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Introduction 
 

While addressing the first anniversary celebrations of the American Anti-Slavery Society on May 

6, 1834, James A. Thome, an anti-slavery advocate and the son of a Kentucky slaveholder, 

introduced himself as a “living witness” of slavery.1 His status as a “witness” of slavery derived 

from the fact that he was “from Kentucky … there [he] was born and wholly educated”.2 Thome 

continued that “prejudices, opinions and habits forming and fixing during my whole life, conspire 

to make me a Kentuckian indeed”.3 It was in Kentucky that he “breathed [his] first breath in the 

atmosphere of slavery … [he] suckled at its breast and dandled on its knee”.4 Thome admitted that 

he was “at this moment the heir to a slave inheritance”, but stated that this would not affect his 

opinion that the system of slavery was “an outrage, a complication of crimes and wrongs and 

cruelties that make angels weep”.5 This speech was re-printed by William Lloyd Garrison and Isaac 

Knapp, their preface describing it as a speech that “made a very powerful impression upon the 

public mind”.6 They added that as Thome was “the son of a slaveholder in Kentucky … the 

attitude assumed by him [was] truly sublime”.7 

This thesis examines individuals who were born in the slaveholding American South who 

became openly anti-slavery. In particular, it investigates their personal networks and rhetoric, and 

demonstrates that, while anti-slavery Southerners were a minority group, they were an important 

group. As a result of their intimate familiarity with the institution of slavery that most Northerners 

                                                      
1 The Liberator, May 17, 1834. 
Note on terminology: An “immediatist” championed the “immediate and unconditional abolition of slavery”, a 
“gradualist” supported “a more moderate notion of emancipation over time”, and a “colonizationist” advocated “the 
resettlement of black Americans to Africa as a solution to problems associated with slavery and race in the United 
States”. As per Junius P. Rodriguez (eds.), Slavery in the United States: A Social, Political, and Historical Encyclopedia Volume 
One (Santa Barbara: ABC-CLIO, Inc., 2007).  
For the purpose of this thesis, an “anti-slavery activist” was an individual who actively campaigned for the abolition 
of slavery. An “abolitionist” identified themselves as such and supported immediatism. 
2 The Liberator, May 17, 1834. 
3 The Liberator, May 17, 1834. 
4 The Liberator, May 17, 1834. 
5 The Liberator, May 17, 1834. 
6 Preface to Debate at the Lane Seminary Cincinnati, May 6, 1834, 2. 
https://archive.org/details/debateatlanesemi00thom. 
7 Preface to Debate at the Lane Seminary, 2.  
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did not possess, Southerners who were critical of slavery were of immense value to Northern anti-

slavery movements. Anti-slavery Southerners, especially those who had personally owned slaves 

and subscribed to pro-slavery ideologies, were not just particularly valuable to wider anti-slavery 

movements, they were also particularly threatening to the slaveholding South. Such a threat is 

evident in a letter sent in 1845 from James Henry Hammond, one of the wealthiest planters in 

South Carolina, to zealous pro-slavery ideologue John C. Calhoun: “a slave holder … or Southern 

man who falters, who apologizes, much less who denounces Slavery & regards abolition as 

inevitable is in my opinion our own worst enemy, the man who saps our strength at the core & does 

more to destroy us than a brigade of abolitionists could”.8  

Carl Degler has argued that the American South was “not and has never been a monolith”, 

and nothing better proves his point than the tales of anti-slavery activists, such as James A. Thome, 

who were born and raised in the heart of slavery.9 Chattel slavery was deeply entrenched, not only 

in the economic and political systems of the South, but also in its social and cultural fabric. 

However, for a variety of reasons and to different degrees, there were a significant number of 

individuals who had been born in the South who desired to see an end to the institution of slavery.  

Southern critics of slavery had various reasons for their views. Some anti-slavery 

Southerners, such as John G. Fee and John Rankin, believed that slavery was sinful, that it was 

fundamentally incompatible with the teachings of the Bible; their anti-slavery advocacy stemmed 

from a concern about the welfare of slaves. However, many condemned the institution of slavery 

not out of concern for the welfare of blacks, but for other reasons. For example, some Southerners 

believed that slavery was irreconcilable with the republican founding ideal of freedom to which 

post-revolutionary America aspired. There were those who believed that slavery was a backward 

institution that could not achieve the levels of economic prosperity that free labour markets and 

industrialisation were bringing to the Northern states. Lastly there were those, most often 

                                                      
8 James Henry Hammond to John C. Calhoun, September 26, 1845, in The Papers of John C. Calhoun, vol. 22, 1845-
1846, ed. Clyde N. Wilson (Columbia: University of South Carolina Press, 1995), 172. Emphasis in original.  
9 Carl Degler, The Other South: Southern Dissenters in the Nineteenth Century (New York: Harper and Row, 1974), 2.  
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supporters of colonization schemes, who feared that the morality of white Southerners would be 

“tainted” by being in such close proximity to “inferior” black populations through miscegenation. 

Scholars have focused most of their attention on a handful of anti-slavery Southerners, 

such as Cassius M. Clay, Angelina Grimké, and Hinton Rowan Helper, the latter of whom held 

particularly virulent anti-black views. Jeffrey Brooke Allen has noted that “the absence of a 

comprehensive history of southern antislavery thought”, is a result of “historians’ unwarranted 

concentration on such figures as Hinton Rowan Helper, Cassius Marcellus Clay, and Thomas 

Jefferson”.10 In order to paint a richer, more nuanced picture of the advent of anti-slavery in the 

South, this thesis takes a wide-angle approach and examines a sample of one hundred Southern-

born anti-slavery activists.  

This sample includes both Southern-born critics of slavery well known to scholars, such 

as Angelina Grimké; some who are less well-known yet have still been the focus of some scholarly 

work, such as William Henry Brisbane; and, perhaps most importantly, some individuals, such as 

William Williamson, who have remained in relative historical obscurity despite their fascinating 

stories. I do not look at these individuals in isolation, however. Rather, through an analysis of the 

personal data and relationships of these Southerners, I examine the extensive web of Southern 

anti-slavery connections. I also analyse how personal relationships, both with anti-slavery and pro-

slavery individuals, or those who were impartial in their views, as was often the case in both the 

North and the South, were affected once the anti-slavery views of these Southerners became public 

knowledge.   

I argue that from the late-eighteenth century up until the beginning of the American Civil 

War in 1861, there was an extensive network of anti-slavery activists in the South that has been 

previously unappreciated by scholars. My research has benefited greatly from technological 

advances that have enabled the mass digitisation of newspapers and other historical materials in 

                                                      
10 Jeffrey Brooke Allen, “Were Southern White Critics of Slavery Racists? Kentucky and the Upper South, 1791-
1824,” The Journal of Southern History 44, No. 2 (May 1978): 170-171.  
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recent years. This has allowed me to uncover more personal information for lesser-known 

individuals that would otherwise have been unavailable. Undertaking an analysis of one hundred 

anti-slavery Southerners, both well-known and lesser-known, has allowed for the illumination of 

a tapestry of connections not just among anti-slavery Southerners, but also between them and their 

Northern counterparts.  

A great deal of scholarship has been completed on Northern anti-slavery compared to that 

of Southern anti-slavery. Despite a necessary move away from a narrow focus on white New 

England men, when people think of the American anti-slavery movement it is likely that that they 

still picture abolitionists in the North. The significant group, or network, of Southern-born anti-

slavery activists needs to be inserted into this existing image. Highlighting the interconnectedness 

of Southern-born anti-slavery activists through their links to the South, the North-West, and the 

North-East, also illuminates the inherently fluid nature of American anti-slavery. Emphasising this 

fluidity makes it much more difficult to make distinctions between “Northern” and “Southern” 

anti-slavery, as, through their numerous personal connections, anti-slavery Southerners were 

influenced by, and influenced a variety of individuals who espoused diverse forms of anti-slavery 

sentiment.  

While scholars such as Dwight L. Dumond have argued that there was a significant anti-

slavery presence in the American South, others, such as Stanley Harrold, have concluded that anti-

slavery activity in the South was minor and ineffective.11 Rather than continually debate whether 

or not there was a strong anti-slavery presence in the South – as Dwight, Harrold, and many other 

scholars have done for decades – a more productive path is to examine the experiences of, and 

the local Southern reaction to, Southern-born anti-slavery advocates. Such an examination adds 

complexity to the existing image of Southern anti-slavery. This analysis also helps us to better 

                                                      
11 Dwight L. Dumond, Antislavery: The Crusade for Freedom in America (Ann Arbor: University of Michigan Press, 
1961); Stanley Harrold, The Abolitionists and the South 1831-1861 (Lexington: University Press of Kentucky, 1995).  
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understand shifting attitudes towards slavery and the consequent changing tolerance of anti-slavery 

in the Upper South.  

 

Different Types of Anti-Slavery  

As was the case in the Northern states, there was a spectrum of belief when it came to anti-slavery 

in the American South. Some individuals espoused immediatism, meaning the immediate abolition 

of slavery with no financial compensation to slaveholders; others believed that gradual 

emancipation was the safest path to take, in the sense that it would limit the chances of mass 

retaliatory violence towards slaveholders; some saw no place for freed blacks in a post-

emancipation South and thus supported schemes of colonization, which would see former slaves 

sent to, for example, Liberia or Haiti.  

However, that is not to say that those who criticised colonization schemes were champions 

of racial equality; widely-accepted racial theories in the late-eighteenth and nineteenth centuries 

meant that most nineteenth-century Americans would be considered racist today. But there was a 

spectrum – some anti-slavery individuals, such as John G. Fee and John Rankin – were, for their 

day, comparatively racially enlightened; others, such as Hinton Rowan Helper, would likely have 

been considered especially racist even at a time when a belief in black inferiority was quite 

common.12 

Traditionally scholars have argued that immediatism emerged in the 1830s with the 

publication of William Lloyd Garrison’s newspaper The Liberator and David Walker’s Appeal to the 

Coloured Citizens of the World, and that the majority of early anti-slavery activity was colonizationist 

                                                      
12 For more on nineteenth century American race relations see: Paul Finkelman, Slavery and the Founders: Race and 
Liberty in the Age of Jefferson (Armonk: M.E. Sharpe, 2001); George M. Frederickson, The Arrogance of Race: Historical 
Perspectives on Slavery, Racism and Social Inequality (Hanover: University of New England Press, 1988); Sarah N. Roth, 
Gender and Race in Antebellum Popular Culture (New York: Cambridge University Press, 2014); John Stauffer, The Black 
Hearts of Men: Radical Abolitionists and the Transformation of Race (Cambridge and London: Harvard University Press, 
2002); Clive Webb and David Brown, Race in the American South: From Slavery to Civil Rights (Edinburgh: Edinburgh 
University Press, 2007); Eva Sheppard Wolf, Race and Liberty in the New Nation: Emancipation in Virginia from Revolution 
to Nat Turner’s Rebellion (Baton Rouge: Louisiana State University Press, 2006). 
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or gradualist in nature.13 However, there has been a trend in recent years to move away from this 

simplified viewpoint. This thesis analyses a longer time period, from the late-eighteenth century to 

the beginning of the Civil War. In doing so it highlights the fluid nature of anti-slavery; that there 

were those espousing immediate emancipation much earlier than the 1830s, and in the South. For 

example, in the first two decades of the nineteenth century, John Rankin and James Gilliland were 

both championing immediatism.14 William Birney claimed in his biography of his father James G. 

Birney that, while pastor at Red Oak, Ohio, Gilliland “preached the doctrine of immediate 

abolition without dilution”.15 “That the Rev. Mr. Gilliland”, continued Birney, “during his whole 

term as the pastor of Red Oak, often preached abolition and always ‘immediatism’ is a Brown 

County tradition, and the fact would be testified to by every old resident”.16  

During a speech at the sixth anniversary meeting of the American Anti-Slavery Society in 

May 1839, John Rankin proclaimed that he “rejoice[d] in the triumph of the principles of 

immediate emancipation because I was a member of an anti-slavery society twenty years ago on 

the same principle as this. The doctrine of emancipation is said to be new, but societies were 

formed all over the country twenty years ago and many of these societies advocated this same 

doctrine”.17 Rankin was referring to his membership in the Tennessee Manumission Society. This 

type of anti-slavery has so often been thought to have been reserved for the post-1830 years. 

