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AUTHOR’S NOTE

We can no longer say the movement for the abolition of slavery is overlooked in American culture. The rich legacy of figures like Frederick Douglass is widely discussed and debated; Harriet Tubman may soon make an appearance on American currency; and the names of Sojourner Truth, John Brown, and Charles Sumner are well known to students of history, even in high school. This marks a dramatic change from sixty years ago, when pro-Confederate historians of the Lost Cause maintained that slavery was not the primary cause of the Civil War and that political misunderstandings or economic imperatives led more than a half-million Americans to sacrifice themselves in the greatest conflict in U.S. history.

Though our understanding of nineteenth-century American history may have changed, it does not mean we are anywhere near a full accounting of the nation’s role in slavery. And just because abolition is no longer downplayed in popular history, it does not mean we have a complete picture of it. In fact, even today, the early stages of the abolition movement are nearly as clouded in obscurity as they’ve ever been, with teachers and historians finding it easier to discuss such important names as Douglass and Tubman because their narratives are heroic and inspiring and they lived to celebrate the demise of human bondage. But what of those who came before, and either didn’t live to see that victory or were so beaten up by the fight they had to withdraw from it?

The figures of the early movement are no less important because they remain obscure. It might even be argued that without their sacrifices, their endurance under persecution, and their ability to set the strategy that later abolitionists used for their success, the cause might not have achieved the same results. Slavery’s demise might have been delayed or compromised. Indeed, their greatest victory may be that they helped the movement survive a brutal and remorseless era—and kept their hope alive.

The current volume focuses on the period 1833–1838, with the abolition movement trying to gain a foothold in the shadow of the hostile administration of Andrew Jackson. A word of warning: it’s a tough read for those expecting a happy ending. Instead, it focuses on the way abolitionists learned to use political organizing and social activism to begin to change minds about slavery and racial injustice and persisted despite countless hazards and divisions. The story takes place mostly in the North, which at the time was not a refuge of freedom but a place whose leaders cooperated closely with Southern slaveholders and enflamed mobs to attack Black residents and antislavery activists. Based on primary sources and contemporary resources, the narrative foregrounds the work of Black Americans in the abolition fight, women as well as men, and doesn’t assume that William Lloyd Garrison—the one abolitionist of the era known to the layman—was the only one to make a difference. I hope this book will help the reader appreciate, and perhaps celebrate, the less familiar but no less important figures of the time.

J. D. Dickey






INTRODUCTION

It was January 1817, and the African Methodist Episcopal Church in Philadelphia had never seen a crowd this big. Three thousand souls packed into the church for an urgent meeting, having heard reports about a group that claimed to have the solution for America’s racial problems. It had the support of major figures like Speaker of the House Henry Clay, former president Thomas Jefferson, current president James Madison, and President-Elect James Monroe. The group had formed just weeks before, and it called itself the American Colonization Society.

The premise of the group was that the racial problems in the United States were too great and enduring to be fixed. Some of these colonizers said free African Americans could not benefit the country because of their presumed limitations or inferiority. Others said the country could not benefit them, and they should emigrate across the Atlantic to a land of plenty, where they could farm and raise families free from the interference of white people. The colonizers encouraged them to depart for Sierra Leone—or later, to Liberia—to leave the only country most had ever known. To leave the place where many had deeper roots than the colonizers themselves.

Trying to gain the acceptance of the Philadelphians were two men: Paul Cuffe, a prominent Black shipbuilder, and Robert Shipley, a white New Jersey minister. They had helped arrange the mass meeting inside the church so local leaders could present the plan for emigration and gain the community’s feedback. All they needed to do now was to put matters to a vote. A wealthy Black sailmaker named James Forten polled the crowd for its support. How many were in favor?

Silence.

And how many were against it?

The room erupted with such a thunderous response Forten thought the walls might collapse.

The audience members were so repelled by the proposal, so insulted, they pressed their leaders to pass a resolution describing their feelings. Forten helped write the statement, which did not equivocate.

In response to Henry Clay’s claim that Black people were “a dangerous and useless part of the community,” the resolution said they were actually “the first successful cultivators of America.” Though they had been enslaved and forced to come to the continent, they had made its soil fertile with their sweat and blood. They would refuse any attempt to coerce them to leave their homes, would fight any slander to their name, and would resist being divided: “We never will separate ourselves voluntarily from the slave population in this country; they are our brethren by the ties of consanguinity, of suffering, and of wrong.”

As hostility to colonization spread, Forten summed up the popular feeling in a note to Paul Cuffe: “The whole continent seems to be agitated concerning Colonising the People of Colour.” From this point on, Black authors, activists, and community leaders stood against the movement to ship them out of the country. In so doing, they also found a new way to speak out against slavery—not in the manner that politicians like Jefferson had, imagining a distant day when human bondage might disappear. Rather, they called for immediate abolition, to end slavery in the South and racial injustice in the North with all due haste. It would take until 1829 for a major white ally, William Lloyd Garrison, to join them in the movement.

By that time, though, the country had changed dramatically. The Philadelphia meeting had occurred during the so-called Era of Good Feelings, when America was still a young nation. Yet by the turn of the 1830s, the nation had entered a difficult adolescence known as the Jacksonian Era. Slavery had expanded into much larger swaths of the continent—even as a small but growing number of Americans looked to fight that expansion. The eight years of the Andrew Jackson presidency would be marked by both the rise of an interracial abolition movement and some of the worst violence the nation has ever seen, often directed against that movement.

To say that Jackson ruled during a time of ferment would be putting it mildly. Even on the day of his first inauguration, March 4, 1829, a riot broke out at the White House when a crowd of up to twenty thousand people imbibed from the tubs and buckets of punch on offer, began destroying the glass and china and other valuables, and nearly waylaid Jackson himself. As a contemporary wrote, he was “literally nearly pressed to death and almost suffocated and torn to pieces by the people in their eagerness to shake hands.”

The party system he presided over wasn’t much more civil: the old Democratic-Republican Party of James Monroe had splintered into pro- and anti-Jackson camps, resulting in disputed elections, an outbreak of conspiracy theories and groups based on them (e.g., the Anti-Masonic Party), and violence and intimidation at the polls. Street crime spiked throughout the country, much of it fueled by liquor. The annual consumption of spirits in 1830 was more than five gallons per person—more than twelve ounces a week—the highest in the country’s history. Whiskey, rum, gin, and brandy were the drinks of choice, especially in places where masculine bravado made excessive drinking into sport. Bear baiting and cockfighting were popular forms of gambling, and men battled with pistols, shotguns, and even bowie knives in mortal contests known as duels.

President Jackson carried around bullets in his body from previous duels and had killed at least one man in these contests. Even when he wasn’t dueling, he had a bent toward violence. He signed into law the Force Bill, which allowed the use of military power against states like South Carolina that tried to nullify federal law, and he regretted not executing John Calhoun for his role in that attempt, wishing he could hang him “as high as Haman.” He enforced the Indian Removal Act against the US Supreme Court’s order, which would lead to the expulsion of tens of thousands of Native peoples from their homes on deadly forced marches, later to be called the Trail of Tears. And after a would-be assassin failed to kill him when two of his guns misfired, Jackson beat the man so severely with his cane that bystanders had to intervene to keep the president from bludgeoning him to death.

While Jackson had wide support among his white working-class base, he also faced vigorous opposition from certain mercantile classes and Black Americans. By the time of Jackson’s second inauguration, the Whig Party had emerged to take advantage of the animus against him. In 1834 a young Abraham Lincoln joined it, and three years later, he reflected on the era named after Jackson:


There is even now something of an ill omen amongst us. I mean the increasing disregard for law which pervades the country—the growing disposition to substitute the wild and furious passions in lieu of the sober judgment of the courts, and the worse than savage mobs for the executive ministers of justice… Accounts of out-rages committed by mobs form the every-day news of the times.



Lincoln did not exaggerate. The era featured the greatest concentration of rioting in American history, with more than fifty major incidents in two years alone: 1834 and 1835. Indeed, before the Civil War, more than one thousand people died in riots, with untold property damage to homes, churches, schools, and civic institutions. The victims and perpetrators were many: Nativists battling Irish immigrants. Workingmen attacking banks and bankers. Protestants burning Catholic schools and convents. Religious zealots lynching gamblers and torching brothels. Bigots assaulting Mormons. Angry patrons ransacking theaters and beating up actors. More than anything, though, racial hatred fueled the mobs.

Half of the riots targeted free Black people and abolitionists. Both working- and middle-class white men immolated African American churches, schools, assembly halls, even orphanages. They chased Black people in the streets and savaged them in their homes. They beat and stoned abolitionists for the speeches they gave and the literature they distributed. It wasn’t just in the South either. The largest cities in the North all saw onslaughts against the opponents of slavery, with guns, knives, bricks, rocks, bludgeons, torches, and tar and feathers as the usual weapons in the rioters’ arsenal.

Jackson claimed to disfavor mobs and sent out federal troops on more than one occasion to quash them. But he did so selectively, being careful not to offend the feelings of brick-throwers and torch-carriers who might vote for his party. After the fearsome Snow Riot of 1835, he deployed federal troops to quell the violence of workingmen from the Washington Navy Yard; then he made sure to ask the rioters if there was “anything he could do for them in an honorable way to promote their happiness.” And, of course, Jackson’s Democratic Party, like the Whig Party, used all manner of tactical violence come election time, from pummeling opposing voters to stealing ballot boxes to brawling outside the polls.

To go along with the turmoil on the streets, the nation found itself riven by upheaval in society and demography. A wave of German and Irish Catholic immigrants challenged the assumptions of Protestant dominance, resulting in battles over religion, politics, and labor relations. People left the countryside for the cities to work in industrial operations, like mills and factories and ropewalks, as those cities expanded to a size never before seen by Americans. Technological innovations, from railways and canals to the telegraph, added to the frenetic sense of change as the republic expanded westward into new territories in the Middle West and the South, bringing slavery in its wake and further conflict with Native peoples.

The upswell of change gave way to an upswell of religious fervor, later called the Second Great Awakening. Evangelical preachers like Charles Grandison Finney and William Miller offered traveling ministries and tent revivals to announce the coming of the Millennium or God’s imminent return, sometimes with a schedule for it to happen. Many of these ministers also led reform movements, promoting temperance and prison reform and universal public education and many other causes. The more radical in temperament, like John Humphrey Noyes, announced they had achieved Christian perfection, and self-appointed messiahs blazed the trail for utopian movements that incorporated anything from polygamy to celibacy, socialism to vegetarianism. It made for a crazy quilt of faith healers, wildcat evangelists, and homegrown prophets, and it cemented the United States as one of the most religiously driven societies in the Western world. And out of this society one crusade would emerge that, along with temperance, would dominate the attention of reformers by the mid-1830s: the abolition of slavery.

