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I am an american to the backbone ... 

—James W. C. Pennington


PREFACE

It should be noted that certain spellings were inconsistent in mid-nineteenth century America, in particular such words as color/colour, labor/labour, etc. When English sources are quoted, the latter spelling is consistently used even if the speaker was an American, but in the United States both spellings were common. “Practise/practice” and “defense/defence” are other words inconsistently spelled in the various texts I have quoted. Whatever spelling was found in the original has been maintained. Among the most difficult matters in that respect is the term “anti-slavery” which appears sometimes as one word, sometimes as two, and sometimes with a hyphen. I have tried to replicate the original and to use the term with a hyphen myself. I dislike using [sic] but at times it seems necessary to show that the error was in the original. It might be noted also that when misspellings occur in quotations from James Pennington or anyone else, the error may well be with the original editor or typesetter.

The following abbreviations have been used in the footnotes:

BAA UDM—Black Abolitionist Archives, University of Detroit Mercy

BAP—Black Abolitionist Papers microfilm. The published version of the Black Abolitionist Papers is cited by its full name.

CA—Colored American

FDP—Frederick Douglass’ Paper


INTRODUCTION

He had been running for almost eight days and he was tired and hungry. He had been captured twice by slave catchers and escaped. The last food he had eaten was a brief meal provided by the slave catchers three days earlier. Aside from that, he had had only a loaf of bread, a dry ear of corn, and some green apples that had made him sick. He had slept in the woods, in cornfields and under a bridge. And now, north at last of the Mason-Dixon line, he had asked for work and been directed to the house of a Quaker named William Wright.

Standing outside the door that could open a new life to him, James Pembroke (who would later change his name to Pennington) knocked. William Wright opened the door, and behind him Pembroke could see the breakfast table loaded with a nineteenth-century farmer’s breakfast. Pembroke asked whether he could find work and Wright responded, “Well, come in then and take thy breakfast and we will talk about it. Thee must be cold without any coat.”1

Seldom do two short sentences provide us such an opening into two radically different lives. We can hear them as Pembroke did, both as an invitation and a challenge. He never forgot those words. No white man had ever spoken to him before as one man to another. They opened up for him the possibility of a life in freedom. For the rest of his life, he would remember them also as a standard of caring for others that he should maintain himself. In those words we hear as well the voice of a man who had put his life at risk for principles derived from his faith. William Wright had made his home open to the needs of others; his life was as available to them as the food on his breakfast table. Such stories as theirs should be remembered and told, not least because biographies provide a means of expanding our lives by entering into the lives of others.

1 This misuse of “thee” (it should be “thou”) appears to be Pennington’s mistake, as it appears throughout his writing. We will avoid using the notation “[sic]”.
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CHAPTER ONE

Finding Freedom

As he stood in the slave quarters of Rockland plantation, six miles south of Hagerstown, Maryland, on a sunny afternoon in late October 1827, James Pembroke knew that this was the day that would change his life forever. He and the other members of his family had been beaten once too often. He could remain a slave no longer.

Pembroke reviewed once again the events that had led to his decision. He had seen his father mercilessly beaten for daring to suggest that he would willingly be sold to another owner if his master was dissatisfied with his work. He had been beaten himself when he happened to look up from his work and catch his master’s eye. But it was when his master threatened Pembroke’s mother with a beating that he decided he could take no more. That happened on a Tuesday. By Saturday he had made up his mind to flee. He rolled up a small bundle of clothes, hid it in a cave a little distance from the house, and decided to leave the next day, Sunday, October 28.

Pembroke, like most slaves in Maryland, was usually given the Sabbath as a day of rest. On the Rockland plantation church-going was not allowed, but slaves could travel a few miles to visit family members on other plantations if they wished. Thus it would not be unusual to see a slave walking along the highway, and Pembroke would be less likely to attract attention than on a work day. With many of his fellow slaves away, all was quiet as Pembroke thought over for one last time the alternatives he had been weighing for weeks.1

On the negative side of the balance were the consequences to himself and his family. Should he fail, should he be captured and brought back, there was the certainty of the most severe caning he had ever experienced. He would, in addition, almost certainly be sold south, sold to a harsher master and transported to the cane and cotton fields of the Deep South where the average survival time in the heat and hard labor was a mere seven years. There was, as a result, always a need for more slaves on those plantations, and in Maryland, where the need for slaves was declining, slave owners had turned to breeding and exporting. Pembroke had already seen slaves who displeased his master sold to what was likely to be an early death. He had seen chained gangs, including even children, going by his plantation on the way to Louisiana.2

Not least of his concerns were the consequences for his family. They would be accused of having helped him, and how could they prove that they had not? They, too, could be beaten and sold off to a harsher life. But they might suffer whether his escape attempt was successful or not. They would be safe only if he stayed, and even so they would be beaten as usual when their owner was feeling ill-tempered. So those consequences, he had concluded, could not weigh against his plans.3

All morning Pembroke had sat in the blacksmith’s shop and thought it through yet again. “Hope, fear, dread, terror, love, sorrow, and deep melancholy,” he recalled, “were mingled in my mind together.” One thing he understood clearly: if his courage failed at this point and he failed to act, no better moment would ever come and he would be a slave for the rest of his life. As the days went by, the obstacles to flight would only become greater. He might soon have children of his own whom then he would be unwilling to leave. Even now he hated the thought of leaving his parents and brothers and sisters behind. Perhaps most difficult of all was the fact that he was so completely ignorant of the larger world. Although he had once lived in Hagerstown for two years as an apprentice stone mason, he had almost no knowledge at all of the world beyond that. He would be striking out for an unknown land in which he would know not a single human being and yet he would be forced to rely on those unknown individuals for his survival.4

What little Pembroke knew of the world beyond the plantation had come from conversations overheard when he was an apprentice in Hagerstown, and the stories told by other slaves who passed on information by word of mouth on their Sabbath visits or as they were bought and sold from one plantation to another. Then, too, there were thousands of free African Americans in Maryland, some of whom had traveled to the north and had come back with stories to tell of their experience. Listening to them, Pembroke had learned that there was freedom in Pennsylvania and that Pennsylvania lay somewhere to the north. How far to the north Pennsylvania was, he had no idea. In fact, it was no further north from Hagerstown than Hagerstown was from his home. The border with Pennsylvania, the famous Mason-Dixon line, was only six or seven miles beyond Hagerstown and within easy reach for a young man in a hurry. Yet for all he knew it might have been a thousand miles away. The distance worried him, but he thought he was strong enough to survive or at least to attempt the journey. He was nineteen years old, sturdy and capable, with skills as a blacksmith and stone mason and carpenter. If ever there were a time to leave home, this was that time. He thought he could identify the North Star and he believed he could follow that star and find freedom.5

By two o’clock Sunday afternoon, Pembroke was ready to start. Looking around for food he could find nothing but a half loaf of corn bread. He put that in his pocket and went to the cave to collect the bundle of clothes he had hidden there. He looked around one last time. A few children were playing in front of the cabin and his feeling of sadness was intensified by the thought that he would probably never see them again. Nevertheless he began to walk. “The hour was come,” he told himself, “and the man must act, or for ever be a slave.”6

Normally Pembroke might have taken the road into Hagerstown. A slave walking on the road might not normally be questioned on the Sabbath, but the bundle of clothes would have raised red flags for anyone who saw him, so he moved away from the road and made his way through thick woods and across the rough, recently harvested fields. He went slowly, since his original thought had been to stop in Hagerstown to visit his brother and go on after dark. As he walked, however, he rethought his plans and decided not to stop with his brother after all. If he stopped, he would endanger his brother when his escape was made known, and then too his brother might persuade him not to go after all. Pembroke was fond of his older brother and had often turned to him for advice. Merely seeing and talking with his brother might be enough to unsettle him and lead him to abandon his plan.7

By the time Pembroke reached Hagerstown, it was dark. By contemporary standards, Hagerstown was a large community, counted in the 1830 census among the hundred largest towns and cities in the United States with a population of over 3,000. Prosperous and progressive city leaders had paved a few streets with crushed stone in the new macadam process, but they had not yet provided street lights, so there were only a few dim lights outside the taverns. The houses were set side by side with little or no space between them, so the densely populated area was not large. Pembroke knew he could walk through town quickly without being seen.8

Once through the town, he was well and truly on his way to freedom. He felt “like a mariner who has gotten his ship outside of the harbor and has spread his sails to the breeze. The cargo is on board—the ship is cleared—and the voyage I must make.” It was a cloudless night and the North Star was quite visible. And now he knew he must go full speed to be as far from home as possible by the time the sun came up the next morning and he was missed.9

Following the road and moving quickly, Pembroke made good progress until about three o’clock in the morning, when a chilly dew came down and he began again to wonder what he had done. “Gloom and melancholy again spread through my whole soul. The prospect of utter destitution which threatened me was more than I could bear, and my heart began to melt.” He was still feeling gloomy when the sun began to rise and he found himself in open country with no place to hide except in a corn shock a few hundred yards from the road. Travel by daylight was too great a risk, so he got himself inside the corn shock where there was no room to lie down and no real possibility of sleep. There he squatted all day, fearful and very unhappy. Slowly he ate his bread, trying to make it last as long as possible, but by the time it was dark again not a crumb remained.10

Hungry and miserable, he set out again. Now the sky was overcast; he could see no stars at all and had “serious misgivings” about his course. Indeed, the attempt to reconstruct Pembroke’s course raises serious questions. If he had gone straight toward the North Star, he would have been well into Pennsylvania within less than twenty-four hours, but when he finally asked where he was, at dawn on the third day, he was told he was eighteen miles from Baltimore. The proverbial crow traveling to Baltimore from Hagerstown would fly somewhat south of due east and be further from Pennsylvania at the end of its flight than at the beginning. Now as then, however, the nearest any road comes to that line runs through the Catoctin Mountains, which rise over a thousand feet above the otherwise gently rolling farmland about fifteen miles east of Hagerstown. Even today the road through those mountains twists and turns as it winds its way around deep ravines and past steep and rocky hillsides. But Pembroke makes no reference to terrain except to say that after his first night, during which he says nothing of any difficulty in finding his way, he was in “open country.” It seems hardly possible that he could have traveled through the mountains so easily and, of course, he would have to have been mistaken about the North Star. If, on the other hand, Pembroke did indeed go north into Pennsylvania during his first night’s journey, and then, with no star to guide him and doubtful of his course, became confused and began traveling southeast, he might have gotten past the mountains somewhat more easily and still have arrived eighteen miles west of Baltimore on the third day. In that case, he would have crossed and re-crossed the Mason-Dixon line. That famous line is still well marked with three-hundred-pound boulders, but the boulders are set at intervals of a mile and can easily be missed. In the dark it would be a remote chance indeed for a walker to stumble over them.

Wherever Pembroke may have been, and whatever road he was on, he set out again when it was dark, though body and spirit were growing weaker. The night was uneventful, but as dawn broke he found some green apples and a bridge under which to hide. There he spent the day. The green apples, washed down with some water from the stream, disagreed with him and severe cramps made the day miserable. When he set out once again after dark, he was weakened by the stomach upset and lack of sleep. He found himself stopping frequently to rest and sleep for a few minutes, with the result that he made “little progress.”11

When morning came on Wednesday, he saw a toll booth in the distance and found a twelve-year-old boy who was apparently on duty. He asked where the road led and was told it went to Baltimore, 18 miles away. This astounded him. He knew that it was some 80 miles from Hagerstown to Baltimore and he knew very well that Baltimore was not a good place for a fugitive slave to be. Somehow he had been traveling in the wrong direction, toward danger rather than freedom. Pembroke decided to ask one more question: what is the best way to Philadelphia? “You can take a road which turns off about half-a-mile below this, and goes to Gettysburg,” said the boy, “or you can go on to Baltimore and take the packet.”12

Ten years later, Frederick Douglass would, in fact, manage to escape from slavery by taking the packet boat from Baltimore to Philadelphia, but Douglass had borrowed papers certifying that he was free and he had money for a ticket.13 Pembroke had neither. For Pembroke, the only sensible choice was to take the turn and head for Gettysburg.

He was relieved to be off on the side road since the road he had been on, he was told, was “The National Turnpike.” Here again it would seem that either Pennington’s memory is faulty or he was further off course than he had any idea. The National Turnpike was the country’s first superhighway, authorized by President Thomas Jefferson, built with government funding, and designed to open the West to trade and settlement. Later in the day, Pennington would discover that he was near Reisterstown, but the National Turnpike ran ten or twelve miles south of Reisterstown. If Pennington had misidentified the North Star at the outset and headed southeast out of Hagerstown, he might have followed the National Turnpike almost from the beginning. If so, he would have found the best route past the Catoctin Mountains and made excellent time, but he would have been moving into ever more dangerous country for a fugitive slave.

Whether Pennington was north or south of Reisterstown when he asked for information, he was obviously not headed north. Turning to the north and following the directions he had now been given, he had gone about a mile when he met a young man with a pair of horses and a load of hay. Drawing his horses to a stop, the young man asked Pennington in a friendly way where he was going. Pennington remembered the dialogue this way:


	“Are you traveling any distance, my friend?”

	“I am on my way to Philadelphia.”

	“Are you free?”

	“Yes, sir.”

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

	“No, sir. I have no papers.”

