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    PREFACE

  

  Prior to the American Civil War, many black people enslaved in the South found their condition so intolerable that they decided to make an attempt to become self-emancipated. They did this by fleeing their masters and going to Northern states, or to Canada, where slavery did not exist. To achieve this goal, they used an escape system known as the Underground Railroad. The term does not refer to any actual railway system that carried runaway slaves to the North via trains, but rather to a loosely knit network of routes and individuals who aided the freedom seekers in their quest. These helpers were men and women, both white and black, rich and poor, educated and not educated, who, driven by conscience, felt strongly that slavery was an evil and that helping fugitives escape was the morally right thing to do.

  The goal of the self-emancipators was to reach a place where they would be free. For some, this meant blending into the existing black populations of Northern free states; for others, it meant traveling all the way to Canada. In the eastern part of the country, New Jersey, Pennsylvania, and Ohio were the primary destinations of runaways, whether they wanted to blend into existing populations or travel on to Canada. Though some also came from Georgia, the Carolinas, and Virginia, most of the enslaved people escaping from their bondage came to these destinations basically from Delaware, Maryland, and the western part of Virginia, later to become the state of West Virginia. This book is devoted to the examination of the Underground Railroad systems as they operated in these three border states.

  Many books have been written about the Underground Railroad, but only a few of them deal with Delaware, Maryland, and West Virginia. The earliest and most comprehensive of these works is The Underground Railroad: From Slavery to Freedom, written in 1898 by Wilbur Siebert. Siebert devotes some of his book to a discussion of the routes and individuals active in the Underground Railroad movement in these three states. He also includes a comprehensive map of the routes of this escape system covering the entire United States. However, a number of the routes he depicts running through these three states are incomplete. More modern research has shown that there were routes in existence that Siebert does not mention at all. Much of his research is based on two earlier works that covered parts of Delaware and Maryland: William Still’s The Underground Railroad: A Record of Facts, Authentic Narratives, Letters, &c. (1872) and Dr. Robert C. Smedley’s History of the Underground Railroad in Chester and the Neighboring Counties of Pennsylvania (1883). While these two works are still valuable primary resources, they leave the reader with the impression that the Underground Railroad was operated primarily by white Quakers, with the occasional help of blacks and people of other faiths. The Underground Railroad, written by Charles Blockson in 1987, has chapters devoted to Delaware, Maryland, and West Virginia and goes a long way toward showing that free blacks played a much larger part in the system than previously thought. Finally, the 1996 work by William H. Williams, Slavery and Freedom in Delaware, 1639–1865, gives a very accurate picture of how the Underground Railroad worked in northern Delaware. Conspicuously missing are any comprehensive works dealing with West Virginia.

  The purpose of this book is to expand and enhance the coverage of this topic, in several different ways. First, this work contains more detailed and up-to-date maps of the Underground Railroad routes running through Delaware, Maryland, and West Virginia than are found in Siebert. It also provides information on modern roads that have been built over the routes, thus enabling the modern student of this subject to retrace certain escape paths. The book gives a more in-depth treatment of the impact that geography, transportation systems, free blacks, and the members of other religious congregations in addition to the Quakers had on the operation of the Underground Railroad networks in these three states. To accomplish this, I conducted research using topographic maps; old railroad, highway, and county maps from the nineteenth century; and demographic information gleaned from U.S. censuses taken from 1790 to 1860. The more recent discoveries of many county and local historical societies in the three states also were reviewed and included in this study.

  Most of the research for this work was conducted at the Gumberg Library at Duquesne University, the Hillman Library at the University of Pittsburgh, through the on-line services of the Fisher Library at the University of Virginia, the Friends Historical Library at Swarthmore College, and the Library of Congress. In addition to these library sources, I also made use of private collections of papers related to this topic and other original accounts of slave escapes.