 

Review of Existing Literature 

This thesis sits at the crossroads of several different historiographies, one of which is the history 

of anti-slavery in the United States. The past few decades have witnessed a necessary re-alignment 

                                                      
13 John Craig Hammond and Matthew Mason, Contesting Slavery: The Politics of Bondage and Freedom in the New American 
Nation (Charlottesville: University of Virginia Press, 2011), 1-8. 
14 William Birney, James G. Birney and his times, 433. https://archive.org/details/jamesgbirneyand01birngoog.  
15 William Birney, James G. Birney and his times, 433.  
16 William Birney, James G. Birney and his times, 433. 
17 Sixth Annual Report of the Executive Committee of the American Anti-Slavery Society, with the Speeches Delivered at the 
Anniversary Meeting held in the City of New York, On the 7th of May, 1839, and the Minutes of the Meetings of the Society for 
Business held on the Evening and Three Following Days, 3-4. https://catalog.hathitrust.org/Record/000504369. 
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of anti-slavery scholarship. Shifting the focus away from white New England men such as William 

Lloyd Garrison, recent works on American anti-slavery have turned their attention to previously 

marginalised groups such as African-Americans, both slave and free, and women, both Anglo-

American and African-American. As Caleb McDaniel has noted in his recent survey of the state 

of anti-slavery historiography: “gone are the days, if they ever truly existed, when American 

antislavery could be identified within a single society run by white men and headquartered in 

Boston, Philadelphia, or New York City”.18 Much has been written about female anti-slavery 

activists and the consequent emergence of women in the public sphere.19 Other works have placed 

African Americans at the centre.20  

Recent historiographical trends in anti-slavery studies include a focus on rhetoric, 

performativity, and public spaces.21 Scholars have also looked at anti-slavery in specific cities such 

as Boston, New York, and Philadelphia.22 Such a strong focus on these North-Eastern cities, 

                                                      
18 W. Caleb McDaniel, “The Bonds and Boundaries of Antislavery,” Journal of the Civil War Era 4, No. 1 (March 
2014): 86.  
19 For more on female anti-slavery see Susan Zaeske, Signatures of Citizenship: Petitioning, Antislavery & Women’s Political 
Identity (Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 2003); Stacey M. Robertson, Hearts Beating for Liberty: Women 
Abolitionists in the Old Northwest (Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 2010); Julie Roy Jeffrey, The Great 
Silent Army of Abolitionism: Ordinary Women in the Antislavery Movement (Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 
1998); Beth A. Salerno, Sister Societies: Women’s Antislavery Organizations in Antebellum America (DeKalb: Northern 
Illinois University Press, 2005); Deborah Bingham Van Broekhoven, The Devotion of These Women: Rhode Island in the 
Antislavery Network (Amherst and Boston: University of Massachusetts Press, 2002); Anna M. Speicher, The Religious 
World of Antislavery Women: Spirituality in the Lives of Five Abolitionist Lecturers (Syracuse: Syracuse University Press, 
2000).  
20 For more on African-American anti-slavery see Manisha Sinha, The Slaves Cause: A History of Abolition (New 
Haven: Yale University Press, 2016); Stauffer, The Black Hearts of Men; John Stauffer and Timothy Patrick McCarthy, 
Prophets of Protest: Reconsidering the History of American Abolitionism (New York: The New Press, 2006); Christopher 
Cameron, To Plead Our Own Cause: African Americans in Massachusetts and the Making of the Antislavery Movement (Kent: 
Kent State University Press, 2014); Shirley J. Lee Black Women Abolitionists: A Study in Activism, 1828-1860 (Knoxville: 
University of Tennessee Press, 1992).  
21 For more on anti-slavery rhetoric/oratory see James Perrin Warren, Culture of Eloquence: Oratory and Reform in 
Antebellum America (University Park: Penn State University Press, 1999); Carol Lasser, “Voyeuristic Abolitionism: 
Sex, Gender, and the Transformation of Antislavery Rhetoric,” Journal of the Early Republic 28, No. 1 (Spring 2008): 
83-114; Jacqueline Bacon, The Humblest May Stand Forth: Rhetoric, Empowerment, and Abolition (Columbia: University of 
South Carolina Press, 2002).  
For more on anti-slavery performativity/public spaces see Gay Gibson Cima, Performing Anti-Slavery: Activist Women 
on Antebellum Stages (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2014); Robert Fanuzzi, Abolition’s Public Sphere 
(Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 2003); Debra J. Rosenthal, Performatively Speaking: Speech and Action in 
Antebellum American Literature (Charlottesville: University of Virginia Press, 2015).  
22 For more on anti-slavery place-based studies see Richard Newman and James Mueller, Antislavery and Abolition in 
Philadelphia: Emancipation and the Long Struggle for Racial Justice in the City of Brotherly Love (Baton Rouge: Louisiana State 
University Press, 2011); David Nathaniel Gellman, Emancipating New York: The Politics of Slavery and Freedom, 1777-
1827 (Baton Rouge: Louisiana State University Press, 2006).  
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traditionally recognised as major centres of anti-slavery, means that significantly less scholarly 

attention has been paid to North-Western cities, such as Cincinnati, Indianapolis, and Chicago, 

which were also scenes of flourishing anti-slavery activity. As many anti-slavery Southerners 

migrated to the Old North-West, this thesis draws on works such as Ann Hagedorn’s Beyond the 

River: The Untold Story of the Heroes of the Underground Railroad.23  

While previous studies of American anti-slavery were completed mostly within the 

constraints of a national framework, recently scholars such as Manisha Sinha have placed their 

work on American anti-slavery in a transnational context.24 Sinha has also pointed out that scholars 

have not always been kind to those who fought for the abolition of slavery.25 The scholarship that 

emerged in the first half of the twentieth century portrayed the anti-slavery movement as a failed 

radical reform, and attributed responsibility for the turmoil of the Civil War to those who pushed 

for emancipation.26 Anti-slavery activists received a brief reprieve from scholars such as Martin B. 

Duberman during the Civil Rights era of the 1960s and 1970s, however, as Sinha contends, the 

predominant picture of anti-slavery activists continues to be one of “bourgeois reformers 

burdened by racial paternalism and economic conservatism”, which, she argues, does not do justice 

to “the movement’s rich, diverse, and contentious history”.27  

Recently scholars such as Caleb McDaniel have argued that earlier historians have devoted 

too much effort to making distinctions between different kinds of anti-slavery Americans, whereas 

                                                      
23 Ann Hagedorn, Beyond the River: The Untold Story of the Heroes of the Underground (New York: Simon & Schuster, 
2002).  
24 For more on transnational abolitionism see W. Caleb McDaniel, The Problem of Democracy in the Age of Slavery: 
Garrisonian Abolitionists and Transatlantic Reform (Baton Rouge: Louisiana State University Press, 2013); John Oldfield, 
Transatlantic Abolitionism in the Age of Revolution: An International History of Antislavery c. 1787-1820 (Cambridge: 
Cambridge University Press, 2013); David Brion Davis, The Problem of Slavery in the Age of Emancipation (New York: 
Alfred A. Knopf, 2014).  
25 Sinha, The Slave’s Cause, 1. 
26 For more on abolitionism see Martin B. Duberman, The Antislavery Vanguard: New Essays on the Abolitionists 
(Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1965); Michael Fellman and Lewis Perry (eds.), Antislavery Reconsidered: New 
Perspectives on the Abolitionists (Baton Rouge: Louisiana State University Press, 1979); Patrick Rael, Eighty-Eight Years: 
The Long Death of Slavery in the United States, 1775-1865 (Athens: University of Georgia Press, 2015); Ira Berlin, The 
Long Emancipation: The Demise of Slavery in the United States (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 2015); Thomas G. 
Mitchell, Antislavery Politics in Antebellum and Civil War America (Westport: Praeger Publishers, 2007); Seymour 
Drescher, Abolition: A History of Slavery and Antislavery (New York: Cambridge University Press, 2009); Dumond, 
Antislavery: The Crusade for Freedom in America.  
27 Sinha, The Slave’s Cause, 1.  
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they are now increasingly focused on the commonalities between those who campaigned for the 

abolition of slavery in the United States.28 Despite this recent emphasis on commonalities, it is 

crucial to remember that the social phenomenon that was anti-slavery in America was less of an 

actual, cohesive movement than a fluid system of belief that manifested itself in a myriad of forms. 

Thus my thesis looks at a variety of anti-slavery activists who saw different solutions to achieving 

the abolition of slavery.  

Although a number of individuals in the South undeniably opposed slavery, scholars have 

debated whether or not there was ever a truly substantial anti-slavery presence in the American 

South.29 Early historians such as Alice Dana Adams and Dwight L. Dumond suggested that in the 

first few decades of the nineteenth century there was a strong anti-slavery presence in the South, 

and that anti-slavery Southerners such as Charles Osborn, Elihu Embree, and John Rankin were 

deeply influential in the emergence of immediatism in the North.30 Kenneth M. Stampp was one 

                                                      
28 McDaniel, “The Bonds and Boundaries of Antislavery,” 84.  
29 For more on Southern anti-slavery see Jeffrey Brooke Allen, “Did Southern Colonizationists oppose slavery? 
Kentucky 1816-1850 as a Test Case,” The Register of the Kentucky Historical Society 75, No. 2 (April 1977): 92-111; Allen, 
“Were Southern White Critics of Slavery Racists?”; William M. Boyd, “Southerners in the Anti-Slavery Movement, 
1800-1830,” Phylon 9, No. 2 (2nd Quarter 1948): 153-163; Clement Eaton, “Minutes and Resolutions of an 
Emancipation Meeting in Kentucky in 1849,” The Journal of Southern History 14, No. 4 (November 1948): 541-543; 
Clement Eaton, Freedom of Thought in the Old South (Durham: Duke University Press, 1940); Gordon E. Finnie, “The 
Antislavery Movement in the Upper South Before 1840,” The Journal of Southern History 35, No. 3 (August 1969): 319-
342; Lowell H. Harrison, The Antislavery Movement in Kentucky (Lexington: University Press of Kentucky, 1978); 
Stanley Harrold, Subversives: Antislavery Community in Washington, D.C., 1828-1865 (Baton Rouge: Louisiana State 
University Press, 2002); Stanley Harrold. “Violence and Nonviolence in Kentucky Abolitionism,” The Journal of 
Southern History 57, No. 1 (February 1991): 15-38; J. Stephen Knight Jr, “Discontent, Disunity, and Dissent in the 
Antebellum South: Virginia as a Test Case 1844-1846,” The Virginia Magazine of History and Biography 81, No. 4 
(October 1973): 437-456; Asa Earl Martin, The Antislavery Movement in Kentucky Prior to 1850 (Louisville: Standard, 
1918); Asa Earl Martin, “The Anti-Slavery Societies of Tennessee” Tennessee Historical Magazine 1, No. 4 (December 
1915): 261-281; Richard Sears, The Kentucky Abolitionists in the Midst of Slavery 1854-1864: Exiles for Freedom (Lewiston: 
Edwin Mellen Press, 1993); Patrick Sowle, “The North Carolina Manumission Society, 1816-1834,” The North 
Carolina Historical Review 42, No. 1 (January 1965): 47-69; Kenneth M. Stampp, “The Southern Refutation of the 
Proslavery Argument,” The North Carolina Historical Review 21, No. 1 (January 1944): 35-45; Kenneth M Stampp, 
“The Fate of the Southern Antislavery Movement,” The Journal of Negro History 28, No. 1 (January 1943): 10-22; T.M. 
Whitfield, Slavery Agitation in Virginia, 1829-1832 (Baltimore: The Johns Hopkins Press, 1930); David Brown, 
“Attacking Slavery from Within: The Making of The Impending Crisis of the South,” The Journal of Southern History 
40, No. 3 (August 2004): 541-576; J. J Cardoso, “Hinton Rowan Helper as a Racist in the Abolitionist Camp,” The 
Journal of Negro History 55, No. 4 (October 1970): 323-330; Jack Davidson, “Eli Washington Caruthers’ Unpublished 
Manuscript Against Slavery: An Introduction,” Journal of Backcountry Studies 6, No. 2 (Autumn/Winter 2011): 1-15; 
Caitlin A. Fitz, “The Tennessee Antislavery Movement and the Market Revolution, 1815-1835,” Civil War History 52, 
No. 1 (March 2006): 5-40; Gregory D. Massey, “The Limits of Antislavery Thought in the Revolutionary Lower 
South: John Laurens and Henry Laurens,” The Journal of Southern History 63, No. 3 (August 1997): 495-530.  
30 Alice Dana Adams, The Neglected Period of Anti-Slavery in America (1808-1831) (Boston: Ginn and Co., 1908); 
Dumond, Antislavery Origins of the Civil War.   
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of the strongest proponents of the idea that there was a “flourishing antislavery movement” in the 

South in the first few decades of the nineteenth century, a movement, he suggested, that “sprang 

from the tenets of Jeffersonian liberalism, from the venerable feud between tidewater and back 

country, and from numerous bodies of Southern Quakers”.31  

Stampp did however suggest that such a movement had begun to decline by the 1830s, 

and that Southern anti-slavery could be characterised as predominantly “an appeal to economic 

expediency”, as opposed to an appeal to morality.32 James Brewer Stewart has argued that some 

anti-slavery Southern evangelicals “developed a coherent, challenging, and hitherto unappreciated 

ideology”.33 Gordon E. Finnie has contended that in the antebellum South, there were a small 

number of immediatists and a larger number of gradualists, but that the majority of Southerners 

who criticised slavery were colonizationists looking for a way to remove free blacks from Southern 

society.34 David Brion Davis has concluded that “recent scholarship has correctly emphasized the 

weakness of antislavery in the South”, however he notes that “the persistence of any antislavery 

activity [in the South] is a remarkable social fact”.35  

Stanley Harrold has challenged the positions of historians such as Dumond and Stampp, 

arguing that Southern anti-slavery activists were fundamentally too gradualist and colonizationist 

in approach to have had any real impact on the immediatism that characterised the later antebellum 

years. Like Davis, Harrold has resolved that “the anti-slavery movement that existed in the Upper 

South was a pale reflection of Northern abolitionism” and “that southern abolitionists were 

insignificant in the sectional struggle over slavery is the consensus among historians”.36 Although 

I align myself predominately with the position of Harrold, rather than continually debate how 

                                                      
31 Stampp, “The Southern Refutation of the Proslavery Argument,” 35. 
32 Stampp, “The Southern Refutation of the Proslavery Argument,” 35-36.  
33 James Brewer Stewart, “Evangelicalism and the Radical Strain in Southern Antislavery Thought During the 
1820s,” The Journal of Southern History 39, No. 3 (August 1973): 380.   
34 Finnie, “The Antislavery Movement in the Upper South Before 1840,” 319-342.  
35 Davis, The Problem of Slavery in the Age of Emancipation, 211.  
36 Harrold, The Abolitionists and the South, 26.  
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strong the Southern anti-slavery presence was, I will instead analyse the experiences of anti-slavery 

Southerners. 