	“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 the look-out for your people; and it is seldom that one escapes them who attempts to pass by day.”14



The young man’s advice to Pembroke was that he should go a certain distance and then turn off the road toward a house where he would find help. Clearly the house was a station on the Underground Railroad and the young man was aware of it and was providing Pembroke with a way to find the help he needed. But the realization that he had gone so far astray and the warning about slave catchers had left Pembroke now thoroughly confused. As a result, he quickly forgot the directions he had been given and decided not to try to follow them lest he become further lost. He thought he would do better to try to hide again for the day so he left the road to look for a hiding place. There was a small patch of woods that seemed to offer a refuge but it was not enough to provide any real concealment, so Pennington came back to the road. There were people at work in the fields and he hoped he would not be noticed amid the activities of a busy day.15

That was a bad mistake. After walking another mile along the road, he came to a milestone marking 24 miles from Baltimore, and near the milestone was a tavern. It was ten o’clock in the morning and Pembroke was hungry. Under ordinary circumstances he would have been glad to see a place offering food, but he was alert now to his danger and set out to pass the tavern as quickly and quietly as he could. Across the road from the tavern, however, was a field and in the field was a man digging potatoes. Pembroke was stopped by a shout of “Halloo!” Although the voice did not sound friendly, Pembroke replied politely. Again he recorded the dialogue as he remembered it:


	“Who do you belong to?”

	“I am free, sir.”

	“Have you got papers?”

	“No, sir.”

	“Well, you must stop here.”

	“My business is onward, sir, and I do not wish to stop.”

	“I will see then if you don’t stop, you black rascal.”16



The potato-digger had already put down his spade and was climbing over the fence as he spoke. It was obvious that he had no intention of being helpful. Pembroke “saw that a crisis was at hand.” Although he had crafted knives and guns in his blacksmith’s shop, he had brought no weapons of any kind with him, but he was not of a mind to surrender without a struggle. Whether he could outrun his pursuer was uncertain, so he decided he would at least attempt to get some distance away from the tavern where there might be others prepared to interfere with his progress. Then, if necessary, he would find a stone with which to “smite him on the knee.” Such a plan was far from ideal, but his work as a blacksmith “had given my eye and hand such mechanical skill, that I felt quite sure that if I could only get a stone in my hand, and have time to wield it, I should not miss his knee-pan.”17

The pursuer was beginning to be short of breath and was, as Pembroke remembered it, becoming “vexed” at his failure to overtake his prey. Pembroke, on the other hand, was becoming more and more “provoked at the idea of being thus pursued by a man to whom I had not done the least injury.” The pursuer made a last desperate lunge that fell short and let out a yell for “Jake Shouster!” There was a small house on the left, and in response to the call, the door flew open. Out came a large man wearing a shoemaker’s leather apron and with a knife in one hand. Shouster grabbed Pembroke by the collar and held him while the first pursuer grabbed his arms and held them behind his back. Two men, both larger and stronger than Pennington, now had him firmly in their hands, and one of them had a dangerous weapon. A third man now emerged from the shoemaker’s shop and a fourth man came up from the potato field. Surrounded and outnumbered, Pembroke’s worst fears seemed to be realized. “My heart melted away,” he wrote, and “I sunk resistlessly into the hands of my captors.”18

The captors dragged him back to the tavern, and word spread quickly through the neighborhood that everyone should “come and see the runaway nigger.” Men, women, and children came crowding into the room and one man, taller than all the rest and apparently accustomed to command, suggested a plan of action: “That fellow is a runaway I know; put him in jail a few days, and you will soon hear where he came from.” Fixing Pembroke with a hard stare, he added, “If I lived on this road, you fellows would not find such clear running as you do; I’d trap more of you.” Others in the crowd, however, thought there might be an easier way: let Pembroke save everyone a great deal of unnecessary work, they suggested, by simply telling them where he came from. This he was not willing to do. Unlike many slaves, who used lying as a survival skill, he had been brought up to tell the truth, but he knew that, whatever the law might be, these people had no right to a truth that would be harmful to him. It also seemed to him a very unequal bargain. The captors might be paid a hundred dollars as their reward, but Pembroke would receive a hundred lashes and be sent to the cotton fields of Louisiana. The advantage to them was much less than the cost to him. It was too high a price to pay for truth.19

Since Pembroke continued to insist that he was not a runaway, the captors decided they should get legal advice, so they tied his hands and took him to the residence of a magistrate some half mile from the tavern. There was no one home. Disappointed but not discouraged, they decided to consult another magistrate in the neighborhood. Again the distance was not great, but this time the route was across country and involved climbing fences and jumping ditches. Thoughts of a possible reward for their efforts gave the captors energy, but once again they were disappointed. No one was home.20

It was now well after noon and the captors’ enthusiasm for their work was waning rapidly. Lacking a name for their captive, they had begun to call him “New John” and, still hopeful for some cooperation, they continued to press him to tell them his name and where he was from. It had been hard for Pembroke to cope with the fences and ditches with his hands tied, so they now untied him and urged, “If you have run away from any one, it would be much better for you to tell us!” Pembroke’s thoughts, however, were still set on freedom. He was well aware that word of his escape would be spreading and that the information he was refusing to give might come to them anyway at any moment. His escort had dwindled by this time to the original two and, when he saw a patch of woods not far from the road, he decided to try once more to escape. With a quick sweep of his arm he took the legs out from under one man, “left him nearly standing on his head,” and got a quick start on the other.21

Off they went, over a fence and up a small hill. Since one of the two men had longer legs and was gaining on him, his thoughts turned once again to stones and violence. Just as he was about to look for a stone with which to attack, however, he came over the crest of the hill and found himself at the edge of a newly plowed field with a plowman in position to cut off his escape. Once more he was grabbed by the collar and once more the pursuers caught up. This time he was thrown to the ground. The plowman put his knees on Pembroke’s shoulder, the first pursuer came down on his legs, and the other pursuer tied his arms behind him. Kicking, punching, and cursing him, they set off once again for the tavern.22

By mid-afternoon they were back at the tavern and appealing again for him to tell them the truth. Pembroke’s efforts to escape undermined his protests that he was free but now he had had time to think about another story. “If you will not put me in jail,” he said, “I will now tell you where I am from.” They made the requested promise and Pembroke told them this story:


	A few weeks ago, I was sold from the eastern shore to a slave-trader, who had a large gang, and set out for Georgia, but when he got to a town in Virginia, he was taken sick, and died with the small-pox. Several of his gang also died with it, so that the people in the town became alarmed, and did not wish the gang to remain among them. No one claimed us, or wished to have anything to do with us; I left the rest, and thought I would go somewhere and get work.



It was a clever ploy. Some seemed to believe his story while others had no desire to be close to someone who might have smallpox. One or two wandered off muttering, “Better let the small-pox nigger go.” The crowd in the tavern became noticeably thinner, but there were still some who wanted evidence and who asked for the slave-trader’s name. “John Henderson,” said Pembroke, dredging up a name he had heard somewhere. It was a lucky guess. “John Henderson!” said one of the captors, “I knew him; I took up a yaller boy for him about two years ago, and got fifty dollars. He passed out with a gang about that time, and the boy ran away from him at Frederickstown. What kind of a man was he?”

Again Pembroke took a chance and provided a description and again it was satisfactory. “Yes,” said his questioner, “that is the man.” During this exchange the crowd had continued to dwindle. Jake Shouster’s wife had summoned him to dinner and he had wandered off muttering about losing a whole day’s work “trotting after a tied nigger.” Finally, Pembroke was left with only his original captor, and this man was ready to negotiate.23

“John,” he said, “I have a brother living in Reisterstown, four miles off, who keeps a tavern; I think you had better go and live with him, till we see what will turn up. He wants an ostler.” Ostler has meant various things at various times and places, ranging from someone who takes care of horses to a general hired hand, but, whatever it was he was being offered, Pembroke was quick to agree. “Well,” said the captor, “take something to eat, and I will go with you.”

The best part of the offer was food; Pembroke had not had a meal since early Sunday, and it was now 4 o’clock on Wednesday. He had no intention, however, of going into a town where there would be newspapers, handbills, and travelers bringing word of escaped slaves, and a jail to hold prisoners. As he ate, he resolved that he would rather die than be taken there.24

Pembroke probably never knew it but he had a certain advantage in the fact that the Hagerstown newspaper, the Torch Light and Public Advertiser, was published weekly on Thursdays. The next day there would indeed be a notice of a runaway slave and an unusually generous offer of $200 for Pembroke’s return. The ad reported that “James Pembrook” had run away on Monday, October 29. Pembroke had, in fact, left on Sunday but Frisby Tilghman, Pembroke’s owner, would not have missed him until Monday and therefore would not have imagined that he could yet have reached the Reisterstown area, nor, of course, would he have supposed that he had fled in that direction. The description provided was not altogether flattering:


	about 21 years of age, five feet five inches high, very black, square & clumsily made, has a down look, prominent and reddish eyes, and mumbles or talks with his teeth closed, can read, and I believe write, is an excellent blacksmith, and pretty good rough carpenter.25



The ad never used the word “slave”; slave owners had begun avoiding the word under mounting pressure from abolitionists in the North and substituting terms like “servants” or “hands,” as if somehow that would calm the rising storm. The ad also reveals a good deal of ignorance on the part of the owner since his slave, in fact, could not read or write.

Most of the other fugitive slave ads that were a regular feature of the newspaper’s advertisement pages describe what the fugitive was thought to be wearing. Since slaves owned few clothes there was not much chance that they would dress differently and an observant owner might have guessed, or learned from others, what clothing Pembroke had. The absence of such description, especially since Tilghman would have had many opportunities to observe his blacksmith, seems odd. The “down look” and “mumbles,” on the other hand, might have been a natural way for a slave, especially an unhappy one, to respond to his master. Once free, Pembroke had no trouble expressing himself with great clarity.

Over the next three months, Tilghman continued to run the ad. During that time there were notices looking for other fugitives, most with only one name given and with rewards starting at $10, “if taken within the county,” and some in the range of $40 to $75. There were two rewards of $100 offered but only one, for “James Pembrook,” at $200. Two weeks later Tilghman added that “he received shortly before he absconded, a pretty severe cut from his axe on the inside of his right leg.” He also noted that he had placed the same ad in newspapers in Lancaster and Philadelphia.26 No ads for other fugitives indicated that such action had been taken. Clearly Tilghman wanted his slave back and placed a high value on him. Tilghman kept a bounty on offer, in fact, until the day he died.

None of this news, however, would reach the Reisterstown area until the next day at the earliest. Had they seen the ad and known the size of the reward being offered, Pembroke’s captor’s friends might have been more motivated to stay with him and help out. As it was, however, they wandered off and left Pembroke with one more opportunity.

When he finished eating, he set out with his captor for the tavern in Reisterstown, resolved in his own mind that they would never get there. When they had gone about a mile and a half, he noticed that the road ahead entered a thick wood and took a turn. That, Pembroke thought to himself, would be an ideal spot for a confrontation. He would face his captor and “commence action,” after which only one of them would be able to go further. Scarcely ten feet from the turn in the road, however, a man on horseback appeared and fell into conversation with the captor. They spoke in German, a common language in Pennsylvania at the time, and so were able to leave Pembroke unaware of the nature of their discussion. When the rider at last spoke to Pembroke, he learned that the man was one of the magistrates they had been looking for fruitlessly earlier in the day. The rider drew himself up on his horse “like a general reviewing his troops, put on a solemn face,” and proceeded to examine Pembroke very precisely on the details of his story.27

Finally he said, “Well, you had better stay among us a few months, until we see what is to be done with you.” The magistrate obviously carried an authority that overrode all previous plans and the making of new plans involved going back once again to the tavern. There the magistrate got down from his horse and went with Pembroke and the farmer into the barroom, where he looked carefully at Pembroke and repeated his examination of Pembroke’s story. Apparently well satisfied with the result, he made a new proposal: Pembroke should go and live with him for a short time; he had a few acres of corn and potatoes to get in, and he would pay twenty-five cents a day for help with the work. Any proposal other than jail was perfectly acceptable to Pembroke. It was agreed then that Pembroke would spend the night at the tavern with the farmer, who would take him to the magistrate in the morning.28

By this time the sun was setting and the scattered showers of the afternoon had given way to a clearing sky. The farmer had left his hired man in the field digging potatoes alone, but now he felt a need to go and help him load the wagon so they could bring the potatoes into a barn beside the house. Oddly, instead of taking his new servant along to help, the farmer left him in the tavern with a boy about nine years old. The instructions were given in German but it was clear to Pembroke that the boy was to keep a close eye on him.