  Special thanks are due to several people who provided me with valuable information and assistance in researching and writing this book. I thank my son Kevin Switala and his wife, Katie, for the maps they drew for this book, and for their aid in researching the Underground Railroad in Delaware. I am  indebted to G. Craig Caba, a historian in Gettysburg, and Professor Ronald Palmer, of George Washington University, for their references and sage advice concerning the treatment of the system in Maryland. I also thank Patrick Trimble, a historian from Fayette County, Pennsylvania, for his guidance and help in exploring the Underground Railroad in West Virginia. Finally, special thanks must be accorded to Kyle Weaver, my editor at Stackpole Books. It was due to his suggestions, encouragement, and skillful editing that this work, as well as my previous book, Underground Railroad in Pennsylvania, were conceived and saw the light of day.
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    A runaway avoids capture by a slave hunter. Pennington had a similar experience in his quest for freedom. HISTORICAL SOCIETY OF DELAWARE
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    The Saga of James W. C. Pennington

  

  The stories of slaves escaping from their bondage in the South contain many examples of heroism and imagination. Elements such as creative disguises, incredible human endurance, daring acts, and imaginative ways of traveling run throughout the tales of these brave people. Although some of these stories are exotic and intriguing, like that of Henry Brown, who escaped from slavery in Richmond by hiding in a crate and having himself shipped to Philadelphia, or William and Ellen Craft, who escaped from Macon, Georgia, by donning elaborate disguises, the fact remains that most of the slaves fleeing their masters in Delaware, Maryland, or Western Virginia did so by simply walking to freedom in Ohio, New Jersey, and Pennsylvania. While this method lacks the romance and imagination of the Brown and Craft tales, it still required the elements of bravery, courage, and fortitude. The story of James W. C. Pennington is a classic example of this type of escape. Fortunately for modern students of the Underground Railroad, Pennington left a detailed account of his adventure in the form of a small book published in 1849, which can still be read today.1

  Pennington was born into a slave family on a plantation on the Eastern Shore of Maryland in 1809.2 His father was a slave who belonged to one master, while his mother was a slave to another master. When he was four years old, he, his mother, and an older brother were given to the son of their original master. The new master had just acquired a wheat farm located on the western section of Maryland, and he and his household moved there. Pennington’s father remained behind some 200 miles away.3 It was at this point in his life that Pennington began to experience the evils of slavery. Hunger, abuse from the master’s children, and whippings with a hickory cane by an overseer became daily experiences. When he turned nine years old, his master hired him out to work with a stonemason. This was not an unusual thing, since many slaveowners followed the practice of hiring out their slaves to bring in more income. Pennington remained with the mason and learned his trade, until he turned eleven years old. At this point, he returned to his master and was placed with a blacksmith to learn that trade. He wrote that he took special pride in becoming a “first - rate blacksmith.” 4 In 1828, Pennington was sold for the sum of $700, but he was repurchased by his previous master a short time later. He was now introduced to the carpenter’s trade and soon mastered that skill. He was also reunited with his father at this time.

  It was during this period of his life that Pennington began to feel that slavery was truly an evil institution and he should try to escape it. Like many slaves before and after him, the driving force behind this desire was based on the abuses that he observed and personally suffered. Chief among these was the practice of cruel and unjust floggings at the hands of his master and his overseer. On one occasion, after seeing his father beaten unmercifully for no valid reason, Pennington resolved to escape.5 Finally, in 1830, he made good on his intention.6 The event that pushed him into actually escaping was witnessing his mother being threatened with a whipping for speaking out against her master after she was unjustly accused of having done something wrong. This took place on a Tuesday, and Pennington decided to flee on the following Saturday evening.7

  Slaves residing in Maryland during the pre–Civil War era usually had the Sabbath as a day of rest. On this day, his movement about the plantation would not appear to be unusual, so Pennington planned to leave that night. It was now past the middle of November, and the weather was still mild. He had hidden a small bundle of clothing in a small cave some distance from the main house in preparation for his departure. As the time for leaving drew near, he was torn with mixed emotions. On the one hand, he wanted to be free from the horrors he was experiencing and witnessing. On the other hand, he would be leaving his parents and his six sisters and four brothers, who also lived on the plantation. What would become of them? Would the master sell them or beat them out of spite for his escaping? Once he left, where would he go? He knew that Pennsylvania was a free state, but he did not know how far away it was or in what direction it lay. He also knew that if he was caught in his attempt to escape, the punishments he would have to face could be fatal.8