Slavery had a history in America hundreds of years older than the nation itself. It had been built into the US Constitution. Every president but those named Adams had held human captives, and the system of enslavement reached from the most remote plantations of the South to the commodity markets of Europe. The South may have been synonymous with chattel slavery, but the North wasn’t insulated from it and, indeed, profited from it. New York was the nation’s chief port for cotton exports, exporting anywhere from $76 to $131 million annually. Its businessmen held stakes in countless textile operations and plantations, and even ownership of slaves themselves. As the Anti-Slavery Record put it, “Thousands of northern merchants, manufacturers and others, share with the masters in the unjust gains of slavery. To say that slavery is a sin, touches their pockets almost as directly as those of the slaveholder.” Other parts of the East Coast also had a hand in the trade. Shipbuilders made vessels to carry enslaved people from Africa to the Americas. Mill owners used slave-grown commodities in their industrial operations. Mercantile agents sent Southern cotton to the United Kingdom. And Southern planters felt comfortable enough in the North that many brought their captives with them for several months at a time while they took vacations.

All this came at a time when large Northern states were beginning to outlaw human bondage (New York in 1827, Pennsylvania in 1780), even as others, like New Jersey and New Hampshire, were reluctant to follow suit. Overall, legislative progress against slavery in the North was slow and halting. It collapsed not for moral reasons, but due to economic realities: the lack of sprawling plantations, the rise of white factory labor, and so on. In fact, many whites in the region still romanticized the South and enjoyed reading novels, like Swallow Barn and Camden, that presented plantation life in imaginary splendor—a world away from its actual terrors for Black people. Newspapers reprinted the speeches of ardent defenders of slavery, and performers regularly appeared in blackface on Northern stages, depicting African Americans as grotesque fools and buffoons. T. D. Rice became one of the most popular figures, known by the nickname “Jim Crow.”

Even amid Northern sympathies for the South, Black residents pushed back. They held mass meetings in urban centers, created social networks in literary and sewing circles, led campaigns for free produce (not buying slave-grown goods), and published or edited newspapers that helped build the movement. With a burgeoning press they countered the claims of colonizers and proslavery sympathizers—that human bondage couldn’t be eradicated without anarchy, that Black and white people could never be equals—and aimed to prove these ideas were lies.

The most important manifesto of this early movement came in 1829, with the publication of David Walker’s Appeal in Four Articles. As a statement of Black empowerment, it was both a call to reject slavery and racial oppression and, some thought, an inspiration for revolution. Walker’s Appeal criticized figures like Jefferson, who had promised freedom to all in the Declaration of Independence then denied it to African Americans; clergymen who endorsed slavery by cherry-picking passages from the Bible; slaveholding politicians like Henry Clay; and all branches of government.

Walker’s Appeal was an immediate success, going through three printings and bringing its author much attention. Copies circulated through the mail and aboard ships among the free and enslaved, and they also found their way into the South, and possibly into the hands of men and women held in bondage there. Leading politicians of the region demanded the book be suppressed as insurrectionary and passed laws against its circulation, calling it the “diabolical Boston pamphlet.”

A year after he published the Appeal, Walker died under questionable circumstances—possibly murder. Yet he remained to many Black Americans an inspiration and standard bearer, to others a cautionary example of extremism, and to most whites a militant threat and an anarchist. Some of his words were not likely to be forgotten, none more so than his exhortation to those held captive: “They want us for their slaves, and think nothing of murdering us in order to subject us to that wretched condition—therefore, if there is an attempt made by us, kill or be killed.”

William Lloyd Garrison disapproved strongly of the militancy of Walker’s Appeal and would remain committed to pacifism throughout much of his life. But he also saw it as “one of the most remarkable products of the age,” because “a better promoter of insurrection was never sent forth to an oppressed people.” Largely because of Walker’s Appeal and other writings of Black Americans, Garrison dropped his previous support for colonization and came out in favor of immediate abolition.

Most of the key ideas from Garrison’s newspaper, The Liberator, had been circulating in Black communities for years, but he gave them new and strident voice. He pilloried preachers who sympathized with slaveholders. He lacerated politicians for upholding the trade in human commerce. And he gave colonizers no quarter, spending issue after issue insulting them and imagining how God would punish them for their sins. His methods brought him a committed group of followers who cheered his words and adopted them as their own.

However, other whites in the movement were much more wary than he. They might accept immediate abolition, but they hesitated about the other parts of the program, especially the push for equal rights and racial justice in the North. For they worried that by taking such a step, and rebuking the ideology of the Colonization Society, they might invite retaliation or worse—especially if Black and white abolitionists worked together to do it. Because working together across racial lines meant accepting “amalgamation,” and that would mark them as targets for violence.

Webster’s Dictionary of 1828 defined “amalgamation” as “The mixing or blending of different things”—innocuous enough, but when applied to race, it became one of the most loaded words in the English language. Amalgamation could mean Black and white people fraternizing, communing socially, dancing together, working together, worshipping together, becoming friends, sharing a meal, sharing a bed, or getting married. All these things could be subversive, but none more so than interracial sex and marriage, which colonizers called “a principle of repulsion” that was “utterly abhorrent.” After all, to propose Black and white people might someday share a life together cut to the heart of their argument that they could never coexist and that the only solution was for Black Americans to be shipped to Africa.

Throughout the era, amalgamation provided the excuse for rioters to run rampant against abolitionists and Black people in cities from Philadelphia and New York to Providence and Cincinnati. Garrison dismissed concerns over amalgamation and chastised whites who cowered in the face of it. He routinely worked in the movement with African Americans, worshipped at their churches, and communed with them in their homes, and he led endeavors and built organizations with them. But though he dismissed amalgamation as just another insult, the colonizers had other accusations just as damning. Perhaps the most potent was the claim that abolitionists meant to encourage slaves to break their fetters and kill those who held them captive. To rise up just as Nat Turner had, in a slave insurrection that shook the nation.

In the late summer of 1831, Turner and a force of up to sixty other slaves took up arms, from guns to broadaxes, to kill fifty-five white people. The slain included men, women, and children, most of them from slaveholding families in Southampton County, Virginia. The violence played out over several days, until a white militia killed or hanged the lot of Turner’s men, with the leader himself executed by noose in November. In the hunt for Turner and his men, white mobs and militias attacked an untold number of innocent Black people—killing at least 120 in one day alone, driving them out of their homes, burning them alive, committing numberless atrocities. In the aftermath Southern politicians passed laws against their freedom to speak, assemble, learn, and worship.

In the North, the specter of Turner provided an excuse for authorities to write new laws stifling the liberties and movement of Black citizens, and to rail against abolitionists and accuse them of fomenting chaos with their talk of racial justice. While actual contact between abolitionists and enslaved people was rare, conspiracy theories promoted by colonizers and proslavery men claimed there was a direct link between the Turner revolt and abolitionists who had supposedly encouraged it. They seized on David Walker’s work, especially, to make it sound as if abolitionists—most of whom were pacifists—had a secret thirst for bloodshed.

The media amplified these accusations and made activists other than Garrison even more hesitant in what they said and wrote. Aside from papers like The Liberator, very few white-published newspapers championed antislavery, and most editors were openly hostile to it, with James Watson Webb’s Courier and Enquirer being the most powerful. Using the media as a megaphone, proslavery forces could issue threats read by thousands of people—instead of a few dozen by way of a handbill—and enflame mobs to commit even more egregious acts of violence. Indeed, amalgamation, anarchy, and insurrection had become such dangerous charges that many potential converts to abolition refused to support it to avoid being slandered or marked for attack.



Such was the state of affairs in America in 1833, when the narrative of this book begins. The principal figures that follow span the abolition movement in the Northeast, including men and women, both Black and white, with varying degrees of zeal for the cause but a deep commitment to seeing the destruction of human bondage in America and the rest of the Western world.

The most familiar name among them remains Garrison’s. For many Americans with limited knowledge of abolition, he was the movement, uncompromising and unrelenting in his rhetoric, and always willing to engage in a public fight. Yet Garrison’s role in the movement was unique, to say the least. His spiritual beliefs and lifestyle could be as radical as his abolitionism. While he may have been the most combative of white activists, he was paradoxically the most peaceable, and he promoted self-sacrifice in his writings and speeches—even if it led to martyrdom, which almost happened to him more than once. His cavalier attitude toward embracing scandal not only embroiled him in controversy with the supporters of slavery; it alienated him from many of his colleagues. In the end, such internecine warfare would threaten the movement at the moment it was achieving the greatest traction.

Another radical, David Ruggles, put his energies in a different direction. As an African American author, bookseller, and newspaper agent, he maintained a wide network of supporters across the movement, regardless of their ideology. He never forced his allies to choose sides in their degree of loyalty to him, and he championed Black self-empowerment. He was perhaps the bravest of all abolitionists. Against the proslavery contingent he was relentless, lecturing and fundraising and constantly writing and exhorting for the cause. He fought segregation and racial inequality in New York and created new and inventive organizations to assist and defend his fellow Black New Yorkers. The most important of these, the Committee of Vigilance, would be one of the first steps in America toward the creation of the Underground Railroad.

Several Black ministers aided Ruggles in the cause, among them Peter Williams Jr. and Theodore Wright, but none was more important to him than Samuel Cornish. This Presbyterian clergyman did his most important work outside of churches, publishing what may have been the first Black-owned and -edited newspaper in America, Freedom’s Journal, and leading drives to create schools for Black youth and philanthropic institutions like the Phoenix Society. Though more pacific than Ruggles, he nonetheless provided valuable help to his Committee of Vigilance, using the Colored American newspaper to help protect Black New Yorkers and assist fugitives on the run from bounty hunters.

Cornish served as a leader of the American Anti-Slavery Society along with his allies, Arthur and Lewis Tappan. These silk merchants operated a shop in the mercantile district of New York City and generously funded the movement as part of their social gospel of evangelical Christianity. The Tappans would go down in history as the money men behind the movement, but their role was much more pivotal. Arthur’s network of abolitionists was one of the most extensive in the nation and helped establish alliances between activists that might not have occurred otherwise. Lewis pioneered a mass mailing campaign that would excite such a furious reaction from the South that the prospect of federal censorship loomed as a real possibility. For all their work, the brothers would find themselves targeted for kidnapping by Southern politicians, their names becoming synonymous with Northern fanaticism, despite their reputation within the movement as conservatives.