So now, as Pembroke studied his situation, he found himself in a house by the road with the potato field on the other side of the road. Behind the house and about 300 yards away across an open field was a thick wood. Taking off his coat to make it appear that he was making himself at home, Pembroke then walked around to the back of the house and saw that there was also a garden with a picket fence between himself and the woods. The boy asked why he didn’t come in and relax but Pembroke was not feeling able to relax. He countered that he was feeling unwell and asked whether the boy would be kind enough to bring him some water. As the boy went off on the errand, the farmer finished loading the wagon and began working to bring it to the barn. On the way to the barn, the farmer would have to pass in front of the house and leave Pembroke’s path from the back of the house to the woods out of his sight. When the boy brought the water, however, the farmer’s view was not yet screened by the house. Would the boy be kind enough, Pembroke asked, to get another glass of water? He gave Pembroke a suspicious glance but went off as requested. Meanwhile the farmer was having trouble bringing his horses and wagon across the road made slippery by the rain. Pembroke waited impatiently for the right moment and then, with the farmer finally out of his line of sight, he bolted for the woods. Over the picket fence and off across the fields he went. Behind him, he saw the boy peering curiously over the fence but the farmer was still struggling with the potato wagon and there was no pursuit.29

By the time all this had happened, the sun had set and a thick covering of dark clouds had come up. Years later, as he remembered the events of that day, Pennington (as he then was) would think of the passage from the Book of Job that says, “He holdeth back the face of His throne, and spreadeth a cloud before it.” He also reviewed the way in which the day’s events had led him to tell lies and to imagine doing violence to others and he saw that, too, as evidence of the iniquity of the slave system. Suppose he had been killed in a struggle and had appeared before God’s throne of judgment with a lie on his lips and evil in his heart. Any system that would lead a young man who had been brought up to tell the truth and live in peace with others to do and imagine evil was clearly evil itself.

At the moment, however, he had no time to meditate on all this, nor did he have any theological training to send his mind in such directions. He was in a thick wood on a dark night in an utterly unfamiliar place, and the whole area had been alerted to his existence. The woods had a dense undergrowth and it was all thoroughly wet from the afternoon rain. Besides that, there was no star visible and Pembroke began imagining what wild animals might be in the woods and what cliffs he might come upon unseen. He set off to distance himself from the scene of the day’s events, zigzagging back and forth in an effort to find a way through the woods. At last he came to a more open area, but now he was wading through marshy ground and leaping ditches. He was thoroughly miserable.30

Somewhere near three o’clock in the morning, Pembroke came upon a road just where it forked, and he found that he had to choose one of three ways. The road north from Reisterstown does indeed offer three alternatives, but all of them go to Pennsylvania. Pembroke remembered an old slave superstition that a left turn is unlucky, and yet it seemed to him that the right fork looked just as unlucky in the dark. He chose the middle road and moved on as fast as he could. A breeze had come up to make the chill from his wet clothes even greater and he had not gone far before the crowing of roosters, the barking of dogs, and the distant rattling of wagons on their way to the markets in town made him aware that dawn was not far off.

He looked around and saw that the countryside was now completely open and the only shelter was a small house and barn near the road. To hide in the barn was a great risk, he knew, but there seemed to be no alternative. He climbed up into the loft, which was filled with newly dried corn fodder, and tried to conceal himself. The fodder rustled so loudly with every movement that it seemed to him that those in the house would surely have to hear it.31

The farm family, in fact, did not hear him and only a small dog took notice. Pembroke, referring to the dog with an old English word still used by slaves, called the creature a “fice.” The word “feisty” has the same origin and conveys the meaning well. It was a small and very aggressive dog ready to yap at any excuse. A fugitive slave in the hayloft provided a very adequate excuse to make as much noise as possible. The dog commenced to bark and Pembroke held his breath, certain the farm family would come to investigate. They, however, were busy getting ready for the day’s work and seemed oblivious to the dog.32

With the sun now well up and the family going about their chores, it became clear to the fugitive that the farmer was planning to be away for the day. Distracted for a while by activity in the house, the dog stopped its barking until the man had gone. Through the cracks in the side of the barn, Pembroke could see that a mother and two small children were still in the house. The dog now set to work to get their attention by running back and forth between the house and the barn, yapping and raising a fuss. It seemed to Pembroke impossible that the family should fail to get the message, but perhaps they were so used to the dog’s noise that they automatically tuned it out. In any event, they paid no attention.

Now Pembroke’s thoughts turned to his hunger. The afternoon meal the day before had helped, but that meal, even with the loaf of bread he had brought and the few green apples he had found, was hardly enough to sustain four days of hard travel. Like the Prodigal Son (he reflected later), he might have been happy to fill his stomach with the fodder provided for the cattle—with which, in fact, he was surrounded—but dry corn stalks were more than he could cope with. He thought for a while of presenting himself at the door of the farm house and asking the good woman to have compassion. That, however, could have had fatal consequences, as he well knew, so he settled down to wait out the day. The barn was small and the crevices in its sides were large enough to let a strong breeze sweep through and add to the chill coming from his wet clothes.33

More wretched than he had thought possible, he waited through the day until, about mid-afternoon, he heard voices from what seemed to be parties of men passing by on the road. What little he could hear made it very evident that they were talking about him:

“I ought to catch such a fellow, the only liberty he should have for one fortnight, would be ten feet of rope,” said one.

Another said, “I reckon he is in that wood now.”

Still another said, “Who would have thought that rascal was so ‘cute’?”

And all the while, the little dog was running back and forth doing its best to let them know exactly where they could find the man for whom they were looking. Pembroke listened and trembled, but the riders passed on.34

Finally, toward the end of the day, the owner of the house returned and began to go about his evening chores. He brought the cow in from the field, fed the pigs, and chopped some firewood while the little dog still tried to get some attention. Several times the man and the dog came into the barn directly underneath Pembroke. Then from the road came sounds as if all the searchers were coming back in one united group. Pembroke recognized the voice of his original captor calling out to the farmer:

“Have you seen a runaway nigger pass here to-day?”

“No,” said the local farmer, “I have not been at home since early this morning. Where did he come from?”

“I caught him down below here yesterday morning. I had him all day, and just at night he fooled me and got away. A party of us have been after him all day; we have been up to the line, but can’t hear or see anything of him. I heard this morning where he came from. He is a blacksmith, and a stiff reward is out for him, two hundred dollars.”35

Obviously, the Hagerstown newspaper had been delivered and Tilghman’s ad had been seen.

“He’s worth looking for,” said the farmer.

“I reckon so,” said the captor from the day before. “If I get my clutches on him again, I’ll hurry him down to [a word Pembroke missed] before I eat or sleep.”

But the farmer had seen nothing and had not understood the message the dog was constantly delivering, so the riders moved on down the road. Darkness fell, and once more Pembroke felt free to move on. He came down from the loft and crossed the road into an open field on the other side. The dog had not given up, in spite of the way it had been ignored all day, and Pembroke could not believe, especially after the message from the riders, that no one would pay attention. He moved out into the field some two hundred yards and stopped to listen. A door opened and he stooped to pick up a couple of stones. With a stone in each hand, he made off as fast as he could, but there was no sound of pursuit so he dropped the stones as so much useless ballast.36

Now, of course, he was off the road again and dealing with all the problems of thick woods interspersed with marshes. When he came back to the road after several hours, he was so tired that it was all he could do to keep his legs in motion. The mild weather of the first days of the week had been followed by increasing cold, and by early morning there was a heavy frost. Pembroke somehow kept moving, although he was sure he would collapse and fall to the ground at any moment. He came to a corn field that had been cut with the stalks tied together in standing sheaves. Walking into the corn field, he found an ear of dry corn, crept into one of the sheaves, and tried to eat. Even that was beyond his strength, and he fell asleep.37

When he woke again the sun was out in full strength. There was no other concealment possible, so he hunkered down as best he could among the corn stalks and set to work again on the dry kernels of the ear he had picked. It was slow going; even his jaws were tired. He spent the best part of the morning gnawing away at the ear of corn, kernel by kernel. All was quiet in the field and on the road until mid-afternoon, when he was again thrown into a panic by a party of hunters who passed by very close to his hiding place with their guns and dogs. When they had shot a bird or two, however, they passed on their way, taking no notice of the terrified fugitive in the corn shock.

When darkness came, he set out again, feeling strengthened by the ear of dry corn but apparently light-headed from lack of food and sleep. He felt that he must at last be nearing free soil and he began to skip and jump and clap his hands and talk to himself. He found himself jeering the slaveholder he had left behind and saying “Ah! ha! old fellow, I told you I’d fix you.” The exhilaration passed before long, however, and once again depression gained the upper hand. Now he found himself asking, “But where are you going? What are you going to do? What will you do with freedom without father, mother, sisters, and brothers? What will you say when you are asked where you were born? You know nothing of the world; how will you explain the fact of your ignorance?”38

When Saturday morning dawned, Pembroke was aware of a sharper and deeper hunger than ever before, and he resolved to stay with the road whatever the risk might be and to ask the first person he met where he was. The sun was not yet high when he came to a toll booth. Recollection of the events that followed his encounter with a toll booth three days earlier made him hesitate briefly, but he had to know where he was. So he approached the booth and found it staffed by a woman who greeted him in a friendly fashion. Pembroke asked whether he was in Pennsylvania. She replied that he was, so he asked whether she knew where he might find work. Where he could find work, she did not know, but her advice was to continue on for two or three miles and find the home of William Wright, a Quaker. Mr. Wright, she said, would take an interest in him.

Thanking her profusely and paying careful attention to her directions, Pembroke took leave of the woman in the toll booth and walked on. Some half an hour later he found the house to which he had been directed and, screwing up his courage, he knocked on the door.39


CHAPTER TWO

Slavery As It Was

When James Pembroke knocked on William Wright’s door, he had been running for six days, but he had ceased to be a slave in his own mind long before that. He made that decision on the day his master flogged Pembroke’s father. Bazil Pembroke, James’s father, had been caring for a small lamb, the smallest of a valuable flock of Merino sheep that was one of his particular responsibilities. The mother had died and Bazil had brought some milk and was stooping over the lamb to feed it by hand when Frisby Tilghman came up. He was in a rage because two of his slaves had come back late from their free Sunday and two others were absent still. To reassert his authority, he was ready to whip anyone who crossed his path.

“Bazil,” he said, “have you fed the flock?”

“Yes, sir.”

“Were you away yesterday?”

“No, sir.”

“Do you know why these boys have not got home this morning yet?”

“No, sir, I have not seen any of them since Saturday night.”

“By the Eternal, I’ll make them know their hour. The fact is, I have too many of you; my people are getting to be the most careless, lazy, and worthless in the country.”

“Master,” said Bazil, “I am always at my post; Monday morning never finds me off the plantation.”

“Hush, Bazil!” said his owner. “I shall have to sell some of you; and then the rest will have enough to do; I have not work enough to keep you all tightly employed; I have too many of you.”

Tilghman had been looking for an opportunity to vent his rage and the last remark was said in an angry, insulting tone of voice that provoked Bazil to challenge him.

“If I am one too many, sir,” he said, “give me a chance to get a purchaser, and I am willing to be sold when it may suit you.”

That was all the excuse Tilghman needed. He kept a whip under his arm at all times and now he drew it out. “Bazil,” he said, “I told you to hush!”

With all his strength, he brought the cowhide lash down on Bazil’s back fifteen or twenty times, rising on his toes to bring it down with full force on the last stroke. “By the ——,” he spat out with the last stripe, “I will make you know that I am master of your tongue as well as of your time!”1

James Pembroke, who was then about twenty years old and about to begin his own day’s work as a carpenter, had been getting his breakfast as all this took place and was near enough to hear and see the whole encounter. It changed the relationship between Tilghman and all Pembroke’s family. They talked about it among themselves and went about their work with a sadness of spirit that Tilghman could not fail to notice. Determined to break their spirit, he taunted and threatened and made them constantly aware of his power over them. For James Pembroke it was a transforming moment: “In my mind and spirit,” he said, “I never was a slave after it.”2

But if Tilghman could break that spirit, he was determined to do so, and to find any excuse to assert his authority. There was, for example, the day when Pembroke was busy in the yard of the blacksmith shop, working to put a new shoe on a horse. Concentrating on his work, he was unaware that Tilghman had come up and was standing, watching, from a small hill nearby, leaning on his cane and with his hat pulled down above his eyes. The horse was heavy and Pembroke, becoming tired, put the horses’s foot down so that he could straighten up and take a brief rest. Unaware of Tilghman’s presence, he looked up and unintentionally caught his eye. Tilghman exploded in anger.