The two key texts that have examined pre-Civil War Southern anti-slavery are Carl Degler’s 

The Other South: Southern Dissenters in the Nineteenth Century (1974) and Stanley Harrold’s The 

Abolitionists and the South 1831—1861 (1995).37 However, only the first two chapters of Degler’s 

book discuss the pre-Civil War era; thus there is scope for a more comprehensive study of the 

late-eighteenth and early-nineteenth centuries. Jeffrey Brooke Allen has commented that, by 

concerning “himself only with the late antebellum period”, Degler has “neglected the very period 

when antislavery opinions in the South were most openly and frequently expressed”, the first few 

decades of the nineteenth century.38 Harrold on the other hand was interested in “how those who 

acted against slavery in the South fit into Northern abolitionism… how they influenced the 

development of abolitionist reform culture”.39 He aimed to “integrate Southern antislavery action 

into an understanding of northern immediatism during the three decades prior to the Civil War”.40 

So, while Northern anti-slavery advocates are at the centre of Harrold’s work, their Southern 

counterparts are at the centre of my work. 

Harrold focuses predominantly on six Southern individuals whose anti-slavery activity he 

argues “drew extended comment from Northern abolitionists”.41 He looks closely at well-known 

individuals, such as James G. Birney, Cassius M. Clay, and John G. Fee, and lesser-known 

individuals such as John C. Vaughan, Joseph Evans Snodgrass, and William S. Bailey, the latter of 

whom was not actually born in the South but in Ohio. Degler, as well as examining a range of 

Southern anti-slavery activists, such as Daniel R. Goodloe and Cassius M. Clay, also devotes 

substantial attention to Southern politicians such as James McDowell and John Floyd, both of 

                                                      
37 Degler, The Other South; Harrold, The Abolitionists and the South.  
38 Jeffrey Brooke Allen, “The Racial Thought of White North Carolina Opponents of Slavery, 1789-1876,” The 
North Carolina Historical Review 59, No. 1 (January 1982): 51.  
39 Harrold, The Abolitionists and the South, 5.  
40 Harrold, The Abolitionists and the South, 4.  
41 Harrold, The Abolitionists and the South, 28.  
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whom were governors of Virginia, as well as Virginia congressman Charles Fenton Mercer and 

North Carolina jurist William Gaston, all of whom expressed a dislike of slavery, but could not 

wholly be classified as actively pursuing emancipation.42 My analysis diverges from Degler’s work 

in that it includes only those who were actively advocating emancipation, excluding those who felt 

uneasy about slavery but did not pursue its abolition.  

Since the publication of Harrold’s The Abolitionists and the South in 1995, little has been 

published on the topic of Southern anti-slavery. This thesis thus takes up the task of reconsidering 

anti-slavery in the American South with the latest historiographical approaches in mind. Caleb 

McDaniel has noted that “historians of abolitionism now work on a larger canvas than ever before. 

Some have used that expanded canvas to paint sweeping views of the movement”.43 However, as 

the study of Southern anti-slavery peaked in the mid-twentieth century, the field has not yet 

benefitted from this larger view nor from the new opportunities created by the mass digitisation 

of newspapers and other technological advances that have enabled the completion of more 

inclusive studies.  

Recently scholars have taken a renewed interest in the form of Southern dissent that 

manifested itself as Confederate disloyalty in the Civil War years.44 These works add to the early 

scholarship of Georgia Lee Tatum, Albert Burton Moore, and Bell I. Wiley, who published on 

Confederate dissenters in the first half of the twentieth century.45 In 2013, Douglas R. Porter Jr. 

commented that, partly as a result of scholars taking a greater interest in disloyal Southerners 

                                                      
42 Degler, The Other South.  
43 McDaniel, “The Bonds and Boundaries of Antislavery,” 86. 
44 For more on Southern dissent in the American Civil War see William W. Freehling, The South vs. The South: How 
Anti-Confederate Southerners Shaped the Course of the Civil War (New York: Oxford University Press, 2001); James Alex 
Baggett, The Scalawags: Southern Dissenters in the Civil War and Reconstruction (Baton Rouge: Louisiana State University 
Press, 2003); David C. Downing, A South Divided: Portraits of Dissent in the Confederacy (Nashville: Cumberland House, 
2007); David. B. Chesebrough, Clergy Dissent in the Old South, 1830-1865 (Carbondale: Southern Illinois University 
Press, 1996); Daniel Croft, Reluctant Confederates: Upper South Unionists in the Secession Crisis (Chapel Hill: University of 
North Carolina Press, 1989).  
45 Georgia Lee Tatum, Disloyalty in the Confederacy (Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 1934); Albert 
Burton Moore, Conscription and Conflict in the Confederacy (New York: MacMillan Company, 1924); Bell I. Wiley, The 
Plain People of the Confederacy (Baton Rouge: Louisiana State University Press, 1943).  
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during the Civil War, “the subject of antislavery in the antebellum South remains an underexplored 

field”.46  

This thesis builds on the work of David B. Chesebrough, who has analysed anti-

slavery/Unionist ministers in the South from 1831 to 1865. He argues that what they had in 

common were links to the North.47 He makes note of the disproportionate number of anti-slavery 

Presbyterians, which he suggests was a result of the Presbyterian church not splitting due to 

sectional tensions prior to the Civil War, as had been the case with the Methodist and Baptist 

churches.48 My sample looks beyond a purely religious framework and includes not just ministers 

but also, for example, politicians, educators, and newspaper editors, in order to gain a more 

comprehensive picture of anti-slavery in Southern society as a whole. Instead of just looking at the 

later antebellum years, I have also incorporated the late-eighteenth century and the first few 

decades of the nineteenth century.   

Some anti-slavery Southerners have not been the subject of any, or very little, historical 

analysis, largely as a result of the scant existing personal information. Some anti-slavery 

Southerners have, in contrast, been of particular interest to scholars. Angelina and Sarah Grimké, 

as well as being some of the first women anti-slavery activists in the United States, were also some 

of the earliest women’s rights campaigners, and have consequently captured the attention of 

historians.49 Cassius M. Clay, cousin to Henry Clay, was the son of one of the wealthiest planters 

in Kentucky, and went on to become not only a prominent anti-slavery advocate, but the United 

                                                      
46 Douglas R. Porter Jr, Slavery, Secession and Sin: Religion & Dissent in the Upcountry South, 1820-1865 (2013 Phd Diss 
University of Mississippi), 4-7. 
47 Chesebrough, Clergy Dissent in the Old South, 90.  
48 Chesebrough, Clergy Dissent in the Old South, 92.  
49 Catherine Birney, The Grimké Sisters: Sarah and Angelina Grimké, The First Women Advocates of Abolition and Woman’s 
Rights (Boston: Lee & Shepard, 1885); Gerda Lerner, The Grimké Sisters from South Carolina: Pioneers for Women’s Rights 
and Abolition (New York: Schocken Books, 1967); Mark Perry, Lift up thy voice: The Grimké Family’s Journey from 
Slaveholders to Civil Rights Leaders (New York: Viking, 2001); Katherine DuPre Lumpkin, The Emancipation of Angelina 
Grimké (Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 1974); Stephen H. Browne, Angelina Grimké: Rhetoric, Identity 
and the Radical Imagination (East Lansing: Michigan State University Press, 1999); Gerda Lerner, The Feminist Thought of 
Sarah Grimké (New York: Oxford University Press, 1998); Pamela R. Durso, The Power of Woman: The Life and Writings 
of Sarah Moore Grimké (Macon: Mercer University Press, 2004); Charles L. Wilbanks, Walking by Faith: The Diary of 
Angelina Grimké 1828-1835 (Columbia: University of South Carolina Press, 2003). 
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States Minister to Russia during the Civil War.50 Other Southern anti-slavery figures who have 

been the subjects of full-length biographical studies include James G. Birney, Moncure Conway, 

Benjamin S. Hedrick, Charles Osborn, Edward Coles, and Peter Cartwright.51  

However, apart from one or two biographies, even some of the well-known anti-slavery 

Southerners have not garnered substantial attention in the existing literature on anti-slavery. 

Michael Thomas Smith has noted that “surprisingly, Benjamin S. Hedrick, one of the few 

prominent Southerners to take a public stand against slavery in the decades before the Civil War, 

has received scant attention from historians”.52 Jeffrey Brooke Allen has stressed that “additional 

work is needed to describe the views of [these] obscure figures, and other figures – some of whom 

were not so obscure – who were active before 1830”.53 Included in this category are individuals 

such as James. A Thome and William T. Allan, both sons of slaveholders who attended the Lane 

Theological Seminary in Ohio, and both of whom worked for Theodore Weld and the American 

Anti-Slavery Society (AASS). Others such as John Van Zandt, and brothers William and John B. 

Mahan, all of whom were born in Kentucky and involved in assisting fugitive slaves through the 

Underground Railroad after relocating to Ohio, have received little attention from historians.   

                                                      
50 David L. Smiley, Lion of White Hall: The Life of Cassius M. Clay (Madison: University of Wisconsin Press, 1962); 
David L. Smiley, “Cassius M. Clay and John G. Fee: A Study in Southern Anti-Slavery Thought,” The Journal of Negro 
History 42, No. 3 (July 1957): 201-213; Stanley Harrold, “Cassius M. Clay on Slavery and Race: A Reinterpretation,” 
Slavery & Abolition 9, No. 1 (May 1988): 42-56; Stanley Harrold, “The Intersectional Relationship between Cassius 
M. Clay and the Garrisonian Abolitionists,” Civil War History 35, No. 2 (June 1989): 101-119; Jacob F. Lee, 
“Between Two Fires: Cassius M Clay, Slavery and Antislavery in the Kentucky Borderlands,” Ohio Valley History 6, 
No. 3 (Fall 2006): 50-70; Kevan McQueen, Cassius M. Clay: Freedom’s Champion (Paducah: Turner Publishing, 2001); 
H. Edward Richardson, Cassius Marcellus Clay: Firebrand of Freedom. (Lexington: University Press of Kentucky, 1976). 
51 Betty Fladeland, James Gillespie Birney: Slaveholder to Abolitionist (Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 1955); D. Laurence 
Rogers, Apostles of Equality: The Birneys, the Republicans, and the Civil War (East Lansing: Michigan State University 
Press, 2011); John D’Entremont, Southern Emancipator: Moncure Conway, the American years, 1832-1865 (New York: 
Oxford University Press, 1987); Michael Thomas Smith, A Traitor and a Scoundrel: Benjamin Hedrick and the Cost of 
Dissent (Newark: University of Delaware Press, 2003); Ruth Anna Ketring, Charles Osborn in the Anti-Slavery Movement 
(Columbus: Ohio State Archaeological and Historical Society, 1937); George W. Julian, The Rank of Charles Osborn as 
an Anti-Slavery Pioneer (Indianapolis: The Howes Merrill Company, 1891); William M. Boyd, “Charles Osborn: 
Pioneer American Abolitionist,” Phylon 8, No. 2 (2nd Quarter 1947): 133-137; Suzanne Cooper Guasco, Confronting 
Slavery: Edward Coles and the Rise of Antislavery Politics in Nineteenth-Century America (DeKalb: Northern Illinois 
University Press, 2013); Kurt E. Leitchtle and Bruce G. Carveth, Crusade Against Slavery: Edward Coles, Pioneer of 
Freedom (Carbondale: Southern Illinois University Press, 2011); Wilbur Theodore Norton, Edward Coles: Second 
Governor of Illinois, 1886-1868 (New York: Washington Square Press, 1911); David Ress, Governor Edward Coles and the 
Vote to Forbid Slavery in Illinois, 1828-1824 (Jefferson: McFarland and Company, 2006); Robert Bray, Peter Cartwright, 
Legendary Frontier Preacher (Urbana: University of Illinois Press, 2005).   
52 Smith, A Traitor and a Scoundrel, 11.   
53 Allen, “The Racial Thought of White North Carolina Opponents of Slavery,” 51.  
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Methodology  

For my sample study of one hundred anti-slavery Southerners, I felt it imperative to include a wide 

range of individuals from a number of different states and time periods, in an effort to construct 

as comprehensive as possible an image of Southern anti-slavery. It was also however crucial that 

each individual had a certain amount of personal information available, for example their basic 

personal details, as well as information about their relationship with slavery and their anti-slavery 

views, in order to create a well-balanced sample. As a detailing of selection criteria is vital for any 

sample study, I provide further detail of my methodology in chapter one.  

