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Historians of the Civil War have discussed, from various 
points of view, the role of the popular churches in bringing a 
moralistic and highly religious sentiment to bear upon the section
al animosities of the prewar decades. Contemporary statesmen also 
recognized this factor and were alarmed by its implications. When 
Gilbert Hobbes Barnes published his Antislavery Impulse in 1933 
under the auspices of the American Historical Association, he made 
historians aware of the primary role of the Methodist, Baptist, 
and Presbyterian Churches of the North in organized anti-slavery 
from 1830-18*44. The interest of these denominations did not cease 
at that date and their very widely circulated weekly journals were 
among the foremost exponents of anti-slavery doctrines reaching far 
larger numbers than the specifically anti-slavery press. Under the 
provocation of this tide of Northern criticism the press of the 
Southern churches responded in defense of Southern institutions 
with a moral and religious rationalization of its own.

The object of the present study is a systematic review of the 
discussion of slavery in the denominational press, North and South, 
from 1846, when the Wilmot Proviso was introduced, to 1851, when 
the controversy over the extension of slavery into the territories 
subsided temporarily with the Compromise in late 1850. The author 
has selected for detailed examination twenty-one of the most wide
ly circulated denominational weeklies of the period. In addition, 
the selection has been designed to give adequate representation to 
each of the denominations, to all sections, and to all points of

view.
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Since these papers are so widely dispersed the author is in

debted to a large number of librarians and their staffs for their 
loan service and their courteously rendered aid in person. The 
study would not have been possible for this author financially nor 
from the standpoint of time without this service. Of great impor
tance has been the very efficient service of the Inter-Library Loan 
staff of the University of Illinois. Through this service Denison 
University of Granville, Ohio, at great inconvenience, sent a bound 
volume of one paper vital to this work. The Southern Baptist Theo
logical Seminary of Louisville made several papers of their denom
ination available through the loan of microfilm. Duke University 
and Emory University did the same for key publications of the 
Methodist Episcopal Church, South.

In addition there was the consistent helpfulness of library 
staffs of those institutions which the author visited. They in
clude McCormick Theological Seminary of Chicago, the Divinity 
School Library at the University of Chicago, and Garrett Biblical 
Seminary of Evanston, Illinois. Very important to the research in 
the Chicago area, was the hospitality of Mr. and Mrs. Raymond 
Tresner, in whose home the author was entertained for the equiva
lent of several weeks.

Special thanks are due to Arthur E. Jones, Jr., and his staff 
of Rose Memorial Library, Drew University in Madison, New Jersey; 
Charles Anderson and his staff of the Presbyterian Historical So
ciety in Philadelphia; and to Edward C. Starr, curator of the Amer
ican Baptist Historical Society of Rochester, New York. These 
officers not only gave aid through correspondence but took a

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



www.manaraa.com

waaa3Ba» eBaB«gi'gcaBEgBaBagg» ii38B>5ĵ w lra » ^ ^
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personal Interest when the author visited their institutions, so 
that the limited time available could be used to the greatest pos
sible advantage in rounding out a thoroughly representative selec
tion of denominational papers.

The author is indebted to Arthur Bestor of the University of 
Illinois who has supervised and encouraged, not only this writing, 
but a general Interest In this and related Subjects throughout the 
author's years of graduate study at the University of Illinois. |

The author's principal indebtedness Is to his wife, Lottie 
Tresner Norton. Her quiet inspiration, her assumption of more than 
ordinary family and professional responsibilities, and her expert 
typing have been the decisive factors in bringing this work to 
completion.
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CHAPTER I
AMERICAN CHURCHES PROM THE REVOLUTION TO 1850

The churches of America, and especially the three popular 
denominations, the Methodist, Baptist, and Presbyterian, assumed a 
very active role in the slavery controversy well before 1850. Most 
American churches had, early in the century, defined slavery as an 
evil and voiced sentiment in favor of its ultimate removal. These 
early pronouncements had been of a non-sectional character. When 
the aggressive anti-slavery movement of the 1830's developed, how
ever, it drew the churches into its vortex and resulted eventually 
in schism in the three leading denominations. Prom the 1830’s on, 
the popular churches of the North were the principal carriers of 
anti-slavery sentiment and activity while their Southern counter
parts became increasingly active in slavery’s defense. The devel
opment of American church life from the Revolution to 1850 explains 
why the Methodists, Baptists, and Presbyterians became involved in, 
and how they functioned in a controversy so heavily fraught with 
political significance.

The American churches, in the era Immediately following the 
Revolution, followed the general tendencies of the nation toward 
nationalism and expansion. Several of the churches found it neces
sary, with the severance of Old World ties, to reorganize complete
ly. Other churches, also, found it necessary either to reorganize, 
or to expand existing organization to keep pace with the rapidly 
developing nation. The history of the three denominations of this 
study is especially notable as showing the degree to which all 
three adapted themselves to the currents of nationalism and
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expansion.
The organizing conference of American Methodism met at Balti

more in 1784. As a result of this meeting the Methodist Church in 
America became a body distinct from both the Episcopal Church and 
the Methodist movement in England and distinct, also, from the 
leadership of John Wesley. While this action was in accord with 
the directions given by the English founder of Methodism, never
theless it was taken with a view to organizing an institution adapt- 
ed to conditions in America. John Wesley's position during the 
Revolution had been an embarrassment to American Methodists, which
accounted to some extent for the fact that the movement was rela-

2tively weak when this organization took place.
Of all the denominations, theoretically the Presbyterians were 

in the best position to advance at this juncture because they were 
in general favor for their firm support of the American Revolution, 
they had an educated and able American leadership, and they faced 
no complications from Old World connections. In addition, they 
were already in a stage of rapid growth by 1 7 8 9 The organizing 
activity of the Presbyterian Church, looking toward the needs of 
the denomination in the new setting of an independent American na
tion, took place in the years 1785 to 1789. By the time the new 
General Assembly met in Philadelphia in 1789^ the Presbyterians had

1 William Warren Sweet, Religion on the American Frontier, 
1788-1840. Vol. IV, The MethodTs^EsT TTUoTTection of source Mater
ials TOTcago, 1946), pp. l£-30;

Z Anson Phelps Stokes, Church and State in the United States,
Vol. I (New York, 1950), pi 72473 William Warren Sweet, The Story of Religion in America, second
revised edition (New York, 1930), p.

4 stokes, Church and State, Vol. I, p. 728.
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adopted a form of government that anticipated a great church of na
tional scope.^

The Baptist congregations had always been locally autonomous 
and they, too, had no problem of any connections abroad. Local 
autonony, however, did not prevent the Baptists from developing a 
national consciousness and a degree of national organization during 
and after the American Revolution. The Baptists had led in the 
fight for religious liberty and the separation of church and state 
and this in Itself required some national organization. In addi
tion, the postwar period was characterized in the Baptist Church by 
the rapid formation of Baptist associations.^ Finally, in 1814-, 
representatives of Baptists from eleven of the eighteen states 
formed the General Missionary Convention of the Baptist Denomina
tion of the United States of America for Foreign Missions. The 
representatives then arranged for a board of commissioners which 
was to function under the auspices of a triennial convention.*^ 

Although this study deals with the press of the Methodist, 
Baptist, and Presbyterian Churches specifically, some brief notice 
of other major denominations is in order, to explain the dispropor
tionate growth of these three denominations. The Congregational 
Church was the dominant and the established church in New England 
and it had played a very important part in colonial and revolution
ary history. For various reasons, however, Congregationalism was, 
in many New England communities, in a stationary condition, if not

5 Sweet, Story of Religion, p. 200.
6 Ibid., p. 20^.7 Stotes, Church and State, Vol. I, pp. 761, 762.
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in a state of decline at the end of the war.® Congregationalism's 
limited position geographically, its tendency toward provincialism, 
and its lack of a central authority contributed significantly to 
its inability to meet the challenge of national expansion.^ The 
Congregatlonallsts had the largest membership of all American 
churches in 1783 but by 1850 ranked only fourth among the Protes
tant Churches. They had a membership of 197,000 at that time, or
less than one half the membership of the Presbyterians, who ranked 

10third. The Congregational Church was nevertheless influential 
during the period under study, especially in New England and in 
some areas of the West which had been populated by New England im
migration.

In 1801 the Presbyterians and Congregatlonallsts devised a
plan for cooperative activity, looking toward the necessities of
Western expansion. This was known as the Plan of Union. Under
the scheme, Congregationallst and Presbyterian residents in a new
community could combine and call a minister of either denomination
and the congregation would follow the discipline of the denomlna-

11tion in the majority. This plan of cooperation was not entirely
given up until 1852, though there was some dissatisfaction with the

12results before that. The plan generally worked to the advantage 
of the Presbyterians, who were more interested than the Congrega-
tionalists in maintaining their denominational characteristics. 13

8 Sweet, Religion on the American Frontier 1783-1850, Vol. Ill, 
The Congregatlonallsts; a "Collection of Source Materials (Chicago,
i m r ,  p:t : -

9 Ibid., P* 11.1° Sweet, Story of Religion, p. 221.
11 Ibid.
12 Stokes, Church and State, Vol. I, p. 755*
13 Sweet, Ib'lcTT," pp. 211, 212.
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The Episcopal Church was in some disrepute during and after 
the Revolution because of its Tory connections. At the close of 
the war the denomination gained Its Independence from the English 
Church and by 1789 it consummated a national union and developed a 
national organization. This status was a disadvantage in that it 
brought with it the loss of revenue from England for missionary 
purposes. In addition, the eventual disestablishment of the Church 
in some states created further financial difficulties.1^ The fact 
that the Episcopal Church did not develop a definite policy for the 
West until 1835 was another reason for its failure to penetrate 
that region in strength. By that time the three denominations un
der study had not only swept through the West but they had numeri
cally largely supplanted the Episcopal Church in the regions of its 
original supremacy, such as Virginia and the Middle Atlantic States. 
By I850 this denomination numbered only 90,000 throughout the en
tire nation and was seventh in point of numbers.1-* Size cannot be 
taken as an accurate index to prestige or even Influence, but nu
merical leadership was increasingly important in a nation that was 
rapidly expanding its voting privileges and otherwise becoming in
creasingly democratic.

The Lutherans and other predominantly Old World groups had 
special difficulty adjusting to new conditions because of the per
sistence with which they held to Old World languages and Old World 
conservatism. The missionary activity of these churches was ordin
arily directed toward those already affiliated with the church. It

Stokes, Church and State, Vol. I, p. 73^- 
15 Sweet, Story of Religion, p. 221.

...J
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was largely through immigration that the various Lutheran bodies
reached a combined membership of 163,000 by 1850. The Lutherans
were plagued during the period by disunity among themselves, shar-

17ing that feature, at least, of the American church.
The Roman Catholic Church expanded in a way no less phenomen

al than the three major Protestant bodies, but for different rea
sons, chief of which xyas the heavy immigration from Roman Catholic
c ou ntr ies .Nu mbe rin g about 30,000 at the end of the Revolution,

19the Roman Catholic Church had grown to 1,190,700 by 1850,
The growth and ascendency of the Methodist, Baptist, and 

Presbyterian Churches were due to their adaptation to conditions 
peculiar to America and especially to the frontier. This is parti
cularly true of the Methodists and Baptists. The Presbyterian 
Church followed a more conservative missionary policy, her minis
ters, as a rule, settling in a community only after there were al
ready a sufficient number of Presbyterian laymen, usually of 
Scotch-Irish descent, to warrant a new church. The Presbyterians 
were also inclined to insist on higher educational standards than 
either the Methodists or Baptists, hence Presbyterian ministers 1
were fewer in number. Then, too, their preaching was frequently

?0more "theological" and less "practical."^ Because of this empha
sis, however, the Presbyterians had a cultural influence greater

)fi3

16 Sweet, Story of Religion, p. 221.
17 Stokes, ChurcTT"and State, Vol. I, 767.
18 ibid., pV 85'2V---------
19 The~~Methodlst Almanac for the Year of Our Lord 184-9 (New

York. 18^9), p. 2l.20 sweet, Story of Religion, pp. 21^, 215*

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



www.manaraa.com

than their numbers would suggest.21 Another asset to their Influ
ence was their republican form of organization which harmonized 
well with the democracy of the West. By 1850 the Presbyterians 
claimed a membership, as the third largest Protestant denomination, 
of about 487,000. They had somewhat more than one half the member
ship of the Methodists.22

The Methodists and Baptists went into the West prepared by 
their missionary philosophy and their methods to keep pace with the 
vigorous growth of the nation. The adherents of these churches 
went into the West to win any and all to their faith, regardless of 
previous class or group connections.2  ̂ The Methodists, in addi
tion to this, broadly aimed evangelism, were peculiarly adapted to 
the growth of the nation by an organization which developed direct
ly out of experience with frontier conditions.

Organized Methodism in America began with a tradition of a 
highly centralized episcopal government. Initially there was one 
bishop who was overseer of the entire church. Under him worked 
the presiding elders, who were supervisors of groups of circuits 
and in frequent contact with each one. This office was established 
by the first General Conference in 1792 to compensate for the 
growth that had occurred, a growth which made it impossible for a 
single bishop to give adequate supervision. By 1808 the Church had 
grown so large that the governing body, the General Conference,

t

21 Carl Bussell Fish, The Rise of the Common Man 1830-1850, 
Vol. VI, of A History of American Hfe" (New lork, 1929), p. 185.

22 Sweet, Story of EelIgTon7~p."^'2T.
23 Sweet, The MetEodlsts, p. 31.
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was made a delegated body. Even at this early stage the Method
ists were a closely knit and well-disciplined group with an organ- 
ization capable of unlimited expansion as need required.

Ultimately, however, the key to the rapid advance of Method
ism was its itinerant or circuit rider system. A single circuit 
rider might serve as many as twenty or thirty preaching points in 
widely scattered and sparsely settled communities. The circuit 
might extend for one hundred miles or more. The presiding elder 
had complete authority to form new circuits or extend old ones, 
hence the denomination was always in a position to keep pace with 
advancing settlement.^5

The Methodists did not Insist upon a formally educated minis
try. Many, even of the circuit preachers, were not of ordained 
status and on the local level the widespread use of lay preachers 
greatly expedited the growth of Methodism. A major function of 
the circuit rider was to supervise and direct the work of these 
local lay leaders. ° The adaptability of the denomination and its 
leaders is indicated by the fact that meetings were conducted in 
homes and schools, or even barns in lieu of church buildings. It 
was the persistent, dedicated, and unspectacular activities of this 
army of leaders and not the sensational aberrations of the revival 
and the campmeeting which account for the spectacular growth of 
the Methodist Church. This was true on the frontier and in settled 
society as well, for the Methodists penetrated New England and the

2^ Sweet, The Methodists, pp. 38-42.
25 Ibid., pT"W:26 T5ia:., pp. 47, 48.
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Old South almost as spectacularly as they did the frontier.2?
The Baptists shared the genius of the Methodists in creating 

an abundance of local leaders to carry forward the work of the 
church, though under a very different discipline. Baptists found 
the frontier inviting both as a congenial place for their democrat
ic views and as a location which promised the enhancement of their 
economic status. Hence Baptists and Baptist ministers were numer
ous in the westward immigration. The historian of the frontier 
church describes the minister's Identification with the people 

| thus: "Their preachers came from among the people themselves and
were largely self-supporting, and were liable to be as much at
tracted to the better land and the freer air of the West as were 
the people to whom they preached, and they were to be found numer-

pOously among the immigrants."
The process by which a Baptist became a minister was simple 

to the extreme, although a man had to prove his moral and spiritual 
capacity before a congregation made his ordination to the ministry 
final. No formal education was requisite to this action. The "11- 
censed" minister of the Baptist Church was roughly equivalent to 
the "local" minister of the Methodist Church. There was no scar-

i
city of such men. In fact, they were frequently so numerous that 
it proved embarrassing to the local church when selecting a minis
ter.2^ This type of ministry, however, assured that there would

I I 27 Sweet, The Methodists, pp. $1, 52. See also appendices B
i and C .

! 28 Sweet, Religion on the American Frontier: The Baptists 1783-
’ 1830; A Collection of Source Materials (New lork, 1931)> P* 21. 
j  - ^ Z 9  Tbid., p'p."3'9T~^

ISi
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be someone to keep the Baptist movement going forward wherever 
there were people.

Not only in organization and method, but in general charac
teristics as well, these churches were suited to the dynamic 
frontier society. They shared deeply the intellectual climate of 
the era. They endorsed, from their own particular points of view, 
the activism and the self-confident belief in progress and per
fectibility of man and society which characterized the Intellectual 
life of a nation with unlimited horizons before it. In addition, 
the Baptists and Methodists, especially, made a strong emotional 
appeal, insisted upon a dynamic, "crisis11 conversion, and stressed 
severe moral taboos in personal l i f e . T h e s e  moral taboos were 
rigidly enforced in local church discipline.^ These elements 
seemed to meet effectively some of the needs felt by a frontier 
society.

A key factor in the religious life of the nation in a period 
when religion was increasingly important, was the "union between, 
religion and morality," a union that "was so strong that the two 
became practically indistinguishable, and that almost every subject 
was invested with the religious qualities of certainty and enthu
siasm. Many of the social issues in which this variety of the 
religion of the day Interested Itself had significant implications 
politically. This was especially true of the care of the Insane,

30 Pish, Rise of the Common Man, p. 185.
31 See entire series on the various denominations by Sweet, Re

ligion on the American Frontier. . . .  A Collection of Source Ma
terials! THe local church records are replete with examplesoT~the jj 
exercise of this discipline.

32 Fish, Ibid., p. 179.

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



www.manaraa.com

11
the temperance issue, education, and the slavery question. Preach
ing frequently stressed the connection of religion with life with 
a fervent humanitarian emphasis.^3

The revivalism of the first half of the nineteenth century 
reflected and promoted this emphasis. About the turn of the cen
tury a renewal of religious interests began rather quietly in the 
East. When the revival reached the West, however, it exhibited 
those characteristics which are a favorite subject of study in the 
field of abnormal psychology. Violent emotionalism attended much 
of the revival movement, which centered in Kentucky, even produc
ing varied and peculiar bodily contortions., The revival had an 
immediate and rather marked effect for a time upon the growth of 
the churches, especially in Kentucky.3^

This revival movement had many effects, some good and some 
bad. . Out of it came the beginnings of intensive home and foreign 
missionary activity, the founding of many educational Institutions, 
and the founding of numerous Interdenominational benevolent socie
ties and philanthropic organizations. The renewed interest in re
ligion also led to the beginnings of religious journalism.35 The 
effect on morals In the West, in a rough and violent era, was un
doubtedly beneficial in spite of the emotional Imbalance which the 
movement at times reflected. One of the less beneficent results 
was in the multiplication of schisms and controversies that fol
lowed in all the churches affected by it. Even those churches 
which were not involved in open schism experienced unrest and

33 Fish, Ibid., PP. 182, 183.
3^ Sweet, Story of Bellgion, pp. 223-231.

1 35 Ibid., p. £26.
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controversy during this half century, produced in part by the in
evitable tensions which accompanied the mingling of the old and the 
new. As with the emotionalism of the revival, there is a tendency 
to stress the unusual in the studies of these schisms not, perhaps, 
without some warrant. The main streams of the Protestant Churches, 
however, flowed on relatively unchecked and unchanged and exerted 
a much mors substantial, if less spectacular, influence on the nation 
as a whole than did the schismatics.

A second and very Important revival movement and one of parti
cular significance in the context of this study, was the movement 
associated with Charles G. Finney, a movement which reached a cli
max in the 18301 s. Finney had revolted against the strict Calvin
ism of his Presbyterian background. He challenged the doctrines of 
total depravity and original sin, insisting that moral depravity 
was a quality of voluntary action and not a substance in human na
ture. Kan's depravity was, to Finney, an acquired condition of 
voluntary selfishness which existed prior to an individual's con- 
version.Conversion was "a change from that state of selfishness 
in which a person prefers his own interest above everything else, 
to that disinterested benevolence that prefers God's happiness and 
g l o r y . B u t  salvation was a continuing process proceeding toward 
a perfect "holiness" wherein specific acts of benevolence and moral-f 
ity, under the control of the will, played the decisive r o l e . 3 9

1!
36 Charles G. Finney, Sermons on Important Subjects (New York,

1836), P. 84.37 Ibid., p. 114.
38 TEIcT., p. 30.
39 ibid., pp. 16, 43.
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Finney’s movement was of considerable influence in the popular 

churches and in the promotion of anti-slavery agitation and organi
zation during the 1830's. Many of his converts, most notably Theo
dore Dwight Weld, and the churches in the areas most effected by 
the Finney revivals, provided the strength of the anti-slavery im
pulse of that decade. Weld and his associates from Oberlln College 
in Ohio carried forward the anti-slavery crusade with all the pas
sion and zeal of the most devoted and enthusiastic revivalist.
Their techniques as well as their zeal were, in fact, borrowed from 
the revival movement. They worked through the churches and primar
ily through the Methodists and Baptists and New School Presbyter
ians. The latter constituted most of Weld's initial support and 
associations. From the areas in which this influence was felt came 
the flood of petitions to Congress and the first election of aboli
tionists to prominent state and national office. Even in New Eng
land, the Congregational: stronghold, the Methodists and Baptists 
of the rural areas provided over two thirds of the membership of 
anti-slavery conventions.^0

This revival movement was persistent, Finney himself remaining 
active down to the Civil War. This revivalism and the previously 
described, less obvious routine activity of the denominations whose 
press furnishes the material for this study, contributed greatly to 
the fact that the years 1830-1850 were "distinctly and increasingly 
a religious p e r i o d . T h i s  increased religious interest existed 
not only in a statistical sense but in the tendency to infuse all

4-0 This story is documented in Gilbert Hobbes Barnes, The Anti- 
Slavery Impulse, 1830-18*14 (New York, 1933)*

*1-1 Pish, &lse of the common Man, p. 179.
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issues, political Included, with a moral significance which "left 
few things not classified as right and wrong.

One may be aware of this without assuming an Individual piety 
and a social morality in excess of what in fact existed, and with
out assuming a system of social values motivated only by religious 
considerations. It is not possible to offer a simple analysis of 
the effective relationship between convictions engendered by reli
gious beliefs and social-political conduct. It varied, obviously, 
from Individual to Individual and from time to time and conclusions 
will vary with what the interpreter himself may believe. But the 
fact remains that the period in question was one of unusual empha
sis upon a type of religious experience which involved intense en
thusiasm, coupled with the view that benevolence and reform were 
Integral parts of that religious experience.

This religiously inspired sentiment found a very substantial 
and very effective instrument in the rapidly expanding denomina
tional press. An Immense proliferation of religious journals oc
curred between 1830 and 1350, a phenomenon directly related to the 
interest in religion and the rapid expansion of the churches. An 
historian of journalism described this phenomenon, referring to 
religious periodicals as springing "into existence in endless num
bers in every direction, and pinned to every faith.^ One editor 
in 1850 recorded an estimate of 150 religious weeklies in America, 
with a total circulation of one half million.2̂  This seems to have

42 Avery Craven, The Coming of the Civil War (New York, 1942),
p . 11.43 Frederic Hudson, Journalism in the United States from 1690 
to 1872 (New York, 1873;, pp. 3^ ,  } 0 T T—  44 Biblical Recorder, January 12, 1850. Many papers did not 
have number^n-pages’.
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been a fair assessment of the scope of the religious press when all 
denominations, with their local as well as general organs, are 
taken into account. The largest papers, such as the Baptist Watch
man and Beflector of Boston or the Methodist Christian Advocate 
and Journal of New York had Individually a national circulation 
that equalled, or nearly so, the circulation of the.most influen- 
tial secular weeklies such as the New York Tribune.

The religious weeklies followed almost universally the same 
pattern. They were usually four-page papers, several columns wide, 
and closely printed. They not only carried news and comment of 
religious significance, but political items, Including news and 
comments on events abroad, general news, and miscellaneous items 
of a literary or scientific nature. Denominational editors as
sumed that many, if not most, of their readers had access to their 
papers only for information, an assumption based in part on the 
reaction of their constituents. Most editors carried the annual 
messages of the president, their governors, and frequently the 
speeches or summaries of them, of leading figures in Congress.
All news and Issues of probable interest to the subscribers found 
their way into the religious press along with the specifically de
nominational material.

No denominations were better equipped with this Instrument of 
instruction and persuasion than the three popular denominations of 
this study. Nor did any others share quite as completely in the 
identification of religion and morality, a morality social as well 
as personal. The Methodist, Baptist, and Presbyterian churches, in 
that order, were also the largest denominations in the nation and 
the only ones with a membership substantially nationwide in 1850.
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CHAPTER II
THE IMPACT OP SLAVERY ON THE METHODIST, BAPTIST, AND 

PRESBYTERIAN CHURCHES BEFORE 1850

The tendency of the three popular churches to criticize so
ciety and to seek to effect reform, focussed, in the North, in
creasingly upon the issues raised by slavery. These churches 
voiced among the common people the stirrings of conscience, a con
science which found in slavery a challenge to action. This was an 
action which, for the most part, consisted of denunciation and agi
tation rather than overt efforts to forcibly remove the evil. This 
triumvirate of denominations possessed the national organizations, 
the implements of public opinion, and just the emotional elements 
to make such denunciation and agitation effective and to help keep 
the controvers3>- at white heat.

In this form of Protestantism, with its deep consciousness of 
the evil nature of sin and its clear-cut moral distinctions, there 
was a compulsion to seek to eradicate evil. There was also a con
fidence born of a belief in divine aid in eliminating evil which 
made the early removal of social ills seem to be a distinct possi- 
bility. While the Northern churches were bringing these views to 
bear increasingly in the form of a denunciation of slavery, the 
churches of the South with the same general characteristics were 
increasingly constrained to find a defense for slavery. Funda
mentally and increasingly, the churches of that area reflected the 
sectional point of view. The churches had grown in the South, in

1 Rov F. Nichols, The Disruption of American Democracy (New 
York, 1 9 W ,  p. 22.
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some cases, even more rapidly than in the North. In the South, 
too, emotionalism, a sharp sense of right and wrong, and a staunch 
theological orthodoxy characterized religious life.^

The South took pride in its orthodoxy and its morality. 
Southerners, then, were understandably incensed when the label of 
sin was attached to their economic and social system, and they re
fused to accept that label for it. It was no accident that one of 
the favorite elements in their counter-attack was a challenge of 
the orthodoxy, particularly as touching the Bible, of those who 
called slavery a sin and a crime.^ This counter attack was direct
ed toward a public which thrived on oratory, whether political, 
court, or pulpit.^ When finally the Southern press and pulpit were 
called upon to defend the institution of slavery, they were will
ing and able instruments, and they served a receptive public.

Given these traits in common and the diverse sectional inter
ests, it was inevitable that the North’s increasing agitation of 
the slavery question as a moral and political issue, should result 
in a collision within the churches. Statesmen such as Henry Clay 
noted this result, and its grim suggestion for the future of the 
nation as early as 1845. Clay wrote on April 7, 1845: "Scarcely
any public occurrence has happened for a long time that gave me so 
much real concern and pain as the menaced separation of the church 
by a line throwing all the free States on one side and all the 
slave States on the other." The danger, as he saw it, was not in

2 Craven, Coming of the Civil War, p. 15.
3 L. Wesley Norton, ’TrTEe Sibie in the Slavery Dispute After 

1830,"*typed Master’s Thesis (University of Illinois, 1956), 
pp., 44-46.4 Nichols, Disruption of Democracy, p. 35*
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this alone, but that, linked with other causes, it might threaten 
the entire confederacy.^

The slavery conflict tore the Methodist Church more severely 
than the others because the centralized administration of the 
Methodist Church gave it greater rigidity and it could not be di- 

| vided without complicated problems of property and jurisdiction. ....

I The increasing agitation of slavery in the thirties in the North coincided with the increasing importance of slavery to the South. 
Conservative Methodist leadership, however, kept the issue effec-

a£ tively submerged in the quadrennial General Conference of 1840. At 
this juncture some of the more radical members withdrew to form 
the Wesleyan Methodist Church with 6,000 members. In addition to 
the issue of slavery, which was basic, the new body established lay 
representation and the right of each annual conference to elect its 
own president.^

| This minor schism seemed to crystallize latent sentiment as
I official Methodist papers became more outspoken and many extra- 
| legal Methodist conventions were held to promote anti-slavery sen-

Itiment. The crisis was reached in the General Conference of 1844 
when the issue was precipitated by the discussion of the action of 

| the Baltimore Conference in dismissing a slaveholding minister, an 
action upheld by an overwhelming vote. A more important question 

I was that raised by the situation of Bishop James 0. Andrews of 
1 Georgia who by a second marriage had become owner of some household

i 5 Quoted in Anson Phelps Stokes, Church and State in the United
1 states, Vol. II (New York, 1950), p. 165".
| 6~Sweet, Story of Religion, p. 303*
| -__________________________________________________
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slaves. The Conference by a vote of 111 yeas to 60 nays asked him 
to cease from his episcopal duties as long as he remained a slave
holder. ? The historic disciplinary provision of the Methodist 
Episcopal Church under which these actions were taken was:

Quest. What shall be done for the extirpation of the 
evil of slavery?

Answ. 1. We declare that we are as much as ever con
vinced of the great evil of slavery: therefore no slave
holder shall be eligible to any official station in our 
Church hereafter, where the laTws of the state in which he 
lives will admit of emancipation, and permit the liberated 
slave to enjoy freedom.

2. When any travelling preacher becomes an owner of a 
slave or slaves, by any means, he shall forfeit his minis
terial character in our Church, unless he execute, if it be 
practicable, a legal emancipation of such slaves, conform
ably to the laws of the state in which he lives.*

The 1844 Conference then drev: up a moderate plan of separation 
and the Southern delegates met in Louisville on May 1, 1845, or
ganizing the Methodist Episcopal Church, South.^ In the four year 
interval before the General Conference of 1848, many annual confer
ences in Northern states expressed strong reaction to the plan of 
separation. In 1848 the General Conference of the Northern Church 
repudiated the agreements contained in the plan and refused to seat 
a fraternal delegate from the Methodist Church, South.-1-0 Even af
ter separation the Methodists in the North retained several

*
5I!§I

7 Sweet, Story of Religion, pp. 303> 304.
8 The Doctrines and Discipline of the Methodist Episcopal Church 

(Cincinnati, Ib4^;, pp. 202, 2o3.
9 Sweet, Ibid., p. 304; for a detailed treatment of the schism 

in the Methodist Church see L. C. Matlack, The Antislavery Struggle 
and Triumph in the Methodist Episcopal Church' (New Vork, 18B1"); JoHn 
TTr*'Norwoo&Y TKe Schism in the Methodist Church 1844: A Study of
Slavery "and Ecclesiastical Politics (Alfred, Nev7 York,"T923) Bau- 
mer SwaneyT Episcopal Methodism and Slavery with Sidelights on Ec- 
cleslastlcal~Tyolltlb~s (Boston, 1926).

10 Sweet, Ibid., p. 305-
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conferences in slave states,11 and North and South alike feared 
losing border areas to the other. Hence the slavery agitation con
tinued to affect church politics within the Methodist Episcopal 
Church, and sectional wounds were kept from healing by the pro
tracted court action in connection with the division of denomina
tional property, action which was not concluded finally until 1854 
in the Supreme Court.^

As curious as the fact that the Methodist Episcopal Church 
continued to have relationship with conferences in slave states, 
was the fact that the Methodist Episcopal Church, South, retained 
for some time the same disciplinary provision in regard to slavery. 
Why it was retained is made clear by the General Conference action 
of the Southern Church.

Resolved, That this section was inserted by a majority of 
votes, when the church embraced the whole country; and as 
the Church South still embraces a wide extent of country 
with various views and conflicting interests, it is not re
moved, although it has long since become inoperative, and 
ceased, by common consent, to set forth a practical rule or 
principle.^3

The same fear of losing the border areas led to official modera
tion in the North and South for some time. General Conference 
action in the North in both 1848 and 1852 was moderate in regard to 
slavery itself. In both Instances even the discussion of slavery 
was discouraged, although the practical problems of separation had

*12xto be faced. This was not due to diminishing feeling but to the 
inexpediency of the agitation under the circumstances.

H  Swaney, Methodism and Slavery, p. 199* See also Appendix B.
12 Sweet, Methodism in £merican*Hlstory (N. Y., Cincinnati,

Chicago, 1933J,PP* 262-237.13 Western Christian Advocate, May 22, 1850, p. 82.
1^ Matlack, Anti-Slavery Struggle and Triumph, pp. 209-214.
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The Presbyterians underwent schism in 1837 and 1838. Slavery 

was an important undercurrent in a division which centered princi
pally in loose doctrine and loose discipline among the New School 
Churches and ministers who had followed a modification of the 
rigid Calvinism of traditional Presbyterian stock. The New School 
had strong New England components flavored with a Congregational 
background.^ Even though slavery did not appear openly as an is
sue in the General Assembly, the sectional distribution of the two 
groups is significant. Observers of the event as well as modern
historians agree that the slavery controversy was a significant

16factor in the division.
The New School element continued to take an active interest 

in anti-slavery. The issue was discussed in each General Assembly, 
where numerous petitions and memorials were brought in from synods 
and presbyteries.^ The editor of the Central Christian Herald of 
Cincinnati, calculated that about one fifth of the churches and 
one seventh of the membership were directly represented in the 
anti-slavery memorials and petitions of 1850.^® In 1849 the

15 Sweet, Story of Religion, pp. 259-263.
18 ibid., pp. 26'7̂ 2'BJl See also C. Bruce Staiger, "Abolition

ism anTTKe Presbyterian Schism of 1837-1838," The Mississippi 
Valley Historical Review, XXXVI (Dec., 1949), pp. 391-4l4. For 
the'"vTew of a~~contemporary New England Congregationallst see Zebu- 
lon Crocker, The Catastrophe of the Presbyterian Church, in 1837, 
Including: a FuTT View of 'the FecerrfT Theological Controversies in 

.. New England: TNew Haven“ lK3H) , pp. 56-70. Areas of the controver- 
sy“ are covered in Walter B. Posey, "The Slavery Question in the 
Presbyterian Church in the Old Southwest," The Journa.1 of Southern 
History, XV (August, 1949), pp. 311-324; J . T 7  Lyons,” "TITe Atti- 
Eude oT Presbyterians in Ohio, Indiana, and Illinois Toward Slav
ery 1825-1861," Journal of the Presbyterian Historical Society, XI
(1921-23), PP* 69-82.17 Central Watchman, June 1, 1849, p. 35*

18 June 6 , 1850, p. 34. The Central Christian Herald was suc
cessor to the Central Watchman.
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General Assembly had adopted the following resolutions by a vote 
of 84-16.

1. Resolved, That we exceedingly deplore the workings 
of the whole system of slavery, as it exists in our country, 
and is interwoven xvith the political institutions of the 
slaveholding States, as fraught with many and great evils
to the civil, political and moral interests of those regions 
where it exists.

2. Resolved, That the holding [of] our fellowmen in the 
condition of slavery, except in those cases where it is un
avoidable, by the laws of the State, the obligations of 
guardianship, or the demands of humanity, is an offence in 
the proper import of that term . . . which should be regard
ed and treated in the same manner as other offences.19

The discussion of the issue among the New School Presbyterians
usually focussed upon the investigation and proper discipline of
those members who held slaves.

The Old School Assembly, on the other hand, consistently at
tempted to remain aloof from the issue of slavery, avoiding contro
versy as much as possible. This group congratulated themselves 
upon their conservatism,20 their effectiveness in the amelioration 
of the condition of the slave,21 and their key role in holding the 
Union together.22 The relative position of the two groups was set 
forth in a statement by a New School adherent who had been a cen
tral figure in the schism.

The one has endeavoured to carry out, by a proper applica
tion to the subject, the principles avowed before by the 
whole body and which were the common inheritance of both; 
the other has endeavoured to arrest the progress of opinion,

19 Central Christian Herald, June 6 , 1850, p. 34.
20 stokesT Church and State, Vol. II, p. 174. The author

quotes from Dr. N .' L.“HTce” a""leadlng Old School Presbyterian.
21 Central Watchman, June 8 , 1849, p. 39*
22 central Christian Herald, Hay 23, 1850, p. 27- The editor

quotes'Dr.' ITT J. BrecKenritfge"of Kentucky speaking in assembly
debate.
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to check all advances, to avoid all the proper application 
to those principles; and so far as appears, to make slavery 
a permanent institution of the church.23

The Old School Presbyterians in the South and many in the North 
were among the ablest and firmest conservative defenders of slav
ery. It was not difficult to find in rigid Calvinist theology the 
"rational premise of master and slave."2^

The division within the Baptist Church occurred at the point 
of the cooperative efforts of the locally autonomous Baptist con
gregations in foreign and home missionary enterprises. The two 
organizations involved were the General Convention of the Baptist 
Denomination in the United States for Foreign Missions formed in 
1814 and the Baptist Home Missionary Society formed in 1832. These 
societies met together triennially. In the Convention of 1841 
slavery was a prominent issue, but moderates of both sections re
mained in control. In 1844 the Issue again came up as both groups 
met in Philadelphia. Moderates again were in control and, as far 
as the Convention was concerned, the matter was laid on the table 
and Its solution left to the two executive boards.25 The division 
came when Baptists of the South requested the boards to appoint 
slaveholders as missionaries. Both boards refused to make such 
appointments on the basis that it implied sanction of slavery. At 
this point the Southern churches withdrew, setting up their own

23 Albert Barnes, The Church and Slavery (Philadelphia, 1857), 
p. 53. Barnes was on trial in 1B55 for the typical New School 
deviations. See Crocker, Catastrophe of the Presbyterian Church,
pp. 101-102.

24 Posey, "Slavery Question in the Presbyterian Church of the 
Old Southwest," p. 324.

25 Sweet, Story of Religion, pp. 298, 299-
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boards and a convention which first met on May 8, 1845, inAtgusta, 
Georgia.26 .

Anti-slavery opinion of sufficient strength to precipitate 
these divisions was not enough to satisfy some of the minor ex
tremist groups. One conservative Presbyterian deemed it neces
sary, because of attacks from such groups, to defend the Old School 
Presbyterians against the pro-slavery aspersions cast upon them and 
to reveal the "utter falsehood of the charge shamelessly made, and 
unweariedly reiterated, that the General Assembly and the Presby
terian Church are pro-slavery."2'’ Such criticism of the Old 
School could be expected but one Presbyterian dissenter criticized 
the New School for trying "to gain the applause of slavery," 
charging that "this double dealing is surely for effect's sake."2® 
He applied his criticism to all the principal denominations and 
such Interdenominational agencies as the American Tract Society, 
the American Bible Society, and the American Sabbath School Union .2^

Two missionaries of the American Baptist Free Missionary So
ciety wrote a book in an effort to document their assertion that 
the Baptist Church, even of the North, was pro-slavery. They re
produced in full many of'the documents Involved in the controversy 
among the Baptists, convinced that they had made their case. "The 
mass of humiliating facts we have laid before you cannot leave a

26 Sweet, Story of Religion, pp. 300-301; this schism is treat
ed fully in Mary B.“Putnam, The Baptists and Slavery 1840-1845 
(Ann Arbor, Michigan, 1913)*

27 John Robinson, The Testimony and Practice of the Presbyterian 
Church in Reference to"~£merlcan Slavery I Cincinnati, 1852J, p. 76."

28 William B. Brown, Religious Organizations and Slavery (Ober- 
lin. 1850), p. 21.

29 Ibid., p. 4.
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doubt that there has been, and there is in our denomination . . * 
a combination in favor of the slaveholder, to oppose the emanci
pation of the slave.

At least one such book was written relative to the Methodist 
Episcopal Church. The author presented many documents concluding 
that "we have sketched our history, from a pure anti-slavery church, 
to a deeply corrupted and practically pro-slavery one— have shown 
our present deplorable condition, and its remedy— have shown why 
that remedy should be applied, and how the desired purification 
may be r e a l i z e d . I t  was characteristic of the most extreme ele
ments in the churches to separate from the main bodies as the slav
ery controversy deepened. The Wesleyan Methodists, the Free Pres
byterians, and the American Baptist Free Missionary Society owed 
their existence to this tendency.

After the division and reorganization of the Methodists, Bap
tists, and Presbyterians, largely along sectional lines, the church
es continued to expand with unabated vigor. The Methodist Episco
pal Church reached a membership of 629,660 in 1849, including 
29,961 Negroes and Indians.^ Since Methodist conferences were not 
necessarily divided strictly on the basis of state boundaries it is 
not possible to give an entirely accurate view of the ratio of mem
bership to population on a state by state basis. In New England

30 A. T. Foss and E. Mathews, Facts for Baptist Churches (Utica, 
N. Y., 1850), p. 382.

31 H. Mattison, The Impending Crisis of i860; or the Present 
Connection of the MefKodlst Episcopal Church withUiavery, and Our 
Duty in' Hegard"to it (New" York, 1859J, P- 135" The crisis referred 
t oTs“not the CTvlT~War but the General Conference meeting in i860.

32 The Methodist Almanac 1849, p. 17. See Appendix B for mem- 
i bershipTy annual conferences.
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there was approximately one Methodist for every thirty-eight in
habitants of all ages. In the Middle States the ratio was about 
one in twenty. In the Northwest the ratio was approximately the 
s a m e .33 Conferences in border areas overlapped with others until 
no estimate is feasible. The Baltimore Conference was the largest 
in this category with a membership of 68,855 by 1850.3^

The Methodist Episcopal Church, South, numbered a total of 
465,553 in 1849. Of this number 130,694 were Indians or Negroes. 
The membership ratio in Kentucky was about one in twenty or about 
the same as for the Methodists north of the Ohio. In the deep 
South the ratio was slightly more favorable to Methodism, being 
about one in eighteen. In such .states as Tennessee and Virginia 
the proportion was about one in twenty-three.35

The regular Baptists, by 1851, had reached a membership of 
6 8 6 , 8 0 6 . 3 ^  Baptists attained a ratio to population in some
Southern states as high as one member for every thirteen inhabi
tants as in Georgia, one to fourteen in Kentucky, one to fifteen in 
South Carolina, and one to sixteen in Virginia. The ratio in the 
North was much less. In Ohio it was one to eighty, in Pennsylvania 
one to seventy-seven, in Vermont one to thirty-nine, in New York 
one to thirty, and In Illinois and Indiana one to forty-five.37

33 Estimates based on figures from Methodist Almanac 1849 and 
1850 population figures.

34 Minutes of the Annual Conferences of the Methodist Episcopal 
Church for the year 185$ (New York, 18507*7 P* 540.

TF"Based on statistics in Methodist Almanac 1849 and 1850 popula
tion figures. See Appendix C for membership by annual conferences.

36 See Appendix D for membership by states.
37 American Baptist Register for 1852 (Philadelphia, 1853), from 

a table on p. 410. Statistics are principally from 1851.
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The New School Presbyterians reached a total of 140,076 by 

1850. Their principal strength was in the North and specifical
ly in the New York-New Jersey area where nearly half their member
ship resided, attaining there a ratio to population of about one 
to forty-five. They were otherwise rather evenly distributed 
throughout the Western states. The New School was quite insigni
ficant numerically in Southern states except for Tennessee where 
6,764 resided in a total population of 1,002,625. Otherwise there 
were 3,816 in Virginia, 1,174 in Kentucky and 951 In Mississippi.39

The Old School Presbyterians with twelve synods in the North
and ten synods in the South had a total membership of 217,135 with
70,075, or about one third of their members being residents of 

40slave states. The geographical distribution was much the same 
as for the New School body except for the South. The heaviest 
concentration was in New York, New Jersey, and Pennsylvania in the 
North with very substantial membership in Virginia and the Caro- 
linas in the South. Except for New York, New Jersey, and Pennsyl
vania, the ratio of Presbyterians to general population did not 
approach that of either Methodists or Baptists.

This analysis does not offer a means of calculating absolute
ly the Influence of these churches individually or collectively.

38 See Appendix E for membership by synods.
39 Minutes of the General Assembly of the Presbyterian Church 

in the United Spate's of America With an Appendix (New York," 1851'), 
p7 135. Population fTgures are thoseTor 1850.

40 Central Christian Herald, December 12, 1850, p. 142. For
j membership by synods see Appendix F. The table is for membership 
j in 1839, but it shows accurately the geographical distribution by 
i  1850 as well. The proportion of increase in membership from 1839 
| to 1850 was about the same North and South.
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It serves simply to indicate the geographical distribution of mem
bership and it does suggest potential influence. It also serves 
to define the constituency of the voluminous press of these denom
inations since most of this widespread constituency was served by 
at least one substantial, weekly, denominational newspaper.

The General Conference of the Methodist Episcopal Church 
authorized the publication of several regional papers all bearing 
the title Christian Advocate.41 During the period under study 
there were four of these publications in Northern Methodism. In 
addition most annual conferences published their own organs, nearly 
always using the parent n a m e . 42 The regional Methodist papers were 
better patronized than those of most of the other denominations be
cause the General Conference authorized a limited number. On oc
casion editors of other denominations noted this strength with 

4smild envy. Editors of the Methodist papers were elected by the 
General C o n f e r e n c e , 44 and any profits from the papers went into the 
ministers' relief fund of the general church. This close official 
supervision did not prevent the founding of other papers on an in
dependent basis and the semi-official Zion's Herald of Boston was
prosperous and, In fact, a leading Methodist paper in circulation 

h **and influence. D

41 The Methodist Almanac for the Year of our Lord 1851 (New 
York, l851)> P» 31*42 Zion's Herald and Wesleyan Journal, June 19, 1850, p. 98; 
January 8, I851, p. FT" Will be cited henceforth as Zion's Herald.

43 Presbyterian Herald, July 3, 1850, p. 2.
44 Journals of the General Conference of the Methodist Episcopal

Church, Vol. II l7 1848-1856 (New York, I856), pp. 105, 106 of the 
1848" Journal.45 Hudson, Journalism in the United States, p. 296; Norwood, 
Schism in the Methodist CHurch, p. 2ll.
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The Zion1s Herald of Boston and the Northern Advocate of Au

burn, New York, were strongly anti-slavery. The Western Advocate 
published in Cincinnati, was anti-slavery, but more moderately so 
than the Boston or Auburn papers. The Christian Advocate and Jour
nal of New York was the general organ of the Methodist Episcopal 
Church. Because of its general circulation, some even in border 
states, its editor was usually much more moderate than his col
leagues. These were all papers of large circulation, with the lat
ter probably the largest with 35,000 or more subscribers by 1850.^ 
Circulation figures are given only incidentally, if at all, hence 
they are seldom known.

The Methodist Episcopal Church, South, followed an identical 
pattern with its denominational organs. The Nashville Christian 
Advocate which had reached a circulation of 13,000 in 1851 with 
its editor ambitious for 20,000, was the official organ of the 
Methodists in the South. Its editors shared the typical sectional 
view on slavery. The Richmond Christian Advocate was a well edited 1
journal, the editor of which remained aloof to a considerable de
gree, from the controversy. When he did express himself, it was 
not only to uphold the Southern view but to emphatically condemn 
Northern editors for their agitation of the issue. The Southern 
Christian Advocate, published in Charleston, had 8,200 subscribers 
by 1851.^® The views of its editors did not deviate from those 
prevailing in the South and, on occasion, they showed the more

^6 January 3, 1850, p. 3»
^7 January 29, 1851.
^8 February 7, 1851, p. 1^0.
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radical viewpoint of their state of South Carolina.

The Baptists North and South listed forty periodicals pub
lished in 1851*^ Of these, twenty-eight were weeklies, with the 
Watchman and Reflector of Boston being probably the largest and 
most generally circulated. This paper was distinctly anti-slavery 
although the Christian Watchman, before its absorption by the Re
flector, had been very mild on the subject. The New York Baptist 
Register published at Utica, New York, was typical of its section 
although not as aggressive as the Northern Advocate of Auburn.
The Cross and Journal was a Baptist paper published in Columbus, 
Ohio. The editors of this paper from October, 1845 to October, 
1847, exhibited a statesmanlike attitude unusual for the time as 
far as slavery was concerned.

A Baptist paper, the Watchman of the Prairies, was founded 
in Chicago in 1847 and soon reached a circulation of 1,000. This 
paper, privately owned as were most Baptist papers, operated at a 
loss at least in the early stages of its growth.-^ The Watchman 
was distinctly anti-slavery.

Baptist papers were very numerous in the South and their 
editors were frequently among the more aggressive advocates of 
slavery. The Southern Baptist of Charleston and the Christian In
dex of Penfleld, Georgia, were the most extreme. These papers 
circulated 3,000 and 2,700 respectively In 1848 and the editors 
still had difficulty making ends rneet.-̂ 1 This suggests that

49 Baptist Register, 1852, p. 411. The statistics in this pub- 
lication pertain mostly to 1851.

50 October 12, 1847.
51 Southern Baptist, November 29, 1848, p. 53^; Christian Index, 

Narch 3® > lb^&, p . 63•
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papers which carried on over a period of years had to circulate 
at least that number, if not more.

The Baptist Banner of Louisville was a paper of moderate pro
slavery sentiment, representing those who were most vitally inter
ested in compromise between the sections. The Biblical Recorder 
of Raleigh, North Carolina, was also notably more moderate than 
the Southern Baptist, but its editors were clearly sectional in 
their interests. The Religious Herald of Richmond seldom carried 
editorial comment on the issue of slavery or its political mani
festations. Its editor was inclined to be more mild and chari
table toward Northern editors than were most of his Southern col
leagues, whatever their denomination.

These weeklies were, as a rule, individually owned and edited 
by outstanding Baptist ministers, although sometimes a committee 
of a state convention or an association was temporarily in charge, 
as in the case of the Christian Index from the end of 1848 to Dec
ember, 1849, and the Southern Baptist at various times. Private 
ownership was regarded as preferable both by the denomination and 
by the editors themselves.52 Whether privately owned or otherwise, 
they were always designed for Baptist consumption and were invar
iably strictly denominational.

The Presbyterian press was also extensive. The Presbyterians, 
Old and New Schools, had at least tx^enty-one substantial weekly 
papers during the period in question.Presbyterian papers bore

52 Watchman of the Prairies, February 1, 1847.
53 This information comes from a list on file at McCormick 

Theological Seminary, Chicago.
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much the same relationship to the denomination as did the Baptist 
press. In fact, in 1850, the General Assembly, Old School, re
jected both the proposed establishment of a cheap, general, de
nominational organ and control of other Presbyterian papers, al
though the problem was referred to a select committee for further 
study. Some agreed that a subsidized paper, cheaper than the usual 
three dollars per annum was desirable and would be conducive to a 
larger circulation. It was felt, however, that official sponsor
ship would be opposed by all papers then in existence, that it 
would be difficult to keep the papers from becoming party organs 
within the church under such sponsorship, and that there was not 
sufficient unity of mind in the church to make it practical. The 
church newspaper, some said, "can best be sustained by private en
terprise" and since it was a free church and freedom of thought 
and mind was characteristic of it "the press must be free. You 
cannot place it 'under restrictions without destroying its util
ity. Hence the religious press, with the exception of the 
Methodist regional Advocates, was largely in private hands. This 
accounted, in large part, for the frequent failures of weaker pa
pers noted by a historian of journalism.^

The Presbyterian Advocate, published in Pittsburgh, was the 
general and most prominent organ of the Old School. It was very 
conservative in discussing the subject of slavery, its editor being 
much opposed to the agitation. In the South the Old School is

5^ The Biblical Bepertory and Princeton Review for the Year 
1850 (July), pp. 4^2-446.

55 Hudson, Journalism in the United States, p. 301.
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represented in this study by the Presbyterian Herald of Louisville, 
a paper which was in accord with the sentiment in the border states, 
i.e., moderately pro-slavery and very much interested in compromise.

The two most prominent of the papers of the New School repre
senting a typically Northern point of view were the New York Evan
gelist, which was very strongly anti-slavery, and the Central Christ
ian Herald of Cincinnati,which was anti-slavery, but to a somewhat 
milder degree than the Evangelist. A New School Journal, the 
Christian Observer published in Philadelphia., was intended for 
circulation among New School adherents in the South and was moder
ately pro-Southern.

These papers represent the three denominations, the extremes 
of view within the sections, and the papers of widest circulation 
within their particular denominations. In varying degrees, the 
editors of these papers entered the controversy over slavery from 
1846-1851, a controversy which reached its c~ Imax in the politics 
of the Compromise of I850. For the most part, however, the South
ern section of the press, while carrying news items, discussed 
political matters editorially only with reluctance and then with an 
apology. This tendency is demonstrated by the editor of the Bap
tist Banner of Louisville, who felt it necessary to defend himself 
against charges that publishing one of Clay's speeches showed fa
voritism toward the Whigs. He said,

We respectfully inform our good brother, and all others 
concerned that as the editor of the Banner we pander to no 
nolitical party. As many of our readers talce no paperHoe- 
side the banner, we feel it our duty, in fulfilment of our 
promise to them, to furnish them, as far as possible, the
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news of the day, free from party preferences and strifes 
and this we shall continue to do.

A North Carolina editor experimented, to his regret, with an 
analysis of the morality or immorality of the Mexican War, a ques
tion which the editor regarded as a proper subject for discussion. 
The editor wrote,

The experiment, however, has shown us, that there are many 
of our readers 'who are disposed to hear nothing on the sub
ject— and further, that it is impossible to prevent corres
pondents from clinching each other on points of purely party 
politics. Under such circumstances we hold it to be our 
duty to close our columns against the whole affair.57

The editor of the Watchman of Boston agreed in principle but added 
the qualification that he would not avoid a political yellow jack
et's nest if political parties interfered with the "discharge of
his duties as Watchman in declaring the council [sic] of God, as
revealed In His w o r d . " 5 8  The editor of the Richmond Christian Ad
vocate was among the most consistent in his refusal to be drawn 
into discussion of Issues that could possibly be construed as poli
tical. Provoked by Zion1s Herald, a Boston publication, he called 
attention to the view that "In the South the Religious press, fol
lowing the example of Christ mingle not with political questions. 
Th'ey leave the potsherds of the earth to strive with each other.
. . . Religious Editors in politics, like monkeys in China shops 
may do a great deal of harm and no g o o d . "39

The editor of the Southern Christian Advocate of Charleston

56 Baptist Banner, January 13, 1848.
57 Biblical Recorder, August 28, 1847.
53 Quoted in the Biblical Recorder, August 28, 1847. 
59 Blchmond Advocate, August 15, 1850, p. I30.
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had difficulty even in bringing himself to discuss the questions 
raised by the division of the Methodist Church. "Those who have 
read our paper regularly for some months past," he said, "cannot 
but have observed our total abstinence from the agitating question 
which has occasioned so much unfortunate collision between the 
Northern and Southern divisions of the M. E. Church." He claimed 
the support of his constituents for his position. It is interest
ing that he devotes two columns to material from a Northern paper 
disclaiming finally, that he is going to give any notice to it.^° 

Two Southern papers were exceptions temporarily to this re
luctance to discuss controversial Issues. The editor of the 
Christian Index of Georgia emphatically claimed the right to ex
press his opinion on any subject of political or religious inter
est since he regarded political and moral Interests as lnsepar- 

£ 1able. The editor of the Southern Baptist of Charleston agreed 
that a religious journalist should remain true to his course and 
not meddle with purely political and partisan questions. He too, 
however, saw many questions as having both a political and reli
gious bearing and freely discussed such things as the Wilmot Pro
viso. He further openly suggested the mobilization of the press 
and other instruments to protect "the Southern Social System.
Each of these papers reverted to a more typically Southern atti
tude after a change in editorship, experienced by the Index late 
in 184-8 and the Southern Baptist in October of 184-7.