  Pennington strengthened his resolve and left the plantation around 2:00 in the afternoon. The only food he was able to take was a half - pound piece of corn bread. After leaving the property, he got his bundle of clothing from the cave and struck out cross - country, moving carefully through a thick stand of woods. He started by aiming for a town about six miles away, where his brother lived. He reached the town at nightfall, but after considering how he would be placing his brother in grave danger by getting him involved in the escape, Pennington decided not to contact him. He would go it alone and strike out for Pennsylvania. He had learned that Pennsylvania was to the north, and he determined to journey at night using the North Star as his guide. If he traveled far enough, he was sure that he would reach this free state.

  The day had been fine and the early evening comfortable, but he began to feel the damp cold around 3:00 A.M. “Gloom and melancholy again spread through my whole soul,” he wrote.9 The corn bread was not giving him much nourishment, and he was experiencing the first of many hardships he would have to endure on his journey. As he walked along, he suddenly realized that dawn was breaking. He was now in open country, and he needed to find a hiding place for the daytime. The only possible place was in a corn shock standing in a field just a few hundred yards from the road on which he was now traveling. Pennington hid in the corn shock but quickly discovered that because of its size, he had to sit there in a squatting position all day. This allowed him little rest, and when night came, he set off once again, weary from a lack of sleep. By this time his bread was all gone, and he now began to feel a gnawing hunger in his stomach.10

  The second day of his journey passed much like the first. He followed the road all night, and when daylight came, he hid under the arch of a small bridge over which the road ran. He had come across a few sour apples, but they gave him severe cramps, and he slept little again that second day.

  When nightfall came, he left the bridge and continued along the road. As dawn approached, he found that he had come to a tollgate. The road on which he was traveling turned out to be the public turnpike known as the National Road, today’s Route 40. At the gate, he met a young boy about twelve years of age. When asked by Pennington where the pike led, the boy said that it went to Baltimore, some eighteen miles away. Knowing that his plantation was eighty miles from Baltimore, Pennington quickly calculated that he had traveled sixty - two miles already. Had he been able to go directly north, as he had planned, he would now be in Pennsylvania. He then asked the boy how to get to Philadelphia. The lad told him to continue on the turnpike for another half a mile, and take a road that turned off from the pike. This road would take him to Gettysburg. If he did not want to go this way, he could stay on the pike and reach Baltimore and take a packet boat from there to Philadelphia.11
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  Pennington decided that it would be safer to take the road to Gettysburg. After leaving the turnpike and following the road to Gettysburg for about a mile, he met a young man driving a wagon loaded with hay. It was about 9:00 in the morning. The following conversation took place between the two of them:

  Young Man: “Are you traveling any distance my friend?”

  Pennington: “I am on my way to Philadelphia.”

  Young Man: “Are you free?”

  Pennington: “Yes, sir.”

  Young Man: “I suppose, then, you are provided with free papers?”

  Pennington: “No, sir. I have no papers.”

  Young Man: “Well, my friend, you should not travel on this road: You will be taken up before you have gone three miles. There are men living on this road who are constantly on look - out for your people, and it is seldom that one escapes them who attempts to pass by day.”

  

  The young man then advised Pennington to turn off the road at a certain spot and also told him how to find a house where an old gentleman would give him aid and shelter.12

  Pennington was deeply impressed by what the young man had said. His prior experience with white people had not been so cordial, and no one had ever called him “friend.” This exchange also verified that there were whites in Maryland who would offer assistance to fugitive slaves who were heading north to Pennsylvania. But, Pennington forgot the directions the young man had given him. After some hesitation, he left the road and went into a small grove of trees. Since it was now broad daylight and he was unable to find a suitable hiding place, he decided that it would arouse less suspicion if he kept walking on the road rather than be seen moving through the fields.