 My examination of the distinctive rhetoric of anti-slavery Southerners draws on the work 

of scholars such as Stephen H. Browne, who has worked on rhetoric and speech in antebellum 

America. In his analysis of Theodore Weld’s renowned anti-slavery tract American Slavery as it is: 

Testimony of a Thousand Witnesses, Browne noted that “an important cause of abolitionists’ frustration 

can be related to a single and inescapable fact: they spoke of a sin many had never seen”.54 I also 

draw on the work of Jeannine DeLombard, especially her Slavery on Trial: Law, Abolitionism, and 

Print Culture, in which she contends that to understand this period of American history is to 

understand how a form of “judicial language” was a part of everyday rhetoric, and especially that 

which surrounded slavery.55   

In my analysis of networks of anti-slavery activists I draw methodological inspiration from 

studies of nineteenth-century British humanitarianism and protectionism, such as Alan Lester and 

Fae Dussart’s Colonization and the Origins of Humanitarian Governance: Protecting Aborigines across the 

Nineteenth-Century British Empire, as well as studies of colonial networks such as Lester’s Imperial 

Networks: Creating Identity in Nineteenth-Century South Africa and Britain, Zoë Laidlaw’s Colonial 

Connections, 1815-1845: Patronage, the Information Revolution and Colonial Government and Jane Carey and 

                                                      
54 Stephen H. Browne, “‘Like Gory Spectres’,”: Representing Evil in Theodore Weld’s American Slavery as it is,” 
Quarterly Journal of Speech 80, No. 3 (August 1994): 280.  
55 Jeannine DeLombard, Slavery on Trial: Law, Abolitionism, and Print Culture (Chapel Hill: University of North 
Carolina Press, 2007).  
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Jane Lydon’s edited collection Indigenous Networks: Mobility, Connections and Exchange.56 Tony 

Ballantyne’s Webs of Empire: Locating New Zealand’s Colonial Past is also useful in thinking about 

networks and the web of abolitionism.57 Just as networks were crucial to humanitarian 

organisations such as the Aborigines’ Protection Society, anti-slavery networks, especially in the 

South, where it became increasingly difficult for Southerners to speak out against slavery, were 

vital to the cause of emancipation.   

As well as contemporary newspapers, I draw on archival material such as the personal 

letters, autobiographies, and diaries of Southern-born anti-slavery activists. While newspapers are 

valuable in gauging public attitudes towards both anti-slavery Southerners and slavery in the late-

eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, personal correspondence provides better insight into their 

private views. Such correspondence details how family and friends responded to the views of these 

anti-slavery Southerners becoming public knowledge.  

 

Chapter Outline 

Chapter one provides an overview of my sample study of one hundred Southern-born anti-slavery 

activists. It details how I selected the individuals, and how the methodology behind the criteria is 

an important factor to consider when analysing the results, and what such results can tell us about 

anti-slavery in the South. While most of my results are able to be measured numerically, there are 

a number of different characteristics that are more difficult to concretely categorise, such as the 

type of anti-slavery these individuals espoused, the reasons for their anti-slavery views, and their 

socio-economic status. This chapter also looks at the many similarities between the anti-slavery 

Southerners in my study. For example, they often moved to the same places, were educated at the 

                                                      
56 Alan Lester and Fae Dussart, Colonization and the Origins of Humanitarian Governance: Protecting Aborigines across the 
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same institutions, and so on. While documented connections are examined in chapter four, I look 

here at the possible circumstances in which these individuals may have come across one another, 

despite a lack of verifiable evidence that they actually did so.  

Chapter two examines the distinctiveness that accompanied being an anti-slavery 

Southerner. Their Southern backgrounds helped shape a unique rhetoric that distinguished 

Southern-born anti-slavery advocates from their Northern-born counterparts. The testimonies of 

former slaves were regularly dismissed as misleading, a result of the fact that they were, according 

to John Blassingame, “frequenting dictated to and written by whites” and thus could not be 

considered “wholly authentic”.58 The testimonies of white anti-slavery Southerners as “witnesses” 

to the horrors of human enslavement were thus extraordinarily valuable in the struggle for 

abolition. I argue that, as the testimonies of former slaves were not given their due credit, a result 

of claims of abolitionist interference, the moral authority of “witnessing” slavery was capitalised 

on by white anti-slavery Southerners, who, unlike the majority of Northerners, had experienced 

living amongst slavery.  

Unlike Northern anti-slavery advocates, many of those in the South who held critical views 

of slavery had to leave their home and relocate – to the North. Chapter three investigates the 

growing hostility towards anti-slavery behaviour in the South by examining a number of case 

studies. I examine how the personal networks and relationships of Southerners shifted as a result 

of their public anti-slavery views and consequent removal from the South. The first case study is 

of Presbyterian minister William Williamson, who left Fair Forest, South Carolina and relocated 

to Manchester, Ohio, where he freed his slaves. I also look at the correspondence of other 

Southern-born anti-slavery members of the Chillicothe Presbytery, of which Williamson was a 

member, such as James H. Dickey and Robert G. Wilson, to unearth whether they kept in as much 

contact with individuals in the South as Williamson. The second case study is of former South 
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Carolina planter and Baptist minister William Henry Brisbane, who sold his slaves and moved to 

Cincinnati, Ohio. The third case study is of Moncure Conway, born to one of the richest 

slaveholding families in Stafford County, Virginia, who also relocated to Cincinnati. The fourth 

case study is of Benjamin S. Hedrick, a chemistry professor at the University of North Carolina 

(UNC), who was dismissed for publicly supporting the anti-slavery Republican nominee John C. 

Frémont in the November 1856 presidential election, and subsequently forced out of the state.  

The heightened mobility of anti-slavery Southerners meant that they had a deep reliance 

on networks. Chapter four examines the various connections between anti-slavery Southerners; 

both with each other and with anti-slavery activists in the Northern states. Often those who left 

the South as a result of their anti-slavery views settled in the same areas, thus creating exile 

communities in towns such as Ripley, Ohio. These connections could also have been a result of 

frequenting the same churches, attending the same educational institutions, being related, being 

part of the same anti-slavery societies, working together, and so on. The numerous personal 

connections I have located were only visible as a result of my large-scale approach. As scholars 

have traditionally focused on the same few anti-slavery Southerners, this extensive web has been 

relatively undetectable.   

Ultimately, this thesis aims to insert an enhanced image of Southern anti-slavery into the 

wider picture of American anti-slavery. While they were not large in number, anti-slavery 

Southerners were part of networks that transcended the North-South divide. They provided the 

wider anti-slavery cause with a different and valuable rhetoric that was grounded in their Southern 

roots and their first-hand experiences of the institution of slavery.  
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Chapter One: An Analysis of One Hundred Anti-Slavery Southerners 
 

This chapter details my sample study of one hundred Southern-born anti-slavery advocates, which 

I have completed with the aim of rectifying the persistent scholarly emphasis on the same few anti-

slavery Southerners. Although an analysis of one hundred individuals cannot provide a complete 

picture of anti-slavery in the South, it can certainly enhance the narrow image which currently 

prevails, an image that has resulted in the exclusion of Southern anti-slavery from the mainstream 

narrative of the history of the abolition of slavery in the United States.   

The first section of this chapter details the results of my sample study, some of which are 

able to be measured numerically, while others, such as the type of anti-slavery espoused and the 

reasons for their anti-slavery views, are more challenging to quantify. The second section of this 

chapter looks at a number of commonalities between the one hundred anti-slavery Southerners 

that I have identified – for example, relocating to nearby areas, attending the same schools under 

the same educators, and so on.  

It is impossible to know for certain whether or not these anti-slavery Southerners knew 

each other if they, for example, lived in the same town or city. However, to completely exclude 

the possibility that they either knew each other personally, or that they were part of the same 

circles, due to a lack of specific evidence, means that we are left with only a small part of the 

picture. In her study of indigenous protest and networks, Tracey Banivanua Mar has discussed the 

shortcomings of relying purely on connections that can be tracked through the archives, 

connections which she has labelled as “hard-wired networks”.1 These “hard-wired networks” 

between anti-slavery Southerners, identifiable through, for example, correspondence, are 

examined further in chapter four. We may never be able to know with complete certainty whether 

some of these anti-slavery Southerners knew each other. But if we ignore their geographic 
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proximity, their shared professions and attendance at the same educational institutions, then there 

is a strong potential to miss some important aspects of Southern anti-slavery.   

 Banivanua Mar draws on the work of Alan Lester in her suggestion that networks “should 

be seen as a process where connectivity might be visible only as shared or contingent trajectories 

rather than hard-wired networks”.2 She notes that “such connectivity might be more subtly 

understood as connections … that are yet to be made, lost and made again; juxtapositions yet to 

flower; or moments of contact that are, by force of historical context, provisional, contingent, or 

fleeting”.3 Thus in the following sections, I have identified a number of informal, or, more 

accurately, a number of potential connections between anti-slavery Southerners.  

 

Methodology 

To be included in my sample of one hundred anti-slavery Southerners (listed in Appendix A), an 

individual had to be born in one of the Southern slaveholding states. They must have desired and 

actively campaigned for the abolition of slavery in the United States. Those who were uneasy with 

the system, but did not openly call for its abolition, are not included. My sample includes a wide 

range of individuals who advocated different types of anti-slavery: it includes a mix of immediatists, 

gradualists, and colonizationists. I put no date constraints on the subjects I chose for this sample, 

meaning some, such as John Pleasants III, were born as early as 1697, and some, such as Benjamin 

S. Hedrick, were born as late as 1827.  

The personal data that I have analysed includes date and place of birth, as well as date and 

place of death. My questions included: where did they live? Did they remain in the South or 

relocate North? If so, where did they relocate to? Where did they travel to? What was their 

occupation? Religion? Where, if anywhere, were they formally educated? What was their 

relationship to slavery – had they been slaveholders themselves? Did they grow up on a plantation, 
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did their families own slaves? What type of anti-slavery did they advocate? Were they a member 

of any anti-slavery societies? What connections did they have to other anti-slavery activists, either 

Northern or Southern-born? Who were these individuals in contact with? Were these individuals 

taught by the same educators? Did they live in proximity to, and/or correspond with, other anti-

slavery Southerners? 

My aim was to select a variety of individuals from as many states, backgrounds, and time 

periods as possible, in order to paint a comprehensive picture of anti-slavery sentiment in the 

South. My sample includes a mix of anti-slavery figures already well-known to historians and many 

who are not. The data available for each individual was an important criterion, as I wanted to 

choose Southerners about whom personal details were available, in order to create a rich and 

detailed sample, yet still include some of those who are little-known.  

In taking such an approach and including those for whom there is a decent amount of rich 

personal detail available, there is potential for bias in the results, as is the case with any sample. 

Those who published anti-slavery tracts or gave speeches, were mentioned in newspapers, worked 

as ministers, were on school boards, and so on, are more likely to find their way on to my list than 

less prominent members of local anti-slavery societies. It is important to note that such an inherent 

bias shifts the study and its outcomes, as it is likely my sample would look very different had I 

included individuals for whom there is almost no personal data available. Such a method also 

significantly affects the gender ratio of this study as, while cases of Southern men who spoke out 

publicly against slavery were relatively infrequent when considered as a percentage of the Southern 

population, cases of Southern women who were publicly outspoken on the issue were even rarer.  

 

Overview of Sample Results  

The one hundred anti-slavery Southerners included in my sample came from a variety of 

backgrounds. Unsurprisingly, the large majority of anti-slavery Southerners in this study were born 

in the Upper South states of Virginia, Tennessee, Kentucky, North Carolina, and Maryland. The 
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states of the Deep South produced only a handful of anti-slavery activists. The states that made 

up the Deep South, such as Louisiana, Alabama, Georgia, and Mississippi, were much less 

receptive to any criticism of slavery. South Carolina is an important exception, having produced 

several critics of slavery despite its location in the Deep South.  

Topographical differences, such as a variance in levels of soil fertility, meant that the land 

in the states of the Deep South was more conducive to large-scale cotton and sugar plantations 

than that in the Upper South. Lacy Ford has noted that the “cotton revolution”, which became 

the foundation of the Southern economy, required a large slave population, and thus there was an 

increased “threat to white security posed by a growing slave population that eventually reached 

majority status in many lower South counties”.4 Those living in the Deep South were especially 

troubled in areas with disproportionate demographics, as they were keenly aware that Haiti, which 

had witnessed the first ever successful slave revolt, had a much higher percentage of slaves than 

whites at the outbreak of its revolution in 1791.5 Thus, as slavery was more central to the economic 

prosperity of the Deep South, and home to a higher number of slaves, anti-slavery sentiment was 

considered much more incendiary, and was tolerated to a much lesser degree than in the Upper 

South.  

Of the one hundred Southern-born critics of slavery whose data I have collated, forty-one 

were born in Virginia, twenty-two in North Carolina, eleven in Kentucky, eight in South Carolina, 

another eight in Maryland, seven in Tennessee, and one each from Alabama, Delaware, and 

Georgia.  
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Figure 1 - Place of Birth - Anti-Slavery Southerners in my Sample 

Of the one hundred individuals analysed in my sample, forty-one remained living in the 

South despite their public anti-slavery views. The other fifty-nine left the South, either by choice, 

or by coercion as a consequence of the unpopularity of their anti-slavery views. These individuals 

relocated to the Northern states, where slavery had been slowly eradicated in the late-eighteenth 

and early-nineteenth centuries.6  

Forty-nine of these fifty-nine “migrants against slavery”, as they have been labelled by 

Philip J. Schwarz, settled in the states of the Old North-West - Ohio, Illinois, and Indiana.7 Ohio, 

in particular the city of Cincinnati and towns such as Ripley and Chillicothe, was the most popular 

of the three states, with at least thirty-five individuals from my sample relocating there. Cincinnati 

was a major centre of anti-slavery, and the city was home to one of the largest free black 

populations in the country. By 1829, 9.4% of the population in Cincinnati was black.8 However 

strong anti-slavery sentiment combined with a large free black population, meant that Cincinnati 
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was susceptible to anti-abolitionist backlash and anti-black sentiment, exemplified by legislation 

such as the black settlement laws, passed in 1807, which required any black person wishing to 

settle in Ohio to find two sureties to pay a $500 bond that guaranteed their good behaviour.9 

Cincinnati was prone to pro-slavery mob violence, evident in the riots of 1829 and 1836.10 Of the 

remaining fourteen anti-slavery Southerners who moved to the North-West, seven went to Illinois, 

and seven to Indiana. The remaining ten anti-slavery Southerners in my sample who left the South 

relocated to the states of the North-East, to cities such as Boston, New York, and Philadelphia.  