60 December 4-, 184-6, p. 102.
61 March 9> 184-8, p. 77•
62 August 4, 184-7, p. 259.
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There was not such a tendency to divorce politics from reli

gion, hov\rever, that sufficient provocation from the Northern poli
ticians or the Northern press would not get a response eventually. 
Southern editors qualified their opposition to political discus
sions by asserting that whenever "the great foundations and funda
mentals of religious and civil liberty . . . are endangered by the 
collision of political parties, then we think it becomes our reli
gious duty to speak out, and warn the people of the impending dan
ger. "^3 The Christian ethic applied just as fully to political 
matters as to anything else. "It is just as wicked to lie about 
politics as to lie about merchandize [sic]. It is just as Immoral 
to act without reverence to God at a caucus, as anywhere else."^ 
With views such as these, the door could be readily opened to the 
discussion of any subject if that subject was sufficiently provo
cative. The Southern press, however, consistently exercised more 
restraint than the Northern press in commenting upon political is
sues, whether related to slavery or not.

This restraint met with ridicule in the North. The editor of
Zion's Herald of Boston said,

It is enough to provoke the righteous Indignation of a 
saint to see so often reiterated by our Southern press this 
stolid nonsense that the church must not interfere with a 
heinous moral wrong because the civil legislature has to do 
with it. What would have become of the temperance cause if 
this is true? What of the whole Reformation itself?65

Editors throughout the North advocated the vieTw that the pulpit and
the press had the right and duty to discuss any political question

63 Baptist Banner, February 11, 1847, p. 22.
64 Religious Herald, August 19, 1847.
65 August 7, 1850, p. 126.
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that could conceivably have a moral bearing. This, of course,
slavery had. The editor of the Northern Advocate of Auburn, New
York, vrarned ministers to stand at a respectable distance from
party strife but at the same time he warned them to

beware of running into the opposite extreme of shunning to 
declare all the counsel of God, merely to escape the censure 
of preaching politics. There are moral duties, which it is 
the peculiar province of the pulpit to inculcate, that have 
a most intimate relation to the prosperity of civil society; 
and there are some evil practices which have become so gen
eral, and so interwoven into the texture of our social com
pact, as to be fitly denominated 'national sins.' that must 
be clearly pointed out and faithfully rebuked.

A. later editor of this paper urged upon the church its duty to take 
advantage of the republican form of government by seeking to influ
ence public opinion and votes, specifically in connection with 
slavery.^7

The editor of the Boston Zion's Herald declared that "the 
PULPIT and the PRESS are the great Instrumentalities; they should 
be rendered more independent, and imbued with more courage, zeal 
and Christian patriotism, in attacking this stronghold of the 
devil. A Baptist editor of Boston went so far as to cautiously
approve the action of a fellow minister in expressing regret In the 
pulpit at the defeat of Governor Briggs of Massachusetts. He was 
not quite sure whether that particular utterance was politic or 
impolitic but he declared for the right of a minister as that of 
other men, to speak his political convictions freely.^9

66 March 31, 18̂ -7, p. 200.67 William Hosmer, Slavery and the Church (Auburn, N. Y., 1853), 
173.68 Zion's Herald, November 28, 18^9, P* 189*
69 Watchman and Reflector, December 5, 1850, p. 19^«
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It was specifically party politics which all editors, North 

or South, tended to avoid. The editor of the Chicago Watchman of 
the Prairies attempted a definition of that term. "It should be 
well understood what is meant by party politics," he said. "They 
are those unsettled questions in state and national policy on which 
many able and good men as well as the community in which one lives 
are almost equally divided. Such subjects are not within the pro
vince of the religious press or the pulpit." There were reserva
tions, however. "This rule is true in respect to those subjects 
which are strictly political; but it is not true in respect to those 
subjects which have a moral character and a direct moral Influence.
To this class belong temperance, war and human freedom." This was 
true regardless of how evenly the public was divided. In addition, 
many issues having party associations might yet be sufficiently na
tional to overrule the inhibition.?®

A noticeable lack of confidence in the efficacy of politics 
and politicians frequently accompanied expressions of aversion to 
political discussions. A comment on the Mexican War revealed the 
view that any superior national unity in the United States was sure
ly due to the good sense of the people, for "our leaders at home, 
ion both sides, are doing all they can to discredit each other, and, 
we fear, would, if they could, drown the din of the Mexican War with 
the din of party strife— and all for the spoils of office— to hold 
or to take."?1 After taking a position in regard to party politics

70 Watchman of the Prairies, February 8, 1848.
71 Christian Index, October 23, 1846.
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typical of others, a Louisville editor stated that his journal was 
established for a higher purpose than to discuss politics. He de
clared that he would never allow It "to be prostituted to any such 
object as promotion of a mere political party, even did we suppose 
the success of either of the present parties which now divide the 
country to be far more important than we do."?2

Some doubt of the honor of political parties was expressed in 
the North as well. From Columbus, Ohio came further agreement as 
to the Christian editor's responsibility to stand aloof from poli
tical parties, as such. But because the editor of the Western 
Christian Journal expected to have to answer to God he could not 
permit political parties to ruin the country, 11 the hope of the 
world, without lifting up the voice of warning. These parties will 
certainly do it, unless God interposes. They are all corrupt; they 
will all corrupt; they will all sell their birthright for a mess 
of pottage.

In spite of some reservations, especially in the South, the 
denominational press discussed the slavery issue at great length, 
because the issue was believed to have a significance beyond mere 
politics. The press of the North dealt at length with the politi
cal issue of extension, but, as a rule, the political aspects were 
discussed tinder a cover of moral considerations. The Northern 
press was concerned with the "larger" moral issue which made it 
sensitive to the question of slavery in general, to the progress 
or decline of slavery anywhere, and finally to the question of the

72 Presbyterian Herald, July 27, 1848.
73 July 9, 1847. The Western Christian Journal was the succes

sor of the Cross and JournalT
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extension of slavery into the territories. In the South the pos
ture of the religious press was primarily defensive as the South
ern editors usualljr awaited Northern attack before discussing spe
cific Issues. In neither case was there sufficient inhibition to 
ultimately restrain the editors from entering all aspects of the 
controversy on behalf of the sectional Interests characteristic of 
this era.
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CHAPTER III
THE DISCUSSION AND DEFINITION OF THE ISSUE OF 

SLAVERY IN THE CHURCH PRESS

The editors of the denominational weeklies often concerned 
themselves with the question of the propriety of discussing the 
slavery question when it was so obviously involved in politics.
This was particularly true of the Southern editors who frequently 
challenged the press of the North at this point and in this case, 
it was Northern editors who were on the defensive. Conservative 
journals in the North frequently sided with the South in criticiz
ing the more radical Northern editors for carrying on the agitation 
in the manner in which they did. Even strongly anti-slavery jour
nals condemned the extremes of Garrisonian abolitionism as well as 
the extremes among the schismatics. This criticism did not elim
inate the discussion nor did it diminish it appreciably. It was, 
in Itself, yet another of the great multitude of debatable issues 
which slavery spawned. Nevertheless it seemed to be a necessary 
preliminary to a grappling with the ultimate question of the moral 
and theological nature of slavery.

The Louisville Baptist Banner, in order to emphasize the evil 
results of the agitation, cited as an example of contrast with 
what was usually expected from the North, a series of articles in 
the Boston Daily Star, a series written by a Northerner who had 
lived fourteen years in the South. The editor did not agree with 
the view of the author on slavery in the abstract, but he thought 
the author's description of the system fair and his spirit just. 
These articles caused the editor to reflect on what might have
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been.

Had the North approached the South . . .  In the spirit of 
these articles, they might have effected much for their 
object; whereas the course they have seen proper to pur
sue, has sundered the dearest ties of Christian Brother
hood, . . . embarassed the councils of the nation, and 
drawn a line between the two great sections of the nation, 
along which they have strewn revolutionary combustible suf
ficient to sunder and consume every tie which binds our 
happy country in union.

To continue the agitation on the same basis, he vras sure, would
incurably alienate the two sections and end in "fearful anarchy,
war, and bloodshed."

One aspect of the agitation which was particularly repulsive 
to the South was the exaggeration which Southerners felt accom
panied the discussions. The Presbyterian Herald of Louisville ivras 
sure that a certain class of editors had come to identify all re
ligion and virtue v^lth denunciation of Southern churches and South
ern ministers when this denunciation was based upon overdrawn pic-

ptures of the horrors and cruelties of slavery. The Biblical Re
corder of North Carolina complained that the Christian Reflector 
of Boston never permitted "an opportunity to escape for villifying 
the South" on the basis of all material published, true or false, 
that might reflect on slavery. The Reflector had indicated its 
"spirit of acerbity and ill-breeding which usually signalizes abol
ition papers," by the publishing of favorable comments on the slav
ery system, only after stigmatizing them by the label, "apologies 
for slavery."-^

1 Baptist Banner, October 1, 1846, p. 154.
2 November 10, 1846.
3 Biblical Recorder, August 28, 1847.
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The editor of the Southern Baptist of Charleston sarcastically

I introduced a clipping from the Michigan Christian Herald thus: "We
clip the following truthful paragraph." Following this introduc-

Ition he quoted the Herald * s account as follows: "The assembling of 
colored persons to worship God in a peaceable way, it seems, is an 
insufferable nuisance in Charleston— an- act so flagrant that a re-

!spectable mob of white persons recently assembled to destroy a church, which had been erected for the worship of the blacks." The
I paper then described a mob attack on a certain Calvary Church. The
Charleston editor retorted, "We hope our brother editor of the 
Herald will restrain his holy indignation, and colored irony against 
the good people of Charleston, until he Informs himself as to the 
facts he is commenting upon. In the first place, no person, either 
white or black, ever worshipped in Calvary Church as it is not yet

if.built." The church was, in fact, later built and dedicated for 
Negro use as a part of the Baptist's program to extend religious 
opportunities to the colored people.^ How this false rumor reached 
Michigan is unknown.

A Northern editor also challenged the accuracy of anti-slavery 
reporting. A pro-Southern New School journal, the Christian Obser- 

I ver of Philadelphia, carried an article entitled "Wonderful Credu-

Ility of Northern Abolitionists." This editor charged that the 
South had lost confidence in the honesty and good intentions of the

1 ^ Southern Baptist, August 22, 18^9, p. 686.
5 See J. H. Thornwell, The Bights and Duties of Masters, a 

Sermon Preached at the Dedication of a Church, Erected in Charles
ton, S. C., for the Benefit and Instruction of the Colored Popula
tion (Charleston, 1850).
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abolitionists because they had seized "upon every false statement 
respecting the cruelty of slaveholders." Such loss of confidence 
deprived anti-slavery of any possible remedial influence in the 
South. He pled for a charitable spirit which would make one slow 
to believe false and slanderous reports and also remove the de
light with which "gross falsehoods" were believed and circulated.
It pained him to see the two sections of his country torn asunder 
by such editorializing. The editor of the Observer went on to 
charge anti-slavery writers with the "habit of collecting reports 
of all the social and moral evils that they ever heard of in the 
Southern States, and charging the aggregate, all in one Item, to 
the account of slavery. In doing so, they impose both on them
selves and their readers."’'7

The Observer was consistently interested in a moderate policy 
advanced from a pro-Southern view. Its editor insisted that the 
South had first expressed anti-slavery feeling, that the South had 
made the largest sacrifices on behalf of the slave, and that South
ern slave-holders could create the only pacific and healthy anti- 
slavery. He declared also that the journals of the North were un
reliable sources of the knowledge required to deal with slavery.
He contended that it required men who lived in the South to judge

Othe best means to benefit the slave.0 Certainly "hard words, and 
strifes, and new tests" were not the "remedies for the servitude 
of the African race." He declared, in fact, that all the

6 Christian Observer, August 19, 1848, p. 134.
7 November 18, 1848, p. 186.
8 February 5, 1847, p. 22.
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discussions bad probably retarded progress on behalf of the slave 
by fifteen years.^ The exciting of the people in the North to rise 
against the social relations and usages of the South could never 
effect the "great and honorable work" which "God has assigned his 
Church.

A clergyman preaching in Central Presbyterian Church of Phila
delphia on December 12, 1850, expressed much the same feeling. He 
was convinced that the agitation of slavery had at that point done 
more than anything else to endanger the Union. He did not approve 
of forever perpetuating slavery, but he sympathized with the revul
sion of the South at the attempt "to force them by denunciation to 
a stricter morality than the Bible requires. . . . They have been 
denounced as manstealers, robbers, monsters of cruelty, and every
thing horrible and outrageous, because they would not do what in

11their circumstances was impossible."
The editor of the Raleigh Biblical Recorder, apparently on the 

basis of a misunderstanding, charged his colleague of the Boston 
Christian Watchman with "Abolition Fairness" in giving a one-sided 
version of Southern views. "This, we suppose, is a fair specimen 
of abolition sagacity;— and, we presume we may add, of abolition 
honesty. 1,12 As a matter of fact, the Watchman was usually mild on 
the subject and was so recognized until its later merger with the 
Reflector. In his own defense, the editor of the Watchman said,

9 December 3* 1847, p. 19^.
10 June 29, 1850, p. 102.11 W. Henry Green, Our National Union: A Sermon Preached on

Thanksgiving Day, December l2th, 1«50 (FhlTadeiphia, IS50), P* 21, 
227”12 Biblical Recorder, December 4, 1847-
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"We have never intentionally misrepresented the South, and we feel 
no special obligation to correct what others may have said." He 
agreed that a large portion of what was published in the North 
about slavery was "mere twaddle." Then he challenged the South to 
"take up the subject in earnest" after which he expected such use
less vituperation to cease. "Will not our brother Meredith," he 
asked, "who writes on the subject with so much ability and vigor, 
put forth some candid appeals to his Southern brethren? Never 
mind what the abolitionists at the North say about you."^3

One editor referred to the abuse of the South by the denomin
ational press of the North in urging his subscribers to pay their 
subscriptions. "Who thinks," he asked, "that the denomination in 
the State would be better without an organ at home and its place 
supplied by periodicals from the North, which insult our feelings, 
sneer at our institutions, are spending their strength to deprive 
us of our property

In an impassioned speech at the General Assembly, New School, 
meeting in Detroit in 1849, Joseph Stiles joined others in the 
North who cited the constant agitation as a source of ever more 
serious trouble. In the course of his speech he said,

Nothing can more seriously mutilate the character of master 
and servant: for it spreads an influence over the spirit
of both, and makes the one hostile and insurgent— the other 
suspicious and severe;— nothing [can] so effectually dissi
pate the prospect of present comfort or future deliverance: 
for without respect, the serving of the one must be pure 
hardship; t'fithout love, the spirit of the other will never 
cherish an inclination to emancipate; . . . Abolitionism

13 Christian Watchman, December 17, 1847, p. 202. 
Southern Baptist, August 1, 1849, p. 674.
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will disturb both parties for the present, and, if it ever 
frees the slave, it will entail an eternal hostility upon 
the races it tears apart.15

The editor of the New York Advocate and Journal, the general j
I organ of the Methodist Episcopal Church, excited the wrath of his

colleagues in the North when he questioned the safety and rightness
of the agitation in the spirit and manner with which it had been
conducted. He insisted that perpetual agitation offered no cure
and would, instead of hastening emancipation, actually retard it.
He did not question the honesty of his colleagues but he did ques- I
tion their wisdom. He warned, "Let the system of agitation be I
pressed a step or two further, and the United States of America 3

Imay be plunged into the horrors of a Civil War. " He condemned se- |
verely those who misused their rights to speak and act as they I

1 Ipleased to heap irrational abuse upon others. ° §
The editor of the Advocate and Journal found himself in a I

unique position since the paper’s circulation was denomination wide.|
Its constituency, then, included border conferences which had some j

| slaveholdlng membership. Under the editorship of George Peck, I
1848-1852, the paper was moderate in tone and Peck was probably |
elected to his post because he was moderate.^ But Thomas E. Bond, I

*)18 £| who had been editor from 1840-1848, had expressed himself quite I
freely and critically on the subject of slavery. His position as 1

15 Joseph C. Stiles, Speech on the Slavery Resolutions Deliv
ered in the General Assembly which met in Detroit in May LasFE 
TTTew YorFTlB50)TP-3J: i  16 December 2o, 1850, p. 206.

17 July 5, 1848, p. 106.
! 18 Norwood, Schism in the Methodist Church, p. 209. Norwood is
| in error in saying that- the~paper was bitterly anti-Southern from 
j  1836-1854.
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described by the editor of the Boston Zion1s Herald had been "man
ly" and worthy of the paper. The Herald quoted Bond as saying that
he "hated slavery and loved to hate it!" The Herald’s complaint I----------
was that "since then the Advocate had been editorially mute on the 
subject.

The moderate Mr. Peck was also attacked in the Western Chris- |
tlan Advocate, published in Cincinnati. He defended himself I
against the charge brought by a correspondent of this paper to the j
effect that he was in favor of the Fugitive Slave Law. He did so I
by saying that he privately hoped for the repeal of the law, but 
he said, "We never intended to be concerned in any political move
ment, or to enlist in the public discussions which we foresaw would 
arise."^0 He took this ground in part because he doubted the ef- I
ficacy of the agitation but principally because the circulation of I 

| the Advocate and Journal was denomination wide and moderation was |
expedient in regard to the "peace of the church." For the sake of I
the church it was important to forget sectional difficulties and | 
controversies.

| As he traveled throughout the church, Dr. Peck frequently
I faced the necessity of explaining his relative silence on the sub-
I ject of slavery. He explained to the Michigan Annual Conference§
I that "the discussion of slavery in the columns of the Journal--------

would result in confusion, discord, and the dissolution of a con
siderable portion of the Church." He added, however, that it

| 19 Zion's Herald, January 1, 1851.
20 Advocate and Journal, December 12, 1850, p. 198. 

! 21 January 14, 1848, p. 94.
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would no doubt produce good If the local organs would continue to 
pursue the subject. Not only was a moderate policy justified by 
the work of the Methodist Episcopal Church in the slave states, 
but for the benefit of laymen in the East who engaged in commerce 
with the South.22

In any case Zion*s Herald of Boston and the Northern Advocate 
of western New York refused to accept Peck's explanations as en
tirely valid. The Herald would have Dr. Peck fairly heard and 
granted the validity of a cautious policy in view of the border 
area circulation. But Peck had gone too far according to the 
editor:

In attempting to meet these difficulties it was not re
quired that it should attack the whole anti-slavery senti
ment and policy of the Nqrthern Church and put itself on 
the platform of the Southern Church by denouncing the agi
tation as "political11 and denying the right of Christian 
men to secure great moral principles which have been siezed 
and perverted by politicians.

Agitation, the Boston editor declared, was the only hope for the
removal of the evil. It stirred those "whose inertness and love
of repose render them reluctant to either feel or act in behalf of
a cause which involves serious embarrassments and in some places
contempt. "2^

The editor of the Northern Advocate reminded his readers of 
such agitators as Luther, Knox, and John Wesley and asked what the 
world would be without them. "If slaveholders become enraged," he 
said, "this is not the fault of those who speak the truth . . . 
neither will the N0rth be to blame, if the South, maddened by the

22 Reported in a letter from a member of the Michigan Conference 
to the Western Christian Advocate, November 5, 1851, P* 177.

23 Zion's Herald, January 1, 1851, P-
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truth, shall commit political and religious suicide, rather than 
liberate its slaves." The rights of three million slaves could

oh,not be bartered for the sake of harmony.
The editor of a Western paper, the Watchman of the Valley of 

Cincinnati, also came to the defense of those who agitated the is
sue and he showed his pleasure at the obvious increase of such 
agitation. He noted that in the early years of his editorship he 
had had to serve almost "alone in the odious work of rebuking this 
national sin. Now the Northern religious press generally speak 
[sic] out freely and boldly on the subject, and that, in most ca
ses, without qualifying what they say with a cowardly abuse of 
abolitionists."^ This editor's successor, while denying the effi
cacy of violent agitation, said that, "if the clear, calm, decided 
enunciation of the truth agitates, on account of the opposition it 
excites, let it do so."^°

While most of the Northern papers of the Methodists, Baptists, 
and Presbyterians were anti-slavery in varying degrees, and freely 
agitated the issue, they were all openly hostile to Garrisonian 

| abolitionism and made that abundantly clear. They did not like 
its narrowness, its contempt for religion, its excesses, nor its

| effects. All these dislikes were apparent in the report of the
| meeting of the Massachusetts Anti-slavery Society by the New Eng-
1 land correspondent of the New York Advocate and Journal.

j 2*J- January 8, 1851, p. 162.
I 25 March 15, 1849, p. 98.
ji 26 Central Christian Herald, successor to the Watchman of the
j| Vailey~~and' "tKe Central~~Watchman, April 3, 1851, p. 206.
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The discussions were characterized as usual by bitter 
denunciation and rancorous assault upon everything poli
tical, moral, and religious, which wTill not bow down and 
worship its image. Whig, Democrat, and Free-Soiler in 
the political world, Methodist, Baptist and Presbyterian 
in the religious world, were put hors du combat by its 
redoubtable champions. . . .  A strangeTnfatuation ap
pears to lead these men into the wildest excesses of 
thought and speech. They manifestly fancy themselves to 
be the moral heroes of the age. Beyond their narrow and 
bigoted circle they see nothing but hypocrisy, falsehood, 
and hostility to humanity.27

The editor of the New York Advocate and Journal refused to » 
agree with another of his correspondents that abolition had been 
harmless or that it had done enough good to compensate for its 
evil results. He then quoted a letter from the South challenging 
such an assertion. The correspondent noted abolitionism’s effects 
in the South in checking the friends of emancipation there and ex
tinguishing Instead of diffusing a light which had previously per
vaded the section. It had also afforded a plausible pretext for 
suppressing discussion and the circulation of books and papers re
lating to the slavery issue.

The evil effects of abolitionism did not escape the notice of 
another moderate editor in the North. The editor of the Christian 
Watchman of Boston deplored the church divisions and sectional 
animosities, attributing them to abolitionists who were such bit
ter opponents of the churches. He contended that abolitionism's 
appeals to passion swept many church leaders along causing many 
"wrecks of conscience and consistency." All this was done with no 
gain whatever toward the elimination of that "great evil which we

27 February 7, 1850, p. 23.
28 April 21, 1847, p. 62.
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so deeply and justly lament, that foulest blot on our countries'

I fame."29

These were attacks from relatively conservative papers, but !
Garrison and his associates were frequently attacked by more radi- j 

cal papers also. The Watchman of the Prairies of Chicago labeled j 

Garrison
one of those revengeful and reckless spirits who are [sic] 
ready to trample upon the most sacred institutions of God in 
order to accomplish any of his favorite objects, to inveigh j
against every existing institution human and divine, to ad- 
vocate rebellion, license and revolution, and who care for j
nothing but a conspicuous notoriety. Of a similar character 
is the notorious preacher of transcendental infidelity, Rev. Theodore Parker.30

Obviously, some of the hostility was over issues that pertained to
theology rather than slavery.

I One New England editor of positive anti-slavery convictions,
I found occasion to comment on Garrison on the basis of an event in
I 1846. Garrison and Frederick Douglass, a famous fugitive, had I

made a lecture tour of England in 1846 and their return evoked Ij |
comment from Zion's Herald, a neighbor of the Liberator. "This 1
gentleman," he said, "has been received by his fellow abolitionists I
(demolitionists is better) with considerable ceremony." His trip, 
he supposed, had revealed to the English the rashness of Garrison !
"whose hand is against every man, and every thing, that does not 
accord with his own exceedingly narrow views."-^1

The Northern Advocate of upstate New York which, along with I
Zion's Herald, was the most anti-slavery of Methodist publications,

29 Christian Watchman, August 6, 184-7, p. 126.
30 February 22, 1848.
31 Zion's Herald, December 23, 1846, p. 202.

' 1 1    1 =  i - i
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was also very critical of the tour. The editor conceded that some 
good might have been associated with their travels both here and 
abroad, especially in revealing, through Mr. Douglass, a first hand 
account of the horrors of slavery. But their influence was, to 
the editor, substantially evil in that it was abusive of the strong 
and Increasing anti-slavery sentiment that refused to go as far as 
Garrisonianism. He was critical also of Douglass' lack of modesty, 
contending that it strengthened the "prejudice of those who say, 
’allow the colored class to rise at all in society, and they will 
tread you under foot.1" But his most serious objection was to 
"the slander, contempt and ridicule which they pour upon the 
Christian religion," the influence of which xvas, in the editor's 
own view, the best hope of the slave.

One event showed even more completely the tendency of the 
main stream of the Northern churches to dissociate themselves from 
extremism. The Central Christian Herald followed closely a 
Christian anti-slavery convention from the time it was announced 
in late 1849 until it was held in his own city of Cincinnati in 
the spring of 1850. The editor also followed the same group in a 
subsequent meeting in Chicago in the summer of 1851. Others gave 
notice to the first meeting but the reaction of the Herald, a New 
School paper with its editor a first hand observer, was typical. 
When the editor first heard of the convention he thought it might 
be useful, if well conducted, in bringing people of divergent views 
together and harmonizing their efforts in an area of common

32 Northern Advocate, 'September 20, 1847, p. 102.
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c o n c e r n . A  self-appointed committee of fourteen had issued a 
general call for the meeting. Eleven of the fourteen were clergy
men representing seven denominations, including the three under 
study.

The reasons for the call, as stated by the committee, are in
structive. 1. Guilt existed in the church in proportion to light 
and knowledge and the church no longer had an excuse on that basis. 
2. The sin of the church was so much the greater because it now 
attracted the attention of the world. 3* The influence of the 
church was so great that the evil of slavery could not be destroyed 
while the church countenanced the evil. 4. An Individual could 
share in the guilt of his church. 5* Silence gave consent to pro
slavery principles and involved one in the sin and its consequen- 
ces.J

The speeches and resolutions as described by a correspondent 
of the Central Christian Herald were directed almost exclusively 
at the churches and the convention members pledged themselves to 
withdraw from their respective churches unless those churches 
separated themselves from all fellowship with slaveholding. The 
observer wittily remarked of the many accommodations which the 
various members of this motley assembly had to make to each other 
over matters of church polity and doctrine, then said, "Away with 
this sickly cooing on the one hand, and a disregard or forgetful
ness on the other, which leaves us to ride, rough-shod, over the 
brotherly feelings and conscientious principles of those we should

33 November 23, 18^9, P* 130.
3^ Central Christian Herald, January 10, 1850, p. 158
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respect and win."35

The editor himself, In the same issue, noted the lack of in
terest in the proceedings as only 150 had gathered, with about one 
third coming from Cincinnati. Nearly all were from dissenting fac
tions which had already withdrawn from the churches. Of them the 
editor said, "As is usual in conventions of zealous reformers, some 
things were stated as facts which were not correct, some propounded 
as arguments which were not sound and logical, and some demonstra
tions were -wanting in Christian courtesy and propriety."36

The editor repudiated the methods suggested by the group at 
this time and again when the convention met in Chicago the next 
year. The local Prairie Herald described the meeting in Chicago as 
an "Ohio convention in Illinois." Again the convention was com
posed of dissenters with whom both the Prairie Herald and the Cen
tral Herald took issue. The convention defined both the Old and 
New Schools in Biblical terms as "marks of the beast" and "ships 
of perdition," and labeled them as corrupt, apostate, and beyond 
all hope. But the editor of the Prairie Herald said that "it 
should also be remarked, that our dissent from these brethren, is 
not in regard to the evils themselves of which they complain, it 
relates almost wholly to the remedy." The editor of the Central 
Herald sanctioned those sentiments, saying that "the removal of 
slavery is . . .  of the highest consequence, and no Christian 
should feel unconcerned about it," but he insisted that there was a 
more excellent way of seeking its removal.37

35 April 25, 1850, p. 10.3d Central Christian Herald, April 25, 1850, p. 10.
37 The Prairie Herald is quoted in the Central Christian Herald, 

July 2k, 1851, P. ^
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The extremists tended to separate themselves entirely from the 

church and not only was there open hostility between Garrison and 
the churches and vice versa, but there was great animosity between 
the churches and the extremist dissenters among them. One such 
was LaRoy Sunderland, a one-time Methodist minister in good stand
ing, who had edited the anti-slavery ZionT s Watchman of Boston. He 
had fallen upon evil days, and was then billing himself as the 
"American Wizard" who gave exhibitions of mesmerism. A former col
league cited Sunderland as a prime example of the corrupting effect
of fanaticism.38

Although many Northern churchmen went out of their way to 
dissociate themselves from abolitionism, this was not true of the 
ministers of the Maine Conference, at least as far as a title was 
concerned. One resolution of the 1847 Annual Conference read: 
"Resolved, That while we are not tenacious of a name, being equal
ly satisfied to be called abolitionists, or anti-slavery men, we 
regard with no favor any attempt to flatter the unreasonable pre
judices of the Southern Church, by abandoning either of these terms 
for a less expressive one."39 This did not mean, however, that 
they endorsed Garrlsonianism. Only the year before the same con
ference had declared themselves free of the taint of radicalism 
and as unqualifiedly opposed to it "whether it be developed among
slaveholders and their ultra apologists on the one hand, or among

4oultra abolitionists on the other.”

33 Northern Advocate, December 9, 1846, p. 146.
39 From the "Anti-Slavery Report of the Maine Conference" print

ed in Zion’s Herald, September 22, 1847, p. 152.
40 Zion’s Herald, July 22, 1846, p. 116.
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There was, in fact, much confusion in the use of terms aboli
tion and anti-slavery. The term abolition was applied loosely, 
not only in the South but at times in the North as well, to cover 
the entire range of anti-slavery sentiment. A Netv England corres
pondent of the New York Advocate and Journal attempted to clarify 
this usage, as far as his own section was concerned. He defined 
four classes of "abolitionists" among Methodists in New England 
where the most extreme anti-slavery doctrines wTere found. The 
first class he called radical abolitionists who had accepted the 
name, considered slavery heinous under all circumstances, and be
lieved that Christians should withdraw all' fellowship from slave
holders. These individuals had left the Methodist Episcopal Church 
and were busy denouncing their original connection. A second 
group had equally decided convictions about the immorality of slav
ery and put equal emphasis on immediate emancipation without re
gard to consequences, but this group did not withdraw from the 
church as long as they could express themselves. The third class, 
and much the most numerous among the accredited leaders of aboli
tion, believed slaveholding to be in every case sinful with the 
exception of what was called "nominal slaveholding" where the le
gal relation was retained for the protection of the slave. This 
group did not engage in extreme and violent denunciation of the 
South and the slaveholder.

There was yet a fourth class which he described as very re
spectable in number, who would settle for gradual emancipation al
though they abhorred the system and demanded immediate amelioration 
of the conditions of the slave. The slaveholding relation was not 
necessarily sinful to this group. This analysis was held to be
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appropriate for the majority in all denominations. The correspon
dent added that all these groups were much more united than they 
had been before and that the term "abolitionist" had ceased to

Zj. 1carry the reproach it had in former years in that region.
The confusion in the use of terms received the notice of the 

editor of the Western Advocate of Cincinnati. Referring to a com
munication from Missouri which made an allusion to abolitionists he 
said,

Some of the mild, constitutional anti-slavery men of the 
North, suppose such allusions are made in reference to them.
The allusions are to the anti-constitution, anti-law, and 
anti-order abolitionists. We have made similar explanations 
of this before; but some of our mild anti-slavery men seem to 
forget them. . . .  We have not one word of condemnation to 
utter against any safe, constitutional measures for the "ex
tirpation of s l a v e r y . "^2

There was, of course, much more tendency in the South to con
fuse the degrees of anti-slavery in the one appellation of "aboli
tionism. " Some of it was probably deliberate but most of it was 
due to the view Increasingly held, that anti-slavery of any degree 
was equally offensive. Northern editors recognized this and pro
tested. The editor of the New York Evangelist quoted the action 
of the Synod of Virginia condemning the spirit and method of abol
itionism. The Evangelist took the members of the Synod to task 
for pinning such a broad label on any form of hostility to slav
ery. The editor pointed out that the great masses of the North 
did not share the fanaticism of the extremists. The Synod's real 
orotest, he correctly insisted, was at the point of the North's

4 1  Advocate and Journal, August 3 0 ,  1 8 4 8 ,  p .  1 3 9 *  

November 1 3 ,  1 8 4 6 ,  p .  1 2 2 .
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condemnation of slavery as an unrighteous system.^

The Central Christian Herald, the Cincinnati journal of the 
New School, used the incident of the sale of a fugitive slave and 
his forced return, to lecture the South at essentially the same 
point.

Many persons in the South brand everything like sympathy 
for the slave, with what they consider the opprobrious 
name of abolitionism. We can assure such, that, let the 
character of the abolition movement be good or bad, there 
are a very large number, who have no sympathy with it, 
and who even oppose it, who are shocked with such trans
actions. . . . Such things shock not our fanaticism but 
our Christianized humanity.^

Professor McClintock, a Northern Methodist, and Luther Lee, 
editor of the Richmond Advocate, had an exchange over the same is
sue. McClintock objected, as a man who simply spoke and wrote 
against slavery, to being classified by Lee with the Garrison 
school. Lee apologized forthwith for this application of the term 
abolitionist, but he challenged McClintock to be as sensitive when
he applied, indiscriminately, the term pro-slavery to his Southern 

Lizbrethren.
The editor of the Louisville Baptist Banner seemed, however, 

to be one of those who tried to distinguish degrees of anti-slav
ery. His effort is revealing. He carried an item about the New 
England Anti-Slavery Convention describing the proceedings as
characterized by the usual recklessness of such gatherings. He---
fervently wished that all its members were then fighting under 
Taylor in Mexico and concluded by saying, "They held a meeting

43 New York Evangelist, November 26, 1846, p. 190.
^  February 6, 1851, p. 174.
45 Richmond Advocate, October 7, 1847, p. 158.
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last evening on the expediency of dissolving the Union. They prob-
46ably dissolved it." On the other hand, he printed the letter of 

an R. Graham, a visitor from Illinois to Alabama, who gave a very 
favorable account of slavery. The editor gave Mr. Graham as an 
example of an anti-slavery man who was not an abolitionist, al
though no anti-slavery was apparent in the letter.^

The editor's difficulty in really distinguishing degrees of 
anti-slavery was apparent even while he professed to make a dis
tinction. He contrasted the old and the new in anti-slavery, de
nouncing abolitionism as "Impious and treasonable." He said fur
ther that

thousands of professed Christians in the North, while they 
profess allegiance to the government, and to be opposed to 
Garrison and his infidel and revolutionary associates, are 
throwing all their political and religious influence in 
favor of the measures set on foot by that party, for the 
subversion of the government, and the utter destruction of 
all the religious interests of the country.^8

One can excuse the editor of the Banner for having had little 
affection for the abolitionists. He found himself the subject of 
scathing ridicule in the Courier, an abolitionist journal of Louis
ville. The Banner carried the offensive material describing the 
item as "destitute of intellect and decency," which it was.

A correspondent to our paper this morning deals some rather 
heavy blows to our very amiable, excellent, gentle, pious, 
meek, excessively Christian, and extensively tobacco-chew-

 .j-ng—£-ri-end, Parson-Buok-, of the Baptist Banner. The deeply______
Christian parson has been begging, with tears in his eyes, 
all of his Baptist friends to discontinue their subscrip
tion to the Courier because, as he says, it is "one of the

46 Baptist Banner, June 11, 1846, p. 92.
47 June 7» 1848, p. 88.
•̂8 Baptist Banner, December 24, 1846, p. 201
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most rabid and reckless Abolition prints in the State."
A very curious, dangerous, terrible man is the parson—  
particularly when he spits his tobacco juice over every
thing in his vicinity, his beautiful white shirt bosom in
cluded— and if any body ever read his paper our annihilation 
would be effectual.^9

All these discussions relating to the propriety of the agita
tion and to an effort to establish distinctions, were largely 
secondary and incidental to the differing sectional views as to 
the nature and effects of slavery. Nothing reveals more clearly 
the depth of the sectional division and its irreconcilable nature 
than this discussion of the institution itself, a discussion which 
was carried on extensively in the church press.

Discussion of slavery in the North hinged upon an effort to 
define the degree to which slavery was a sin and the slaveholder a 
sinner. Even the most conservative in the North regarded the sys
tem as a great evil and most editors identified some degree of per
sonal guilt with the Institution. To the most extreme, slavery 
was a sin and a crime to be dealt with "as with other gross immor
alities."^® William Hosmer of the upstate New York Northern Advo
cate placed slaveholders in the category of horse thieves or even 
worse, hence unchristian, a sentiment which the Nashville Advocate 
immediately challenged. Hosmer replied with an elaboration of his 
meaning.

When—we--say—â -slav-e-hold-en—cannot—be a -Chrlstlan . we use the
term slaveholder in its ordinary acceptation. It is possible 
for a man to be a nominal slaveholder, and yet be free from 
guilt of slaveholding. The South may contain many indivi
duals of this latter class— men who are technically the own
ers of slaves, but who abhor slavery, and would gladly ban
ish it from the earth. . . . The very word slave implies a

49 Baptist Banner, September 12, 18*1-9.
50 ''Anti-BTavery Report of the Maine Conference" quoted in Zion1 s ; 

Herald, September 22, 1847, p. 152. j
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crime; it proclaims violence done to humanity. But, like 
all other crimes, that of slaveholding consists in the 
spirit and intention of the act, rather than in the act it
self. Killing is not always murder.51

In another connection Hosmer said that slavery was a crime but 
that the form of slavery was not necessarily accompanied by its 
spirit.^2 Such a qualification did not make this view more palat
able to the South. In the final analysis, however, Hosmer, who 
was one of the most aggressive and able opponents of slavery of all 
Northern editors, could come to no compromise with it. "Sinful it 
is, and sinful it will remain," he said, "in spite of the most ac
commodating casuistry. It must be prohibited entirely or nothing 
is done. It Is prohibition we want--not a sublimation of motives. 
. . .  It is not regulation that slavery calls for but extirpation."'53 

The editor of the Central Watchman of Ohio was not as extreme 
as most of the journalists of the Northeast, but he felt forced to 
denounce slavery as a sin per se condemned as such by the Bible.
He contrasted slave laws prohibiting.the teaching of a slave to 
read and write with the Bible law to "search the scriptures." He 
contrasted also the law permitting the separation of husband from 
wife or child from parent with the scriptural laws, "the twain 
shall be one flesh" and "honor thy father and thy mother."5^ He 
declared his respect for those who were involuntarily caught up in 
the system and those who were anxious to ameliorate it. He could
not, however, "avoid the conviction that it is a system, which all

51 Northern Advocate, September 11, 1850, p. 9^.
52 Willianf"Hosmer, ihe Higher Law, in its Relations to Civil 

Government: With Particular ReferenceTo Slavery, and Hie-Fugitive
Slave Law” (Auburn, N. Y., 1«52J, p. 126.

Hosmer, Slavery and the Church, p. 196.

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



www.manaraa.com

63
good men should seek not to modify and ameliorate, but to discour
age and destroy. However kindly and justly slaves may be treated, 
while a good man holds them as slaves by the law of the land, he 
gives some countenance to the system itself.”55 This sentiment was 
shared by an editor in Chicago. Acknowledging the undoubted kind
ness and humaneness of many masters, the editor of the Watchman of 
the Prairies still held that the "main features of slavery in its 
general principles and practices, are socially, politicalCly], 
morally and religiously evil and sinful.

The Boston paper, the Watchman and Reflector, referred to the 
"original doctrines of Christianity touching human rights, touch
ing the natural equality of all men before God and before the law" 
which made slavery as Inconsistent with Christ's teachings as any 
other crime. It was the duty of the church to return to those 
teachings in order to put forth enough moral power to extirpate 
the evil.^7 The Methodist ministers of the New England Conference 
anticipated a day when the "moral reprobation of the world" would 
rest On the evil of slavery. Men would then regard "slavery and 
its supporters with all the abhorrence with which they now look on 
the tribunals and dungeons, of the Inquisition."^

Being a sin, slavery was of course fundamentally a moral prob
lem incumbent upon the church to remove. The Reflector and Watch
man quoted the Journal of Commerce in favor of allowing slavery to

55 Central Christian Herald, May 25, 1849, p. 31.
56 March 7, 1848.
57 March 8, 1849, p. 38.58 Minutes of the New England Annual Conference of the Method

ist Episcopal Church (Boston, 1850), p. 13*
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enter the territories, indicating that mere commercial connections 
could be expected to so handle questions of great moral worth and 
dignity. But the leading question was moral and the victory would 
have to be a moral o n e . -59 it wag -the awakening of moral sentiments, 
not the notice in political and fiscal circles, that gave joy to 
the men of the church.^0

Editors in the South did not necessarily deny the evil of 
slavery or the evils that tended to accumulate around it. To the 
members of the Synod of South Carolina, however, the insinuation 
that slavery was essentially a sin was "profane" in view of the 
Biblical sanction for it.^ But the Biblical Recorder of North 
Carolina had conceded, indirectly at least, that slavery was an evil 
that should be removed wherever and whenever it would not produce 
still greater evils which, with the stress the editor gave it, was 
a very large qualification. In view of this concession the 
Christian Watchman of Boston charged that the only thing the edi
tor could do and be consistent would be to seek at once to remove 
it under all circumstances. The Recorder charged in its turn that 
the North was insincere and hypocritical in seeking the facts 
about slavery.^

Slavery was a system which most Southern editors found to have 
the positive sanction of divine law and to be potentially

59 Reflector and Watchman, October 26, 1848, p. 170. This pa
per resulted from the absorption of the Watchman by the Reflector. 
Very soon afterward the name was changed to Watchman and Reflector.

60 Minutes of the New England Conference, p. 13.
61 Charles Anderson, "Presbyterians Meet the Slavery Problem," 

Journal of the Presbyterian Historical Society, XXIX.(March, 1951), 
p. kOI62 Christian Watchman quoted in the Biblical Recorder, February
12, 18S8C
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benevolent in its effects upon the Negro. Of such an opinion was 
the editor of the Baptist Banner of Louisville, who also noted the 
failure to distinguish between the system itself and unrighteous 
laws enacted by some slaveholders. ^  An Alabama writer, after 
tyeighing carefully the best arguments to the effect that slavery 
was an evil in itself, decided that the argument must always go 
against the abolitionist. It was another matter when one consid
ered the abuses growing out of the institution and his work was 
directed toward instructing masters in their proper duties in or
der to avoid such abuses.^

The Southern Presbyterian Review declared that the Bible un
questionably sanctioned slavery, at least as the Review defined it. 
The essence of slavery was the providentially given right of the 
master to use, control, and dispose of the service of his slave.
The writer denied that slavery Implied property in persons as the. 
North insisted. He also discussed what the South meant by slavery 
as a positive blessing.

As respects the whole community of whites and blacks, whom 
an unscrutable [sic] but wise Providence has joined here 
together, we also say the same thing, as comparing Slavery 
with Emancipation. But as comparing tTTe present advantages 
of'our white population with what they might have been, had 
not the negro been Introduced, the Christian people of the 
South have never yet said that Slavery is a positive blessing,

63 Quoted and sanctioned by the Religious Herald, another 
Louisville paper, August 9, 184-9, p. 1261

64- c. F. Sturgis, "Melville Letters; or The Duties of Masters 
to Servants" in McTyeire, Strugls, and Holmes, Duties of Masters 
to Servants: Three Premium Essays (Charleston, 1B5TT, p. 59*
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and xve knoxv not that they will ever be driven by all the 
fierceness of the attack upon them to say so.65

Christianity sanctioned the relation, it civilized the slave, and 
softened the master. "The master learns to feel that he and his 
slave are children of the same God and Father, and while he cannot 
admit him to the social privileges of a Brother, he recognizes in 
him a valued and esteemed, though humble dependent.

The Calvinist theology of foreordination led to the conclu
sion that "if a man is justly and providentially . . .  a slave 
. . .  he has . . . only the rights of a slave. . . . All men have 
an equal and perfect right to the status in which they are born, 
xvith all its established rights and privileges, and also to what- 
ever else they can legally and meritoriously acquire."67 This was 
the author’s answer to the natural rights doctrine xvhich he regard
ed as fictitious.68 Not so in the North where, in theory, as long 
as the Negro was admittedly "a man— a human being— so long has he
the same inalienable rights which are prized so highly by our white 

69population." 7
The irreconcilable nature of the difference over slavery be

tween the Northern and the Southern editors is clearly epitomized 
in exchanges between the Cross and Journal of Columbus, Ohio, and 
the Biblical Recorder of North Carolina. Neither was edited by an

65 Anonymous, The Christian Doctrine of Human Rights and of 
Slavery in Two Articles from the Southern Presbyterian Review for 
MarchT"MDCCoElX (Columbia, S. C., 1849), p. 13- 

Ibid., p. 14.
67 Ibid., p. 7.
68 ibid., p. 4.
69 Western Advocate, May 30, 1849, p. 86.
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extremist and neither served such a radical constituency as either 
New England or South Carolina. The Cross and Journal began a ser
ies on slavery by calling attention to the fact that slavery had 
become such a prominent issue that neutrality was no longer pos
sible. "The subject is no longer a question of mere abstract opin
ion, but it comes right up before us, and compels us by actions to 
give our verdict concerning its character. The issue in church 
and state on this question, is one between freedom and slavery."
One could not serve both. The question for this editor, and he 
raised it with deep sincerity and seriousness, was with regard to 
the nature of the action to be taken. There were sure to be, in 
his judgment, differences of opinion which must be expressed in a 
Christian spirit in order to elicit light for wise action.

To elicit such light, the editor of the Journal gave an ob
jective and very comprehensive analysis of the slavery system with 
all its complexities. He called the attention of the public to 
certain facts to be considered when approaching this problem.
There was first of all the existence of three million slaves in a 
variety of condition^ but all sharing the unnatural position of the 
slave wherein Intellectual and social, and to some extent moral 
improvement x*:as uncared for. The second existing fact was that of 
racial antipathy, North and South, which vastly complicated the 
solution to the problem of abolition.

The Journal described the complexities offered by a system so 
deeply imbedded among Southerners for generations in all their

70 Cross and Journal, November 27, 184-6.
71 Ibid”
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"plans of life, their modes of living, and their principles of 
government and political economy." A different condition prevailed 
in the North, hut one as deeply imbedded. This marked a differ
ence so fundamental that a collision and separation was the only 
alternative to abolition, a term which he used with a mild intent. 
With rare statesmanship he demonstrated that the entire nation 
shared the guilt of the system, pointing to those fortunes of the 
North built on the slave trade, profits from which still circulated 
into the treasuries of benevolent societies of the North. Denun
ciation and abuse was hardly the answer to so profound and compli
cated a problem any more than was the withdrawal of fellowship

70from slaveholders.'
The editor of the Cross and Journal cited the Christian In

dex of Georgia as he sadly indicated the failure of the enlightened 
means he suggested as an approach to the problem. The editor of 
the Index had said:

The South was never more united on this subject than it is 
at present. The time was when many of us were accustomed 
to acknowledge that slavery is an evil, without attaching 
though any definite idea to the phrase; but of late years 
we have been led by our affectionate Northern friends to ex
amine the subject, and are now convinced that it is sanc
tioned by the Bible, and just such an institution in its 
social and political influence as we need.73

It was the response of the Biblical Recorder of Raleigh, North 
Carolina, however,-which was the most discouraging. After several 
issues in which the Journal showed a considerable degree of sym
pathy for the position of the Southerner, the Biblical Recorder

72 Cross and Journal, December 4, 1846.
73 Christian Index quoted in Cross and Journal, December 4, 

1846. “
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noted the respect and gentlemanliness with which this paper treated 
the South. The only specific item which the Recorder really no
ticed, however, was the label "sin" which the Journal placed upon 
slavery. The editor of the Recorder said, "We would suggest to 
our worthy contemporary, that the most direct and effectual way of 
accomplishing the end proposed would be, to show something like 
proof, that slavery î s a sin. 11 The Journal * s position was finally 
but little, if any more acceptable to the Recorder than the most 
rabid abolitionism. The Bible argument in support of slavery was 
to the editor of the Recorder impregnable, a fact which made it a 
"poor business, to be prosing to the people of Ohio about the re
moving of slavery" when they had "no power to reach it . . . and no 
right to interfere w^ith it if they had.

The Journal answered the Recorder by projecting the following 
imagery.

We know of no course that would be more convincing to our 
brother editor, and amount to "something like proof," than 
to send an armed band privately to Raleigh with instruc
tions to seize him by force in some of his retired walks, 
bind him, gag him, transport him to this place, and set him 
up for sale to the highest bidder. We might be induced, 
just for the sake of argument, to bid him off, shut him up 
in a back room, feed him on corn meal, and set him to writ
ing abolition editorials, at the rate of a column a day.
If two or three years such service did not convince him of 
the sin of slavery we would give him up as incorrigible.75

Not only did the South refuse to accept such overtures, but some
of the constituency of the Journal did not heed the counsel of
their editor, and continued to pass resolutions denouncing slavery
and urging the withdrawal of "fellowship from all whose Interests

74 Biblical Recorder, January 23, 1847.
75 Cross and Journal, February 5, 1847.

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



www.manaraa.com

70
are identified with that wicked institution."^ Others, comprising 
a larger segment of his constituency, seemed to share somewhat the 
breadth of mind and statesmanship of the paper. "Many of us have 
long waited, with the cherished hope that some reformatory movement, 
commenced and prosecuted by those to whom the whole matter more ap
propriately pertains, would render all action, on our part, unneces
sary." Instead, a growing disposition to extend and perpetuate the 
institution had appeared. There could be no ultimate sympathy for 
the system even making the largest possible deductions which char
ity required. Before the association disposed of the matter, they 
once more affirmed their joy were they to hear of Southern initia
tive to remove the system, in due time, without Northern interfer- 

77ence.''
One other exchange serves to illustrate the complete incompati

bility of views North and South by 1850. The Southern Baptist of 
Charleston quoted from the Christian Review, a Northern Baptist 
quarterly, an article written by a Dr. Williams of New York.

It makes concessions to the South such as are not commonly 
met with at the North— it denies that slaveholding is, in 
itself, a sin— it denies the justice of the ground assumed 
by the Boston Board, which resulted in our denominational 
separation— and yet, when it comes to the great practical, 
pressing questions that now agitate the land, it has no com
promise whatever to offer, but much even to d e m a n d . 7°

The editor then showed how Dr. Williams refused to allow the just
ice of a single demand made by the South as he opposed the major

7§ Resolutions of the Middlefield, Ohio, Baptist Church, pub
lished in Cross and Journal, January 15, 1847; Resolutions of the 
Concord, Ohio, Baptist Church, Ibid.

77 Resolutions of Boston, Ohio, Baptist Association, published 
in Cross and Journal, March 26, 1847.

78 Southern Baptist, April 24, 1850. The Boston Board is the 
agency"which refused the application of a slaveholding missionary, 
which precipitated the division in the Baptist Church.
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premises in Webster's seventh of March speech in support of the 
Compromise. The Baptist raised the question to show its readers 
the ephemeral nature of the hope of permanent settlement. "When a 
confessedly moderate man like Dr. Williams, one who still calls 
Southern Christians brethren . . .— when such a man calmly rejects 
every assertion put forth by those who feel themselves aggrieved 
and dishonored, what is to be the result? The future must answer."

The situation at this point was aptly described by a clergyman 
who had been a life long resident of New England. During a visit 
to the South he wrote to a Southern paper: "The North are very apt
to think n£ good can come out of the Nazareth of the South; but I 
am finding a very practical and pleasing refutation of that idea.
I am more and more impressed with the thought of how imperfectly 
the tvio extremes of our country understand each other."®0

The rift between the sections was further demonstrated and en
hanced by the good and bad effects Imputed to slavery, reflecting 
the same sectional bias as did the discussion of the nature of 
slavery. Northern editors consistently hammered at the evil re
sults of the "sinful" institution. The editor of the Western Advo
cate was one of those who did so. "Slavery, politically considered 
is a curse to any nation. This is admitted by the honest men of 
all parties. Its practical effect is a blighting and withering in
fluence upon the morals of the white population, as well as the 
negro." This editor ’wanted to avoid the sectional controversy

79 Southern Baptist, April 24, 1850.
®° In a note to the editor of the Nashville and Louisville Ad

vocate, February 27, 1851. This ivas the name of the paper tempor
arily after it had absorbed the Louisville Advocate.
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caused by the "unfortunate existence of slavery in our country."
He was not inclined to irrationally heap scorn and ridicule on the 
South or to blame the South exclusively for the system. Neverthe
less the system was unjust and wrong and he insisted on raising

O -1his voice in defense of "the natural rights of man."
The threat of the slavery system to civil and political lib

erties was of particular concern to the editors of Northern jour
nals. The editor of the Western Advocate saw in the extreme words 
of Southern editors, some of which he quoted, the indication of "a 
spirit capable of producing almost unbounded injury to our free 
Institutions." Among those items which attracted his attention 
were, first, an account of the indictment in Virginia of a Quaker 
who had reviewed a lecture defending slavery, second, excerpts 
from the Richmond Advocate threatening tarring and feathering and 
even hanging to certain men of the North, and finally, remarks to 
the effect that abolitionist ministers had fallen into gross sins,

O papostacy, and heresy.
This sense of "injury to freedom" was very widespread in the 

North, sometimes genuine, sometimes simply another issue to cover 
an attack on slavery. Zion* s Herald quoted the Chicago Democrat 
purporting to show how the South had a disproportionate represent
ation in the House of Representatives. This provoked the editor 
to answer the "ts.unt" of the South. This "taunt" consisted of a 
challenge to the North to explain what business it had meddling 
with slavery. In his view, the "moral interest and general

81 Western Advocate, nay 30, 1849, p. 86.
82 ibid., September 12, 1849, p. 146.
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responsibility which all good men owe to the cause of truth and 
liberty the world over, " ŵ as sufficient to justify concern. "But 
nearly all our political and even ecclesiastical relations are in
volved in the vile system. It besets us continually with its em- 
barassment and infamy." The real encroachment was not that of the 
North upon the South, but that of slavery, with its degrading ef
fects, upon the North. It was not concessions that the South ought 
to demand, therefore, but f o r b e a r a n c e . ® 3

One editor called upon the people of the North to be alert to 
this threat, a threat posed in the name of the Constitution. "If 
one man's right may be sacrificed by the constitution, then an
other's may be, and so on, till all except the usurping few are re
duced to vassalage." No limit could be assigned to the enslaving 
power of a document that could rightfully be found to enslave a 
single man. The right to make slaves of black men put every man's 
liberty in peril. The North must remonstrate to save its own lib
erties.®^ One of the worst evils of the slavery system was its 
"smiting with a sort of palsy, all freedom of opinion, of con
science, of speech and of the press. . . . The Genius of Slavery 
develops its nature in binding the masses of the whites in vassal
age to a few political leaders."®5

The system had come to challenge the freedom of the press in 
particular. The Northern Advocate of Auburn, New York, received a 
subscription from a Virginian with the request that the editor must

m
I! 83 Zion's Herald, Nay 2, 1849, p. 70.