“What are you rolling your white eyes at me for, you lazy rascal?” he yelled. Taking his cane, he brought it down on Pembroke’s shoulders, arms, and legs at least a dozen times before he stalked off, cursing as he went. Pembroke was sore for weeks afterwards. Just as he had seen his father beaten, so his mother, watching from the cottage window, now saw her son beaten. The family was further humiliated.3

Although Pembroke was no longer a slave in his own mind after he had seen his father beaten and although his own beating had further alienated him from his owner, it was some weeks later, on Tuesday of the week before he left Rockland, that the decisive confrontation took place. He and his parents had noticed that Tilghman was keeping a close eye on them and that one of their fellow slaves had become the master’s spy to report on them even when the master was not present himself. This spy, more Irish than African, had decided to ingratiate himself with Frisby Tilghman in return for special treatment. Indignant at this betrayal, Pembroke’s mother spoke to the slave about it and told him that he should be ashamed of himself. This, too, the slave reported to Tilghman, with the result that Pembroke and his parents were summoned into the owner’s presence and berated for attempting to intimidate his “confidential servant.” When he came to understand that it was Pembroke’s mother who had spoken to the other slave, Tilghman threatened her with a flogging should she do any such thing again. Knowing his mother’s spirit as well as his master’s, Pembroke saw that they were on the eve of a crisis. That was Tuesday, October 23rd. Pembroke thought about it for a few days and by Saturday he had made his decision. He would not continue to be a victim of the system that produced such behavior.4

That system was described in detail by Frances Kemble, the English actress who married a plantation owner, and commented perceptively on how the insecurity of the slave owner inevitably led to such outbursts of violence. In her Journal of a Residence on a Georgian Plantation in 1838–1839, she wrote,


	I know that the Southern men are apt to deny the fact that they do live under an habitual sense of danger; but a slave population, coerced into obedience, though unarmed and half-fed, is a threatening source of constant insecurity.5



Ultimately responsible for Tilghman’s conduct was the fear all slave owners necessarily had of their slaves. They had good reason to fear. They knew of the slave rebellion that had gained control of Haiti by 1801, of Gabriel’s rebellion in Virginia in 1801 that mustered a thousand slaves, and of other conspiracies in Virginia in 1802 and South Carolina in 1816. They would have heard of the uprising in Louisiana in 1811, the biggest slave revolt in American history, in which between two hundred and five hundred slaves, led by a freeman of color, killed two white people and burned down three plantations before they were put down by a militia. They knew that in 1816, fugitive slaves who had been encouraged to flee to Florida by the Spanish had taken over an abandoned fort with its guns and munitions with the result that Andrew Jackson had believed it necessary to send an army unit into Spanish territory with orders to destroy the fort and “restore the stolen negroes and property to their rightful owners.” Nearly 300 slaves were killed in the resulting battle but, inexperienced and untrained though they were, they had proved willing and able to engage an organized military force. In 1822, Denmark Vesey, who had purchased his freedom, was betrayed before his planned uprising could be set in motion in South Carolina; but in 1831, 57 men, women, and children were slaughtered in Nat Turner’s rebellion before the militia put it down. All this lay behind the slave owners’ policy of keeping slaves ignorant and isolated so that word of such events would not spread and encourage further rebellions. Nonetheless, there could be no security in the chattel system because the chattels could never be reconciled to their fate. Fueled in part by their owners’ own rhetoric in the recent struggle for American independence, the slave owners’ property had dreams of freedom. Thus, as Kemble put it, life in a plantation was a constant struggle, “on the one hand to inflict, and on the other hand to evade, oppression and injustice.”6

As Pennington himself wrote some years later, “You cannot constitute slavery without the chattel principle—and with the chattel principle you cannot save it from these results. Talk not then about kind and christian masters. They are not masters of the system. The system is master of them; and the slaves are their vassals.”7 Pennington was always careful to indict the system rather than the individual slave owners. He understood that Frisby Tilghman also was trapped by the chattel system as surely as were the slaves. The fact that some human beings were treated as property by other human beings degraded them all. Years later, when Pennington wrote his autobiography, he indicted “the property principle ... the bill of sale principle” of which “the cart-whip, starvation, and nakedness, are [the] inevitable consequences.”8 Frederick Douglass, in his autobiography, says very much the same thing: “The slaveholder, as well as the slave, was the victim of the slave system.”9

Even as a young man, uneducated and isolated from any larger world view, Pembroke somehow sensed that it was the system that was at fault. He realized that the system was gradually corrupting his own integrity and that he must escape from that system or be destroyed by it. He had, for example, always tried to be trustworthy and to do work in which he could take pride. His owner had singled him out to learn the blacksmith’s trade and he had made an effort to do the best work possible. The skill he had developed had helped, in fact, to reconcile him to the life of a slave. He had a craft and he took an artist’s pride in finding new techniques to use. He had often made guns and pistols and blades for penknives, as well as hammers and hatchets and sword-canes, giving each of them a special touch as a work of art.10 No wonder Tilghman was sorry to lose him. But now Pembroke found that he could take no pride in his work. He could think of nothing but the way his family had been treated and of his determination to get away from the situation he was in.

Pembroke knew very well, however, that his lot could have been much worse. As stories of freedom filtered back from the North, so also stories filtered back from the South of far greater oppression. Tilghman’s way of controlling his slaves was mild compared to what happened elsewhere, and Pembroke was still able to say that his general temper was “kind.”11

One demoralizing aspect of the system, as Pembroke saw it, was the way it undercut whatever effort the slaves might make to improve themselves. If, for example, the family took pride in their daughters and trained them well, the daughters became desirable to the slave owners and overseers and their sons, who were unrestrained by any sense of a common humanity. Then, when the pregnant black woman became embarrassing and visible evidence of the white man’s behavior, she was almost certain to be separated from her family and sold into the grueling plantations of the Deep South.

Pembroke remembered that Frisby Tilghman had once owned a beautiful girl who was about twenty-four years old. She had been brought up elsewhere with an owner who was a well-known lawyer of unusual ability. He was, however, also an alcoholic and therefore eventually lost his wealth and had to sell some of his slaves. At that point, Tilghman bought the girl to use as a nurse. Within a year, however, one of Tilghman’s sons took an interest in the young woman “for no honourable purposes” and the result was that she had to be sold again, this time to Georgia, to the acute distress of her mother and sisters. Pembroke wrote later that he would “never ... forget the heart-rending scene, when one day one of the men was ordered to get ‘the one-horse cart ready to go into town;’ Rachel, with her few articles of clothing, was placed in it, and taken into the very town where her parents lived, and there sold to the traders before their weeping eyes. That same son who had degraded her, and who was the cause of her being sold, acted as salesman, ... . While this cruel business was being transacted, my master stood aside, and the girl’s father, a pious member and exhorter in the Methodist Church, a venerable grey-headed man, with his hat off, besought that he might be allowed to get some one in the place to purchase his child. But no; my master was invincible. His reply was, ‘She has offended in my family, and I can only restore confidence by sending her out of hearing.’ After lying in prison a short time, her new owner took her with others to the far South, where her parents heard no more of her.”12

“Here was a girl,” Pennington wrote, “born and reared under the mildest form of slavery. Her original master was reputed to be even indulgent. He lived in a town, and was a high-bred gentleman, and a lawyer. He had but a few slaves, and had no occasion for an overseer, those negro leeches, to watch and drive them; but when he became embarrassed by his own folly, the chattel principle doomed this girl to be sold at the same sale with his books, house, and horses. With my master she found herself under far more stringent discipline than she had been accustomed to, and finally degraded, and sold where her condition could not be worse, and where she had not the least hope of ever bettering it.”13

It was that same principle that worked against Frederick Douglass when he was allowed to go into the shipyards and earn money. The money he made had to be brought back at the end of the week and given to his owner.14 Whatever a slave might do to improve his or her lot belonged to the owner. There was no advantage, therefore, to be gained by self-improvement, yet the owner too lost out since he could never hope to see his slaves give him their full potential. Frances Kemble asked a slave one day why he had never learned to read since his father had been able to. “Missis, what for me learn to read?” he answered; “me have no prospect!”15

Another aspect of the chattel system was the constant fear in which the owners lived because of the contradictions inherent in that system. They needed to maintain a tight control of the slaves, yet some of the standard punishments other societies might use for that purpose were ruled out. To imprison a slave was to lose the labor for which the slave existed; to execute the slave was to destroy one’s own property. Thus the whip or lash became the means of control and must constantly be put to use even in the mildest form of the system. But if stronger force seemed needed, the owners and overseers would use it and, finally, losing patience or lacking alternatives, would damage and even destroy their “property.” Pennington speaks of seeing one slave hit with a hay fork,16 and both Douglass and Pennington recorded instances of slaves being shot. Douglass tells of a slave who ran into a stream to escape a beating and when he refused to come out was shot where he stood and his body left to float in the stream.17 Overseers and owners were sometimes charged in the death of a slave but, since slaves could not testify in court, they were never convicted.

Pembroke remembered a time when a slave ran away from a threatened beating and the overseer picked up his gun and shot the man in the legs. The slave ran on into the woods but was in so much pain that he came back, hoping the overseer would think he had been punished enough. On the contrary, his owner locked him up for the night and allowed the overseer to tie him up and flog him in the morning. After that, the owner took a sharp instrument, picked out the shot from the slave’s legs, and told him it served him right.18

There was another slave on the Tilghman plantation, of deep faith and exemplary life, who had a difference of opinion one day with the overseer. When the overseer attempted to flog him, the slave ran into the woods. That happened about noontime. Late in the day, the slave came back quite peaceably. The next morning, Tilghman took a rope and cowhide whip with one of his sons and led the poor old man into the stable where they tied him up. Tilghman then ordered his son to give the slave thirty-nine lashes. He did it in such a way that the sharp end of the cowhide lapped around and struck the old man like a lance in the tenderest part of his side until the blood flowed out. Meanwhile the old man’s six-year-old daughter stood by the door of the stable, weeping. In the intervals between blows Pembroke could hear the old man speaking in a low voice, “And lo! he was praying!” At the end of the ordeal, they let the old man down and, leaving him to put his clothes back on, drove the child away from the door.19 Yet Tilghman is described by Pembroke as being of a “kind disposition.”

The circumstances of slaves’ lives differed, of course, from place to place and from one era to another, but Pembroke’s observations of the life of a slave are similar in many ways to those of others. Frederick Douglass, for example, grew up on a plantation on the Eastern Shore of Maryland, not far from where Pembroke was born, and his circumstances were better in many ways. He had a mistress for a while who helped him learn to read,20 and he was able to work in the shipyards, away from the plantation.21 Yet he, also, whipped many times himself, describes the use of the whip, drawing blood from the bare backs of the victims, both male and female.22 William Wells Brown, another fugitive slave, describes the whip that was used on his plantation in Missouri as having a handle “about three feet long, with the butt-end filled with lead, and the lash six or seven feet in length, made of cowhide, with platted wire on the end of it.”23

Angelina and Sarah Grimké were sisters who grew up in South Carolina, where their father owned a large estate; but first one, then the other moved north to escape the sight and sound of slavery. They published their recollections in a book called American Slavery As It Is, compiled by Angelina’s husband, Theodore Weld, a leading abolitionist. The stories they tell bear eloquent witness to Pembroke’s analysis of the brutalizing effect of slavery on the slave owners. The Grimké sisters had seen nothing of conditions on the plantation, since their father was an absentee landlord, but wrote rather of what happened within their home in Charleston and what was told them by others. Sarah recalled whipping a slave herself when she was fourteen or fifteen and had felt insulted. Her father had the slave stripped and tied and then ordered his daughter to whip him until he fell on his knees and pleaded for mercy.24 Angelina tells of a woman who had left the world of fashion and society because of her conversion to Christian faith who, nevertheless, whipped some of her slaves daily in the same room where she would gather her friends to pray. From the window of the room she would look out at slaves in the garden, some distance from the house, and scream at them for an hour or more in a voice that could be heard throughout the neighborhood.25 They tell also of a serving maid whose ears were slit for some minor offense,26 of a man who was made to stand holding up one foot and then so tied that if he let the foot down he would be choked,27 of a female slave locked in a room until she starved to death,28 of slaves whose wounds became so infected that they could not be brought into the house because of the smell.29 Sarah Grimké was traveling one day when the coachman pointed to a human head on a pole. A runaway slave had been shot and his head put up as a warning to others.30 It is by comparison with such stories that James Pennington could speak of his former master as “kind.”


	I have no disposition to attempt to convict him of having been one of the most cruel masters—that would not be true—his prevailing temper was kind, but he was a perpetualist. He was opposed to emancipation; thought free negroes a great nuisance, and was, as respects discipline, a thorough slaveholder. He would not tolerate a look or a word from a slave like insubordination. He would suppress it at once, and at any risk. When he thought it necessary to secure unqualified obedience, he would strike a slave with any weapon, flog him on the bare back, and sell. And this was the kind of discipline he also empowered his overseers and sons to use.31



Laws and customs also needed to be shaped to keep the slaves under control. Tilghman was one of those who worked to change several local laws in Washington County regarding the control of slaves. One such revision reduced the number of miles slaves were allowed to travel from their plantation on Sundays, when they were traditionally allowed to visit family members on nearby plantations. Tilghman also had the authorities break up a local Sunday school for free blacks which had been established by Methodist and Lutheran churches lest, according to Pennington, “the slaves should get some benefit of it.” When Pembroke left the plantation he remembered hearing two sermons but he had never heard of Jesus.32

It was not only a Sunday school for free blacks that seemed dangerous to Frisby Tilghman; Christian preaching worried him too. When Jacob Gruber, a Pennsylvania minister, conducted a camp meeting near the Rockland estate in 1818, Tilghman seems to have been one of the Washington County slave owners who accused him of inciting slaves to rebel against their masters and had him arrested. Many years later, Pembroke met with a fugitive who remembered distinctly the words Gruber had spoken and “by which his own mind was awakened to a sense of the value of his soul.” Gruber had said to the slaves, “You have precious immortal souls, that are worth far more to you than your bodies are to your masters.” Such words might have interested the slaves, but they angered the masters who saw them as an attempt to incite the slaves to rebel.33

Ironically, Gruber was successfully defended after his arrest by Roger Taney, who was then a lawyer in Frederick County but some years later served as chief justice of the Supreme Court that issued the Dred Scott decision, requiring a fugitive slave to be returned to his owner. Gruber was acquitted, but some of the slave owners threatened violence if he tried to preach in that area again and he apparently made no effort to do so. Tilghman himself, Pembroke tells us, would ride into Hagerstown to church services if the weather was fine, but he made no effort to speak to the slaves about faith in God, nor was any of the slaves ever given a Bible or tract or religious book. Nor were teachers or clergy ever invited to visit the slaves. Nor were clergy called on when a slave died. The owner might call in a doctor if a slave was sick, but not a minister of religion.34

Tilghman had very practical reasons for his policies. Churches, by their very nature, brought people together and enabled them to exchange information. Isolation was essential to control. The less the slaves knew about life beyond the plantation, the less likely it was that they could learn about the freedom that existed elsewhere or learn of the Underground Railroad. Since Hagerstown was an important transportation center with main roads running east and west and north into Pennsylvania, it was, in fact, an important station on the Underground Railroad. There was a black lay minister, Thomas W. Henry, who served at the Hagerstown Methodist Church in 1831 and perhaps earlier. Later he was ordained to the ministry of the African Methodist Episcopal Church and served congregations in Chambersburg, Pennsylvania, as well as a congregation that he established in Hagerstown. Henry was also an active agent on the Underground Railroad. If Pembroke had been allowed to go to church services in Hagerstown, he might well have discovered an easily available way to freedom. No wonder Tilghman, like other slave owners, did everything possible to prevent his slaves from being exposed to the influences and information that came with religion.