 

Figure 2 - Place of Relocation - Anti-Slavery Southerners in my Sample 

In his study of Virginia, Schwarz has argued that the migration of these critics of slavery 

away from the South was detrimental to the anti-slavery presence in the South, an argument echoed 

by Elizabeth Fox-Genovese and Eugene Genovese, who have suggested that “migration from the 

South may have saved the migrants’ souls and eased their consciences, but it removed potentially 

dangerous enemies of slavery from the region in which slavery was firmly embedded”.11  

                                                      
9 Taylor, Frontiers of Freedom, 34.  
10 Taylor, Frontiers of Freedom, 50-106.  
11 Eugene Genovese and Elizabeth Fox-Genovese, The Mind of the Masterclass: History and Faith in the Southern 
Slaveholders’ Worldview (New York: Cambridge University Press, 2005), 235.  



 25 

Forty-five of my one hundred anti-slavery Southern subjects were ministers, making it 

overwhelmingly the most common occupation. Second to ministers were educators, of whom 

there were thirteen, then nine newspaper editors, followed by seven businessmen, six politicians, 

six lawyers, five full-time abolitionists/public speakers, four planters, two philanthropists, two 

merchants, and one doctor. It is important to note that often those in my sample had multiple 

jobs, for example, ministers were often also educators, and vice versa.12 That most Southern-born 

critics were ministers, educators, or newspaper editors tells us something both about their 

involvement in the community, and about the potential reach of their anti-slavery views. It is 

significant to note that so many anti-slavery Southerners were involved in newspapers. As Brian 

Gabriel suggests in his recently published work on the press and slavery, newspapers were 

becoming “the preeminent nineteenth-century form of mass communication, reaching previously 

unsurpassed audiences” and “their crucial role” of publishing on race and slavery “cannot be 

underestimated”.13 

 The prevalence of these occupations in my sample could be a result of their education 

and their resulting ability to publish tracts, give speeches, and join societies. That so many of the 

individuals in my sample were ministers also speaks to tension within the Church over the issue 

of slavery. Many ministers, both Northern and Southern, were against slavery, but no religious 

denominations other than the Quakers ever took an official stand on the issue. Eventually the 

Presbyterian, Baptist, and Methodist churches experienced sectional splits however; as John R. 

McKivigan notes, even the Northern factions “continued to reject abolitionism even after the 

departure of most Southern members”.14  

                                                      
12 Note: If an individual had multiple occupations, for the purpose of my sample I chose what I believed to be the 
dominant occupation of an individual as their primary occupation.  
13 Brian Gabriel, The Press and Slavery in America, 1791-1859: The Melancholy Effect of Popular Excitement (Columbia: 
University of South Carolina Press, 2016), i. 
14 John R. McKivigan, The War Against Proslavery Religion: Abolitionism and the Northern Churches 1830-1865 (Ithaca and 
London: Cornell University Press, 1984), 16. 
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At least thirty-six of my one hundred subjects were born into slave-owning families. At 

least forty-one owned slaves in their own right at some point in their lives. Most of slaveholding 

individuals in my sample eventually freed their slaves, however, to do so they often had move 

North, if manumission laws were strict where they resided. For example, William Williamson took 

slaves to Ohio and freed them, as did James H. Dickey, William Dunlop, and Alexander 

Campbell.15 However, many anti-slavery Southerners remained as slaveholders throughout their 

lives. Often, as in the case of Virginia planter John Pleasants III, the law at the time did not allow 

for manumission.16 Pleasants freed over four hundred slaves in his will, however, as private 

manumission was illegal at the time in the state of Virginia, this resulted in Pleasants v. Pleasants, a 

case that William Fernandez Hardin has referred to as “the largest judicial manumission in 

American history”.17  

Robert Carter III of Virginia and Charles Carroll of Maryland are two other examples of 

well-established Southern planters who resented the institution of slavery, while choosing actively 

to participate in it. Carter manumitted all four hundred and twenty-five of his slaves, the single 

largest manumission of slaves prior to the Civil War.18 Carroll only manumitted a small number of 

his slaves, however he supported a bill for gradual emancipation in the Maryland State Legislature 

in the 1790s, which was unsuccessful.19 These men are examples of those who were opposed to 

slavery in theory, but remained slaveholders throughout a major part, if not the entirety, of their 

lives. 

At least forty-four individuals in my sample were actively involved in anti-slavery societies, 

either those that promoted colonization, gradual emancipation, or immediate emancipation. For 

                                                      
15 Williamson and Dunlop: William Birney, James G. Birney and his times, 432-434; Dickey: Robert R. Dykstra, Bright 
Radical Star: Black Freedom and White Supremacy on the Hawkeye Frontier (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1993), 
40; Campbell: Hagedorn, Beyond the River, 10.  
16 R. Kent Newmyer, John Marshall and the Heroic Age of the Supreme Court (Baton Rouge: Louisiana State University 
Press, 2001), 94. 
17 William Fernandez Hardin, “‘This Unpleasant Business’: Slavery, Law, and the Pleasants Family in Post-
Revolutionary Virginia,” The Virginia Magazine of History and Biography 125, No. 3 (2017): 211.  
18 Finkelman, Slavery and the Founders, 136. 
19 T. Stephen Whitman, The Price of Freedom: Slavery and Manumission in Baltimore and Early National Maryland 
(Lexington: University Press of Kentucky, 1997), 158.  
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example, Robert Pleasants was the president of the short-lived Virginia Abolition Society.20 Warner 

Mifflin was a founding member of the Delaware Society for Promoting the Abolition of Slavery.21 

Methodist minister Philip Gatch was a member of the Humane Society of Richmond for the 

Abolition of the Slave Trade.22 I look at membership in anti-slavery societies in greater detail in 

chapter four.  

Determining the socio-economic status of some of the lesser-known individuals in my 

sample has been quite difficult. However, while it is challenging to measure as a statistic, my 

research has demonstrated that there were a number of wealthy anti-slavery Southerners, such as 

Cassius M. Clay, but also a number of anti-slavery Southerners who were of relatively modest 

means, such as James Gilliland. My research supports the contention of Carl Degler, who has 

challenged Eugene Genovese’s argument that the Civil War was brought about by an elite pro-

slavery and pre-bourgeois planter class fighting to preserve its livelihood against those who would 

threaten it.23 Degler has noted that several anti-slavery Southerners, such as Angelina and Sarah 

Grimké, Cassius M. Clay, Moncure Conway, and William Henry Brisbane, were born into wealthy 

slave-holding families.24  

It has also been challenging to categorise each individual in my sample as either an 

immediatist, a gradualist, or a colonizationist. For some individuals, such Robert J. Breckinridge, 

who was a long-time gradualist and colonizationist, it is relatively straight forward.25 However, 

there were some individuals whose views developed over the course of their lives, thus making it 

difficult to place them in a single category. James G. Birney, for example, was an early supporter 

of colonization, however, due largely to the influence of Theodore Weld, he eventually became an 

                                                      
20 Sinha, The Slaves Cause, 85 
21 Gary B. Nash, Warner Mifflin: Unflinching Quaker Abolitionist (Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania Press, 2017), 
145.    
22 Rodriguez (eds.), Encyclopedia of Emancipation and Abolition in the Transatlantic World (Armonk: M.E. Sharpe, 2007), 
250-251. 
23 Degler, The Other South, 3; Eugene Genovese, The Political Economy of Slavery: Studies in the Economy and Society of the 
Slave South (New York: Pantheon Books, 1965).  
24 Degler, The Other South, 3.  
25 Vivien Sandlund, “Robert Breckinridge, Presbyterian Antislavery Conservative,” The Journal of Presbyterian History 
78, No 2 (Summer 2000): 145.  
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advocate of immediatism.26 Patricia Hickin has observed that Samuel Janney, who remained in the 

South, was said to have privately favoured immediatism, but kept this belief to himself.27     

The reasons that anti-slavery Southerners gave to explain their advocacy of emancipation 

is also a category difficult to measure. First, there were often a number of factors that contributed 

to their anti-slavery views. Second, it is impossible to know whether or not the reasons provided 

by anti-slavery Southerners were genuine causes for their dislike of slavery, or if they embellished 

certain narratives, of witnessing, for example, slave violence, in order to draw sympathy from 

audiences while conducting their anti-slavery activity.  

Witnessing scenes of cruelty towards slaves was one of the most common reasons given 

by anti-slavery Southerners for their dislike of slavery. Individuals such as Levi Coffin and William 

T. Allan could recall instances of harrowing violence towards slaves; both suggested that it was 

witnessing these events that shaped their views on the institution of slavery. This idea of anti-

slavery Southerners witnessing, and later re-telling these instances of cruelty as a form of testimony 

against slavery, is explored further in chapter two.  

Some anti-slavery Southerners suggested that their critical views of slavery developed as a 

result of education. Edward Coles, a former slaveholder and native of Albemarle County, Virginia, 

who went on to become Governor of Illinois, wrote that “while at William and Mary College I 

imbibed the belief that man could not of right hold property in his fellow man and under this 

conviction determined to remove the chain of slavery and to emigrate to and reside with my 

colored people in one of the new free states or territories”.28 John M. Nelson, another Virginia 

native who relocated to Highland County, Ohio, noted in a letter to Theodore Weld that he was a 

student of “Rev. George Bourne; he was the first abolitionist I had ever seen … I received 

                                                      
26 Fladeland, James Gillespie Birney.  
27 Patricia Hickin, “Gentle Agitator: Samuel M. Janney and the Antislavery Movement in Virginia, 1842-1851,” 
Journal of Southern History 37, No. 2 (May 1971): 162.  
28 Edward Coles to the W. C. Flagg in Governor Coles’ Autobiography. Letter from Governor Edward Coles to the Late Senator 
W. C. Flagg – Early Settlements in Madison County, 61. https://archive.org/details/jstor-40193772.  
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impressions from Mr. Bourne which I could not get rid of, and determined in my own mind that 

when I settled in life, it should be in a free state”.29  

 Others suggested their dislike of slavery stemmed from the influence of Northern-based 

anti-slavery advocates. Former South Carolina planter William Henry Brisbane told an audience at 

the Ladies Anti-Slavery Society of Cincinnati in 1840 that his previous pro-slavery views were 

instantly transformed after reading the “Personal Liberty” chapter of Francis Wayland’s The 

Elements of Moral Science. Wayland’s argument that slavery “violates the personal liberty of man as a 

physical, intellectual, and moral being” forced Brisbane to re-evaluate something he had always believed 

to be true – the Biblical sanctity of American slavery.30  

Of the anti-slavery Southerners surveyed in my sample, the largest religious cohort were 

Presbyterians. Thirty-eight identified as Presbyterian, eighteen as Quakers, eleven as Methodists, 

seven as Baptists, five as Episcopalians, three as Unitarians, and one as Roman Catholic. 

Unfortunately, I have been unable to ascertain the religious inclinations of the remaining seventeen 

individuals. Religion in the United States underwent a seismic shift in the early decades of the 

nineteenth century. Prior to the Second Great Awakening in the late eighteenth century, the most 

popular religious denominations had been Congregationalist, Episcopalian, and Presbyterian. 

However, by 1850, as Nathan O. Hatch notes, “Methodists and Baptists could claim almost two-

thirds of the country’s religious adherents”.31 Hatch observes that the percentage of 

Congregationalists as a percentage of the total United States religious adherents declined from 20.4 

percent in 1776 to 4 percent in 1850, Episcopalians declined from 15.7 percent to 3.5 percent, and 

Presbyterians witnessed a decline of 19 percent to 11.6 percent.32 Hatch explains this 

transformation of the American religious landscape as a result of the emerging market revolution 

                                                      
29 Theodore Weld, American Slavery as it is: Testimony of a Thousand Witnesses, 52.  
https://archive.org/details/americanslaverya00weld. 
30 Francis Wayland, The Elements of Moral Science, 206. https://archive.org/details/elementsmoralsc27waylgoog. 
31 Nathan O. Hatch, “The Second Great Awakening and the Market Revolution,” in Devising Liberty: Preserving and 
Creating Freedom in the New American Republic, edited by David Thomas Konig, 243-264. (Stanford: Stanford University 
Press, 1995), 246. 
32 Hatch, “The Second Great Awakening and the Market Revolution,” 243-264. 
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and the “spirit of capitalism” that was more conducive to the individual-based religions of 

Methodism and Baptism.33  

The results of my sample, which include an overrepresentation of Presbyterians and an 

underrepresentation of Methodists and Baptists, differ quite noticeably from the statistics provided 

by Hatch. However, my study does not only cover the nineteenth century, when Baptism and 

Methodism became increasingly popular, but also the late-eighteenth century, when 

Presbyterianism was still one of the leading denominations in the United States.  