Among the Tappans’ associates was James Forten, the sailmaker who stood for decades near the forefront of abolition in Pennsylvania. Forten had been present at the creation of the modern movement and later enlisted his family to join him in the crusade, including his wife, Charlotte, and his daughters Margaretta, Harriet, and Sarah. In fact, Sarah Forten may have achieved even greater results than her father for the cause. As one of the founders of the Philadelphia Female Anti-Slavery Society (along with her mother and sisters), she helped organize groundbreaking campaigns like the petition drive to Congress and the building of Pennsylvania Hall, and she ensured that women’s role in abolition would be fundamental to it. For their efforts, the Fortens would endure more abuse than any other prominent Black family involved in the cause, and they persisted despite arson, assault, and attempted ambush.

Other figures would also play a major role in the saga of abolition in the 1830s. George Thompson, the British orator who lectured throughout the Northeast at the behest of Garrison, endured scandalous treatment and even riots from hostile crowds. Theodore Weld, known as “the most mobbed man in America,” taught field agents to evangelize for abolition throughout the Northeast. And Angelina Grimké, a Quaker and former slaveholder, achieved a striking rise as a speaker on slavery, racial justice, and women’s rights. With Garrison as her ally, the question of women in the movement would become one of the most critical issues by the end of the decade, drawing a sharp dividing line between those who wanted to limit the movement to antislavery and those who saw it as a vehicle for addressing all the injustices in American life.

Ultimately, the challenges that lay before these abolitionists were many: they had to engineer strategies never before attempted against a monolith like slavery. They had to forge bonds with each other, resist dissension and division, and rely on their own courage and wits to survive in a perilous landscape. They had to trust in Providence and the power of divine judgment to give them strength against their enemies. And they had to have faith beyond all expectation that eventually their cause would triumph.

Even so, as the struggle began, their numbers were small compared to the number of colonizers and their sympathizers, who didn’t just call on God to crush their foes, but were prepared to do it themselves with their fists, torches, clubs, and guns. And that is where the movement found itself in the summer of 1833: at a dangerous crossroads, with William Lloyd Garrison on the run for his life.
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It was a city of a quarter-million people, by far the greatest metropolis in the country, full of sturdy townhouses and rickety wooden slums, raucous theaters and old Dutch churches, docks and warehouses, mansions and hovels, but without enough good places to hide.

William Lloyd Garrison had not come to New York expecting to be kidnapped, but when his associates told him he would be in great danger if he remained, he knew he had to flee. His enemies had already advertised their purpose—$5,000 for the capture of the infamous blackguard and danger to the republic. No less than the legislature of Georgia had put up the reward to punish him for his seditious publications, and if convicted he could be sentenced to death. He had good reason to run for his life.

Learning of the “conspiracy to seize my body by legal writs on false pretenses,” Garrison had to move quickly. He escaped New York first by steamboat, then by horsecar, again by steamboat, until he wound up in Philadelphia. Then he raced by coach to Trenton at a breakneck speed to avoid his abductors—only to have one of the horses nearly plunge off a riverbank and kill him. At last he made it to an artist’s garret in New Haven, and he waited there until he could safely rearrange his plans, head back to New York, and from there sail across the Atlantic to Great Britain, where he would find refuge for the summer. Such was the life of an American dissident in 1833.

Even in the northern United States, Garrison was reviled in many quarters as an agent of treason, anarchy, and anti-Americanism. He found himself indicted by grand juries, censured by state legislatures, and condemned by governors and other politicians. As the British author Harriet Martineau would write, “At present he is a marked man,” admired by his friends and persons of color, even as “the rest of society jeer, pelt, and execrate him.”

He owed this infamy to his support for abolition—immediate abolition. In support of the cause, he debuted his Boston-based newspaper, The Liberator, on the first day of 1831 and made it into the foremost antislavery newspaper in the United States. Even so, most of his fellow white Americans had little use for his movement, finding slavery either convenient to their needs or worth ignoring when it wasn’t. But Garrison refused to let them ignore it any longer, writing in all caps in his debut issue, “I WILL BE HEARD!” And so he was. Within two years, his enemies hated him beyond all reason.

They despised him for the editorials he wrote comparing proslavery politicians to tyrants, for the speeches he gave eviscerating slaveholders for their depravity, and for his brazen attacks on the country’s institutions. Southerners repeated his words in their own press as evidence of his wickedness, giving him added attention. The Northern press followed suit, mocking his editorials while quoting at length from them, which helped his message spread widely, well beyond the actual subscription base of his newspaper. So by the time he embarked on his trip to Britain, “Southern resentment had reached a level of hysteria, and Garrison’s name was known throughout the North.”

This was part of the reason he had gone to the United Kingdom: publicity. He had to capitalize on his notoriety at a critical time, when the movement was just making headway. While it hadn’t yet achieved any tangible victories, Garrison’s words were so thrillingly vitriolic, so incandescent with moral outrage, that British abolitionists couldn’t help but take notice. They thought he might be a useful ally, one who could carry their campaign to abolish slavery across the Atlantic, to the slave empire of America. So they welcomed their new friend with open arms and gave him license to speak in their lecture halls and churches—even if he was quite unlike the zealot they had imagined.

He was, in fact, a bespectacled, balding young man with a soft-spoken manner and an unexpected humility in conversation. Unlike his British counterparts in abolition, he was no heir to inherited wealth or an aristocratic lineage. Instead, he was descended from dirt-poor indentured servants and had labored for years to achieve his fame. At only twenty-seven years of age, Garrison had already experienced enough tumult for an entire life, abandoned by his father as a child, enduring years of deprivation, forced into hard labor, and finally learning a trade as a printer’s apprentice, initiating his career. His British hosts found him fascinating: a firebrand whose moral courage had set slave masters and politicians into a frothing rage, but who also looked surprisingly like a file clerk.

They soon learned he came alive on the stump, filling his speeches with the same kind of invective he published in The Liberator. The ostensible reason for the speaking tour was to raise money for a manual labor school for free Black youth, but once fired up, he did not confine himself to discussing charitable matters. Instead, he launched into angry stem-winders about everything he found corrupt or indecent in the modern world, from street violence and alcohol consumption to the scourge of slavery. His most prominent opportunity to express his feelings came in a July speech at Exeter Hall.

He billed himself as a man beyond nationality who decried “the narrow boundaries of a selfish patriotism… I am in the midst of strangers; but still surrounded by my countrymen.” Needless to say, offering this kind of sentiment was risky. To make common cause with a nation millions of Americans still saw as their enemy—just a generation after the last major war—could put Garrison in peril at home, especially when the British were notorious as some of the harshest critics of the United States. They called Andrew Jackson a tyrant supported by “mob-law and pretended self-government,” who presided over an uncivilized country littered with knaves and fools. Not all the members of Garrison’s audience felt the same way, but if they did, he gave them plenty to work with. He accused America of various sins:


	“giving an open, deliberate and base denial to her boasted Declaration, that ‘all men are created equal’ ”

	“trafficking in the bodies and souls of men”

	“suffering a large portion of her population to be lacerated, starved and plundered, without law and without justification, at the will of petty tyrants”

	“legalizing, on an enormous scale, licentiousness, fraud, cruelty and murder”

	“kidnapping one hundred thousand infants annually, the offspring of slave parents”

	“stealing the liberties of two millions of the creatures of God, and withholding the just recompense of their labor”



In his view, America had engaged in such terrible acts that the nation slept “upon the brink of a volcano which is in full operation, and which threatens to roll its lava tide over the whole land.”

His audience applauded his speech with vigor, marveling at the audacity of it. Garrison knew his message would soon be conveyed across the Atlantic, and he would eventually have to answer for it. For now, though, he enjoyed the adulation, even if he felt a bit ambivalent about it.

He wasn’t ignorant of the global reach of slavery and knew the British—including many in his audience—had been just as complicit as Americans in the system of slavery, with hundreds of thousands of bondsmen laboring on West Indian sugar plantations and other sites in the sprawling empire. The United Kingdom had taken a worthy first step toward ending the practice when Parliament passed the Slavery Abolition Act, while Garrison was present in the country. But this would occur only after five years and at the cost of awarding twenty million pounds in compensation to British slaveholders, so they might deign to part with the human beings they claimed to own.

In the July 13 edition of The Liberator, Garrison blasted the plan as “unsurpassed in the annals of villainy” and demanded such men be rewarded not with payment but with “punishment proportionate to their crimes.” Still, he could not force the issue and risk offending those Englishmen who had arranged the deal, men whose alliance he had cultivated for years, and who now had given him entry into their homes and salons to deliver his message. The most important of these was William Wilberforce.

Wilberforce was the hero of abolition, both in Britain and America. Heir to a family fortune, he channeled the zeal of an evangelical Christian into crusades against vice and immorality as well as the much greater juggernaut of slavery. Over five decades, he had devoted such zeal to the cause of abolition that he almost literally drew his last breath from its success: three days after the act passed in Parliament, he was dead. But before he expired, Garrison met him in person.

Wilberforce had such a reputation Garrison expected him to be Olympian in mind and body. But the man he encountered was puny and infirm, of “pygmean dimensions” and so ravaged by disease he could barely hold his head up or keep his back straight. Garrison couldn’t get over how tiny he looked, how minuscule compared to his reputation. Nonetheless, he was awestruck. Wilberforce was a man who had battled infamy and won, and who could serve as a model for what Garrison was trying to do in America. So he wasted no time in pitching his ideas.

Foremost of these was convincing Wilberforce to act against the greatest of Garrison’s foes, the American Colonization Society. The members of this group claimed as their mission to wind down slavery in the Western world gradually, without threat to the social hierarchy. The ACS was broadly popular among a segment of the white elite, and countless politicians and even former presidents had given it their sanction. However, despite the prestige of the organization, to Garrison it was anathema—not just a competitor in the antislavery field, but an outright menace.

For the previous several years, Garrison had censured the ACS in print and derided its members. He promoted lectures and forums on its failures and solicited funds to undermine it. And when the colonizers didn’t pay him enough attention, he condemned them in The Liberator and in his 1832 pamphlet, Thoughts on African Colonization:


The Colonization Society is becoming more and more abhorrent to the moral sense of community. The veil has been torn from the brow of the monster, and his gorgon features are seen without disguise. He must die! Already he bleeds—he roars—he shakes the earth—his resistance is mighty—but he is doomed to die!



Garrison’s biggest problem with the gorgon was that it wasn’t really concerned with ending human enslavement or ensuring equality for Black Americans. Instead, it meant to cajole or, if need be, coerce free Black people into leaving the only country they had known for resettlement along the West Coast of Africa. Describing them as inferior and degraded, the ACS advocated for their removal due to the inability of white people to treat them as equals or to coexist with them—except, perhaps, as their owners.

Garrison despised the overseas agents of the ACS such as Elliott Cresson, who happened to be in Britain at the same time as he. Cresson was a Quaker who had been working to align British abolitionists with American colonizers, claiming they had similar goals. Garrison saw him as a threat to abolition, so he wrote lacerating letters to him, challenged him to debates, attacked him in print, and derided him in public, trying to quash any influence he might have gained in the kingdom. But his most important victory came with the aid of the dying William Wilberforce.