84 Hosmer, Higher Law, p. 174.
35 Watchman and Reflector, December 27, 1849, p. 205,
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be sure that the first issue to be sent had nothing of slavery in 
it. This first issue was likely to be examined and if it passed 
censorship the paper x^ould henceforth be unmolested. The editor 
said:

Slavery seeks darkness rather than light, for its deeds are 
evil. It has denied to the slave the word of God, because 
therein is taught that God has made of one blood all the na
tions of men; and now it seeks to deprive the free white 
citizen, not only of the right of free discussion, but even 
of the privilege of reading a religious newspaper, because 
it condemns the domestic institution.86

Zion1s Herald of Boston found South Carolina a prime example 
of barbarism because her legislature was contemplating a bill to 
impose a fine and jail sentence upon postmasters who knowingly de
livered any mail

calculated to disturb the peace of the people in relation 
to the slave population. Such then is the advancement of 
this glorious republican State, that she cannot trust her 
citizens with the choice of their own reading. . . . Now 
such things are sheerly ridiculous; it would be folly to 
argue against them. A people who can be guilty of them 
must be the objects of the pity and scorn of the world.8?

Such interference might, however, be overruled for good. "It will
tell with moral force in the minds of many. It will open their
eyes. It will show them their real condition, as living under
censorship of the press, as rigid and terrible as that of Austria

Opunder the reign of Metternich." This result was unlikely to 
follow. The editors of the South did not feel that their freedom 
was denied because their sympathies were fully with their sec
tion. ̂ 9 This fact did not, however, detract from its effectiveness

86 Northern Advocate, January 16, 1350, p. 166.
87 January 2, 1850, p. 2.
88 Reflector and Watchman , October 19, 184-8, p. 166.

Clement Eaton,-Freedom*of Thought in the Old South (Durham, 
N. C. , 194-0), p. 189.
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as an issue in the North.

The New York Evangelist expressed great alarm over an inci
dent involving the apprehension in the South of an Indiana citizen 
and member of the Free Soil party. Mr. John M. Barrett's private 
correspondence had been seized on suspicion that he was an aboli
tionist. The correspondence contained a circular labeled by the 
authorities as "treasonable and incendiary." The editor of the 
Evangelist was stirred to say: "What that freedom can be worth
which cannot protect the private correspondence of a man, and 
which permits him to be exposed to outrage, and imprisonment, and 
death perhaps, on the strength of a suspicion, it is difficult to 
estimate."90

There was another incident pertaining to freedom of opinion 
and the exercise of political liberty which attracted more atten
tion in the church press than any other of its kind. It developed 
out of the 18^9 election for candidates to a convention to write a 
new constitution for the state of Kentucky. A provision for some 
plan of gradual emancipation was the issue upon which one slate of 
candidates ran. The Reverend Howard Malcolm, D. D., had resigned, 
under pressure, from the presidency of the Baptist college at 
Georgetown, Kentucky, after he had voted for Mr. Stevenson, who was 
the emancipation candidate in his district. All concerned agreed 
that Dr. Malcolm's conduct was inoffensive both before and during 
the Incident, except for this vote. Without doubt the Western 
Advocate was correct in assuming that the trustees acted as they

90 August 9, 18^9, P» 129-
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did. because they believed that the Baptist churches of Kentucky
would not patronize this college under Dr. Malcolm after he had so
voted. The incident moved the editor of the Advocate to ask:

Where is religious freedom, if a minister dare not utter his 
convictions upon a moral subject? and where is the freedom 
of the ballot, if, for simply casting a vote as a citizen 
and freeman, the public will not tolerate him at the head of 
an institution? A few more proscriptions will probably con
vince thinking men that slavery has chains for the whites as 
well as the blacks.91

The Central Watchman contrasted the attitude displayed in this 
incident with the attitude toward the president of Center College, 
a Presbyterian school, who took an active part in the cause of eman
cipation without being molested. The editor then offered this 
prophecy regarding the Georgetown incident:

In forcing Dr. Malcolm to resign slavery has inflicted on 
itself a severe blow. Such invasions of personal freedom 
will rouse the spirit of free men, and the punishment for 
a simple vote that Dr. M. was given will be like the dra
gon's teeth in the fable— it will release up hundreds of 
men armed in truth and righteousness to overthrow this sys
tem so full of iniquity.92

The editor of the Baptist Watchman and Reflector of Boston ex
pressed shame and regret over the energy of pro-slavery in his own 
Baptist Church whose members were among the most numerous and 
wealthy slaveholders of the state of Kentucky. In more general 
terms, the editor stated his belief that in this Incident the 
"genius of slavery manifest its essential character, and never in 
its rage, did it more effectively lick the d u s t ." 9 3  The New York 
Evangelist labeled its story on the Malcolm incident, "Southern

91 Western Advocate, September 5, 18^9, P* 1^2.
92 August Jl", 1849, p. 82.
93 August 30, 1849, p. 138.
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Ideas of Liberty." Said the editor,

This is a characteristic specimen of the kind of feeling 
that slavery naturally produces. . . .  If the slaveholders 
of Kentucky or elsewhere fancy that they are buttressing up 
their darling system by such cowardly acts as this, they 
possess but a poor knowledge of human nature, at least as it 
exists at the N o r t h . 94

Southerners charged that the press of the North, religious and 
secular, misrepresented the Malcolm incident and used it to excite 
sympathy for a political party. The editor of the Louisville Bap
tist Banner knew Dr. Malcolm personally and he was sure that Dr. 
Malcolm would not have felt complimented by the attention drawn to 
him and the use made of him by political demagogues. 95 The Bibli
cal Recorder of North Carolina insisted that the affair was none of 
the North’s business. The only misrepresentation which the editor 
could specifically charge against the Northern press was the con
tention by the North that Dr. Malcolm had been dismissed only be
cause he had exercised his rights as a voter. The editor of the 
Raleigh paper agreed that Dr. Malcolm was conscientious and that he 
had a right to participate in the state election, but he argued 
that Dr. Malcolm should not have insisted on the exercise of this 
right. He advanced three reasons for this: first, the exercise of
this right had no connection with his duties as an officer of the 
college; secondly, his voting involved interference in a highly 
excited political contest; and finally, and most of all,, his vot
ing necessarily identified him to a great extent with the "hateful 
causes of abolitionists and foreign agitators." In addition he

9^ New York Evangelist, August JO, 1849, p. 138 
95 August 29, 1849.
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should have foreseen Just such antagonism as he aroused, according 
to the editor of the Recorder.^  Restraints at these points, of 
course, were exactly the ones which disturbed the North.

To a very considerable degree the denominational press of the 
North refrained from exploiting the moral results of the system 
from a sexual standpoint. Perhaps it was largely because of the 
reluctance to deal with a subject essentially taboo. It did not, 
however, go entirely unnoticed. The Boston Zion1s Herald referred 
to an advertisement for the sale of a mulatto girl described as of 
fine figure. "Who can fail to see what horrid appetites are pam
pered in this advertisement?" The editor pointed out that the 
girl was•as closely related to the white as to the Negro race, a 
fact which only served to make the chains of slavery more gal
ling. 97 He later saw a similar situation in which an Anti-Slavery 
Society was attempting to buy the daughter of a free woman of the 
North. In a letter, the dealer set the price at f:l800, stating 
that he had "two or three offers for Emily from gentlemen from the 
South. She is said to be the finest looking woman in the country." 
The editor asked, "Is it any wonder that good men become 'fanatics’ 
against an institution which involves such horrible evils? . . .
Is it not essentially iniquitous, intolerable and damnable?"9®

In various ways the editors tried to show the blighting econ
omic effects of the institution. This was an especially popular 
argument in conservative circles. The editor of the Presbyterian 
Advocate of Pittsburgh quoted remarks "truely and forcibly" made by

96 September 22, 1849.97 September 5, 1849, p. 142.
98 Zion's Herald, February 27, 1850, p. 34.
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a commercial journal to the effect that Pennsylvania and Ohio had 
economically far outstripped Virginia and Kentucky respectively be
cause Pennsylvania and Ohio were free states. He pointed out that 
the superior value of land in Ohio, greater production, and many 
more internal improvements left no doubt as to the blighting ef
fects of slavery in states like Virginia or Kentucky.^9 The pov
erty and degradation of the whites in South Carolina was attributed 
to this same blight.

The reason for interest in this line of argument was made 
quite clear. The Christian Watchman of Boston expected the opin
ions of a Carolinian regarding the retardation of wealth and popu
lation in the South, to be more candidly received because they

101dealt with "politico-economical” aspects of the system. The
editor of Zion's Herald, also of Boston, welcomed such information 
because "the avarice of the public may be appealed to perhaps, more 
successfully than its conscience." He gave statistics showing the 
economic growth of free over slave states as offering a conclusive 
argument against slavery. •*-0^ The Watchman of the Prairies of Chi
cago used the statistics of patents Issued to reach the same con
clusion, quoting from the Chicago Journal. Residents of free 
states had taken out 465 patents in a given period compared to 80 
taken out in the same period in the slave states.103 There was 
obvious disregard for any other economic factors as causes of this 
phenomenon.

99 Presbyterian Advocate, January 19, 1848, p. 50.
100 Zion's Herald, August 25, 1847, p. 13^*
101 parch 2IT, 1847, p. 49.
102 November 24, 1847, p. 186.
103 Watchman of the Prairies, October 26, 1347.
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Editors of the South, from their perspective, saw another form 

of blight, this time in the North. The editor of the Baptist Ban
ner had singled out reports which indicated a decline in the state 
of the church in the North. The Nashville Advocate made note of 
one such report and quoted the editor of the Banner to the effect 
that this declension was due to "the blighting influence of aboli
tion principles. The Biblical Recorder noted a series of anti
slavery resolutions passed by the Ashford Baptist Association of 
Connecticut. As a suitable and instructive commentary on the pro
ceedings, the editor quoted as follows: "The letters represent
the churches in a cold and dead state, and the statistics show a 
larger number of exclusions than Baptisms."105

In view of these arguments pro and con with regard to the sys
tem of slavery, and its effects, approaches to the questions of re
moval or amelioration of the system had to follow. The churches of 
the North looked to its containment and its ultimate removal. The 
churches of the South took an increased interest, during the period 
in question, in the amelioration of a system which they were more 
and more inclined to view as perpetual.

104 Nashville Advocate, November 6, 1846.
105 July 31, 1847.
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CHAPTER IV 
THE QUESTION OF EMANCIPATION

The definition of slavery in moral and theological terms 
placed the religious leaders of the North under obligation to act. 
Sin in society or in the person was an Intolerable condition. To a 
very great extent the action projected was simply that of discus
sion and agitation until the slaveholder saw the evil of his ways 
and took the initiative himself in removing the system. Northern 
church leaders were not disposed to recommend the violent overthrow 
of slavery in the states where it existed. They were, however, al
so committed to a doctrine of progress and perfection which created 
an Impatience -with any evil which seemed to be within reach.

William Hosmer, the editor of the Northern Advocate published
in western New York, most clearly expressed these views.

It requires but slight knowledge indeed to see that men are 
not what they should be. Evil is conspicuous, undeniable.
But yet there Is no sufficient conviction with most men, that 
anything can be done to remove it, and for want of this con
viction they yield themselves, age after age, to the domin
ion of error. There is a truth, however, that shall break 
the spell, and this truth is firmly fixed in the mind of him 
who Is to be the Instrument of deliverance. He sees that 
man tyas designed to rise, and that the goal of improvement 
is nothing short of perfection. Here we have the secret of 
those yearnings for advancement tvhich mark the philanthropist.
He is a witness of the wrongs of human nature, he sees sin 
and error domineering over those whom God intended to be free.1

Hosmer saw an urgent necessity for action, but again It was 
largely the action of "reproving." The "moral force" of which he 
spoke, however, had an immense potential for more aggressive ac- 

; tlon. "It would seem, that the time has come for men who cultivate

1 May 2, 18^9, P« 18.
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virtue, and who cherish a righteous repugnance to sin, to gather
up the moral force of their souls, and give the world some adequate
demonstration of their abhorrence of a system of such extensive

2and unmitigated wickedness.11 The human effort, of course, had 
providential sanction, but the assurance of ultimate providential 
action for the removal of slavery was no check on this activistic 
sentiment. According to Zion* s Herald of Boston it was "a most 
mischievous error to suppose that because Providence evidently 
destines an evil to pass away, therefore we must leave it to Provi
dence; rather let us labor the more energetically, because the more 
hopefully for its removal, for Providence must have means.

The responsibility for such labor was defined in very personal 
terms. Moral wrong was not charegable to corporate bodies, accord
ing to another New Englander, but to the individuals of the body. 
This doctrine of individual responsibility for national sins must 
be felt, before there can be any great improvement in the course 
of legislation. So long as nobody feels their [sins] guilt, nor
admits them to come to view as cases of conscience, how can we hope

4for improvement?"
There were those, even in the North, who took issue with 

these doctrines of radical reform, individual guilt.for social ills, 
and perfectionism. The editor of a Methodist ladies' magazine de
nied the efficacy of radical reform. He thought that reform could 
"only be effected by patient perseverance, by the gradual but

2 Hosmer, Higher Law, p. 172.
3 November 14, 1849, p. 182.
^ Watchman and Reflector, June 27 > 1350, p. 102.
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certain action on public opinion of reason and religion. A dif
ferent course impedes the progress of improvement, and renders 
evil worse. Slavery and intemperance have both gained ground by 
the intemperate zeal of their opponents.

The Christian Watchman of Boston carried a pointed criticism 
of the perfectionist doctrine. A correspondent, a native New Eng
lander, then a resident of the South, cited the more enlightened 
benevolence of the South and what the section had accomplished in 
practical ways and means for improving the lot of the Negro. "But 
here," he said, "they do not make a world of noise about it; aim
ing at no impossibilities— taking hold of the evil as they find it, 
not as they would have it— their work is a practical one."

The editor of the leading organ of the Methodist Episcopal 
Church also, in effect, attacked perfectionism. He counselled men 
to forego theories and speculations and to think of practical mat
ters in remedying existing evils. "Every effort of this sort 
should have a practical basis. We should not only consider the 
adaptation of the means to the end, but should also take into con
sideration the circumstances which constitute the essential condl- 
tions of success."

The doctrine of individual responsibility for corporate ac
tion was emphatically challenged by the Central Christian Herald 
of Cincinnati, a paper which was by no means pro-slavery. He was 
thinking primarily of preserving the unity of the church. "The

5 "Reformers and Reform," Ladles! Repository, XI (August, 1851), 
288.
o September 10, 18̂ -7, p. 1^5*
7 Advocate and Journal, December 26, 1850, p. 206.
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idea of organic sin," the editor said, "and organic responsibility

1 is imaginary. Men are responsible for what they think and say andI
do themselves, or what is done for them by their consent. Their 
connection with a body does not make them morally respoTisible for 
its acts unless they consent tb them.11 ®

It was to be expected that the South would go even beyond 
these exceptions to the more extreme interpretations of social 
morality, in view of the fact that men of this section preferred 
to consider slavery a political rather than a moral issue. The 
Southern Baptist of Charleston cited a warning that Calhoun had is
sued to Webster in 1833* Calhoun had said, "You will make your 
people believe they are responsible for this institution, and the 
day that that principle gets into their minds, and that feeling 
into their hearts, this Union will be at an end." The editor as
sumed that, to a very great extent, this had happened and that men 
of the North did feel a personal responsibility to rid themselves 
of slavery.9

A very able Southern spokesman Issued a warning against such
counsels of perfection as were found in the Northern Advocate,
while tacitly admitting the evils of slavery.

Our world exhibits, everywhere, the traces of sin— and if 
we tolerate nothing but what we may expect to find in a 
state of perfection or holiness, we must leave this scene 
of sublunary distraction. The education of States is a 
slow process. Their standards of rectitude slowly appro
ximate the standard of God, and in their ages of infancy, 
ignorance and blindness, they extabllsh many institutions

8 Central Christian Herald, January 30, 1851, p. 170.
9 April 30, 1851.
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upon false maxims, which cannot subsequently be extirpated 
without abandoning the whole of the real progress they have 
made, and reconstituting society afresh.

The Synod of South Carolina granted the relevance of the 
church and its doctrines to the progress and prosperity of society, 
Under the leadership of the above spokesman, its members refused 
to admit, however, "that it is the purpose of God, that . . . all 
ill shall be banished from this sublunary state, and earth be con
verted into a paradise, or that the proper end of the church is 
the direct promotion of universal good." The church was not, they 
insisted, commissioned to readjust the different elements of so
ciety, "to rearrange the distribution of its classes, or to change

11the forms of its political constitutions."
Southern editors were forced to face the realities that Nor

thern editors were Inclined to ignore while they were contending 
for the removal of slavery. Southern editors repeatedly called 
attention to the factors in the system which, in their view, re
quired realistic consideration. The editor of the Southern Advo
cate of Charleston declared that his suffrage would be in favor of 
any practical plan for freeing the slaves, and by practical he 
meant one that would be

safe to the white population and advantageous to the 
blacks. . . . But the question comes not before us in this 
shape. It is not about an abstract principle; it is en
tirely a practical, matter-of-fact affair. Slavery is up
on us”, it mingles in all the operations of business, agri
cultural or commercial; in short, it is interwoven with the 
very framework of society.12

10 Thornwell, Rights and Duties, p. 46.
11 Anderson, "Presbyterians Meet the Slavery Problem," p. 11.
12 August 4, 1848, p. 34.
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The editor then touched upon the problem which, as it appears 
from the religious press, was the most formidable barrier to any 
program for freeing the slaves, i.e., racial animosity. Mo sane 
man, he said, would consider freeing the hundreds of thousands of 
slaves to remain in the South. They could not, on the other hand, 
be sent northward because the attitude of the North was progres
sively hostile toward the free black. True, he said, Canada and 
New England were still open but unfortunately freedom was not an 
edible commodity and employment opportunities in those areas were 
by no means equal for the Negro. Under those circumstances no 
conscientious master would "consent to send his slaves to take 
rank as free men."^3

The very large element of the colored race in the population 
attracted the attention of the editor of a border state paper. The 
editor emphasized that the presence of the Negro on a large scale 
had to be taken into account in the future destinies of the repub
lic. He disputed the theory of "a certain class of philanthro
pists" who implied that eventually the Negro race would be placed 
upon an equality with the Anglo-Saxon race civilly, socially, and 
intellectually. Such a plan was, to him, utterly utopian.^ To 
many, it appeared that the Negro did not have the capacity for 
such a position and this view was not confined to the South. The 
Presbyterian Advocate published in Pittsburgh expressed a loathing 
for the political Inequality of the free Negro in the North, but 
the editor refused to enjoin commingling because the intellectual

13 Southern Advocate, August 4, 18^8, p. 3^* 
1^ Presbyterian Herald, June 26, 1851, P* 157«
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superiority of the white would debase the blacks even below their 
natural level.^

Nor was this feeling confined to Southern and Old School edi
tors. A Presbyterian of the New School found the Negro obviously 
incapable of self-government. Because of this, releasing the
slave from the master's guardianship would greatly harm the Negro 

1Aand society. ° Andother divine, in this case of the Old School, 
feared that a sudden emancipation of the slave before proper prep
aration might make him totally unable to enjoy liberty, make a liv
ing, or to avoid vlce.*^

This incapacity was not necessarily permanent in this minis
ter's view and in that of yet another of his denomination. The 
Princeton Bevlew declared that no man, white or black, had a right 
to any privileges which he was incompetent to exercise. Even per
sonal competence might not necessarily be the basis for the grant
of privilege if it did not serve also the interests of the commun
ity. This writer did not find, however, any justification in this

1 P,line of thought for perpetuating that incompetence. u He was con
vinced that it was folly to deny that the black was an inferior
race, a fact which history placed beyond dispute. "This was seen 
as leading naturally to an evil contempt and disregard for the 
rights and feelings of the black race when livlngoin association

15 Presbyterian Advocate, February 12, 1851, p. 62.
16 stiles, Speech on the Slavery Resolutions in the General 

Assembly, p. 13*
17 Robinson, Testimony and Practice of the Presbyterian Church, 

p. 109.18 "Emancipation," The Biblical Repertory and Princeton Review 
for the year 1850, XXII.(Gctdber), p.591.

8!
11 ■■ ■ -  -   *m
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with the white. Whenever emancipation was an issue then, it was 
to be expected that one of the strongest sources of opposition 
among the people would be this "pride of race" especially among 
the less cultivated of the whites. ^

There were, on the other hand, defenders of the Negroes' 
capacities. To Hosmer, editor of the Northern Advocate, the Negro 
had no more incapacity for government than he had for food. "Po
litical freedom," he said, "is only political justice, and all men 
are as ready for this description of justice, as for any other.
It will be as harmless to give them full freedom, as it would be 
to give them full light for the eye, or full air for the lungs, or 
full pay for honest dues."^^

A correspondent from Kentucky, writing for a Cincinnati pa
per, advanced the view that the Intellectual capacity of an indi
vidual or a people depended, to a great extent, upon the state of 
the society in which they lived, i.e., "the amount of liberty 
which they enjoy, the facilities for acquiring knowledge;--the pe
culiar circumstances with which they are surrounded." He attribut-

ied the inferior state of the African to the despotism under which 
he lived.21

Whether the rationalization of the racial prejudice involved 
the Negro's incapacity or something else, it loomed very large in 
in the minds of those who considered emancipation. Very few, North 
or South, were willing to accept the implications of the new racial

19 "Emancipation," Repertory and Review, p. 588.
20 Hosmer, Higher Law, pp. 152, 153«
21 Watchman of the Valley, February 3, 1848, p. 73*
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and social adjustment which would be required by the presence of 
more than three million free Negroes.

The sentiment in the declaration of the committee of citizens 
which met Calhoun when he returned from Congress in 184? was typi
cal and was echoed many times. The Philadelphia Christian Obser
ver, a New School journal with its circulation primarily Southern, 
summarized the statement. "Slavery is with them a political insti 
tution, by the maintenance of which the two races who inhabit the 
Southern States may live together, as experience demonstrates, in 
peace and prosperity; and the destruction of which, would involve 
the destruction of one or the other. Another Southern writer 
phrased a similar view in the form of a question: "Will Christian
ity ever allow us to manumit here our three millions of Africans—  

our three millions increased to five or ten millions? Will Christ 
ianlty, that unquestionably makes masters benevolent, ever satisfy 
us that it is possible for two such dissimilar races to dwell to
gether on equal terms?

A border state editor charged that the effort to set up the 
Negroes as republican citizens on equal terms was a subversive de
vice of the British and American abolitionists. The strength of 
the threat was in the fact that the Negro "should, by force, be 
freed throughout the South, left in the midst of their owners, and

piithey compelled to recognize their equality.11 In advancing a pro 
posal for emancipation a writer in the New York Advocate and

22 April 2, 1847, p. 55-
23 Anonymous, Christian Doctrine of Human Rights, p. 18
24 Baptist Banner, March 1, 1848.
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Journal included as a condition the removal of the freed slaves
from this country. He said in that connection:

It is impossible to disregard the voice of history, which 
declares, that two distinct races of men cannot dwell on the 
same soil, in the enjoyment of equal political and social 
rights and privileges; the one must subdue or exterminate 
the other. The only remaining alternative is amalgamation, 
which is not to be thought of.25

Amalgamation was universally feared and condemned, but espe
cially so in the South. The editor of the Baptist Banner gave an 
account from a secular paper of the North, of the arrest of a 
colored man for flogging a white man who had reportedly married a 
Negress. The editor’s comment was:

Now in our estimation, this heroical negro is a better judge 
of decent propriety and political economy than either the 
amalgamating white husband of the negress or the abolition- 
amalgamating, court and officials who deprived him of his 
liberty for doing an act of justice to the negro-hearted 
white man whom he flagellated.26

A Northern correspondent of the Advocate and Journal pointed, 
however, to another factor relevant to the question of amalgama
tion. The difficulty as he saw it was that "though amalgamation 
may not be thought of, in a scheme for the removal of slavery; 
yet, under the existence of slavery, it has been going on, until 
there are many of the slaves so white as to have lost all trace of 
the African; and multitudes more are of all shades from this to 
those who are half white." The question raised by the correspon
dent related to the propriety of forcing this class to Africa. ^

The editor of the Western Advocate was less disturbed by the

25 J. P. Durbin, "Plan for the Bemoval of Slavery," Advocate 
and Journal, February 10, 1843, p. 21.

26 July 9} 1846, p. 106.
27 March 24, 1847, p. 45.

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



www.manaraa.com

thought of the commingling of the races, but he did not feel that 
amalgamation would actually take place. The editor advocated that 
the Negroes be made free in due time whether they should find their 
homes finally in the United States or elsewhere. As to the circum
stances of color, that might be "left to the ameliorating opera
tion of truth, right, justice, mercy, and all the good tempers and 
operations of pure Christianity."2® He believed, however, that 
most freed slaves after a period of residence in the free states, 
or in many cases with their former masters, would in all probabili
ty emigrate to Africa or the West Indies to escape the disabili
ties of their social condition in this country.29

It was the view of such as the editor of the Northern Advo
cate which excited the': worst fears of the South. "Perhaps it is 
the design of Providence," he said, "that American slavery shall 
be the occasion of developing a principle new to the political 
world, though not new to Christianity, namely, the equality of ra
ces as well as of nations." He condemned the inconsistency of 
permitting white men to strike for their liberty as in the Ameri
can Revolution while making the Negro guilty of a high misdemeanor 
if he aimed for freedom.®0 He claimed that the South would be 
much more secure if slaves were freed and given the responsibili
ties of men. "Oppression and degredation," he said, "are provoca
tions of sedition and insurrection. Let the galling chains of the 
slave be broken off, and let his attachments be those of kind and

28 Western Advocate, February 5, 1847, p. 120.
29 November 5, 1847, p. 118.
30 Hosmer, Higher Law, pp. 189, 190.
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honorable dealing, and we hazard nothing in saying that he will be 
orderly and confiding. . . . That the South is in danger, may be 
true," he continued, "but if so, it is a danger created by its 
wickedness, and the only means of giving security is to banish the 
tyranny from which the danger arises

Even more revealing of the racial factor as a barrier to eman 
clpation than the discussion of the problem theoretically, were 
the many incidents and concrete measures which reflected racial 
feelings. The prejudice against the free Negro appeared in the 
North as well as in the South. The Cross and Journal of Columbus, 
Ohio, summed up some of the Indications of this. "They show them
selves in our statute books in the form of Black laws, they mani
fested themselves in the Mercer County proceedings against Ran
dolph’s slaves, and they thunder in the hundred thousand majority 
against negro suffrage in New York." The editor referred to this 
situation as "wrong, wicked, devilish," but it was a fact which he 
felt called upon to face in considering the problem of the removal 
of slavery. He considered all this as evidence that three million 
blacks could not immediately or in a few years settle in the free 
states without producing a violent explosion. To believe other
wise required more confidence in "the dignity of human nature" and 
"the natural goodness of man" than experience ever justified.32 
He was one of the few realists among the editors of his section.

To the Southern press the facts to which the Cross and Jour
nal referred were very intriguing Indeed. One of the incidents

31 Hosmer, Higher Law, p. 197.
32 November 27, 1846.
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which attracted much attention in that section was alluded to in
the Cross and Journal. This was the attempted resettlement of the
three hundred Randolph Negroes from Virginia, in Mercer County,
Ohio, after they had been manumitted by the will of their owner.
After extended litigation the will was executed by a Judge Leigh
who exhibited a sufficient interest in the prospects of the freed
slaves to himself sacrifice a very substantial legacy to witness
on their behalf. These Negroes were then conducted in a body to
Ohio where they expected to settle.33

Luther Lee, the capable editor of the Richmond Advocate,
pounced on the news that this group of Negroes had been met by a
mob and denied opportunity to settle in Mercer County.

The way the abolitionists love the Negro race is nothing to 
nobody. . . . The citizens of few states have been more 
zealous for the freedom of the Negro race than those of Ohio.
And yet they are not willing to allow them the privilege of 
settling within their State. The fact . . .  is as discre
ditable to their philanthropy, as it is illustrative of the 
hypocrisy of their humanity in the matter of their abolition
ism. They love the colored race mightily— at a distance!34

The Nashville Advocate had further comment.
When negroes are to be stolen, "life, fortune and sacred 
honor" are put in pledge to achieve the glorious larceny, 
but when legally emancipated slaves come peaceably among 
them asking only permission to live, they are hunted down 
and banished from every place. The benevolent spirit of 
modern Abolitionism is too ardently employed in the pious 
mission of slave-stealing to pay any attention to those al
ready enjoying the great blessing of freedom among them.35

The Baptist Banner of Louisville used the same occasion to
comment on the wish of the North to confine all free Negroes to the

33 Cross and Journal, July 24, 1846. Mercer County is on the 
Ohio-Indlana border in West Central Ohio.

34 July 23, 1846, p. 82.
35 December 10, 1847.

J
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slave states in spite of Northern sympathy for them.-^ The editor 
later observed:

Their zeal for the slave is boundless, burning with intense 
fervor; even to the consuming of all the masters on earth 
if need, be, to effect the freedom of the slave; provided 
the masters are made to bear all the expense, the trouble 
and disadvantage of the emancipation and settlement among 
them: but if the free States are to bear any part in any
of its consequences, their charity for the slave ceases.57

His colleague of the North Carolina Biblical Recorder reminded the 
North further, that had a similar incident been perpetrated in the 
South, it would have been shouted from the house tops.5®

The press in Ohio was almost equally critical of this action 
by the citizens of Mercer County. It was Identified by the Cross 
and Journal of Columbus as a manifestation of racial hatred which, 
as has been noted, was listed as one fact which greatly complicated 
the prospects of emancipation.39 This editor had previously con
demned the spirit of mobocracy and the actions of the white men on 
this occasion, but he thought it might have been due to recent im
migrants and specifically to the Catholic D u t c h . T h e  Watchman
of the Valley of Cincinnati also condemned this mob action in 

41retrospect.
This incident was simply a dramatic Instance of a sentiment 

written into the "black laws" of states in the North, Imposing re
strictions upon the rights and liberties of the free Negro. Is
sues in regard to such laws were current in various states of the

36 Baptist Banner, October 29, 1846, p. 171.
37 December 10, 1846, p. 194.
38 May 23, 1846.
39 November 27, 1846.
40 July 24, 1846.
41 January 14, 1847, p. 61.
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North at this time. The religious press in the North consistently 
opposed such enactments. The Cross and Journal, which, as a rule, 
offered a more profound analysis of the slavery question than the 
average paper, condemned the injustice of the requirement of the 
Negro in Ohio to post security for good behaviour, the taxing of 
the colored man’s property while denying him access to the benefits 
of the poor tax, and the denial of the rights to give testimony and 
to peaceably acquire property. The editor charged that it was 
within the power of the church to ameliorate the condition of the 
free Negro and urged action when the state legislature met in the 
winter.^

Another Ohio editor thought it would be more appropriate to 
require surety in the opposite direction in view of the mob action 
against the Negroes in Mercer County.^3 He hoped that public opin
ion might eventually avail against the activities of the political 
parties and that more politicians even, might develop a higher
moral sense so that the Negro might eventually receive a fair

A/Uchance in the contest for preferment.
A bill to repeal the Ohio "black laws" was killed in 1847 by 

a decisive vote in the state Senate, much to the regret of the Ohio 
correspondent of the New York Evangelist. He regarded the outlook 
as not hopeful. "In fact," he said, "so much of the Southern feel
ing pervades our rulers as well as the people, that it will require 
a great revolution to accomplish this simple act of justice to our

42 July 24, 1846.
43 Watchman of the Valley, January 14, 1847, p. 61
44 ibid., January 21, p. 66.
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own character as a State, and to colored citizens."^
This issue reached the legislature again in the following 

year. The Western Advocate of Cincinnati reported the failure 
again of the repeal of this "disgrace to the statute-books of any 
civilized country." This did not enhance the editor's respect for 
politicians. "Partisan politicians," he said, "when candidates 
for office, and party meetings in their resolutions, have denounced 
these laws; and yet when the time came to vote them out of the
statutes, the motion signally failed." This caused him to almost
add another to the endorsements of the Free Soil Party, then ac
tive. "Such a moral wrong is well calculated to lead every good 
citizen, who hates oppression, to seek a better form of political 
parties, than either of the two leading parties which are now 
striving for mastery. Finally in 18*1-9 the New York Evangelist 
had the pleasure of reporting the repeal of Ohio's "absurd, inhu
man Black Laws. The Watchman of the Prairies of Chicago attri
buted this success to the efforts of the Free Soil Party and pre-

kodieted a similar result in Illinois. °
Illinois and other states as well faced issues relating to

the civil liberties of the free Negro. The states of New York, 
Illinois, and Connecticut and the Territory of Wisconsin faced 
the question of Negro suffrage during this period. The Northern 
religious press consistently supported the cause of Negro rights 
in these instances. The New Englander dealt in general with the

^  Kew YQI*k Evangelist, February 18, 1847, p. 28.
46 February 25, 1848, p. 183*
47 February 15, 1849, p. 26.
48 February 27, 1849.
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S question of such' suffrage. It pled for the extension of the fran- 
I chise to the colored citizens of the free states and for a perfect 
equality of political rights. ^  When the suffrage issue was placed

I before the people of New York, the Northern Advocate of that state reminded; its readers that foreigners received the franchise after 
five years; hence, it was Inconsistent to deny the Negro the vote 
when America was his native land. Permitting the Negro equal suf- 

I frage would exalt him without degrading the white man. The editor 
further condemned the neglect of the mental, moral, and social con
dition of free colored people.^0 He noted the results of the 
election with regret but attributed the failure to give the Negro 
equal suffrage "to the large number of Irish voters who in all our 
cities manifest the strongest antipathy to the free colored popu
lation."-^

I One area which did extend suffrage to the Negro at this time
| was Wisconsin. In the Constitutional Convention a vote of 53-46 
1 conferred suffrage on the free Negro. This Incident attracted the 
1 notice of the Georgia Christian Index which carried it as news 
| without comment. The announcement also carried a hint of distress 
f at the preparation of Wisconsin, and eventually Minnesota, for state- 
§ hood within a few years with their Senators and legion of House 
I members.̂ 2
1 As with the Mercer County incident many Southern editors
I found occasion to openly chide the North for the denial of rights

I 49 "Extension of the Elective Franchise to the Colored Citizens 
of the Free States," V (October, 1847), p. 527.

50 October 21, 1846, p. 118.
51 November 11, 1846, p. 130*
52 January 14, 1847, p. 23.
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to the free Negro. In the convention held In Illinois in 1847 for
amending the constitution, the extension of suffrage to the free
Negro was defeated by a vote of I37 to 7. The editor of the Old
School Journal of Louisville, the Presbyterian Herald, an ardent
colonizatlonist, reported this with the comment:

A few more such triumphs on the part of the abolitionists 
will, we trust, open their eyes to the fact that, with all 
its difficulties, it will be an easier matter to colonize 
our free Negroes on the coast of Africa than to elevate them 
to a political and social equality with the white people of 
this country.

In the light of this action, the editor asked, "Is this the fruit 
of all the abolition agitation in Illinois?”53

This action in Illinois drew further comment from another 
border state. A Dr. A. Bullard of St. Louis was quoted by the 
Watchman of the Prairies of Chicago as he castigated the people of 
Illinois for the oppressive clauses written into their constitu
tion. He was sure that the people of Missouri would be willing to 
make a greater pecuniary sacrifice to get rid of slavery than any 
free state and that his own state would never be guilty of such 
oppression as was Illinois. The editor of the Watchman accepted 
the humiliation associated with these provisions of Illinois law.
He had been bewildered originally when the free Negroes had been 
excluded from coming into his state, having regarded this action as 
a "gross violation of personal liberty.

In the face of a similar issue Connecticut, by a majority of 
three to one, voted against striking out the word "white" from its

53 July 8, 1847.54 Quoted in Zion * s Herald, January 24, 1849, p. 14.
55 Watchman of the Prairies, March 28, 1848.
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constitution so as to give the Negro equal freedom. To the editor 
of the Baptist Banner of Kentucky this was "proof positive that 
even abolitionism itself is not prepared to practice ipon the 
principles it wishes to force upon the South. Shame upon such in
consistency . “56

But the Northern church press was not itself inconsistent for 
it never endorsed such action. In fact, it usually openly sup
ported the opposite ends as did the editor of the Watchman and Re
flector of Boston when he unequivocally faced the issue of segreg
ation in the local school system. "Strange as it may seem there 
is really amongst us, and that to a foolish if not a sinful ex
tent, a bitterer prejudice against colored people than exists in 
some of the slave states. That prejudice, if it did not work 
positive harm to the weaker party, might be suffered to pass un
noticed." In fact, he contended, it did the Negro a grave wrong, 
and wounded society itself, in addition to which it was contrary 
to the principle of the laws of the state. He condemned the mak
ing of color a cause of caste to be perpetuated through the public 
schools. He pointed to the fact that surrounding towns got along 
very well with white and Negro children attending school togeth
er. 5"?

A member of the Boston school board replied by disclaiming 
prejudice while Insisting on the inferiority and distinctiveness 
of the Negro, not only physically, but mentally and morally as 
well. The editor's comment was, "There is clearly in the above no

56 October 28, 1847, p. 170.
57 August 30, 1849, p. 138.
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prejudice against color, only a very good-natured, but somewhat 
obstinate, 'forgone conclusion' against race."^®

Against the background of such nationwide evidences of racial 
prejudice, thoughtful observers viewed the problem of emancipa
tion. The Cross and Journal of Ohio showed a keen grasp of the 
difficulties which confronted those interested in genuine reform. 
"In all our schemes of reform, in which the mass is concerned," 
the editor said, "we cannot count on the existence of Christian 
principle, strictly so called. Christian truth is tolerated in 
this country, to be sure, but never yielded to by the 'million,' 
when it crosses either their interests, or their prejudices, or 
their wills." The question was, then, not what was to be done in 
terms of what things ought to be, but what could be done in the 
face of the fact that men acted "taking their interests, their 
prejudice, and their wills as their guide.

He saw the difficulties enhanced by the fact that not only 
was freedom demanded for the slave, but that the same spirit demand
ed equality for the free Negro. "It demands that the slave now 
cringing beneath his master's lash, be raised to his feet, placed 
on the same level with that master, and the two walk on together 
in society in peace and harmony, loving and being loved." He 
could find no human power that could accomplish this result against 
the background of his ora frank recognition of existing barriers 
to such progress, the chief of which was prejudice. "It must be 
a creative power, a power that can change both hearts, reverse the

58 Watchman and Reflector, September 13, 1849, P- 1̂ 6.
59 November 27, 1846.
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workings of the whole inward machinery of man, and alter the whole 
framework of society." He believed that such a power existed.^®

This editor was not alone in seeing the depth of the dilemma.
The editor of the Presbyterian Advocate of Pittsburgh said: i||

The present state of things is this. The slave States are I
legislating in every possible way to crowd out the free 
blacks into the free States. Porseeing evils from this, 
many of the free States are imitating the legislation of i
the slave States . . . .  Now it is easy to see that a crisis 
is here forming which calls for the exercise of all the 
wisdom and benevolence that is available for this unfor
tunate race of people.

This all suggested to him that the finger of God was pointing to j
colonization as the answer and he welcomed the upsurge of interest
in that scheme, a scheme which the Cross and Journal had reject- |

I Ied as obsolete. The editor of the Presbyterian Advocate be- i

I* lieved that the rate of growth of racial hostility exceeded the 1 
rapidity with which abolitionism grew. He saw, therefore, no I

practical alternative to.colonization if the Negroes were to be 1 
freed. ^  I

The statement of the Rev. J. M. Peck to the Illinois legisla- 1 
I ture in 1850 also accurately depicted the difficulties of emanci- | 
I pation against the background of race prejudice and offered the 1 
| same alternative.
I The people of Illinois In adopting that section of their
I new constitution, three years since, gave a majority in its
I favor of more than thirty thousand votes. How, then, can
I it be expected that slaveholding States will emancipate
i their slaves when the free States refuse to receive the
!

60 Gross and Journal, November 27, 1846.
61 April 16, 1851» p. 97-62 November 2?, 1846.
63 September 24, 1851, P* 190.
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African race when free? There are insuperable objections 
against the two races living together. This is the strong 
objection to the emancipation of slaves. Call it prejudice 1
against color, or what you please, it is a barrier that can- jI not be surmounted.

The only star of hope remaining was the continent of Africa.^

In the period of Intense anti-slavery activity during the 
1830's, opposition to the plan to colonize free Negroes in Africa

I grew out of the fact that .it was felt to be an adjunct of the pro
slavery cause, being offered as a device to protect the slaveholder 
from the embarrassment of the presence of the free Negro. The 
Boston Zion's Herald felt that two new concerns had, by 1850, come 
to dominate the Colonization Societies' interest which called for 
a changed attitude on the part of anti-slavery people. They were

J the emphasis on the colonization of Africa by voluntary immigra-

Ition and the interest shown in the suppression of the slave trade 
as free colonies were established on the African coast. As long 
as colonization remained within that sphere this editor gladly of
fered his support and commended it to the vigilant patronage of 
his friends.^ The Western Advocate was similarly cautious but 
approved colonization, nevertheless, because it would not only pro
mote general emancipation, but also the civilizing and Christian-

I 66i lzing of Africa. This latter point, of course, the churches
| /fn iJ stressed very much, ' and even expected such a program, if African 

colonies prospered, to have a salutary influence in respect to the

 ______________________________________
6b J. M. Peck, Duties of American Citizens; A Discourse 

Preached at the State-House, Springfield, Illinois, January 26, j
1851 (St. Louis, 1851), p. 22. I

^ 5  January 30, 1850, p. 18. |
66 November 13, 1846, p. 122. I
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condition of the Negroes who remained here.
There were only a few in the North who troubled themselves to 

challenge the colonization program on the grounds that it was not 
practical. The conservative editor of the Boston Christian Watch
man, while noting the increased favor which the idea enjoyed, had
not and would not advocate the scheme because he had never fully

f.qbelieved in its practicability. 7 The New York Baptist Register
tentatively endorsed the program but warned of the necessity of
being sure that the quality of the immigrants, and even the quantity,
was such as to sustain the "administration of a government in a
state of Infancy and feebleness" as was that of Liberia, made an

70 independent republic in 1848.
Colonization received a varied endorsement in the South as 

well. This section t*ras not so much inclined, hoiyever, to think of 
it as an adjunct to emancipation but as providing a place for those 
free Negroes to go who had, under existing circumstances, attained 
their freedom.

The editor of the Richmond Advocate was a long standing 
friend of colonization who saw in it relief for the South from the 
residence of the free Negro, a relief which would never come from 
the North.

The blind fanaticism of the North, with its mock-philan- 
thropy, would spend thousands, yes even blood as well as 
treasure, to entice the slave from his master, whose condi
tion is absolutely a princely one compared to that of a 
majority of our free colored population, while this abject

68 zion1s Herald, February 6, 1851, p. 22.
69 September 10, 184-7, p. 145.
70 March 21, 1850, p. 30.
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and suffering portion of our community has no part In their 
sympathies, and would not be permitted even to enter the pure region of Northern civilization.71

The editor of the Nashville Advocate held views similar to those of 
the Richmond paper, in regard to colonization, with an additional 
note to the effect that "one collateral evidence of its goodness 
is, that it is more bitterly opposed by ultra abolitionism than 
even Southern slavery i s . "72

But there were those in the South who frankly opposed coloni
zation. The Southern Baptist of Charleston opposed it so long as 
it carried any suggestion of indirect challenge to the system of 
slavery. Its editor said, "If slavery is wrong, we will yield it 
freely and of right. If it is not wrong, but, on the contrary, the 
best system of servitude, then we will have no intermeddling either 
of societies or of government."73 The anonymous Southern author 
of a pamphlet rejected colonization relative to emancipation for 
very practical reasons, scoffing at the prospect of a free and 
strong Liberia and the availability of the resources within the 
United States to secure compensated emancipation and coloniza
tion. 7^

In spite of mixed feelings regarding colonization, nearly 
every scheme of emancipation provided for it in some form. Only 
occasionally were such plans offered to the public through the 
religious press, but such as were offered as food for thought

71 Richmond Advocate, May 9, 1850, p. 74.
72 February 1, 1850.
73 March 5» 1851.74 Anonymous, A System of Prospective Emancipation, Advocated 

in Kentucky, by Robert J. Breckinridge, D.D., and Urged and Sup
ported in the Princeton Review, in Article VI,— October, 1849: Ex- 
amlnecC By a~TTresbytefTan~Tn"~:EKe Far South (CEarleston, 185O). p. 15*
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1 usually provided for some form of compensation to the owners, and 
for the colonization, usually In Africa, of the slaves thus freed7^ 

The South tended to reject all such specific plans, though of
ten giving Northern truculence as a reason for skepticism in re
gard to them. A border state paper, the Baptist Banner, discussed 
one plan which Included colonization on the public domain, using 
the full resources of the Federal Government in emancipation. The 
residence on the public domain was not expected to be permanent, 
but to offer the opportunity for an apprenticeship in freedom, af
ter which the free Negro would be transported to Liberia. The 
editor was sure, however, that ultra abolitionists of the North 
would oppose the plan and perhaps a few Southern ultraists also.
He had no real confidence in it.?^

It was a fact that anti-slavery papers in the North were op
posed to offering compensation to the slaveholder to give up some
thing that was a sin. The editor of the Watchman of the Prairies
of Chicago said, "If slavery be morally wrong in itself and a vio- 

i lation of personal liberty, civil rights, and that commercial
Intercourse to which all men are entitled, we cannot see that any
one is under any obligation to pay slaveholders for ceasing to do 

| wrong."^7
I! There was little real confidence expressed in any section in
I plans of emancipation. The reason for this feeling in the South

1 75 For examples of such plans see the Advocate and Journal,
1 February 10, 18*4-7, p. 21; Zion1 s Herald, February 17, 1847, p. 26;
| Western Advocate, June 13, 1849, p. 94.
I 75~"Sept ember 12, 1849.
1 77 March 6, 1849.
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I was that the Southerners had come, to a very large extent, to ac
cept slavery as the best if not the only possible arrangement.
This was true of the anonymous writer who criticized a plan of 
emancipation put forth by the Princeton Review. After showing that 
the resources of the nation would not permit the financing of the 
scheme, he condemned all such schemes as visionary. But, most im
portant, they were unnecessary. "God has doomed the African race 
to slavery, for ages past, and so far as we can see, for ages to 
come."’'7® The South was also extremely reluctant to give sanction

a

to any plan which gave Congress any control over their domestic 
institution.The Baptist Banner of Louisville was very insistent 
that any plan must respect the laws of the slaveholding states and 

| their social organization and no practical plan then seemed to be 
1 available that would harmonize with those needs.®0
I The views of the Cross and Journal of Columbus, Ohio, have |
1 already been cited as exceptional in another connection. The views I
I of the editor are also exceptional in connection with the specific I
I question of emancipation. The position of this paper is signifi- I
I cant not because of the influence it had nor alone for the percep- I

tion it demonstrated, but for the fact that the view expressed at- I
tracted little if any attention in the North, and went unappreciat
ed in the South. The Cross and Journal offered a careful analysis 
of slavery and the prospects of emancipation. The editor had re
jected colonization as obsolete, just as he rejected the idea of a

i 78 Anonymous, System of Prospective Emancipation, p. 22.
79 Southern view quoted in Advocate and Journal, February 10,

1847. p. 21. ;80 April 15> 1847, p. 58.
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forced emancipation. He felt that any successful plan must be ac
ceptable to the slaveholder and have his full cooperation. He al
so rejected the optimism some expressed with regard to appealing 
to the self-interest of the slaveholder since "men's prejudices 
are stronger than their i n t e r e s t s . T h e  editor of this paper 
was just as convinced as anyone that slavery was a sin which cried 
for removal, an opinion that had been singled out from all else 
he had said by the Christian Index of Georgia.

But the editor of the Cross and Journal refused to charge that 
I slave owners had any peculiar faculties for sinning. "The slave- 
holding spirit . . . does prevail in the North, and we have more 
than once heard the crack of the slaveholder's whip, from those 
who never saw an African slave." His indictment of the North was 
sweeping. He saw this spirit in those who would pass, by threats, 
anti-slavery resolutions in ecclesiastical bodies or those who, 
in the same spirit, prevented their passage. Intemperance and 
coveteousness were productive of many of the evils of slavery, such 
as that coveteousness which forced women to work for ten cents a 
day, a sum less than that required to maintain a slave, and a sum 
which strongly encouraged a loss of virtue. The power of the 
creditor over the debtor, "as tyrannically used as that of the 
master over the slave," was another Northern sin which he con
fessed, declaring that if "all these instances be paraded in a 
book after the manner of 'Slavery as it is' . . .we should all be 
astonished at the aggregate of 'northern oppression.'"®-*

81 Cross and Journal, December 4, 1846.
82 Christian Index, November 13, 1846.
83 Cross and Journal, December 11, 1846.
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Interestingly enough, the editor of the Cross and Journal 

recommended an aggressive spirit toward reformation. It was en
joined upon the Christian to go out and search for evil and eradi
cate it, "to clear the rubbish from a fallen world," but he quali-

Ified this zeal in a way that his Northern contemporaries frequently did not. It was to be done in a gentle spirit and a patient one, 
however contrary to the spirit of the age those qualities might be. 
He complained of the excessive speed and recklessness of the age in 
general, then warned his contemporaries that "great moral, like 
physical changes, require time for their introduction." He managed 
to find the scripture that inculcated the sowing of the seed and

ohthe patient waiting for the harvest. To him prudence and expe-I diency were not terms of opprobrium as they were to so many anti
slavery m e n . ® ^

In approaching a specific answer to the manner of removing 
the evil, the editor of the Journal candidly acknowledged that such 
guilt as there was for the system was national, not sectional. As 
the whole community was guilty the burden of its voluntary removal

I must be assumed by all. -The good of the master as well as the
slave must be considered. This editor did not offer a specific

plan of emancipation. His only specific recommendation was for the
calling of a convention

from the free and slave States, composed of those from the 
former who are willing to acknowledge that a slaveholder 
may be a Christian, and from the latter of those who ack
nowledge that slavery is an evil that ought to be abolished.
84 December 18, 1846.
85 January 15, 1847.
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. . . Let this convention digest some definite and feasible 
plan, and let that plan be steadily pursued, till one State 
after another is rid of the curse of slavery.— Let such a 
convention be once held, and the abolition of slavery would 
be half accomplished.86

The discussion at this conclave was to exclude all questions of 
politics and sectarianism. The editor was quite willing that any 
plan coming from such a group should proceed on the basis of one 
area or state at a time. He refused to minimize the immense cost 
to all of any satisfactory procedure in emancipation, but he con
sidered the end vrorth it.^?

The views of the editor of the Cross and Journal were chal
lenged XATithin his own constituency on the basis both that the sug
gestions were impractical and that they were not severe enough in

ODdealing with such a sin as slavery. They were challenged in the 
South because the editor had called slavery a sin and his magna
nimity was practically overlooked. Otherwise it attracted little 
if any notice. That such a modest suggestion in view of the in
creasing pressure of the issue of slavery, was in fact so impracti
cal at the time, and attracted so little attention, is a signifi
cant commentary on the state of feeling in the nation.

There were some trends, most of them very minor, in border 
states during these years, which created a flurry of optimism in 
Northern journals when it looked as though emancipation might ac
tually occur at the initiative of a state. The most Important of 
these was the emancipation movement in Kentucky which focussed in

86 cross and Journal, January 8, 1847.
87 January 15, 1847.
88 March 12, 1847.
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the election of delegates to a constitutional convention in 1849* I
A slate of candidates ran on the issue of whether or not a provi- *
sion for gradual emancipation should be included in the new con- j
stitutlon. The avid interest in the emancipation movement in Ken- 1
tucky and the exaggerated optimism expressed in all sections of I

I the Northern press in regard to it, bear witness to the editor^ I
belief in and hope for a constitutional method in the elimination 1

of slavery which would be respectful of the volition of the states. I
The issue in Kentucky drew notice even before it came to a climax. 1
The Watchman of the Prairies of Chicago, late in 1847, expected |
Kentucky to join the ranks of the free states in the near future
simply because of a more open discussion of the question.

I The early optimism of the Northern Advocate was based on the
probable calling of a constitutional convention. The editor enter
tained little doubt that such a convention would provide for at

9 0  ii least gradual emancipation.7 The Western Advocate,just across the
II river from Kentucky,was also optimistic. Denying the adverse ef

fect of Northern agitation upon the possibility of emancipation, 
the editor said, "We trust the fine state Kentucky will soon be rid 
of slavery by the exertion of her own s o n s . " 9 1  The Boston Zion*s

I Herald shared the general optimism of the North, citing the fact 
that four fifths of the people of Kentucky were non-slaveholders, 
many of whom must surely be opposed to slavery.9289 December 28, 1847.