Another underrepresentation in my sample is that of women. Only six out of the one 

hundred Southern-born anti-slavery activists in my sample were women. Unfortunately, this ratio 

is unsurprising: men were much more active in public life in the nineteenth century, thus publishing 

more and leaving behind a more discoverable historical footprint. The Southern-born women in 

my sample are Angelina and Sarah Grimké, Elizabeth Van Lew, Mary Berkeley Minor Blackford, 

Mattie Griffith Browne, and Abigail Hunt Stanley. While a small group, these women represent 

diverse manifestations of American anti-slavery. Elizabeth Van Lew, born to a slave-owning family 

in Richmond, Virginia, is an example of a Southerner who harboured anti-slavery views, which 

were fostered during her education at a Quaker school in Philadelphia, but who remained living in 

the South. Van Lew is well-known to scholars as a Union spy during the American Civil War.34 

Mary Berkeley Minor Blackford was also born to a slave-owning family, in Fredericksburg, 

Virginia, and also remained in the South. Blackford was one of the most prominent advocates of 

colonization in Virginia, founding the Fredericksburg and Falmouth Female Auxiliary to the 

American Colonization Society (ACS) in 1829.35 

Abigail Hunt Stanley and her husband Joshua Stanley were Quakers, born and raised in 

the notoriously anti-slavery Guilford County, North Carolina, and were involved in the 

                                                      
33 Hatch, “The Second Great Awakening and the Market Revolution,” 264. 
34 David D. Ryan, A Yankee Spy in Richmond: The Civil War Diary of “Crazy Bet” Van Lew (Mechanicsburg: Stackpole 
Books, 2001).  
35 Marie Tyler-McGraw, An African Republic: Black and White Virginians in the Making of Liberia (Chapel Hill: University 
of North Carolina Press, 2007), 89-90. 
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Underground Railroad alongside their friend Levi Coffin and his cousin Vestal Coffin.36 Angelina 

and Sarah Grimké left their native Charleston to move to Philadelphia, where they worked 

alongside other anti-slavery activists such as William Lloyd Garrison and Theodore Weld (later 

Angelina’s husband), becoming some of the most well-known critics of slavery in the country.37 

Mattie Griffith Browne, born in Owensboro, Kentucky, sold the slaves she inherited and moved 

north to join the Garrisonians, amongst whom she was warmly received as the author of the anti-

slavery Autobiography of a Female Slave.38 The Free Presbyterian reported in 1857 that Browne’s work 

was of “more thrilling power and interest than Uncle Tom’s Cabin”.39 Echoing this review, renowned 

anti-slavery campaigner Lydia Maria Child wrote that she “read it with thrilling interest; but some 

of the scenes made my nerves quiver so painfully, that I told her I hoped they were too highly 

colored”.40 Browne replied to Child that she was “sorry to say that every incident in the book has 

come within my own knowledge”.41 This idea of personally witnessing slavery is explored further 

in chapter two.  

The majority of the women who contributed to the anti-slavery movement did not receive 

the same public recognition as Angelina Grimké or Mattie Griffith Browne. However, the “silent” 

work of anti-slavery American women proved crucial to the anti-slavery cause.42 As Julie Roy 

Jeffrey has noted, “women formed the backbone of the [anti-slavery] movement, and without their 

involvement, as William Lloyd Garrison Jr. recognized, the leaders would have been powerless”.43 

To assist the anti-slavery cause, Northern women formed sewing circles, organised anti-slavery 

fairs and bazaars, and circulated petitions. In her study of women’s petitioning, Susan Zaeske has 

argued that “by petitioning against slavery, free women seized the radical potential of one of the 

                                                      
36 Brenda Chambers McKean, Blood and War at my Doorstep: North Carolina Civilians in the War Between the States Volume 
II (Brenda Chambers McKean, 2011), 838. 
37 Lerner, The Grimké Sisters from South Carolina.  
38 Mattie Griffith Browne, Autobiography of a Female Slave (New York: Redfield, 1857). 
39 Free Presbyterian as quoted in the Anti-Slavery Bugle, June 27, 1857. 
40 The Liberator, December 31, 1859. 
41 The Liberator, December 31, 1859. 
42 Jeffrey, The Great Silent Army of Abolitionism.  
43 Jeffrey, The Great Silent Army of Abolitionism, 2. 
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few civil rights they were understood to possess – the right of petition – to assert substantial 

political authority”.44 By the 1830s female anti-slavery societies began to form and, as Pamela R. 

Durso has noted, they provided the women involved a “sense of sisterhood, [an] opportunity to 

hold positions of leadership and to experience some sense of power and control”.45  

Marie Tyler McGraw has argued the same of white Southern women, however, she notes 

that while they “had concerns similar to their northern counterparts … the presence and later 

justification of slavery more effectively limited their voices and activities”.46 Most Southern female 

anti-slavery societies were American Colonization Society auxiliaries, including the Fredericksburg 

and Falmouth Female Auxiliary, the Richmond and Manchester Female Auxiliary, and the 

Albemarle County Female Auxiliary. However, even these female Southern colonization societies 

began to decline in the 1830s, and, as Tyler-McGraw has noted, began to focus more on issues 

such as education, where they believed they could have greater impact.47 

 

Commonalities   

While it is difficult to ascertain for sure, there were a number of common denominators between 

the anti-slavery Southerners in my sample which may have meant that they knew one another. For 

example, they often relocated to the same towns or cities, taught at the same educational 

institutions, were a part of the same anti-slavery societies, and so on, as other Southern-born anti-

slavery activists.  

 

Geographic  

As previously mentioned, the large majority of anti-slavery Southerners who relocated North 

relocated to the North-West, to the states of Ohio, Illinois, and Indiana. They often relocated to 
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the same towns or counties as other Southern-born anti-slavery people, and thus it is possible, and 

in some cases documented, that these anti-slavery Southerners knew each other as a result of living 

close to one another, and having the shared experience of being native Southerners who were anti-

slavery. It is important to note that these individuals were not just moving to the North, they were 

moving away from slavery. They were making a deliberate geographic move to the free North, and 

thus they were moving to be part of a social movement against slavery. By leaving the slaveholding 

South, anti-slavery Southerners were making a political statement, and thus it is likely that they 

would have been interested in seeking out like-minded individuals in their new homes, especially 

those with whom they shared a Southern background.  

Brown County, Ohio, was one of the most popular destinations for migrating anti-slavery 

Southerners. Just across the river from Kentucky, the town of Ripley, in Brown County, was one 

of the central hubs of the Underground Railroad, and many Southern exiles became involved in 

the system. The most renowned Southern anti-slavery activist in Ripley, and the most well-known 

to historians, was John Rankin, who had been born in Dandridge, Eastern Tennessee, an area 

known for its anti-slavery sentiment.48  

Others who moved to Brown County included James Gilliland, a North Carolina-born 

Presbyterian preacher who was expelled from South Carolina for expressing his anti-slavery views. 

In Ohio, Gilliland became the pastor at Red Oak and an important member of the Chillicothe 

Presbytery. Alexander Campbell was a former slaveholder and native of Virginia who settled in 

Ripley; Jesse H. Lockhart, also born in Virginia, moved to Russellville; Charles Fenelon Campbell, 

born to a slave-owning family in Lexington, Virginia, moved to Ripley; John Dunlavy, a 
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Presbyterian minister from Virginia, also settled at Red Oak.49 South Carolina-born Samuel D. 

Laughlin also relocated to Brown County in 1807.50 

 Chillicothe in Ross County, Ohio was another popular destination for anti-slavery 

Southerners. Those who settled in Chillicothe included Thomas S. Hinde, born to a slave-owning 

family in Virginia. After residing in Ohio, Thomas S. Hinde was one of three men who founded 

the city of Mount Carmel in Illinois.51 William Dickey, a former slaveholder who had been born 

in South Carolina, also moved to Chillicothe.52 The Chillicothe Presbytery, known as one of the 

most anti-slavery presbyteries in the nation, incorporated members not only from Ross County, 

but also Fayette, Highland, Pike, Adams and Brown counties. John Nelson, born to a slave-owning 

family in Augusta County, Virginia, relocated to Highland County.53  

Some Southern critics of slavery who chose to settle in Cincinnati, such as Moncure 

Conway, James G. Birney, and Levi Coffin, are well known to scholars. Cincinnati was a major 

centre of anti-slavery, rivalling the New England cities of Boston and Philadelphia, and thus 

Conway, Birney, and Coffin, amongst others, often had greater public profiles than those who 

lived in smaller towns. However, there were some Southerners, such as William Henry Brisbane 

and John C. Vaughan, both former slaveholders who had been born in South Carolina, whose 

anti-slavery activity in Cincinnati has received less attention from scholars.54 Others who relocated 

to Cincinnati included Tennessee-born Presbyterian minister James Gallagher, and Virginian 

                                                      
49 Gilliland: William Buell Sprague, Annals of the American Pulpit: Presbyterian (New York: Robert Carter & Brothers, 
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Quaker clerk Christopher Anthony.55 Following their expulsion from Berea County, Kentucky, in 

1860, a group of anti-slavery Southerners, led by former slaveholder John G. Fee, arrived in 

Cincinnati.56 The Louisville Daily Courier reported on February 1, 1860, that the “exiles” were 

“received with open arms, and greeted with a hearty welcome, by their brethren on the other side 

of the river”.57  

 

Occupational  

A large majority of anti-slavery Southerners in my sample worked either as ministers, newspaper 

editors, or educators. There were also a number of politicians. All of these occupations were 

occupations that provided opportunities to be part of a wide network.  

 Ministers, including those who attended their church, often had a large number of personal 

connections, as well as fellow ministers, with whom they met regularly at gatherings of Presbyteries 

and religious conventions. Southern anti-slavery ministers included Presbyterian David Rice, a 

native of Virginia who, born in 1733, was one of the earliest opponents of slavery in Kentucky.58 

Samuel Doak, born in 1749, was also a Virginia-born Presbyterian minister who was, like Rice, an 

early opponent of slavery in the South.59 A former slave-owner, Doak founded St Martin’s 

Academy, later known as Washington College.60 David Barrow and Carter Tarrant were Virginia-

born Baptist ministers who in 1807 formed the anti-slavery Baptist Licking Locust Association, 

which laid the foundations for the Kentucky Abolition Society, in 1808.61 Samuel Janney, a Quaker 

minister, was another Virginia-born anti-slavery activist; he helped found the anti-slavery 
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Benevolent Society of Alexandria.62 James M. Pendleton, a Baptist, James Meacham, a Methodist, 

and William Meade, an Episcopalian, were also Virginia-born anti-slavery clergymen.63 Critic of 

slavery and Presbyterian minister, Eli W. Caruthers was born in, and remained for the rest of his 

life in, North Carolina.64 Barton Warren Stone and Walter Dulany Addison were Maryland-born 

anti-slavery ministers, the former Presbyterian until he helped to form the Disciples of Christ, and 

the latter Episcopalian.65 John Parrish was a Maryland-born Quaker minister and an early opponent 

of slavery who relocated to Philadelphia.66 

Many of the individuals in my sample edited newspapers. Cassius M. Clay edited his True 

American newspaper in his home state of Lexington, Kentucky, before the anti-abolitionist 

backlash forced the paper to relocate to Cincinnati, Ohio.67 While living in Boston just before the 

outbreak of the Civil War, Moncure Conway edited the anti-slavery newspaper Commonwealth.68 

Charles Osborn edited The Philanthropist out of Mount Pleasant, Ohio until 1822.69 In 1836 James 

G. Birney began to edit a newspaper also called The Philanthropist while living in Cincinnati.70 Elihu 

Embree edited The Emancipator before his untimely death in 1820.71  

Not all of the newspapers edited by anti-slavery Southerners were specifically anti-slavery. 

Thomas Hinde edited The Fredonian while he was in Chillicothe, Ohio; it also focused on issues 
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about Native Americans.72 Joseph Evans Snodgrass was a former slaveholder from Virginia who 

edited the Baltimore Saturday Visiter [sic] in Maryland from 1842 to 1847.73 Samuel Pleasants edited 

the Virginia Gazette.74 John Hampden Pleasants edited the Richmond Whig.75 Benjamin Swaim edited 

the Southern Citizen.76  

A large number of the anti-slavery Southerners in my sample were educators. Benjamin S. 

Hedrick, born in Salisbury, North Carolina, was a chemistry professor at the University of North 

Carolina until he was controversially dismissed for announcing his intention to vote for John C. 

Frémont, the anti-slavery nominee for the Republican Party in 1856.77 Robert J. Breckinridge, 

whom Vivien Sandlund has suggested “represented the conservative wing of the American anti-

slavery movement”, taught at the Danville Theological Seminary in Kentucky.78 Henry Ruffner, 

who “called for gradual emancipation of slaves west of the Blue Ridge”, was president of 

Washington College.79 Moses Hoge was the president of Hampden-Sydney College.80 Samuel 

Doak taught at Hampden-Sydney College, and later founded Washington College Academy in 

Limestone, Tennessee.81 Robert G. Wilson was president of Ohio University.82 

A number of anti-slavery Southerners were politicians. John Randolph served in the 

United States Senate and the House of Representatives.83 James G. Birney served in both the 

Kentucky House of Representatives and the Alabama House of Representatives.84 Cassius M. Clay 
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served three terms in the Kentucky House of Representatives.85 The former planter and Virginia-

born Edward Coles moved to Illinois where he became the second governor of the state.86 Peter 

Cartwright also moved to Illinois where he served in the state legislature.87 Alexander Campbell 

served in the Ohio House of Representatives, and George C. Mendenhall served in the North 

Carolina state legislature.88  

 

Educational  

A number of anti-slavery Southerners were educated at the same few institutions, where it is 

possible they came to know each other, or were educated by the same teachers. Dickinson College 

in Carlisle, Pennsylvania had Moncure Conway and James Gilliland come through its doors.89 

Cassius M. Clay, James G. Birney, John Finley Crowe, and Alexander Campbell were all educated 

at Transylvania University in Lexington, Kentucky.90 Princeton Theological Seminary educated 

David Rice, Robert J. Breckinridge, Eli W. Caruthers, Samuel Doak, and William Meade.91 Robert 

Carter III, John H. Pleasants, and Edward Coles studied at the College of William and Mary in 

Williamsburg, Virginia.92 Hampden-Sydney College, also in Virginia, attracted James Blythe, 

Robert B. Dobbins, and Samuel Davies Hoge.93 William Birney and Cassius M. Clay both attended 
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Yale.94 Charles Fenelon Campbell, Henry Ruffner, and John D. Paxton were educated at 

Washington and Lee University in Lexington, Virginia.95 James A. Thome and William T. Allan 

were educated at both Oberlin College and Lane Seminary.96 John G. Fee was also educated at 

Lane.97  

These individuals often studied under the same educator. Samuel Doak educated a number 

of anti-slavery Southerners at St Martin’s Academy. Those educated under Doak included John 

Rankin, David Nelson, James Gallagher, Jesse Lockhart, and Gideon Blackburn.98 James A. 