There was, of course, no good time to be a slave, but James Pembroke grew up at a time when the conditions under which slaves lived were becoming more oppressive than ever. In the early days of American settlement, slave owners both in the North and South made some effort to educate their slaves and teach them a version of the Christian faith justifying slavery. The American Revolution, however, with its foundational statement that “all men are created equal” and “endowed ... with certain unalienable rights,” set both white and black Americans to thinking about the implications of that statement for the institution of slavery. Then, at the end of the eighteenth century and beginning of the nineteenth, refugees from the Haitian wars of independence began arriving in southern port cities like Baltimore and Norfolk and New Orleans bringing firsthand reports of how African slaves in the West Indies had claimed their freedom. African Americans, encouraged by these reports and the increasingly assertive abolitionist movement, became restive, conspiracies to rebel were formed, and the Underground Railroad began carrying an ever-growing number of slaves to freedom. Whatever the Declaration of Independence might have said, economic interests trumped ideology for slave owners who, as a result, became more repressive in their policies rather than less so. A wave of new legislation swept through the southern states prohibiting not only the education of slaves but their assembling for any religious or social purpose except under the tutelage of approved white leadership. Owners who had used slaves as bookkeepers or in positions requiring some education were now forbidden to do so. Where once it had been thought that education made slaves more useful, now it was agreed that they should be kept in the lowest state of ignorance and degradation, and that the nearer they could be kept to the condition of mere beasts of burden, the better it would be.

Yet the brutalizing influence of this new approach made its impact on the slave owners as well as the slaves. Perhaps the most interesting charge Pembroke later brought against the slave system was the corrupting effect it had on the families of those who owned slaves. In his autobiography, he wrote of the “disastrous influence upon the families of the masters, physically, pecuniarily, and mentally. It seems to destroy families as by a powerful blight, large and opulent slave-holding families, often vanish like a group of shadows at the third or fourth generation.”35

Pembroke went on to say that he had formed these views while he was still a slave and that the slaves, indeed, commonly discussed among themselves the fact that each generation of a slave-owning family seemed inferior to the one before it. He cited the particular case of a General Ringgold, who was Frisby Tilghman’s brother-in-law (Pembroke calls him “General R.,” but Tilghman’s brother-in-law’s name was and is no secret) and one of the wealthiest slave owners in Washington County. He “drove his coach and four” and served several terms in Congress. Although Ringgold had many children, none of them had been trained to play a useful role in the management of the estate. The only one who attained anything like his father’s eminence, Pembroke wrote with irony, “was the eldest, who became an officer in the navy, and obtained the doubtful glory of being killed in the Mexican war.” As for the general himself, he became addicted to alcohol, used up his wealth, and, at his death, left his widow and daughters destitute and the sons useless for “any employment but in the army and navy.” Pembroke recalled walking past the remains of the Ringgold estate one Sunday evening and shivering with horror at its condition:


	To see the once fine smooth gravel walks, overgrown with grass—the redundances of the shrubbery neglected—the once finely painted picket fences, rusted and fallen down—a fine garden in splendid ruins—the lofty ceiling of the mansion thickly curtained with cobwebs—the spacious apartments abandoned, while the only music heard within as a substitute for the voices of family glee that once filled it, was the crying cricket and cockroaches! Ignorant slave as I was at that time, I could but pause for a moment, and recur in silent horror to the fact that, a strange reverse of fortune, had lately driven from that proud mansion, a large and once opulent family. What advantage was it now to the members of that family, that the father and head had for near half a century stood high in the counsels of the state, and had the benefit of the unrequited toil of hundreds of his fellow men, when they were already grappling with the annoyances of that poverty, which he had entailed upon others.36



The Tilghman dynasty, it seemed to Pembroke, was following the same path. Frisby Tilghman had once come within a few votes of being elected governor of the state, but he never approached the eminence of his father. He directed his energies not to accomplishments in the wider world but primarily to the oppression of his slaves, especially in creating new laws to limit their freedom. His own children fell even further in ability and accomplishment. A son-in-law died intestate at 36 and one of his sons was sent to West Point to be trained as an officer. After being there a short time, however, he became unsteady, and commenced the study of medicine, but he soon gave that up and preferred to live at home and flog the slaves; and by them was cordially dreaded and disliked, and among themselves he was vulgarly nicknamed on account of his cruel and filthy habits.37

All this, it seemed to Pembroke, was evidence of the corrupting effect of the chattel principle. He wrote about that principle years later when he had had opportunity to gain some perspective on the system. It was a system whose principles and consequences have done much to shape American life from the time when the first slaves arrived in Virginia in 1619, even before the Pilgrims arrived in New England, down to the present day. Pembroke, of course, had been born into that system and into a world shaped by slavery, and he himself would also never escape the consequences of that birth and upbringing.

James Pembroke was born on January 15, 1808,1 on a plantation on the Eastern Shore of Maryland owned by James Tilghman.38 The Tilghman family had arrived in Maryland 140 years earlier and had become wealthy land owners. James Tilghman’s brother, Tench Tilghman, served as aide-de-camp to George Washington throughout the Revolutionary War, and James served as the first attorney general of Maryland in the early years of the Revolution. James Tilghman died in 1809, but a few years earlier he had given land in western Maryland to his son, Frisby, as a wedding gift. He also gave his son some of his slaves, among them James Pembroke’s mother Nelly. Since children went with the mother, James Pembroke was taken to the new plantation when he was about four years old. Bazil, his father, had been a slave on another Eastern Shore plantation but not long after his family was moved to the west, Frisby purchased him and reunited him with his wife and children.

Six miles south of Hagerstown, on a high knoll overlooking the surrounding fields, Frisby Tilghman built a great house for himself. The house, known as Rockland, still stands, beautifully restored, though the slave quarters, which once housed well over two hundred slaves, are gone without a trace. Although Tilghman had been trained as a physician, he chose to become a plantation owner and to specialize in growing wheat. Since the work of the plantation was done by slaves under the supervision of overseers, Frisby Tilghman was free to take an active part in the civil affairs of the newly developing area. He represented Washington County four times in Maryland’s House of Delegates and formed and commanded a local militia company. He also served on the board of directors of local banks and was deeply involved in the building of the Chesapeake & Ohio Canal as a means of getting his crops to the eastern cities.

The reuniting of his parents should have helped make James Pembroke’s childhood a happy time, at least in comparison with other children born into slavery whose parents were often widely separated and who sometimes never knew their fathers. Both parents, however, worked in the fields and were absent from their home, as a result, from dawn to dusk. New mothers were sent back to the fields within three or four weeks of delivery and infants were often left at the end of a row of crops to be given brief attention by their mothers when they came to the end of the row. Older children were left very much to their own devices. Pembroke’s memories of his childhood were, as a result, not happy at all:


	To estimate the sad state of a slave child, you must look at it as a helpless human being thrown upon the world without the benefit of its natural guardians. It is thrown into the world without a social circle to flee to for hope, shelter, comfort, or instruction. The social circle, with all its heaven-ordained blessings, is of the utmost importance to the tender child; but of this, the slave child, however tender and delicate, is robbed.39



Slave children often played happily with their owner’s children until, still at a very young age, the owner’s children began to imitate their parents’ attitude toward the slaves and assumed an air of authority over their black playmates.

It was also not long before the overseers began to assert their authority over the slave children to accustom them to their authority. It was the business of the overseers to keep the slaves in subjection, and it was therefore a position that not only attracted men with an inclination to anger and violence but also one that developed those tendencies in those who were thus employed. A whip or cane was always in their hands, and they were quick to use those weapons at the least excuse. “They seem to take pleasure in torturing the children of slaves,” Pembroke recalled, “long before they are large enough to be put at the hoe, and consequently under the whip.”40

He remembered a particular overseer named Blackstone who liked to use hickory canes and who kept four or five so that one would be available to his use wherever he might happen to be. Young James Pembroke came upon one of these canes one day and, thinking the overseer had thrown it away, he picked it up and began to play with it as a riding horse. Just at that moment, the overseer came in from the fields and fell upon the child with the cane in his hand, beating him with it severely. After that, he would make a point of chasing Pembroke away whenever he came upon him. The child therefore would often lie for hours in the woods or behind a fence so as to be hidden from the overseer’s violence.41

A small child was not much use to the slave owner but he could help his parents in various ways. In particular, Pennington used to assist his father at night in making straw hats and willow baskets. Slaves would often work in whatever free time they had to earn a little extra money by making something that could be sold. The income from such small crafts could then be used to provide the family with small items of food and clothing and other “luxuries,” which slaves, even in the mildest form of the system, would not otherwise be given.42

As for the standard provision made for the slaves by the owners, their food for the week was dealt out by the overseer and an assistant on Monday morning. Pennington tells how each working man would go to the cellar where the provisions were kept and be given three and a half pounds of salt pork (half a pound a day) or, on occasion, twelve herrings (two a day) to last the week. Large loaves of corn bread, known locally as “steel pound bread” and made by one of the women, were also provided, but Pennington notes that in some areas the slaves were given the corn in the ear and would have to grind it for themselves with hand-mills after their day’s work was done. Sometimes, for a change, the corn flour was provided in the simpler form of “Johnny Cake,” and at other times it was stirred and boiled and given out as mush. No butter, coffee, tea, or sugar were provided and only occasionally milk. An exception to this standard was made only in the two or three weeks of the wheat harvest in the heat of mid-summer when some fresh meat, rice, sugar, and coffee were given to the workers, as well as an allowance of whiskey.43 Frederick Douglass speaks of a similar allotting of food, though less generous: eight pounds of pickled pork or fish of poor quality for each man or woman every month with a bushel of unprocessed corn and a pint of salt. He remembered being constantly hungry.44

For clothing, at the beginning of winter, each slave at Rockland was given one pair of coarse shoes and stockings, one pair of pants, and a jacket. At the beginning of summer, he was given two pairs of coarse linen pants and two shirts.45 Douglass recites a similar allocation of clothing but notes that children beneath the age of ten were given simply two rough linen shirts for the year with no pants or shoes. If the shirts wore out, as they often did, they went naked.46

Once every so many years, one coarse blanket and enough coarse linen for a “bed-tick” would be given to each slave, or each man and his wife. No bedstead or other furniture was provided, so these had to be improvised with whatever materials could be found. No hats or handkerchiefs were provided for men or women. Each working man was given a small “patch” of ground which had to be worked by night. If they wanted vegetables, they had to grow their own.47

Slave owners would frequently arrange for some of their more promising young slaves to be sent out to acquire particular skills that could be used on the plantation. The practice also saved them the expense of feeding a child at an age when the child would be less useful. Thus, when James Pembroke was eight or nine years old, he and his older brother, Robert, were sent into Hagerstown to serve as apprentices. James was apprenticed to a stone mason and lived for the next several years with the mason’s family.48 Wealthy Victorian families in England often sent their sons away to school at about the same age so they could gain an education and some social skills. James Pembroke’s circumstances were, of course, rather different and the education he acquired was manual, not academic, but, in somewhat the same way as an English child, he gained a new and broader perspective on life. To live in the home of a close-knit white family made him much more acutely aware of the impoverishment of his life as a slave. He also would have had opportunity to see something of the life of a relatively large and thriving community. Among the features of that community was an important slave market where regular auctions took place.