  Around 10:00 A.M., after traveling about five miles from the tollgate, he saw a tavern near the road. At this point, he was suffering greatly from hunger and exhaustion. He decided to go past the tavern as quickly as pos sible. Before he could do so, however, he heard someone call to him. He turned around to see a man digging potatoes in a field near the road. The man asked to whom he belonged. When Pennington said that he was free, the man demanded to see his free papers. Since Pennington had no such docu ments, the man tried to detain him. Pennington bolted and fled. Vowing not to be taken, he quickly formed a plan as to how he might strike the man on the knee with a stone, should the man try to seize him. When the man caught up to him, and before Pennington could find a stone, the man called out for help, and another man appeared wearing a shoemaker’s leather apron. Both men now seized Pennington, and two other white men also came on the scene. They then dragged him to the tavern.13

  Word spread rapidly through the community that a runaway had been captured. The men tried to get Pennington to say to whom he belonged and even threatened to put him in jail. He knew he had two possible courses of action: He could tell them who his master was, which would result in his return and most likely a hundred lashes and banishment to Louisiana, or he could buy some time for another escape attempt by lying. He chose to lie, insisting that he was free. The men did not believe him because he had no documentation. They decided to take him to the local magistrate and turn him over to the law. But when they reached the magistrate’s home, he was not there. They tried taking him to another neighboring magistrate, but he too was gone. The men then turned around and began to take him back to the tavern. As they were passing a small grove of trees, Pennington suddenly bolted, knocking over one of his guards, and fled into the trees, again resolving not to be taken. As he came over a hill, he ran directly into a farmer plowing a field. The farmer delayed him long enough for the others to recapture him. He was securely bound, beaten, and taken back to the tavern.14

  Even though he had been beaten and was suffering from hunger and exhaustion, Pennington still kept his wits about him. When the men con tinued to press him for the identity of his master, he invented a story to delay them. He told them he had been sold from the Eastern Shore to a slave dealer who was taking him and a large gang of other slaves to Georgia. When the group got to a small town in Virginia, the slave dealer, as well as several of the slaves, got sick and died of smallpox. This had greatly alarmed the townspeople, and they drove the surviving gang of slaves out of the town. Not having any place to go, he had decided to seek work somewhere. Most of the men in the tavern believed his story. A number of them became alarmed, fearing that he would spread smallpox among them. When asked the name of the slave dealer, Pennington replied without hesitation, “John Henderson.” Apparently he had remembered this individual as a dealer in slaves, and when he named him, one of the men present also recognized the name and the man’s profession. The men decided to take him to another tavern in the town of Reistertown, not far from there, and keep him there until his story could be verified. At this point, they fed him a meal. It was 4:00 P.M. on Wednesday, and he had not eaten a real meal since the previous Sunday morning.15

  The men at the tavern decided to send only one of their members to accompany Pennington to Reistertown. This surprised him greatly, and he saw another opportunity to escape. He and his escort left the tavern and proceeded along the Westminster turnpike toward Reistertown.16 While they were walking down the road, he noticed another woodlot ahead and planned to run into it when they reached a bend in the road. But as they neared the spot, his plan was thwarted. At the moment he was going to make his move, another man appeared, riding around the bend on a large horse. He turned out to be the magistrate they had sought earlier in the day, and he had the appearance of someone not to be angered. Pennington had to retell his story to the magistrate, who then ordered that all three of them should return to the tavern. Back at the tavern, the magistrate decided that Pennington should accompany him to his farm and work for him at the rate of 25 cents a day until the details of his story could be verified.17

  The magistrate took Pennington to his farm, where he was lodged in the barn. Since the only other person on the farm besides the magistrate was a young boy, Pennington resolved to escape yet again. As the sun was setting, he ran out the back of the barn across the fields into a wooded grove. At this point in his saga, Pennington pauses to share with his reader the moral quandary he found himself in. In the course of his attempt to flee slavery, he had actually contemplated shedding another’s blood, breaking bones, and telling lies. That this should bother his conscience, as he was attempting to escape the barbarities he faced on the plantation, speaks multitudes about his moral character. It also flew in the face of the sentiment held by many in the South at that time that slaves were incapable of higher moral behavior.18