Thome, son of slaveholder Arthur Thome, moved from Kentucky to study at the Lane Theological 

Seminary in Cincinnati, Ohio, before continuing on to Oberlin College.99 Thome eventually settled 

just outside of Cleveland as minister at the Presbyterian Church in Brooklyn, Ohio.100 William T. 

Allan was another “Lane Rebel”, the name given to a group of students who began studying at the 

Lane Seminary but who, like Thome, moved to Oberlin as a result of the hostility being directed 

towards student anti-slavery activity at Lane. Allan was born to a slave-owning family in Tennessee, 

although he spent most of his childhood in Huntsville, Alabama.101  

 

Conclusion  

A few discernible patterns have emerged from this sample. Firstly, the anti-slavery Southerners in 

my sample were most likely to have been born in the Upper South, especially in the states of 

Virginia and North Carolina. More than half of the individuals in my sample relocated away from 
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the South. While there were a few individuals who moved to the North-East, the majority of the 

individuals in my sample moved to the states of the Old North-West. The most popular state was 

Ohio, followed by Illinois, and Indiana. They were most often a minister, and a Presbyterian 

minister at that. If not a minister, they were most likely to be in another public profession, such as 

a newspaper editor or an educator. What is evident is that those analysed in my sample came from 

all walks of Southern life, from someone like Cassius M. Clay, born into one of the wealthiest 

planter families in Kentucky, to someone like James Gilliland, a small-town Presbyterian minister 

from North Carolina.  

While it is difficult to know for certain whether or not a number of commonalities, such 

as attending the same school, or living close to one another, meant that particular anti-slavery 

Southerners in my sample knew other activists personally, scholars such as Alan Lester and Tracey 

Banivanua Mar have noted the importance of not neglecting possible links in favour of those 

personal connections that are more easily certifiable. While they may have lost a number of 

connections by moving away from the South, these anti-slavery activists would have likely 

constructed new networks following their relocation North. Thus while chapter four examines 

these “hard-wired networks”, this chapter has demonstrated that there were possibly many more 

associations that existed between the anti-slavery Southerners that I have examined in my sample. 
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Chapter Two: The Distinct Rhetoric of Anti-Slavery Southerners and the White Southern 
Testimony 

 

Over an eighteen-day period in February, 1834, the students of Lane Theological Seminary in 

Ohio, led by renowned abolitionist Theodore Weld, debated the issue of slavery. In attendance 

were anti-slavery Southerners John Rankin, Jesse Lockhart, and James Gilliland, each of whom 

had relocated to Ohio.1 Also in attendance was William T. Allan, who had been born to a 

slaveholding family in Tennessee in 1810, but who had spent most of his childhood in Huntsville, 

Alabama.2 During the debates, Allan described to his peers an incident of brutality towards a slave 

that he had witnessed at a young age, one that was permanently seared into his memory: 

A bricklayer, a neighbor of ours, owned a very smart young negro man, 

who ran away; but was caught. When his master got home, he stripped 

him naked, tied him up by his hands, in plain sight … so high that his feet 

could not touch the ground … he took a paddle, bored full of holes, and 

commenced beating him with it … at night his flesh was literally pounded 

to jelly …3  

That “no one took any notice of it. No one thought any wrong was done” shocked Allan.4 

Witnessing this event motivated him to relocate to Ohio to advocate the immediate abolition of 

slavery. 

This chapter examines the distinctiveness of Southern-born anti-slavery campaigners, both 

from their own point of view, and that of wider anti-slavery circles. In the first section of this 

chapter I look at how anti-slavery Southerners talked about their experiences with slavery. White 

anti-slavery Southerners had the capacity to act as “witnesses” to the cruelties of slavery that they 

had observed in the South. This white Southern testimony to slavery was especially crucial at this 
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time, as the testimonies of former slaves were often considered as “invalid”, as pro-slavery 

advocates argued that the interference of anti-slavery activists in these narratives meant that they 

could not be taken at face-value. I also look at how anti-slavery Southerners represented 

themselves. Did they continue to identify themselves as Southerners? If so, how did Southern-born 

opponents of slavery deploy their Southern background within their anti-slavery rhetoric?  

In the second part of this chapter I examine how anti-slavery Southerners were described 

in the wider American anti-slavery discourse. Were anti-slavery Southerners featured prominently 

in Northern newspapers, both anti-slavery and more general? How were the experiences of anti-

slavery Southerners portrayed by Northern anti-slavery activists? What sort of evidence did the 

cases of harsh treatment of anti-slavery Southerners in the South provide the wider anti-slavery 

movement? 

This chapter argues that, as a result of their familiarity with the institution of slavery, anti-

slavery Southerners had their own particular rhetoric and authority that was immensely valuable 

to wider anti-slavery movements. The recurrence of graphic stories of violence towards slaves in 

the rhetoric of anti-slavery Southerners, which were often central to the way these individuals 

explained the origins of their hatred of slavery, reinforces the importance that was placed on 

actually witnessing the harsh realities of Southern slavery, an ability that, as scholars such as Aileen 

Kraditor have argued, most Northern anti-slavery campaigners notably lacked.5 Jeannine 

DeLombard has noted that “former slaves like Frederick Douglass and Harriet Jacobs portrayed 

themselves as ‘eye-witness[es] to the cruelty’ of slavery and their narratives as ‘testimony’ to ‘what 

slavery really is’”.6 Being an “eye-witness to the cruelty” of slavery is where, DeLombard has 

argued, former slaves could draw their “authorial identity”.7  
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However, the testimonies of former slaves were often considered as misleading. John 

Blassingame, in his exceptional edited collection Slave Testimony, has noted that “the slave had few 

opportunities to tell what it meant to be a chattel”, as “the antebellum narratives were frequently 

dictated to and written by whites”, who often distorted the voice of the slave to align with their 

own anti-slavery agenda.8 Stephen H. Browne has suggested that Theodore Weld, in his renowned 

American Slavery as it is: Testimony of a Thousand Witnesses, focused his attention on the word of white 

Americans as he worried that “slave testimony would doom the work as unreliable”.9 Weld’s focus 

on white testimony, as opposed to the testimony of former slaves, reinforces the greater, yet 

inherently unjust, credibility that was paid to white “witnesses” of slavery.   

The authority of white Southern testimony was further validated by the rhetoric of anti-

slavery activists such as William Lloyd Garrison and Wendell Phillips, who celebrated those who 

turned against the majority in their home states and spoke out publicly against slavery. Anti-slavery 

campaigners also emphasised the suppression of the anti-slavery opinions of Southerners in their 

home states to highlight the hypocrisy of certain states in disallowing free speech in a nation that 

took pride in its status as a global beacon of “freedom”.  

 

The Testimony of White Southern “Witnesses” to Slavery  

One of the most valuable contributions anti-slavery Southerners could make to the wider 

campaign for emancipation was the testimony of their personal observations of the cruel inner 

workings of slavery that they had witnessed in the South. As Kraditor has highlighted, “the 

abolitionist movement comprised mainly white men and women, most of whom had never been 

to the South”.10 Browne has also noted that “all the martyrs and prophets, speeches, tracts, and 

fairs could not hide the fact that most Northerners were, wilfully or otherwise, ignorant of the 
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realities of slave life”.11 As many anti-slavery Southerners had grown up witnessing slavery, either 

on plantations owned by their families, or perhaps those of their neighbours or other townspeople, 

they could provide a familiarity with slavery that Northerners did not, and, more importantly, 

could not possess.  

While scholars such as Frances Smith Foster and Dwight A. McBridge have examined the 

concept of witnessing slavery as it related to former slaves and their testimonies, there is very little 

existing scholarship that looks at white anti-slavery Southerners as “witnesses”.12 Browne briefly 

discusses the concept of white Southern anti-slavery testimony in his work on Angelina Grimké’s 

rhetoric. Browne has suggested that for Angelina, a native of South Carolina, “to be a witness in 

this sense was not to assume a role or adopt a vocabulary; it was above all a way of being”.13 In 

other words, her testimony was inherently defined by her status as a native Southerner. 

Often these testimonies against slavery accompanied the explanation for the development 

of the anti-slavery views of a Southerner, as one of the reasons most commonly given by anti-

slavery Southerners for their dislike of slavery was witnessing cruel scenes of violence towards 

slaves. Levi Coffin, born in 178 in New Garden, North Carolina, renowned for his leadership in 

the Underground Railroad, recalled in his autobiography that “both my parents and grandparents 

were opposed to slavery … and all were friends of the oppressed”.14 Coffin dated his own 

“conversion to Abolitionism from an incident which occurred when I was about seven years old. 

It made a deep and lasting impression on my mind”.15 He described the incident, when he and his 

father had come across a “coffle of slaves … chained in couples on each side of a long chain which 

extended between them”.16 When asked why they were chained, one of the slaves told Levi’s father 
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that “they have taken us away from our wives and children, and they chain us lest we should make 

our escape and go back to them”.17 Levi recalled that “the thought arose in my mind – how terribly 

we should feel if father were taken were taken away from us”.18 Coffin eventually migrated to 

Cincinnati, Ohio, to escape the grasp of slavery.  

While growing up, Sarah and Angelina Grimké witnessed gruesome scenes of violence 

towards slaves in their home state of South Carolina, scenes which contributed to their dislike of 

slavery. One day, after “accidently witnessing the whipping” of a slave, Sarah ran out of her house 

weeping, only to be found by her nurse down at the wharf “begging a sea captain to take her away 

to some place where such things were not done”.19 Angelina “testified” against slavery in her 

husband Theodore Weld’s American Slavery as it is, describing some of the horrible scenes of slavery 

she had witnessed as a child. She recalled one instance in Charleston when she had seen “one poor 

[slave] girl … who was accordingly stripped naked and whipped”.20 The girl showed Angelina the 

“deep gashes on her back … large pieces of flesh had actually been cut out by the torturing lash”.21 Angelina 

recorded a similar incident in her diary. Her brother Henry’s slave had run away, after Henry had 

threatened him with a whipping. Angelina told her brother that he was treating the young slave 

boy just as badly as he treated his horse, to which Henry replied that he would never treat his horse 

like that, a response which shocked Angelina.22 Following this incident, Angelina wrote in her 

diary:  

O who could paint the horrors of slavery & yet so hard is the natural heart 

that I am continually told that their situation is very good much better than 

that of their owners, how strange that any one should believe such an 

absurdity or try to make others credit it …23    
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Both Angelina and Sarah felt too strongly about slavery to remain in its midst, and they both 

relocated to Philadelphia.  

Alabama-born William T. Allan also contributed his observations of the atrocities of 

slavery that motivated his abolitionism to Weld’s American Slavery as it is: 

I was born and have lived most of my life in the slave states, mainly in the 

village of Huntsville, Alabama … I seldom went to a plantation, and as my 

visits were confined almost exclusively to the families of professing 

Christians, my personal knowledge of slavery, was consequently a 

knowledge of its fairest side … 24  

Despite the fact that he believed the slavery that surrounded him to be relatively mild in form, 

Allan shared his experiences of witnessing cruelty towards slaves, referring to the actions of one 

particular overseer of a plantation opposite his home in Huntsville. Allan had “often seen him 

flogging the slaves in the field, and [had] often heard their cries. Sometimes, too, I have met them 

with the tears streaming down their faces, and the marks of the whip, (‘whelks,’) on their bare 

necks and shoulders”.25 Graphic descriptions of violence towards slaves were a common feature 

of Northern anti-slavery activism. However, the weight of these scenes of violence had much 

greater impact when coming from those who had been born in the South and had been surrounded 

by the everyday cruel realities of slavery while growing up.  