When Pembroke returned to Rockland about two years later, he was set to work with his new skills as a mason to assist in the building of a new blacksmith’s shop. The blacksmith was a slave who had acquired his skills in the same way, by being apprenticed out to a blacksmith in the larger community. When the new building was completed, Pembroke continued to work with the blacksmith so as to learn that trade as well. A skilled blacksmith could become an additional source of income to the plantation by doing work for others in the neighborhood. An account book was therefore kept in the shop and Pembroke would study it when no one else was around to see whether he could make anything of the letters and numbers inscribed in it. Thus he taught himself to make a few letters but not to read.49

Years later, James Pennington—as he had re-named himself—remembered a constant “indescribable feeling of wretchedness” that he carried with him always, even when he had escaped from slavery. It had made him a very quiet child, but even the owner and his family were aware that there was something more beneath the surface and would say, “That blacksmith Jemmy is a ’cute [meaning “acute” or sharp] fellow; still water runs deep.” But not acute enough, he wrote many years later, “to understand the cause of his own wretchedness. The current of the still water may have run deep, but it did not reach down to that awful bed of lava.” Or, as he further analyzed it: “There lies buried down in the heart of the most seemingly careless and stupid slave a bleeding spot, that bleeds and aches, though he could scarcely tell why; and that this sore spot is the degradation of his position.”50

For some nine years, Pembroke worked as a blacksmith and became highly skilled in his work. He was then sold for $700 to another man who, as it turned out, had not enough work to keep him occupied, and so he was sold back to Tilghman. Tilghman then assigned him to work with a carpenter so that he might learn still another trade. Pembroke had therefore been working as a carpenter for some six months when that day came on which his mother was threatened and he decided he must escape.51 That sequence of events brought him, after six days of frantic running and hiding, capture and escape, to William Wright’s front door.

__________________________

1 This is the date found in the Clergy Register of the Third Presbytery of New York and presumably would have been provided by Pennington himself. His adopted son, Thomas H. S. Pennington, gives the date as 1812, but that seems likely to be much too late since he would not then have been anywhere near 16 when he escaped from slavery in 1829, a date fixed by ads in the Hagerstown paper for his arrest.


CHAPTER THREE

Pennsylvania

William Wright opened the door, and behind him Pembroke could see the table loaded with food for a full country breakfast. Tired, hungry, and very nervous, James Pembroke managed to say that he had been sent there to look for work. He would never forget the reply:


	“Well, come in then and take thy breakfast, and get warm, and we will talk about it; thee must be cold without any coat.”1



Ever afterwards, Pembroke would remember those words when he himself was approached by someone in need.


	From that day to this, whenever I discover the least disposition in my heart to disregard the wretched condition of any poor or distressed persons with whom I meet, I call to mind these words—“Come in and take thy breakfast, and get warm.” They invariably remind me of what I was at that time; my condition was as wretched as that of any human being can possibly be, with the exception of the loss of health or reason. I had but four pieces of clothing about my person, having left all the rest in the hands of my captors. I was a starving fugitive, without home or friends—a reward offered for my person in the public papers—pursued by cruel manhunters, and no claim upon him to whose door I went. Had he turned me away, I must have perished. Nay, he took me in, and gave me of his food, and shared with me his own garments. Such treatment I had never before received at the hands of any white man.2



Reflecting on it many years afterwards, the former fugitive also wrote:


	These words spoken by a stranger, but with such an air of simple sincerity and fatherly kindness, made an overwhelming impression upon my mind. They made me feel, spite of all my fear and timidity, that I had, in the providence of God, found a friend and a home. He at once gained my confidence; and I felt that I might confide to him a fact which I had, as yet, confided to no one.3



That fact, which he had not yielded to his captors two days earlier, was, of course, that he was a fugitive slave. It cannot have been a surprise to William Wright. His home, as the toll collector who sent Pembroke to him obviously knew, was an established station on the legendary “Underground Railroad” and he was very accustomed to the sudden appearance at his house of ragged slaves fleeing from their owners. By some estimates, William and Phebe Wright may have helped as many as a thousand fugitive slaves on their way to freedom.

Whether Pembroke had ever heard of the Underground Railroad is unclear. He obviously had no idea that there might have been a station in Hagerstown. If he had heard of the Underground Railroad at all, he certainly had no idea how to locate it and did so finally only “in the providence of God.” In finding the home of William Wright, however, Pembroke not only had discovered a link to the invisible conveyor belt transferring slaves from captivity to freedom, but had also come upon a very special community. Wright was a member of the Society of Friends and Quakers who had first settled in what came to be known as “Quaker Valley” in the 1730s. Quakers had once been as willing to own slaves as any Americans, but following the leadership of John Woolman (1720–1772) and others, they had become abolitionists. It may have been for that reason that a neighboring settlement of African Americans grew up on what was known as Yellow Hill. Whether the Friends actively encouraged that settlement or whether, once neighbors, they discovered similar interests, members of the two communities worked together for many years, receiving slaves fleeing the South and sending them on to other Quakers living nearer Philadelphia or to stations to the north and onward to Canada.4 Canada was the ultimate terminus of the Underground Railroad because, as Pembroke would quickly learn, there was no safety for African Americans in the so-called “free states.” Slavery had, indeed, been abolished by states north of the Mason-Dixon line in a gradual process, state by state, after the American Revolution, but when the law abolishing slavery was passed in Pennsylvania in February 1780, it freed no slaves at once and enacted that children born of slaves would remain slaves until their 28th birthday. Thus, when James Pembroke arrived in Pennsylvania in 1827, there were still hundreds of slaves in that state. Even those African Americans who were free had very limited rights: they could not join the militia and, in most cases, could not vote. More important to Pembroke, however, was the fact that there was a constant danger from slave catchers everywhere. The fugitive slave laws were not uniformly enforced in northern states, but the danger that a fugitive slave might be captured and taken south was nonetheless very real. In theory, slave owners needed a warrant from the county court to take a captured slave back south, and in the years between 1827 and 1834 the Court of Adams County, the county in which William Wright lived, did issue 12 such warrants. But slave catchers did not necessarily bother with the legal niceties; they could act much more simply and directly to gain their ends. It was not unheard of for slave catchers to kidnap not only fugitive slaves but even free blacks and take them south to be sold. In 1845, Kitty Paine, a freed slave from Virginia, was kidnaped in Adams County with her children; bound, gagged, and loaded into a wagon, they were carried back to Virginia and written requests from the Adams County sheriff for their return were ignored.5

Pembroke would learn all that very quickly. He would learn as well that William Wright had taken a significant risk in welcoming him. There were fines for assisting fugitive slaves. No one in the immediate community of Quakers and African Americans would betray Wright, but slave holders, searching for their “property,” could come into Pennsylvania, enlist the assistance of local law enforcement officials, and conduct a raid on Wright’s property. On one occasion, when Wright was sheltering a relatively large party of escaped slaves, such a raiding party appeared and Wright stalled for time, inviting the hunters into his home and engaging them in conversation until the fugitives could be warned and find places to hide. His wife, Phebe, assisting in the effort, asked one of the hunters whether he recognized “the Scripture as the guide of his life.” When he replied indignantly that he was an elder in the Baptist Church, Phebe Wright sent for a Bible and lectured him on the sinfulness of slaveholding until his teeth were chattering with fear—and the fugitives on the property had had opportunity to conceal themselves.6 Even twenty years later, when Pembroke wrote the story of his escape, he referred to Wright only by the initials “W. W.” so as to give him some protection against prosecution for his actions.7

One immediate consequence of the danger Pembroke was in, even in Pennsylvania, was that he changed his own name to Pennington. The reason for that choice of a new name is not known, but there were prominent Quakers and abolitionists named Pennington, and that may have influenced his selection. He also added, a little later, two initials, “W.” and “C.” The “W” stood for “William” and honored William Wright, his first benefactor. The “C” stood for “Charles,” but that reference is unclear.

James W. C. Pennington, as he would now be known, tells us very little about the next six months; perhaps he was concerned not to reveal too much about William Wright’s support for a fugitive slave. Some of what happened, however, seems quite certain. On that first morning, for example, it seems safe to assume that he accepted Wright’s invitation to breakfast. He was half starved, and Wright immediately saw that. Pennington says nothing about the meal, however, except that as he sat at the table he and Wright discussed his request for work and the employment Wright might be able to give him. Specifically, Pennington says that Wright set him to sawing and splitting a number of cords of wood piled in the yard.8

William Wright had been a school teacher before health problems prevented him from continuing in that vocation and he became a farmer, so help with the physical work to be done on the farm would certainly have been useful. It would have been difficult to make use of the fugitive families or the larger groups that often came, but a strong young man like James Pennington could undoubtedly be of help in many ways. With winter coming on, the splitting of wood and building up of a woodpile to heat the house would have been especially useful. Wright offered what Pennington considered “generous” terms for the work. His experience as an apprentice stone mason in Hagerstown might have given him some basis for judging what was a fair rate of pay, but the experience of earning money on a regular basis would have been completely new to him and the offer of any remuneration would have seemed generous.

At that first meeting, Wright also spelled out for Pennington some of the problems he would face as a fugitive in an area where slave hunters were common. He was now perhaps a dozen miles from the border, but he was not safe. Wright and Pennington therefore agreed on “the way and means of avoiding surprise, in case any one should come to the house as a spy, or with intention to arrest me.” Again, no details are provided because, even twenty years later, when Pennington came to write about these events, the Underground Railroad was still delivering its passengers, and bounty hunters who might see a copy of Pennington’s story and make use of such information were still active. Wright gave Pennington some sense of security by letting him know that the whole family would be alert to the presence of spies and would take whatever action seemed necessary for Pennington’s safety.9

Food and warnings were the first priority, but sleep would have been almost as urgent after almost six days with hardly any rest. Wright would have been aware of that need also, and encouraged Pennington to catch up on his sleep. So it was the next morning before the conversation between Wright and Pennington continued.

“Can thee read or write any, James?” asked William Wright.

The short answer, of course, was “No,” but Pennington was able to explain that he had tried to learn the letters and numbers by studying the daybook kept in the blacksmith shop to record work done for the neighbors and the amount owed. He was unable to keep the book himself, but he knew that a particular entry had been made when a certain person was in the shop and therefore that the marks on the page must include the name of the individual, the work done, and the amount charged. With no guide to provide a first clue as to the meaning of the those marks, however, he was helpless to make much of them. He told Wright that some five years earlier he had gone so far as to find some paper he could use and to make himself a pen from a quill. When he found that the quill was too soft, he had made another one, of steel. With that equipment, he had taught himself to make some of the letters he found in the book but he did not know the alphabet and he could not write his own name.

“Let me see how thee makes letters,” said Wright, handing Pennington a slate and a pencil. “Try such as thou hast been able to make easily.”

So Pennington carefully wrote down the letters he had learned: “A. B. C. L. G.”

Phebe Wright, who had been watching, exclaimed, “Why, those are better than I can make.”

Her husband was also impressed, and said, “Oh, we can soon get thee in the way, James.”

So the lessons began. Wright, as a former teacher, was happy to have an eager pupil and set out to teach him reading, writing, arithmetic, and—perhaps to add something more exciting and less familiar—basic lessons also in astronomy. Astronomy and arithmetic quickly became Pennington’s favorite subjects. These were tools he could use and Wright would have shown him how to apply them even in his work around the farm. His teacher, Pennington reported, was both “far-sighted” and “practical.” His teaching method was conversational. He would illustrate his points with practical examples from the world around them and demonstrate the points he was trying to make with diagrams on his ever-present slate. Pennington throve under this instruction and learned “with ease and rapidity,” although the new ideas flooding in upon him brought with them a painful realization:


	I now began to see, for the first time, the extent of the mischief slavery had done to me. Twenty-one years of my life were gone, never again to return, and I was as profoundly ignorant, comparatively, as a child five years old. This was painful, annoying, and humiliating in the extreme.10



The more Pennington learned, the more he was aware of the extent of his ignorance, and he was often discouraged. “As my friend poured light into my mind, I saw the darkness; it amazed and grieved me beyond description.” It seemed impossible at such moments that he could ever overcome the disadvantage of his upbringing. Wright, however, was not only an excellent teacher but a man who could inspire confidence in his pupil. As a way to encourage Pennington, Wright told him stories of others of African descent who had made names for themselves in spite of their own handicaps. Francis Williams, for example, had been born in Jamaica where, although he and his family were not slaves, education and opportunity were seldom available. Yet Williams had gained admission to Cambridge University and become a recognized scholar, writing poetry in Latin. Phillis Wheatley was another poet whose story Wright told. Born in Africa and brought to Boston as a slave, she had published two volumes of poetry and gained her freedom. Benjamin Banneker, born free but limited in education, had taught himself mechanics and astronomy and written to President Thomas Jefferson urging social justice for Americans of African descent. Jefferson in turn had cited Banneker as an example of what African Americans could accomplish. None of these three had faced the obstacles Pennington needed to overcome, but their stories opened his mind to the achievements of other Africans and helped him believe in his own potential.11

The relationship formed over the next few months was both warm and enduring. Pennington and Wright remained in touch with each other afterwards, and when Pennington published his autobiography, some twenty years later, he could report that he had visited Wright twice in the previous four years. He included in the introduction to his book some letters recently exchanged between himself and Wright, and he referred to Wright often as “my friend” instead of by name. Phebe Wright had added a note to one letter saying that their children would argue over which should have the privilege of opening the next letter from Pennington. Wright was still deeply involved in the Underground Railroad and reported that he was currently working with a man from Maryland who was “trying to learn as fast as thee did when here.”12

Pennington’s lessons, however, were brought to an early end by the ever-present danger of slave catchers and one particular incident that brought that danger vividly to life. One evening about 9 o’clock, Pennington had gone to bed in the room above the one in which the Wrights were sitting. He had not fallen asleep, however, when he heard a voice ask, “Where is the boy?” It sounded like the voice of Frisby Tilghman and Pennington was terrified. He sat straight up and listened intently. For a moment there was silence and then he heard sounds that seemed to him to reflect some confusion in the room below. He looked around to see how best to escape and made note of a window at the head of the bed that he could reach without putting his feet on the floor. The window was a single-sash type and opened on hinges. He opened it and waited trembling for some further signal. When the door creaked open at the bottom of the stairs, he put his head out the window. With the sound of a footstep on the stairs he would have been out of the window and on his way to the woods in a flash. What he heard instead was the gentle voice of William Wright saying “James?”