  Pennington fled through the woods and eventually came to another road around 3:00 in the morning. Shortly, he reached a fork in the road having three prongs. Not knowing which prong to take, he relied on divine providence and chose the middle one. At dawn, he came upon a small house with an equally small barn behind it. Because the country around the house was so open, he was forced to hide in the barn for the day. Eventually a farmer with a small dog came out of the house. The farmer began to work in a nearby field, while the dog, sensing Pennington hiding there, began to bark at the entrance to the barn. Fortunately for Pennington, the farmer ignored the dog. Pennington also noticed a great deal of activity on the road running past the barn. Riders were hastening up and down the road at great speed. One of them stopped to talk to the farmer, and Pennington overheard their conversation. He learned that a reward of $200 was being offered for his capture. All the while that this was happening, the dog kept barking, raising Pennington’s level of anxiety even higher.19

  When night fell, Pennington left the barn. He chose to travel through the fields parallel to the road to lessen the chances of accidentally running into his pursuers. As dawn approached, he hid in another shock of corn. His dinner that day consisted of a few handfuls of hard corn kernels that he managed to pry from some leftover corncobs lying near the shock. The night became very cold, and he suffered greatly from exposure. He left the corn shock and walked all night. It was now Saturday morning, and he had almost reached the limit of his endurance. Knowing that he could not go much farther without food and rest, he decided to travel by daylight and ask the first person he met for directions.20

  Pennington got back on the road and soon came to another tollgate. This was near the town of Petersburg in Adams County, Pennsylvania.21 When he asked about his location, the elderly woman operating the gate informed him that he was now in Pennsylvania. He asked her where he might find some work, and she directed him to a Quaker named W. W. When Pennington knocked on W. W.’s door, he was greeted warmly by the old man and taken in.22

  It was customary in works written about slave escapes or the Underground Railroad before the Civil War to not identify agents or those offering fugitives assistance. In this case, W. W. was William Wright, the famous Quaker Underground Railroad figure who lived in Adams County, Pennsylvania.23 Dr. Robert Smedley, in his work on the Underground Railroad, states that William Wright lived with his wife, Phebe, near the slopes of South Mountain, not far from the Maryland border. Smedley reports that Wright aided hundreds of runaways coming from Maryland, guiding them to stations on the Underground Railroad in Pennsylvania.24 Pennington stayed with Wright for six months. During this time, Wright taught him how to read and write. He also gave him the name James. After leaving Wright, Pennington proceeded to East Nantmeal, Chester County, and stayed with another Quaker named J. K. for seven months. He then journeyed to Philadelphia and eventually reached New York.25 William Still has him spending the seven months after leaving Wright’s home with Daniel Gibbons near Lancaster.26 This seems unlikely, however, in light of Pennington’s own testimony.

  In the years that followed, James Pennington studied theology in New Haven, Connecticut; became a pastor of an African Congregational Church in Hartford; and received a doctorate of divinity from the University of Heidelberg in the 1840s.27 Throughout the period prior to the Civil War, he spoke out powerfully against the institution of slavery.28 When the war was over, he took a pastorate in Natchez, Mississippi. While there, he prophetically warned his fellow blacks that now that the Civil War had ended, the real battle for their rights and equality under the law was just beginning.29

  Pennington’s story is the prototype for many escape stories. He demonstrates the courage, resourcefulness, endurance, quick wits, and fortitude that fugitives needed if they were going to walk to freedom from Delaware, Maryland, or Western Virginia. It also bears witness to the fact that there were individuals of conscience in these states who would offer runaways aid.
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    The Setting

  

  The setting for a discussion of the Underground Railroad in Delaware, Maryland, and West Virginia begins during the earliest years of the history of our country. Africans made their appearance on the shores of America shortly after the founding of the English colony of Jamestown. They did not come of their own free will, but rather, they came as slaves. In 1618, twenty captured Africans were brought by ship to the Jamestown colony and sold to the settlers there as slaves.1 This initiated a practice that was to continue throughout the seventeenth century and into the early years of the eighteenth century. During this period, slave labor became indispensable to the agricultural economy of the South. In many cases, slavery evolved into an institution rife with cruelty and inhumanity. It also spawned a countermovement of reform that ultimately led to the bloodiest conflict in our nation’s history.