90 September 13, 1848, p. 95*
91 November 5, 1847, p. 118.
92 October 25, 1848, p. 170.
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It was to be expected that Kentucky editors would show an 

Interest in this issue. As the subject of emancipation arose, the 
Louisville Presbyterian Herald predicted an increase in the dis
cussion of the question of slavery from the stump, from the press, 
from Congress, and even in conversation. The editor gave his views, 
agreeing with many others even in his own section, that slavery was 
an incubus on prosperity. He believed that God had not made a ser
vant race as some ultras believed, but he did not believe, with 
the abolitionists, that slavery was a s ln .^ 3  The Baptist Banner, 
also of Louisville, refrained for a long time from entering the 
discussion, partly because of the political nature of the question 
and partly because he did not want to disturb "the religious 
peace." The editor resolved to give a brief summary of his views, 
however, in the hope that it would stimulate people to think of 
the issue and investigate it for themselves.^ He carried a ser
ies of editorials from April 11 through May 16 on slavery In gen
eral in which he expressed hope that the Negroes would be so eleva
ted eventually in art, science, and religion that "they will be 
useless as slaves," at which point their owners would "cheerfully 
surrender them to be transplanted to . . . the great African Re
public. ..95

The editor of the Banner opposed any interference with the 
Kentucky constitution as it then provided for the subject, because 
the original had been adopted as a compromise when heads were
clearer than under the influence of the ultraism of the day. 96

93 March 1, 184-9 •
94- April 11, 184-9-
95 May 2, 184-9.
96 May 9, 184-9.

J
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This editor considered the issue a state issue and felt that the 
church should remain aloof. He expressed the fear, too, that many 
ministers were agitating for political purposes of their oiath.^? He 
saw the abolitionists using the churches "to get up a religious ex
citement upon the slavery question, . . . hoping thereby to get up 
an influence in their favor, which they could not do politically."^® 

There was much active participation by ministers in the cam
paign to elect delegates to the convention. A Rev. John L. Waller, 
a Baptist, announced as a pro-slavery candidate in Woodford County. 
The Central Watchman of Cincinnati, whose correspondent was a na
tive of Kentucky, hoped for a severe rebuke from the public for a 
minister who would advocate perpetual slavery. Most ministerial 
activity, however, where there was such, seemed to be directed 
toward emancipation. The same editorial described the work of Dr.
R. J. Brekinrldge in his opposition to slavery at a meeting of the 
Friends of Emancipation. This position the editor found typical of 
Presbyterian ministers and laymen, both Old and New Schools through
out Kentucky, as they rallied to support gradual emancipation "al
most to a man." The correspondents last word was to warn the North 
to keep "hands off." He said, "Don't hinder us by trying to help 
us."99 One week later the editor of the Watchman again referred to 
the Interest of ministers in emancipation, citing a Whig paper, the 
Cincinnati Atlas, relative to the numerous clergy at the meeting of 
the Friends of Emancipation.

97 The Baptist Banner, July 26, 1849.
98 August 22, 1849.
99 April 27, 1849, p. 14.100 Central Watchman, May 4, 1849, p. 18.
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This activity on behalf of emancipation was apparently not so 8 

characteristic of the Methodist Church. The editor of Zion1s Herald 6 
of Boston criticized his Southern colleagues for their inactivity 8 
on behalf of emancipation. Said he, "Not an article, so far as we S
have observed, has appeared in any Southern Methodist paper in fa- 8

I vor of the Kentucky movement. . . . There is a serious,— we are j
a about to say, an immeasureable guilt, in this indifference of the j 

M. E. Church, South." He felt that the Methodist ministers of Ken- 0 
tucky were sufficiently numerous and influential that they could 
control the situation in favor of emancipation.101 Later, however, 
he noticed that a minister of the Methodist Church was among the I 
Baptists and Presbyterians laboring in earnest for emancipation and 
he urged his fellows to "rush into the field to labor."102

The editor of the Nashville Advocate broke his silence on the 
I subject under this provocation from the Boston Zion1s Herald. He 

disclaimed any intention to meddle in Kentucky’s affairs himself I
and he was deeply resentful of Northern interference and particu- J
larly that from Zion * s Herald. The true procedure, he Insisted, 
was that adopted by the Southern church in going forward on the 
"higher authority of the Bible," preaching to the Negroes and con
verting them, by the thousands, annually. Were Northern abolition
ists to take their place in that work, he said, "blast and mildew" 
would fall on the church.10^

Widely distributed opinion from the press of the North indi
cated much pleasure over Clay's endorsement of emancipation in

101 June 27, 1849, p. 102.
102 July 5, 1848, p. 106.103 Nashville Advocate, August 31, 1849.
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Kentucky and in his active participation in the movement. Clay 
had, in a letter that appeared in the Lexington Reporter, enclosed 
a scheme of gradual emancipation with complete separation of the 
two races through colonization. The editor of a Cincinnati paper 3 
vievred this interest of Clay as an important gain for freedom 1
since Clay was expected to attract a majority of his state to the j 
cause locally, and would very likely, in the United States Senate, a 
support the restriction of slavery in the territories.^0^ The I
Western Advocate, another Cincinnati paper, carried Clay's letter j 
rejoicing over this position on the part of so distinguished a I
statesman. The very gradual plan of compensated emancipation I
which Clay outlined, he did not discuss, leaving that to the citi- § 
zens of the state of Kentucky

Hosmer of the Northern Advocate, shared his pleasure with his 
readers, a pleasure derived from such a statement by one of Clay's j 
"great prominence in the political world, for the last forty years, J 
his residence in a slave State, and his popularity with the now I 
dominant party in politics." All this combined to make Clay's let- j 
ter of endorsement an Important document. Hosmer had reservations | 
concerning the gradual approach, but he recognized that this was j

1 rt/fthe best that could be expected from the source. wo Later he com
pared Clay somewhat unfavorably with Senator Benton who "like a 
farseeing, bold and honest politician" appealed for the non-exten
sion of slavery and the "power of Congress to prevent it in all

104 Watchman of the Valley, March 8, 1849, p. 94.
1°5 March 14, 1849, p. 41.
106 March 21, 1849, p. 202.
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8 the Territories."^'0''7 The Watchman and. Beflector also took issue 

with the specifics of Clay’s plan of emancipation but its editor I
was much impressed by his anti-slavery argument and the Importance 8

1 nfi Iof his association with the movement. I
Not even Clay, however, could carry the issue. The defeat |

of the emancipation candidates in every district was greeted in the I
I North with a distress commensurate with the earlier optimism. This 8 

failure demonstrated to the editor of the New York Evangelist "how 
fearfully the poison of slavery has affected the mass of the peo
ple, and how desperate and earnest is to be the struggle by which 
the country is to be eviscerated of the terrible evil."10^ The 
Northern Advocate offered this combination of disappointment and 
consolation:

The subject has been strongly discussed, and light has beenI shed upon it which will yet work its legitimate effects.
But that, at this late day, with such convincing proofs be
fore them of the identity of freedom with their prosperity, 
as well as honor, Kentucky should not have a single district 
really to take a stand for emancipation, is a fact both mel
ancholy and instructive.110
The very moderate Presbyterian Advocate also offered consola

tion to its readers based upon the 10,394 votes received by eman
cipation candidates. It qhoted the St. Louis Courier to the ef
fect that emancipation was not dead in Kentucky, that the movement 
actually accomplished wonders, and that the Friends of Emancipation 
were proceeding with a thorough organization of the state in spite 
of their defeat.111

107 Northern Advocate, June 27, 1849, P» 51•
108 March 22, 1849, p. 47.
109 August 23, 18*1-9, p. 134.
110 August 29, 1849, p. 86.111 Presbyterian Advocate, September 26, 1849, p. 622.
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The Princeton Review, also conservative, declared that'the 

failure was not due to the Presbyterian Church, regarding with 
satisfaction the activities of that group. The failure, as the

I editor saw it, was due to "the unhealthy state of the public mind 
produced by the abolition controversy, and to the want of prepara-

112 Stion on the part of the people." This periodical gave a large g
place also, as a factor in defeat, to a racial antagonism complica
ted by the class prejudice of the white l a b o r e r . T h e  editor of 
the Central Christian Herald of Cincinnati was encouraged to be
lieve that the more democratic provisions of the new constitution 
would finally lead to emancipation, particularly in view of the

I fact that the dominance of the slave owner 'was challenged in the
114changed basis of representation.

While the North had looked with fond hopes upon this border 
state movement, the state of Kentucky and the South in general 
rather emphatically rejected it. As something of an alternative 
to emancipation, the Methodists, Baptists, and Presbyterians in
the South took an increasingly active interest in the religious j

Swelfare of the slave and in teaching the proper duties of both j

parties in the master-slave relation. Accepting providential sanc
tion for slavery, by no means allowed for the abuse of the rela
tionship by the master, God "has plainly defined our duties, as 
masters," said one writer, "to make them happy and comfortable in 
their bondage, and to give them the gospel; and we own and endeav
our to fill these^obligations in a degree, which is increasing

112 "Emancipation," Repertory and Princeton Review, p. 586.
113 Ibid., pp. 53?,
11^ January 3, 1850, p. 15^»
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every year."^^

There is no question but that this activity was greatly en
couraged and accelerated during these years. Papers abound with 
reports of the action of synods, conferences, and conventions in

I the South toward the end that the Negro be instructed in the Gos
pel. The Southern Advocate proudly called attention to the "mis
sions to the blacks" as "the glory of Southern Methodism," mis-

1 *1 ̂sions which had had widespread sympathy, support, and success.
The editor especially wanted such efforts to be noted "abroad. "•*■•*•7
The Baptist paper in Charleston Indicated great pleasure at this
news that the spiritual wants of the colored population were being 

H Rsupplied. This same editor noticed with joy the increase in 
Sunday schools throughout the South. The reason for special joy 
in this connection was that the Negro's capacities were too limit
ed for the preached word to be effectual in their Improvement.*19

I The Georgia Christian Index carried an article bearing on
this, entitled, "An Essay in the Religious Oral Instruction of the 
Colored Race." This article not only showed an interest in this 
subject, but condemned the moral example which so many slaves saw 
in their masters and overseers. "The morals of the slaves," this 
missionary charged, "are fully as good, if not better than the free 
colored people of non-slaveholding States. They are as good as a 
large class of white people in our country, who, though free have

115 Anonymous, System of Prospective Emancipation, p. 22.
116 December 3, 1847, p. 102.
117 July 19, 1850, p. 26.118 Southern Baptist, Magr 10, 1848, p. 418.
119 Ibid., May 3, 1348, p. 414.
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118 I ..120not advanced one step bey ond our slaves In knowledge or morals.
On the other hand, one reason advanced for giving this instruction 
to the Negro was the moral self-preservation of the whites. The 
editor of the Southern Baptist said, "These people are in our very
families, and their ignorance and their irreliglon must inevitably

121affect the morals of our offspring.”
The Northern press was by no means indifferent or hostile to

these efforts. The Northern Advocate, Auburn, New York, heartily
endorsed the sentiments of the Louisville Journal which described

I the religious work among the Negroes in these terms:
1 We have noticed lately, in several of the Southern States,
I evidence of a desire on the part of the whites, to promote
I the elevation of the colored people, by means of more ex-
| tensive religious Influences than have heretofore existed.
I All such efforts have our heartiest wishes for their en-
1 tire success.̂ 22
S The Christian Watchman of Boston decried the necessity of the

Georgia Baptists for admitting that slaves had no access to the 
written word, but the editor rejoiced nevertheless at these new

I efforts and their success. He could not, however, refrain from 3
offering a word of encouragement to the South to give the blessings j 
of freedom along with the written word.12^ The New York Evangelist ! 
and the Western Advocate both noted with approval the discussion 
of the matter of the religious instruction of the slave in the Old 
School Assembly and in the Southern Baptist Triennial Convention 
in 1849- In each case the bodies had made recommendations in

120 Quoted by the Baptist Banner, August 13, 1846, p. 125.
121 June 26, 1847. , . ^0122 Quoted in the Northern Advocate, January 3, 1849, p. 158.
123 December 11, 1846, p. 198, referring to an article in the 

Christian Index.
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regard to this matter. The comment made by the Evangelist was not 
in the best grace, however. "We are happy," the editor said, "to
discover some sign of conscience on this vastly neglected and most
imperative duty."12^ The Advocate, in spite of the very limited

I action taken by these bodies, was also glad to see the conscience of the Southern churches awakened to the claim of the Negro to the 
gospel.12^

There was one claim often made by the South which the North 
emphatically rejected. A Southern minister attempted to show that 
slavery had brought a great many more Negroes under the gospel 
than could otherwise have been the case. The response of the Cen
tral Christian Herald was a typical reply to a typical assertion.

God has overruled much wickedness, for his glory. . . .
He has done so with reference to slavery. . . . But so far
from justifying or palliating slavery on this account, we
would as soon write a defense of Joseph's brethren forI selling him, or of the Jews for crucifying the Lord, on
account of the blessings which Providence brought out of , 
these events, as we would defend this dreadful iniquity.12®

The Southern ministers were not satisfied merely to teach or 
preach a religion to make the slaves contented with their lot. Some 
unquestionably had this in mind, and made it the basis for an ap
peal to the masters, but they: also emphasized the mutuality of the 
duties between master and slave. One of the most comprehensive of 
the works dealing with this subject resulted from an essay contest 
authorized by the Alabama Baptist Convention. The Convention of
fered $200 for the best essay on "The Duties of Piasters to Ser
vants." Three of the essays were published in a single volume.

124 June 14, 1849, p. 94.
125 June 13, 1849, p. 94.
126 March 6, 1851, P« 190.
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The author of the first essay accepted the premise that the slave 
was property, hence, for reasons of policy as well as humanity, 
certain rules should be observed. The slave should be worked ju
diciously, well rested, well fed, and well housed, for deprivation 
inclined the slave to thievery and gave the institution of slavery 
a bad name. Punishment should be fair and moderate, marriage 
should be respected and formalized, and the sick and aged should 
have good care.^27

A special responsibility pertained to religion. The slaves
had a full ethical character and some of the most unexceptionable

12Rspecimens of Christianity were to be found among them. This
writer thought that it was desirable for master and servant to wor
ship together since "religion appears in its lovliest form where

129rich and poor, bond and free, meet together. ' Family worship 
should also include the slave. The author urged also the teaching 
of the Bible to the slave. If so, he said, "docility, honesty, fi
delity, will be promoted. Submission is taught on the ground of 
principle, not necessity. . . .  No reasonable master could draw out 
a code of laws for the government of his servants that will meet 
his own welfare at so many points, as those to be found in the Word 
of God."130

The second author, in an essay entitled, "Melville Letters," 
urged the establishing of a model farm either as a joint-stock or

127 H. N. McTyeire, "Master and Servant," in Duties of Masters 
to Servants: Three Premium Essays (Charleston, s. u., PP*

128 ibid., p. 35*
129 Ibid., p. 38.
130 Ibid., p. ^2.
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a government project where an effort could be made to furnish the 
right kind of overseer and to experiment in matters of husbandry, 
seeds, and animals.^l Overseers, this minister said, should be 
married or encouraged to marry. "The reasons for this are of a 
nature too delicate to comment upon, but far too important to be 
passed over in silence. "-*-32 He specified certain qualities in the 
Negro such as a childlike dependence, a sufficient capacity for 
self-respect to serve as a basis for moral culture, and an eminent
ly religious character as Indicative of the fact that the slave 
could and would respond to proper attitudes in the master.

The author declared that the slaves’ feelings for honor and 
self-respect were all too often only found amusing. He counselled
masters to speak to their slaves and of them with the feeling that

133a man may be a black or a slave and yet scorn low or base action. 
This essayist pointed out that the laws forbidding the slave to 
learn to read placed a special obligation on the masters to teach 
them o r a l l y . T h e  third essayist spoke of justice and equity 
as the foundation governing the relationship between master and 
slave. This should prompt the master to treat his slave as he 
would be treated if the situation were r e v e r s e d . 1 ^  Northern men 
applied the golden rule somewhat differently, of course.

A correspondent of the Nashville Advocate offered many of the

131 G. F. Sturgis, "Melville Letters; or, The Duties of Masters 
to their Servants," Ibid., pp. 85, 86.

132 Ibid., p. 87.
133 Ibid., pp. 95-100.
134 Ibid., pp. 123, 124.
135 a . T. Holmes, "The Duties of Christian Masters," Ibid., 

pp. 135, 136.
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same views as the above writers. He felt that the South had not
done enough to benefit the slave. The master, he suggested, should
use his position to control the associations of the oNegroes
to see that those associations were such as to elevate the slave.
Both for the sake of the slave and for the sake of the master in
this present life, he counselled faithful attendance at worship.

This would have the tendency to make your servants reli
gious— religion makes the soul happy, and the spirit bo^ant, 
and these give impulse and facility of operation to the body.
Add to this, that religion leads your servants to take ac
count of time and to improve it, as well as to care for your 
interests. And thus you secure their facility of operation, 
their economy and vigilance.13°

Apparently this editor shared the feeling of some in the North, 
that a more effective appeal could be made to avarice than to prin
ciple.

Amelioration of the system, then, and a moral and spiritual 
elevation of the slave were the best means which Southern editors 
could find to resolve their dilemma. This was consistent with 
their view that slavery was not only not a sin per se, but that it 
was in fact, a positive good. It was also a response to the com
pletely unacceptable alternative of emancipation in any form in 
which it may have been suggested by the North, especially if it 
left the free Negro residing among the white population. On the
other hand, the humanitarianism of their own religion and the con-

»

stant pressure from the North at this point, forced them to empha
size a just and humane relationship within the system itself.

136 Nashville Advocate, April 30> 18^7.

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



www.manaraa.com

CHAPTER V
THE INTRODUCTION OF THE WILMOT PROVISO

While the more abstract issues provided a constant undercur
rent of discussion during these years, the discussion in the 
church press focussed more intensely upon the question of the ex
tension of slavery into the newly acquired territories. In the 
North, with its view that slavery was a great moral wrong, con
sistency required as a minimum, that slavery must not push forward. 
To the South it was a matter of pride and a defense of their pecu
liar institution to insist that it could be carried anywhere. The 
extension of United States territory westward in the 184o*s pre
cipitated a controversy over the extension of slavery, which dis
tracted the nation until the outbreak of war. It was a controversy 
in which the religious press freely joined.

The question of the annexation of Texas had been fraught with 
this controversy even, at certain stages, dividing the parties on 
a sectional basis. To the very last, there was determined opposi
tion to the admission of Texas as a slave state, but on December 
29, 1845, Polk signed the joint resolution by which Texas became a 
member of the Union. When Mexico threatened war and severed diplo
matic relations with the United States, as she had previously 
warned she would in case of annexation, Polk sent troops into 
Texas and deployed the navy to strategic advantage. He sent John 
Slidell as a special emissary to arrange a peaceful settlement of 
the boundary of Texas at the Rio Grande. When Mexico refused to 
talk peace, Polk ordered Taylor to advance to the river which was
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the western edge of the territory in dispute. Taylor was attacked 
there by Mexican forces on April 23, and on May 12, 1846, Congress 
declared war. It was clear immediately that this war would very 
likely result in the addition of new territory to the United

i States. This was only one of several reasons, however, that the 
war attracted the attention of the church press.

The war Itself was the subject of extended coverage in the I
religious press and frequently that coverage was accompanied by 

editorial comment. The views expressed on the subject of the war 
were mixed and one cannot define sharp lines on the basis of sec
tion or denomination because many factors complicated the views of 
the churches.

On the question of the Mexican War in particular some 
factors were conducive to support: desire to regain pub
lic approval, evangelical emphasis, anti-Catholic feeling, g
tradition permitting "just" war, and substantial stakes In !
the territory adjoining Mexico. Other factors made for op- 1
position: belief in the injustice or inexpediency of the g
present war, belief In the principle of absolute pacifism, 
concentration of the membership at a distance from the war.-*-

Nor was the fact lost upon those who opposed the war itself, that 
territorial acquisitions would furnish an opportunity to carry su- Jj 
perior religious institutions to the Mexican people.

In addition, many, especially In the North, stressed the un
desirable features of the war and its consequences, including war’s 
inevitable horrors,^ the "depravation" of public conscience,^ the

1 Clayton Sumner Ellsworth, "The American Churches and the Mexi
can War," AHR, XLV (January, 1940), p. 326. As one of his sources 
Ellsworth samples the religious press. While his work is thorough, 
for the purposes of this study there are discussions of the war, 
particularly as It posed the problem of territorial expansion and 
the extension of slavery, which need amplification.

2 Christian Watchman, April 16, 1847, p. 62; Advocate and Jour
nal, April 7, 1847 ~~v7~54.
■— 3 yrew York Evangelist, April 22, 1847, p. 62; Christian Journal, 
June 75T lfcs4V._____________________________________
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expense of war with the accompanying threat to internal freedoms,^ |
and the diffusion of the war-spirit even into national literature.^ I

IRegardless of any possible advantages that might accrue from the 
war, the press of the North generally found much to criticize. Nor 
were the Southern editors unconcerned about the unpleasant results 
of the war.

It is noteworthy, however, that the Southern press was much 
more ready to condemn Mexico and less critical of the United States 
in this action. The editor of the Richmond Advocate labelled as I Incredible a peace rumor which followed Taylor's victories in the 
fall and winter of 1846-1847. He thought that yielding at that 
point would reflect weakness and imbecility on the part of our

I government because it would indicate that the nation was "too weak 
to avenge the wrongs and assert the rights of our country."' This 
editor's enthusiasm for American feats of arms was only dampened, 
not extinguished, by his "religious opposition to war" and the

Odisasters and death consequent upon success in arms.
The Christian Index of Georgia said that Mexico had

filled up the measure of their iniquity, and heaven is now 
pouring out her vials of wrath upon the guilty nation. Her 
acts of treachery, and rapine, and violence, have long 
called for vengeance, and the day of recompense has at last 
come. . . . It does appear to us that she Is destined to be 
swept from the nations of the e a r th .9

 _______________________________

4 Presbyterian Advocate, August 19, 1846, p. 173.
5 Vlestern Christian Advocate, June 11, 1847, p. 34.
6 Southern Baptist, October 20, 1847, p. 267; Presbyterian 

Herald, April T 1847.
7 January 28, 1847, p. 14.
8 July 8, 1847, p. 116.
9 October 28, 1847, p. 350*
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The editor of the Baptist Banner of Louisville rebuked what he 
thought to be "a morbid sentiment too often advanced in opposition 
to war, as if the parties were of necessity, at all times and under 
all circumstances guilty. He later expressed his confidence
that "the miserable and deluded followers of equally degraded and 
fanatical leaders, will be taught to respect and sue for peace with 
this government. In spite of the complicated motivation and a 
mixed sentiment, the tendency of the press in the North to be cri
tical and in the South to lend approval is too pronounced to be 
ignored.

A considerable segment of the Northern press found the basis 
for criticism in the expected extension of slavery, some blaming 
the war itself on those interests presumably served by it. A cor
respondent of the Christian Journal published in Columbus, Ohio, 
was most vehement, although his views were not fully endorsed by 
the editor.

We are not content to be borne on the full tide of national 
prosperity, with the blessings of civil and religious free
dom universally diffused; but we must enter on a career of 
rapacity, enslaved by the lust of dominion, and maddened by 
the insane thirst for conquest; seized and possessed by the 
phrenzied demon of slavery; we must rush heedlessly on to 
erase from the map of nations, a sister nation's boundaries 
and to set ourselves on the High Road to Ruin. . . .  We have 
not yet been purged of the corruptions that were entailed 
upon us by the last war; when shall we be rid of the evils 
that will follow a war started by the lust of dominion, of 
territorial aggrandizement, of Slavery extension.12

The Western Advocate of Cincinnati was not so extravagant; 
nevertheless the editor attributed the war, at least In part, to

10 June 4, 1846, p. 86.
11 July 2, 1846, p. 103.
12 April 30, 184?.
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slave interests. Referring first to the annexation of Texas, he 
said:

We fear there has been at work the principle of moral wrong.
The extension or permanency of slavery seems to be one ele
ment, without which annexation would not have taken place.
And, then, the further extension of the control of slavery, 
a grievous moral throng, seems to have had much to do in the 
war with Mexico. And that this was an aggressive war of 
mere conquest, there are very few doubts, indeed, in the 
minds of sober men of every political school.13

The New York Evangelist held the view that Mexicans were back
ward and barbarous and that it was more desirable for them to be 
colonized by the United States than under British auspices. How
ever mistaken the editor may have been concerning the British de
sire to colonize Texas, he was not misinformed in regard to Brit
ish Interests there since the British did not want to see Texas be
come a part of the United States because of commercial advantages 
in the status quo. But the editor was troubled by other consider
ations :

We say that if the question of the acquisition of territory 
■were disconnected from the question of slavery, and from all 
necessity of taking into account the violence, cruelty, and 
wrong of an aggressive war, there could hardly be two opin
ions about it among intelligent men. But if slavery is to 
be planted in the territories which may now be acquired—  
and what is still worse, planted too, by the bayonet— what 
will be the gain to the great American people—  . . . such 
a movement may stimulate the slave markets of Norfolk and 
Richmond, of Baltimore and Washington; if may even paralyze 
the growth of cotton in South Carolina, and turn her chival
ry into slave-traders and breeders of slaves for the market—  
but what will the world gain?14

The fact that the hitherto free Mexican area was being forced by
our arms to become a receptacle for "human cattle," made this an

13 February 22, 18*1-7, p. 162.
14 January 14, 1847, p. 6.
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especially bitter possibility.1^
A correspondent of the Raleigh Biblical Recorder also ad

vanced the view somewhat cautiously, that the war grew out of a 
desire for territorial acquisition and that, if so, it would evoke 
the displeasure of God. The editor, however, qualified the view, 
carefully explaining that the correspondent referred only to a 
possibility, not a fact.1^ Taking account of this desire for ter
ritorial conquest attributed to the South, the editor of the Bos
ton Christian Watchman pointed out that conquest of Mexican terri
tory could well bring loss rather than gain to the South. The free 
Negroes and Indians, which constituted six sevenths of the popula
tion in that region, could not be reduced to slavery. They wTould 
sympathize with any slaves brought in and offer them every oppor
tunity to escape. Slaves would be reduced in value, therefore, 
and the whole system weakened.1'7

I A New England periodical, although considering the war just
ified,1® later was very critical of its conduct. The editor saw 
the war’s origin in the efforts of the South to prevent possible 
freedom in Texas, and in the wild impulsiveness of the West when 
the South was prudently trying to accomplish its goals without war. 
"The war . . .  is not only an effect of the causes we have already 
adverted to as acting upon the direction and constitution of part
ies, but is itself a cause which before it can exhaust its force,

15 New York Evangelist, March 25, 1847, p. 46.
16 May 2 9 , 184?.17 August 14, 1846, p. 130* . .18 "The War With Mexico," New Englander, V (January, 1847),

pp. 140-142.
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19will have swept away all parties as now organized."

A journal in the West also predicted this result from the in
tra-party bitterness engendered by the issue of possible slavery 
extension resulting from the war. "The probable result threatens 
to be, that Whig and Democrat may be lost in the local designation 
of north and south." The editor did not welcome the prospect, how- 

I ever, and counseled against partisanship, calling for forbearance
on the basis that "even real evils should be borne with patience,

20for a time, rather than have recourse to anarchy."
One of the agents which revealed as well as produced this 

eventual realignment was the Wllmot Proviso Introduced in August, 
1846. It was proposed by David Wilmot, Democrat of Pennsylvania, 
as a condition to the two million dollar appropriation requested

I by Polk:to aid in peace negotiations. The Proviso would have ex
pressly prohibited slavery in any territories to be acquired from 
Mexico as a result of the war. Wllmot was a spokesman for the 

I sentiment of many others who did not necessarily oppose the acqui- 
| sition of New Mexico and California if slavery could be prohibited 
I there. The Proviso became the focal point for the Increasingly 
I emotional debate over all the issues involved in the slavery con- 
I troversy. It drew little comment, however, in the religious press 
1 at the time of its introduction so late in this session of Congress. 
1 The Northern Advocate of Auburn, New York, did carry news of It 
| with an expression of approval, stating that "Mr. Wllmot's resolu- j tion was passed by a vote of 83 to 64 though Mr. Wick of Iowa moved

19 "The State of Political Parties," Ibid. (April, 1847), p. 320.
20 Western Advocate, February 22, 1847, p. 162.

I '  . . .  ~  ~  . . .  ■ —  . . . . . . . . . . .  ■ I M i i i i i l i — ■ - - - - -
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that this prohibition should not extend South of 36 degrees and 
30 m i n u t e s . T h e  Proviso failed in the Senate, as did the ori
ginal appropriation bill.

As the second session of the Twenty-ninth Congress met, how
ever, in December of 1846. excitement mounted and it seemed cer-

Italn that a severe crisis approached over the question of slavery 
and its extension. The Mew York Evangelist predicted an exciting 
session based on a passionate discussion of the war itself "to say 
nothing of what will be called forth by the existence of that war. 
It is probable that the question of the extension of slavery over 
the territories lately x»rrested from Mexican rule by the United 
States' arms, must come up." The editor pointed to the need of a 
much wiser influence than party, stating that "It Is in the power

I of the Christians of this country to rule it on Christian princi
ples; to check and fetter the unruly, turbulent and threatening

Oppassions that endanger us."^
Elements of the Methodist press shared this sense of excite

ment. The editor of the Boston Zion's Herald wrote,
■It is very clear . . . that this great question Is begin

ning to assume its true Importance before the nation, and 
is destined to become the question of the country. The ten
dencies of the public mind toward it are strong and inevit
able, and we predict that for some years hence it will rockI the union with agitation, if not ruin.23

The Northern Advocate of upstate New York carried much the same 
view.

The abolition question— or whether the conquered territory 
shall become a field for the enlargement of slavery.— this 
is a point which, for its magnitude, the heated debate and
21 Northern Advocate, August 19, 1346, p. 83•
22 December 10, 18̂ -6, p. 198.
23 Zion's Herald, January 20, 184-7, p. 10.
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the explosive passion it will occasion, yields to no other.
In the affirmative, the chivalry of the South is enlisting;I in the negative, the patriotism and philanthropy of the North 
will he marshalled.24

Others, North and South, did not permit themselves such ex
citement. The editor of the Old School Presbyterian Advocate of I
Pittsburgh was not quite sure exactly what the Wilmot Proviso was j
nor of its exact origin even by February 10, 1 8 4 7 . The editor j
of the Nashville Advocate was not impressed by the first weeks of 
Congressional activity. "The business of this august body is pro-

I ceeding in about the usual manner, that is, by carrying on party 
strife, and personal quarrels."2^ As the* discussion intensified, 
however, he took the occasion, as Southern editors frequently did, 
to reprimand his colleagues in the North. "We perceive that a num
ber of religious papers are taking part in the political discus-

I slons of Congress on the question of boundary lines involving the 
subject of slavery. . . . Now we give it as our deliberate opinion, 
that religious journals had better keep within their own proper 

sphere."2^
In February and March of 1847 another appropriation to be 

used in arranging a peace with Mexico, this time involving three 
million dollars, was before the House and Senate. The House passed 

| the bill by a majority of nine with the Proviso attached, sending 
it then to the Senate where the Proviso was stricken from it. The 
appropriation bill passed and was returned to the House and passed 
as the House receded from the Proviso by a majority of five. All

24 Northern Advocate, January 13, 1847, p. 166.
25 February 10, 1847, p. 62.
26 January 8, 1847.
27 January 29, 1847.
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the Whigs and many Democrats from the free states voted for the
anti-slavery amendment, but every member from the slave states ex-

28cept the one from Delaware voted against it. Thus did the amend
ment reveal the sectionalization that had occurred by that time.

The passage of the bill in the House and its progress to the 
Senate was noted by the editor of the Boston Zion1s Herald. He 
was sure that "that grave and dignified body cannot insult the age, 
or degrade the character of the country by senting [sic]. A surer 
indication of the moral dissoluteness of the republic, could not be 
given, than the opposition of the Senate to this m e a s u r e . t h e  

passage of the Proviso in the House sounded, in the editor’s esti
mation, the death knell to the pro-slavery power in that body. He 
noted with relish the increase in Northern political power.

The power to control the subject is now clearly in the 
grasp of the free States. Let there be no succumbing now.
The whole moral sentiment of the age summons us to but one 
course— decided, uncompromising hostility to slavery. . . .
Let it be settled that the responsibility of the further 
extension of slavery among us re£ts upon the free States.30

It was a dark day for the editor of the Herald when he received
word that the Proviso had failed to pass. He consoled himself
with the view that right must prevail and that reverses would serve
to enhance the fitness for battle of the proponents of the measure.
The shame of it all was that five of the majority of ten against
the Proviso in the Senate were from the North.31

28 John Ford Ehodes, History of the United States from the Com
promise of 1850 to the Final Restoration of Home Rule at the South 
in 1877,"Vol. I, 1850-1854 (New York, 1910}, p. 90.

29 February 24. 1847, p. 30.
30 March 3, 1847, p.
31 March 10, 1847, p. 38.
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The editor of the New York Evangelist folloxtfed the movement 

of the bill with similar fluctuations of fear and hope. Its ini
tial adoption by the House led this editor also to say that the 
power of the slaveholdlng interest was at least temporarily broken 
because the long held majority of representatives of free-labor 
states had finally asserted the principles and interests of their 
constituents.32 When It failed to pass in the Senate, he named 
the five Senators from the free states who had voted against it so 
that their baseness could be more easily remembered. He derived 
consolation from the fact that the struggle was not yet over and 
that the "deliberate voice of the Free States has been uttered 
against the extension of slavery," leaving a record In Congress 
"and in the memory of the civilized world."33

The passage of the measure in the House was more than the 
editor of the Cincinnati Watchman of the Valley had hoped for.
After giving a detailed account of its progress, he observed:

The result thus far is far better than our fears, or even 
our most sanguine hopes. True, the bill has yet to run the 
gatmtlet in the Senate and the Cabinet, in one or the other 
of which it may not improbably receive its death-blow. Let 
them kill it; the effect of this decided condemnation of 
the pet institution of the South, by the popular branch of 
the national Legislature, they cannot kill. Slavery from henceforth, we would fondly hope, is a doomed institution.34

That his feelings could be stirred deeply by the question, he 
openly admitted. "Why should they not?" he said. "It Involves 
the present and eternal well-being of millions among us; it in
volves, and that deeply, the morals and the future prospects of

32 March 4, 1847, p. 34.
33 March 4, 1847, p. 35-
34 February 25> 1847t P* ®7•
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134- II the whole nation. We envy not the heart of that man whose sym- 1
pathies are proof against such claims- . . .  We envy him not his I

conscience nor his patriotism."33 1
The Northern Advocate of western New York shared the initial 1

disappointment over the final defeat of the Proviso. He said," We 
had thought there was Independence and humanity enough in the 
House, to maintain the noble ground they at first took on the sub
ject." It was in an evil hour that they consented to its passage. 
"And by this act of freemen and republicans and Christians, Slav- jIery is to be carried into regions of America hitherto unpolluted j
by its curse, and entailed, with all its sufferings and horrors,

upon millions yet unborn."36 gy another week, the editor had
found reassurance in the fact that the real test was to come later
when Congress erected territories and states.

The voice of humanity and of conscience both plead our j
cause. God and the Bible each stand upon our side. . . .  |I The majority vote in the House of Representatives, is a I
guaranty of the success of our cause when the final strug
gle comes. . . . The sceptre of the Giant Oppression, is 
to be broken. Lovers of freedom, be of good cheer. Let

the right men be sent to represent you in the national
halls of Legislation, and success is yours.37

This editor was not alone in suggesting the relevance of
political pressures to this issue. The editor of the Boston
Christian Watchman traced the possibilities with regard to the fu- ----------------------
ture treaty with Mexico. He thought it possible that the treaty 
might be signed before the Thirtieth Congress met and that this 

J treaty, without restrictions on slavery, might possibly be
________________________________

35 Watchman of the Valley, February 25, 184-7, p. 87.
36 March 10, 184-7, p. 199.
37 March 17, 134-7, p. 202.

T  ■ — - .............................................
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confirmed. The question of slavery in these new territories would
inevitably come before that Congress in which the North would have
a large majority.

Let, then, a demonstration be made through the length and 
breadth of the free States, previous to the meeting of the 
next Congress. Let the whole people, irrespective of party 
limits, speak out, and make their representatives under
stand, that political death, and an execrable memory, await 
the man who dares so to outrage the feelings of his consti
tuents as to vote for another inch of slave territory.38

It was quite common in the North for papers to attack the 
possible extension of slavery into the Mexican territories because 
they had previously been free under Mexican law.-^ For the New 
Englander the question was not the Proviso itself and its attach
ment to an appropriation for peace negotiations. The question was

whether the glorious old ordinance of 1787 shall be incor
porated as fundamental law in acts for the organization of 
territorial governments between the upper Elo Grande and 
the Pacific. That question, be it remembered, will not be 
a question of the abolition of slavery, but, for the first 
time since our independence, a question of the deliberate 
abolition of freedom by the sovereign legislation of the 
Union. For it cannot be forgotten that in all those re
gions there is now no slave; the fundamental law there is 
the law of freedom.^0

Reaction to the Proviso in the Southern press reveals, at 
this stage in the debate, very firmly congealed sentiment against 
any interference with the extension of slavery westward. The edi
tor of the Nashville Advocate expressed his feelings by means of 
the punctuation In his headline, "Wilmot Proviso Rejected! Three 
Million Bill passed!!," and the very brief story, "The Senate this 
morning struck out the Wilmot Proviso from the Three Million bill

L
38 Christian Watchman, April 7, 1847, p. 57*
39 Northern Advocate, March 10, 1847, p. 199; New York Evangel -

ist. March 25, 1847, p. 46. ’40 "State of Political Parties," p. 320.
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by a majority of ter!11 Others were not quite so reserved but al
most as brief. The Christian Index of Georgia was among them. I
"The Wilmot Proviso, which passed in the House of Representatives, 
excluding slavery from any State or States that may hereafter be 
annexed out of the Mexican Territory— that fire-brand, we are 
pleased to learn, was extinguished and thrown out by the Senate.”*1'2 

Still stronger was the reaction of the Raleigh Biblical Re
corder. The editor first quoted what he regarded as an injudicious

jI resolution passed at a protest meeting in Richmond, Virginia. The
§ resolution had asserted the right of all citizens to take their
I property anywhere they chose, affirmed their resistance, with arms j

if necessary, to any unconstitutional restrictions, and had warned I
the North that it must submit to slavery extension or to war. 43 

| In spite of his dislike of this extreme action he was at a loss to I

I see what right the North had to meddle since the territory west to
the Pacific was Southern. He was certain I

that, as it regards her own territory, whether it be in
creased or not, the South will never ‘tolerate northern 
interference. Nor will she ever consent, until she sees 
fit to do so freely and of her own accord, to have a free 
state, and a nest of abolitionists and runaways, on her 
western frontier. On this point northern men may as well 
make themselves easy at once.2̂

He also noted the threats in the Northern press directed toward
those who voted against the Proviso. "Now it appears," he said,
"northern men are sent to Congress, not to legislate for the
country, as of yore; but to agitate for the North; not to follow

Nashville Advocate, March 12, 13*4-7.
^2 March 11, 1847, p. 86.
43 Biblical Recorder, March 13, 1847. Quoted from the Christian 

Chronicle, a Baptist paper published in Philadelphia.
44 Biblical Recorder, March 13, 1847.
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the dictates of their own judgment; but to crouch to the biddings
of factionlsts, demagogues and the makers of public sentiment."^

The editor of the Georgia Christian Index entered the debate
in April when his Baptist colleague of the Reflector denied that
the Proviso originated with an abolitionist. The reply from the
editor of the Index was typical of the tendency common to both
sections to distort terms and images.

It originated, reader, with that class of men who are wont 
to denounce us as ultraists— who disavow abolitionism, but 
are in favor of the universal abolition of— that form of 
slavery which prevails in the South— who only wait for the 
tide to turn in favor of abolitionism, ere they openly ad
vocate it— who are distinguished only as Anti-slavery men.46

The only difference which he saw was that the anti-slavery men used
| a cat's paw in effecting their object.

I As might be expected, Charleston was apt to produce a more
violent reaction. The editor of the Southern Baptist published in

that city was deeply stirred by the Northern advocacy of the Wllmot
Proviso. He said,

I The fact Is most glaringly palpable, that a crisis in the 
history of Southern Christians has arrived, which renders 
it the imperious duty of all Southern Christian patriots 
to meet promptly and energetically. All the Indications 
are that the time is at hand when Christians in the South, 
must assume higher responsibilities.47

The editor was especially disturbed by the poisonous influence of
printed material from the North which bore against the "Southern
Social System." In the face of this the South was too complacent.
"Dangers there are. It must not be disguised and it behooves
Southern Christians not only ecclesiastically and religiously, to

45 Biblical Recorder, March 13, 1847.
46 APrir~87 i84y-,~: 117.
47 August 11, 1847, p. 259.
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prepare themselves for self-protection, but politically to main- I 
tain that balance of power which is now more than ever in our I
political history dangerously jeopardized." He called for the I
building up of the institutions of the South systematically so 
that they could be independent of "foreign" influence.^8

To the editor of the Southern Baptist it was a question of 
life or death, "to be or not to be." He calculated matter of 
factly the strength of the forces opposing the South. Number one 
on the editor*s list of facts was the casting of 60,000 votes for 
president to a man who said he would rather see the South deluged 
with blood than to witness the preservation of the Union at the 
cost of perpetuating Southern institutions. This reference was 
presumably to the Liberty Party which ran James G. Birney as its 
candidate in 1844. The editor cited also the strength of the 
Northern vote on the Proviso, anticipating a majority favorable to 
its passage in the next session. He found that the Northern press 
and politicians were against the South, a fact which he took as a
recent revolution in opinion there. A final factor was the incal
culable increase of strength from the flow of immigration into the I 
North. This editor saw no prospect for a change in Northern and I 
Western opinion except in the direction of greater antagonism 
toward the South. His counsel, then, was in behalf of a complete 
mobilization of the South in terms of "Southern conventions to be 
called and committees of correspondence and vigilance to be ap
pointed, and some uniform system of tactics to be adopted suitable

48 Southern Baptist, August 11, 1847, p. 259*
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to the emergency. Yes— Speedily. Let Charlestonians lead off."^ 

Two weeks later he carried in his Southern Baptist notice of

I a meeting to be held in Edgefield, South Carolina, for the purpose 
of protesting the Proviso. This set "the ball in motion" on the 
question which was "not only political but also religious." The 
object of the movement he understood "to be organization for the

I embodiment of a Southern public opinion, to preserve the Consti
tution, the Union, and the Sacred Compromises between the Northern 
and Southern States." Negatively, it was "to array against six-

Iteen hundred Abolition Societies, in the non-slaveholding states, 
associations of Southern citizens for their self-preservation in 
the peaceable enjoyments of the rights, privileges, and compromises

I guaranteed by the nation." To this movement so Interpreted he,
"as a religious journalist and as a Southern Baptist," could give 
his unqualified approbation.-5®

For this editor it was not principally the Wilmot Proviso it
self which was at issue. The Proviso was simply further evidence 
that the tenure of Southern rights was uncertain, and that it re
quired the careful watchfulness and determination of the people of 
the slave states to safeguard those rights. The issue being forced 
upon the South by the North was the abandonment of slavery itself. 
"The plain issue, then, presented by the free to the slave States 
is this: The Union may be preserved if you abandon slavery volun
tarily— or if you will permit us to force you to the same result: 
But with slavery we will not tolerate your States as equal members49 Southern Baptist, August 25, 1847, p. 26?.

50 September 8, 1847, p. 275-
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of the Union." This led him to comment that in spite of his love 
and veneration for the Union, "there are greater evils than a dis
solved Union; among which we rank political degredation and dis
honor, and the loss of our liberties."51

The press in the North was optimistic with regard to the 
growing public sentiment against slavery in the late months of 
1846 and the early months of 1847. In this regard the Liberty Par
ty and its new organ at Washington, the National Era, received some 
attention in the church press. This paper in itself was taken by 
the Cincinnati Western Advocate as a mark of rising reaction to the 
"misdeeds of pro-slavery men, . . . their grasping for unlimited 
power, or their unwillingness to submit to the restraints of just 
authority." This state of affairs had "roused the public mind to 
a state of unflinching resistance, which is accumulating and will 
accumulate with uncommon rapidity. In contrast, of course, the 
Nashville Advocate expected "unhappy results," from the establish
ing of such a paper and could "conceive of nothing good as likely 
to attend It. "53

The New York Evangelist, of the New School, was particularly 
impressed by the increased sentiment against slavery on the part of 
politicians as well as the general public. Men like John Quincy 
Adams, champion of free discussion of slavery in Congress, and 
Joshua Giddings, champion of anti-slavery and the Proviso, furn
ished some of the ground for this. "The doctrines of Adams and

51 Southern Baptist, September 25, 1847, p. 283.
52 Western Advocate, December 11, 1846, p. 139*
53 December 25, 1846.
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Giddings, boldly preached by them under great reproach, even to 
the expulsion of the latter, are spreading with power and it is 
one of those revolutions that ’never go backwards.’ Those are not 
dead fish that swim up such a stream."^4 The editor expressed 
surprise at the unanimity and firmness of feeling in the North 
during the Congressional debate on the Proviso.->5 He warned the 
South not to misconstrue public sentiment in the North and West on 
slavery simply on the basis that many condemned the abuse heaped 
on the South by extremists. "The number in the free States who 
are willing to identify themselves with the slave Interest is ex
ceedingly small and is diminishing every day."-^

Some, at least, were realistic about the interest of politi
cians in anti-slavery doctrine and action. In one of a series of 
articles a correspondent of the Advocate and Journal of New York 
noted the increased opposition to slavery, but he indicated some 
reservations in connection with it.

I have already remarked that the public mind in our Northern 
States has recently been roused to new and vigorous opposi
tion to slavery. The politicians are taking hold of this 
feeling, not so much, I suppose, because they care greatly 
about the moral aspects of the question (although some of 
them do, thank God,) but because it promises to afford a 
good political handle for some years to come.

He was afraid that, with this development, the church might lag
behind the state.

The widespread endorsement of the principle of the Wilmot

54 New York Evangelist, January 21, 1847, p. 10.
55 February 4, 1847, p. 18.
56 February 25, 1847, p. 30.
57 John M ’Clintock, Jr., "Slavery," Christian Advocate and 

Journal, March 31, 1847, p. 49.
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Proviso by state legislatures also encouraged the hopes of Northern 
churchmen. Even the state of Delaware eventually endorsed the 
Proviso. Incidental to an attack upon the view that agitation had 
retarded the real progress of anti-slavery, the editor of the Cin
cinnati Watchman of the Valley brought this action of the states to 
the attention of his readers. "But above all note the fact that 
Nine of the free States, through their Legislatures have adopted I
resolutions, protesting against the extension of slavery; some of I

I them proclaiming full and explicit anti-slavery doctrines." The 
I committee of the whole was being heard from.-^
I Zion1s Herald noted the unanimity with which the Northern
I papers denounced the attempt of the South to extend slavery over 
I new territories as another encouraging factor. This rising senti- 
| ment seemed to indicate that "no party can last in the North, if 
| it shrinks from this p o s i t i o n . E v e n  the defeat of the Proviso 
did not destroy this optimism. The Providence Conference of the 
Methodist Episcopal Church hailed "with gratitude the growing in
terest in the subject, both in the country and in the church. |
While we deprecate its existence and its extension, we can but re- 1
joice to witness the indications of its growing unpopularity, and 8gQthe measures taken for its extinction, and ultimate overthrow."

With this posture on the part of the press In the North and 
the readiness of the press in the South to defend itself and the

58 March 25, 1847, p. 102.
59 February 3, 1847, p. 18.60 From the report on slavery of the Providence Annual Confer, 

ence as reported in Zlon*s Herald, April 28, 1847, p. 66.

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



www.manaraa.com

143
interests of its section, the religious press in general was open 
to the increased intensity of the debate as the opening session of 
the Thirtieth Congress approached. During the summer of 1847 the 
political winds were already beginning to blow and this did not es
cape the notice of editors. The editor of the Baptist Banner was 
impressed with what seemed to be the relative quiet on the party 
front. He said, however, that

devotees of abolitionism and popery are doing their best to 
organize themselves into political parties, and that this 
state of quietude is liable to be disturbed at any time, by 
one or both of these anti-republican factions, and the 
country be exposed to new causes of excitement and a more 
alarming and threatening state of political rivalry.

This editor's sensitivity to discord was not misinformed.
The political scene was neither quiet nor stationary for very long. 
The sessions of the Thirtieth Congress were destined to offer much 
by way of excitement, rivalry, and threats to the existence of the 
Union. The war had been vigorously prosecuted during 1847 and from 
March to September many victories had been won and Mexico City 
taken. The United States had, in the meantime, also taken posses
sion of New Mexico and California. In April of 1847, Polk sent 
N. P. Trist to negotiate for a settlement which was to include 
possession of upper California and New Mexico as well as further 
concessions toward the south.

A brief armistice prevailed in late August and early Septem
ber. Soon after the resumption of hostilities a new Mexican gov
ernment anxious to negotiate a peace replaced the Santa Anna regime. 
Trist had been recalled in October, but the Mexicans persuaded him

June 23, 1847, p. 98.
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to negotiate anyway on the basis that they had not received offi
cial notice of his recall. The negotiations led to the signing of 
the Treaty of Guadalupe-Hidalgo on February 2, 1848, a treaty which 
was submitted to the Senate and ratified on March 10, 1848, by a 
vote of 38 to 14. The Thirtieth Congress, then, was to deal not 
only with the conclusion of the war itself, but also with the need 
for governments in these newly acquired territories in the South
west as well as that of Oregon in the Northwest.

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



www.manaraa.com

CHAPTER VI 
DEBATE IN THE THIRTIETH CONGRESS

The new House of Representatives which met in December, 1847,

I differed quite widely from the preceding House, especially in its 
attitude toward the Polk administration. In the old House there 
had been a majority of sixty for the Democrats, but in the Thirti
eth Congress the Democrats were a minority by eight. According to

I Webster, this alignment was an authentic expression of the feeling 
of the people with regard to the Mexican War. The House embodied 
this sentiment in a resolution condemning the war as "unnecessarily 
and unconstitutionally begun by the President of the United 
States.

The gravity of the Issues to be faced by the members of this 
Congress was apparent to the editors of religious papers. Some 
indicated this through a call to pray for the members as they as
sembled to discuss "questions of the gravest character, and mo-

2mentous in their consequences, to us, and to our children." An
other call to prayer was more specific. "The present state of our 
nation demands the prayers of all God's people, that war may cease, 

§ and that those who hold their fellow men in bondage may have a 
disposition and see a way by which they may let them go free."^

The Southern Baptist shared a similar concern for the serious
ness of the hour. "Indeed, everything indicates that the present

1 Rhodes, History of the United States, Vol. I, p. 91.
2 Christian Watchman, November 24, 1847, p. 190.
3 Watchman of the Prairies, December 14, 1847.
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session of Congress is to be one of deepest interest, and that its 
doings may be fruitful in great events. Questions of fearful im
port and vital consequence, must be discussed and decided upon."
At such a time to "trust to the patriotism, and wisdom and diplo
macy of our statesmen" was to "lean upon a broken reed.

That the issue of the extension of slavery was to be forced
to the center of the arena was obvious to most. All other action,
and particularly any relating to the termination of the war with
Mexico, was to focus upon this question. The view of the editor
of the New York Evangelist was typical of that of many in the
North who were determined even to force the issue if necessary.

No appropriation can be made for a treaty of peace, without 
first adopting or rejecting the VJllmot proviso. No discus
sion can be had in regard to the objects for which the war 
is to be prosecuted, or the conditions on which peace is to 
be granted to the vanquished Mexicans, without involving 
the question of the expediency or constitutionality of con
quering free territory at the expense of the Union, for the 
sake of converting it by the legislation of Congress, into 
slave territory.5

The forthcoming presidential election was expected to compli
cate the fate of the Proviso, which was still the rallying point 
for anti-extension feeling. "The great object with the leaders of 
both parties will be to get rid of the Wilmot proviso by some 
evasion, which shall save them at the North without compromising 
them at the S o u t h . C o m p r o m i s e  for such practical results was 
anathema to most churchmen of the age, and a chief reason for 
their lack of confidence in parties and politics.

^ Southern Baptist, December 8, 1847, p. 322.
5 December 2, 1847, p. 190.
6 Ibid.

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



www.manaraa.com

I
147

The Watchman of the Prairies of Chicago gave Baptists of the 
far regions of the Northwest a complete report of Polk's message 
to Congress on December 7, even though it left no room for editor
ials or correspondence. The editor felt that there was a strong 
desire to understand the views of the President on these matters, §
but his own enthusiasm for the message was less than extravagant. i
He disdained comment in view of the fact that his own opinion re- 1
specting the inexpediency and immorality of the war was already I
known. He said, "The political reasons by which it is Justified |
the President gives. Our readers must Judge for themselves, which 
ought to influence our nation, the Christian and economical prin
ciples, which condemn the war, or those in accordance with which 
it has been waged and is Justified."7 The editor had previously 
referred to a speech which Polk had made on the annexation of 
Texas wherein he had claimed a bloodless achievement without hav
ing sought territory by conquest or to impose institutions on a

Oreluctant people. To this editor the inconsistency was obvious.
The question of the acquisition of territory from Mexico was, 

of course, not yet fully resolved in the early weeks of this ses
sion. The usual opinions, as previously expressed, still held with 
regard to the war itself. An additional factor by now was the 
weariness resulting from its prolongation. It was regarded as a 
national calamity along with every other kind of strife by a pro- 
Southern newspaper.^ A border state paper considered the war yet

7 December 21, 1847.
8 November 30, 1847.
9 Christian Observer, December 3, 1847, p. 194.
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justified Insofar as it entailed a defense of national rights.
But, the editor of the Baptist Banner stated, "We are opposed to 
all war for conquest or reprisals, (except so far as reprisals may 
be considered essential for self defence). We are therefore utter
ly opposed to the acquisition of a single foot of Mexican Terri
tory by conquest or by way of reprisals or indemnity for the war.11 
Exception was made, however, if Mexico voluntarily wished to offerI territory as indemnity in lieu of money, but it was not to be 
forced from her.^°

The New York Evangelist had a different slant on the matter. 
Its editor did not expect the war to end without such an acquisi
tion of territory, although he conceded that it would be commend
able if it did. It would dispose of the ugly question of the Wil- 
mot Proviso, but even so the issue of extension could not be per
manently evaded. He then urged all who did not want to see the 
United States acquire territory under those circumstances to "give 
their voices and votes for the Wilmot proviso. Let the Wilmot pro
viso be adopted by the whole vote of the free States in both houses 
of Congress, and within ninety days we shall have a treaty of peace 
with no acquisition of territory."^

Thus sure was he of the designs of the South and of its power. 
He favored taking this territory, however, because Mexico, in her 
feeble condition, would present an open Invitation to wild and 
disorderly elements Including "slavers." Paralleling what Texas 
had done, they would then win their independence and request10 December 9, 184?, p. 194.