Garrison convinced Wilberforce to sign his name, alongside those of ten other British abolitionists, to a protest against the ACS that he later printed in The Liberator. This helped sever cooperation between British abolitionists and American colonizers and gave Garrison a signal triumph over his foes. But they would not soon forget what he had done to them. He would discover this after he returned home.

For now he enjoyed his time in the company of giants in the fight against slavery whom he had long wanted to meet, men like Thomas Clarkson, who had been working against human bondage for as long as Wilberforce and was similarly weakened in health, if not spirit; Daniel O’Connell, that champion of Irish independence who was also a committed abolitionist, known coincidentally as “The Liberator”; and George Thompson, an orator and activist who quickly became a great friend of Garrison’s—even to the point of setting up plans for an American speaking tour the following year. His most memorable encounter, though, was with Thomas Buxton, who greeted Garrison with surprise upon meeting him: “Why, my dear sir, I thought you were a black man… the black advocate of emancipation from the United States of America!”

Buxton made the assumption not because he was a fool, but because the Americans in Britain who had argued most forcefully against slavery were Black. One such man, Baptist minister Nathaniel Paul, had been in Europe for a full year, touring the country with British abolitionist Charles Stuart and undercutting support for the ACS. In fact, Paul had made such headway in attacking the colonizers that by the time Garrison arrived in the United Kingdom, he had already laid the groundwork. During the summer of 1833, Garrison and Paul toured Britain together, preaching against racism and colonization, with Paul introducing his companion to the key figures he had met during his time abroad. Indeed, Paul had been so effective against the ACS that, upon witnessing his success crippling his organization, Cresson had written cynically to his peers that they needed to find their own Black man to compete with his message.

Even so, Garrison got most of the credit, not only because of the color of his skin, but because his incendiary rhetoric attracted far greater attention in the press. But Garrison knew how critical Paul had been to his work, and in a letter to him asked God to bless him and “abundantly prosper you and your mission, and at last return you in safety to your friends.” It turned out Garrison would need such a blessing himself. He later asked Paul for £40 (more than £4,000 in modern currency) to fund his own voyage home, since by the end of summer he was nearly broke.

This wasn’t unusual. Black abolitionists in America had already funded a good portion of Garrison’s trip to the United Kingdom, from small contributions from subscribers to The Liberator to larger investments by businessmen like the sailmaker James Forten. Their support was critical because the Boston publisher certainly couldn’t pay his own way and white abolitionists were still hesitant to identify too closely with a man such as he. So Garrison’s African American allies stepped into the void to pay for his travels, to promote his speeches and lecture tours, and, most importantly, to let him borrow some of their ideas.

Garrison’s arguments against colonization had been developed by Black Americans decades before, from the time colonization emerged with the founding of the ACS in 1816. They attacked it from the pulpit and in public gatherings, printed denunciations of it in pamphlets, and wrote newspaper articles decrying it as a racist ploy. In so doing they also tried to change the minds of potential white allies and persuade them colonization was a pox on moral values and God-given liberties. One of the whites they had to convince was Garrison himself.

It was a part of Garrison’s biography that he might have wished to forget. Working in the print trade in the 1820s, he was already imagining ways slavery could be ended—but mostly these involved separating the races and paying or encouraging Black people to sail for Africa. He claimed that funding for the scheme would be as inexhaustible as “the number of applicants for removal” and envisioned colonization societies “in every State, county and town.”

Once he began to have actual conversations with Black people, however, he came to understand how nefarious such a plan might actually be. In Boston, he met abolitionists of color who had rejected the scheme and who encouraged him to imagine a solution to racism that wasn’t just convenient for white people. While in Baltimore editing a journal called the Genius of Universal Emancipation, he met William Watkins, a Black writer, teacher, and minister whose criticism of colonization left such an impression on him that he used many of his arguments in his own writing. All this contributed to Garrison’s evolving from a gradualist, who argued slavery could only be ended carefully over the course of decades, to an immediatist, who demanded the practice stop as soon as possible.

Somewhere along the line, Garrison also evolved from a humble printer careful with his words to a slashing propagandist of the first order, an unapologetic radical. Although businessmen like James Forten and ministers like William Watkins had much to lose from appearing too extreme in the fight against injustice—their careers, their legal rights, even their lives—Garrison’s pale skin gave him a degree of protection, a privilege he could use to be as scathing as possible.

Almost nothing was out of bounds in his writing. He invoked God’s wrath to threaten his adversaries. He said the American government stood on a base of corruption, its politicians were craven opportunists, and its institutions were rotten and immoral. The Founding Fathers had “trampled beneath their own feet their own solemn and heaven attested declaration, that all men are created equal.” Even the US Constitution was “a compact by which we have enabled [slaveholders] already to plunder, persecute, and destroy two millions of slaves” and a document “dripping as it is with human blood.”

For Black abolitionists, Garrison emerged as that rarest of creatures—a white ally who seemed to understand the stakes not just of slavery’s destruction, but of racism and prejudice in general, and was willing to advance unpopular opinions regardless of consequence. So even as he borrowed their ideas, men and women of color rewarded him for his courage. They named organizations after him like the Garrison Literary and Benevolent Society, they attended his lectures and bought his pamphlets, and, most of all, they propped up The Liberator.

Garrison’s newspaper barely managed to stay in business in the 1830s, with high production costs and few resources, and if it hadn’t been for Black abolitionists, the paper would have folded. Three-quarters of its four hundred early subscribers were African American, and they kept it afloat with their donations and testimonials, even as many of Garrison’s peers condemned it as extreme and unpatriotic. Reverend Watkins, who had done so much to transform Garrison into an immediatist, endorsed the newspaper as “a FAITHFUL REPRESENTATIVE OF OUR sentiments and interests,” and James Forten and the Rev. Theodore Wright compared Garrison’s voice and activism to a trumpet call. And now, through Nathaniel Paul, they were also footing the bill for his voyage home.

Ultimately, the trip to Britain had been a worthy investment, a chance for Garrison to make new connections across the Atlantic, to witness abolition’s success in person, and to undermine the colonizers in the process. As he wrote in The Liberator in October 1833, “The success of my mission seems to have driven [my enemies] to the verge of madness. Those who cannot wield the pen against us, resort to tar and feathers, and clubs!” He almost seemed to welcome the clash he knew was coming. But for Nathaniel Paul, such a conflict held no appeal at all.

He wrote to Garrison, disgusted by the contrast between how he was treated in America and how he was regarded in Britain. Namely, in America he had been forced to occupy the segregated “Negro pew” in church, ordered to sit in the outside seat of the coach, and directed to a remote table in a restaurant. But in Britain he had experienced none of these things and was treated like a gentleman worthy of respect, receiving any seat he liked in a church, coach, or restaurant. Considering the difference, he wrote, “My soul is filled with sorrow and indignation. I could weep over the land of my nativity!” But instead, he arrived at a better solution. While he paid for Garrison’s trip home, Paul remained in Britain, and he would stay there for years to come.

Once Garrison finally did return to America, in late 1833, he felt transformed. His successful endeavors seemed to justify his strategy of “moral suasion” to advance abolition. It was the idea that slavery and racism were immoral and contrary to Christian teaching, and by appealing to the spiritual ideals of his audience, he could convince them of the need for change. And if that didn’t work, he could graphically describe the horrors of captivity and abuse of human dignity experienced by Black people. And if that still didn’t work, he could shame his listeners for their indifference and inaction. Such an idea wasn’t unique to Garrison, but once he began promoting moral suasion, his name became identified with it.

Inspired by the success of his trip, Garrison became certain that his quest for abolition wasn’t just a moral and political goal, but a holy mission approved by God. Even before he had left for the United Kingdom, he had been struck by terrible messianic visions, like something out of the Book of Revelation:


He imagined Africa with “the flames of a thousand burning villages fearfully reddening the wide heavens, and the shrieks and groans of her enslaved and dying children,” after which a heavenly voice commanded, “Plead for the oppressed!” Then he saw the corpses of Black men, women and children as “their blood was drenching my garments; and again I hear that voice from Heaven, saying,—‘Plead for the oppressed!’ ” And again and again, with visions of slave ships and auction blocks, and millions of slaves abducted, he could “see unborn generations of victims stalking like apparitions before me; and once more I hear that from Heaven, saying, in a tone awful and loud, and with increasing earnestness,—‘Plead for the oppressed!’ ”



Language like this convinced his enemies he was a lunatic. But Garrison remained undaunted. No matter how they persecuted him, he would respond with mercy, quoting Jesus—“Father, forgive them: they know not what they do”—and vowing to meet his tormentors with serenity. He would thus return to America to meet his fate with a quiet Christian beatitude. Even if he ended up injured or dead, the attacks upon him would benefit his movement and spread the message of abolition beautifully. Yes, he understood it now. He sized up the role of martyr and found he could play it well.

Of course, compared to Black people, Garrison had no real idea of suffering. He could envision himself suffering in the abstract, but when presented with the tangible threat of it, he kept his head down, snuck away to hideouts, sped away in coaches, and sailed across the Atlantic. He therefore had to be careful upon returning to the United States, to judge carefully his actions and separate his friends from his enemies, lest he be kidnapped and strung up in the Georgia woods like a common criminal and hanged for the sin of abolition.

With unfortunate timing, just as Garrison returned from abroad, the press reported his words from Exeter Hall that summer. Using the choicest cuts of his rhetoric—the swipes against the ACS, slaveholders, and the nation generally—press organs like Boston’s Daily Advertiser and the widely read Niles’ Weekly Register gave an accounting of Garrison that made him come across, at a minimum, as a breathless fanatic and at worst as an enemy of the nation. Elliott Cresson, too, tried to exact his revenge upon Garrison in New York’s Commercial Advertiser, saying his nemesis was “endeavoring to crush me, hunt the Colonization Society out of existence, and vilify our national character.”

But Garrison’s most fearsome opponent spoke in much more aggressive language. James Watson Webb, the publisher of New York’s Courier and Enquirer, prided himself on his acid tongue and blazing condemnations of anyone who differed with him politically. He had a taste for violence, too: He “caned, kicked, beat, or spat at rival editors on the street, was involved in several libel suits, fought one duel, and was the direct cause of another.” He denigrated any group he didn’t see as fully American, from Irish immigrants to, especially, Black people. His hulking presence and shock of white hair made him a familiar sight on the streets of New York, and those who crossed him could expect a good pummeling, whether in person or in print.