“Here,” said Wright, “Joel has come, and he would like to have thee put up his horse.”

Joel Wierman was Wright’s brother-in-law, also a Quaker, and worked with him to assist fugitives. Like William Wright, Wierman is not named in Pennington’s autobiography for fear of making his activities public and exposing him to arrest. As a neighbor and relative with a common concern for the fugitives, Wierman had visited Wright’s farm often, sometimes spending the night and frequently arriving without warning, but he lived some ten miles away and so had never before come after dark. Had Wright started up the stairs without speaking, Pennington would have been out the window and gone. Instead, he took a deep breath and went down to deal with the horse. But he could not relax, nor was he able to sleep normally that night. He would doze off briefly and then wake with a start thinking he had heard Frisby Tilghman’s voice saying “Where is that boy?” Wright had warned him that there was danger; now he knew it with a vividness that would not leave him.13

Over the next several weeks, his sense of insecurity only increased. Each day he felt less safe than the day before, with the result that he could no longer work or study or sleep. Wright tried to persuade him to stay just one more week, but now even he could do nothing to inspire any confidence in his student. Reluctantly, but unable to feel secure with any other decision, Pennington made arrangements to be on his way. It was in many ways a more difficult separation than his departure from his own family. He cared deeply for his family, but they had never been able to provide for him and work with him as William Wright had done. He and Wright had studied together, worked together, and enjoyed each other’s company. Pennington said afterwards that he wished he could have spent not six months with him but six years. Yet he could not overcome the fear that he might at any moment actually hear Tilghman’s voice, and that constant insecurity was decisive.14

Not long after Pennington’s departure, the wisdom of his move became clear. Some weeks had gone by and Joel Wierman, the same brother-in-law who had frightened Pennington by his sudden arrival, was staying in an inn some twenty miles further east of Hagerstown than Wright’s home when he overheard a conversation. Sitting quietly in a corner of the dining area, Wierman became aware that the conversation between a traveling peddler and some locals had turned to a very particular subject and that they were talking about William Wright. Wierman’s report refers to the local resident as “gossiper” and uses the obsolete spelling “pedler.” In writing the story down, Pennington again avoids naming people who might be endangered if their work were revealed; he uses Wright’s initials and refers to Wierman as “Brother-in-law.”

PEDLER: Do you know one William Wright somewhere about here?

GOSSIPER: Yes, he lives — miles off.

PEDLER: I understand he had a black boy with him last winter, I wonder if he is there yet?

GOSSIPER: I don’t know, he most always has a runaway nigger with him.

PEDLER: I should like to find out whether that fellow is there yet.

At this point Wierman, who had had his back to the speakers, turned his chair and entered the conversation.

WIERMAN: What does thee know about that boy?

PEDLER: Well, he is a runaway.

WIERMAN: Who did he run away from?

PEDLER: From Colonel Tilghman in Hagerstown.

WIERMAN: How did thee find out that fact?

PEDLER: Well, I have been over there peddling.

WIERMAN: Where art thou from?

PEDLER: I belong in Connecticut.

WIERMAN: Did thee see the boy’s master?

PEDLER: Yes.

WIERMAN: What did he offer thee to find the boy?

PEDLER: I agreed to find out where he was, and let him know, and if he got him, I was to receive —.

WIERMAN: How didst thou hear the boy had been with William Wright?

PEDLER: Oh, he is known to be a notorious rascal for enticing away, and concealing slaves; he’ll get himself into trouble yet, the slaveholders are on the lookout for him.

WIERMAN: William Wright is my brother-in-law; the boy of whom thou speakest is not with him, and to save thee the trouble of abusing him, I can moreover say, he is no rascal.

PEDLER: He may not be there now, but it is because he has sent him off. His master heard of him, and from the description, he is sure it must have been his boy. He could tell me pretty nigh where he was; he said he was a fine healthy boy, twenty-one, a first-rate blacksmith; he would not have taken a thousand dollars for him.

wierman: I know not where the boy is, but I have no doubt he is worth more to himself than he ever was to his master, high as he fixes the price on him; and I have no doubt thee will do better to pursue thy peddling honestly, than to neglect it for the sake of serving negro-hunters at a venture.

That conversation took place within a month or two of Pennington’s departure, but it was two years before he heard of it.15 Had he known of it sooner, his sense of insecurity might have carried over even into his next residence, in the home of Isaiah Kirk in East Nantmeal, Pennsylvania.16

East Nantmeal is still, as it was then, a small community about a hundred and fifty miles east of William Wright’s home and about fifty miles northwest of Philadelphia. Wright passed fugitives on toward Philadelphia as well as toward Canada, perhaps because the numerous Quaker population in the Philadelphia area would have provided both security and opportunity. Pennington moved from the one residence to the other in two days and nights of travel, so it is obvious that he was not left to walk or make the trip without assistance. Pennington had worried about finding himself alone and friendless in a new world and with no one to turn to for help. But knocking on William Wright’s door had brought him into a wide network of friends. Forty miles east of William Wright’s house, another William Wright, also a Quaker, also a station master on the Underground Railroad, might well have provided hospitality the first night. Jeremiah Moore in Christiana, Pennsylvania, thirty miles further east, often received fugitives from William Wright, and it was only thirty miles further to East Nantmeal. Pennington would have made better time on horseback and he might well have learned to ride a horse while staying with William Wright, but it would have been unwise for a black man to travel that way alone, even in a free state. It seems likelier that he was carried in the back of a farm wagon in which he could easily have hidden if strangers appeared on the road.

Three days later, however he traveled, James Pennington came to the home of Isaiah and Elizabeth Kirk.17 Like the Wrights, the Kirks were Quakers, but they were also leaders in the Quaker community. Elizabeth Kirk was commissioned to serve as a minister, while her husband was involved in administration as an overseer of relief for the poor and of the community’s discipline.18 Pennington arrived at his new home at a time of tension and controversy in the Society of Friends, and Isaiah Kirk was constantly involved that year in attempting to maintain the unity of the local Quaker community, the Uwchlan Meeting.

The divisions in the Quaker community were a direct result of the waves of revival that had shaken American Christianity, first in the 1730s and 1740s and again in the “Great Awakening” that took place between 1800 and 1830. Although the Quaker pattern of worship had not been centered on evangelical preaching, some Quakers began to adopt that style under the influence of the revivalists, and the year 1827, the year in which Pennington became a fugitive and turned to the Quakers for help, was the year in which the Quaker movement finally divided in bitter acrimony and even legal action. The so-called “Orthodox Quakers” adopted the evangelical pattern of preaching, while the followers of Elias Hicks, called “Hicksites,” continued the traditional Quaker way of quietly waiting on the Spirit. Month after month, Elizabeth and Isaiah Kirk, as leaders in their local community, were notified of members no longer content with the old way and sent out committees to meet with the disaffected and report back. Month after month, the meeting had no alternative except to vote that the disaffected were no longer members of the Society.19

Mrs. Kirk was also active as a preacher. It was said of her that she had a “strong and discriminating mind, and early in life [had] been deeply impressed with the solemn nature of the truths of religion, and the awful responsibility thence arising,” which led in turn to a desire to “impress upon others a due sense of the paramount importance of securing a well-grounded assurance of happiness in a future life.” Feeling called to the work of ministry, she was commissioned by the Uwchlan Meeting and made trips as far afield as New Jersey and Philadelphia to carry out her work. Between Elizabeth’s trips to preach in other meetings and the monthly and quarterly business meetings her husband was involved in, they were both frequently away from home.20 In the seven months that Pennington spent with the Kirks, there could have been as many as seventy meetings involving one or both of the Kirks, some of them overnight, and one of them, the annual meeting, probably requiring an absence of several days.21 Perhaps it was because they traveled so much and needed someone to take responsibility in their absence that the Kirks had willingly agreed to provide a home for James Pennington. William Wright would have told them of his confidence in Pennington’s ability, and the Kirks quickly learned to trust his judgment and to feel very comfortable leaving him in charge of the farm when they were away on preaching missions or other business. The result was that he was left very much to his own devices and had to pursue his education without much guidance. He relieved the monotony and loneliness by drawing maps of the solar system and diagrams of the pattern of solar eclipses. He also made an effort to teach himself the art of pubic speaking. Much less than a year had passed since he had escaped from slavery and begun to learn the alphabet, yet his image of himself seemed already to include leadership positions in which speaking publicly would be important, so he would go into the barn on Sundays when the family was absent and pretend to be addressing an audience. The experience was frustrating to him since it made him acutely aware of the barrenness of his mind. He had a great desire to speak but very little to say. With few books and no tutor, he lacked the opportunity he now knew he needed to fill the empty spaces left in him by the years of slavery.22

Nevertheless Pennington had begun to imagine himself already in the role of leader and even to form judgments as to the adequacy of the Quaker pattern of worship. The only known role models he had were the example of the slave who preached the two sermons he remembered, and whatever limited exposure he had been given to Quaker speakers. Pennington wrote later of how his disappointment with Quaker preaching and the lack of singing at the Quaker meetings had led him to decide not to become a Quaker. That he could make such a judgment would seem to indicate more exposure to religious practice before his escape than he tells of in any of his later writing. Whether he had some further exposure or not, he clearly had only a limited basis for comparison. The two sermons by the exhorter might well have been compared to the Quaker speakers in emotional fervor and found superior, and there must have been singing also or he would not have been aware of its absence in the Quaker meetings.

In spite of the absence of the kind of companionship William Wright had provided, life on the Kirk farm was very comfortable. Since it was farther from any main road than the Wright home, there was less danger that strangers might notice his presence and he was less dominated by the fear of discovery. He did, however, confine himself to the boundaries of the farm and was careful to stay out of sight as much as possible. The frequent absence of his host family meant that he also lacked the tutoring he had been given by William Wright; but with the foundation Wright had provided, Pennington could move along to some degree by himself. The seclusion of the place and the absence of the Kirks left him with time to study. Elizabeth Kirk gave him the first Bible he had ever owned and did take time to meet with him and provide him “much excellent counsel.” He spent time, especially in her absence, reading the Bible and committing whole chapters to memory.23 But Pennington was beginning to imagine larger possibilities for his life than could be realized on an isolated Pennsylvania farm even with all its safety and comfort, and he was ready to move on. He needed now to find a place where he could begin to learn in a much more formal way.

As Wright had done, so too the Kirks made every effort to persuade Pennington to stay with them longer, but he was becoming clearer about what he needed to do and beginning to feel an urgency about moving ahead with his life. The letter of commendation that Isaiah Kirk wrote for him was a concise summary of the ability Pennington had demonstrated and the hope the Wrights and Kirks had for his future:


	East Nantmeal, Chester County, Pennsylvania,

	Tenth Month 5th, 1828

	I hereby certify, that the bearer, J. W. C. Pennington, has been in my employ seven months, during most of which time I have been from home, leaving my entire business in his trust, and that he has proved a highly trustworthy and industrious young man. He leaves with the sincere regret of myself and family; but as he feels it to be his duty to go where he can obtain education, so as to fit him to be more useful, I cordially commend him to the warm sympathy of the friends of humanity wherever a wise providence may appoint him a home.

	Signed, Isaiah Kirk24



Carrying this letter and still with the support of the Underground Railroad, Pennington moved on farther east and north until he arrived in New York City.

James Pennington says in his autobiography that he fled from the plantation in November of 1828 and “past the middle of the month,” but the first notice of his fugitive status asking for his return was published on October 27, 1827. He also states that he spent six months with William Wright and seven months with the Kirks, but the testimonial letter Isaiah Kirk gave James Pennington is dated October 5, 1828, less than twelve months after Pennington’s escape, so Pennington’s dating cannot be completely accurate. Since the autobiography was written and published in England more than twenty years after the events and with no opportunity to consult records, some such minor discrepancies are not surprising. It may also be that Kirk’s letter was reconstructed from memory, so that date also may be wrong.


CHAPTER FOUR

Brooklyn, Part I

When James Pennington was captured near Reisterstown, he told his captors that he was on his way to Philadelphia. Six months later, when he left William Wright’s home to move on, he says “I wended my way in deep sorrow and melancholy, onward towards Philadelphia.” He then spent seven months in East Nantmeal, only forty miles from Philadelphia, living with Isaac and Elizabeth Kirk, who were well acquainted with Philadelphia and had many contacts there. Yet when he left the Kirks, Pennington says only that “Passing through Philadelphia, I went to New York, and in a short time found employ on Long Island.”1 Why did he not spend time in Philadelphia as he had intended?