11 December 16, 1847, p. 198.
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admission to the Union. "Thus the game that has been played once,
may be played over and over again; and the extension of slavery

12southward may be continued indefinitely."
In spite of considering the subject a non-religious one, the

Georgia Christian Index could not withhold its disapproval from
the conduct of Congress as debate dragged on.

Our members in Congress appear to have assembled for little 
else than to carry on a political partizan [sic] warfare 
against each other. A number of resolutions have already 
been introduced in reference to the Mexican war and slavery, 
with no other view, that we can see, than to test the 
strength of parties.13

He advised Christians to withdraw as much as possible from such
mo rally; deb i1i tat ing warfare.

On January 4, 1848, Calhoun spoke to Congress in opposition
to the continuation of the war and the continued occupation of
central Mexico. The editor of the Northern Advocate refused to
accept, at face value, Calhoun’s stated motives for assuming this
position. The editor offered as the real motive, Calhoun's fear
that freedom would likely triumph in the new territories. The
editor did not share the belief he imputed to Calhoun. "It were
to be wished there was more cause for his apprehensions than I fear
really exists, for politicians have seldom acted with reference to
the lofty principles of humanity, when those principles have come

*1 ̂ 4*in conflict with their political ends."
The news of a treaty and its ratification in the Senate and

12 New York Evangelist, December 30, 1847, p. 206.
13 January 20, 1848, p. 23.
14 January 19, 1848, p. 166.
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eventually "by Mexico was received with pleasure and enthusiasm in
all sections of the nation.^  The occasion was used by some to
again pronounce against war as they expressed their relief at its
end. Editor Lee of the Richmond Advocate, contrary to some earlier
sentiment which he expressed when he seemed concerned about more
specific aspects of it, felt that it had been productive of much
evil to his own country. He could see not one element of good in
it and he declared that it was not possible to "repair the evils
of this war. The Christian Index of Georgia was relieved that
the carnage of the v?ar was over, the editor retreating just long
enough from his fear of being identified with a feeling for either

17party, to rejoice that the treaty had been ratified b3r Mexico.
There were, however, many who could pause but briefly to note 

the war's end, then must move on to the question of slavery exten
sion. Such was the New York Evangelist. This paper assumed that 
the territory acquired by the treaty was free until Congress legal
ized slavery there. The question would necessarily come up, "and 
we have all the hope," the editor said, "of a growing hostility to 
slavery among the people of the North, of party exigencies, and of 
the claims of conscience and truth, that a righteous decision will 
be reached. "18 According to the members of the Athens Presbytery 
of Ohio, the war itself had been abhorrent to their own feelings 
and an injustice to the Mexicans. But their principal concern was

15 Southern Baptist, March 29, 1845, p. 394; Northern Advocate,
March 15, 1848, p. 199; Religious Herald, March 16, 1843, p. 43.

16 March 9, 1848, p. 38.
17 June 15, 1848, p. 189.
18 March lo, 1848, p. 42.
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expressed in a resolution abhorring "the acquisition of free Mexi
can territory for the purpose of establishing slavery therein, and I 
we do hereby express our entire disapprobation of any such 
measure.

IThe day before the Senate received the treaty of Guadalupe-
Hidalgo, John Q. Adams, long a key figure in Congressional debate
on slavery, was stricken at his Senate desk and was soon dead. It 
was always the custom of the religious press, upon the death of a j 
prominent figure in government, to eulogize him respectfully and,

I if so disposed, in glowing terms. Adams received much of this 
kind of tribute from that part of the press which was strongly 
anti-slavery. His incorruptibility and his championship of un- 

| popular causes caused the editor of the Watchman of the Valley to 
I remind church functionaries that they could learn from him.^®
| Even in the South more than the routine respect showed in
I some instances. The mild Religious Herald of Richmond recognized | 
I his eccentricities but these were "readily overlooked when con- 
I trasted with his great excellencies. . . . When he erred It was 

from a decided conviction of the propriety of his c o u r s e ."21 This 
was a quality respected throughout the churches.

The Individual who succeeded Adams, Horace Mann, commended 
himself to those who venerated Adams. The Hew York Evangelist was 
impressed with Mann's deportment in his letter of acceptance. His 
discussion of "grave matters of political and moral interest" was

22"worthy of his fame, and his relation with the Puritan character.If_

19 Watchman of the Valley, May 4, 1348, p. 121.
20 March 9, 1848, pi 94.
21 March 2, 1848.
22 March 30, 1848, p. 49.
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For the Zion* s Herald, Horace Mann’s debut in Congress on the sub
ject of slavery was one more of the blows which was causing the 
foundations of slavery to tremble. There was, however, no endorse
ment of Mann’s party. It was enough that he opposed American slav
ery. ̂  The editor of the Watchman of the Prairies of Chicago de
clared that Mann x\Tas equal to the best in the nation and in many 
respects not excelled even by Adams. His enthusiasm prompted him 
to say that "the United States will be laid under renewed obliga
tions to Massachusetts for the salutary influence she exerts on

ohnational councils."
The war was over, but the issues which it raised were now fur

ther intensified and the "great" question, the inevitable question 
of whether the new territories were to be slave or free, remained 
to inflame the emotions of an already disturbed public. The Thir
tieth Congress was not destined to settle the issues beyond the 
ratification of the treaty. It did admit Wisconsin into the Union 
and it did organize the Oregon Territory. It was not long before 
the questions of the Oregon Territory and the territories in the 
Southwest were interwoven.

With the compromise settlement by treaty in July, 1846, of 
the long-standing dispute with England over the Oregon boundary, 
this area became artificially Involved in the question of slavery 
extension. It was evident that Oregon was not adapted to the in
stitution of slavery, nor did its people want it, their provisional 
government having provided for its exclusion. Both North and

23 July 12, 1848, p. 110.
24 March 28, 1848.
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South, however, chose to use the occasion to assert their section
al principles. Senator Hale of New Hampshire proposed to apply 
specifically to Oregon the anti-slavery clause of the Ordinance of 
178? in spite of the obvious barriers to slavery already in exist
ence there. The South, on the other hand, contended against the 
efforts to prohibit slavery in the area. To overcome the delay in 
Congress occasioned by this wrangling, Polk proposed the extension 
to the Pacific of the Missouri Compromise line.

The editor of the Northern Advocate of Auburn, New York, v?as 
disturbed by the tendency of so many to want to avoid discussing 
the issue on the basis of Senator Hale’s proposal. It seemed to 
him that Hale was one of the very few who manfully defended the 
principle of free territory during this debate. The Advocate de
fended the necessity for thus dealing with the issue on the basis 
that the South, by successfully establishing the principle that 
Congress had no right to prohibit slavery in Oregon, would auto
matically open the door for carrying slavery into the new territor
ies of the Southwest.

The Boston Reflector and Watchman objected strenuously to the 
boldness of the slave power in trying to abolish freedom in Oregon 
when the local law ruled slavery out. Its editor was convinced 
that this move represented a fixed plan to increase and perpetuate 
slavery.^ A Chicago journal also Interpreted this attempt by 
Southern statesmen as a part of "a fixed purpose on the part of 
these members not to extend the area of freedom, but the dominion

25 June 14, 1848, p. 43.
26 July 27, 1848, p. 118.
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of slavery," and as an indication of Southern love for despotism.
The editor also challenged the sincerity of the South in view of 
previous excuses to the effect that the system had been "entailed 
on them by their ancestors.

The New York Evangelist attacked Calhoun, the chief exponent 
of the Southern position on slavery extension doctrines. "His 
grand principle . . .  by which his interpretation is guided seems 
to be, that whatever act or policy is favorable to human freedom, 
is -unconstitutional, and that the General Government has no other 
legitimate end than the security, permanence and propagation of

pOslavery." The editor reviewed carefully the compromises of the j 
Constitution which pertained to slavery whereupon he asked, "Which 
of these compromises is it that requires Congress to establish 
slavery, or to permit its establishment, upon soil already free,

I which the Union may acquire by purchase or by conquest?" He apolo
gized for giving so much attention to the subject but with the 
question verging toward decision he felt no question df "morals,

I or philanthropy, or theology, . . .  of more momentous significance?^ 
Almost as these words were being written, the Senate turned to 

the method of compromise in dealing with the issue of slavery ex
tension. A special committee of eight, two Northern and two South
ern members from each party, with Clayton of Delaware as chairman, 
was given the responsibility to offer a measure covering all the 
questions relating to the extension of slavery. The committee

27 Watchman of the Prairies, June 20, 1848.
28 July 6, 1848, p. 106.
29 July 13, 1848, p. 110.
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reported a bill which passed the Senate on July 27, 1848. The bill 
approved the provisional laws of Oregon, which excluded slavery 
subject to later action by the territorial legislature. The bill 
prohibited the legislatures of the territories of New Mexico and 
California from taking action relating to slavery. The question 
was to be handled instead by the territorial courts with provision 
for appeals to the Supreme Court. In effect, this placed the de
cision on the expansion of slavery in the territories in the hands 
of the Court.

Before this proposal had come up, the editor of the Watchman 
of the Prairies of Chicago reviewed the earlier compromises between 
North and South and concluded that the question of extension at 
this time offered another chance for compromise. He thought that 
Polk’s proposal to extend the compromise line would be accepted 

I and was not hostile toward it as long as territories south of the 
line could choose for themselves. The Chicago editor’s recep
tion of the Clayton Compromise was, however, not quite so passive. 
After outlining the procedure and the details of the committee's 
recommendations, he said: "If this bill is carried, in its present
form, it will be one of the greatest conquests which the friends of 
Slavery have ever achieved in Congress." Before the issue got off 
the press, however, he was able to insert the "cheery" news of the 
bill’s defeat.51

To the editor of the Northern Advocate, the very movement in 
the direction of compromise was "ominous of evil to the true

30 July 11, 1848.
31 August 1, 1348.

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



www.manaraa.com

156
friends of freedom and free territory." He found a large number 
of Northern Senators who were in favor of the extension of slavery 
and who would sanction this "pretended" compromise giving to slav
ery the whole of the territory ceded by Mexico. He complained of 
the lack of unity in the North on the subject of slavery which was 
in sharp contrast to the unanimity of the South on the question.^ 
His specific complaint against the proposed compromise was that it 
placed power in the hands of the slaveholding President who ap
pointed the judges and governors of territories.-^

The editor of the Boston Reflector and Watchman saw the 
question as beyond the range of compromise. Instead it was "a 
question of principle. The slave system is at war with the laws 
of God and the inalienable rights of man; and he who believes this 
must do violence to his own conscience, if he in any way sanctions 
its extension to a realm where it does not exist. The New York
Evangelist labelled the compromise "a cowardly attempt to evade 
responsibility" in view of the fact thet Congress, not the judi
cial branch, clearly had authority in the matter. "And," the edi
tor added, "of all the methods of evading responsibility, the 
Clayton Compromise seems to us to be, upon consideration, the most 
unmanly."35

The papers of the South were largely content to describe the 
proposal more or less factually with stress upon its potential 
value in eliminating the tensions associated with the discussion

32 Northern Advocate, July 19, 1848, p. 62.
33 July 26, 1348, p. 67. -
34 July 27, 1848, p. 118.
35 August 3, 1848, p. 122.
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of the "distracting" question.^  The emphasis upon the use of 
constitutional agencies appealed to one Southern editor. In his 
view Clayton's proposal to let the Constitution work by its "own 
tranquil operation" offered to those who would rail at any settle
ment the opportunity "to vent their indignation against their an
cestors who adopted it."3?

I Although the Senate adopted the Clayton Compromise, the House
tabled the measure at once and passed its own bill for organizing 
the territory of Oregon with slavery excluded. The Senate finally 
passed the bill in this form on August 13, 1848. The Northern 
Advocate hailed the defeat of the compromise bill with joy and its 
editor expected it to be so hailed throughout the North. He 
stressed the anomaly of slavery in a model republic and declared

I his belief that
so long as it is tolerated it will be a fruitful source of 
discord, endangering our political existence and blighting 
the prosperity of the States where it prevails. . . . The 
extension of slavery . . .  by a model republic, in the 
nineteenth century, is an evil and a disgrace scarcely to 
be conceived, and certainly not e n d u r e d . 38

In the South, the occasionally severe Inhibition upon the re
ligious press in political matters was operative at the time of the 
defeat of the Clayton Compromise. When the Baptist Banner published 
a speech favorable to the compromise by Kentucky Senator J . E. 
Underwood, the editor did so because he felt that the people should 
be informed about their Senator's views and that Mr. Underwood 
himself had a right to be heard. The necessity for such Information

36 Bellgious Herald, August 3, 1848, p. 122.
37 Southern Advocate, July 28, 1848, p. 31. 
35' August 2, 1848, p. 70.
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existed "especially because we apprehend the time is not far off
when these subjects will stir the nation to its heart, and at such
a time the good people of this commonwealth ought to know where
they can find a man they can trust."39 The editor of the Georgia
Christian Index noted the publication of the speech and the editor's

I protests "against being regarded as having, in any way, taken
part with either of the political parties.

Of course, the religious press of the North was as delighted
by the organization of the Oregon Territory with the principle of
the Ordinance of 178? as a condition, as it had been at the defeat
of the compromise. The editor of the Chicago Watchman of the-----------------
Prairies hailed it as "the most Important victory which Congress 
has ever achieved In behalf of liberty since 1787." It was to him 
the victorj'r of an aroused public sentiment and the noble struggle 
of friends of freedom in Congress. It also marked a victory over
the restraint imposed on free discussion in Congress by the fear of
the dissolution of the Union. He was sure that the subject would 
not cease to be heard in Congress until slavery no longer existed 
within the jurisdiction of the national government

The New Xork Evangelist stressed the element of defeat for 
Southern views and for the men who had sought to purchase slavery 
for California with a free Oregon as the price. It was "one more 
precedent, complete and clear, against the new-light dogma of cer
tain Southern statesmen, who have discovered that Congress has no

42power to provide for the establishment of universal freedom."

39 Baptist Banner, August 30,. 1848.
^0 September 21, 1848, p. 302.

Watchman of the Prairies, August 29, 1848.
^2 August 24, 1858, p. 1 3 4 ' . _________________
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The editor of the Boston Zion1s Herald was another who looked 

with great enthusiasm upon the agitation in this session of Con
gress, noting again the breaking up of parties over it. And "even 
cowards," he said, "will now begin to waive [sic] their hats and 
shout 'down with it.'" He expected the issue to be settled t\Tith I 
finality within twenty years because the "usurpations and corrup
tions" of slavery were becoming so "loathesome and intolerable to 
all good men."^3

The Boston Beflector and Watchman also welcomed all the dis
cussion which had Issued from the topic of slavery in this session 
of Congress. The editor looked forward, as a result of it, to the 
exposure of the evils of slavery and the consequent arousing of 
the country to ring the death knell of slavery.^ As was so often 
true among Northern editors, he either overlooked or accepted the 
inevitable consequences for the Union, of this posture.

A Washington visitor wrote to the Charleston Southern Baptist
in a vein of optimism at the close of this session of Congress, but
it was an optimism with a different base than that among Northern
editors. He wrote:

I shall go from Washington impressed with the belief that if 
our Union is preserved unfractured, it will be so under the 
guidance of Heaven, through the ability, patriotism, and 
conservative character of the Senate of the United States 
. . .  It is very clear to my mind that there is a great cri
sis at hand with us, that elements are at work which threaten 
the downfall of our Republic. For what is disunion but des
truction, the beginning of a long line of calamities to both 
parties concerned. . . .  I was glad to hear such a result 
deprecated on all sides in the Senate Chamber to-day.^5

43 June 28, 1848, p. 102.
^  August 3> 1848, p. 122.45 Quoted in the Biblical Recorder, September 2, 1848.
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Preparation for and conduct of the 1848 political campaign, 
coincided in part with this first session of the Thirtieth Con
gress. The issue of slavery extension, combined with intra-party 
power struggles, produced a third party movement in the Free Soil 
Party of the North. The Barnburner Democrats of New York, moved 
more by hostility toward Lewis Cass, the Democratic nominee, than 
by anti-slavery principles, bolted and nominated Martin Van Buren 
of New York. Cass was also in disfavor among anti-slavery demo
crats because of his support of squatter sovereignty and his bid 
for Southern support. Taylor, the Whig nominee, was a slaveholder 
and, as such, mistrusted by some Northern or "conscience" Whigs.

The Democratic platform endorsed the view that Congress had 
no power to interfere with the domestic institutions of the states. 
Neither the Democrats nor the Whigs offered a specific doctrine 
with regard to slavery in the territories. It was natural for the 
disgruntled Democrats and Whigs to meet on the common ground of the 
Proviso and unite with the Liberty Party which they did in conven
tion at Buffalo on August 9, 1848. The nominee of the Free Soil 
Party was Van Buren, who had bolted his party for political reasons. 
H:e.. won over Hale, who had bolted for reasons of conscience.
Charles Francis Adams was the vice-presidential nominee. The plat
form disavowed any intention of interfering with slavery where it 
existed, but declared for a policy of discouragement and limita
tion .

The religious press reacted to these nominations and to the 
campaign in a variety of ways. In the South, especially, editors 
pointed out the dangers to Christians which were inherent in the

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



www.manaraa.com

161
political campaign itself. The young were warned against the evil 
impulses and examples to which they would be exposed by the "giddy 
multitude of the world.

Christians were not to sacrifice their better feelings by be
ing brought into the "current of party excitement" or by lending 
their "influence to the entertainment of popular meetings, whose 
object and tendency are, not to convince the reason, but to arouse

[t*?the passions." ' A broad threat to Christian devotion was seen in 
"counter excitements, the stir and vehemence of party issues, the 
absorption of the attention, the neglect of private prayer," all 
of which results were liable to follow when one permitted himself 
to be drawn into the "maelstrom suck of party-politics.

These were only warnings, however, and they were not intended 
to discourage voting or even overt political action. "Our objec
tion, " said the Southern Baptist, "is not to the entertaining and 
acting upon, in a spirit of moderation and forbearance, known and 
fixed political opinions."^ The Baptist Banner stated that it was 
the Christian’s duty and privilege to vote for the man he esteemed 
"best qualified to serve his country and preserve its constitu
tion."50

On occasion, Northern editors also offered counsel in regard 
to Christian conduct during political campaigns. The Watchman of 
the Prairies identified misrepresentation, bustle, and intrigue as

46- Baptist Banner, June 21, 1848.
47 Southern Baptist, June 21, 184-8, p. 442.
48 Southern Christian Advocate, July 14, 1848, p. 22.
^9 June 2l7 1848, p. 442.
50 June 21, 1848.
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evils of partisan warfare. In view of this, two extremes were to 
be avoided:

The one is that of those who will turn the sabbath into a 
day of political conversation, read political newspapers 
instead of religious, and show more interest in attending 
a caucus, than a prayer meeting. . . . The other is of 
neglecting to take any part in the government of his coun
try, and leave it to the control of partizans [sic] and unprincipled men.51
The editor saw further dangers of the political campaign in 

the destruction of the moral sense of the community, its rendering I
it difficult to know the true qualities of candidates, and the 
weakening of respect for public officers. The only remedy was a 
proper sense of responsibility to God since "men will be called to 
account for their violation of the claims of conscience, not in
parties, but a s  i n d i v i d u a l s . "52

In spite of such dangers, some elements of the religious press
of the Northwest showed much interest in the presidential election
as it related to Free Soil doctrines. Early in 1848 the Watchman
of the Prairies began to comment on the party alignments and possi
bilities. The bearing of Taylor's military career upon his charm 
for North and South alike drew a wry comment from the editor of the g 
Watchman. "Others think it no evidence of statesmanship or qualifi
cations for the presidency that a man can fight." But Taylor's 
attraction to the South was partly due to the fact that he was a 
slaveholder. The editor noted also that Cass had attempted to make 
himself acceptable to the South by opposing the Proviso. The net 
result was that "the candidates thus far contemplated by the

51 Watchman of the Prairies, June 27, 1843.
52 rbid., September 5, 1848.
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The editor of the Watchman took more than a casual Interest 
in Liberty and Free Soil movements. The paper carried many notices 
and comments on their meetings without any specific endorsement of 
parties. The editor did say that no man was more worthy of his 
party's confidence and few more competent to carry out its measures 
than Owen LoveJoy, Liberty nominee for Congress from Illinois.^
He also noted the divided interest of the Democrats at a meeting 
in Chicago ivhen, after an adjournment and reorganization, action 

j favorable to the Proviso was taken. He found it a hopeful aspect 
of the times that fewer and fewer of any party in the North favored 
the extension of slavery.35

After the Whigs and Democrats had made their choices of Taylor 
and Cass, the editor of this Chicago paper said, "In General Taylor 
the nation will have a Southern man with Southern principles, while 
in General Cass we have a Northern man with Southern principles."
He identified the controlling principles in the nomination of Taylor 
as popularity and availability. These choices led him to believe 
that many Whigs and Democrats in the North would vote for neither 
and he announced the meeting of Ohio citizens to "nominate a man 
with northern principles to be supported by men of both parties."
It was to this meeting that dissenters looked for the calling of

I a Free Soil convention.^
When the editor of the 'Watchman of the Prairies discussed the

53 Watchman of the Prairies, February 8, 1348.
54 February 15, 1848.
55 February 29, 1848.
56 June 13, 1848.
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results of the Buffalo convention of the Free Soil Party, he dis
avowed allegiance to any political party, apparently feeling that 
some need existed for him to do so. He firmly endorsed the prin
ciples of the party, principles which he believed would survive 
and relieve the nation of the oppression of slavery whether the 
candidates were successful or n o t . 5?

The Watchman of the Valley, a New School paper of Cincinnati, 
entered the political contest with an even more partisan interest. 
From the beginning the editor looked with favor upon the Van Buren 
nomination and the support it received from those papers which de
clined to "hoist the Taylor flag;11 The editor took the abuse Van 
Buren received from the Cass faction, the slaveholders, and the 
Whigs as a mark of the importance of the nomination. He asked all 
"Christians to look with unprejudiced vision at the fearful cri
sis" and to "merge every minor political consideration in this 
paramount one of saving our country, at this last opportunity, from 
the perpetual domination of s l a v e r y . " ^

The South had been able, he thought, to direct both nomina
tions for the presidency because of their "paramount regard for 
the one issue" and with the aid of the subserviency of the North.
He again urged the North to present a united front, which he was 
sure its people would do if they could know how to vote to defeat 
slavery extension. For him, the choice was between Taylor and Van 
Buren. To help the voters make up their minds he gave pro and con

57 Watchman of the Prairies, August 29, 1848.
58 July 27, 1848, p. 124.
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testimonials in regard to Taylor's position. ^  He was then ac
cused of partiality for not mentioning Gass. He had left him out, 
he said, because he knew Cass would oppose restrictions on slavery 
extension and Taylor was at worst an unknown quantity. Neutrality 
he would not accept any more than party. His religious convictions 
compelled him to take a position on the basis of what was "morally 
true and right," which was, for him, precisely the challenge in the 
crisis over slavery.^0

Finally, on the eve of the election, the editor of the Watchman
of the Valley frankly endorsed the Free Soil Party. He did not
look for victory for the party in a single state, but that was not
the party's destiny.

It has a higher service to perform for the nation than to 
give it a President. It is principles, not men, which it 
promises to give; and the success which has already crowned 
its patriotic work, in this department, its friends may well 
contemplate with benevolent satisfaction. Give the party 
the privilege of saving the nation, and others may have the 
pleasure of ruling it.61

Zion1s Herald showed much interest in the third party movement 
also. The editor thought the election might result in the "entire 
subversion of the two prominent parties." The dissension manifest 
by the existence of the Barnburners and the Conscience-Whigs gave 
this prospect substance for him. He observed further that, "Could 
a suitable candidate be proposed who would represent the anti-slav
ery sentiment of the North, and on whom these dissentient portions 
could unite, he would poll a very large vote, and might possibly

Osweep the free States, and thus gain the election."0^

59 The Watchman of the Valley, August 10, 1848, p. 182.
60 September" 2B',T84d, p. 2.
61 November 2, 1848, p. 22.
62 July 12, 1848, p. 111.
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Although the Herald never endorsed the party or its leader
ship openly, it seemed to the editor of the Georgia' Christian In
dex that it had departed from the neutrality appropriate to a re
ligious paper to advocate the views of the "Free Soil or Abolition 
party." This was a noticeable departure from the "brotherly, 
Christian spirit towards the South" that he had been accustomed to 
seeing in the Herald.^

I The Western Christian Advocate experienced a change of editor
ship just after the election. As did his predecessor, the new edi
tor refrained from expressing preference for men or parties con
tending only for principles which were directly moral. The single 
question of moral bearing in the election was the extension of 
slavery. Neither of the two great parties, in his opinion, rose to 
this challenge and the Free Soil Party carried away the honors with 
results at that time still doubtful.^

The Southern editors were generally silent about the specific 
developments in party politics, but the Southern Advocate carried 
news of the Buffalo Convention labeled by the editor, "The Aboli
tion Convention." In addition to mere reporting he added, "There 
has been a good deal of bluster, and some passion, but nothing 
definite. The colored delegates did not present their creden
tials.

Even before the election was over, attention began to focus 
on the second session of the Thirtieth Congress, where more and more 
the issue of slavery extension posed a threat to the Union. Well

63 Christian Index, October 5, 1848, p. 317.
64 November 15, 1848, p. 126.
65 August 18, 1848, p. 43.
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in advance of the session, the discussion in the church press re
flected a concern over this threat. In September and October of 
1848 the New York Evangelist discussed the implications for the fu
ture of the Union, of insistence upon the exclusion of slavery from 
the new territories. Disunion, in the editor's view, was a South-

Iern invention to gain privilege by terrifying the North. He then
declared his complete confidence that the Union could not be broken.

The Union of these United States does not depend for its 
existence upon the personal consent of Mr. John C. Calhoun, 
or any of his particular friends. The existence of the 
Union does not depend on a popular vote in the State of 
South Carolina. That State is not now to be negotiated in
to the Union by concessions to her pride, her avarice, or
her passion for slavery. South Carolina is in the Union, 
and there Is no way for her to go out of tKe Union, or to 
be put out of it. . . . There is no power on earth, that as things now are, can tear these States a s u n d e r . 66

The Evangelist, In addition to objecting to allowing slavery
to expand merely to pacify the South, objected as emphatically to
the idea of extension in the interest of justice. The argument
which Its editor sought to counter, was to the effect that the

I South must share equally in the benefits of the territories acquired at the expense of all. The editor contended that each ter
ritory should receive the laws and institutions for the "benefits 
of its own population, present and prospective." True justice to 
the South, peopled mostly by poor whites, would consist of removing
from these same poor whites the "foul temptation" to mortgage their

6  7property to get slaves.
He justified the Insistence upon the Wilmot Proviso on the 

basis that, at worst, it would be a needless precaution, but he

66 September 7, 1848, p. 142.
67 October 5> 1848, p. 158.
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olted an 1847 decision of the Missouri Supreme Court to indicate 
the need for such an express prohibition. The effect of the deci
sion was that slavery could exist without positive law and that its 
existence presumed its legality.^ When the petition from New Mex
ico asking for territorial status without slavery was publicized, 
he expressed himself thus: "We do not believe that even to please
the South, that body will assume such a monstrous attitude before 
the civilized world as to force slavery upon an unwilling people. 11 
At the same time he noticed the prevailing temper in California 
along the same l i n e . ^9

As Congress convened for its essentially fruitless session 
the Reflector and Watchman identified the nature and importance of 
the struggle thus: "A great moral battle between the Slave-power
and Freedom is to be waged, and the issue must give color and com
plexion to our history for generations to come." In this editor’s 
opinion the South had become increasingly aggressive and through 
political finesse and cunning statesmanship had deliberately sought 
"new and x*ride fields for the extension of its dark and gloomy 
realm.1,70 This interpretation could not find support from the 
columns of at least one Southern paper whose editor feared the re
sult of the national system of expansion in the weakening of the 
national tie. To destroy or mar that tie would, in his view, "re
sult in injury to the moral as well as the social Interests of the 
land."71

68 New York Evangelist, October 12, 1848, p. 162.
69 December 7, 1846, p. 194.
70 December l4, 1848, p. 198.71 Presbyterian Herald, December 14, 1848.
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Polk, in his message to this session of Congress, recommended 

the organization of territorial governments for New Mexico and 
California and repeated his suggestion to extend the Compromise 
line to the Pacific. Various proposals were introduced in both 
Houses for the organization of the territories, but no one proposal 
received endorsement. During the session, the question of slavery 
and the slave trade in the District of Columbia came up in the form 
of the Gott Eesolution asking for a prohibition on the slave trade 
in the District. This prompted the meeting of the Southern members 
of Congress under the guiding genius of Calhoun. The group even
tually issued an address to their constituents dwelling upon Nor- j 
thern injustice to the South in regard to fugitive slaves, respect 
for the Missouri Compromise line, and refusal to the South of a 
share in the Mexican session. These events generated considerable 
excitement in both sections.

The editor of the Religious Herald reported without comment 
the territorial bills introduced by Senator Douglas and the peti
tion of New Mexico requesting protection from slavery.^ At this 
point the religious press throughout the South was relatively 
quiet, awaiting further provocation, which it was to receive in 
liberal amounts from the North.

Zion's Herald of Boston, for instance, described the sensa
tion of joy throughout the North upon news of the reception of the 
petition from New Mexico. This was expected to make it practically 
impossible to extend "the black curse" into these areas. The

72 December 21, 1848, p. 203-
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editor wrote:

What a spectacle, to behold a great body of enlightened, 
not to say Christian Legislators, deliberating in the nine
teenth century how they may propagate over the continent 
the abomination of human slavery! or, at least, how, by a
compromise, they may partially extend it. What must be the
moral sense of such men!!:

Tacit sanction of the earlier compromise with slavery within the
limits where it already existed did not for him imply the least
sanction for its extension. "It remained for the nefarious Cal-
hounism: of this day to propose the abominable idea.

The Watchman of the Prairies ojf Chicago expressed wonder at
Calhoun's reaction to the petition from New Mexico, echoing much
the same sentiment as the Herald. The editor regarded Calhoun's
insistence upon extending slavery into an area against the will of
the inhabitants as an anomaly at a time "when the doors of tyranny

nhare being thrown open, and the oppressed are going free."'
The Boston Watchman and Beflector at this point observed sim

ply, without predicting the outcome, that the crisis Involved whe
ther the national government would be the patron of slavery or lib
erty in the territories, and at the capitol.^ This is the deflec
tor and Watchman which carried this title for a few months after 
the absorption of the Watchman by the Beflector. The editor of 
Zion's Herald was very optimistic about the outcome in view of the
fact that a moral revolution was making Itself felt, destined

7 6eventually to abolish slavery by peaceful means. William Hosmer,

73 Zion's Herald, December 27, 1848, p. 106.
74 watchman of the Prairies, January 16, 1849.
75 January 4, 1849, p. 2.
76 January 17, 1849, P» 10*
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editor of the Northern Advocate, was uncertain of the outcome, hut 
was pleased that the subject was at last fairly admitted to Con
gress. "The operation of gag laws could not keep it out, the ex
treme dread of the south to touch the subject, the persevering 
neglect of the north to give consequence to antislavery movements,I could not check the progress of sentiment, nor prevent its approach 
to the Capitol." Congress could no longer avoid the subject if it 
would.^

The Watchman and Beflector had overcome some of its uncertain
ty of the month before and joined those who were optimistic. At a 
time when sixteen states had declared against extension through 
their legislatures, the South was not united and this was a rever
sal of an alignment of long standing. In fact, this editor viewed 
the position of Calhoun as an effort to conjure up a crisis to 
unite the South.

The typically mild Bellglous Herald of Bichmond expressed dis
tress over the difficulties inherited with the territories includ
ing the interruption of the harmony of the Union and the trials and 
difficulties of those who succumbed to "gold fever." He said wist
fully, "We trust that the cloud which now lowers over us, may be 
dispelled, and that for ages to come we may continue to bear and 
forbear, avoid sectional differences, and remain an united, happy 
and prosperous people.

The Louisville Presbyterian Herald, still restrained by inde
cision, in regard to the propriety of discussing the subject, noted
 _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _

77 January 17, 1849, p. 166.
78 February 1, 1849, p. 18.
79 January 4, 1849, p. 3.
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that, in his political and religious exchanges, there was an in
creasing tendency to calculate the value of the Union. He ex
pressed a firm belief, however, in the survival of the Union "even 

I if New England and South Carolina could be brought up to the stick
ing point," a possibility he considered remote. He located the 
force that would bind the Union together in the "great West" which 
was able to "swallow them both up and not feel it." The Missis
sippi Valley was to be the great bulwark of the Union, where Nor
thern and Southern interests coincided and where there was a com
mingling of their people.®®

The Georgia Christian Index quoted the New York Observer in 
connection with the strength of Northern feeling at this time. In 
the view of the Observer about nine tenths of the North was inflex-Iibly opposed to extension and many leading men were so opposedthat they were prepared to dissovle the Union. The writer opposed

this feeling but he thought the South should know of its existence,
after which the two sections should sit together and discuss just

0-1how mutually important the Union was.
The same editor cited the plea of the Southern Presbyterian 

in behalf of the preservation of the Union for the sake of all sec
tions. This paper, nevertheless, asserted the rectitude of the 
Southern position, citing the fact that God gave no free soil pro
clamation when the Hebrews invaded Canaan. The South had a full 
right to expect the protection of their right to slavery in the 
territories, when the territories had been acquired at the "expense

80 Presbyterian Herald, January 25, 1849.
81 Quoted in Christian Index, February 8, 184-9, p. 41.
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of common blood." The question of the common rights to territories 
had long been settled. "All that now remains, is, to ascertain 
the proper quota of each section, and define the lines of demarca
tion. This surely need not in any sense endanger the union.11 ̂

The editor of the Nashville Advocate broke the usual silence 
of his paper on the subject to comment on the excitement in Con
gress. He said,

The abolitionists in Congress appear stubbornly determined 
to carry out their purpose, cost what it may; and the
Southern members are resolved to resist every unconstitu
tional encroachment. . . . The results of these oft repeat
ed and heated discussions, we apprehend, will be fearful.
It is surprising that men who profess to love their country,
and to glory in the Union of the States of this vast Repub
lic, would so wantonly and in violation of the constitution 
and state-rights, strike at the basis of that Union. But 
there is no accounting for fanaticism and run-mad politi
cians. 83

He adjudged the people of the South entirely competent to act for
themselves and to manage the question ably i^ithout the "intermed-

RAdling of those who have no particular interest in the matter."0^ 
Zion1s Herald of Boston quoted all this in full and denied 

the possibility of "free and manly discussion" leading to the dis
solution of the Union. The editor also denied that the matter was 
of purely local concern as the Nashville editor had inferred. "It 
is not with the interests of the South," he said, "but with the 
common interests of our country, and with her own rights and con
stitutional Immunities, that the North is 'intermeddling’. . . . 
Light is increasing and spreading, the Republic will not be 
perilled, but slavery must die."®^ The Herald warned of the fate

82 Quoted in the Christian Index, February 8, 1849, p. 41.
83 January 26, 1849.
84 Ibid.
85 February 14, 1849, p. 26.
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of the South if there were disunion. There would be little enough 
hooe for the North, "but what shadow of hope would there be fOr~the 
South in such an exigency? With millions of slaves within it, and 
the hostility of the world without, it would dissolve and perish 
forthwith."OD

Of all the specific items dealt with in this session, the 
Gott Resolution received the most attention. Hosmer of the Nor
thern Advocate expressed uncertainty over the result of the South
ern caucus, provoked by this resolution. In spite of his uncer
tainty in this matter, he continued to expect that the slave trade 
and slavery would soon disappear from the District on the rising 
tide of anti-slavery sentiment.8? The Georgia Christian Index gave 
a detailed notice of the Southern caucus and those who attended.

IThe editor stated that the object of the meeting was "to unite the
South in measures for their defence from Northern abolitionism,

88which has now come to a crisis in legislation." The Biblical 
Recorder of North Carolina counselled special deliberation, on the 
part of Southern men, urging them to attempt nothing that could be 
construed as rashness since nothing could better suit the "agita
tors and disorganizes " behind the proceedings in Congress. He

39did, however, urge firmness and unity in the South.
When news of the action of the meeting of Southern Congress

men reached the editor of the New York Evangelist, he scoffed at 
any plan to form a confederacy of the South, questioning that it

86 Zion's Herald, February 14, 1349, pp. 26, 27.
87 January 3, 1849, p. 159.
88 January 4, 1849, p. 2.
89 January 6, 1849.
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was proposed seriously. He had this to say: mA Southern Confed
eracy' is a good theme for eloquent declamation; it may even be 
adroitly worked up for party purposes, but we deem it just as im
practicable as the construction of a railroad to the moon." He
disavowed any desire to see the Union severed, much as he deprecat- 

QOed slavery.
Gott's Resolution was originally adopted December 21, 184-8, 

by a 98 to 88 vote, but on January 10, 184-9, it was reconsidered 
and the bill died. This brought distress to the editor of the 
Watchman of the Valley who saw all hopes dashed by this parliament
ary maneuver. "Posterity will be amazed," he said, "to learn that
the slave trade was once carried on at the metropolis of our boast-

91ed land of freedom."
The 'Southern Address issued by Calhoun and the Southern mem

bers of Congress was itself the occasion for some of the most heat
ed controversy. The Southern Baptist of Charleston gave the en
tire front page to its publication because the editor felt that his 
readers would be pleased to read it even though being deprived of 
material of a more religious nature.^ This is all he had to say 
at the time, but under provocation he chided the Hew York Recorder 
for dabbling in politics when the paper featured a series of let
ters to Mr. Calhoun criticizing the Southern Address. "Perhaps it 
would be well to attend to the religious questions," he said, "and 
refrain from travelling a distance to find something to comment on

90 New York Evangelist, January 18, 184-9, p. 10.
91 February 1, 184-9, p. 74-.
92 February 14-, 184-9, p. 578.
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In the regions of politics."93

'̂ ie Biblical Recorder of Raleigh also took issue with this 
series of letters on the same basis, stating that the question was 1 
in fact "whether Congress should, or should not, interfere for ar
resting the progress of slavery. How any question could be more 
effectively secularized, and thereby placed beyond the province of 
religious journals, we think it is difficult to decide." As to 
slavery in the territories, the editor adopted the principle of 
popular sovereignty contending that the question belonged to the 
people of the territories and not to Congress.^

The Charleston Southern Baptist*s restraint was broken to an 
even greater extent than it had been earlier, when the Boston pa
per of his denomination, the Watchman and Reflector, showed con
tempt for South Carolina and her effort to get a following in the | 
South for her secession views. The Boston editor had used the 
following language:

The world knows how just are her claims to this sympathy.
A fundamental principle of her pure democracy is, that 
slavery is a blessing and ought to be perpetuated. Strange 
that •che_wisdom of nearly a score anil a half of free, sov
ereign and independent States is so dead to the truth of 
the above principle, and so deaf to her call in the hour of 
agony. Why, the old Whiskey insurrectionists met with bet- I
ter luck. . . . Yes, South Carolina is permitted to cry in 
vain for help out of her own boundaries.95

The Charleston paper also quoted the Watchman concerning the Fourth
of July orations in 1849 in the South:

The dinner sentiments were, perpetual slavery, extension 
of slavery, no Wilmot Proviso, no Union, and "Down with

93 New York Recorder, February 28, 1849, p. 586.
94 ApFiT“28, 1849. ,95 Quoted in the Southern Baptist, July 15, 1849, p. 670.
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the North!" We mention this last exhortation that our 
readers may have a chance to join in the laugh. It is 
altogether probable that the Union will stand yet a while 
in spite of South Carolina madmen.96
To the Watchman, the editor of the Southern Baptist made this 

reply:
We copy the following rich specimen of withering contempt 
from the Watchman and Reflector, a religious (V) paper pub
lished at Boston. Do, Mr. Editor, spare us, we cry enough!
We could bear with composure the sneers of a little editor 
in some petty town or State, but when the mighty represent
ative of Boston, the Athens of America, puts his foot upon 
our neck, we lie silent and trembling. Boston, "the place 
of many whites and few blacks" has spoken. . . . The city 
that owns not a black slave, (thinks white ones better,) 
calls us "madmen."97

Thus did leading ministers of their respective sections speak in
crisis.

This minimizing of the efforts of Calhoun’s state was a fav
orite pastime of Northern editors other than that of the Boston 
paper. The New York Evangelist referred to the excitement Cal
houn’s efforts used to stir. "But now," according to the editor, 
"Southern caucuses, slaveholding eloquence, and even the deliber
ate manifesto, drop unnoticed, and not a pulse beats the quicker 
for the demonstration.,J The thought of the withdrawal of the |
South "conjures up no images of national famine or decay. Fears 
of disunion disturb nobody; nobody really believes such an event 
possible— least of all at the bidding of the inconsiderable oli
garchy of slaveholders, who speak for and in the name of the 
South.

The editor of the Boston Zion's Herald also gloated over the

96 Quoted in the Southern Baptist, July 15, 1849, p. 670.
97 Ibid., July 25, 1849," p. 670.
98 February 1, 1849, p. 18.
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lack of attention which the Address received. The Union was too 
valuable to all for such as this to be taken seriously. He felt 
that the South, in spite of its alleged grievances, faced disaster 
at the separation of the states. "Let us discuss slavery," he 
pled, "but keep within the Constitutional provisions respecting it, 
and assert forever the indissolubility of the country."99

The Watchman and Beflector greeted "Mr. Calhoun's Manifesto" 
as an example of Southern ultraism becoming more aggressive, "high- 
toned," and extravagant in its claims. Contrary to a belief he 
imputed to Calhoun, the people of the North would not recede from 
their position of hostility to slavery and its extension. The mo
tivation, he said,

is a mighty religious sentiment awakened among them which 
speaks with the voice of authority, and forbids them to 
become the tools in the hands of the politicians to extend 
and perpetuate the empire of slavery. In their view, the 
cause of freedom is the cause of Christianity and of man, 
the zeal which they cherish for it is kindled at the altar 
of God, and it is the daily prayer of multitudes that they 
may not prove faithless to it in its hour of trial. 0

The great majority in the North were by no means interested 
in violently effacing slavery from the slaveholding states. The 
District of Columbia, however, was considered common property and 
slavery there was a special blot on the national honor, reflecting 
discredit upon the entire nation. The North was, therefore,--deter
mined that slavery should be removed from that area. The Watchman 
and Beflector went to some lengths to declare that the existence 
of slavery in the states was a state question and not subject to

99 Zion1 s Herald, February 7, 184-9, p. 22. 
100 February 15, 184-9, p. 26.
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national legislation, although subject to free discussion anywhere.
Eut the extension of slavery was a national question to be decided
by Congress in behalf of liberty, the Proviso being designed to
aPPly the non-extension principle to California and New Mexico.
To get this prohibition, the editor declared, "The people of the
North are united. Slavery may live on or die out in the States
it now curses; but never will its feet be permitted to desolate a

101span’s breadth of the new territories."
The Thirtieth Congress had closed in a scene of spectacular

disorder. What must have been a frustrating session to all,
reached its climax and end early on a Sunday morning in March,
184-9, with drunkenness, profanity, and fighting prevailing on all
sides. Taking this as one of those aspects of politics which
should be treated by the religious press, the Georgia Christian

in?Index protested v i g o r o u s l y A  fellow Baptist of the North pro
tested with equal vigor, partly because the session ran over into 
the Sabbath. "Thus was night made ’hideous,’ and thus," the edi
tor said, "was ushered in the Sabbath by the Representatives of a 
Christian Republic. The entire scene in language and violence was 
ruffianly, and deserves the scorn and Indignation of all the vir
tuous in the land.

Editors of the North looked more hopefully to the next Con
gress. The Watchman of the Valley described the "obstlnancy" of 
the Senate, which had prevented the organization of New Mexico and 
California and, nearly so, that of Oregon. This was due to the

101 Watchman and Reflector, August 9, 184-9, P* 126.
102 March 29, 184-9, p. 102.
103 Watchman of the Prairies, April 3, 184-9.
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Senate's unwillingness to grant "protection to these territories 
from the curse of slavery." In view of this, the editor said,
"How the next Senate will be likely to act on this question, be
comes therefore a deeply interesting enquiry. And it is an en
couraging fact that the Senatorial changes in the next ! ingress 
will be generally in favor of Liberty.11

The editor of the New York Evangelist had been encouraged by
the same observation. He mentioned Salmon P. Chase of Ohio of whom
he said, "No public man in the State could better answer the de
sires of Northern freemen than Mr. Chase." Then, too, William H. 
Seward as governor of New York had taken a "manly" position which
gave "a pledge of fidelity to human rights, which we are glad to 

105accept." Discussing further the personnel of the new Senate, 
he referred to the instructions given by their state legislatures 
to Senator Cass of Michigan and Senator Bright of Indiana, as to 
how they should conduct themselves with regard to Free Soil doc
trines."''0^

Many of the forecasts of the editors of the religious press 
proved to be reasonably accurate and demonstrated a degree of acu
men in interpreting political trends. The editor of the Boston 
Zion’s Herald, however, could not have been more wrong when he had 
this to say during the lull in politics in the summer of 18*4-9:

The prospect is that the "Proviso" controversy, so far as 
it concerns California and New Mexico, will be terminated 
by the adoption of State constitutions and application for 
admission to the Union by those territories. . . . The prob
able termination of the question in this manner ought to

10*4- Watchman of the Valley, March 15, 18*4-9, P* 98 
105 March 1, 18*4-9P • 3^.
4 r \ C  a106 ibid.
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afford universal satisfaction to all parties. It will save 
much waste of time and temper in Congress, and tend to as
suage those rankling sectional jealousies which the contro
versy has thus far excited. It is indeed another evidence 
of that good Providence which watches over our national 
safety, and which has so often made a way of escape for us 
when the precipice of dissolution seemed alone before us.10»

It awaited only the stormy opening of the Thirty-first Congress to
dash such hopes,

107 Zion's Herald, August 22, 1849, P* 134.
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CHAPTER VII 
"THE GREAT DEBATE”

With the approach of the Thirty-first Congress, which was to 
meet in its first session on December 3, 184-9* lb was more and more 
apparent that the issue of slavery extension had to be settled.
The gold rush of 184-9 had, almost overnight, created a population 
qualifying California for admission as a state, although no terri
torial government had yet been established. The new President 
gave encouragement to statehood through Thomas Butler King, acting 
as his special agent in California. On September first a body of 
delegates met and, on October 13, signed a constitution which was 
adopted by the people of California one month later. The constitu
tion contained a clause forever prohibiting slavery in the state, 
a proposition which had been unanimously adopted by the convention. 
Officers were chosen under the new constitution and as Congress as
sembled California stood awaiting admission into the Union. The 
issue raised by David Wilmot in 184-6, which had underscored as 
itfell as accentuated sectional differences, would brook no further 
postponement.

The editor of the Northern Advocate of Auburn, New York, was 
fully cognizant of this situation. He expected the destiny of 
slavery to be decided by the Thirty-first Congress, and he appre
hended a Southern revolt growing out of the South's desperation in 
the face of the constant agitation of previous months. Division 
would be a certainty, he felt, if it were possible without open 
revolution. He calculated the value of the Union thus:

Be It, however, that our worst fears are realized, and that 
there Is not enough of conservatism in the South, to endure
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the Impending conflict between essential right and pre
scriptive wrong, shall the north shrink from its task, 
rather than meet the shock? Shall it betray humanity at 
the bidding of mere expediency? Is the Union worth more 
than three millions of people, and their posterity after 
them to the end of time? Is It worth more than religion, 
or justice, or safety, or money? These are questions that 
must be answered in the affirmative, before threats of dis
solution are of any force. Upright men would sacrifice a 
thousand unions sooner than crush the African race.l

An editor of the West also anticipated the primacy before Con
gress of the question of slavery versus freedom in the new terri
tories. He expressed his concern in a call to prayer, as was the 
custom, but with foregone conclusions as to what the answ'er should 
be, i.e., "that all our country which is now free should be kept so; 
. . . that even where the curse is found it may be removed. Let 
Christians pray for Congress and entreat of God so to order events, 
that our Pacific Coast may ever remain unstained by the tears and 
blood of the slave.

The Issue quickly came to focus upon California. Prom the 
time of the discovery of gold there, California had received a 
great deal of attention from the religious press, North and South. 
Hardly an issue left the press without news of California, news 
ranging from mere geographical descriptions and notice of groups 
leaving from or arriving In the area, to warnings of the dangers 
inherent in "gold fever."

The Southern Advocate of Charleston anticipated that Califor
nia would fuse "a new centralization of the nations of the earth—  
the beginning of a great American epoch in the history of the world I'

1 Northern Advocate, November 7, 1849, p. 126.
2 Central Christian Herald, November 16, 1849, p. 126.
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The editor saw California as the meeting place between Europe and
Asia with the Western United States being the "half-vray-house" be-

3tween both sides of the Old World. The direction of vision was
clearly set toward California in spite of many forebodings about

Uthe gold. ' It was with great delight that most of the Northern 
editors received the news of California's action in applying for 
statehood as a free state. There was one small fly in the oint
ment, however, for the Central Christian Herald. The constitution 
excluded free blacks from the state, a provision which the editor 
expected to be reconsidered since it had passed by a narrow mar
gin. ̂ The editor of the New York Evangelist was pleased that 
Californians had protested the introduction of slavery into their 
area. He was yet afraid, however, that the "unfortunate discovery 
of the gold mines with the moral derangement and mischief" it would 
be apt to bring, would modify this praiseworthy feeling.

The joy of the editor of the Northern Advocate was quite com
plete and he expected it to be so for all who had any regard for 
the colored race. The development did not seem strange to him in 
view of the character of the emigrants to the area. Most, he ob
served, came either from free states or from countries abroad where 
slavery was not allowed.''7 The editor of the Western Advocate

3 Southern Advocate, May 25, 1849, p. 202.
4 Western Advocate, February 14, 1849, p. 26; Southern Baptist, 

June 27, 1849, p. 656; and Advocate and Journal, February 1, 1849, 
p. 18.5 December 13, 1849, p. 143.

6 December 14, 1848, p. 198.
7 November 21, 1849, p. 134.
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could not, however, agree that this was the cause of the prohibi
tion. Although -his correspondent from California had supported a
view similar to that of the Northern Advocate, the editor, probably
to justify the prolonged agitation over slavery, insisted that "the 
discussion respecting the Wllmot Proviso, or the Jeffersonian or- S 
dinance, and the known determination of the northern states to en-

g
force it, was the great cuase of this unanimous vote."

The New York Evangelist was among those papers which too
quickly accepted the development as the conclusion of the matter
for California at least.^ Upon receiving the news, its editor said,

The solution which this auspicious event also furnishes of 
the vexed political question, removes many just apprehensions.
If now, as triumphant an exodus can be gained out of the 
perils which hang upon the destiny of the other new terri
tory, New-Mexlco, we may draw our first long breath In
reference to this matter.1°

Such optimism was proved unfounded as soon as Congress met.
The Senate was forced to mark time while the House consumed three 
weeks in electing a Speaker. The House numbered 112 Democrats,
105 Whigs, 12 Free Soilers, and one Native American.11 Obviously I 
the dozen Free Soilers held the balance of power if party lines I 
were not borken. Howell Cobb of Georgia x\ras the Democratic choice I 
for speaker and Robert C. Wlnthrop of Massachusetts the Whig 
choice. The Free Sbllers persisted in scattering their votes. As 
the balloting and debate proceeded, it revealed the pronounced 
sectional hostilities which presaged the erasing of party lines.

8 November 28, 184-9* P* 190.
9 See pp. 180, 181.10 November 15, 184-9, p. 182.11 AllanNevlns, Ordeal of the Union, Vol. I, Fruits of Manifest 

Destiny 1847-1852 (New York, 194-7), p. 251.
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This development was observed and welcomed by some in the 

North, including the New York Evangelist. This editor did not con
sider the time consumed in electing a speaker as time wasted. "It 
is certainly accomplishing much," he said, "towards bringing about 
a new arrangement of parties. The inevitable division of parties 
into North and South, is rapidly hastening on; it has never been

i 2so rapidly promoted as by the occurrences of the present session.
To most both North and South, however, the general implica

tions of the opening days of the session were ominous. The Western 
Advocate of Cincinnati reported them thus: "A whole week has
passed in strife, and the only result is deep excitement. In it
self, this may be regarded as a small matter, but in connection 
with the exciting topics which will engage the attention of Con
gress, it is an unfavorable omen."1^ The editor of the Northern 
Advocate shared with his fellow-Methodist this sense of the ominous 
nature of the situation. But, while he feared somewhat the result, 
he rejoiced that the issue could no longer be evaded and that It
appeared as though the rights of the colored race were no longer

14to'be sacrificed to a fear for the Union.
Many Southern papers also reacted to these opening scenes with 

some alarm. The Washington correspondent of the Southern Baptist 
described the intensity of an excitement which could only mark the 
eve of "startling events." Only Providence, he asserted, could 
avert the calamity that was bound to ensue from the fact that the 
North and South had apparently taken their final positions on the

12 December 20, 1849, p. 203.
13 December 12, 1849, p. 198.
14 December 26, 1849, p. 15^•
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slavery question.^5

The Southern Advocate of Charleston, neighbor of the Southern 
Baptist, also noted the great excitement. The editor informed his 
readers of the stand taken by Southern leaders to resist all ag
gression at all hazards. "The North," he said, "affects to con
sider it Southern thunder, which can do no harm." He then cited 
the tone of the recommendations of governors throughout the South 
made to their legislatures in "resistence to the Proviso and to the 
abolition of slavery in the District of Columbia, to the last ex
tremity. " This indicated, to the editor, that there was a suffi
cient degree of unanimity and determination throughout the South

1 (sto make this more than thunder.
The Baptist Banner, a border state publication, saw little 

grounds for hope for the country, if Congress could be considered 
a true miniature of the population at large. The editor believed 
that such was not the case and that the people might yet force 
their leaders to listen to measures of compromise. He then pro
ceeded to use the occasion to lecture the religious press of the 
North. "Justice constrains us to say that the religious press of 
the North, has contributed as much or more than any other influ
ence to bring about the present alarming state of things." He 
then addressed the North directly.