The Courier and Enquirer was no mere news sheet, but nothing less than the most powerful newspaper in America, with its own pony express, to gather news from Washington and major US cities in record time, and a system of bureaus and outlets that enabled it to distribute news quickly throughout the country—and many editors in smaller cities accepted its copy without question. To abolitionists, this meant there was no more menacing press organ in the nation than the Courier and Enquirer, and no more dangerous enemy than James Watson Webb.

Regarding abolition, Webb asked his readers, “shall we, by promptly and fearlessly crushing this many-headed Hydra in the bud, expose the weakness as well as the folly, madness, and mischief of these bold and dangerous men?” The question was rhetorical, for Webb had just issued a call to violence to the masses of working- and middle-class white men who read his paper, to counter “the leaders in the crusade against the white people of the United States.” If anyone didn’t get the message, a “Ghost of Peter the Hermit” also announced in Webb’s paper that the abolitionists would bring nothing but slaughter in their wake.



Garrison wasn’t the only abolitionist in danger. Also at risk were the silk merchant Arthur Tappan and his brother Lewis, who had emerged as champions of the antislavery cause and supported it generously with their money, time, and reputation. Arthur had known Garrison since 1830, when he learned that the publisher—whom he had never met—had accused a ship owner of trafficking in slaves and ended up losing a libel case brought against him. Garrison languished in a Maryland prison for seven weeks, unable to pay his fine and court costs, until Arthur stepped in and deposited $100 for his release. Garrison left Maryland for Boston soon after, missing the verdict in a second trial, in which he was judged liable for $1,000. Arthur probably would have paid that sum, too, if Garrison had asked him.

The Tappans appreciated the younger man’s courage to stand against the colonizers and slave owners. However, in their economics and their attitudes, the Tappans were much more traditional than he, respecting the standard workings of society and never daring to attack the US Constitution or the Founding Fathers. Still, their name was always on the lips of the mob as being in league with Garrison, since the idea of abolition was inherently radical in a society where a considerable number of white people owned or desired to own slaves. This made the Tappans susceptible to charges of sedition and anarchy—just as Garrison was.

It was an absurd charge, because the Tappans would have been among the last people to endorse turmoil and destruction. Arthur was, after all, a successful capitalist, one of the wealthiest importers in the nation, and he and Lewis proclaimed their evangelical faith loudly. They allowed no haggling in their business, housed their employees in strictly controlled boardinghouses, banned them from using alcohol and tobacco, and required proof of regular church attendance. New Yorkers also knew them for endorsing a range of spiritual and moral campaigns that, while unpopular, were certainly no danger to the republic.

They propped up the Society for the Encouragement of Faithful Domestic Servants to keep Irish domestics from abandoning their low-paid jobs and unsettling the labor market and to protect “the calm happiness of domestic life.” They created the Magdalen Society to “reform” New York City’s ten thousand prostitutes and shame elite brothel owners into giving up their source of lucrative profits—a fruitless task. They pushed for temperance and the search for a “true wine” for communion that wasn’t cheap, imported rotgut, and they ended up paying for a cargo of grape juice instead. And they had been early and eager benefactors of various colonization efforts, until they discovered colonizers supported not only sending free Black people to Liberia, but exporting a steady supply of rum there as well. This simply would not do, so they gave up colonization in favor of immediate abolition.

Their crusade for Black education had fared no better than their other campaigns. Two years before, they had tried to create a manual labor school for African American workers in New Haven, near Yale College. They meant to encourage the kind of instruction that was taken for granted in the white world but was uncommon and poorly funded for Black people. Once word of the plan got out in Connecticut, though, local reaction was swift and brutal: a mob protested by hurling garbage at Arthur Tappan’s second home, city leaders passed a motion to resist the founding of the school, and citizens in public meetings condemned it in openly racist language. Critics further claimed the education of Black people would lead them to job competition with whites and somehow threaten the fabric of society with “the dangerous mixture of black and white plebeians.”

Since then the Tappans had grown wary of the attitude of the majority of whites, but no less committed to their causes. After New Haven, they didn’t withdraw to the insular world of the silk trade and instead supported political conventions of Black citizens, funded benevolent societies devoted to Black education and uplift, and helped underwrite abolitionist publications like The Liberator—while creating their own, milder version of an antislavery paper, called The Emancipator.

They also wanted their own version of an abolition society to match the New England Anti-Slavery Society, the group Garrison backed. That enterprising group sent its agents into the field to speak in lecture halls and churches against slavery, petitioned for the end of the slave trade in Washington, DC, and raised money selling subscriptions to The Liberator and other publications. Its membership had swelled to two thousand members, with forty-seven local chapters, more than one hundred clergymen enlisted to preach for immediatism, and the vocal support of figures like John Greenleaf Whittier, who would become one of the country’s most famous poets.

New York state had no equivalent, and the Tappans meant to change that. Through their own group, they could support Garrison’s society when appropriate, or counterbalance them when moderation was needed. They looked to create the New York Anti-Slavery Society with Arthur at the helm, with the organizing meeting set for October 2.

Word got out quickly—too quickly. When James Watson Webb learned Arthur Tappan’s abolitionists would be organizing in Clinton Hall, he alerted his allies in the Colonization Society, and they put out a handbill. Describing the site and time of the meeting, the flyer was addressed “to all persons from the South” and signed by “MANY SOUTHERNERS.” An ominous note at the bottom read, “All citizens who may feel disposed to manifest the true feeling of the State on this subject, are requested to attend.” Other threats were more direct, claiming the only way to stop Garrison and the Tappans was by “cutting off their heads.”

The Southern pitch in the handbill was telling, because Southerners in New York were anything but an abstract presence. Countless planters visited the city and brought their slaves even though human bondage had been outlawed in New York state six years before. The law said bondsmen could obtain their freedom after nine months’ presence in the state, but this was routinely ignored, and planters continued to flout the law. Moreover, Southern threats against abolitionists routinely appeared in the Northern press, and white men with a Southern heritage were some of the quickest to turn out to protest or attack abolitionist assemblies and lectures.

More than a few Northern businessmen approved of this kind of violence, since their profits in the banking, shipping, and insurance trades were often linked to the trade in captive human beings. They convinced their employees that labor competition from freed slaves would endanger their jobs, and this, along with racial bigotry, drove many working men to join the ranks of the anti-abolitionists. Webb’s Courier and Enquirer spoke to both groups, as a mercantile newspaper read by businessmen with economic ties to Southern plantations and their employees who saw Black people as a threat to their livelihood.

So the Many Southerners, joined by Many Northerners, prepared to meet their foes on the evening of October 2. The Liberator would later describe these adversaries as “a genuine, drunken, infuriated mob of blackguards of every species, some with good clothes, and the major part the very sweepings of the city,” meaning the filth and refuse collected in gutters.

They weren’t hard to miss as they made their way to Clinton Hall, shouting, bellowing, and cursing the names of Arthur Tappan and William Lloyd Garrison and chanting “find them, find them.” Some vowed to ship Garrison in a box to Georgia, where he could be properly disposed of at the gallows. Others carried bowie knives and pistols, as well as playing cards marked “Alabama,” “Georgia,” and “South Carolina.” As Webb had told them, the Hydra of Garrison and the Tappans would soon be within their grasp, and all they had to do was crush it.

They didn’t realize one of the heads of the Hydra was marching alongside them. As Garrison later told the story, he spotted the mob on the move after he returned from his European trip. Not wanting to flee in terror again, he decided to blend in among them as they chanted for his destruction—because while his name was notorious to them, his appearance wasn’t. With his bald head, spectacles, and sensible attire, he resembled little more than a middle-class shopkeeper on the march with other enemies of abolition. Thus he escaped his kidnappers once more.

The Tappans, however, did not have the luxury of anonymity. Not only did Arthur Tappan operate a silk shop on Pearl Street—a half-mile south of Clinton Hall—he interacted with buyers regularly and made a keen impression on Manhattanites. Many in the mob knew what he looked like, because some of them purchased the stockings, gloves, hats, and parasols he imported from overseas. But his familiarity wouldn’t keep him safe from their violence—and if he had tried Garrison’s approach, he might have found himself bound and gagged. The rioters played up the threat by shouting, “Ten thousand dollars for Arthur Tappan!”

Primed by alcohol and anger, the men drew within sight of Clinton Hall. They knew it would be a spirited melee and looked forward to it: “Let us rout them!” However, once they finally reached the hall, they found the building closed and empty. The abolitionists were nowhere in sight.

Abandoning Clinton Hall wasn’t a clever strategy, just an accident. Arthur had tried to secure the approval of the hall’s Board of Trustees, of which he was one, for the organizational meeting. But the board had rejected the request, seeing abolition as too volatile a subject for consideration. This was an affront to Arthur, since he had helped fund the construction of the building, three years before, to house a mercantile library for the public good. And wasn’t abolition also a public good? His peers told him it wasn’t.

In response, his brother Lewis argued for the Chatham Street Chapel as a substitute venue for the meeting. It was a former theater and circus complex that Lewis had leased to highlight the evangelist Charles Grandison Finney’s sermons. Unfortunately, the building meant for his preaching was no better than a shambling old barn, with no carpeting and plenty of echo. It also stood on the edge of the Five Points slum and kept away many pious middle-class New Yorkers, who didn’t want to attend church in the morning near the same gambling halls and brothels that many of their neighbors visited at night. Some even called it the “Devil’s Temple.” Nonetheless, the chapel survived as an ungainly sort of religious institution, and Lewis didn’t need to ask anyone’s permission to use it. So his argument carried. The New York Anti-Slavery Society assembled there to organize, with Arthur Tappan as president.

By this time, Webb’s mob had adjourned to Tammany Hall for more liquid sustenance and to plot their next move. The hall was the headquarters of the local Democratic Party and the onetime stronghold of Martin Van Buren, former governor and current US vice president. The Democrats allowed the mobsters access to the facility, no doubt realizing Many Southerners would be essential at the polls if Van Buren were to get the nomination for the presidency in the next election. For now, though, it was only a stopover for the rioters. They still had abolitionists to attack.

And attack they did, once they learned their targets would be meeting only four blocks away at Chatham Street Chapel. Within minutes the mob charged out of Tammany Hall and ran to the gates of the chapel. Chanting and yelling, they found the building’s iron gates locked, but this only encouraged them to raise their voices to an even more earsplitting clamor. Soon there were two thousand of them in the street, shaking the gates, ready to storm the chapel. But in the end they didn’t have to use force to breach the perimeter. A janitor appeared with a key, unlocked the gates, and let the men swarm inside.

They surged into what looked like an old wooden barn, with the lights out, in near darkness.

“Find them! Find them!”

They hunted around for the silk merchant and his brother, and the publisher Garrison, whatever he looked like. They searched under the stage, in alcoves, behind seats and chairs, anywhere to find their quarry. Some in the mob scampered up the stairs to an upper story, where a few stragglers had locked themselves away in a Sunday school room—and would later have to be rescued by the police. After a few minutes passed, they learned Arthur Tappan and most of his allies had escaped through a side door, which again left them empty-handed.