It is not surprising that Pennington should have wanted to visit Philadelphia. With a population of nearly 80,000, it ranked with Baltimore as the second largest city in the country and had a free black population of 15,000. Besides that, it was the “Quaker Capital,” the city founded by William Penn as a refuge for Quakers. Since Pennington had found warm hospitality in two Quaker homes, it was logical that he would be drawn to a city where more Quakers were to be found than anywhere else in the world. Quakers also continued to show a special interest in the conditions under which African Americans lived. A “Statistical Inquiry into the Condition of the People of Color” made by the Quakers twenty years later, in 1849, revealed a community still struggling to overcome the effects of slavery. Almost half the men were “laborers” and almost half the women were “washer-women.” But there were also 22 preachers and 11 school masters as well as physicians and dentists, shop keepers and cabinet makers.2 The first post-Revolutionary War African American leadership had emerged in Philadelphia in the persons of Richard Allen, the founder of the African Methodist Episcopal Church, and Absalom Jones, the first African to be ordained a priest in the Episcopal Church. Jones had died ten years before Pennington left Hagerstown, but Richard Allen was still alive and working to create the first national convention of black leaders when Pennington traveled through the city. Less than two years later, Pennington would come back to Philadelphia to take part in the convention Allen had worked to create. An extended visit to Philadelphia would have enabled Pennington not only to meet more Quakers but also to see for the first time a community of free African Americans, but “passing through” he went on to New York.

To be fair, although Philadelphia might have had much to offer a fugitive slave, there were difficulties as well. Philadelphia was outgrowing its Quaker heritage and becoming a more diverse city in which other attitudes toward African Americans were finding expression. Four years later, when a shipload of freed slaves from North Carolina tried to land in Philadelphia, mobs gathered to prevent them from doing so. White working people saw free blacks as unwelcome competition. Pennington may have discovered that his opportunities in the city would be limited.

New York City was more than twice the size of Philadelphia and the opportunities for indigent newcomers were undoubtedly greater, but the hazards there for a fugitive slave were also great. Slavery had been ended in New York only the year before Pennington arrived, and there were many who were not at all prepared to acknowledge the rights of those who were newly freed. Although slavery had been ended, the state constitution had been revised to eliminate property requirements for white voters but to leave them in place for blacks.

New York, with the largest black population of any of the northern states, had, in fact, a long history of what would later be known as racism. The Dutch had brought the practice of slavery to the colony but had allowed the slaves a good many rights and privileges including marriage, even sometimes with whites, and the opportunity to purchase freedom. When England acquired the colony, most of these privileges were taken away and the result was a violent rebellion in 1712 that lasted for two weeks and was only suppressed by calling in the militia. Thousands of dollars worth of property was destroyed by the rebels through fires deliberately set, and nine whites were killed. When order was finally restored, the English retaliated by arresting 27 Africans and executing 21 of them. The other six, certain of their fate, had already committed suicide. In a published speech made in 1850, Pennington told how less than thirty years after that rebellion, rumors of another rebellion were spread maliciously and for over a year there was a kind of public persecution of African Americans that included insults, abuses, and accusations that led to a series of 160 trials on charges of conspiracy to commit arson and murder. As a result of the trials, 71 were condemned to be banished or sold into slavery, 18 were branded, and 13 were tied to stakes and burned.3

As a new arrival in the city, Pennington would have known nothing of that history, but he would quickly have been alerted to the very real danger in his own time. Fugitive-slave catchers were constantly at work in the city, and hardly a day went by when a fugitive was not arrested and sent back to the South. Writing almost twenty years later but at a time when such dangers still existed, Pennington says nothing about how he found his way, but his experience may well have paralleled that of Frederick Douglass ten years later. Douglass wrote of his arrival in the city:


	There I was in the midst of thousands, and yet a perfect stranger; without home and without friends, in the midst of thousands of my own brethren—children of a common Father, and yet I dared not to unfold to any one of them my sad condition. I was afraid to speak to any one for fear of speaking to the wrong one, and thereby falling into the hands of money-loving kidnappers, whose business it was to lie in wait for the panting fugitive, as the ferocious beasts of the forest lie in wait for their prey. The motto which I adopted when I started from slavery was this—“Trust no man!” I saw in every white man an enemy, and in almost every colored man cause for distrust.4



Pennington himself wrote simply, “I often felt serious apprehensions of danger, and yet I felt also that I must begin the world somewhere.”5 Douglass was rescued by David Ruggles, an African American grocer who had organized a Vigilance Committee to guard against the activities of slave catchers and to find secure locations for fugitives, often sending them on to safer places as he did with Douglass.6 Perhaps Pennington also was led to David Ruggles; but whether it was Ruggles or someone else who advised the new arrival, the fact is that he was quickly sent on to Long Island, where he found employment in the home of Adrian Van Sinderen, a wealthy merchant and president of the Brooklyn Savings Bank.7 Van Sideren’s new home on Brooklyn Heights was said to have been a station on the Underground Railroad, but whether that was the case or not—and there were, of course, no records kept of such illegal activity—it is known that Van Sinderen, who had once been a slave owner himself,1 was deeply involved in several activities on behalf of African Americans. Brooklyn Heights was already becoming what it still remains, a wealthy enclave, home to New Yorkers prosperous enough to be able to live in the quiet seclusion available on the other side of the East River from the frantic activity of the country’s greatest commercial center. Numerous ferries provided quick and convenient transportation to and from the city, still huddled at the south end of Manhattan Island though spreading rapidly to the north. Like most wealthy families, Van Sinderen kept a horse and carriage and needed a coachman to make that transportation readily available. Pennington had shoed many horses and knew something of how to care for them, so his new duties would not have been completely unfamiliar. He probably also was quickly made aware of the fact that his skills as a blacksmith were not necessarily useful even in a city where horses were nearly as common as people. White blacksmiths, like other craftsmen, did not welcome the newly freed slaves into their ranks. Pennington’s skills as a carpenter and mason would have been equally unwelcome. Frederick Douglass once claimed that “he could more easily get his son into a lawyer’s office to study law than into a blacksmithy... .”8 But Pennington had also split wood and helped care for a farm; work as a coachman would be less physically demanding and also give him sufficient free time to pursue his educational goals.

The greatest attraction of Brooklyn for Pennington was undoubtedly the existence of opportunities for formal education. His autobiography speaks of evening schools, Sabbath school, and private tuition.9 Pennington was a hungry man confronted with a smorgasbord of opportunities, and he seems to have selected them all. Schooling for African Americans had become available on an organized basis only at the end of the Revolutionary War and was at first provided by white benevolence. In fact, there were few free schools for children of any race, and those that did exist were often considered to be intended for the poor and of such inferior quality that black parents and white alike often refused to make use of them. The New York Manumission Society, however, believed that education for blacks would help dispel prejudice against them and therefore had organized the African Free School in 1787.10 It was only a grammar school, but the white head master of that school set out to give his black students an education as good as or better than any available to white children, and the school produced such future leaders as Peter Williams, an Episcopal priest, and James McCune Smith, a medical doctor.11 Higher education, however, was completely closed to blacks; there were no high schools for them in New York State. Williams had had to study privately, and Smith had had to travel to Scotland to acquire professional training. Adrian Van Sinderen was the kind of man who took an interest in this subject and was himself a director of the African Infant School Association. He would have been able to point Pennington toward the schools that would best serve his need.

Night schools and Sabbath schools had been organized with the same goal as that of the African Free School in Manhattan: to raise the educational level of former slaves and thereby decrease the prejudice against them. The Sabbath schools, sponsored usually by churches, had the further agenda of introducing the students to the Christian faith. As in the South, so in New York State, slave owners had been reluctant to allow blacks to be introduced to the Christian faith since it brought with it a desire to gain an education so as to be able to read the Bible. In Pennington’s case, Sabbath school education produced life-changing results. Pennington was astonished in the first place to learn that there were three million slaves in the United States and therefore some 700,000 children growing up, as he had done, without an education. He began to wonder whether he could do something not merely for the ten brothers and sisters he had left behind and who remained very much in his thoughts, but for all those thousands of others who continued in slavery.12


	I began to contrast ... the condition of the children sitting around me ... with that of [the slave children in the south] who had no means of Christian instruction... . The question was, what can I do for that vast body of suffering brotherhood I have left behind?13



In the second place, but with even larger implications, he began to see himself in terms of the Christian teaching that all human beings are the slaves of sin.


	The theme was more powerful than any my mind had ever encountered before. It entered into the deep chambers of my soul, and stirred the most agitating emotions I had ever felt... . The question completely staggered my mind; and finding myself more and more borne down with it, until I was in an agony; I thought I would make it a subject of prayer to God, although prayer had not been my habit, having never attempted it but once.

	I not only prayed, but also fasted. It was while engaged thus, that my attention was seriously drawn to the fact that I was a lost sinner, and a slave to Satan; and soon I saw that I must make another escape from another tyrant. I did not by any means forget my fellow-bondmen, of whom I had been sorrowing so deeply, and travailing in spirit so earnestly; but I now saw that while man had been injuring me, I had been offending God; and that unless I ceased to offend him, I could not expect to have his sympathy in my wrongs; and moreover, that I could not be instrumental in eliciting his powerful aid in behalf of those for whom I mourned so deeply.14



Pennington was now under the tutelage not of Quakers but Presbyterians, whose Calvinist theology laid out in very clear terms the nature and consequences of sin. His search for freedom from human slavery in this life now began to seem of far less importance than the need to be set free from the bonds of sin and obtain eternal salvation. His concern for his brothers and sisters, and beyond them hundreds of thousands of others, was no longer a matter of their current physical suffering but of their suffering or freedom hereafter. Such a faith did nothing to lessen the need to abolish American slavery but rather intensified it, since those living in slavery were being prevented from hearing the gospel. What role, Pennington asked himself, could he play in setting his millions of fellow sufferers free now so they could be set free eternally? Day after day, these thoughts dominated his mind, but the theology he was imbibing in his Sabbath school and at the church services he attended with the Van Sinderen family helped him find answers. In the first place, he realized, he could do nothing alone; only with the help of an Almighty God could so deeply entrenched an evil be overcome. Secondly, he came to understand that he had no standing at all in the matter since he had not yet been forgiven for his own sins and given grace to come into God’s presence in prayer.


	Day after day, for about two weeks, I found myself more deeply convicted of personal guilt before God. My heart, soul and body were in the greatest distress; I thought of neither food, drink or rest, for days and nights together. Burning with a recollection of the wrongs man had done me—mourning for the injuries my brethren were still enduring, and deeply convicted of the guilt of my own sins against God. One evening, in the third week of the struggle, while alone in my chamber, and after solemn reflection for several hours, I concluded that I could never be happy or useful in that state of mind, and resolved that I would try to become reconciled to God.15



Pennington had come into contact with Christianity in the midst of the movement known to historians as the “Second Great Awakening.” This wave of revival swept the country from 1800 to 1830 and was characterized especially by camp meetings on the American frontier where preachers like Peter Cartwright proclaimed the need for repentance and forgiveness in emotional terms and with dramatic results. Preachers shouted and sinners fell to the ground, wailing for their sins and calling out for forgiveness. Conversion, however, was not always dramatic and sudden; innumerable stories are told of individuals wrestling with their conscience alone as Pennington did until, through prayer and silent meditation, they came to the conviction that their sins were forgiven and they could begin a new life in assurance of their salvation.

Pennington thought he was struggling with these issues alone but, in fact, his employer’s family was well aware of his struggle and waiting for the moment to come when he would ask for help or they would see opportunity to offer assistance. In the third week of Pennington’s silent struggle, the time came when assistance could be offered. It happened that there would be a guest preacher at the Presbyterian Church the next Sunday, one uniquely qualified to help Pennington resolve his difficulties. The Van Sinderens invited Pennington to join them in listening to Samuel Hanson Cox, and they invited Cox to join them for dinner.16

Samuel Hanson Cox was, at that time, pastor of the Laight Street Presbyterian Church in Manhattan and a leading abolitionist. He would later become pastor of a church in Brooklyn and a professor of theology at Union Theological Seminary in Manhattan. Cox was also a leader among the New Light Presbyterians, that element in the Presbyterian Church that strongly supported the call to revival. The First Great Awakening had divided Presbyterians between the so-called New Lights and the Old Lights, who preferred the less emotional and more intellectual pattern that had prevailed in earlier times. Cox took a decisive, and even polarizing, position on these issues. He happened on one occasion to be on a steamboat with John Quincy Adams, then president of the United States, who was traveling from New York to Boston to visit his aging father, John Adams, the former President. The journey required 29 hours and Adams, in those simpler times, was traveling alone. Falling into conversation with Cox, he told him that he thought his approach to religion was “too extravagant, too uncompromising, too severe, too indiscriminate.” Cox replied that he was delighted that the conversation had taken such a turn and he would happily continue it in a way that was both “respectful and honest.” So, when Adams, who read his Bible daily, said, “I think God is too good to punish men forever,” Cox replied, “I think him infinitely too good to lie. Did he reveal the future wrath simply to scare us, not believing it himself?” Adams was not daunted by the arguments of the theologian and told Cox frankly, “Still, I do not believe your version of it.” When Cox asked, “What is your version of it?” Adams answered “Anything but yours.” “Possibly you may believe it yet,” said Cox.” “No,” said Adams; “impossible.”17 It was the classic confrontation between the two Lights: the Old, represented by Adams, was already moving toward what would later be called “mainline liberal Protestantism,” while the New, represented by Cox, would emerge from its frontier background to become a dominant force in American Christianity by the latter part of the twentieth century and be termed “evangelical.” New Light Christianity, however, was never simply a religion of frontier revivalism. As expressed by Cox and many others, it could also be highly educated and sophisticated. Cox specifically downplayed the emotional and said:
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