Surely by this time you must be convinced that ribaldry, 
detraction, political Intrigue, nor force can avail you, 
and that if ever your wishes are realised [sic], our re
ligious and civil rights preserved and the Union of these 
happy States perpetuated, it must be brought about by a

15 Southern Baptist, December 19, 1849, p. 753-
16 Southern Advocate, December 21, 1849, p. 115*

— -    -------
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very different spirit and policy than that which has 
characterised [sic] your former course.17

The election eventually of a Southern speaker served to call 
attention to a reality in connection with the Senate which was dis
tressing to the North. Two Northern journals, one a conservative 
paper, called attention to the preponderance of the South in the 
Senate organization. The Advocate and Journal said: "Of the

I chairmen of the twenty-seven standing committees of the Senate, I
sixteen are from the slave States, and eleven only from the free; 
and in filling up the committees the South have a preponderating 
influence in all the important ones."*® A correspondent of the 
Northern Advocate was much more perturbed by the same considera- J

Ition. He observed that "the spirit of dictation and tyranny, 
which prevails upon the Southern plantation, is also manifest in 
the Congress of the United States." His complaint went even fur
ther. "We have dough-faces in Congress, who would lick the spit
tle from the boots of Southern men-stealers, to obtain the loaves 
and fishes of political p r e f e r m e n t . "*9

With the House finally organized, Congress and the nation were | 
ready to receive the message of President Taylor. He indicated the 1

! readiness of California to apply for admission, with the prospect 
that New Mexico would very probably assume the same posture soon.
He recommended that Congress receive them on their own conditions 
as free states, thus settling the territorial question on the basis 
of the desires of the areas in question, presumably avoiding danger

17 Baptist Banner, December 19, 1849.
18 January 3, 1850, p. 3»
19 January 2, 1850, p. 158.
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to sectional harmony. This was, of course, unfavorable to slavery,
and unreallstieally ignored the intensity of feeling about this
issue and others now equally adamant, i.e., the status of Utah,
the Texas boundary question, fugitive slave measures, and slavery
in the District of Columbia.

The President's proposals as they related to California and
New Mexico removed some of the mistrust or uncertainty previously
expressed toward President Taylor by the Northern press. The New
York Evangelist fully endorsed the message.

The message is brief, explicit and manly. . . . There 
can be no doubt that it will commend itself to the good 
sense and patriotism of the country. The just and moder
ate views it takes of the question, and the evident 
solicitude it manifests for the settlement, on the only 
right grounds, of this subject, will not fail of being appreciated. 20

The New York Baptist Register likewise approved the speech in
a later reference to C-eneral Taylor's views. "The disposition of
Gen. Taylor for harmony, and the avoidance of dangerous collisions,
is here clearly evinced; and if the application of California for
admission should be rejected, it can only be by a few hot heads

21who would sacrifice the Union." As far as that part of the mes
sage which called attention to Washington's warning against parties 
on the basis of "geographical discriminations" was concerned, the 
Cincinnati Central Christian Herald insisted that the South had 
long been so organized on the issue of slavery. Then he issued 
this warning: "If the North can be dissuaded from following their

20 January 24, 1850, p. 14.
21 February 7, 1850, p. 6.
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example, the South will be able to have everything their own 
way."2̂

The editor of the Baptist Banner of Louisville belatedly car
ried the President's message in its entirety. His editorial com
ment and hope was: "It is an important State paper, and is regard
ed by our political exchanges as setting forth the grounds upon 
which the question now agitating the country, will in all proba
bility be settled."^I The Central Christian Herald sought to define the crisis in
very simple terms. To this editor it was no other than a “contest 
between the conflicting principles of Liberty and Slavery. Our 
newly acquired territory is the theater of that conflict." On the

I other hand, it was clearly a contest also between abstract princi
ple and property Interest. The property interest united the South 
and divided the North between those who stood upon principle and

Ohthose who vascillated because of property Interests. The New York 
Evangelist noted the nature of the crisis in the saturation of Con
gress with the subject of slavery, correctly placing the cause of 
the excitement with issues raised well before Congress met. The 
editor observed that the subject of slavery pervaded every issue, 
with the Southern members prepared to defend their "favorite insti
tution" to the last gasp.^

The chief interest in these few weeks focussed, as it often 
had before, on the possibility of the dissolution of the Union. A

22 Central Christian Herald, December 27, 1849, p. 150*
23 January 30, 1850.
24 January 10, 1850, p. 158.
25 January 3> 1850, p. 3-
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border state journal typical of the Old School decried the presence 
in Congress of demagogues and fanatics from either section who 
posed these threats. The editor was as confident that the results 
of disunion would be unhappy as he was that Christian people would 
avert such a disaster through prayer when they saw the evil ap
proaching.^^

1 An Ohio journal of the New School was not quite sure just how
serious the threats were. "The members from the far South threaten 
disunion very loudly, and on every occasion. What the result will 
be, Providence alone can decide."2  ̂ The New York Recorder tookI the threat very seriously and considered the nation on the verge of 
disunion. The editor of the Chicago Watchman of the Prairies, how
ever, discounted the possibility but he indicated that he would 
face the prospect if necessary, since the cause of the slave was 
dearer than the Union. The real point at issue was the question 
of moral and natural rights.2® Yet this editor, as did many who 

I declared this conviction so emphatically, disavowed violent emanci- 
i pation and aggressively sought only to remove slavery from the 
I spheres of national influence, i.e., the territories and Washing- 
I ton, D. C.29
I Quite generally throughout the North, however, the threats of

disunion which came from the South were thought of as a gigantic 
bluff. This appeared especially in an intradenominatlonal contro
versy between the Baptist paper published in Boston and the one

26 Presbyterian Herald, January 24, 1850.
27 central Christian Herald, January 17, 1850, p. 163.
28 watchman of the Prairies, February 19, 1850.
29 Ibid., February 5, 1850.
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published In Charleston, both leading papers of their respective 
sections. These papers frequently sought to draw journalistic 
blood from each other.

The Southern Baptist of Charleston quoted several Northern 
journals to show the prevalent attitude in the North to the effect 
that disunion was only a Southern cry of "wolf" designed to fright
en the North into making concessions. The editor especially sing
led out the Watchman and Beflector of Boston. The Charleston pa
per declared that

the Union can and may be sundered. In a day, in an hour, 
by the rash and misguided zealots at Washington, who be
lieve that all cry of determination to resist, is unmean
ing bluster, and who are sustained in this belief by the 
reckless assertions of their editorial constituents, this 
great confederation of States may be broken up, and the 
fabric that now commands the admiration of the world, become a by-word and a hissing.30

The really violent haters of the Union, he insisted, were those
who were writing just such propaganda as the Watchman. "Pretty
men, these," he said, "to denounce people as disunionists, who are
themselves Indulging, weekly, in taunts and invectives that evince
their bitter enmity to one half of their fellow-countrymen."31

The Watchman and Beflector gave notice of this reaction and
again discounted any threat to the Union.

The American people, North and South, are undoubtedly sound 
on the great question. They know the exalted position to 
which the nation has been raised by means of the Union, and 
they will not permit even the momentous question of slavery 
to alienate them from it. . . . The disunion factionlsts at 
the South are as impotent in their effect upon the masses 
as are those at the North. We have a few infatuated men in

30 Southern Baptist, January 16, 1350.
31 Ibid.
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our midst, who assume that slavery can only be crushed 
under the mouldering fragments of the Constitution.32

The final word of the Southern Baptist was an expression of the 
hope that the North was truly sound on the issue of the Union, al
though its editor feared that the North's "love for the Union is 
the Union as she intends to have it, with the lion's share." He 
affirmed also the South's love of the Union and her willingness to 
sacrifice anything for it but justice and equality. "These she 
will not sacrifice, and it is well for the Reflector and all Nor
thern papers to be fully and fairly advertised of the fact."33 it 
was precisely at these points, of course, where the irreconcilable 
differences existed. What was equality and justice to the South 
was increasingly an evil which tormented the conscience of the 
North.

The editor of the New York Baptist Register also belittled 
the Southern threat of disunion and considered that the "vaporing 
about it is worse than nonsense." He was sure that most of the 
residents of the North wouldunever encroach upon the constitutional 
rights of the South and he was equally sure that the South would 
consent to the principle of majority rule. But he added this typi
cal qualification. "The South may be assured, that the North will 
never rest until they can say their skirts are clean from the blood 
of a slave. The free States are determined not to be responsible 
for the existence of slavery anywhere."-'

Within the month, on the eve of the submission of Clay's

32 Watchman and Reflector, January 31, 1850, p. 18.
33 February 13, 1850.
3^ January 3» 1850, p. 19^.
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Compromise, the editor felt differently about the Southern threat 
to dissolve the Union. By that time he felt that "all the excite
ment in the political heavens is not wind.11 He saw an uncompromis
ing spirit in the South and a "determined and unconciliating spir
it in many from the North." The breach was widening in his view 
and in fact. The Southern component of the widening breach was 
"the impulsive, high toned and reckless excitability of the South" 
which would not cease "under real, or supposed aggression, until 
they conquer or die.;" The Northern component was "her unwavering 
consciousness of truth and right upon her side" which would cause 
her to never give up a principle.After such statements as 
these, the usual disavowal of extreme methods in agitation and re
crimination were quite useless.

On January 29, after these weeks of rancerous debate and un
certainty, Clay brought his compromise resolutions to the floor of 
the Senate. The proposals provided for the admission of Califor
nia as a free state, a territorial government for the remaining 
Mexican territories without provision as to slavery, a restricted 
boundary for Texas with compensation to that state, the abolition 
of the slave trade in the District of Columbia, and a new and more 
effective fugitive slave law. The immediate reaction of those Nor
thern editors who expressed themselves, varied from mild to an ex
treme disapproval.

The editor of the Central Christian Herald of Cincinnati ex
pected to follow Senate action on the proposals with great inter
est. The editor mildly questioned the justice to the North of the

35 New York Baptist Register, January 31, 1850, p. 3<
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suggested measures. "It will be seen that there are four calling 
for something like compromise from the South, and four also which 
contemplate something more than compromise from the North. "■5 A 
Chicago editor reacted somewhat more strongly. He thought the com
promise "five times" as favorable to the South as to the North. He 
asked why these new states should be "left open to the liability 
of slavery in any future and more corrupt generation?" He then 
naively asked, "If there be no such liability or expectation of 
its ever being introduced, why is its prohibition opposed?"^

The correspondent of the New York Evangelist commended the 
spirit of the plan but was skeptical of its success. It did not 
please the South since Southerners wanted more than the plan of-.' 
fered. The North was dissatisfied because her original position 
was "reasonable, constitutional, and safe." He complained that 
concessions were all to the South with the Nprth gaining nothing.
He, too, questioned that such a compromise would be accepted or 
that it was right.

After several weeks of debate the editor of the Evangelist 
revealed the paper’s position more fully. He attempted to reas
sure the South concerning the hostility of the North toward the 
slaveholder and as to the extent of fanaticism. He stated that he 
had never scorned a slaveholder, had never felt above him, and had 
never felt that the slaveholder was responsible for the circumstance 
of slavery. He also stated that ultraism was not characteristic of

36 Central Christian Herald, January Jl, 1850, p. 171.
37 Watchman of the Prairies, February 12, 1850.
38 February 7, 1850, pp. 22, 23.
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the North. ’’But," he said, "beneath all this, there is a deep, 
inborn, universal, uncompromising detestation of slavery. . . .  It 
will do no good to make compromises— to pass the thing off, or to 
open new fields for slavery, and to hope by spreading it, to make 
us quiet.11 He* believed that it was impossible to "have entire, in
telligent, progressive freedom and perpetual slavery under the same 
government." He would accept the fact that emancipation must be 
gradual and he assured the South that the North would give its 
sympathy and cooperation once the South admitted slavery's unde
sirability and made an effort to get rid of it, however gradually. 
This was quite exceptional for a paper as strongly anti-slavery as 
the New York Evangelist.

The Watchman and Reflector of Boston questioned further the 
efficacy of compromise even with Mr. Clay's genius and great pres
tige behind it. The editor admired the boldness of the effort and 
he, too, vowed to watch the action with Interest, but again there
was "too much slavery in them for the North, and not enough for

Aothe South" to offer hope for their success.
Eut the Northern Advocate of western New York offered no such

mild appraisals. Hosmer, the editor and a leading exponent of
anti-slavery in the Methodist Episcopal Church, offered a rather
keen analysis of the matter, in view of the feelings as they then
existed. He had this to say:

We have no great faith in compromises, especially where 
moral principle is involved.— In general it is a poor way 
of settling matters, and amounts to but little in the long

39 New York Evangelist, March 21, 1850, p. 6̂. 
4-0 February 7, 1850, p. 23.

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



www.manaraa.com

197
run.— Mr. Clay's resolutions, as a palliative for the present 
distress, may be satisfactory to moderate men, but they can
not prevent the final catastrophe— they can only delay it for 
a time. . . . Vie are not inhere we were seventy years ago, 
when the constitution was formed. Then a compromise could 
be made, because the things to be compromised were considered 
as political, rather than moral. At that day the slave trade 
was lawful, and the holding of slaves simply inconsistent; 
but now the one is piracy, and the other sin. Again the 
slave-holding States were then a majority;mow, in number as 
States, and much more in wealth and population, the free 1
States have the pre-eminence. Under these circumstances, 1
and with a full knowledge of all the besotting and blighting I
influences of slavery, exhibited in ten thousand instances I
before ther, it is not likely that the difficulty can be I
reached by any possible compromise.^ I

The editor of the Boston Zion1s Herald quoted this In full,
adding his comment.

We like this tone well and know not but that the doctrine
may be found correct. Yet abolitionist as we are, we say
frankly that if the parties concerned were more reliable, 
we should be quite inclined to favor Mr. Clay's propositions, 
with the exception of one that refers to fugitives, and that 
is yet too vague to be fully understood. . . .  We oppose 
slavery, but we also oppose disunion; and we think the true 
measure of our political action on the former should be the 
moral preparation of the natural mind for such action. All 
other action will produce d i s a s t e r . |

This clearly indicates the common view of editors throughout the |
North that, while slavery was ultimately a moral problem of im- I
mense dimension, its removal, where it existed, must be by moral §
suasion only, however aggressive that suasion might be. It also I
indicated that considerable naivete which rested in the assumption
that such moral suasion could ever be calmly accepted by the South.

After further appraisal the Herald was much cooler toward the 
proposals. The editor did not like to see the continuance of slav
ery in the District of Columbia. He saw, however, that Clay's

M  Northern Advocate, February 6, 1850, p. 178. 
^2 February 13, 1850, p. 26.
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proposal to relate the problem of its removal to the sentiment of j
the people of Maryland, was consistent with the method of working
through the moral preparation of the public mind. But the factor
which, in his view, rendered the Compromise most offensive and its
defeat probable, was the fugitive slave provision. This, he in- i
slsted, the North would not tolerate if it went beyond the existing j
constitutional provisions. But all objections rested ultimately on
moral grounds. j

Slavery is not like the tariff and the other usual party 
questions, a matter of mere fiscal or geographical interest; 
it involves the inexorable conditions of moral obligation.
The conscience, the religious convictions of these free 
States have become Identified with it, and no compromise . 
with it that compromises these can possibly be admissable. 3

The editor of the Nashville Advocate noticed and quoted this 
material from the two leading Methodist papers of the North. Not
ing the mild difference between the two, he said of the Northern 
Advocate:

We have seldom read anything indicating a more tyrannical 
and oppressive spirit than is manifest by this official I
editor of a Methodist paper. We hope for the honor of j
Americans, not to say Christians, that there are only a few 
such spirits in the North. Might constitutes right in his 
estimation. He would have made a good leader in the Romish 
inquisition.^

This fraternal exchange was observed with regret by the editor 
of the Presbyterian Herald of Louisville. He believed these arti
cles to be "calculated to increase the sectional contest which Is 
now raging in the halls of our national Legislature. They may," 
he warned, "ere they are aware, kindle a flame that cannot be

^3 Zion1s Herald, February 20, 1850, p. 30. 
Nashville Advocate, March 8, 1850.
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extinguished until all that is good in our glorious Union has been 
c o n s u m e d . T h e  Nashville Advocate quoted this paragraph, call- 
lng it to the attention of the Northern editors, although the 
Presbyterian paper had included both sections in his admonition.

Other than this kind of editorial exchange, the Southern 
press was, at the time, relatively quiet about the compromise pro
posals. The Georgia Christian Index, however, was an exception 
insofar, at least, as the editor quoted the correspondent of the 
Charleston Courier. In contrast to the Northern view, this cor
respondent felt that the South made the real concession, the North
only conceding matters relating to feelings. This individual be
lieved that the proposals lAjere brought forth for display only and 
not for practical vse although they might eventually furnish a

I l '7basis for adjustment. A paper of Clay's home state gave strong
support to the proposals of its native son. The editor of the
Baptist Banner called Clay's speech great in many ways including
especially the greatness of its object. He could see no material
damage to either section in the compromise plan and argued that

48some such plan must prevail or the results would be ruinous.
As the debate moved along, however, there were occasions when 

Southern Journals or conservative Northern Journals defended some 
of the specific provisions of the compromise. This was especially 
true of the fugitive issue. The fugitive question had long been a
fruitful source of resentment among the members of the editorial

45 Presbyterian Herald, March 14, 1850.
46 March 22, 1850^47 Christian Index, February 7, 1850, p. 23.
48 February 27, 1850.
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profession in the South. The Biblical Becorder of Baleigh had |
taken special offense at Bostonians. One incident which had pro
voked comment, concerned the apprehension of a runaway slave byt 
the proper authorities, bound by their legal duty. The editor 
described what followed.

For this fact, however, they appear to have come very near ]
being mobbed, by the tender-hearted, order-loving people I
of Boston. Indignation meetings have been held— indigna- I
tion speeches have been made— indignation resolutions have I
been passed— and indignation hisses have been hissed! The 1
press has spoken "in tones of thunder"— saints have sympa- I
thized— patriots and sages have been forced from their re
tirement— orators have poured forth their eloquence— and as 
it would seem, the community has been convulsed to its 
centre. And all for what? To shew the interest these good people take in other people's business!!49 

■In this connection, there was strong reaction In some quar
ters to activities and motives attributed to abolitionists. Touched 
off by an article on the primitive church and slavery, the Baptist 
Banner, a border area paper, had this to say: I

Abolitionists teach them [the slaves] to rob their master, I
to hate them and to run off and do them no service. They 8
encourage each other to slander the Christian master and |
to steal away his servants— and should one of these thieves 1
suffer under the law for his or her dishonesty, the aboli- 1
tionists revile the authorities of the land and glorify the I
thief as a martyr.— Verily there is a vast difference be- 1
tween an abolitionist and a primitive Christian.50 |
The most famous runaway of the period was probably Frederick 

Douglass. He had been on a lecture tour in the North, in England, 
and in Ireland during 1846. The Georgia Christian Index and the 
Louisville Baptist Banner were especially incensed by this activity. 
The editor of the Index had this on his mind when he wrote, "We

49 October 17, 1846.
50 April 8, 1847, p. 5^-
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doubt not the emissaries of England and runaway Negroes have cause 
to wish the destruction of the Union. Every libertine is an enemy 
of law and good order."

The most disturbing feature of the events which the tour set 
In motion was an incident involving Dr. Thomas Smyth, a minister 
from Charleston. This noted divine was required to retract cer
tain allegations made against Mr. Douglass or face the threat of 
legal action. Dr. Smyth was condemned for his duplicity in making 
a "penitential" apology,but the real barbs were reserved for Mr. 
Douglass and the abolitionists. The Index quoted a Rev. Dr. Cox, 
an Englishman, writing for the New York Evangelist as to the ex
travagant denunciation of American life and institutions in which 
Douglass engaged. The editor ascribed his haughty demeanor to the 
fact that "the man has been petted, and flattered, and used, and 

1 paid by certain abolitionists not unknown to us, of the ne plus

I ultra stamp, till he forgets himself.53
When the fugitive issue appeared in the Compromise, the 

| Christian Observer of Philadelphia, the New School Presbyterian 
Journal with strongly pro-Southern leanings, condemned the tender 
conscience of the Northerners which required them to "aid the fugi
tive servant in the most flagrant transgression of the express law 
of the New Testament, enjoining obedience."5^ Later the editor in
sisted that he regretted the existence of slavery as sincerely as 
any. "But it exists, and the Constitution requires the restoration

51 Christian Index, June 3, 1847, p. 182.
52 Baptist Banner, October 22, 1846, p. 166.
53 Christian Index, October 9> 1846.
5^ March 30, 1850, p. 50.
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of the fugitive. . . .  It is better to denounce the Union with 
Garrison— than to break the bonds by tricks and quibbles [designed] 
to deprive our neighbors of their constitutional rights to their 
s e r v a n t s . j

The South was not incapable of claiming a moral justification
for their posture on this question. The editor of the Georgia
Christl a,n Index had earlier dealt at length with the fugitive slave
provisions of the Constitution. Then he said, I

We insist upon justice relative to this plain enactment, 
upon the performance of a great moral duty, which our 
sister States owe us. And until the North is prepared to 
render it in good faith, she should deal very tenderly 
with the South, as to matters of conscience. Let her 
first take the beam out of her own eye, before she busies
herself so anxiously and incessantly to extract the motefrom ours.56

He then indicated the depth to which the South felt aggrieved.
"The South has never trespassed upon the North. . . .  On the con
trary our National history from the first organization of the gov
ernment down to the last session of Congress, has been one contin
ued series of aggressions by the North upon the South.

Most Northern editors were willing to agree that constitution
al provisions required something of the North with regard to the 
fugitive slave. The Western Advocate reiterated the position that 
the South was using scare tactics to get a fugitive slave bill with
"strong and offensive provisions." Such a bill, he asserted, would
never be acquiesced in and would only begin fresh excitements until 
"every representative and senator from the north, who has favored

55 Christian Observer, May 11, 1850, p. 75*
56 November 29, 18^9.
5? Ibid.
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it, shall he swept away and the obnoxious law shall be repealed."
But after this assertion, he indicated that he would abide by the 
Sonstitution in permitting the master to recapture the slave and 
b;y not giving positive aid to the fugitive.5®

The editor of the New York Evangelist expressed very much the
same view although he admitted to a very strict Interpretation of
constitutional law at this point. The North should not put any
positive hindrance in the way of recovery, but should not go beyond
the letter of the Constitution. A new and more stringent law would
do no good because

there is not a conviction of justice, or a principle of 
religion, more unchangeably settled in the minds of most 
moral men at the North than this, that to deliver up to his 
pursuers a man who has had the courage and the skill to 
make his way out of bondage, is one of the wickedest and 
meanest deeds that goes unwhipt of justice.59
Prom Chicago came another statement of this view. The editor 

of the Watchman of the Prairies was particularly revolted at the 
thought of making human bloodhounds of Northerners. He, too, how
ever, would give the slaveholder the right of way without assisting 
him.^® Thus it seemed that this element in the North was at least 
not actively enticing slaves from their masters.

The Northern press took a special interest in the provision of 
the Compromise which related to California. Under the circumstances 
the -North was quite willing to have California admitted on her own 
terms. There was strong objection, therefore, to tying in Cali
fornia's admission with compromise proposals. The Northern Advocate

58 Western Advocate, April 3, 1850, p. 53*
59 February 28, 1850, p. 3^*
60 April 2, 1850.
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of western New York condemned the refusal of the Southerners to 
immediately grant California's application when, bereft of "de
cent" justification, they vindicated their course on the basis that

61the number of free and slave states would be unequal.
The Boston Watchman and Beflector insisted strongly that Cal

ifornia should be admitted
exclusively upon her own merits, without any entanglement 
in other questions. . . .  No compromise can rightfully be 
made a condition of her admission. . . . After the admis
sion of California as a free State, with two Senators and 
two Representatives, Congress will be the better prepared 
to settle the territorial question.62

Such a statement must have taxed to the limit the temper of South
ern editors and verified their worst fears.

The Western Advocate of Cincinnati took some pleasure in ex
posing the Inconsistency of the South in denying California's plea. 
The opposition of the South to the Proviso had been, supposedly, 
on the basis of an unwillingness to yield to Northern dictation, 
not to a repugnance to the organization of a free government. Now, 
it a p p e a r on of a free California was more offensive 
than the Proviso itself had been. The thought of yielding any por
tion of territory to the inroads of slavery as a price for Cali
fornia's admission was exasperating to this editor and he was sure 
that the entire North was equally revolted by the possibility.^3

The pro-Southern Christian Observer of Philadelphia correctly 
analyzed the basis for understanding this inconsistency and showed 
clear perception of the issue. "The admission, or non-admission of

61 Northern Advocate, February 27, 1850, p. 190,
62 March 7, 1850, p. 39.
63 March 6, 1850, p. 37.
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California," its editor said, "is not the question which now j
threatens the country with the evils of disunion. The question is

6kone of power in Congress." And of course the above statement of 
the editor of the Watchman and Reflector frankly admitted that

I perspective.
The introduction of the compromise proposals had the imme

diate effect of subduing much of the general excitement and of 
raising the hopes of the nation that disaster might be averted.
Some of the rash talk about disunion tended to abate and, in fact,

I Union meetings were called throughout the nation as support gath
ered for a peaceful settlement. The correspondent of the Advocate 
and Jouraal noted the indications of the "unmistakable attachment 
to the Union on the part of the people, which have been sent up j
here from nearly every State." He also pointed to the position j
taken by the leading minds of the Senate and these facts together ]

I nearly dissipated all his fears for the Union. Among the more po- I
tent causes of this optimism were the speeches of Clay and Web- 1

ster.^ 1

The voices of the leaders of the Senate were raised to express |
pleas for the Union or to defend a sectional point of view. The I

I attention of the church press focussed, after Clay’s introduc
tion of the compromise measures, upon the efforts of Calhoun,
Webster, and William H. Seward, then serving his first term as 
Senator from New York, and advocate of a Free Soil position. Old 
and new leadership, then, faced each other in the "Great Debate."
 ____________________________________

6k Christian Observer, February 16, 1850, p. 26.
65 March 28, 1850, p. 50.
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Calhoun vras so ill by this time that his speech was read for 
him by Senator Mason of Virginia. Calhoun pointed out the grave 
peril to the Union that had grown out of Southern reaction to the 
long-continued agitation of the slavery question and to the im
balance increasingly evident between the two sections. He stressed 
how this Imbalance had affected adversely the interests of the 
South. He referred to the division of the churches and the section- 
allzation of the parties as marks of the tenuous nature of Union 
ties. Salvation of the Union could come only by granting the South 
equal rights in the territories, cessation of the agitation over 
slavery, the effective enforcement of fugitive slave laws, and as
suring by constitutional amendment the restoration of political 
balance between the sections. The speech carried a strong dis- 
unionist sentiment.

It was by no means appealing to a great many in the South, but 
Southern editors of religious papers refrained to a large extent 
from expressing themselves. This may have been due to a tendency 
to withdraw from political issues once they became so heated. The 
Southern Advocate of Charleston did take up Calhoun's reference to 
the divisions in the churches. The editor admitted that the sun
dering of religious bands might well foreshadow a similar disrup
tion on a broader front.

They Indicate at least, such a state of feeling on the part 
of large masses of the population, as would render possible 
a disruption of political ties. . . . What is it that now 
threatens the Union? Every Southern man knows fthat it is.
A pseudo-religious movement, with its plea of conscience 
overriding the constituticn, exulting in its avowed deter
mination to sweep from the nation what it considers the 
deep disgrace of Southern institutions.66

66 April 5* 1850, p. 17^.
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The Biblical Recorder of Raliegh took issue quits sharply

with Calhoun. "We feel assured that the South will not concur in
that part of the speech which goes to tamper with the constitu- 

67Ition." The Watchman of the Prairies of Chicago, in quoting this, 
noticed that reaction in the South to Calhoun's speech was divided. 
This Chicago editor labelled as preposterous Calhoun's project to 
artificially maintain the balance. Nature and Providence, he as
serted, had made freedom and slavery unequal and to equalize them

6Rwould Involve the rolling back of history.
Across the nation in Boston the Watchman and Reflector just as 

emphatically identified the imbalance as an inevitable result of 
progress. Nature absolutely denied any such equilibrium. To re
store equilibrium between the sections would require the abolition 
of slavery since "no slave State can compete with a free State in 
the race of population, civil, political, and moral advantages, or 
in any of the elements of prosperity, happiness and greatness."
To attempt to enact equilibrium by law was utterly fantastlc£9 The
only comment of the New York Evangelist was, "if this should prove,----------------------
as is likely, to be the last public effort of John C. Calhoun, with
what sorrowful and unfortunate associations will the memory of a

70great man go down to history."
This indeed proved to be the last of Calhoun's public appear

ances. Within a month the papers had news of his death and were 
commenting upon it. Even on this occasion no editor recorded a

67 Quoted in Watchman of the Prairies, April 2, 1850.
68 April 2. 1850.
69 March l4, 1850, p. 42.
70 March 7, 1850> P* 39.
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full endorsement of Calhoun’s views, although North and South alike 
extolled his personal virtues. A typical attitude was that of the 
editor of the Religious Herald of Richmond, always quite mild, when 
commenting on slavery or politics. "On many national questions,
Mr. C.'s views were not in accordance with those of the great ma
jority of his countrymen, but for his ability and moral worth he 
was universally regarded as a great and good man, and an ornament 
of his country. The Biblical Recorder of North Carolina men
tioned Calhoun's superior Intellectual endowments and that, "although 
considered somewhat ultra in some of his views in regard to South
ern policy, he was no doubt a person of the strictest integrity,

7 2  'and of the most ardent devotion to the interests of his country."
The Chicago Watchman of the Prairies conceded Mr. Calhoun's 

irreproachable private character and the sincerity of even his ul
tra v i e w s . S o m e  in the North, however, broke the usual custom j 
of treating even enemies kindly at death, and could not forgive j 
Calhoun his recently expressed views. The Central Christian Herald 3 
of Cincinnati identified him as one of the most uncompromising ad- 1 
vocates of slavery and disseminators of disunionist sentiments. I
It was, therefore, to be expected as soon as correct views pre- 8
vailed, as they Inevitably would under the gospel, that "these I
things will more and more impair the regard in which his country 
will hold his memory."^ The New York Baptist Register also called 
him one of the

blindest devotees of the slavery system perhaps of any man 
in the South, and to maintain it, the fair fabric of the

71 April 4, 1850, p. 54.
72 April6, 1850.
73 April9,74 April 4, 1850»
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Union could be deliberately sacrificed. Such a man may 
be great in intellect and mighty in the Senate, but ex
ceedingly narrow minded after all, and wanting in the great 
principles of true republicanism and enlarged philanthropy.
. . . Such a man may be awarded high eulogy by many, butI never by us. We think more of the great fabric of our na
tional Union than of a million such men.75

The great torrent of words, however, followed neither Cal
houn’s speech nor the event of his death. It was the speech of 
Webster, given on the seventh of March, which drew this comment.
In the North, it was sometimes a torrent of abuse even from his 
own New England. The South was pleased, since Webster's support 
seemed to assure the passage of the Compromise. The North was dis
pleased and actually hostile toward his apparent betrayal of the 
anti-extension views of his section.

§ Webster denied the possibility of a peaceful dissolution of
the Union as he challenged the extremists of both sections. He 
stressed the role of nature both In the disparity between the sec- 
tlons and as a barrier to the further extension of slavery. He 
asked the North, therefore, not to insist on reenacting the laws of

i nature by lesiglatlve decree. Webster examined the sources of dis
cord, granting the justice of the South’s claims that the North was 
not performing her constitutional duty in regard to fugitives, and 
that abolitionist agitation was responsible for the growing attach
ment of the South to its system of slavery. On the other hand, he 
took the South to task with equal frankness for trying to force 
slavery into new territories, for saying that slaves were better 
off than the free laborers of the North, and for its laws putting

75 New York Baptist Register, April 1850, p. 38.
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colored sailors in custody while in Southern ports.

There was much in Webster's speech to excite the animosity of 
Northern radicals. Zion1s Herald of Boston took issue with each of 
Webster's criticisms of the North. The editor denied that nature 
had erected a sufficient barrier to slavery in the territories. 
"Moral causes . . . not natural ones, have, in every instance on 
record led to the overthrow of slavery." He also reiterated his 
own view that the local and state authorities should never help 
capture the fugitive slave. He gave also a ringing defense of 
abolitionist agitation while conceding that evils had attended the 
movement if only because fanaticism and acrimony were inevitable 
accompaniments of any popular reform movement. But it had accom
plished a great deal in arousing the nation from "moral slumber" 
and showed great promise of sealing off slavery in that same year. 
In summary the editor said:

We are dissatisfied we repeat with the general character 
as well as the particular positions of this speech. The 
country, and we will add also the world, had a right to 
expect a different bearing from Mr. Webster at this cri
sis. . . .  If there is a New Englander who does not read 
this speech with a profound sentiment of sadness, we have 
misjudged the spirit of New England.76

The Herald quoted later from a speech Webster made upon his 
return to Boston in early May wherein Webster explained himself 
and defended his position. Webster declared his refusal to sup
port any "agitations having their foundations in unreal, ghostly 
abstractions." The editor commented on the welcome, as he saw it, 
which Webster received. "We thought the manifestation rather a 
tame one, and think Mr. Webster himself must have noticed the

76 March 20, 1850, p. 4-6.
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absence of many of his oldest and hitherto best friends."^

Another Boston paper, the Watchman and Eeflector, credited 
Webster with purer motives than some were inclined to do. The editor 
credited him with trying to pour "oil upon the troubled waters, 
though in so doing he has compromised his position at the North,

I which can never sanction any concession, even with the alternative 
of disunion before it. His attachment to the Union has evidently 
led him to magnify the dangers which apparently threaten its ex
istence." In view of Webster's former position "his determined 
opposition to the Wllmot Proviso" was expected to take most people 
by surprise.

Later, however, the editor was not quite so magnanimous and
attributed Webster’s position, in part, to party spirit.

The prevalence and power of party spirit have much to do 
with the lame and inefficient stand taken for freedom.
As long as men make their party, its identity and unity, 
paramount to all other considerations, while the slave 
power overrules all such distinctions, and binds Its ad
herents compactly together, so long will slavery gain 
continually new advantages.79

He, too, took specific objection to Webster’s view that nature
rendered the Proviso negatory. "The proviso jLs a re-enactment of
the laws of nature, which have no sanction for slavery, and of the
moral laws of God, of which the system of slavery.is one'vast and
compfeiidlhsjviolation." And, he insisted, "slavery has always been
independent of climate and soil." He thought Webster’s position
on fugitive slaves was even worse than his position on other

77 Zion's Herald, May 8, 1850, p. 74.
78 March 14, 1850, p. 42.
79 March 28, 1850, p. 50.
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measures of the Compromise.8^

In summary, he saw Webster thus:
He may retard but he cannot prevent the coming of that day 
when the earth shall be free,— "free, indeed." Perhaps 
his life may be prolonged to see the time when he would 
fain blot from the calendar the day in which he earned the 
praise of the Charleston Mercury and of Mr. Calhoun. But 
the opportunity to lead the ranks of freedom has passed by:: 
him, and his will be the dubious fame of those who, with 
great endowments and greater opportunities, could not dis
cern these times.ol

The Northern Advocate recorded the pleasure of its editor over I 
"the finest set of speeches that ever originated" in Congress, 
speeches moved by the great theme of the right of man to be man. 
"Every speech, whether for or against slavery, is a deadly blow at I 
the slave power, because it calls for light." He then decried the I 
unsoundness of heart which caused the South to threaten disunion 1 
for "so ignoble a cause as spite against those who would treat man j 
as man," an unsoundness of heart that showed a want of "true re
publicanism." This spirit was evident in a South which had "too 
many bowie knives and too few Bibles, too many slave drivers and 1 
too few school teachers . . . and hence they cannot keep pace with 1

Op Itheir more fortunate neighbors."
The editor’s hostility toward the South apparently distracted 

him from any remarks more derogatory to Webster’s person. He did 
later note that Webster seemed "ill at ease in his new position as 
defender of the peculiar views of the South, on the slavery ques
tion. It is evident that high as he is, he is not beyond the reach

80 Watchman and Reflector, March 28, 1850, p. 50.
81 Ibid-82 March 20, 1850, p. 202.
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of public opinion. »83 Later he also cited a letter from the dele
gate to Congress for the Oregon Territory purporting to show that 
slavery could go anywhere, even to Oregon, or to the mining regions 
of California or New Mexico, where a slave would have rented for 
$800 to $1000 a year. "This letter,11 said Hosmer, "would seem to 
be in direct conflict with Mr. Webster's law of nature, which was 
to exclude slavery from the territories. Slavery will go wherever 
it is not prohibited by positive law. This fact is most thorough
ly established by all history."8^

In New York the Evangelist registered profound disappointment 
as the prevailing Impression which Webster’s speech had left. Even 
the South, this editor said, was disappointed at Webster's having 
gone so far.8^ He later expanded the description of his own feel
ings.

The deepest and most abiding emotion Mr. Webster's speech 
has left in our minds, and we believe in the minds of all 
true Christian men at the North is one of pity and regret.
In the history of the country we hardly know of a case, 
all things considered, in which there was a more cool, de
liberate, statesman-like, dispassionate exchange of princi
ple for enthronement of expediency, on a great moral ques
tion, than in that speech.86

This in its severity and injustice to Webster was stronger even 
than New England criticism. The Evangelist joined others in citing 
material to refute the view that slavery would be checked by nature 
in the Southwest. The editor carried the rumor of a slavery expe
dition supposedly awaiting only the outcome of the slavery question

83 Northern Advocate, June 26, 1850, p. 51*
8^ July 1C, 1850, p. 59.
85 March l4, 1850, p. -̂2.
86 April 4, 1850, p. 5^*
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in Congress to leave for California.

On the other hand the New York Bapolst Register, published in 
Utica, gave neither criticism nor approval to Webster's views on 
the natural barrier to slavery. Its editor was more concerned by 
the fact that Webster left it in doubt as to how he might vote on 
the admission of California.®® The editor of the New York City 
paper, the Advocate and Journal, generally conservative, had been 
a visitor to Congress when Webster delivered his speech. He found 
the speech conciliatory and anticipated fully the censure which 
because of that, would fall upon Webster from many in the North.®9

The Western press also expressed its disapproval of Webster. 
The Western Advocate, however, many weeks prior to the compromise 
proposals and Webster's speech, had received an interesting report 
from a correspondent in California. This person had expressed the 
opinion that the "Wilmot proviso,.or other legislation to prevent 
theeintroduction of slavery into California, was a most precise 
humbug." The correspondent then asked if it was not the editor's 
duty, therefore, to help quiet "the needless anxiety of our people 
on this subject, and in plucking plumes from the caps of those who 
have stolen into high places by operating on this false alarm?
. . . Excuse me for adding," he said, "that current events are 
proving, and will continue to prove, that, in reference to the fan
cied danger of slavery in the territories, the people of the free 
states have suffered their wills and their imagination to overcome

87 New York Evangelist, May 2, 1850, p. 70.
88 March l5, 1850, p. 27*
89 March 14-, 1850, p. 42.
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90their good sense and matter-of-fact knowledge.

In spite of this prior substantiation of Webster's position 
the Western Advocate and its -New England correspondent quoted ex
tensively from Eastern Journals in opposition to Webster's posi
tion. The correspondent described the nearly unanimous expression 
of the religious press in hos ility to the speech. He sanctioned 

I this criticism of Webster's abandonment of the section's long cher
ished sentiments on slavery.  ̂ The paper's New York correspondent 
actually labeled the speech as of most "incendiary" and "treason
able" character, especially with reference to the duty of Norther
ners to become si 've-catchers. This was incendiary because it gave
such powerful aid to the ultra abolitionists since great multitudes

92would Join them in resistance to such a pact.^
The editor of the Watchman of the Prairies, with its consti

tuency in the far Northwest, was Just as fervent in his criticism 
of Webster as any New England Journal. He charged that Webster 
yielded ten times greater privileges and encouragement than Clay. 
"It has been read," he said, "by a million of people in the free 
states with mingled astonishment and regret." In contrast, the 
South had received it with praise. He objected to a more strin
gent fugitive slave law or to leaving the question of extension to 
chance. For him Webster's recommendations were incredible. "Mr. 
Webster knew, as well as we know, that such principles are a stench 
in the nostrils of Northern men, and they had reason to expect

90 Western Advocate, November 28, 1849, p* 190.
91 April 17, 185°, p* 62.
92 May 22, 1850, p. 81.
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93 Ibetter things of a Northern Senator."  ̂ i

It was Indeed true, as the Northern press contended, that I
Webster’s speech found favor in the South. The Biblical Becorder 8
of North Carolina endorsed it as a “most manly and patriotic" ef
fort deserving great credit. Of Webster the editor said, "Although 
no friend to slavery, he is clearly a friend to justice— to the 
punctual observance of constitutional obligations— to a preserva
tion of the Union--and to the whole country North and South, East 9
and West. Should his views be generally adopted, there need be no |
fears for the Union." He expected general approval for Webster’s I
position throughout the South and he hoped also that Northern men

q4would back Webster, thus avoiding the fate of disunion.
Webster's key position in the compromise movement was recog

nized by a border paper, the Baptist Banner. The editor believed • 
that this speech had greatly enhanced the possibility of a peaceful 
settlement. To him, perusal of the speech, was an intellectual jj
feast with the added bonus that it afforded him "the high gratifi
cation of recognizing in the great Daniel Webster of the North, a 
fearless defender of the Constitution and the rights of the people I
as secured by it." With such men as Clay and Webster working in I
behalf of Union, he was sure that the constitutional rights of the 
South would be secured against the aggressions of Northern fanatics.

QC"And with that," he said, "the South should be content.
The Southern Baptist of Charleston shared the general relief 

which Webster's speech occasioned in the South. The editor noted

93 Watchman of the Prairies, April 2, 1850.
9^ March 23, 1850.
95 March 20, 1850.
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that the turbulent waters had been calmed and the fears about dis
solution much weakened. He quoted from the Courier to the effect 
that the speech was a "great speech, noble In language, generous 
and conciliatory in tone, and in the matter having one general, 
broad and powerful tendency towards the peaceable and honorable ad
justment of the existing controversy."^ 

i The Southern Advocate of Charleston described the speech as
one of the two greatest in the present Congress, the other being 
Calhoun's. He regarded Webster's speech as a scathing rebuke to 
ultra anti-slavery and a

denouncement of the politico-religionism which has done for 
the church what it is attempting to bring about in the 
state, a division by trampling upon the Constitutional right 
of the Southern section of the Republic, by presenting newI and impracticable issues, and by creating unwarrantable and degrading terms of fraternization.97

The Nashville Advocate mentioned
with pleasure the manly, frank, independent and patriotic 
course of Nr. Webster. . . . We do admire his uncompromising 
spirit in this hour of peril, and mark with unbounded pleas
ure his love for the Union, and the boldness with which he 
steps forward to arrest the spirit of fanaticism, discord, 
and strife. . . .  We rejoice that there are thousands. . . 
in the North who are friends to the Union, and are willing 
to see Justice done to the Southern States, men who are not 
governed by fanatical "moral sentiments," but who proceed 
upon the broad principles of Justice and constitutional 
right.98
Just as the North made note of the approval which the South 

gave to the speech, the South made note of the disapproval regist
ered by the North. The Southern Advocate o b s e r  . l that "Nr. Web-

QQster's speech . . . gives great dissatisfaction to the North."7796 Southern Baptist, March 13, 1850.
97 April “57 1850, p. 174.
98 March 29, 1850.
99 March 22, 1850, p. 167.

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



www.manaraa.com

21 8

The Biblical Recorder of Raleigh noticed the tendency of the North 
to denounce "every conciliating measure or sentiment emanating 
from Northern men" as a response to intimidation and as cowardly 
and traitorous.^00

The editor of the Georgia Christian Index quoted the expres
sions of disapproval of the Webster position from his sister pa
per, the Watchman and Reflector of Boston. He believed this to be 
a very common sentiment in the North. He hoped, however, that the 
real friends of the Union would be strong enough to sustain such 
efforts as Webster's in order to reach equitable adjustment. This 
was easily found to be another occasion for lecturing the religious 
editors of the North. He thought that the strong and Influential 
support which Webster received would "serve as a stern rebuke to
those religious papers which, forgetting their proper business,

101lend their aid to faction and disorganization."
Everything which Webster's speech was not, was found by the 

Northern editors In the speech of Senator Seward of New York. Se
ward gathered up and expressed views which accorded well with those 
of the anti-slavery church press. He rejec 1 all compromise as a 
surrender of conscience. He recommended the admission of Califor
nia at once, as she wished, and settlement of future problems by a 
majority of national sentiment. Seward refused to accept the view 
of Calhoun that the minority section should have special compensa
tory rights. Churchmen were stirred by his declaration that the 
Issues were moral and involved a higher law than the Constitution,

100 March 23, 1850.
101 Christian Index, May 9, 1850, p. 75*
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a moral law which compelled the nation to make its territories free. 
Perhaps this approach was part of Seward’s formula for future poli
tical success as he read the sentiments of his section.

At any rate Seward received much approbation from some quite 
widely circulated weekly journals throughout the North, and at 
least one journal thought his stand of future consequence politi
cally. The editor of Zion’s Herald gave credit to Seward for a 
manly expression in which Northern freemen would sustain him 
against the "abuse of a prostituted party press." Seward’s speech 
was as lucid and as brave in its expression of "the true anti
slavery sentiment of the people of the North" as any avowed Free 
Soiler's or even the late John Quincy Adams. Then he said,

If our great men are seeking for the Presidency by their 
tactics on this question, Gov. Seward has out-generalled 
them all. As sure as fate, his position is destined to 
become the national position of the country, and the coun
try will then remember the brave and truthful man who 
feared not to define And assert it amidst the craven suc- 
Cumbency of demagogues.102
He was delighted to observe the position of the Northern Ad

vocate which had carried a "severe but just" criticism of a secular 
paper's abuse of Seward for his higher law doctrine.'*'0^ The editor 
of the Northern Advocate had declared that "Governor Seward in his 
late speech in the Senate, very distinctly avowed what every man In 
Christendom should be ashamed to deny, namely, the supremacy of the 
law of God. . . . There can be no constitutional rights in opposi
tion to the law of God. Whatever is contrary to this law is null,

104has not, never had, nor can have power to bind one. He quoted

102 March 27, 1850, p. 50.
103 April 3, 1850, p. 54.
104 March 20, 1850, p. 206.
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the National Era, organ of the Liberty Party, to the effect that it 
would be appropriate for the Senate to revise the Lord's prayer to
accord with the sentiment of those who objected to considering
God's law higher than the Constitution. As revised it would read, 
"Let thy will be done— provided it do [sic] not conflict with the 
Constitution of the United States. n̂ 5  This kind of sentiment was 
a portent of the refrain that was to be chorused by anti-slavery 
papers once the Fugitive Slave Law was passed.

The New York Evangelist described Seward's speech as a "calm, 
manly, noble utterance, in the name of the great and free State 
he so worthily represents, of the Northern sentiment. On the
other hand, the conservative Methodist journal of the same city
was accused by Zion1s Herald of having believed a prejudicial and
unfavorable view of the speech given by its Washington correspon
dent.*0  ̂ The reason for the Herald's discomfort is obvious from 
the correspondent's report.

Gov. Seward of your State, it is generally conceded; made 
an able speech on the subject, and one prompted by good 
motives; but one of very questionable tendency, in view of 
the emergency, as well as an ultra one. . . . His position 
that it became his duty to disregard the constitution 
wherever it conflicted with the superior or Divine law, al
though correct, abstractly considered, seems to place him 
in an unfortunate dilemma. If the two codes disagree, it 
seems he should either have refused to take the oath of 
allegiance to the former, or should resign his Senator-shlp.l°8

Seward's speech also found much favor with Ohio and Illinois 
editors. The Western Advocate was content to quote the favorable

105 Northern Advocate, March 20, 1850, p. 206.
106 March 14, 1850, p. -̂2.
107 Zion's Herald, April 3> 1850, p. 5^«
108 Advocate and Journal, March 28, 1850, p. 50

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



www.manaraa.com

221
comment from the New York Evangelist Including the "electric 
thrill" that went through the audience when Seward described the 
North's refusal to let slavery a d v a n c e . B u t  the editor of the 
Central Christian Herald was quite carried away when he read ac
counts of the speech.

Noble sentiments Indeed! And however strongly they may 
have sounded to some ears in Congress, they are the more 
beautiful and impressive as contrasted with the noisy and 
angry appeals so constantly made to slave law, slavehold- 
ing rights and interests, or at best to mere human enact
ments. Considering the scepticism, the jealousy, the heat 
and madness of party and of private interest that were 
poisoning the very atmosphere in which Mr. Seward spoke, 
there was true moral heroism in his stepping so out the 
circle and above the level of other men’s thoughts, and ap
pealing to the authority of the Bible, to the law of God 
and the sanctions of religion, as the final and binding 
rule— the end of controversy.110
The Watchman of the Prairies was not quite so emotional, but 

its editor spoke warmly of Seward, nevertheless. Contrasting 
this speech with Webster’s speech, he said, "The speech of Mr. Se
ward. . . is of a different character. It makes no compromise 
with what is right, but moves straight forward with clearness and 
power. No moral question is finally settled until it is settled 
r i g h t . ^  He specifically, if somewhat wistfully, endorsed Se
ward's proposal to admit California without accompanying compro
mises. "If the no compromise plan could be carried, it would be a 
noble triumph in the cause of humanity and righteousness. »H2

Prom South Carolina and Georgia came, of course, exactly the 
opposite appraisal of Mr. Seward and his views. The Southern

109 Western Advocate, April 10, 1850, p. 58.
110 April b, 1850, p. 207.
H I  April 2, 1850.
112 March 26, 1850.
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Baptist reported the speech as the most important matter in Con
gress at the time, "not from its intrinsic merits, but from the 
dangerous sentiments it contains." One thing that made them so 
dangerous was the possibility that they might have represented a
majority of Seward's constituency. This dampened his optimism in

113regard to the prospects for compromise. The Christian Index
reported Seward's speech as neither "pleasing nor forcible" in sus-

llktaining fully the ultra, anti-slavery position. The Southern
Advocate identified Seward's ground as the "highest ground of nor
thern abolitionism." He called the doctrine of the higher law, as 
avowed by Seward and one of the editor's "most respectable Northern

lieexchanges," as ^'revolutionary and treasonable." Thus'sharply 
did the religious editors divide in their reaction to the speeches 
of leading senators.

It was not until many weeks after these major speeches of 
Clay, Calhoun, Webster, and Seward that the Compromise measures 
were finally passed. Much parliamentary many speeches
by lesser lights, and yet many more by the leading statesmen all 
consumed time and kept tempers heated throughout the summer. After 
the initial reaction to the views of these Congressional leaders, 
however, the religious press was relatively calm for a time.

113 Southern Baptist, March 20, 1850.
114 March 21, 1850, p. 47.
H 5  March 22, 1850, p. 167*
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CHAPTER VIII 
THE COMPROMISE MEASURES PASSED

In the course of the speechmaking which followed the addresses 
of Calhoun, Webster, and Seward, even more radical sectional views 
than those of either Calhoun or Seward were advanced. In spite of 
this, however, compromise became more attractive and more and more 
groups gave support to the move. Sheer weariness from the strife 
was an important factor, but increasingly individuals and groups 
began to give positive support to the principle of compromise.

On April 18 the Clay resolutions and others relating to the 
subject of slavery were referred by the Senate to a select Commit
tee of Thirteen by a vote of 30 to 22. Clay was its chairman and 
it was constituted otherwise by three Democrats and three Whigs 
from each of the two sections. Significantly, the Committee con
sisted of a majority of Whigs although the Democrats had a majority 
in the Senate, indicating that the balance sought was sectional 
rather than party. Except for Phelps of Vermont and Mason of Vir
ginia the men were clearly moderate. The constitution of the com
mittee in such a manner was indicative of the disposition of the 
Senate to compromise.

On May 8, 1850, Clay read to the Senate the majority report 
of the Committee of Thirteen and spoke briefly in explanation of 
its recommendations. The report consisted of seven proposals which 
were very much the same as Clay had originally offered at the end 
of January. They included the! honoring of Congress' pledge to 
Texas if any new states were formed there, admission of a free
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California, territorial governments in New Mexico and Utah without 
stipulation as to slavery, the fixing of the Texas boundary and 
compensation for territory she had claimed under the old boundary, 
a new fugitive slave law, and the abolition of the slave trade in 
the District of Columbia,

Debate on the report began in earnest by May 13 and it was 
evident that it would be a long one. The Senate had decided to 
consider the proposals, in their main features, as one bill, a bill 
which Taylor, who opposed it vigorously in favor of his original 
position, referred to contemptuously as the "Omnibus Bill." Out
standing in support of it were Clay, Webster, Cass, Douglas, and 
Foote. Outstanding in opposition were Davis and Mason of the 
Southern extremists and Northern radicals such as Seward, Chase, 
and Hale and i:;thishe Independent Democrat, Senator Benton.

The reference of the Issues to the Committee of Thirteen and 
the beginning of the Committee's work gave rise to the view that a 
compromise was quite sure to be consummated. This view was reflect
ed in the religious press. The editor of the conservative Advocate 
and Journal expected severe struggles to ensue before this occurred 
but considered compromise probable and to him it was a pleasant 
prospect. From the nature of the talent on the committee he was 
encouraged to believe that its report would be able, and that it 
would carry great weight toward final settlement. "It is pretty 
evident," he said, "that there is much common ground on which in
dividuals of conservative views can honorably meet."^ The optimism

1 April 25, 1850, p. 66; May 2, 1850, p. 70.
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changed to pessimism, however, as he followed the bill’s course 
and after new propositions and new objections to old ones kept 
cropping up.^

The correspondent of the Northern Advocate of western New York 
had been equally certain of the ultimate passage of the Compromise. 
He did not share the pleasure in the anticipation of such a result. 
"It will only salve over the wound for a while," he said, "since 
slavery itself seems doomed by the sovereign voice of public opin
ion in this land. Politicians are inclined to act less on great 
moral principles, than on grounds of present expediency."-^

The Central Christian Herald of Cincinnati gave notice to the
activities of Congress and the reference of the measures to the
committee. The editor continued to insist that the principle of 
the Proviso should not be abandoned and that a specific prohibitory 
law was necessary to express the conviction that nature had oper
ated benevolently in the regions in question. He insisted that "no
principle of justice to the South requires that any concessions

4should be made on this point." A week later he expressed the 
feeling that the committee report seemed unlikely to do anything
toward a settlement of the "vexed question.

