his mother’s growing appeals for Lovejoy to return home—“What special call have you 2000 miles from your parents?” she once wrote—he gazed around St. Louis for opportunities to sate his hunger for greater purpose.

By summer of 1830, he had found it. The owner of a newspaper, the St Louis Times, was in search of a new business partner, and Lovejoy jumped. He sold his school and bought half a stake in the weekly paper. At last, Lovejoy saw himself in a role he had coveted: employing the written word to earn a living, while at the same time influencing community opinion and, perhaps, making a difference. Three years after he had trudged, humiliated and tired, across New York City selling newspapers, Lovejoy, then twenty-seven years old, was co-publisher of his own. True, his credentials were only those of an amateur poet, without so much as an apprenticeship in printing the news. But such considerations mattered little amid the hurly-burly of the 1830s, especially in a borderline frontier town like St. Louis. In the blink of an eye, Lovejoy had joined the ranks of those we call journalists.



LOVEJOY’S FORAY INTO NEWSPAPERING at the St Louis Times would prove a useful introduction to the workaday rigors of editing and helped hone the jousting skills he would rely on years later when he took over the Observer. Although Lovejoy shared interest in the Times with co-owner T.J. Miller, he got top billing on the front page: just below the stylized St Louis Times nameplate, bold print announced “By Lovejoy & Miller.” The price for a subscription was $3 a year, and no cancellations would be accepted, the editors warned, “unless all arrearages have been paid up.” The front page was stacked with an array of advertisements of the era. A clothing store promised pea coats and frocks and capes “at New York prices,” while another vendor peddled newly arrived cases of calf boots, brogans, and “Ladies’ Leather Bootees and Shoes.” Advertisements for saddles, harnesses, and trunks vied for reader attention alongside offers of tin works and fire insurance for steamboats.

Conventional newspapers of the age tended to wear their politics on their sleeve, and the Times was no exception. Lovejoy’s paper was a strong backer of Henry Clay, the longtime Kentucky politician who, under the National Republican banner, was defeated in the 1824 campaign for president but never gave up his ambitions for the presidency. Lovejoy’s Times printed texts of Clay speeches on matters such as the controversial tariffs of 1828 and touted his skills as a politician—a task made easier by his disdain for the man Clay would have to topple in the upcoming election in order to reach the White House: Andrew Jackson, the populist former general. Jackson, a slave-owning Tennessean and standard-bearer for the party that would become known as the Democrats, had defeated incumbent John Quincy Adams in a nasty campaign in 1828. Jackson was Old Hickory, a hero of the War of 1812 and veteran “Indian fighter,” who was shadowed by a reputation for a volatile temperament and questionable morals. (Amid the profuse mud-slinging of the 1828 campaign were adultery charges from many years earlier that centered on whether Jackson’s wife was yet divorced from a previous husband when she and Jackson settled down together.)

Lovejoy scorned Jackson’s personal history and the brand of populist politics that helped carry him to power as states broadened the voting franchise in the 1820s—at least for white men—by removing property requirements. In a letter to his parents soon after Jackson took office in 1829, Lovejoy sneered at the new leader’s choices for Cabinet secretaries, saying they were “such as I could have supposed Gen. J. would select.” Lovejoy alluded to the Jackson adultery scandal and to the new president’s prior penchant for violent confrontations, including a duel that had left his rival dead. “With an adulterer and murderer for our President, and fools and knaves for his advisers, if we survive, than shall I indeed believe that Providence intends to perpetuate our existence,” Lovejoy wrote.

Lovejoy viewed his role as editor and writer in terms of morality as much as politics, and he believed that liberty unmoored from the tenets of the Bible would be short-lived. “Say what you please of the religion of the Bible, but without the moral precepts it inculcates, all history and experience teach that neither civil nor intellectual freedom can long exist,” Lovejoy would write. “This is a truth that ought always to be kept in mind by those who have any share in directing public opinion.”

For the most part, Lovejoy and Miller sought to “direct public opinion” by stocking the pages of the Times with the more earthly sparring of partisan politics. They lent prominent space to speeches in Congress by their man Clay and his allies and swatted at pro-Jackson papers, including a favored local target, the St Louis Beacon. Amid the thrusting and parrying of this weekly debate between newspaper rivals, Lovejoy did not shrink from the name-calling that characterized editing of the era. During a months-long exchange of insults with the Beacon, a Times editorial referred to the editor of the rival paper as an “inflated bladder” of “mephitick gas.” The Beacon later returned fire by labeling Lovejoy an “animal.” Such harshly personal jibes were employed mostly in good sport—partisans expected fierce fare in their favored papers.