  Slavery influenced the moral, political, and economic characteristics of every region of the country. This was especially true in those states that bordered the Mason - Dixon line. Delaware, Maryland, and Western Virginia belonged to the slave states of the South, but they also contained individuals who were willing to risk all to aid slaves who were trying to escape their bondage and find freedom in the North. Before any discussion of who these people were or how slaves managed to make their way to freedom, it is necessary to consider several key factors: the demographics of these states; the legislative efforts to end slavery; the group that tried to bring an end to slavery, called the abolitionists; and the general structure of the system, known as the Underground Railroad, that helped slaves in their effort to flee their masters in the South.
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  The enslaved Africans who reached this country increased in numbers rapidly. The combination of regular shipments of newly enslaved Africans, coupled with their high rate of birth once they got here, resulted in their numbers growing steadily. One need only compare the census data from 1790 and 1860 to see this rapid growth. The census of 1790 shows that the white population of the United States at that time was 3,953,760 and the black population was 757,208, which consisted of 697,681 slaves and 59,527 free individuals. The 1860 census shows an increase to 26,923,000 whites and 3,953,760 enslaved and 488,370 free blacks. This indicates that almost 13 percent of the population was black slaves, and 3,838,765 of them lived in the South. The vast majority of the free blacks resided in the North.2 While these data show that the black population was increasing, most significant was the number of free blacks in the country. These free blacks played a significant role in the success of the Underground Railroad effort, in both the North and the South. Without the great number of free blacks available for aiding fugitive slaves, this effort would not have been as effective as it was.

  The three states examined in this study underwent some interesting changes in population between 1790 and 1860. According to the census of 1790, Delaware had a total population of 59,096 people. Included in this figure were 46,310 whites and 12,786 blacks, 8,887 of which were slaves. By 1850, these numbers had changed to a total population of 91,532, of which 71,169 were whites and 20,363 were blacks. However, the number of slaves had decreased dramatically—to 2,290.3 Here was a situation where the number of slaves in a Southern slave state decreased between 1790 and 1850. This change could have reflected a change of heart toward slavery, resulting in many masters freeing their slaves. It could also possibly show that greater numbers of slaves from Delaware were fleeing to the North.

  Maryland also underwent a shift in the numbers of blacks and slaves living within its borders similar to the one that occurred in Delaware. In 1790, there were 319,728 people living in Maryland. Of these, 208,649 were white and 111,079 were black. Included in the number listed for blacks were 103,036 slaves. After reaching a peak number of 115,056 in 1810, the number of slaves in the state declined to 90,368 by the time of the census of 1850. During this same period, the number of free blacks increased to 74,723.4 As was the case in Delaware, a larger number of free blacks were now living in Maryland as the Civil War approached. It also indicates that more blacks were gaining their freedom through being freed by their masters, usually in a will; purchasing their freedom by themselves or by others; or simply by escaping into states such as New Jersey, Ohio, or Pennsylvania.

  Population figures for Western Virginia are much more difficult to obtain than those for Delaware and Maryland. The main reason is the fact that West Virginia did not become a separate state until the Civil War. Up until then, this region was part of Virginia. Some information may be gleaned, however, from looking at the census numbers for Virginia between 1790 and 1850. In 1790, the total population for Virginia was 691,737. This number included 442,117 whites and 305,493 blacks, of which 287,959 were slaves. In the counties of Western Virginia, which later became the state of West Virginia, there were only 4,668 slaves in 1790. By 1850, the general population for the state had risen to 622,549. Likewise, the black population rose to 503,213. The census also shows that the number of slaves had increased to 452,081. In the western counties of the state, the number of slaves rose to a high of 20,447 in 1850.5

  Three observations can be made with respect to these data. First, the overall number of slaves in Virginia increased between 1790 and 1850, unlike what had occurred in Delaware and Maryland. Second, while the number of free blacks also increased, it did not do so in the same proportion as it had in Delaware and Maryland. Third, the western counties did not have the same population density of slaves as did the rest of the state. That the institution of slavery was more deeply ingrained in Virginia than it was in Delaware or Maryland can be seen in the dramatic increase in the number of slaves in the state between 1790 and 1860. Not many slaves were gaining their freedom through manumission or purchasing their freedom, because the number of free blacks, while it did increase, did not do so in the same proportion as in Delaware or Maryland. Slavery was not as prominent in Western Virginia as it was in the eastern portion of the state, however.
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  Efforts to eliminate or regulate the institution of slavery fell into two categories: laws passed by legislative bodies in the states or at the national level, and regulations passed by organizations on this issue. Each of these helped create a climate and an opportunity in which slaves found a means for gaining freedom from their bondage.