Still later the editor of the Herald identified the difficulty 
in the whole question with "a desire to do what, at present seems 
most politic, rather than to calmly enquire for and follow what is 
right." He had faith in compromise only when it did not affect

2 Advocate and Journal, July 4, 1350, p. 106.
3 Hay 1, 1850, p. 18.
^ Hay 9, 1350, p. 18.
5 Kay lo, 1850, p. 23.
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matters of such moral character as slavery. "It would much better 
become our rulers," he said, "to set themselves at work to rid it, 
[the land] in a judicious manner, of the curse and shame of oppres
sion, than to be spending months of their time, and thousands of 
the people's money, in fruitless efforts to fix it where it is, or I 
extend its blight over smiling regions which now are free."^ I

The Western Advocate, also of Cincinnati, was as opposed to 1 
compromise as ever. A correspondent saw the Compromise as the |
means whereby the South would "carry their plans in every important 
particular." The South, he insisted, demanded nothing less than 
the compromise of the religious conviction of the sinfulness of 
slavery. He did not wonder that the South should make such a pre
posterous demand in view of their system of morals which wholly 
disregarded the consciences of slaves and Inspired the motto,
"might gives r i g h t . T h e  editor was somewhat less extreme, but 
any appearance of the passage of the Compromise caused his sky to 
take a dark aspect. He saw "but little prospect of the Interests 
of freedom and the rights of humanity being regarded." One thing 
that disturbed him was the refusal of the Senate to refer petitions 8 
against compromise which came from "thousands of American citizens I

Ofrom the east and the west."
A very different view of the movement toward compromise and 

of the leaders of the movement prevailed among Southern editors.
The Washington correspondent of the Southern Baptist gave his full

6 central Christian Herald, June 13, 185°, P» 38.
7 May 1, 1850, P* 69*8 May 15, 1850, p. 78.

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



www.manaraa.com

227
approval to the proposals of the committee and Clay's speech in 
introduction of them.

Mutual concession and compromise are our only hope. If the 
North refuse to "give up," or if the South "keep back" there 
can be no such thing as allaying the agitation till it shall 
have shaken this nation asunder. Nor will the dissolution 
of the Union put a stop to it. On the contrary, it will add 
fuel to sectional passions and bitterness to hostility. Even 
though a peaceful separation were possible, a peaceful condi
tion is not. The flight and shelter of fugitive slaves would 
lead to a perpetual border warfare, and the involved interests 
and wounded pride of the South, on the one hand, and the very 
warped philanthropy and the religious conscience of the North, 
on the other, would whet the edge of the sword and nerve the 
arm of conflict.9

This correspondent for a paper from Calhoun's home state had con
sistently and emphatically condemned secession as an absurd alter-

1 onative, which would play into the hands of the North.
The Presbyterian Herald of Louisville, representing border

state sentiment, greeted the report of the committee with gratitude
and high praise and with too much optimism. He said:

We regard the crisis passed. Those to whom the country 
have looked as the pillars of the nation, have once more 
shown themselves adequate to its support in the most trying 
hour. Sectional interests and local prejudices have been 
wholly sacrificed on the common altar of Union. . . . We 
cannot allow ourselves to doubt that Congress will pass the 
bill recommended by the report, and thus put to rest the 
questions which have so fearfully agitated the nation. 1

The studied aloofness of the Presbyterian Church Old School 
was nowhere more openly demonstrated than in their General Assembly 
of the spring of 1850, a meeting which coincided with the work of 
the Committee of Thirteen. R. J. Breckenridge of Kentucky, with 
the Compromise in mind, pled with the body to memorialize Congress

9 Southern Baptist, May 15, 1850. 
> January 30, 1850.

11 May 22, 1850.
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In behalf of the wish of the church for the "preservation and per
petuation of the National Union and the Federal Constitution."
The action, he declared, was warranted by the great danger in the 
present crisis and the uncertainty of the outcome. The proposal
was debated but finally tabled, largely on the basis of irrelevan- 

1 ?cy, a description which was completely incomprehensible to the 
Watchman and Reflector of Boston.^

A movement which coincided with this debate in Congress, and 
that not by accident, was the proposed Nashville Convention. The 
Mississippi Legislature had issued a call in October, 1849, to all 
slaveholding states to send delegates to a convention to meet in 
Nashville the next June "to devise and adopt some mode of resist
ance" to Northern aggressions. The decline in disunlonist senti
ment in the South and progress toward legislative enactment on the 
Compromise caused a loss of interest in the approaching convention. 
There was a widespread and embarrassing indifference to the elec
tion of delegates in many sections of the South. Only nine South
ern states sent delegates to Nashville where little was done ex
cept to hear a few speeches, affirm the position of the South as
represented by Jefferson Davis in Congress, and to adjourn to meet 
six weeks later.

A few Northern papers showed an ungentlemanly disrespect for 
Southern pride, in the treatment of the movement. The Northern Ad
vocate recorded the "contempt in which this proposed gathering 
is held by the great body of southern people" and cited the

12 Presbyterian Advocate, May 29, 1850, p. 121.
13 Watchman and Reflector, June 20, 1850, p. 98.
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i 2iSouthern Banner of Georgia to indicate popular revolt against it. 

The editor of the Advocate later referred to the meeting as the 
second Hartford Convention and described it contemptuously as a 
"complete fizzle out."^ The editor of the Mew York Baptist Regis
ter, while considering the whole affair as mortifying to the na
tion, regarded its effects as ultimately beneficial.

! It will afford no little satisfaction to the true friends 
of the Union, that the development of public sentiment at 
the South has shown up the threatenings of disunion by all 
the Calhouns, the Davises, the Clements, and Clingmans, at 
Washington, to be but mere self-important assumption, un
sustained by the voice of the people.

Insofar as they deigned to treat it at all, the church papers
of the South took a cautious and subdued attitude toward the meet
ing. The Charleston Southern Baptist, in November of 18^9, des
cribed the proceedings of an informal meeting of the Senators and 
Representatives of the state to consider the response of South 
Carolina to Mississippi's appeal. The occasion was solemn, the 
discussion was earnest on some incidental points, but there was

17unanimity as to^the propriety of responding promptly to the call.
The North Carolina paper, the Biblical Recorder, in January,

1850, carried the observation that the Southern press was strongly
recommending the proposed convention. The editor confessed that he
did not know what to think. To think of any necessity for It was
to do so with heavy heart. Yet he could see no alternative.

The fanatics, having tried the work of defamation in vain;
 and having found themselves completely overthrown in argu
ment;— have at length resolved to try what can be done by

1^ Northern Advocate,, April 2h, 1850, p. 15*
15 Ibid., May 15, 1850, p. 26.
16 April 11, 1850, p. ^2.
17 December 12, 18^9, P- 7^9*
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force, and have accordingly concentrated their influence in 
Congress, with the hope of forcing through some legal enact
ment which may he regarded as an entrenchment CsicJ on the 
rights of the South.18

The editor considered the proposed abolition of slavery in the 
District of Columbia and any restrictions upon slavery in the ter
ritories that came within the Southern latitude as "so palpable a 
violation of the Federal Constitution that we see not how it can be 
borne by the Southern States." His final thought on the conven
tion was that, if one were actually held, all Southern states 
should participate fully, including North Carolina. ^

The Georgia Christian Index reflected the reserved sentiment 
of its state. It was, of course, a matter of principle to the ed
itor that he would not join any debate that might be partisan; 
hence he refused "to raise a finger either in support of or in op
position to the Nashville Convention." The fact that there were 
several able political papers on both sides indicated clearly that 
he should leave the discussion to them and that sentiment was even
ly divided.20

Several Southern editors described the tone of the meeting
when It was held in June. One editor described the proceedings as

21"manly, dignified, conciliatory, and firm."*' While the convention 
was still in session the Nashville Advocate remarked that the de
liberations were remarkable for their calmness as though he expect*. 
ed them to be otherwise.22 The description by the editor of the

18 Biblical Recorder, January 26, 1850.
19 Ibid.
20 April 11, 1850, p. 59-21 Southern Advocate, June 21, 1850, p. 11.
22 June lb, 1850.
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Southern Baptist was also In this vein. "It takes strong and dig
nified grounds on Southern rights, but favors a reasonable compro
mise. The proceedings of this body have, on the whole, been of a 
conciliating character.

Thus a meeting that was at one time fraught with possible dan
ger to the Union, came to a relatively quiet climax and no longer 
posed any threat to the Compromise. Another major obstacle to f
compromise was to be removed when the determined hostility and op
position of the Taylor administration was replaced by the sympathy 
and support of the Fillmore administration.

Taylor, as a Southern slaveholder, had been somewhat mistrust
ed by the Northern church press. He soon demonstrated, however, 
that he was national rather than sectional in his views, and in his j 
first message had recommended the admission of California as a free 
state. Seward had considerable Influence over him, which was re
flected in Taylor's determined resistance to the further extension j 
of slavery. He just as determinedly resisted the Compromise and 
consistently used his influence against it. The death of President 
Taylor on July 9, 1850, revealed, as one might expect then, that a 
change in sentiment toward him had occurred on the part of the re
ligious press of the North. His support of the immediate admission 
of California was undoubtedly a decisive factor, as was the Indica
tion of his opposition to slavery extension. In addition, his in
flexible posture was very attractive to most of those who stressed 
slavery as fundamentally a moral question upon which compromise was 
impossible.

23 June 19> 1850.
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In the view of the Northern Advocate, the political relations 

of the country had never sustained so heavy a loss as at the death 
of Taylor. The editor liked his avowed and actual non-partisan
ship, his nationalism, his moral firmness, and the fact that, on
the "great" question, he seemed to lean toward the side of the op-

Oh-pressed, even .though a slaveholder. The New York Baptist Regis
ter commended very specifically Taylor's counter-proposals to the 
Compromise. The President, the editor said, even though in office 
only a little more than a year, had outdistanced the most distin
guished of the veteran statesmen in his profound wisdom and his 
keen and discriminating sagacity. Had Congress adopted Taylor's
plan, California would have long since been in the Union and all

. 2*5strife put to resu. J
That Taylor had possessed the equal confidence of the North 

and South impressed the Watchman of the Prairies of Chicago, but 
especially impressive was his support of the admission of Califor
nia Independently of other questions.*^ This feeling that Taylor 
possessed the confidence of the entire nation also characterized 
the editor of the more conservative Advocate and Journal. Sharing 
the view that Taylor's death was a national calamity, he said, "Why 
God should have removed the executive head of the government, at a 
time when the influence of his associations with southern institu
tions and interests would give him great influence in bringing the 
pending controversy to a sane and happy termination, we are not 

27able to see."

2h July 17, 1850, p. 62.
25 July 18, 1850, p. 98.
26 July 16, 1850.27 July 18, 1850, p. lib.
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The Mew York Evangelist regarded Taylor as being peculiarly

28qualified to lead the country throtrgh a time of violent strife.
But one Northern editor acknowledged the existence of the view that
Taylor's death actually expedited the process of saving the Union
from ruin. Without contradicting the Implications of such a view,
he expressed his own belief that civil war had been averted "by the
hand of Providence alone."^9

Taylor received somewhat more reserved commendation from the
South, but here also, there seemed to be genuine respect for his
personal qualities, and, in some Instances, the view was shared
with the North that he was the indispensable man. The Southern
Advocate and the Southern Baptist of Charleston, the Christian
Index of Georgia, and the Biblical Recorder of North Carolina
routinely expressed the shock, the uncertain bearing of the event

30upon the crisis, and their confidence in Taylor's character.^
There was no obvious expression of feeling that Taylor had betrayed
the interests of his section.

Other papers, however, with moderately pro-Southern views,
were more disturbed by the possible consequences of his loss. The
editor of the Presbyterian Herald of Louisville wrote:

The present critical attitude of our public affairs, to our 
poor short-sighted judgments, makes this the greatest calamity 
that has ever befallen this nation. It does seem that God 
has abandoned us as a nation, for our sins, and Is about to 
give us over to temporary destruction, as a punishment for 
them.31

28 July 11, 1850, p. 110.
29 Baptist Memorial, 1350, pp. 392-393-
30 July 19, 1850, P- 26; July 17, 1850; July 18, 1350, p. 114; 

July 13, 1850*31 July 11, 1850.
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The next week he gave as his reasons the fact that Taylor combiner1, 
"inflexible firmness and determination, an honest love of country 
and an integrity of purpose to preserve it inviolate." He remarked 
also of Taylor's "strong and abiding hold upon the confidence and 
affections of the masses in all sections of the country, a hold 8
which would enable him to carry his message over the heads of in- 8
triguing partizans [sic]." He frankly admitted his earlier doubts j 
about him.^2

The Richmond Religious Herald commended the same qualities in 
the President, but with a somewhat more general comment as to his 
capacity "to advance the interests and further the prosperity of 
the U n i o n . T h e  Christian Observer, the paper of Southern senti
ment published in Philadelphia, said of Taylor:

Many eyes were turned to him as a citadel of strength, as 
the Patriot and Hero, of quiet firmness, invincible energy, 
endowed with singular wisdom for presiding over a great na
tion at such a crisis as the present— THE MAN above all
others, fitted by Providence, to exert a strong conserva
tive and pacific influence over public affairs.34

Thus it seems that during Taylor's brief tenure, and before there 
was any chance to see the results of his policy, men tended to see 
in it what, from their own point of view at least, seemed to be ef
fective leadership.

There were several things about Fillmore which indicated that 
his administration would have a different bearing toward the Com
promise. There was, first of all, the fact that Seward's influ
ence would be lost since Seward and Fillmore were enemies. Then,

32 Presbyterian Herald, July 18, I850.
33 July 18, 1850, p. 114.
34 July 13, 1850, p. HO.
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too, Fillmore had already indicated to Taylor that he would vote 
for the Compromise in case of a tie.-^ Fillmore’s cabinet was a 
much stronger one than Taylor’s had been and, while Webster's vote 
was lost in the Senate, his key position in the Fillmore cabinet 
was probably even more significant for the Compromise.

Sentiment in the church press x̂ as varied as to the policies 
and personnel of the nexv administration. The editor of the Central 
Christian Herald of Cincinnati expected Fillmore to guide success
fully general affairs.3^ He found the new cabinet to be a strong 
one and composed of men who would "regard the vihole Republic as 
their country, and the preservation of the Union as eminently a 
part of their official duty. "37 The editor of Methodism's central 
organ had "great confidence in the practical wisdom, patriotism, 
and firmness" of the new President.38 

§ The judgment of the editor of the Watchman and Reflector of
Boston was more reserved. He xvas not sure of either Fillmore’s or 
his cabinet's policy in regard to slavery and territorial questions. 
He noted that a majority were from the slave states and he noted 
Webster's position which now removed him from voting in favor of 
the Compromise. The editor anticipated the failure of the Omnibus 
and that, in such a case, the new administration would be likely to 
adopt Taylor's plan.39

The Omnibus Bill was indeed to go down to defeat at the end of

35 Nevins, Ordeal of Union, Vol. I, p. 335*
3^ July 11, 1850, p. 54.
37 July 25, 1850, p. 63.38 Advocate and Journal, July 18, 1850, p. 114.
39 July 25, 1850, p. 119.
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the month of July, but not, of course, before more heated debate, 
parliamentary diversions, and excited fears. The Boston Watchman 
and Reflector was quite disgusted with Congress by this time. 
"Nearly eight weeks of something worse than inaction have now gone 
over the heads of men who were elected to legislate for the inter
ests of the nation.— We are well nigh sick of recording, week after 
week, the all-talking but do-nothing propensities of Congress ora
tors. "^°

The conduct of Southern Congressmen drew the notice of the 
editor of the Northern Advocate of western New York who recorded an 
altercation in Congress when Northern and Southern men launched 
verbal attacks that came close to actual blows. The point at issue 
was Chase's explanation of the higher law reference in Seward's 
speech. The editor of the Advocate severely condemned what he 
considered to be the "haughty, arrogant and discourteous demeanor" 
of the Southern Senators on this occasion. ^  For the most part 
such expressions as these fairly represented the interest of the 

| press during the weeks of debate during the summer. There seemed 
to be little inclination on the part of the editors to rediscuss 
the issues that had borne with such intensity upon the public mind 
for so long.

Debate continued in the Senate, however, and frequently with 
considerable heat. Butler of South Carolina and Benton of Missouri 
attacked the bill and Webster and Clay each made their final rebut
tal speeches before Webster assumed his new position and the aging

40 July 11, 1850, p. 111.
41 July 31, 1850, p. 70.
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Clay left for a rest. In spite of a majority in favor of compro
mise in general and also in favor of the individual measures, the 
Omnibus Bill did not pass. Many Senators were willing to vote for
r ost of the measures who would not support the whole. Those who
could not support the bill in its entirety, joined with its oppo- 

I nents in Introducing amendments designed to defeat the Omnibus.
| Finally, through complicated maneuverings, the bill died on July 

31 and its extreme opponents celebrated a premature victory.
Most editors of the church papers were fully aware that the

defeat of the Omnibus was relatively Insignificant in terms of the
outcome. To the editor of the Watchman and Beflector, however, it
was proof of the folly of trying to harmonize antagonisms where
such great principles were involved. Said he,

Mr. Clay may have thought he was seeking to adjust vexed 
questions of expediency which only tended to disturb need
lessly, the amity of sections; but the bill for this pur
pose, which he had so carefully prepared as to have it lookI like an unexceptionable compromise, embodied the most fear
ful sacrifices of principle. It left the question of slav- 
ery-extension wide open, and encouraged slavery propagand
ists to hope that they might gain a foothold in all the new 
territory which should be left after the admission of Cali
fornia as a State.^2

Instead of the scheme preventing disunion, it would have, this
editor insisted, simply fed the fires of disunionist sentiment
among the extremes of both sections. He rejoiced in its defeat
and looked forward to a fairly simple task ahead of Congress, i.e.,
to admit California and New Mexico and to properly adjust the
boundary of Texas. That done, Congress could adjourn.^

•̂2 August 8, 1850, p. 126.
^3 Ibid.
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Zion1s Herald of Boston welcomed the defeat of the bill be

cause, as its editor had contended all along with the confidence 
of one who felt he had a majority, each question should have been 
decided on its own merits, by majority rule. "Let that test be ap
plied, and whatsoever section of the nation refuses to abide the 
result, let it be denounced as treasonable and promptly brought to 
its senses by the executive power.

The New York Evangelist attributed the failure to the bill's
being "overloaded with freight, and set to achieve impossible
heights." In addition, the editor said,

The scheme was too unfair and oppressive to command the 
confidence of the honest representatives of the North, how
ever desirous to secure the peace which was its object. It 
has only exemplified what was well known before, that as 
long as the South shall choose to assert the claim to sub
sidize the total power, commerce, policy and reputation of 
the nation for the security and extension of her slave sys
tem, there can be no harmony.̂ 5

Obviously such men did not anticipate that, almost to the exact
detail, the measures would be passed piecemeal.

The Chicago Watchman of the Prairies saw the defeat of the 
bill as clearing the way for specific action. The editor, however, 
did not look for action beyond the adjustment of the territorial 
question.^ A correspondent of the Advocate and Journal of New 
York noted the immense amount of debate that had occurred, account
ing it as time well spent. There is some question as to his 
characterization of the Congressional analysis as "patient." He 
felt that most people would really care little whether the matters

44 August ?, 1850, p. 126.
45 August 8, I850, p. 127.
46 August 13, 1850.
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were settled in one or several bills. The latter he fully expect
ed.^ The Presbyterian Advocate of Pittsburgh fully concurred in 
the view that much good must have resulted from this "full compar-

hoison of views."
The Biblical Recorder voiced the regret of many in the South 

at the defeat of the Compromise Bill. This editor realized, how
ever, that It had become so "eviscerated by amendments" that it 
was no longer feasible. Nor did its defeat deter him from believ
ing that the existing difficulties would be adjusted and the slav-

4 9ery question finally disposed of in a different way. This, in 
fact, it was.

After the defeat of the Omnibus, Senator Douglas, chairman 
of the Committee on Territories, took command of the situation and 
steered the various measures through to piecemeal passage in the 
Senate. The Utah Bill, the only remnant of the original Omnibus, 
was passed without a roll call on August 1. On August 9, after 
four days of debate, the Texas Boundary Bill passed, including 
more territory than the Omnibus had provided for, and paying Texas 
ten million dollars for what she had yielded. This vote was 30 to 
20. On August 13, the California Bill passed by a vote of 3^ to 
18, on the 14th the New Mexico Bill passed by a vote of 27 to 10, 
and on the 19th the Fugitive Slave Bill by a vote of 27 to 12. On 
this last bill the nays were eight Northern Whigs, three Northern 
Democrats, and Chase, a Free Soiler. Fifteen Northern Senators

^7 Advocate and Journal, August 8, 1850, p. 127.
^8 August 7, 185° j P« 162.
^9 August 10, 1850.
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did not vote. The bill abolishing the slave trade in the District 
of Columbia passed by a vote of 33 to 19 on September 16, with the 
vote again largely sectional. Within a few days the House had 

I passed these bills intact and the Compromise was complete along 
substantially the lines outlined by Clay in January and the Commit
tee of Thirteen in May.

I Prom the time these bills began to pass the Senate and it was
§ apparent that the House would concur, the Southern church press 
a expressed its relief and its optimism. This was before the reac- 
1 tion of the North to the Fugitive Slave Law developed. With a 
I heading of "One Difficulty Settled," the editor of the Biblical 
I Reoorder of Ealeigh wrote with, favor of the passage of the Texas 

Bill:and with anticipation that peace and harmony would soon pre
vail after the speedy passage of other b i l l s . T h e  conservative

eiPresbyterian Advocate of New York also joined in these sentiments/ 
as did the pro-Southern Christian Observer of Philadelphia. "We 
rejoice," the editor said, "that these great disturbing questions 
have been settled. We bless God that our country has been deliv
ered from the atrocities of civil war.

The editor of the Presbyterian Herald of Louisville was no 
less pleased and certain that this presaged indefinite harmony.
"The bills that have been passed may not be the precise ones which 
any one man or party would have deemed best, but they will restore 
quiet and take away the fuel that fed the flame of agitation, and 
that of itself will compensate for much that would otherwise be

50 August 17, 1850.
51 August 21, 1850, p. 170.
52 September 14-, 1850, p. 14-6.
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objectionable." He was sure, in spite of ultraist meetings in 
| South Carolina and Massachusetts, that .the masses would support

I the Union.$3 The Religious Herald of Richmond called these acts 
all praiseworthy efforts of the Congress, ^  and in retrospect gave 
thanks for "an overuling Providence, and the efforts of many of our 
wisest statesmen" by means of which the dark clouds had dissipated 
and left the Union intact.^ The editor of the Raleigh Biblical 
Recorder found the measures considerably more than he had been pre
pared to expect. He was also gratified to find the people in and 
around Baltimore, which he was visiting at the time, in firm sup
port of the measures.^

The passage of the Compromise was especially satisfying to 
some in the South because they felt that their section had, in the 
past, always been the conciliatory party. One editor remarked of 
this with the fond hope that the North would "make amends for ag-

I gressions on the South, and cease to clamor for the abolition or 
restriction of slavery. The Christian Index, also, placed the 
chief responsibility for the sectional difficulties upon the North. 
The editor, however, expressed encouragement at the now mounting 
evidence that there was a disposition to put down slavery aglta- |

CIO

tion, indicating a change in the posture of the North.-3
In the North the feeling was one of having lost the issue.

53 Presbyterian Herald, September 12, 1850. 
5^ October 10, 1850, p. 162.
55 January 2, 1851, P« 2.
56 September 28, 1850.57 Southern Baptist, September 25, 1850.
58 September 26, 1850, p. 156.
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Not even such a conservative paper as the Advocate and Journal of 
New York could endorse the Fugitive Slave Act nor could it accept, 
without some misgivings, the Texas settlement. In spite of this, 
the editor endorsed the settlement in general because of the ex
pected result. "The painful solicitude in which the public mind 
has been kept for a year past, will be temporarily, if not perma
nently removed thereby. Sectional recriminations and jealousies, 
it may be expected, will thus be, to a large extent, suppressed." 
Certainly, he thought, a free California and a reasonable assurance 
that New Mexico and Utah would be free, gave cause for rejoicing.^  

The editor of the Advocate, however, had previously revealed 
his free soil propensities in spite of the moderation with which 
he voiced them. This was indicated by his comment on Virginia's 
opposition to the admission of California as a free state. "Why 
the Virginia Senators, the prosperity and importance of whose 
State have been so palpably retarded by the exhausting effects of 
this Institution, should thus put themselves forward as champions 
for its extension, appears to me to be somewhat strange." u

In the West, where both free soil and nationalist sentiment 
were strong, there was relief at the end of discussion but varying 
degrees of dissatisfaction with the territorial settlement. The 
abolition of the slave trade in the District of Columbia was re
garded as a welcome gain. The editor of the Cincinnati publica
tion, the Western Advocate, said that

an immense majority of the public, although by no means un
aware of the objectionable features attaching to some of these

59 September 19, 1350, p. 150.
60 August 22, 1850, p. 134.
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measures, will be gratified at the result, I take for 
granted. Attachment to the Union is a sentiment so pre
dominant in the minds of nineteen-twentiethsof the citizens 
of the United States, from Maine_iQ_ilaXifornia, that they 
are willing to submit to almost any sacrifice, not compro
mising a good conscience, to avoid circumstances endanger-Iing its perpetuity.°1

This editor had insisted throughout the controversy that the Union 
was not really in danger. "We viewed it," he said, "from the be
ginning as we still view It, as a system of intrigue for the fed
eral offices, and especially for the next presidency and the of-

1 2 I8 fices dependent upon it."
9 While the bills were being discussed, the Central Christian
1 Herald, another Cincinnati paper, remarked simply that the Fugi- 
I tive Slave Bill then pending was more stringent than that of
| 1793*^ When the Texas Boundary Bill passed, however, the editor 
j was not quite sure whether the provisions were more or less favor- 
§ able to liberty than those of Clay’s Omnibus Bill. The effect of 
I the bill as he viewed it, was to convert one hundred thousand
I8 square miles of territory otherwise free into slave territory.
8 "Thus Congress," he said, "a majority of whose members were thought

to be strenuously opposed to slavery-extension, in its very first
act, which had any relation to the subject, passed a vote which
extended slavery over a region larger than Ohio and Indiana put 

64together."
According to the editor of the Herald, to yield any free ter

ritory to slavery permitted sin by law, and no necessity or

61 Western Advocate, September 18, 1350, p. 150.
62 Ibid., September 25, 1850, P* 154.
63 August 29, 1850, p. 82.
64 September 12, 1850, P* 90.
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expediency could warrant this. "The principles of God's law and 
the rights of humanity are among those sacred things, which man 
should never presume to make the subject of bargain or compromise. 11 
The nature of the present compromise was such that the rights and 
interests of the colored man were bartered away in order to ap
pease the clamor of the South. There can be no denying that the 
question he raised was of some relevance and while it had abstract 
components, to some it was certainly not an abstraction. Perhaps 
it reached the very heart of the dilemma in 1850. "There is a 
third party in this Compromise," he said, "which is not permitted 
to have a voice in the matter, whose interests are sadly overlooked 
in its stipulations."^ This act, which seemed to the editor to 
unjustly attadh free territory to Texas, a slave state, was for 
him the bitterest feature of the entire Compromise. As to other 
measures, he expected the Fugitive Slave Law to have little effect 
because it was unenforceable, and he felt that the restriction of
the slave trade in the District of Columbia vias good as far as it

*  66 went.
Zion1s Herald of Boston still had some hopes in early Septem

ber that the House might modify or reject some of the Senate mea
sures. The editor complained that the Texas Bill yielded more than 
under Clay's Omnibus, that the Fugitive Slave Bill would, if car
ried, "be as foul a blotch . . .  on our national character as could 
disfigure i t . O n e  week later he uttered his astonishment that

65 Central Christian Herald, September 19, 1850, p. 94.
66 ibid., October 3, 1850, p. 102.
67 September 11, 1850, p. 146.
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Christian men could wish to protect slavery, to extend it over new 
regions, and to express such hostility to the admission of a free 
state. "Is there," he asked, "a generous citizen in these free 
States that does not feel the deep mortification of these facts?"

Another Boston paper, the Watchman and Reflector, warned that 
"a fearful accountability . . . both political and moral" rested 
upon those members of Congress from the free states "who forgot 
the feelings and convictions of their constituents in their zeal to 
bring about compromises in favor of slavery, and against princi
ple." The editor made his views known on each specific issue. He 
said,

The ten millions given away will not do much harm, but the 
accession of new slave territory, is something that northern 
men had no business to sanction. New Mexico has a territor- 
ial Government, and, even without the Wilmot Proviso, which 
ought to have been made part of the bill, she will not be 
likely to let slavery into her borders. Utah also has a 
territorial Government, and it is not at all probable slav
ery will find a standpoint there.°9

He very briefly identified the Fugitive Slave Law as "an abomina
tion unworthy of the age." And finally, he expected to see a more 
radical change eventually follow the abolition of the slave trade 
in the District of Columbia.'70

The editor of the Watchman overlooked the posture of his own 
section, and especially those of his own persuasion who had in
sisted so emphatically on the Proviso, when he accused the South <pf 
turning the question of the admission of California upon the ques
tion of slavery. He urged the North to learn from the session of

68 Zion's Herald, September 18, 1850, p. 150.
69 September 26, 1850, p. 154.
70 September 26, 1850, p. 154.
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Congress just past, to unite across Whig and Democratic lines when
ever slavery was at issue, thus challenging the supremacy of the 
South at this point. He wrote this particular editorial entitled, 
"A Free State on the Pacific," to express his joy at California 
statehood. It was no concession to Southern feelings to accent as 
he did in conclusion, that "admission of California destroys the
fatal equilibrium which Mr. Calhoun labored through life to main- 

71tain." He denied completely that there was any justification
for concession to the South for economic advantage, as some had
argued. That such commercial advantages existed was not the point.
To American freemen he addressed an appeal to rise up and break
the "golden chains" on behalf, not of the "pocket of the merchant"

72I but in behalf of "the conscience and the heart of humanity."'It was not in connection with the territorial questions, how
ever, that the fury of the North arose. An immense volume of pro
test was to swell from most of the papers of the Northern churches 
when the full force of the provisions of the Fugitive Slave Act 
dawned upon their editors. Other issues quickly became minor by 
comparison with the case of the hounded fugitive and the Northern 
citizen impressed, by the new law, into the business of catching 
slaves.

71 Watchman and Reflector, October 17, 1850, p. 166.
72 i~bid., October 24, 1350, p. 170.
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CHAPTER IX
THE FUGITIVE SLAVE ACT AMD THE HIGHER LAW

The Fugitive Slave Law was as infuriating to the North as any 
proviso or any resolution condemning Southern slavery had been to 
the South. This law generated great feeling in the few weeks im
mediately following its passage. Only a strong conviction that it 
was unenforceable prevented more intense reaction. There was lit
tle real perception of the temper of the land when legislators 
passed this law under the heading of compromise.

Northern churchmen offered four main criticisms of the Fugi
tive Slave Law as it came from Congress in 1850. First, no trial 
by jury was allowed the fugitive. Second, the hearing was held, 
not before a judge, but before a special Federal commissioner who 
could issue a certificate returning the fugitive to slavery with
out stay or appeal. Third, the commissioner received a fee of ten 
dollars if he declared in favor of the master and five dollars if 
he gave the decision in favor of the slave. The argument that more 
paper work was involved in the first instance was no palliative to 
Northern feeling that it was a bribe. Fourth, the marshal or 
deputies who were to make the arrest were subject to a fine of 
#1000 if they refused to execute it, or if the slave escaped. With 
this was the provision that the arresting officers might summon 
all citizens to their aid, thus making the North a gigantic camp 
of "bloodhounds," in the view of many.

Even the most conservative editors of the Northern churches 
could not receive this law with equanimity. The editor of the

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



www.manaraa.com

2 4 8

general organ of the Methodist Church, the Advocate and Journal,
had repeatedly voiced his relief with a settlement which seemed to
him to have gone so far to allay public anxiety. But he made a §
specific exception to the Fugitive Slave Law. Of it he said, j

Nothing has been done at Washington for many years which has 
created dissatisfaction so deep and general in the Northern 
States as the passage of this law. And should its workings 
continue as they have begun, its repeal or modification will 
be sought with untiring zeal, until the object is attained.^ I

The editor of the Christian Observer, Philadelphia journal of 
the New School and pro-Southern, said that he was "not so sure that 
the law is so well adapted to secure :the rights’ of the South, and 
at the same time meet the feelings of the North, as it might have 
been." He was sure that friends of the measure would be willing 
later to modify it if it proved defective.2 The Old School Presby
terian Advocate gave a very similar notice of the passage of the 
bill. Its editor said, "It has been well remarked that it is con
ceived in a spirit of great rigor, and indicates a disagreement be
tween public opinion and the legislative power." He then described 
the reported effect of the act in alarming the free Negro popula
tion to the point that they were leaving for Canada in large num
bers. 3

The Presbyterian Advocate later reported discussion of the 
Fugitive Slave Law in the Synod of Pittsburgh. The Synod did not 
take the action in protest against the Fugitive Law requested by 
one of its churches, since the usual conservative spirit prevailed. 
The law was too new, the body asserted, to have been tested, or

1 October 10, 1850, p. 163.
2 February 15 j 1351, P* 26.
3 October 2, 1850, p. 194.
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for the members of the body to be well informed of the law itself. 
It would be of no practical benefit, therefore, and it would "com- 
promit [sic] the wisdom and dignity of the body" to make any "rash 
or hasty expression of its mind on this subject." The body called 
attention to its consistent opposition to "chattel slavery as a 
great political and moral evil."2*- The same paper later reported 
the New Jersey Syn-̂ d as having taken similar mild action, although 
this Synod went on to express regret at the passage of the bill.

Many Qf the anti-slavery papers of the North, before or while 
they denounced the new lav;, reaffirmed their willingness to abide 
by the spirit of the constitutional provisions for the return of
fugitives. This was partly due to the fact that the old law had

9 been greatly qualified by §tate laws and public opinion in the 
I North. The editor of the Mew York Svangelist said, "Now, if a 
| law had been enacted which should simply have carried out the pro- 
| vision of the Constitution, and been kept in harmony with other 
§ great rights of that Instrument . . . there would be no complaint 

and no resistance.Two weeks later he stated his belief that the 
real "disunionists and truce-breakers" were those who refused to 
modify the law "so as to make it consistent with the Constitution 
and the eternal laws of justice and mercy."

The editor of the Cincinnati Western Advocate emphasized that 
"especially the more Intelligent portion . . . consider it a re
quirement of the United States Constitution, obligatory on their

^ Presbyterian Advocate, October 30, 1850, p. 2.
5 Ibid., November 27, 1850, p. 18.
6 October 17, 1850, p. 166.
7 October 31, 1850, p. 174.
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respective states, to deliver up fugitives of this class to their 
southern masters, after a fair hearing and proof of their iden-

Otity." He had no objection himself to a "fair and proper enact
ment, to carry out the constitutional provision." If it did not 
protect the free against the kidnapper then he looked to a "higher

Qlaw" to make the bill "comparatively nugatory."7 Even William Hos-
mer, the very strongly anti-slavery editor of the Northern Advocate
granted the reality of the compromises of the Constitution while
regretting the existence of such compromises.^0

But these mild and tentative reservations were distinctly in
the minority. Much more typical of reaction throughout the North
was the description by the editor of Zion1s Herald of Boston.

A profound sentiment of disappointment .and national degreda- 
tion has been spread through the North, at least, by the 
announcement that the bill, with all its original, unmiti
gated enormity, has become a law of the land, and that too 
by Northern votes— with a Northern majority in the House, and 
a Northern President in the executive chair.H

During the next few months the organs of the Northern churches
were filled with descriptions of public protest meetings, and more
especially those protests emanating from church bodies. The New
York Baptist Register and other Baptist papers quoted in full, the
following resolution of the Baptist Convention of the state of
Michigan.

Resolved, That the recent law of Congress relative to the 
recapture of fugitive slaves, violating as it does, every 
guaranty of personal rights— setting aside all the ordinary 
forms of law— giving an exclusive regard to the Interests

8 Western Advocate, September 4, 1850, p. 142.
9 Ibid., September 25, 1850, p. 154.
10 Hosmer, Higher Law, pp. 15?, 158.
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of the slaveholder, and requiring freemen and Christians, 
in order to its enforcement, to violate their obligations 
to humanity, to conscience, and to God— is a flagrant vio
lation of civil and moral rights, and calls for prompt and 
efficient effort on the part of all Christian citizens, by 
all lawful measures, to obtain its speedy r e p e a l.12

The Watchman and Reflector of Boston carried a notice of similar 
action by the Massachusetts Baptist Convention. ^  Resolutions of 
disapproval came also from the New School Synods of New York and | 
New Jersey. These groups counseled their anxious colored brethren 
to await the action of the states and, in case of any emergency, to 
seek the advice of their presbyteries.-^

The Methodist Episcopal Church papers of East and West also 
carried numerous editorials, accounts of meetings, and correspond
ence which condemned the measure. The Western Advocate carried a 
letter from its New York correspondent calling the law the most in
famous enactment to be found in the statutes of any civilized na
tion in the nineteenth century. He then proceeded with one of the 
most violent condemnations on record of the Compromise and its
leaders.

Then in comes the great compromiser— whose whole life has 
been a system of trimming, and who is now evidently attempt
ing to effect a compromise between the devil and the church, 
by which he may escape the reward of his own misdeeds— with 
a plan to appease the antagonist sections of the Union, and 
the sacrifice of this covenant of peace is seen to be the 
sacred liberties of three millions of American people, whose 
maternal ancestors were of African extraction. Next follows 
the great expounder of the Constitution, who proceeds to 
show that the sacred compact of the nation demands of nor
thern freemen the restoration of persons claimed as fugitives 
from labor.15

12 Proceedings of the Fifteenth Anniversary of the Baptist 
Convention of the State of Michigan (Detroit, I 850T, p.  7.

13 November 7,  1850 > P* 178. n oCentral Christian Herald, October 31, I 850, p .  lib.
15 October 16, 1850, p .  65*
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The editor had beer absent when this was printed and in the next 
issue indicated his disapproval of the aspersions cast by the cor
respondent on Clay and Webster.

I The Western Advocate * s correspondent from northern Ohio des
cribed meetings held throughout the Western Reserve for the purpose 
of "denouncing the abominable slave-catching law recently passed 
by Congress." He remarked of the significance of the fact that 
people of all classes and parties joined in the denunciations.
This led him to conclude that good might ultimately result from 
the act by uniting all parties and factions into one group "against 
the slave power of the South. The New England correspondent
described similar activity and he, too, was impressed by the fact 
that all parties and classes agreed on the highly objectionable na
ture of the law and many were even willing to do all they could to

1 ft| prevent its enforcement. °
Zion1s Herald of Boston paraded a similar host of witnesses 

against the law, some inside, some outside, his own Methodist 
Church."^ One meeting held in a New England Methodist Church con
demned the lav/ as "at variance with every sentiment of humanity—  
repugnant to the principles of natural justice as recognized among

I civilized men, and utterly at war with the express precepts of the 
Bible." This group pledged themselves to their Christian duty of 
helping "by all proper means" in the effort of the fugitive to

16 Western Advocate, October 23, 1850, p. 169.
1? Ibid., p. 170.
18 October 30, 1850, p. 174.
19 October 16, 1850, p. 166.
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escape from the "man stealer."20

The editor of Zion1s Herald commended his colleague of the
new Michigan Advocate for his "brave stand on public questions."
The Michigan organ had carried five columns of quotes and comments

I in opposition to the "Black Law" on the first page of its first 
21

issue. Next month the Herald carried many resolutions and com
ments from widespread sources, including Maine and western New 

22York, and in May, the resolutions from Providence Annual Confer
ence. This group pointed to the atrocious nature of a law that 
compelled the "panting slave, flying from the home of bondage," to 
seek refuge under a monarchy.2^

At this time and probably Inspired more by this legislation

I than any other factor, it became the custom of nearly all Methodist 
annual conferences, in whatever section of the North, to establish 
a standing committee on slavery. Heretofore some of the New Eng
land conferences only had such committees. In 1350 and 1851 only 
those conferences in areas that had a decidedly New England ances
try such as the Michigan Conference or the Erie Conference of Ohio 

I passed the strongly worded resolutions. Nevertheless these commit
tees^ mark the : origin:. of an important instrument for keeping the

Okslavery issue constantly alive by annual review.
The propagandists of anti-slavery in the church exploited the 

harsh features of the law to the very limit. "It not only denies20 zion*s Herald, October 23, 1850, p. 171.
21 Ibid., January 8, 1851, p. 6.
22 February 19, 1851, p. 30; February 26, 1351, p. 36.
23 May 28, 1851, p. 85.
2b See Journals of the Annual Conferences of the Methodist 

Episcopal Church.
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the person claimed as a slave a trial by jury," said the editor of 
the Northern Advocate, "but makes the marshall, or other officer 
into whose custody he shall come, responsible in a penalty of one 
thousand dollars for his safe delivery to his alleged master.I Hosmer, the editor of this Advocate, listed the usual objections to 
the law, with some additional ones. Not only was the law unconsti-

I tutional because of the special court which Congress had set up, 
but also in that the expense of recovering slaves was placed un
justly upon the national treasury. It made slave-catching a nation
al business; hence it made the entire United'States a slaveholding 
nation when the only constitutional right of the South in the mat- 
ter was a prohibition of Northern hospitality to the runaway slave.I Hosmer did not expect the law to be a success. Only absolute
coercion, he said, could make it so. In it Congress had enacted a

portion of the law of slave states with its "total disregard of
personal rights and sheer contempt for humanity." A similar law
enacted only in slave states, would have recieved no notice.^ He
was sure that the law was destined to "remain a dead letter, wher-

28ever either virtue or Intelligence have existence."
The papers of the Northwest offered much the same objections 

to the lav? as did Hostner. His fellow Methodist of the Western Ad
vocate in Cincinnati was somewhat delayed in getting to examine the 
lav; in detail. When he did, he declared his "utter astonishment 
that such a law could have passed in any enlightened tribunal.11 He

25 September 18, 1850, p. 99*
26 Hosmer, Higher Law, pp. 158-163.
27 Ibid., p. 156T
28 Northern Advocate, October 9, 1850, p. 110.
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identified the usual objections, but he refused to Impugn the mo
tives of the statesmen. "We cannot believe," he said, "that these 
estimable men perceived the tendency of their v o t e s . L a t e r  he 
cited incidents which indicated that the law was unenforceable and I 
offered the hope of an early repeal.3® I

He received the censure in f-u-11 force of the Indiana State 8
Sentinel edited by W .  J .  Brown, a member of Congress. Brown de- 8
fended the law point by point, after which he advised the ministers 
and papers of the Methodist and other churches to cease attempting 
to influence the public mind on issues which students of divinity 
could not be qualified to judge. He warned that "if the Methodist 
Church set their faces against delivering up fugitive slaves, they 
will divide the Union as they divided their own Church."-^

The editor of the Advocate promptly denied that he had coun
selled men to resist the law or that he had even opposed delivering, 
by proper means, the fugitive to the master. This was entirely 
true. He then specified his ultimate objections. "But we do dis
approve of a law which makes the whole north a hunting-ground for 
kidnappers, exposes freemen to the claims of slavery, offers a pre
mium to corrupt officers, and taxes and attempts to turn the whole

32population into slave-catchers or k i d n a p p e r s . T h i s  was, of 
course, a highly colored, emotional view of the law's results.

This exaggeration of its anticipated effects was nowhere 
greater than in New England. A clergyman of that section declared

29 Western Advocate, October 9, 1350, p. 162.
30 Ibid.,"November 13, 1350, p. 181.
31 Quoted in Western Advocate, November 20, 1850, p. 186.
32 Western Advocate, November 20, 1850, p. 186.
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that the bill made virtual slaves of everyone
binding us, under the penalty of fine and imprisonment, not 
only to refuse to harbor, or give a morsel of food to the 
panting fugitive, but to assist in recapturing him and fas
tening upon~him the chains which he has broken. At the bid
ding of the most recreant, cruel, and debased slave driver 
in the country, every man, woman, and child, every freeman, 
philanthropist and Christian, in th.e.- land— every senator, 
national representative, governor, minister, lawyer, physi
cian, teacher, merchant, and mechanic, is bound to assist 
in carrying into execution this law. . . . Under this atro
cious law there are no free States.33

This minister was completely certain that the issue which the poli
ticians regarded as settled was far from settled. He anticipated 
such an excitement as the nation had never before witnessed, a 
storm that would "try the hearts of men, and shake this republic 
to its centre."3^ a Boston pastor declared in a sermon that he 
expected much the same result. He believed further that the law 
would "recoil with resistless power upon slavery itself," for this 
"overt and frenzied act of the slave power.

The editor of the Watchman and Reflector of Boston condemned 
the law on the basis of its spirit which was so completely foreign 
to the democracy of the age. "No court, judge, magistrate, or 
other person," he said, "can, by habaeus corpus, jury trial, or 
any conceivable proceedure, question the words of this certificate, 
or interfere with the despotic prerogative of the commissioner, a 
single officer, on the affidavit of a single man, is thus made

33 Rufus W. Clark, A Review of the Rev. Moses Stuart's Pamphlet 
on Slavery, Entitled Conscience and the Constitution (Boston, I856')',
pw.102, 103.

3^ Ibid., p. 103.
35 Nathaniel Colver, The Fugitive Slave Bill; or, God1s Laws 

Paramount to the Laws of Men. A Sermon, preached on Sunday,
October 20, l85£(Boston, 1850), p. 23.
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supreme arbiter of the fate of a human being; and this in a free 
State." He feared the grievous results in riot and bloodshed that 
might ensue, but he emphatically counselled forbearance and dis
cretion on the part of both Negro and white citizen.

Zion1s Herald of the same city listed all the objectionable 
features besides emphasizing the bill's destruction of national 
concord and its fatal interference with general prosperity. The 
editor indicated that repeal was the nation's only honorable alter-

I native, an action which citizens should seek by every honorable 
means.^7 He also added his agreement to a view espoused by others, 
i.e., that the ultimate reaction’would be a boon to the anti-slav
ery cause. He introduced his argument by citing a new objection 
to the law which he had discovered in the South. A Southerner had 
complained that the law made it more difficult than ever to secure 
the return of the fugitive since so many had fled to Canada. The 
editor commended the man's good sense, then said, "It is the great
est blow against slavery ever given in the history of the country. 
The proslavery political leaders in the South, stand stunned and 
paralyzed by the reaction of [to] this consumately foolish act of 
legislation.

This was not an accurate description of the posture of the 
editors of the Southern church. Many, in fact, who had previously 
adhered with great consistency to the self-imposed rule of silence 
on political matters now broke that silence. No editor had been 
more circumspect in this regard than the very capable Luther Lee of

36 Watchman and Befiector, October 10, 1850, p. 162.
37 November 6, I850, p. 177.
38 November 20, 1850, p. 186.
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the Richmond Advocate who became, for a time, the leading spokes
man of his denomination on this issue. He did not, however, break 
his silence until after some provocative editorials in the Method
ist press of the North, specifically the Northern Advocate of west
ern New York and Zion's Herald of Boston. Lee said,

This wise and just provision for giving efficiency to an 
article of the Constitution of the United States, seems, if 1
we may judge from the temper of the religious press of the 9
North, to have produced an effect never dreamed of by our I
honest and patriotic legislators. It works well In catching |
fugitive slaves,— but it has made a great many fugitives from I
sanity. Insane ravings against it are almost as common as the 
subjects whose wanderings it was Intended to prevent.39
Two weeks later he said, "We not only regard it as wise, but 

eminently conservative; and as now forming the strongest, and it 
may be the only link in the golden chain that binds our National 
Confederacy in glorious union." He then condemned the Northern 
Methodists for striving to "stimulate the excitement that already 
demands its repeal; and unite with political factions in promoting 
resistance to its execution.'1 This, of course, was in obvious con-

1trast to a Southern press which left the "hotheads of earth to |
strive with each other" while devoting its time to the building of I

40the Kingdom of God among men.
The editors of Zion* s Herald and the Northern Advocate both

gave space to Lee's reference to the possibility tnat the Fugitive
Slave Law was the last link between the sections. Said Hosmer,

If the law in question is the only link that binds our 
National Confederacy, it cannot be severed too soon. An 
alliance founded in any measure upon the odious privilege 
of tracing the free states in search of men, women, and

39 Richmond Advocate, October 2b, I850, p. 170.
40 Ibid., November 7, 1850, p. 178.
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children, who have escaped from bondage, is at once a dis
grace and a crime. No, we are not united to the South by 
this law. The law is a mere act of sufferance on our part.
The union of these States is not, or was not, a conspiracy, 
against human rights, though Congress has well nigh made it 
so, by enacting this a,bominable law.^1

1 The editor of the Richmond Advocate continued to castigate his Nor-
I them brethren for constantly agitating the subject and for seeking
I to control the state and national legislatures on the subject. He
1 42i considered it entirely the prerogative of those legislatures.
| As time went on he became "more than ever convinced of the great
I evil of Northern Methodist preachers of fanaticism."^
1 Before the Fugitive Slave Bill actually became law, the South-
f erK1 Baptist of Charleston carried a report that the effective part
| of the bill was the section which provided a $1000 penalty to the
1 44a marshal who neglected his duty in arresting a fugitive. After
3 the law went into practical operation the editor showed enthusiasm
I for the fact that the fugitive slaves who had found security and
I protection in Pennsylvania and other states had taken alarm and
| fled to Canada, thus proving the law's efficacy. He anticipated I

that the law would be subject to dispute and that the dispute would 1
probably break the old party lines in many areas.^ I

For this editor it was not a matter of how to remove the evil
of slavery, but of how to remove the evil of abolition. "How are
we to stop--.the mouths or palsy the hands of those who persecute
us?" he asked. "We know no cure for religious madness, the world

4-1 Northern Advocate, November 20, 1650, P* 13^•
^2 November i"̂ , 1850, p. 182.
•̂3 November 28, 1850, p. 190.

September 4, 1850.
^5 October 9, 1350.
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has never discovered a remedy for fanaticism. But we can withdraw
ourselves from its influence." He then went on to take the most
extreme position in the South.

«re can exclude their books from our schools, their slanderous 
papers from our tables, but the acts of our common government 
which brand slavery as a curse, and slaveholders as tyrants, 
remain to bring the blush of shame to our cheeks. . . .  We 
cannot now doubt that the North is in earnest, that the agi
tators are in power there, and there is no safety for them or 
for us but in our leaving to them the field of contest. . . .
We deceive ourselves if we suppose that anything short of se
cession will give us peace or put a stop to the progress of 
abolition.*^
He actually expressed the hope that the bill would be repealed 

in answer to Northern protests. "It always was a pretence [sic]," 
he said, "and could never be enforced. Its repeal will unite the 
South and rouse her to a sense of her danger. Mr. Seward is not 
alone in holding to the doctrine of a law higher than the Consti
tution.

For these sentiments, one of the constituents of the Southern
Baptist took the writer severely to task. "Can you or ought you to
be serious in this?" he asked.

Is it Christian? Is it common charity or common justice, 
to North or South, considered as a whole? Does the spirit 
of Christ teach us to hope that bad men of any kind will be
come worse? Wicked action (as we avow it to be) more wicked? 
. . . .  Is it not, moreover, worthy some thought, that many, 
very many of your brethren North and South, regard this mat
ter very differently? Honestly deprecate what you venture 
to hope for, and earnestly pray that the work of all these 
late excitements may terminate. . . . And this very Fugitive 
Slave Law, as a last measure, perhaps, for the peace of the 
country, be fairly o b e y e d . 48

46 Southern Baptist, October 23, 1850.
47 Ibid., October 23, 1850.
48 January 29, 1851.
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The editor's reply was to offer an assessment of the status of pub
lic opinion in the North.

The disease of which we sicken and die is a religious one.
It commenced in the pulpit and there it continued to spread 
until the religious journals of the Nprth and West having 
caught the Infection, are now spreading it through the mas
ses young and old. It is a fatal mistake to suppose that 
the matter is confined to abolition papers.49
The editor of the Southern.Advocate, neighbor of the Southern 

Baptist, had much the same complaint. He was pessimistic in the 
light of the ominous times. He also attributed the trouble to Nor
thern churchmen. "Every mail brings us a budget of politico-reli
gious ravings and reasonings,— the former greatly preponderating—  
in regard to matters utterly beyond the province of those who are 
set for the defence of the gospel." The final wreck of the con
federacy, which he thought entirely possible, would be "mainly 
chargeable to the restlessness and phrensy of Northern ecclesias
tical demagogues. They have identified conscience— a morbid and 
exacting conscience— i*:ith the cause in which they have embarked."-’0 

The pro-Southern Christian Observer of Philadelphia cited some 
of the protest meetings and the union meetings, giving an account 
of the active participation of ministers. That the agitation had 
entered the church was a source of deep regret to this editor. He 
did not regard the participating ministers as competent to appre
ciate "a political measure, intended to meet the complicated rela
tions and circumstances of the extensive territories of our coun
try.

49 Southern Baptist, January 29, 1851.
50 Southern Advocate, December 20, 1850, p. 114.
51 November 16, 1850, p. 182.
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The Observer complained, that "amid the din of politics and 

agitation on the mooted questions of the day, Christian men at the 
South— men who love the Union, and who aspire to no distinction in 
the political world— have hardly been heard on the subject of the 
so-called 'compromise.'" The editor then quoted a Southern minis
ter who expressed the hope that the North would carry out the 
fugitive provisions in good faith. He, too, warned that the sta- j
bility of the Union depended upon the conduct of Northern men. "I 8
am a Union-man," he said, "but if that law is nullified or repealed,

I I will go with the South for such measures of redress as a major
ity of the Southern States may deem proper.

It was precisely to the question of what kind of obedience 
or whether any obedience at all was required by such a law, to 
which the Northern press and pulpit addressed itself. On this is
sue Northern men faced the greatest challenge to their feelings 
and to their mode of action when those feelings were so deeply of
fended. The law and its enforcement invited abstract analyses I
which resolved themselves into the question of obedience, which in 
turn involved the question of a “higher law" that Seward had in
jected into the discussion months before.