For all the noisy jabbing that played out on the pages of the newspapers, there was one matter about which Lovejoy’s St Louis Times made little fuss: slavery. The topic that would later set Lovejoy on a collision course with the community around him seemed not to occupy his thoughts at all at the outset of the 1830s. There was no real abolitionist movement to speak of yet—that was only beginning to flicker to life on the East Coast. For now, slavery and its foes appeared to be of no concern to the St. Louis editor. In fact, like many newspapers in Missouri and other slave states, Lovejoy’s Times served to promote the trade in slaves by advertising auctions or serving as a go-between in posted notices that offered slaves without naming the seller. “FOR SALE—a first rate NEGRO MAN, about 22 years of age. Apply at this office,” read one such notice in the Times in 1831. Similar advertisements appeared in the Beacon and Missouri Republican.

Lovejoy did not own slaves, but he employed at least one man who had been hired out by the enslaver—a common practice in Missouri, where slaves were in effect leased to work aboard steamboats or in factories, mines, or farms. In Lovejoy’s case, the young man hired out to work at his newspaper office—helping other workers, working the press—would later successfully flee his bondage and gain national fame as the author of a slavery memoir and as an abolitionist lecturer. The fugitive slave was William Wells Brown, who would remember Lovejoy as “a very good man, and decidedly the best master that I had ever had.” Brown wrote, “I am chiefly indebted to him, and to my employment in the printing office, for what little learning I obtained while in slavery.” If Brown, in turn, left an imprint on Lovejoy, the editor did not mention it.






CHAPTER THREE BRETHREN


THE DOCKSIDE DESTRUCTION OF Lovejoy’s press in the predawn darkness was a bracing blow in Alton, where such overt hostility clashed with the town’s attempt to cast itself as a place open to all comers, including from the North. Even if suspicion for the act quickly fell on outsiders from St. Louis, Lovejoy’s rough introduction to Alton made clear three obvious needs. He needed a safe place to settle his family and to work. He needed a new press. And he needed friends. As fortune would have it, Lovejoy was able to tap into a ready-made network of fellow transplants from the Northeast who shared in his Presbyterian faith, or at least held some of the same beliefs about the moral well-being of their community on matters such as drink and honoring the Sabbath. Some of these people were connected by marriage, others by business ties. They made up a small but eclectic crew: hardy pioneers who years earlier braved the icy trek from New England and New York, war veterans, a few fellow preachers, some storekeepers. During the course of coming months, they would help bankroll Lovejoy’s revived newspaper, attend his sermons, read his articles, and stand beside him when others in Alton began to line up against him. They would be Lovejoy’s only real source of security in the absence of local police, and the most stalwart defenders of his right to publish.

Lovejoy was fortunate that two of the men who came to his defense happened to own the biggest business in Alton—and, in fact, in all of Illinois. Winthrop S. Gilman and Captain Benjamin Godfrey were partners in a commercial empire that included a cargo shipment and storage business that moved freight up and down the river, growing into one of the largest of its kind in the West. They also built the Alton branch of the State Bank of Illinois and belonged to a group that held the controlling share of its stocks. This stake in the bank allowed them to lend widely to other Alton businesses amid the town’s running quest to become a regional commercial powerhouse, and to capture the lion’s share of lead mining in nearby Galena, Illinois, at a time when speculation was running sky-high. Godfrey was also a top investor and president of a company seeking to build a railroad between Alton and Springfield. Anyone who walked along Alton’s waterfront in late 1836 would have gotten a fair sense of the pair’s local prominence in the form of the stone warehouse of Godfrey, Gilman & Co., which loomed over the river’s edge next to the walled state penitentiary.

The two men were not only wealthy—they were also generous philanthropists for a variety of causes. Godfrey had paid more than $4,000 to build a stone Presbyterian church on a lot in lower Alton overlooking the Mississippi, a house of worship also used by Episcopal and Baptist congregations. In addition, Godfrey envisioned and eventually built a school to educate young women, Monticello Female Seminary, on a 269-acre site not far from where he lived north of Alton. For his part, Gilman, tall and gentlemanly, was known to donate a tenth of his income to benevolent works, a share that reached as high as twenty-five percent as his business fortunes soared.

Godfrey and Gilman were early members of Alton’s nascent Presbyterian congregation and strict in their personal behavior. They refused to work on Sundays, for example, and Gilman was chairman of a local committee promoting temperance in Madison County. In the months before Lovejoy’s arrival, Gilman spoke excitedly about the group’s recent launch of a newspaper devoted to the cause, the Temperance Herald, and about his hopes to attend a national convention on the issue in New York. “Temperance goes well—we put a copy of our paper into every House in town & they will do the same at many places,” Gilman wrote in May to his wife, Abia, who was then in New York. “I feel very desirous that our Temperance paper would circulate extensively & in order to this, want that it should show talent in its columns.”