This frustrated the ambition of the rioters. Without anyone to capture, the crowd of thousands dwindled, though some of them still had nervous energy to spare and didn’t want to leave. They settled on holding a mock abolition meeting and pretending to be their enemies, and they appointed a lone Black man to play the role of “Arthur Tappan” as a joke.

They called on the man to make a speech. With a surprising amount of courage, the man did so—not joining in their antics but making his own case for liberty: “The Declaration says all men are created equal, and the Bible says God has made us all of one blood. I think, therefore, we are entitled to good treatment, that it is wrong to hold men in slavery, and that—”

This was not what the “Many Southerners” wanted to hear, so they broke up his speech with screaming and profanity. The meeting was over, and they scurried out of the building into the slum outside.

The following day Webb ran a predictable headline:

GREAT PUBLIC MEETING.

THE AGITATORS DEFEATED!
 
    THE CONSTITUTION TRIUMPHANT!

He exalted the Southerners in their attempt to stop “the interference of TAPPAN, GARRISON, & Co. with their slave property.” He said it was a promising sign of their ability to crush abolition in the streets before it had the chance to persuade people at the ballot box or anywhere else.

However, the newspaper later had to append a contrary note, mentioning that the New York Anti-Slavery Society had, in fact, organized at Chatham Street Chapel before the mob arrived. It had passed a formal constitution, appointed officers, and set up committees, and it was now in business. The Tappans had met with success in record time and had outwitted Webb’s men before they could kidnap them and send them in a box to Georgia. It was a signal triumph in the face of aggression and ensured the fate of the Tappan brothers and William Lloyd Garrison would be tied together for years to come.
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David Ruggles was a long way from home. The scenery might have been charming and the air clean, but the journey was long and arduous—over the Allegheny Plateau, almost to the Ohio border, and up to the shores of Lake Erie. A traveler could follow the turnpike then go by canals or old Indian trails, even take a short stretch of railroad to get this far, but mostly he went by stagecoach. Hundreds of cramped and uncomfortable miles in a box on wooden wheels, rolling over logs or macadam, just to sell the newspaper of Arthur and Lewis Tappan.

Ruggles didn’t even know if the Tappans had ever come this far west. Did they sell their imported silks to people in these villages, or send their stockings and parasols out to these farms? It was doubtful. But they did want to sell abolition to these Pennsylvanians, and he aimed to help them do it.

He had heard the stories, how the backwoods of this state was no place for a Black man. How whites dominated the population and Black people could be kidnapped and sold as fugitive slaves. But David Ruggles never let himself be afraid. As the general agent for The Emancipator, he had been traveling through these hinterlands giving talks on slavery and racial equality for weeks, and by the fall of 1833, he felt confident about what he had seen in the town of Pittsburgh.

The townsfolk had established their own abolition society, and he attended several passionate antislavery meetings with them. Most participants were Black, but they were joined by an encouraging number of whites. The message seemed to be spreading throughout the area, even in this gritty working town, known as the “Smoky City” for its growing number of glass factories and ironworks. He thought abolition might have a future here. The trip might end up a success.

He was in good spirits as he rode out of town in a coach with “two ladies, two gentlemen, a two leg[g]ed animal and myself.” The darkness in the vehicle was near total, and as the riders became comfortable with each other, they began to express their feelings on slavery, which all of them claimed to oppose. Ruggles offered his thoughts and noticed how agreeably his fellow travelers treated him, so unlike the reception he had gotten from other whites in the state. Of course, inside the unlit coach, none of the riders could see or judge each other by the color of their skin, which allowed one passenger to express his true feelings.

“Madmen! Fanatics! Disorganizers! Amalgamaters!”

The insults issued from the “animal” Ruggles had mentioned, a vehement colonizer who set about condemning abolitionists with every insult he could summon—assuming there were no such troublemakers in the coach.

The man said that to accept Black and white equality was a great offense and that whites should never commingle with Black people (“amalgamation”). Ruggles had heard this before. Words like these were typical from the tongues of ACS men, who claimed to oppose slavery yet said the most scurrilous things about African Americans, especially in private. So Ruggles casually challenged the man and said that he (of unknown race) would happily marry a Black woman if given the chance.

The colonizer exploded. He said no civilized man would prefer a “negress” to a white lady, so he must be an abolitionist! Ruggles admitted that he was. The temperature in the coach rose, the volume increased, and the argument went on until dawn. When daylight finally revealed Ruggles to be Black, the colonizer nearly lost his mind:

“Good heavens! A negro! Why, you are a black man!!”

When the party stopped for breakfast at an inn, the “two-legged beast” tried to send Ruggles away from the place where they all sat, refusing to share the table. But the other travelers intervened to stop him. “I kept my seat; he of course [grunted] and left the room.” Later, in a touch of dark humor, he claimed to have seen him wallowing in a pigpen upstate.

Ruggles made light of the situation in a pamphlet he wrote, but the encounter could have easily ended in violence—a fight, a pistol-whipping, or worse—if the other whites in the coach had been as hostile to him as the colonizer. The charge of amalgamation was among the most damning in the lexicon of racism and had been leveled against abolitionists since they had first spoken out against slavery.

Ruggles saw the hypocrisy of it from his home in the Five Points, where many of these same anti-abolitionists growled about Black people and amalgamation during the day but at night weren’t above playing faro with them in the same gambling halls, drinking whiskey with them in the same taverns, or soliciting prostitutes with them in the same brothels. In public, though, the colonizers and their allies in the press and in Washington asserted that any relationship with Black people that was open, equal, and unapologetic had the air of immorality, even sedition.

Like most abolitionists, Ruggles shied away from the charge of amalgamation: “I do not wish it, nor does any colored man or woman of my acquaintance.” But he also didn’t think Black and white intermarriage or relations to be “unnatural” and had seen such pairings up close in his neighborhood, where mixed-race couples appeared on the street, in church, and in their homes. He knew fears over race mixing owed more to prejudice against Black people than any threat against society. But in the end it was all political—amalgamation stirred people up, so the anti-abolition crowd used it as an insult whenever they could.

And now these insults were turning people into beasts. Ruggles saw how brutish the colonizer in the coach appeared, how devoid of empathy, and he wondered how such a man could let himself become so debased. Speaking generally, he wrote, “it is this horror of amalgamation that has frozen up all my brother’s charity, all his politeness, all his logic.”

Ruggles couldn’t afford to be distracted by such miscreants. He had too much work to do. His itinerary on any given day might involve speaking in Black churches and assembly halls, or overseeing the founding of new abolition societies, or receiving pledges for subscriptions, or answering requests from people who wanted him to visit their little towns—places where city folk rarely ventured, and where strangers were uncommon, sometimes unwelcome.

He cut a striking figure on the streets of his hometown of New York City, and it was no different when he was in western Pennsylvania. With his “long double-breasted jacket, white pants, stovepipe hat, a cravat, and thick eyeglasses,” he brought a sense of Manhattan style to the countryside, even if it offended local sensibility, or defied how people thought a Black man should dress. Abolitionists already had the reputation of being unusual, so it seemed a minor issue. His enemies hated him no matter what he wore.

His primary foe was the Colonization Society or, as he called it, “the daughter of slavery.” The man in the coach had been a member, along with tens of thousands of other white people in the region. For them, embracing colonization was the most socially acceptable way to attack abolition, without making the disreputable move of openly advocating slavery (even though the practical consequences were the same: preserving oppression). So while the ACS had an increasingly checkered image, it was still expanding its member rolls, printing reams of publications, stirring up its followers, and making plans to expatriate Black people to Liberia—which colonizers had praised as a model Black settlement, but which Ruggles said was a trap. In speeches he told his audience the colony was a beleaguered land poor in farmland and commodities but rich in rum and liquor; and liquor, just like slavery, bore the fruit of “licentiousness, misery, and death.” The colonizers were nothing more than craven little men, scheming and specious, willing to tell any lie to advance their own fortunes and ruin the lives of Black citizens. Ruggles had no use for them, and neither should his listeners.

The orations of David Ruggles, like those of dozens of other abolitionists on the lecture circuit, made a difference. The colonizers found African Americans hostile to their rhetoric and also found it difficult to secure the allegiance of antislavery whites. They whined about “abolitionist slanders” that sullied the name of their organization. Yet all their complaints did little to help them pay off a deficit of $46,000 that threatened the viability of the group. Garrison delighted in their troubles, writing, “Boston is now fairly redeemed from the thraldom of colonization corruption,” while Rev. Henry Ludlow planned a mock “funeral of colonization” to announce their inevitable demise.

Ruggles could not feel so assured. He saw how some in the society had gone from self-described philanthropists to street hooligans “to mob us and our friends with clubs, stones, brick-bats, &c.” He compared the society to an “incubus” that preyed on good works in society and said it was “to every coloured American, ‘a moral Upas tree,’ beneath whose pestiferous shades all intellect must languish and all virtue die.” He had seen too much trouble on his travels to assume they would ever relent—and knew that an enemy might disappear for a time, only to emerge later in a new, more dangerous, form.

Ruggles had learned these things from the trials of experience, from eight long years on the move, after leaving home in Norwich, Connecticut, at only fifteen. He’d been a mariner working out of New Bedford, meeting a great range of races and colors and classes of people, some free, some enslaved. He’d met the Black abolitionist Nathan Johnson, who had educated him on the need to immediately help his brothers and sisters held captive and had given him valuable advice on combating slave traffickers. He’d been a grocer, the “butter merchant” who provided goods for a fair price, the sugar dealer who only offered products made by free people, the temperance man who refused to deal in “spiritous liquors.” He’d seen his business fail after an intruder broke in and stole $280 and set fire to the building, then he had built another business and watched it flourish. He’d written articles for newspapers and met publishers and benefactors and given speeches throughout the region—and now he sold newspapers.

Although his jobs were often in flux, his ordeals were constant. The coach ride outside of Pittsburgh had ended well for him, but many such encounters did not. In New York, Black people were routinely segregated: made to sit in distant pews in church, assigned to the balconies of theaters, banned from amusement parks, locked out of schools and juries, forced onto the decks of steamboats instead of lodging in private cabins, and ordered to stand or ride on the outside of omnibuses and public transit, even in foul weather.

In an article for The Emancipator, Ruggles described how such mistreatment affected him personally on a recent journey in town. Since he preferred not to be wet or sullied, he had paid for a ticket for the inside of a coach and found a seat there. The driver, however, insisted that he ride on the outside—away from the white passengers, to avoid race mixing.