  Serious legislation was not enacted on this issue until the time of the American Revolutionary War. However, sentiments against slavery had been building in the colonies of the Northeast and some of the Mid - Atlantic areas. At the time of our independence, a number of the newly formed states passed laws that either banned slavery outright or designed a process by which the institution would be phased out over a fixed period of time. The first state to do this was Vermont in 1777. Following Vermont in enacting laws for the elimination of slavery were Pennsylvania in 1780; Massachusetts in 1781; Connecticut, New York, and Rhode Island in 1799; and New Jersey in 1804.6 At the national Constitutional Convention of 1787, the topic of slavery and its abolition was also raised. In August 1787, a fierce debate took place in which the matter was considered. Representatives such as Gouverneur Morris, Oliver Ellsworth, and even George Mason from Virginia argued passionately for the abolishment of slavery. They were countered by numerous speakers representing Southern states, especially from Georgia and South Carolina. In the end, a compromise was reached in which the importation of slaves was to be permitted until the year 1808, when the practice was to stop.7

  The month before this debate took place, a new law was passed on July 13, 1787, called the Northwest Ordinance. Article 6 of the ordinance stated, “There shall be neither slavery nor involuntary servitude in the said territory.”8 This effectively eliminated the possibility of slavery in the area that was to become the states of Illinois, Indiana, Michigan, Ohio, and Wisconsin. The final piece of legislation in this early period of America’s history affecting slavery was known as the Act to Prohibit the Importation of Slaves. In fulfilling the design of the constitutional compromise reached on slavery in 1787, Congress passed this law. It contained the proscription “that from and after the first day of January One thousand eight hundred and eight, it shall not be lawful to import or bring into the United States or the territories thereof from any foreign kingdom, place, or country, any negro, mulatto, or person of colour, as a slave, or to be held to service or labour.”9

  Not all attempts to pass laws in the states affecting slavery or abolishing it were successful, however. Laws were proposed in Delaware in both 1767 and 1775 to prohibit the importation of slavery, but they were not enacted. Likewise, neither of the bills introduced in the state legislature in 1786 and 1803, urging the abolition of slavery in Delaware, was passed.10 In 1785, the Methodist Church in Virginia petitioned the state legislature to abolish slavery on the grounds that it violated the teachings of Christianity and the tenets of the Virginia Declaration of Rights. The members of the legislature totally rejected the petition.11
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    THE ABOLITIONIST MOVEMENT
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  The abolitionist movement was based on the premise that slavery was an evil and those subjected to it deserved their freedom as soon as possible. Many in the North and some in the South held this sentiment. Several religious denominations even made abolitionism a basic issue in their belief system.

  The earliest expression of this abolitionist view can be seen in a document published by several individuals of deep religious conviction. On February 18, 1688, Garret Hendrick, Daniel D. Pastorius, and the brothers Derick and Abram op de Graeff published a pamphlet entitled The Resolutions of the Germantown Mennonites. In it, they condemn slavery as an anti Christian institution. They also make a series of arguments, based on religious principles, for the abolishment of slavery in America.12 A few years after this pamphlet appeared, George Keith, a Quaker, printed another one in 1694 in which he also argues against the institution of slavery. The work circulated widely throughout the colonies and was read by many.13 Keith’s pamphlet was the first public indicator of the antislavery attitude of the Quakers in America. This desire to abolish slavery grew within the ranks of the Quakers, and in 1754, at their yearly meeting, they officially condemned the practice of slavery and urged all of their members who might own slaves to free them at once.14
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