Gilman, born in Ohio but raised and educated in Philadelphia’s top schools, had started his working life at age fifteen as a clerk in a New York shipping business. By eighteen, he had won his employer’s trust sufficiently to be sent to Cincinnati and New Orleans to oversee aspects of the trade. Gilman traveled the West for three years before finally settling in Alton in 1829—so far ahead of its eventual boom that, Gilman would recall, he “found but one house occupied.”

Among the first people Gilman got to know was Thomas Lippincott, who had arrived with his wife and infant daughter in St. Louis in 1818, after an arduous wintertime journey by horse and wagon from New York. Lippincott met Colonel Rufus Easton—the architect of Alton-to-be—and formed a business partnership. (It was Lippincott’s hand that drew the plat map laying out Easton’s vision for Alton.) That partnership would send Lippincott, working as a storekeeper, across the river into Illinois, then less than a decade old. Lippincott and his family endured the rigors of life in the town of Milton, a place of stagnant water and frequent malaria outbreaks. So foul was the odor of a mill pond that Lippincott frequently passed that he had to hold his nose when he crossed. His wife, Patty, would die, sick with fever, after delivering a child in Milton. A second wife would die of malaria there just a year later, after five months of marriage.

Although born to Quaker parents in New Jersey, Lippincott would become a stalwart of the Presbyterian church in Alton, where he resurrected a Presbyterian congregation. He began preaching in 1831, following his ordination a few years earlier. Lippincott’s daughter Abia, still in her teens, would catch the eye of the young Winthrop Gilman. The couple married in 1834. Lippincott, who wore swept-back hair and a thick collar of a beard beneath his chin, carried one other distinction: he was, at the time, the closest thing that Alton had to an antislavery activist. Lippincott had been politically active from the early 1820s, having been elected secretary of the state senate. In 1824, Illinois voters were asked to weigh in on a measure passed by both houses of the state legislature to hold a convention to consider formally legalizing slavery.

Illinois was, on paper, a free state when it was admitted to the Union in 1818. But its founders employed grandfather clauses and a provision allowing “voluntary” indentured servitude to maintain a de facto slavery regime in which Black people continued to be sold or hired out and passed along by will as property, no different from cattle or horses. At the time Illinois leaders had applied for statehood, the territory held twelve hundred slaves and indentured Black people. Free Black people were barred from the state unless they could provide documents, signed by a judge or court clerk and stamped, attesting that they were not held as slaves elsewhere. Kidnappers in Illinois profited by selling captured Black people “down the river” to Southern slave states at a price of $100 per person by the time of statehood. Illinois may have been listed as a free state, but as Lovejoy would later learn, its ties to slavery remained strong, especially in the southern half, where Alton sat.

As an opponent of slavery, Lippincott opposed the pro-slavery convention and took up the fight in the Edwardsville Spectator, which assumed a strong stance against the convention. In the end, state voters turned down the proposal by a narrow margin of about seventeen hundred votes—a sign of the state’s sharply divided sentiments—and Illinois remained a free state, at least officially. Lippincott later edited two short-lived monthly newspapers in Alton—one that focused on agricultural, mechanical, and commercial issues and another that hewed to religion. He would also eventually lend his pen to Lovejoy’s relocated Observer.

By far the most mysterious of Lovejoy’s benefactors in Alton was Gilman’s partner, Benjamin Godfrey. A former sea captain who was known even to his friends as Captain Godfrey, he arrived in Alton in 1832 in search of a new life after an itinerant career as a seaman and businessman that bore the elements of a heart-pounding adventure tale but also darker evidence of involvement in the seagoing slave trade. Born in 1794 in the coastal town of Chatham, Massachusetts, Godfrey was introduced to the seafaring life as a child and later served on a gunboat during the War of 1812. After the war, Godfrey took command of the Emilie, based in Baltimore, for seven years, traversing the Atlantic to Europe, the Mediterranean, and the West Indies. Godfrey sailed to New Orleans, navigated the waters off the coast of Texas, and, according to accounts of his friends at the time, nearly drowned in a shipwreck at a passage called Brazos Santiago, off what is now Padre Island in the Gulf of Mexico. Godfrey lost everything in the wreck “and sat down upon the beach there and wept over all lost,” a close friend, Theron Baldwin, would recount in a memorial testimony many years later.