Ruggles erupted in anger. He refused to move and made his stand as he had always done. But the driver was in no mood to discuss it: he charged into the coach and “with his hands like claws tore both clothes, buttons and skin.” Then he threw Ruggles from the vehicle, leaving him to walk to his destination. Ruggles was outraged and wrote that the driver had “trampled on my feelings, and he was robbing me of my RIGHTS, my LIBERTY, my ALL.” It was encounters like these that made Black men like Nathaniel Paul stay in England.

But David Ruggles refused to move out of his home country, despite the brutal treatment he had endured. If enough brave souls could sit inside the coach, explore the hinterlands, and take on the colonizers, change would come. Violence might come too, but it would expose and humiliate those who waged it, for it meant they had lost the argument. This gave him a strange spirit of optimism. The “daughter of slavery” might bring fear and terror, but as Ruggles saw it, “thanks be to Him who said ‘let there be light,’ she has been repeatedly defeated, and she must be totally annihilated before slavery can be stabbed to death with the weapons of light and truth.”

With such words, Ruggles might have been better suited to work for The Liberator than The Emancipator. But he wasn’t just channeling Garrison in his divine invocations; he had been influenced to a greater degree by Black writers whose work he displayed on his bookshelves in Lower Manhattan—as the creator of the first Black-owned bookstore in the United States.

It was the latest career turn for him, opening a shop at 67 Lispenard Street, in spring 1834, to sell copies of antislavery newspapers, pamphlets, literary and cultural reviews, and the writings of just about every prominent Black author in print, and several much more obscure. One book, however, was by far the most important to Ruggles’s own philosophy and to the way the rest of the nation saw abolitionists: The Appeal in Four Articles by David Walker.

Ruggles stood among the book’s foremost disciples. He had not only borrowed from Walker the impassioned rhetoric that animated his own writing, but he also confronted injustice as Walker had encouraged his readers to do, and he took on the risk that came with it. He was beginning to question the idea of moral suasion, that an appeal to the Christian conscience alone could defeat slavery and racism. At some point fighting back against unjust laws and defending yourself from violence had to take priority. As his biographer said, “Ruggles took the literary defiance of David Walker and married it to quotidian confrontations.” As Ruggles himself said, “The pleas of crying soft and sparing never answered the purpose of a reform, and never will.”



Arthur and Lewis Tappan, as avowed pacifists, wanted nothing to do with the writings of David Walker or anyone else who might make the cause of abolition seem dangerous. But they got along well with David Ruggles and worked with him regularly. With a skilled agent like him drumming up sales and publicity for The Emancipator, the Tappans could remind New Yorkers there was more than one publication fighting slavery in the state, even as Garrison attracted most of the notoriety. That was the idea, anyway.

In reality, Arthur and Lewis needed a newspaper to defend themselves and their cause from all the recent mockery and condemnation directed at them. Lewis knew that “slander always accompanied an unpopular cause,” and they felt they had endured the brunt of it. The New York press was among the worst offenders, describing Arthur, in particular, as wantonly mixing the races, stirring up trouble with his Black school experiment in New Haven, and funding all manner of pernicious endeavors.

The Tappans tried to be more pragmatic than Garrison. They couldn’t just invoke God’s wrath and talk about divine punishment—they tried to create public momentum to convince people abolition was a cause worth supporting, and to do that they needed the support of men in power. So Arthur hatched a plan to distribute 7,600 copies of The Emancipator to Northern churchmen and have them promote the cause with his blessing. As evangelical Christians, the Tappans in no way wanted to attack religion or the feelings of ministers who had not yet been convinced of the need for abolition. So Arthur nudged and prodded the clergymen to try to get them on his side—and they stonewalled him. Sect after Protestant sect, be they Baptists, Congregationalists, or even his own Presbyterians, dismissed him and his allies as a band of troublemakers. Some, like a Dutch Reform church journal, even said, “Sinful as slavery is, it is not more so than a plan of emancipation might be made to be.”

While the Tappans were dismayed by the disrespect shown to them by their fellow Christians, Garrison wasn’t surprised by it. Unlike the brothers, he had no expectation that most men of the cloth would take a turn toward abolition—and he reviled them for it. He would later call them “revilers and false witnesses” and “a corrupt priesthood,” made up of imbeciles who spewed “nothing better than drivel.” He disdained their hypocrisy for invoking the name of Jesus, the Prince of Peace, in support of the violent captive-labor machine that drove so much of the American economy.

Besides, many of these same holy men were supporters of the Colonization Society. While they might not have borne clubs and bricks in the street, Garrison saw them as obstacles to racial progress as much as anyone, and those who weren’t colonizers dabbled in specious ideas and half-truths. One man in particular, the Congregational minister Lyman Beecher, had rankled Garrison’s feelings almost from the time they had met, telling him his zeal was misguided: “If you will give up your fanatical notions and be guided by us [the clergy], we will make you the Wilberforce of America.” Garrison had no interest in accepting Beecher’s bribe, and since then relations with him had only soured. Beecher had even tried to pry the Tappans away from their association with the publisher, saying his behavior was so appalling it drove “decent people” out of the movement. “Get rid of Garrison,” he said, “and thousands will join.”

It was a clumsy request, but something about the demand lodged in the minds of the Tappan brothers. Garrison did have a streak of zealotry, for better or worse. Arthur came to wonder “whether his ‘holy indignation’ is always as holy as he appears to think it.” Despite this discomfort, though, the Tappans knew they needed Garrison. He attracted attention, drove support in the Black community, and never failed to draw interest from the press. They needed to bring him under their wing, if not to soften his rhetoric, at least to keep closer track of him and guide him toward more productive ends—one in particular.

Almost as soon as the Tappans formed the New York Anti-Slavery Society, Lewis realized they needed to create an even broader organization that could unite the different factions of the movement. An organization that could take the fight to the South, force the North to reckon with its own guilt in funding slavery, and use the print media to create a force that would attract attention across America. Garrison supported the idea, arguing they should form such a group by the end of 1833. Arthur was reluctant, at first, wanting to avoid any more controversy and threats to his life so soon after the last debacle, but in the end he agreed to the timetable. They chose Philadelphia’s Adelphi Hall as the site for the founding of their new organization.

On December 3, they began to assemble—carefully. Pennsylvania had a deeply ingrained hostility to abolitionists, as David Ruggles knew, and Philadelphia was no different just because it was the third biggest city in the nation. If anything, the danger was even more acute, between threats issued by hostile editors, the mob activity of wealthy colonizers and the working men who supported them, and the quiet antagonism of politicians in City Hall.

The police encouraged organizers of the new group to meet during the day, because they could not protect them at night. Reports played up how foreign and unusual these abolitionists were, and men of means denounced them as “fanatics, amalgamationists, disorganizers, disturbers of the peace, and dangerous enemies of the country.” When they walked along Walnut Street to their meeting, the crowds jeered them with insults and taunts. The police guarded the door of the hall by order of the mayor, as a show of force and to let the activists know how little stood between them and a repeat performance of the Chatham Street Chapel fiasco in October—except with the mob gaining a victory this time.

Upon arriving in the hall, sixty members from ten states gathered and took a deep breath after surviving the gauntlet with their nerves intact. For their troubles, they were rewarded with a snack of cold water and crackers—food considered proper for upright men to sup on, though it left their bellies rumbling for hours on end.

The group would be called the American Anti-Slavery Society, and it marked a daring step forward, because it embraced integration in both its membership and leadership. While Black activists had been at the forefront of abolition for years, they were almost always denied membership in white-run organizations. In this group, though, African American men would serve alongside Lewis on the executive committee. Arthur would be president and Garrison the secretary for foreign correspondence—an acknowledgment of his success overseas. Garrison also became the author of the Declaration of Sentiments, the mission statement that laid out the purpose of the society in sharp and ringing language, with a nod to the founding document of the United States.

Garrison needed such a boost in his prestige. Subscriptions to The Liberator were dwindling, thanks to the competition of The Emancipator, which took away some of his readers. And as Garrison wrote to John Vashon, a wealthy Black businessman in Pittsburgh, his newspaper also struggled because “we have printed beyond our means” the various tracts, pamphlets, and books needed to support the cause. Although Garrison remained confident and proud of his progress, he still needed money and asked Vashon to extend a loan and let him repay it when he could. He apologized for the request, since “we are struggling under great embarrassments.”

Despite his struggles, Garrison went all out in the Declaration. He lamented “TWO MILLIONS of our people” shackled against their will, abused and tortured, separated from their families, bought and sold like commodities, treated as beasts, all “at the caprice or pleasure of irresponsible tyrants,” also known as “MAN-STEALER[S].” He vowed the society would send its agents across the nation, into the churches, across the countryside, using exhortation and rebuke to attack those who upheld the slave trade. For God had given them permission to “overthrow the most execrable system of slavery that has ever been witnessed upon earth.” They would either find triumph in the victory over human oppression “or perish untimely as martyrs in this great, benevolent and holy cause.”

Except for a minor revision, the delegates approved the Declaration, giving Garrison another victory in his campaign to advance his version of immediate, radical abolition. The mission statement would appear again and again as a founding document of antislavery. Almost as importantly, the newly formed society agreed to purchase a supply of Garrison’s publications and bail out The Liberator from its growing debts. This gave him the financial boost he needed and helped him pay back his debt to Nathaniel Paul for funding his voyage home from Britain, and it eventually covered his loans from John Vashon and others. Garrison was, at least for the moment, out of the red.



The colonizers were among the first to take notice of, and offense to, the new society. Many of them were vehement that putting Black and white people on the same level undermined the social order and thereby threatened white supremacy. The Jacksonian press greeted the founding of the society with contempt, and some critics, like J. R. Tyson, belittled “new fangled” ideas of immediate abolition as marked by “turbulent invective and acrimonious clamour.”

None of this surprised Samuel Cornish, one of the African American men appointed to the society’s executive committee. He had been dealing with colonizers for years—reading their arguments about Black inferiority, hearing them claim to be philanthropists, watching them command the loyalty of educated people who should have known better—and he had had enough.

In the 1820s, he’d been one of the first Black leaders to criticize the Colonization Society in print. One of his most famous targets was Francis Scott Key, lyricist of “The Star-Spangled Banner,” slaveholder, and cofounder of the ACS. After listening to one of Key’s speeches, Cornish wrote, “Prejudice dwelt in his little heart, which cannot be bigger than a cherry.” He wondered if he was a true Christian at all. After all, how could men like Key assume that whites would always remain bigoted. They didn’t know the mind of the Creator—no one did. But that uncertainty also gave Cornish pause.

He didn’t have the surety of David Ruggles, who knew God favored his side and kept driving forward, despite the risk to his own life and livelihood. Cornish liked Ruggles and admired how this young man of twenty-three had achieved so much in only a few years. They had met in 1828, around the time a teenaged Ruggles placed ads for his grocery in a newspaper Cornish published. The year after, when Ruggles no longer sold alcohol and continued to shun slave-grown goods, Cornish commended him in print for his policies and encouraged his readers to patronize his store. In the years after, they crossed paths regularly in abolition circles and supported each other’s projects.