When Seward made his speech in the Senate in opposition to 
the Compromise, he referred to the doctrine of the "higher law. "
This was not new doctrine either in politics or In religion. What
ever the acknowledged relationship between c-'hurch and state, the 
church had always asserted in some form or other that all human

52 March 29, 1851, P* 50.
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institutions were subject to the measurement of a divine law. The 
doctrine of natural rights in political thought was also an asser
tion that there was a superior measurement to which all constitu
tions must be subjected.

It is very likely, as Bhodes suggests, that Seward had not 
intended the doctrine to receive as wide an application as it did, 
and that Seward was the most unlikely person to be "suspected of 
soaring to such a moral h e i g h t . S e w a r d  had insisted that the 
constitution did not recognize property in man. Then he said that, 
even if it did, a higher law than the constitution decreed that the 
United States government not sanction the further growth of slavery.

The doctrine of the higher law provided the focal point of the
debate that raged over the Fugitive Slave Law. It was used in the
North to justify resistance to it, a resistance, however, which
remained largely verbal. It did not require a Seward to introduce
it. Anti-slavery men were keenly aware of its presence in their
verbal arsenal well before 1350. On November 15, 18̂ -8, William
Hosmer of the Northern Advocate, a paper published in Auburn, New
York, voiced his conviction of the superiority of the law of God
to all human enactments. He said,

The law of God.is supreme, and it is not possible for men 
to give rectitude or authority to their laws, where they 
contravene the divine law. The civil law makes nothing 
right that God has not made right, and nothing lawful that 
he has not made lawful. Some, forgetful of this, pretend 
to justify slavery and other evils, because they are estab
lished by law, and they, as Christians, are required to 
yield obedience to the law.—  . . . Laws must be right, or 
they are of no force; they must be right, or the Christian

53 Rhodes, History of the United States, Vol. I, p. 16?.
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eij.is under positive obligation to disregard them.

The editor of the Watchman of the Prairies, even earlier in
the controversy, amplified the common understanding of this view.

Politics like everything else should subserve God and reli
gion and not religion politics as its God. And this should 
be done not by binding them together by any legal statute but 
by that leavening influence which results from love and obe
dience to God as supreme. . . . Civil government is ordained 
of God; by which is meant not that every unjust law is ack
nowledged of God, but that it is the will of God that men 
should live under a civil government and enjoy its benefits.
As a matter of fact, the whole argument of anti-slavery, that 

the issue was basically a moral one, implied the doctrine of a 
higher law. But like almost every other declaration in the debate 
of thĉ  era, this one was thrown out of proportion by the prevalent 
emotionalism. Hence a doctrine that normally implied simply a 
fairly rational review of institutions, became itself the center 
of Irrational diatribe. And, as already noted, it made Seward a 
very popular man with those who made this special application of 
the higher law.

Hosmer was not the only, but he was the chief, exponent of 
the higher law as applied specifically to the Fugitive Slave Act.
He not only advanced the view in his paper, but he offered it to 
the public in 1852 in a book entitled The Higher Law. According 
to Hosmer, there were three sources of the higher law: the natural
constitution of things, the course of Providence, and direct rev
elation.-^ Civil government he defined as "an institution of na
ture, confirmed and sanctioned by Christianity."-^ Civil govern
ment was limited in that it could not bind conscience, impair any

54 Northern Advocate, November 15, 1848, p. 130.
55 February 8, io4b.§6 Hosmer, Higher Law, p. 18.7 Ibid.. P. 36'.----- ----------------------------
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of the natural rights of man, release man from his responsibility I
£0 Ito God, or change the nature of virtue and vice. Obedience to |

civil law was a duty just as was obedience to the law of God except
59when the character of a civil law subverted the law of God. "It 

is quite as patriotic,11 he said, “to break laws as to keep them, I
provided they are not what they should be. We may go even further, J
and affirm that patriotism absolutely demands resistance to bad j
laws.

In summary, he emphatically reiterated the supremacy of the 
higher law.

The higher law is first, midst, and last. It is the sum 
total of all authority, because on it rests whatever of 
obligation can be found in any human law. So vital is 
this doctrine of the Divine supremacy, that with it must 
stand or fall not only civil liberty, but religion Itself.
It is true beyond all contradiction, 1. That no man can 
preach the gospel without preaching the higher law; 2. That 
no man can believe in God without believing in the higher 
law; 3. That no man can be a Christian without keeping the 
higher law.61

The editor of the Boston Zion»s Herald found it necessary to 
argue with the Scriptures in his promulgation of this doctrine.
Titus 3:1 had stated, “Put them in mind to be subject to princi
palities and powers, to obey magistrates." The editor granted 8
that the literal meaning of the text, as it stood, referred to 
human government, but he insisted that the declaration should be 
accepted in a qualified sense. He deemed it impossible

to yield at the same time obedience to that law of Christ 
which is written upon our hearts, and some of the barbarous

58 Hosmer, Higher Law, p. 41.
59 Ibid., p. 75.
60 Tbld., p. 85.
61 ibid., p. 190.
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enactments which stand as laws on the statute books of our 
own nation. Our conclusion therefore is, that St. Paul here 
speaks of all proper or righteous government, and that we 
are not bound either by this or any other passage of the in
spired word, to yield obedience to unrighteous laws,or the irreligious commands of evil magistrates and r u l e r s .
Among the many sermons preached at this time on the subject of 

obedience to law was one by a New York clergyman on December 12, 
1850, He carefully analyzed various texts of scripture which 
seemed relevant to either side in the argument, concluding that 
there were Indeed limitations upon obedience to civil government.
Of course the history of the United States itself required a de
fense of the principle of revolution. He carefully circumscribed 
the right to disobedience while making it clear that "as a human 
constitution is superior to all particular statutes, and may modi
fy or even nullify them, so are God’s commands paramount to all 
other laws in the universe. When the human law, therefore, con
flicted directly with the divine, "it is then both the privilege 
and the duty of the subject to refuse compliance.

An anonymous pamphleteer of the North cited several categor
ies of laws in which the higher law principle operated.

There are some laws which are ridiculous, and fall to the 
ground by the Higher Law of common sense;-some laws which 
are obsolete, and are defeated by the Higher Law of human 
progress;-some laws which are inconvenient and are over
ruled by the Higher Law of necessity;-some laws which are 
unnatural, and are null by the Higher Law of instinct and 
nature; and some laws which are unjust, and are void by the 
Higher Law of conscience and of God. '65

62 Zion’s Herald, January 29, 1851, p. 20.
63 Asa Smith, Obedience to Human Law (New York, 1851), P* 18.
6k Ibid., p. 1T*
65 Anonymous, The Higher Law Tried by Season and Authority (New 

York, 1351), p. 11.
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This author’s real objection to the Fugitive Slave Law was in the 
fact that public opinion did not justify such a law. Public opin
ion, in his view, w_s the only foundation of law, and government
was simply the intermediary or agent of the public which demanded

—  66 a law.
If a higher law existed, then some agency was necessary to 

act in deciding when a specific law came into conflict with that 
higher law. The final arbiter was conscience, and ultimately the 
conscience of the individual. This anonymous author Insisted that 
the verdict of conscience must be quite clear, but in the final 
analysis conscience alone determined duty and that conscience was 
ultimately an individual one. In practice, however, a law of ob
viously unjust nature, the conscience of the community would not 
support.̂

He looked upon politics as "national morals;" hence political 
questions were not mere questions of expediency. "To say that 
'conscience has nothing to do in politics,' is as monstrous a 
falsehood as the old maxim that 'reason In religion is of unlaw
ful use.' The one is the unfailing refuge of bigotry and super
stition; the other is the perpetual argument of demagogues and 
tyrants.

The editor of Boston Zion's Herald scorned the view that 
man's conscience must subserve human law. With this view Christ
ianity itself, the Reformation, and the American Revolution could

66 Anonymous, Higher Law Tried by Reason and Authority, p. 8.
67 ibid., pp. 31-33•
68 ibid., pp. 33 j 3^*
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not have occurred. "Good laws should not yield to men's conscience 
. . . but conscience, on the other hand should never yield to hu
man laws. He that honestly believes his course is right, (even 
though it might be uncertain to all the rest of the world) should, 
if his belief _is a matter of conscience, persist in it even to 
death.

His Boston neighbor of the Watchman and Beflector was equally 
vehement l.\ his defense of the right of private judgment over hu
manly enacted law. He insisted that the value of a constitution 
was in the fact that the people could understand it and use it to 
"try the doings of their legislators by its fundamental principles." 
To deny the right of private judgment, even in the sacred name of 
religion, would be to reduce the constitution to valueless parch
ment .

It was at once obvious that all such discussion was simply 
preliminary to bringing the Fugitive Slave Law into the category 
of those laws which demanded some form of disobedience. The pastor 
of a Boston Baptist Church told his people on October 20, 1850, 
that the law with its "strange and iniquitous provisions" had 
shocked humanity. "The feeling is almost universal," he said,
"that its execution would be the commission of a monstrous crime." 
Only a crime of appalling magnitude, a crime involving the "hope
less ruin of thousands" and committed in the name of law could

71cause him to counsel disobedience to the laws of the land.

69 Zion's Herald, November 20, 1850, p. 186.
70 December 19, I850, p. 202.
71 Dolver, Fugitive Slave Bill, p. 14.
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Gilbert Haven, a New England bishop of the Methodist Episcopal

Church, while preaching in Amenia, New York, in November of 1350,
Implied that the law was clearly morally wrong and agreed that its

72execution would be nothing short of criminal. To the editor of 1 
I the Cincinnati Central Christian Herald slavery was a violation of I
I natural law and justice. No such legal enactment as the Fugitive B
I 73 II Law could ever render the system just or sanctify its oppression.  ̂ 1

Southern ministers saw that, behind such words, was the basic §
issue of the North's contention that slavery itself was Immoral.
The Synod of South Carolina charged that the excitement stirred by
the Fugitive Slave Law derived its fury from the view, held with-

1 out warrant, that slavery was a sin. This was the justification
that fanaticism had offered for the "series of assaults in which

74treachery to man is justified as obedience to God."' Professor 
Hodge of Princeton also saw the whole stress of the argument that 
the law was immoral, as resting on the fact that slavery was viewed 
in the North as in itself sinful, hence it was deemed wrong to en- 

I force the master's claims.
Anti-slavery men took no pains to hide this fact from view. 

Bishop Haven had said, "The ground of our opposition to all laws 
that protect slavery is the feeling against slavery itself. We may

72 Gilbert Haven, "The Higher Law," National Sermons. Sermons, 
Speeches and Letters on Slavery and its War: From the Passage of 
the Fugitive Slave Bill to the Election of President Grant (Boston,
18^9), P. 23.73 November 7, I850, p. 122.74- Anderson, "Presbyterians Meet the Slavery Problem," p. 14.

75 Charles Hodge, "The Fugitive Slave Law," Cotton is King and 
I Pro-Slavery Arguments: Comprising the Writings ot Hammond, Harper,
Christy, Strlngfellow, Hodge, Bledsoe, and Cartwright, ed. E. N. 
Elliot (Augusta, Ga., 18^0), p. 812.
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profess to give political or other reasons for this feeling, but 
we fail to see, or to acknowledge, the true reason by any such 
pretenses." Slavery itself was simply the "most extreme and ter
rible violation of human rights," therefore nothing done to protect 
it to any degree could be right. A correspondent of Zion *s |
Herald echoed this conviction.^ a

Most, however, argued the matter beyond this point, usually 
turning to the Bible to do so. One New England minister used the 
Biblical text which states, "Inasmuch as ye have done it unto one 
of the least of these, ye have done it unto me" to Inform his con
gregation that to betray the "poor outcast, outlawed saint" was to 
do no less than betray the Son of God himself.

After such an act of treason you may be prepared, perhaps, 
like Judas Iscariot, your exemplar, to go out and hang your
self: Beware, too, lest justice eventually consign you, like
him, to your "own place," and mercy say of you, "It were good 
for that man lnTe had never been bora! "78
Most frequently, appeal was made to the Golden Eule. Accord

ing to one minister, the demands of the law violated this divine 
statute if no other, but he found also, that it violated Old Testa- I 
ment laws prescribing hospitality to strangers as well as other |
Old Testament precepts. ^  Another minister stated that no law i
could bind him "to do that to another, while innocent of crime, 
which would be unjust and cruel" If done to himself. He could not

76 Haven, "The Higher Law," pp. 15, 16.
77 December 4, 1850, p. 19^.78 K. Arvine, Our Duty to the Fugitive Slave: A Sermon Dellv

ered on Oct. 6, in West Boylston, Ms.and Deo. 15 in Worcester
(Boston, 1850), pp. 20, 21.79 Golver, Fugitive Slave Bill, pp. 13, 14-•
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80be bound to rob another of his natural and Inalienable rights.

A Western clergyman objected, in this connection, to the pro
vision of the law which required all citizens to help execute It 
if called upon. This was a "palpable violation of the Golden Rule" 
which no legal enactment could make right. Since the question in
volved a law that came into open conflict with a law of God, civil

81disobedience was morally right.
In the nature of the case, then, to many Northern churchmen 

disobedience was mandatory. Hosmer of the Northern Advocate put 
It very succinctly. "Any civil law that is not right, is there
fore, null and void from the beginning, and it is the Imperative 
duty of all men to disobey it. To catch slaves in Boston or New
York, and by the authority of Congress, is no better than to catch

82slaves in Africa, and on our own authority." A group meeting in 
&■ New England Methodist Church passed the following resolution: 
"Resolved, That we recognize the divine law as paramount to all 
human enactments, and therefore hold that obedience to the requisi
tions of this unrighteous and unchristian act, would be a violation 
of our obligations as men and as Christians, and a sin against 
God.1,83

Many other New England clergymen joined their editors in this 
feeling and frequently carried It into the pulpit. One said,

80 Anonymous, Higher Law Tried by Reason and Authority, p. 17*
81 William Carter, A Reply to Hon. William Thomas1 Exposition 

and Defense of the Fugitive Slave Law (Winchester, 111., 1351),
P 82 February 12, 1851, p. 183. „ _83 Quoted in Zion»s Herald, October 23, 1850, p. 171*
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It commands every citizen of the North to disregard the ex
pressed will of his God. . . . The authors of this Bill have 
taken issue with God. .To yield obedience to the claims of 
both is impossible. Neutrality is impossible. There remains 
therefore to the upright but one decision, and that is the 
decision of the apostle in our text,— "We ought to obey God 
rather than man." . . .  In short, as we would avoTd renounc
ing the moral government of God or incurring the wrath of 
heaven, we must disobey and repudiate this Bill.8*+

Another clergyman was no less emphatic. "I abjure this bill
altogether,— now and foreverl" he said.

Unprincipled men may go to Congress, to fatten on the 
spoils of office, to play their games for the presidency, 
to sell their principles in the shambles for party or plun
der,— if they will! They may write a document like this, 
full of libels on the Bible and outrages on humanity and 
treason against heaven; they may call it law, and send it 
,to me signed with all authority, but God Forbid that I 
should plunge myself into the deep damnation of obeying it!
No; I shall not abide by this bill; but I shall violate it 
on'every occasion, and in every way that a Christian can.°5

The qualification imposed in the last sentence of this state
ment tempered the disobedience in practice. Even the most radical 
counsels included these qualifications. They probably did not ma
terially reduce the impact of such statements upon the South or 
upon the public mind of the North. The minister just quoted called 
for direct disobedience of the law itself in its workings. Equally
important was the use of all legitimate social, religious, and

86political power for its repeal. °
The same clergyman who had called for "disobedience and repu

diation of the law," disavowed any desire to promote rebellion.
He said that "every law of the land gives to all this privilege, 
the right, not to disobey it and be tried for treason, but to

84- Colver, Fugitive Slave Bill, p. 15.
85 Arvine, Duty to the Fugitive, p. 28.
86 Ibid., p. 30.
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disobey it and receive its prescribed penalty. Prom the most 
radical to the mildest opponent of the law, these qualifications 
were typical. The closest to a suggestion of violent armed re
sistance coming from the mainstream of these denominations was an 
early statement by Zion1s Herald when the exact application of the 
law was still in doubt. The editor spoke of the posture the 
colored citizen should assume in these terms:

Let -them first commit themselves to God by special occasions 
of prayer; secondly, organize among themselves plans of 
vigilance and mutual aid in case the pursuers should be dis
covered near; third, appeal to their white neighbors and 
fellow citizens to organize some oo-operative arrangements—  
we say organize, for nothing should be left at loose ends in 
this matter; and fourth, let them then, with Christian pru
dence but manly determination, resist the execrable kidnap
per to the last power God has given them.88

This was advice only to those who were free men of color looking
to possible action in self-defense.

The same editor specifically repudiated organized, forcible 
resistance to the operation of the law in connection with the true 
fugitive. "Communities have the power and right," he said, "of 
rendering as nugatory as possible bad laws, provided it be done 
only by the force of public opinion— not by violent resistance."
It was too much to expect, however, that human nature in the North 
should so radically change that all "inconvenience to the execu
tion of the infamous statute should be removed.

The Watchman and Beflector, also of Boston, the most rabid 
corner of the anti-slavery world, was equally firm in repudiating

57 Colver, Fugitive Slave Bill, p. 19*
58 October 9> 1850, p. 1£>2.
89 Zion1s Herald, May 14, 1851, p. 78.
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violent resistance. In fact, Its editor stated that, while in
existence, the law must be obeyed passively if not actively. "We
must either do the thing it requires, or suffer the penalty for
refusing." He vigorously protested against construing unfavorable
opinions and efforts to get it repealed as treasonable activity.
"We call upon every man who has any regard for freedom of opinion,
to contend for the right of discussing this subject, and of oppos-

9 0lng this law by all lawful means, with a view to its repeal."^
Even earlier, when the issue was at white heat and many 

talked of violent means, the majority, and the editor of the 
Watchman and Reflector tacitly and openly supported the majority, 
refused to support even harsh and general denunciations of the 
government. The editor quoted a portion of the action of one of 
the many protest meetings convened shortly after the law was 
passed. This meeting proposed as action, the aiding of the fugi
tive when opportunity offered, and public protest against the law 
with a view to its repeal. But they decided that "to excite dis
trust and Indignation towards all civil rule, and to oppose, in 
marshall array, even this most infamous law, or to encourage the 
oppressed themselves to do so, would be unchristian and impoli
tic."91

No one among Northern editors of these churches assumed a 
more radical posture on slavery than Hosmer of the Northern Advo
cate. Yet, as much as he had to say and as violently as some of 
it was said, when he discussed means he was not radical. He was

90 Watchman and Reflector, April 17, 1851, P* 62.
91 Ibid., November 14, 1850, p. 182.
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pleased to see any fugitive break his chains but he disapproved 
completely of any attempts to abduct the slave. He considered it 
not only hopeless in alleviating the problem, but it was also un
constitutional means of redress. The means he had in view as ac
tion upon the whole problem of slavery, was the throwing of the 
light of argument upon the slaveholder and relying upon the justice 
and truth of the cause to produce relief through the franchise.^ 
Obviously such men did not calculate carefully the effect that much 
of what they said would surely have in producing the opposite re
sult.

The press in the West was, if anything, even more opposed to 
any active resistance to the law. The editor of the Western Advo
cate of Cincinnati was very fervently opposed to such resistance. 
"Under any contingency," he said, "constitutional or unconstitu
tional, resistance is wrong." He interpreted the bearing of 
Christianity upon the question thus:

Christianity does not require her votaries to obey laws 
that conflict with God's law— she does not even allow her 
disciples to conform to the mandates of any earthly power, 
at the peril of death in its most frightful forms, if those 
mandates are directly opposed to God’s word. But she never 
teaches resistance. Suffer, if need be, but resist not.
If any law be in opposition to the word of God, the Christian 
may pass it by unheeded, but he must be prepared for all its 
penalties.93

The editor of the Central Christian Herald of the same city noted
with pleasure the many published sermons dealing with the problem

94and offering this same counsel.

92 Northern Advocate, August 21, 1850, p. 82.
93 November 13, 1850, P* 182.
9^ February 6, 1851, P* 174.
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These views were shared, fully by an anonymous minister from 

the West, probably Ohio. This clergyman condemned the action taken 
in a community meeting at Pleasant Valley, Ohio. The resolutions 
of this group expressed contempt and abhorrence for those who had 
voted in favor of the Fugitive Law. They were no "better than Al
gerian pirates." The writer contended that Christianity did not 
permit such abusive and irreverent expression. Neither was vio
lent, active resistance to even an unjust government permitted, 
although refusal to obey a law and submission to the penalty pre
scribed by law was not only permissible, but was required in the 
case of unrighteous enactments.^

It is thus quite clear that beneath the surface, the reaction 
to this law, while reflecting greatly offended sensibilities in 
the Northern churches, did not anticipate or overtly encourage 
forcible resistance. Unfortunately the expression of the opposi
tion to the law was cast in such form as to obscure the qualifica
tions which nearly always followed espousal of the higher law 
doctrine. Hence an already tense and distraught nation was fur
ther confused by the many expressions in support of the higher law.

There were, however, in many Instances among Southern editors, 
varying degrees of discrimination in reviewing this sentiment in 
the North. In fact, the editor of the Presbyterian Herald of 
Louisville went to some length to give his endorsement in general 
to the doctrine of a higher law. He urged his readers not to let 
the use being made of the doctrine to obscure the truth. He

95 Anonymous, The Design of Civil Government and the Extent of 
Its Authority, as set Forth in the Holy Scriptures (no place or 
date), pp. 6, 7.
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deplored the fact that political editors and politicians were 
sneering at the idea that there was a law higher than the consti
tution.^

Nor was the extreme advice given by the Independent, a New 
York paper of Congregational origin, taken as necessarily repre
sentative. The Independent had counseled the Negroes to shoot down 
those who sought them. The Baptist Banner of Louisville cited this 
account from the Christian Observer, the pro-Southern journal of 
Philadelphia. The editor of the Banner simply stated that this 
identified the Independent with Garrison. ^  The Observer, however. 
had emphasized that there was "not another religious or even poli
tical paper in the Northern States, that endorses this atrocious 

gocounsel.ny
Most reaction among Southern or pro-Southern editors was not

as discriminating. A very able and statesmanlike Southern minister,
while admitting the intemperance of Southern defiance and Southern
laws,condemned "a spurious charity for a comparatively small class
in the community" which dictated "the subversion of the cherished
institutions of our fathers, and the hopes of the human race."
This minister considered it a remarkable spectacle when conscience
constrained people to violate agreements and contracts and oaths
and caused them "to trample in dust the plainest obligations of

99duty, rather than infringe the speculative rights of man.
The editor of the Nashville Advocate quoted a local organ of

96 Presbyterian Herald, January 16, 1350.
97 Baptist Banner, November 27, 1850.
98 Christian Observer, February 1, 1851, p. 18.
99 Thornwell, Bights and Duties of Masters, p. 9.
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the Methodist Church, the Buffalo Christian Advocate and cited it 
as more representative than it actually was. The Buffalo Advocate 
furnished another of those instances in which those who voted for 
the Fugitive Slave Law were reviled. The Thirty-first Congress 
was referred to as "one of the most depraved bodies that ever met 
to legislate upon the destinies of the Nation.". The Buffalo paper 
continued: "The man who would pinion his soul on the back of such
a master, with his eyes open on the crushed millions around him, 
bleeding and panting for liberty, ought to ride to perdition amid 
a constantly gathering storm of howllngs, wailings, and despairs.^00 

The editor of the Nashville Advocate failed to distinguish 
clearly between this abuse and the tentative counsel which Zion's 
Herald offered to the fugitive Negroes already settled in the 
North. The Herald had urged them to prepare to protect themselves 
if necessary. The Nashville paper did point out, however, some ex
ceptions to the general trend toward treason, of which he openly 
accused his colleague of Zion1s Herald in Boston. The Nashville 
editor proceeded to label that Christianity as spurious which pro-

|moted "rebellion, revolution, and lawless violence" from the pulpit
and religious p r e s s . P r e v i o u s l y  he had said:

Gladly would we throw a vail [sic] over the fanaticism of 
these run-mad and deluded spirits; but it is due to the 
South to know how their rights are regarded at the North, 
and what kind of appeals are made to the religious com
munity by these saintly editors and writers, whose Bible 
and discipline teach them "to be subject to the powers that 
be." If these men can influence a majority at the North, 
our days as a confederated republic are numbered.102

100 Quoted in Nashville Advocate, October 25, 1850.
101 Nashville Advocate, November 1, 1850.
102 October 25, 1850.

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



www.manaraa.com

279
The Southern Advocate published in Charleston devoted much at

tention to Northern pronouncements and actlvit1es relative to the 
Fugitive Slave Law and the higher law. The editor cited as in- j 
stances of fanaticism the statement in the Northern Advocate to the 
effect that the editor would sacrifice a thousand unions rather 
than support the lav; if it were in truth the only remaining link 
as the Richmond Advocate had said. He also quoted the Boston I
Watchman and Reflector which had condemned those who, for the sake I 
of quiet, yielded to wrong on the issue.

The Southern Advocate took note of resolutions passed by 
various bodies of churchmen in the North, "true to the fanatical 
instincts now so prevalent at the North. The editor believed
this fanaticism to be the "legitimate result of transcending the 
province of ministerial duty." He was gratified to note, however, 
exceptions among the ministry "who had some respect for civil 
authority."'*'0'’ He noted, too, that there was some lay resistance
to the "meddlesome spirit and disorganizing movements of the cler
gy." He had quoted a somewhat contradictory resolution adopted at 
a preacher’s meeting in New England which read thus:

Resolved, That although we believe that civil government is 
a divine institution, and that it is the imperative duty of 
every citizen to submit to it, . . . yet we cannotand WITT 
not yield obedience to tETs most iniquitous enactment, nei
ther will we ever respect it as an integral and legitimate 
part of the laws of the land.10°

The editor of the Southern Advocate commented, "There is a moral
philosophy with a witness. That is submission to civil government?1?

103 Southern Advocate, November 22, 1850, p. 99.
104 December l3, lB^O, p. 110.
105 December 27, 1850, p. 118.
106 Quoted in Southern Advocate, December 27, 1850, p. 119.
107 December 27, I85O, P^ 119.
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IProm a different source came an even more emphatic and reasoned 

repudiation of the application of the higher law doctrine which the 
anti-slavery men were making. The editor of the Presbyterian 
Herald of Louisville brought this source to his readers' attention. 
The more conservative ministers and editors of the North, he noted, 
had been inspired by the "reckless positions assumed by some of 
the rabid presses and ministers of the gospel" to come out in fa
vor of obedience to the law. In particular, he referred to a large
number of sermons preached, and later published, on the occasion of

1 ORThanksgiving Sunday on December 12, 1850. These sermons eman
ated largely but not exclusively, from Old School Presbyterian 
pulpits.

None of these men took issue with the higher law doctrine it
self nor did they all rule out passive obedience if one's con- 

I science directed. Their Interest was chiefly in repudiating vio
lence and inflammatory denunciation although some counseled active 
and complete obedience. A Presbyterian minister of Buffalo, New 
York, insisted that obedience to civil law was a religious duty.
"Men are guilty," he said, "of sophistry and falsehood, when, to 
excuse wicked evasion of Law or violent resistance, they pretend 
to appeal to what they call 'the higher laws of God.*" He proceed
ed to point out the logical result of such a position.

If one man has a moral right, either cunningly to evade 
or openly violate Law, under such pleading, then another 
man has the same right to violate another Law; and thus 
any villainy on earth may be perpetrated’ under the sacred

January 9, 1851.
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1 0 9names of "conscience," and "the higher laws of God,"

The editor of the Old School Journal, the Presbyterian Advo
cate, mentioned this sermon and approved its conservative content,

110considering the views sound and helpful. A Presbyterian minis
ter of Philadelphia substantially supported the position that the 
law must be obeyed. Civil laws were to be "sacredly observed; 
compromises made must be faithfully carried out; pledges given must 
be kept with fidelity." The obedience must be an honest and com
plete obedience. "We may seek in lawful and proper ways to have 
that, which we esteem wrong, corrected; but falling in that, the
majority must rule, and our own Individual preferences and Judg-

111ments must be given up."
An Illinois Baptist voiced these same sentiments when he

spoke to the Illinois Legislature in January of 1851. His chief
objection to the view of the higher law then being promoted, was
that it tended to erase the line of demarcation between church and
state. This he considered to be a serious danger to the morals of

112the country and to the government. He neatly divided duties
into those involving religion where God was supreme and those ln-

113volving the state where civil law was supreme.  ̂ As to obedience 
to the Fugitive Slave Law he said: "I It is the duty of American
citizens to obey the constitution and laws of our national govern-

109 John C. Lord, The Higher Law in its Application to the 
Fugitive Slave Bill. A Sermon on the Duties Men Owe to God and to 
Governments. Delivered at the Central Presbyterian Church, Buffalo, 
on Thanksglvlng-day (Buffalo, New York, 1851), p. 28.

110 January 8, 1851, p. 4-2.
111 Green, Our National Union, pp. 18, 19*
112 Peck, BuETes of American Citizens, p. 19-
113 Ibid., p. 7.
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tmerit. II The constitution and laws, and especially the law to 

arrest fugitive slaves, do not conflict with any *higher law' of
*1 A J | | .the Sacred Scriptures."

Most of the pulpiteers did not object to passive obedience, 
but only to the extremes of interpretation and of denunciation |
which had accompanied the promulgation of the doctrine. An lnflu- I 
ential Old School divine of Philadelphia was openly critical of the 
slavery system and he admitted the possibility that the law was un
just or defective in some respects. His chief concern, however, 
wTas not with an analysis of the law or the system. I

What we are called upon to discountenance is the spirit in |
which this excitement is promoted— the recklessness and vio- |
lence with which the unconditional repeal of the obnoxious 
law is demanded irrespective of consequences— the abusive at
tacks which are constantly made upon the South.

He was equally critical of the slave system and its evils.
The pastor of the Presb3'-terlan Church in Hollidaysburg, Penn

sylvania believed that Christians, the wisest and best of them, 
should discuss this great problem. He proceeded to discuss it, 
drawing a distinction between obedience and submission. To yield 
either one or the other left a man above reproach. One could obey 
the precept, or he might not obey the precept, in which case he 
quietly suffered the penalty.

To dramatize the proper procedure when faced with the dilemma, 
he imagined himself in a situation where a fugitive and master and

Peck, Duties of American Citizens, p. 13*
115 Henry A. Boardman, The American Union: A Sermon Preached 

Dec. 12, 19, 1850 in the Tenth Presbyterian Church of Philadelphia
TPhll^delphia7^5lT, PP- 32, 33- ' '116 David McKinney, The Union Preserved, or the Law-Abiding
Christian (Philadelphia,I85U, p. 7.
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an officer of the law stopped successively at his door. He would, 
he stated, give the fugitive food and send him on his way. He 
would also refresh the master when he came and snow him the same 
way and offer no obstacle to his pursuit. Then the officer would 
come and charge him with violation of the law in which case penalty 
would be assessed, a penalty he would bear without resistance. "I 
had the freeman's choice," he said, "made my election— chose ra
ther to endure the law's penalty than to obey its precept. I es
timated the sympathies of humanity at a higher price than the in
flictions of the law, and rejoice in a conscience void of of
fense.

A Presbyterian clergyman of Brooklyn voiced much the same view*
of the matter. He believed the Fugitive Slave Law committed a 
gross moral wrong against its victims. In view of that fact he 6 
said, "As a moral being, I will, whenever it is my duty so to do,
put on record my expression of the wrong: as a good citizen I will

118submit." He would refuse to help capture a fugitive and he
would not approve the capture when made by the civil authorities,

119 Ibut he would not interfere with such action.  ̂ j
Thus feeling was quite mixed in regard to the higher law doc

trine and its application to the Fugitive Slave Law. while at no 
point wa.s it as radical as its expressions made it seem, discussion 
of the higher law made its distinctive contribution to the confu
sion of the issue and to the enhancement of sectional animosities.

117 McKinney, Union Preserved, p. 14.118 Samuel T. Spear, The Law-Abiding Conscience, and the Higher 
Law Conscience, With Remarks on the Fugitive Slave Question (New
York'; l t W t  P* 24.“119 Ibid., p. 26.
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CHAPTER X 
CALM AFTER THE STORM

After the initial reaction in the North to the Fugitive Slave 
Law the national scene began to assume a calmer aspect. The strug
gle had been long and there was an inevitable sense of relief that 
specific action had been completed. In spite of reservations in 
either section, as was bound to be true with any compromise, the 
general consensus was one of acceptance. Union meetings were well 
attended throughout the nation and enthusiasm therein was equal to 
or greater than that exhibited at protest meetings. The adjourned 
Nashville Convention met again in November with a small attendance 
and little enthusiasm and it attracted little attention. The fugi
tive issue was certainly still alive in the North, but Union senti
ment for most men outweighed these convictions, and men began to 
see ways to protest and resist without doing violence to the Union.

The church press seemed to reflect this general feeling. In 
early December of 1850 there seemed to be considerable reason for 
alarm. This is indicated by a comment made in the Louisville Pres
byterian Herald.

To all who are careful observers of the signs of the times, 
it must be manifest that our country is now passing through 
the most trying period of its history. Those who flatter 
themselves that the crisis has been passed, and that the 
fearful sectional contest, which has been waged in our capi
tal for years past, is now to cease, must have shut their 
eyes to what has transpired in each extreme of the Union 
since the adjournment of Congress. . . . The prospect now is, 
that the present and the ensuing sessions of Congress will 
be still more strong than any that have preceded them. The 
repeal of the fugitive slave law will be the rallying cry in 
one section, and secession from the Union in the other.1

1 December 5, 1850.
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This view was much more pessimistic than the situation war

ranted. Actually^ efforts to revive the agitation in the second 
session of Congress were entirely fruitless. This opinion, how
ever, is understandable in view of the rather violent agitation 
that had preceded the opening of. Congress. But by the early weeks 
of 1851 there was a noticeable decline of agitation in the church 
press. While the editor of the Watchman and Reflector of Boston 
continued to condemn the Fugitive Slave Law, he conceded that 
there was practically no hope for its repeal by the Thirty-first 
Congress.

The editor of the Zion’s Herald, also of Boston, had been
among the more radical anti-slavery men of the Northern press. He
had, in fact, accused the conservative editor of the Advocate and
Journal, of "unmanly, not to say unchristian, remissness" in his
duty in remaining silent on the Fugitive Slave Law. In reply the
editor of the Advocate on January 9, 1851 challenged the "perpetual
hum-drum" over a law that was clearly a dead letter. He Insisted
that New England needed no further enlightenment on the issue and
that to Insist on its repeal would disrupt the Union. The only |

h Ilogical alternative was to let the issue rest. 1
The editor of Zion’s Herald then replied that he contended !

only for "moral hostility" to the law.
We have taken no little pains to qualify it with conserva
tive sentiments. We have written repeatedly against dis
union doctrines; we anticipated and recommended the non re
peal policy of the present Congress long before its session,

2 January 23, 1851, p. 14-.3 Advocate and Journal, December 26, 1850, p. 206. 
^ January 9, 1851, P* 6,
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and while the political conventions and presses were gener
ally recommending repeal. We objected to the repeal because 
we deemed it dangerous to the Union, and because we believed 
the law could morally be rendered nugatory.5

This latter was typical of the motivation leading to a calmer ac
ceptance of the Fugitive Law and the Compromise after the initial 
reaction. It early became apparent to most observers that the 
Fugitive Slave Law was not going to change the fugitive picture 
very substantially.

The editor of Zion* s Herald not only became milder in regard 
to the Fugitive Law, but he showed a considerable moderation in his
general views. He lamented the slavery of the border states but he

texpressed his belief that the best means of dealing with the prob
lem was to permit existing local tendencies to take their course 
rather than to attempt to ameliorate it by "extraneous agencies."^ 
As early as January, 1851, the editor of the Herald began to show 
obvious signs of wearying of the controversy.' Some weeks later he 
indicated that enough had been said and that he was reluctant to 
continue to carry correspondence in regard to the Fugitive Slave 
Law. "For ourselves," the editor said, "we are quite tired of it, 
and as we think the necessity for it is passed, we have resolved to 
say nothing more editorially upon it." He did reserve the right to

Q"unload a full battery" should the occasion call for it later.
Another Northern clergyman took severe issue with men who in

sisted on repeal of the law. He said,

5 Zion's Herald, January 15, 1851, P* 1°»
6 ibid., January 15, 1851, P* 10•
7 January 29, 1851, P* 18.
8 February 12, 1851, P* 2o.
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Disunionists insist upon the repeal of a law passed . . . 
entitled the Fugitive Slave Law, even though its abrogation 
should involve a dissolution of the Union. . . .  I may say 
that the men who oan put the American Union, with all its 

1 untold and inconceivable blessings,. into one scale, and theI repeal of the Fugitive Slave Law into the other, and then
strike the balance in favor of the latter, is without an 
exemplar in the history of the race.9

The Mew York Baptist Register, while never radical, had been
distinctly anti-slavery. Its Washington correspondent noted the
peaceful conditions prevailing in Washington during the second
session.

We can not help looking upon present appearances here, and 
all over our country as peculiarly ominous of future peace 
and prosperity. Would that every uneasy, ultra spirit,
North and South, would seriously and calmly consider that 
no good can come from further agitation of these questions 
so satisfactorily settled.*0
The editor of the Watchman and Reflector of Boston indicated, 

as Congress prepared to meet, that all the real disunionists of the 
North would fit into one hall. This group, he Insisted, was weak 
morally as well as numerically. He noted that the disunionists 
were made to seem more formidable by the South than they actually 
were. Nevertheless, the editor was troubled lest the recent Union 
meetings should deceive the South as to the hostility of the North 
to the Fugitive Slave Law.11

Later this editor affirmed his view that the framers of the 
law were honestly zealous to write an efficient law but in guarding 
against all contingencies they had inadvertently overlooked the 

3 rights of free citizens.12 Still later the editor of the Watchman
9 Boardman, American Union, p. 30.

10 January 2, 1851, P • 19^ •11 December 12, 1850, p. 198.
12 January 9, 1851, P* 6.
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warned against men becoming so "excited or maddened" by desire for 
reform that they could not wait for the gradual but sure ways of 
Providence.

The Western press followed about the same pattern as that of 
the East. The editor of the Western Advocate noted the threats of 
secession then being voiced in South Carolina without being ser
iously alarmed thereby. He then expressed his feeling that the 
government was founded on the Interests and affections of all parts 
of the nation. Expecting to see intervals of excitement and agi
tation until provision was made for ultimate emancipation, he in
sisted, nevertheless, that the issue belonged to the good pleasure 
of the states, where he was certain action would eventually be ta
ken.14

Many papers reflected this attitude by simply dropping mention 
of the issues recently compromised. Papers that had been giving 
over many columns to the issue of slavery now began to show a 
greater interest in such matters as "spirit rappings," temperance, 
worldly amusements, and the usual news of the churhces of their 
constituency. Quite obviously most Northern religious editors 
joined theirs with the vast national sigh of relief.

The Southern church press had already Indicated its support 
of the Compromise and there was no marked change of attitude in 
late 1850 or early 1851. The Biblical Recorder of North Carolina 
appreciated the conciliatory nature of Fillmore's message to Con
gress in December of 1850.1-* Its editor also noted with

13 Watchman and Reflector, March 6, 1851, P* 22.
1^ February 5, 1851, p. 22.
15 December 7, 1850.
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appreciation the views of "reasonable” men emanating from such 
conservative journals as the Christian Observer of Philadelphia.1  ̂
Among the views of the Observer which the editor of the Recorder

I shared with his readers were those contained in an article on "Mis
takes of the Abolitionists.11 Among those mistakes were, an over- 
estimation of their own strength, a mistaking of public sentiment, 
and their capital mistake of assuming that slavery was a sin per 
se.1?

The editor of the Georgia Christian Index found occasion to 
criticize his Boston colleague of the Watchman and Reflector.
This, of course, was not exceptional. He expressed his approval 
of the general quality of the work of his Boston colleague but he 
complained that just as he became interested in one of the Watch
man1 s features he encountered an offensive editorial on some sub
ject relating to slavery. The freedom with which the Watchman had 
"applauded or condemned the acts of different Statesmen" during 
the crisis was cited as an abuse of the function of the church pa
per. The Georgia editor challenged the sincerity of the Watchman*s 
warm profession of friendship for the Union in view of his advo
cating principles and measures "which necessarily Involve the des-1 fttruction of our national government."

There were those in the South who expressed their pleasure at 
the lukewarmness of the South to secession movements. The Baptist 
Banner of Louisville noted that the interest in a proposed Southern
Congress was slight even among the voters of South Carolina.^9 The

16 February 8, 1851.17 Biblical Recorder, May 3, 1851*
18 Christian indexT^ebruary 17, 1851, P» 3^*

| 19 March 12, TB^TT
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Southern Baptist of South Carolina withheld any comment on the mat
ter of a general Southern Congress as soon as the editor saw that 
it was the occasion for party division within his own state. In 
withdrawing from the debate, he expressed the hope that the differ- 

1 ences between those in South Carolina who wanted to pursue the is-

Isue of secession alone and those who were interested in secession
only in conjunction with other states would be resolved. He de-

I sired this condition "so that we may continue in harmony to oppose
20

the aggressions of the common enemy."
In spite of the relative calm achieved by the middle of 1851, 

no fundamental change of feeling had occurred with regard to the 
issue of slavery, and there were more than mere whispers to indi- 

| cate it. Peace and union were luxuries to a prominent class of men 
I in the North, luxuries which the country could not afford if the 

price was the perpetuation of slavery.
The demands of moral principle had a firm grip upon the sen

sibilities of a great many in the North. This was embodied often 
in the works of William Hosmer, the capable and influential editor 
of the Northern Advocate of Auburn, New York. To him the question 
was not settled by the Compromise because of this compelling de
mand.

We can see no prospect of a speedy settlement, or indeed, of 
any settlement of this question, short of the extinction of 
slavery. Christianity, in the Providence of God, has aroused
the consciences of men, and they cannot be quieted by the! customary opiate expediency. The virtue of this drug seems
to be exhausted, and the somnolency which it once produced 

3 does not return. Under this awakened state of public senti
ment, compromises are no longer a finality. This is plainly
20 May 7, 1851.
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not the day for compromises on moral questions.21

This was the same view which the editor of the Boston Watchman 
and Reflector had expressed in spite of the fact that he was re
pelled "by disunionist sentiment.

We believe that the great mass of Northern Christians are 
ready to make as large sacrifices- for the sake of the Union 
and for the peace of the country, as it is possible for men 
to offer, if those sacrifices have relation only to matters 
of finance, to tariffs, banks, lands, taxation, and things 
of like nature; but they cannot lay their religious princi
ples . . .  on the shrine of political unity, at the FlHEIng 
of any government, in an aggressive warfare against the in
alienable rignts of man, the claims' of human brotherhood, and "the higher laws of God."22

The author identified the rise of the cotton interest as the cul
prit which created demand for the surrender of the religious con
victions of the free states in so boldly asserting the rights of

21extension. J
] This editorial was Inspired by an address made by a moderate
I Baltimore clergyman at a colonization meeting in the nation's cap- 
itol. The clergyman had expressed the fear that the great threat 
in the slavery question was the "deep, calm, advancing religious 
sentiment of the North against slavery, and the irritation and re-

! sentment of the South on account of that feeling.
This sentiment was sure to be kept alive by that Increasing 

number of Northern Congressmen who shared in this "advancing reli
gious sentiment." Joshua Giddings not only promised to keep the 
issue alive in Congress but to carry it into the General Assembly 
of his church. He announced this determination in a speech to his

21 Hosmer, Higher Law, p. 187.
22 February 20, 1851', p. 30.
23 Ibid.
Zh TETcT.
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constituents. He was reported as saying that "he would far sooner 
give the right hand of religious fellowship to Hobbes, Voltaire 
and that whole school of sceptics, than to those infidel occupants 
of the pulpit who quoted Scripture in defense of that law." His 
Presbytery elected him delegate to the General Assembly, New School, 
with instructions to make one more effort to get stronger anti
slavery action in that body under threat of secession.2-*

In spite of these important indications that convictions in 
regard to slavery had not fundamentally changed, relief was the 
typical attitude.of the religious press in the early months of 
1851. This is expressed in a statement by the editor of the Cen
tral Christian Herald of Cincinnati. He issued the following 
under the heading,"NEWS."

This article is very scarce now. Congress is over, business 
is going on regularly, general health is enjoyed, and there 
are no excitements or wars to chronicle. We know not that 
this is to be regretted. The world has been so fearfully 
stirred up, it needs rest, and even if it would go to sleep 
for a little while, would be better for it.26

25 Presbyterian Herald, May 1, 1851*
26 March 20, 1851, p. 198.
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APPENDIX A

MEMBERSHIP IN THE PRINCIPAL .
RELIGIOUS DENOMINATIONS IN THE UNITED STATES, 1849

Methodist Episcopal ...............  629,660
Methodist Episcopal, South ............  465,553Baptist  ..............................  664,566
Presbyterian, Old School ..............  179,453Presbyterian, New School .......   155,000
Congregational ........................  193>093Dutch Reformed ........................  32,840
German Reformed .......................  69,750
Protestant Episcopal  .................  72,099
Lutheran .....................  149,625
United Brethren ......................   15,000
Evangelical  ....................  15,000
Unitarian  ..........................  3°>000
Roman Catholic  ..........  1,190,700

Methodist Almanac, 1849, adapted from a table on page 21.
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APPENDIX B

j MINISTERS AND MEMBERS OF THE METHODIST EPISCOPAL CHURCH, 18491

Negro,
8 Traveling Local White Indian
1 Conference Ministers Ministers Members Members Total
1 Baltimore .......... ,245 • •....  3 1 1 ___ . 49,423 .. 16,156 . 65,579I Philadelphia.... 162 .. ....  299 --- . 40,691 ... 9,612 . 50,3033 New Jersey...... 157 .. . 29,863 .... 718 . 30,571| New Y o r k ........  281 .. . 47,297 47,678
I Providence...... 113 .....  7 4 --- . 13,226 13,226
| New England ...... 113 .. .....  8 1 ___ . 13,330 13,330
| Maine ...........  161 .. .... 1 6 7 ___ . 20,281 20,281
j New Hampshire.... 81 .....  64 .... 10,384 10,384
| Vermont..........  71 .. 7,953 . 7,953Troy ............  183 .. .... 1 5 6 ____ . 24,477 ..... 84 . 24,561

Black River ...... 113 •• . 16,635 16,635Oneida..........  160 .. .... 202 ___ . 25,600 25,776
Genesee ......... 187 ...... 253 .... 26,624 ..... 58 . 26,682
E r i e ............  128 .. .... 1 9 3 ---- . 20,085 ..... 58 . 20,143
Pittsburgh...... 184 .... 265 ___ 42,033 ....  345 . 42,378
Ohio ............  208 .. .... 528 .... 61,684 62,198
North O hio......  133 . 25,988 .....55 • 26,043
Michigan........ 118 .. .... 1 9 3 --- . 16,071 16,544
Indiana......... 114 .. . 30,571 30,745

j North Indiana .... 113 • • . 26,252 ..... 50 . 26,302
J Rock River...... 141 ...... 3 1 9 ---- . 18,725 .... 188 . 18,913

Iowa .....'....... 54 .....  97 .... ...... 32 .. 8,440
Illinois ........ 130 .. 24,098 24,158
Liberia Mission ......... ... 827

3,350 5,056 599,699 297961 629,660

1 Methodist Almanac, 1849, adapted from a table on page 17.
Traveling: ministers were those with ordination. Local ministers
were those still of lay status who served at a single point of a
circuit in the absence of the itinerant •

j
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APPENDIX C

MINISTERS AND MEMBERS OF THE METHODIST EPISCOPAL CHURCH- SOUTH*
1849a

Negro,
Traveling Local White Indian

Conference Ministers Ministers Members Members Total
Kentucky ..... ---  93 ... ... 5,183 . 28,624
Missouri ..... .... 51 ... ---  87 ... ... 9,760 ... 1,164 . 10,924
St. Louis .... .... 59 .... ... 163 ... .... 895 • 13,755Louisville .... 66 .... ... 199 ... .. 16,730 ... 3,742 . 20,472
Holston ...... .... 334 ... ... 3,957 . 38,301
Tennessee .... ... 7,249 . 40,148
Virginia ..... .... 96 ... 165 ... ... 5,691 . 33,983
Indian Mission .... 32 .... 32 ... .....  97 ... 3,718 .. 3,815Arkansas ..... ... 7,986 ... 1,750 .. 9,736Memphis ...... ... 6,068 . 30,940
North Carolina .... 75 .... ... 139 ... ... 7,750 . 27,919
Mississippi ... .... 73 .... ... 195 .... ... 6,183 . 16,598
Georgia ...... .. 16,062 . 57,551Louisiana .... .... 47 .. 4,523 ... 3,749 .. 8,272
South Carolina ... 108 ___ .. 27,085 .. 38,082 . 65,167
Alabama ...... .. 15,279 . 44,603
Florida ...... .... 32 .... .. 3,993 ... 2,736 .. 6,729
Texas ........ ....  799 .. 3,213
Texas, East ... ... 4,166 ..... 637 .. 4,803

Total 1,403 3,142 334,859 130,694 465,553

1 Methodist Almanac, 1849, adapted from a table on page 19. 
Traveling ministers were those with ordination. L-cal ministers 
were those still of lay status who served at a single point of a 
circuit in the absence of the itinerant.
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MINISTERS AND MEMBERS OF THE BAPTIST CHURCH, 

Ordalnedi Licensed Accessions

18501

State Minister® Ministers One Year Members 1
Maine ............. .. 19,957New Hampshire ..... ....  73 .... ... 8,526 IVermont........... .... 71 .... .... 136 ___Massachusetts ..... ___2 4 6 ____ ... 37 .. .... 945 .... .. 29,876Rhode Island ...... .... 55 .... ---7 .. ... 7,153Connecticut ....... .... 530 .... .. 15,916New Y o r k ......... . --- 705 --- .. 132 .. .. 3,864 ---New Jersey .........
Pennsylvania ...... .. 1,548 ___ .. 27,678Delaware .......... ---2 .. .... 352Maryland .......... ....1 8 ____ ... 2,004
District of Columbia ..... 5 .... ..... 6 ____ .... 692Virginia.......... ... 81 .. .. 4,743 --- .. 81,344
North Carolina .... ... 75 .. .. 3,749 ....South Carolina .... .. 2,609 ---
Georgia ........... .. 157 .. .. 5,353 .... .. 55,155Florida ........... ... 2,115

1 Alabama ........... .... 233 .... ... 69 .. .. 4,095 ---S Mississippi ....... .. 2,846 ....
! Louisiana ......... ... 3,749
1 Texas ............. .... 5 .. ... 1,361
| Arkansas .......... ... 2,509
! Tennessee ......... ... 79 .... 3,263 --- .. 34,097
I Kentucky .......... .... 35^ .... .. 3,835 --- .. 62,598
1 Ohio .............. .. 1,240 ___ .. 24,561
Indiana ........... ... 47 •... 1,148 ___
Illinois .......... .... 210 .... ... 53 .. .. 1,497 ....
Missouri .......... .. 1,579 ....
Michigan .......... ... 8,175
Wisconsin ......... .... 9 ..

.... 22 .... .... 3 ...........I.*..
Minnesota Territory
Indian Territory ... ---7 ..

j Oregon Territory ... 
j California ...... . _____ 4 ___

Total 5,142 1,302 46,280 686,807

1 Baptist Memorial and Monthly Record, 1850, adapted from a
table on page 372. The licensed ministers of the Baptist Church
corresponded roughly

.

to the local minister of the Methodist Church.

i\I
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APPENDIX E

MEMBERS OP THE PRESBYTERIAN CHURCH, NEW SCHOOL, 18501

1 Synod Accessions Members g
Albany ................. .... 566 .... 10,555Utica................ ....... . 9,197Geneva............... ...... --- 997 .... 20,765Genesee..................... 15,461New York and New Jersey ..... .. 1,380 .... 22,413

I Pennsylvania ................. 10,780
1 ..West Pennsylvania ........... .2,436
I Western Reserve ............. .... 367 .... . 8,566

Michigan .................... . 7,011
Ohio ........................ . 4,149
Cincinnati .................. . 2,910
Indiana .................. . 4,759Illinois .................. .. . 3,654
Peoria................ . . 2,456

\  Missouri ............... . 2,199Virginia ..........  ......... . 3,715Tennessee ................... ..4,776
Kentucky .................... ... 915West Tennessee....... ...... . 2,188
Mississippi ................. ... 892 j

Total 9,395 139,797

..1 Minutes of the General Assembly, 
on page 423.

1 _  _ .

1850, adapted from a table
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APPENDIX P

MEMBERS OP THE PRESBYTERIAN CHURCH, OLD SCHOOL, 18391

Synod Accessions Members
Albany ..........................  546   6,745New York    621  8,041
New Jersey    798   12,102
Philadelphia   1,361   17,009
Pittsburgh   1,931   23,176
Ohio ................... ......... 816 ......  6,667
Cincinnati  ................... 5 5 2 .......  3,785
Indiana   393 ......  3,962
Illinois   239   1,366
Missouri   33   597
Kentucky  .....    553   7,116Virginia.......................... 422   9,902
North Carolina................... 559   10,225
Tennessee    203    3,135South Carolina ................. 4 7 7 .......  8,310
Alabama   703   3,468
Mississippi      207    1,328

Total 11,564 128,043

1 Minutes of the General Assembly, 1839, adapted from a table
on pages 272-274. While this antedates 1850 by eleven years, this 
shows accurately the geographical distribution of membership, which 
is the chief purpose for this study.
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L. Wesley Norton was born near Three Rivers, Michigan, in 
Cass County, January 13> 1923* He attended the local schools, 
being graduated from Three Rivers High School in 1939* He attend
ed Olivet College, Kankakee, Illinois, receiving the A.B. degree 
in 1944 and the Th.B. in 1945. For several years he pastored 
churches In Iowa, Michigan, and Illinois. From 1948 to 1951 He 
was in attendance at Evangelical Theological Seminary at Naper
ville, Illinois, where he received the B.D. degree in 1951. From 
1948 to 1959 he served as pastor of churches in the Illinois Con
ference of the Evangelical United Brethren Church while a student 
first at Naperville, then at the University of Illinois, where at
tendance began in 1955*

He received the M.A. degree from the University of Illinois 
in the spring of 1956. In the fall of 1956 he became a teaching 
assistant, a position held until 1959. For two of those years he 
taught courses in American History at Chanute Air Force Base under 
the auspices of the University Extension Division. In the summer 
of 1959 he became an Instructor in the Department of History and 
Government at Lamar State College of Technology in Beaumont, Texas.
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