Godfrey moved his base to Matamoros, Mexico, and engaged in an unspecified trading business for six years. He achieved enough success there to pay back his creditors and still have $100,000 left in his pocket by the time he moved with his family back to New Orleans in 1830. It was there that he met Gilman, who had traveled from Alton as part of his budding business moving freight between the two cities. Gilman persuaded Godfrey to move to Alton, and he did so in 1832. By the time Godfrey arrived, he had experienced an epiphany, Baldwin would later relate. Godfrey had been reading a religious text by the Christian thinker Emanuel Swedenborg when he was bowled over by a question: “For what shall it profit a man if he shall gain the whole world and lose his soul?” As Baldwin told the story, “this struck him with such force, that he rose from his berth and solemnly recorded a resolution to procure a bible and read it.” Baldwin notes that Godfrey knew he had much for which to make amends, “that he had become openly profane and wicked, and, previous to his spiritual change, had not been in a christian church for twenty years. But now all his views were revolutionized, the whole current of his feeling changed, and entirely new purposes animated his soul.” By this account, then, Godfrey recognized his spiritual shortcomings and resolved to fix them through good works. A competing account, unearthed from a newspaper article and described by Judy Hoffman, an Alton-area historian, holds that Godfrey’s moral turnabout followed a near-fatal illness in New Orleans, suggesting that his transformation may have stemmed from a hastily arranged deal with God while he stared at oblivion.

But questions over Godfrey’s regrets do not end there. Hoffman, who wrote a book about the town bearing Godfrey’s name, points to overwhelming evidence that he was involved in the seaborne transportation of slaves from Baltimore and Norfolk, Virginia, to New Orleans. That Southern port city was the busiest destination for a domestic trade that forcibly shipped one million Black people from states in the upper South to the Deep South between 1808, when the United States prohibited the importation of slaves, and the Civil War. My own review of port records from that time confirms Godfrey’s role. On at least twelve occasions, a Godfrey-skippered vessel—the brigantine Emilie and a second brig, the Intelligence—is shown arriving in New Orleans with slaves aboard, according to U.S. Customs records collected at the port. The manifests, many of which have been transcribed and made available online, list the names, sex, ages, height, and skin tones of slaves for each arriving ship. The ships with Godfrey listed as captain carried at least 314 named slaves, including children and infants, from 1819 to 1822. Many more such records for later years remain to be transcribed.

Godfrey never spoke of this chapter of his life—publicly, anyway—and was decidedly cryptic when discussing the years before his arrival in Alton. When his pastor once asked about Godfrey’s early life, the businessman answered only that “it would make a novel.” As Hoffman notes, “Whatever occurred between the time Godfrey left Mexico in 1830 and the time he arrived in Illinois in 1832—whether it was a religious conversion, a near death experience, a bargain with God, or something yet to be revealed—Benjamin Godfrey was a changed man.… The ‘wicked and profane’ Godfrey became generous and genial.”

Lovejoy’s small circle of reliable backers would also include Enoch Long, a fellow Presbyterian who was among the early wave of Easterners to make their way to Alton. Long’s was the kind of story that could only have been written in the early 1800s: the son of a Revolutionary War veteran who was raised in the wilds of New Hampshire before deciding to head west—yes, on foot—at precisely the moment that a new war was breaking out in 1812. Long, then in his early twenties, ran smack into the zone of hostilities in upstate New York and joined the U.S. forces near Fort Niagara in 1813. He became a sergeant and was made regimental fife major until the unit was disbanded when fighting subsided in the area.

Long returned home to New Hampshire, married, and set out alone again in 1819, aiming for St. Louis. He arrived first in Alton and stayed for a short time. In order to reach the St. Louis side, Long would need to cross the Mississippi. He answered the problem by gathering driftwood into a pile and fashioning the pieces into a raft using tools from a sawmill that was under construction there. By the time he reached St. Louis, his sagging craft was barely visible above the water—a group of soldiers on the riverbank stood by, “startled at the strange appearance of a man apparently riding on nothing.” Long sprang onshore, holding his bundle of belongings in his hand, and let the jury-rigged vessel float off. But he later decided to return to Alton and settle there.

In the ensuing years, Long, with a ruddy face topped by dark brown hair, was an avatar of industry. He was a cooper, grocer, justice of the peace, cooper again, miner, storekeeper and, much later, railroad contractor. Tocqueville could have been describing Long when he wrote about Americans of the era jumping from one job to the next, driven by their sense of opportunity. When it came time to bring his family west, Long rode a horse for a month and a half to get to New Hampshire, then bought a second horse, covered a wagon, and hit the road again with his wife, daughter, and sister-in-law, making use of an early stretch of the National Road. He was ingenious and dauntless. To avoid impassably muddy roads, Long bought a flat boat, loaded the wagon on the roof, and floated, with the horses and his family, down the Monongahela and Ohio rivers until the land path was clear—at which point he sold the boat and the party of travelers clambered back aboard the wagon for the rest of the journey to Alton. The state of New Hampshire issued Long a passport for the trip, requesting that all “foreign States, Potentates and Powers… do permit him to pass safely and freely.” The passport described Long, then twenty-eight years old, as five foot ten, with dark brown hair and “dark or florid complexion.” It also declared his moral character as “fair and his standing in society reputable.”
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