Unlike his friend, Cornish wasn’t sure this nation would ever see the end of oppression. He also differed from Ruggles in another way: the younger man often saw the most brazen and violent opposers as the biggest threats. Cornish, though, knew the laziness and indifference of common people could be just as destructive to the cause, if not more so. His entire career had made him wary of their empty vows of allegiance, their heartfelt promises masking timid souls.

More than a decade before, Cornish had learned theology in Philadelphia from the founder of the nation’s first Black Presbyterian church, John Gloucester, who inspired him to aim his ministry at the free Black citizens of the city, to promote racial uplift and denounce slavery. Cornish succeeded at his mission and, recognizing his value, the Presbyterian hierarchy moved him out of Pennsylvania and into the gritty atmosphere of the Five Points, where the congregation struggled with poverty in a neighborhood full of grog shops and gambling halls. Cornish’s work was successful, as he pushed hard for church leaders to devote more attention to the slum and established the First Colored Presbyterian Church south of the neighborhood, two blocks east of City Hall.

It was both a historic achievement and a daunting prospect, for Cornish soon learned the costs of operating such a church could be steep. His ministry soon owed $10,000, or three-quarters of the entire construction cost of the building. Cornish saw no way to continue paying the debt—his Black parishioners could only help so much, and the church elders’ promises of support came up empty. The presbytery ultimately sold the building at auction but made Cornish linger for three more years in a pastoral role. He grew frustrated that he had to take the blame for the church’s failure and resentful at how hollow all the pledges of assistance had been from those with enough money to help him. But still he moved on after his tenure to look for new opportunities.

He had not originally intended to work in the press while trying to extricate himself from the financial debacle of the Five Points church. But reading editorial after editorial in New York City newspapers against Black citizens, he felt he had no choice. He responded with his own public letters to those papers, until he realized a forum of his own would be much better. So he helped found Freedom’s Journal, in 1827.

It was the most prominent—possibly the first—African American newspaper in the nation, providing a voice to Black writers, ministers, and activists whose work might otherwise never have appeared in print. The mission statement of Freedom’s Journal was direct: “We wish to plead our own cause, for too long others have spoken for us.” Black businessmen like James Forten and ministers like Nathaniel Paul and Peter Williams Jr. helped support the paper, and the cofounder, John Russwurm, was one of the first Black graduates of an American college (Bowdoin, in Maine). Cornish published the work of various writers, from William Watkins to Phillis Wheatley, the sermons given in Black churches, political commentary, speeches, and even poetry and songs.

As Cornish expected, mainstream newspapers denounced Freedom’s Journal as a subversive tool to provoke the enslaved to run away from their masters, thus depriving the slave owners of their “property.” They claimed its editorials made Black people distrustful of whites and undermined public faith in the “wise and philanthropic men” of the American Colonization Society. But this was Cornish’s point: to show how colonization was a failed concept, a blight on philanthropy, and something that no Black person could ever support. Yet he didn’t expect that one of the most important colonizers would not only be Black, but the cofounder of his newspaper.

John Russwurm took over as senior editor from Cornish at the same time he was beginning to harbor doubts about Black people staying in America. After some hesitation, Russwurm came out in favor of colonization, claiming they would never be welcome here and might be better off in Liberia. Russwurm felt so strongly about this he quit the newspaper and planned his move to Africa. Feeling betrayed, the paper’s subscribers asked for Cornish to reassume control over it, so he did, renaming it The Rights of All. But it stood sapped of momentum by Russwurm’s decision and ceased publication after six months. This left Cornish once again without a forum, having to fold his newspaper just as he had to fold his church only months before.

As the years passed, Cornish saw others prosper from his pioneering work. The congregation of the First Colored Presbyterian Church relocated, and his ally Theodore Wright took control of the church, which became a center for antislavery activity in the city. Cornish’s journalism influenced other Black-run presses, as well as The Liberator, with Garrison taking editorial positions that had first appeared in Freedom’s Journal. And Cornish’s brave position against colonization had since been adopted by almost every advocate of immediate abolition.

Despite all this, Cornish was often denied credit for his influential work, and he no longer had a platform of his own. He didn’t run a newspaper or a church or have enough money to start his own institution. But he did know abolitionists who did, and foremost among them were the Tappan brothers.

He and the Tappans had several things in common: abolition, temperance, Presbyterianism, and a focus on improper behavior that could be obsessive. They had all been managers of the American Bible Society and took their piety seriously. The Tappans fought against the sex trade, bad communion wine, and wayward domestics, while Samuel Cornish criticized white New Yorkers for their racism and Black New Yorkers for failing to meet his high expectations. He warned them not to smoke in the streets or dress too fancily. He attacked carnivals, theatrical amusements, drinking and carousing, even a festive parade, writing, “Nothing serves more to keep us in our present degraded condition, than these foolish exhibitions of ourselves.” The Tappans came away impressed by Cornish’s focus on rectitude and soon became his closest white allies, uniting with them on causes both inspiring and hopeless.

The failure came first. Cornish became chief fundraiser for the Tappans’ planned manual labor school for Black youth in New Haven. Despite raising sufficient funds, Cornish saw white backlash sink the project before it had a chance to achieve success. The next project, the Phoenix Society, was more successful. It aimed to provide education and enlightenment to Black people in New York, since they had difficulty visiting cultural institutions without being belittled and segregated from other visitors. Cornish, Wright, and the Tappans proposed raising $10,000 for a library and reading room that could host lectures on everything from the liberal arts to vocational training. Cornish would run the institution as its librarian, giving him a chance to reestablish his name as a critical figure in the movement despite the recent setbacks.

In short order, the society raised the funds it needed; Arthur Tappan, as treasurer, paid his salary; and within a year it was hosting scientific lectures that drew up to five hundred people and establishing branches throughout the city. Months later, the Tappans pushed for Cornish to join the executive committee of the American Anti-Slavery Society (along with Theodore Wright and Peter Williams Jr.). This ensured Cornish would once again have a platform as one of the most prominent abolitionists in New York.

Shortly after these triumphs, Cornish felt confident enough in his relationship with Arthur Tappan to accept his invitation to sit with him in church. This should not have been unusual. Samuel Cornish was a Presbyterian minister, Arthur was a fellow member of the sect, and the two men had become friends in recent years. However, since Cornish was Black and the church was white, this mixture was enough to create an uproar in the house of the Lord.

The minister of Laight Street Presbyterian Church, Samuel H. Cox, wanted to break the ugly tradition of segregation and racism in the North. But one of those traditions was present in his own church—the Negro pew—that forlorn section at the back or in the balcony of white churches where Black parishioners were forced to sit. According to custom, Reverend Cornish, despite being an officer of the church, would have to sit there as well. But on this morning, upon Arthur’s invitation, he chose not to.

Scores of churchgoers were outraged that Arthur and Cornish had amalgamated within sight of God. After the service, they reprimanded both men and warned them against committing the same transgression again. With the controversy growing, Reverend Cox tried to persuade his flock to change their views. He had previously criticized color lines in church, including his own, and told his listeners to rise above bigotry and reject segregation. They might as well ask “how white must the complexion of the Saviour be, were he now on earth, in order for us to tolerate his person or endure his presence.”

This set off yet another furor. Immediately, James Watson Webb vented his spleen against Arthur Tappan and Reverends Cornish and Cox in his Courier and Enquirer. He had already blistered abolitionists for impeding the work of colonizers to expel Black people from America, and now he condemned Cox for being in favor of race mixing, attacking him for supposedly saying “the Saviour of mankind is a negro.” He and other news editors later amplified the attack to involve Arthur Tappan, claiming he had divorced his wife to marry a Black woman and that he and other abolitionists favored interracial marriages—including for their own daughters.

Arthur scrambled to contain the damage. It had been only a few months since the American Anti-Slavery Society had formed, and the church scandal threatened to draw attention from the society’s good works and, once again, damage his reputation. For Cornish the episode just confirmed what he had already feared about the hostility of his white neighbors. That his mere presence in a church sitting next to Arthur could upend local society was a depressing commentary on how similar New Yorkers were to Southerners and how much work remained to change their minds about abolition and racial equality. Struggling with these issues, he again faced a question he couldn’t answer: Would God reward the side of righteousness, or would he reward the men with hearts as small as cherries?

By this time, the spring of 1834, it certainly appeared that men with the smallest hearts, and greatest weapons, held the advantage. For at this moment, as Cornish and the Tappans struggled to defend their reputations, an election riot erupted that would serve as a model for attacks on them and their allies just months later. Indeed, the story of the riot was daunting for any abolitionist with a sense of omen:


New York City, April 8–10, Sixth Ward

It was the first direct election in the city’s history, a contest between the Democrats and their enemies the Whigs. The rules were simple: A voter didn’t have to register in advance, he didn’t need identification, and he might try to vote multiple times without anyone stopping him. The only thing he needed was to be a white man with a strong spine, and perhaps a large club. Black men could try to vote if they had $250 in property, but caution kept even well-heeled black voters at home, because of the danger they knew was coming—the mob that would soon rule the streets.

James Watson Webb helped light the fuse for the riot. He had once been a firm ally of Andrew Jackson’s Democrats, but differences over trade and monetary policy had, in just two years, made him into their implacable enemy. He now vilified the Democratic Party at every turn and “declared open war on the Jacksonian administration.” This was more than figurative. When Webb published a damning article in the Courier and Enquirer against the Irish immigrants who voted for the Democrats en masse, they erupted in a rage and vowed to meet the insult with violence. But Webb’s Whigs had already planned out the battle ahead.

The Whigs hoisted the U.S. flag and built a boat called the Constitution and rolled it through the streets, sang patriotic songs, drank whiskey to excess, and yelled their huzzahs until the lot of them grew to the thousands. The Democrats met them with their own boat called “Veto,” named after the favorite tool of their hero in the White House. The sides converged on the Five Points: the Democratic slum-stronghold of the Sixth Ward, and the site of Lewis Tappan’s Chatham Street Chapel.

The Whigs’ invasion splintered when they met a force of immigrants who drove them back with a volley of paving stones. Webb quickly recruited 300 volunteers as his own private army, swore them into service and assembled them to march to Democratic polling places. The Democrats surprised him by counter-attacking the offices of his newspaper and forcing him to defend his garrison. He assembled a barricade in front of the building, then gathered thirty volunteers, 70 muskets, 100 pistols and six loads of paving stones. He climbed up to the roof with a musket and aimed it at the crowd, warning that anyone who marched on his office would be shot. His defense of the newspaper fortress worked.
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