Weld’s American Slavery as it is, which was co-edited by his wife Angelina Grimké and their 

friend, Kentucky-born James A. Thome, capitalised on the value of white Southern testimony 

through the graphic re-telling of their experiences with slavery. Browne has noted that Weld’s was 

“the largest-selling antislavery tract in American history … within a year sales hit 100,000”.26 By 

publishing the testimonies of white Southerners who had lived amongst slavery, rather than the 

slaves themselves, Weld was, Browne suggests, transposing the “moral authority to represent 
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slavery… from the voiceless onto those who have seen”.27 Robert Abzug has posited that Weld 

had the “idea that the slaveholder might be hanged by his own words … [that] the testimony of 

those who had viewed slavery personally might provide the most telling case against bondage”.28  

 

The Duty of Anti-Slavery Southerners  

Personally witnessing cruelties against slaves instilled the belief in many anti-slavery Southerners 

that it was their duty to testify against the harrowing system of slavery. Shari Goldberg has 

suggested that what qualified Frederick Douglass’s speeches and writings as testimonies was a 

belief in his “obligation to deliver them,” and the same was true for white anti-slavery 

Southerners.29 Kentucky Presbyterian minister John G. Fee firmly believed that, as a Southerner, 

it was his duty to dedicate his “life to the work of preaching the gospel of love to all men, designed 

to remove that common enemy of religion, of virtue, of knowledge, and of human happiness – 

slavery”.30 He believed that, because “God had thrown my lot in the land of slavery, and made me 

acquainted with its workings”, he was uniquely qualified to write an anti-slavery manual, one which 

gave “a concise yet comprehensive Bible argument showing slavery to be a sin; and one that we can 

put in the hands of every man in the South”.31  

Angelina Grimké felt a similar duty as a Southerner. Browne has argued that Angelina’s 

“Southern origins, her acute awareness of Carolinian culture and its power in shaping self, family, 

and community, presented to this spiritual exile an inescapable inheritance,” or in other words, a 

duty to speak out against slavery.32 On February 21, 1838, Angelina addressed the Massachusetts 

Legislature on the topic of slavery and made reference to this sense of duty. By then Angelina was 
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a well-known abolitionist in the North, following the publication of a letter she had written to 

William Lloyd Garrison in The Liberator. She declared to the crowd at the Massachusetts State 

Legislature:  

I stand before you as a Southerner, exiled from the land of my birth, by 

the sound of the lash, and the piteous cry of the slave. I stand before you 

as a repentant slaveholder … I feel that I owe it to the suffering slave, and 

to the deluded master, to my country and the world, to do all that I can to 

overturn a system of complicated crimes, built up upon the broken hearts 

and prostrate bodies of my countrymen in chains, and cemented by the 

blood and sweat and tears of my sisters in bonds …33  

A few months later, on May 16, 1838, Angelina gave another public address, this time at 

Pennsylvania Hall. She professed that “as a Southerner I feel that it is my duty to stand up here 

tonight and bear testimony against slavery. I have seen it… I know it has horrors that can never 

be described. I was brought up under its wing”.34 Angelina had been trying to imbue in her 

audience the idea that only one who had been raised in the South could truly understand the 

horrors and inner workings of slavery, and thus she believed it was her duty to speak out against 

it.  

In a letter published in July, 1837 in The Liberator, abolitionist Henry C. Wright affirmed 

that both Grimké sisters felt it was “their duty as Southerners to endeavour to disabuse the North 

on the false views on the subject of American slavery”.35 In An Epistle to the Clergy of the Southern 

States, published in 1836, Sarah Grimké referred to the duty that she believed she owed “as a 

Southerner to every class of the community of which I was once a party”.36 She made another 
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reference to this duty in her brother-in-law Theodore Weld’s American Slavery as it is, as she 

described an account of the horrors she had experienced while living in the South amidst slavery: 

the sound of the lash and the shrieks of tortured victims, I would gladly 

bury in oblivion the re-collection of those scenes with which I have been 

familiar … I feel impelled by a sacred sense of duty, by my obligations to 

my country, by sympathy for the bleeding victims of tyranny and just, to 

give my testimony respecting the system of American slavery, - to detail a 

few facts, most of which came under my personal observation …37  

An excerpt from William Lloyd Garrison’s memoir, published in the Anti-Slavery Bugle on March 

26, 1847, notes a recognition by Garrison of the “duty that called” Angelina and Sarah Grimké “to 

speak publicly on the subject of Slavery … and consequently [they] began to travel, and deliver 

their public testimony, both as Christian women and repentant slaveholders, against the 

enslavement of any portion of the human race”.38 

The common use of the word “testimony” reveals a connection between the value of a 

white anti-slavery Southerner to the wider anti-slavery cause and what Jeannine DeLombard has 

labelled “juridical rhetoric”.39 DeLombard has argued that “figuring slavery as a crime, those who 

conjured this tribunal consistently portrayed slaveholders as perpetrators and defendants, slaves 

as victims and witnesses, white abolitionists as advocates for the slave, and the American reading 

public as a court of public opinion”.40  

This juridical language can be found in the anti-slavery rhetoric of Moncure Conway. In 

Testimonies Concerning Slavery, Conway made note of the fact that he hoped that “the testimony of 

one who has passed twenty-three years in the Slave States may contribute something toward that 

healthier public opinion which is necessary to a right dealing with the issues which must be 
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perpetually evolved in the struggle between Slavery and Freedom”, and that he would “take the 

stand as a witness”.41 In his role as a Southern-born “witness” to the evils of slavery, Conway 

detailed instances of particular cruelty that he hoped might stir sympathy for the anti-slavery cause, 

such as one case of slaves suspected of poisoning their master:  

There was not the slightest evidence to show that the women had made 

any such attempt … when he left the courtroom … he took the women 

to a cart, in which they had been brought to the court-house; there he 

bound their ankles and wrists, and bound them to each other … [he] began 

to beat and lacerate the backs of these women frightfully …42  

Conway also described the process of the selling of slaves, how “nothing could be sadder than the 

scene in any household … as a hen gathers her chickens when the hawk is seen … so do the slave-

mothers gather their little ones … [but] from under beds and from closets they are dragged, and 

priced before the parents’ eye”.43 Such emotive, visual language from a witness was a key tactic in 

anti-slavery activism, employed to draw sympathy from both Northern audiences, to implore them 

to increase pressure on the South to eradicate slavery, and from Southern audiences, to persuade 

them of the evils of slavery.  

Anti-slavery Southerners also conveyed the sense that they were personally suffering by 

having to witness such cruel scenes. Speaking at the anniversary of the American Anti-Slavery 

Society in 1839, Tennessee-born John Rankin said: “We feel the hand of oppression not only upon 

the slave, but upon ourselves. Where I live, my soul is harrowed continually with the cruelties 

committed in sight of my house, where slavery exists in its mildest form. There, slavery has 

sometimes caused our town to go in mourning”.44 The Vermont Union Whig reported that Rankin 
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went on to “relate the case of a slave ferryman, who was suddenly and without warning or 

preparation, sold for $750, by his master, to go ‘down the river,’ after having agreed to set him 

free, and the money had been raised for the purpose, because an opportunity of getting $200 more, 

so that he was separated from his wife and children”.45  

 

Political Self Representation 

In order to bolster their status as “witnesses” to slavery, anti-slavery Southerners emphasised their 

status as “citizens” of the South. John G. Fee identified himself in An Anti-Slavery Manual “as a 

citizen of the South … one who has been born and reared in the midst of Slavery, as one who has 

lived and labored along with slaves from infancy to manhood, and who has seen slavery in its 

working from its Northern to its Southern boundary”.46 Fee, born in 1816 in Bracken County, 

Kentucky, was the son of a slaveholder, however his father was not ardently pro-slavery, as he 

believed that “the effects of slavery were bad; that it was a hindrance to social and national 

prosperity”.47 Fee attended the Lane Theological Seminary in 1842, and noted in his autobiography 

that his “brethren became deeply interested in me as a native of Kentucky and in view of my 

relation to the slave system, my father being a slaveholder”.48  

Other Southern-born anti-slavery campaigners also continued to identify as Southerners. 

William Henry Brisbane spoke at the Ninth Annual Meeting of the Western Anti-Slavery Society 

in August 1851, giving what the Anti-Slavery Bugle described as “a most eloquent and effective 

address”.49 Brisbane acknowledged the fact that he stood there “an exile from [his] native land – 

exiled for opinion”, and discussed how he felt towards the label under which he was introduced, 

as “a Carolinian”.50 Despite the fact that he felt that “the government of my native State, is more 
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despotic than that which sustains Russian serfdom”, he continued that he “love[d] the spot where 

[he] was born, and therefore … shall not repudiate the name of Carolinian”.51 Brisbane again 

defended his home state of South Carolina in a letter published in The Liberator in May, 1857 and 

addressed to Sherman Booth, who had been persecuted for his involvement in assisting fugitive 

slaves. Brisbane wrote to Booth: 

I am a native Carolinian, and however I hate her system of human 

bondage, that fastens with stronger fetters than those of iron her proudest 

citizens as well as ablest slaves, I am proud that I can pledge my word for 

her. That she would never so sink her State sovereignty as to allow a 

master even from the State of Georgia to have the Fugitive Slave 

enactment of the Federal Government to be executed in her borders …52  

Such a fondness for the South is also visible in Benjamin S. Hedrick’s defence of his views on 

slavery, as he contended that as he was: 

born in the good old North State, I cherish a love for her and her people 

that I bear to no other State or people. It will ever be my sincere wish to 

advance her interests. I also love the Union of the States, secured as it was 

by the blood and toil of my ancestors; and whatever influence I possess, 

though small it may be, shall be exerted for its preservation …53 

During a speech given at the anniversary of the American Anti-Slavery Society in 1839, The Vermont 

Union Whig reported that John Rankin had contended that there was “no person [who] has more 

kindly feelings towards the slaveholding South than myself. There my friends and kindred dwell… 

I speak the language of the South, when they speak candidly”.54 
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Anti-slavery Southerners also highlighted that the continuation of slavery on American soil 

meant the increasing moral decay of the South, and thus they stressed that their anti-slavery activity 

was actually beneficial to the South. Daniel R. Goodloe made such a claim while outlining his 

reasons for opposing the introduction of slavery into Kansas. Goodloe was a North Carolinian by 

birth, born in Louisburg in 1814.55 His mother was the daughter of a slaveholder who ran a 

plantation in Granville County, North Carolina.56 In his pamphlet Is it expedient to Introduce Slavery 

into Kansas? A Tract for the Times, he highlighted the fact that he, as “a southern man,” had witnessed 

the effects of slavery “in retarding the prosperity of [his] native State, and of the whole South,” 

and therefore he was “opposed to its introduction into Kansas”.57 Sometime between 1849 and 

1850, Goodloe sent a piece he had written to Lyndon Swaim, an editor of the Guilford County, 

North Carolina Greensboro Patriot, saying that, as a result of the “deep interest [he felt] in the welfare 

of [his] native state”, he had “enclosed observations with the means of improving the condition 

of North Carolina, and of infusing into it some of the life and enterprise which in the Northern 

states”.58 Most anti-slavery Southerners did not intend for their condemnation of slavery to cause 

harm to the South; rather, they aimed to assist in the release of the South from the tyrannical 

stronghold of slaveholders. 

Cassius M. Clay highlighted that he was a native Southerner during a speech given in 1844 

to bolster his opposition to the annexation of Texas: 

I stand here as a citizen of Kentucky, and of the United States, a 

Southerner in birth, association and feeling, and united irrevocably in the 

destiny which awaits us all in common; yet I trust that if I know myself, I 

shall this night rise superior to the trammels of party, and feel and speak 
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only as an American, not knowing the faint lines of separation between 

Whig and Democrat, or the more miserable distinction between the North 

and the South…59 

Clay continued that “as a southern man, and in behalf of the south, I call upon the gentleman to 

know who has authorized him to place our safety upon any such self-destroying ground as he has 

assumed?”60 H. Edward Richardson has noted that Clay’s opposition to the expansion of slavery 

into Texas stemmed from a belief that “the Texas question was simply a scheme to extend slavery 

and to gain congressional leverage for slaveholding interests”.61  

Southern critics of slavery highlighted the fact that they had loved ones still in the South 

as evidence that those who worked for the abolition of slavery did not desire to see any bloodshed 

in the South, which slaveholders often accused them of wanting to incite. In 1836, Angelina 

Grimké published Appeal to the Christian Women of the South, in which she responded to the 

commonly-held belief, especially in the South, that anti-slavery activists and societies were 

“insurrectionary and mischievous, fanatical and dangerous”, that “they publish the most 

abominable untruths, and that they are endeavouring to excite rebellions at the South”.62 She 

emphasised that her “dearest relatives are now in a slave State” as a means of challenging the 

stigma that surrounded anti-slavery activists at the time, that they were encouraging violent slave 

rebellion.63 With her loved ones in the South, she implored her readers to question if they could 

“believe that [she] would prove so recreant to the feelings of a daughter and a sister, as to join a 

society which was seeking to overthrow slavery by falsehood, bloodshed and murder?”64  
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Angelina’s Appeal was, unsurprisingly, poorly received in the South. The North Carolina 

Fayetteville Weekly Observer reported of the tract that “the author appears to have been once a citizen 

of S. Carolina, but now of Philadelphia, and a member of the mischief-making society; and her appeal 

is to her relatives and friends of the Christian women of the South”.65 The newspaper suggested 

that Angelina’s Appeal was “a silly piece of sophistry, containing some barefaced falsehoods, and 

much of that vain assumption of knowledge”, and implored their audiences to commit her work 

“to the flames”.66  

Angelina also deployed her familiarity with the South to repudiate claims that anti-slavery 

activity was tolerated in the South. In Essays on Slavery and Abolitionism with Reference to the Duty of 

American Females, Catherine E. Beecher had suggested that “before the Abolition movements 

commenced, both northern and southern men expressed their views freely at the South”.67 In a 

set of letters published in 1838 in reply to Beecher, Angelina challenged this claim, denying that it 

had been possible for her, in her personal experience “as a southerner,” to “express [her] views 

freely on the abominations of slavery, without exciting anger”.68 Angelina noted that she “never 

could talk against slavery without making [her] friends angry”.69 In 1837 Angelina published An 

Appeal to the Women of the Nominally Free States, in which she asked:  

How, then, can our opponents say, that the cause of emancipation has 

been rolled back by us [abolitionists]? … When was it ever forward? As a 

southerner, I repeat my solemn conviction, from my own experience … that 

it never was forward …70  
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Angelina’s comments were a response to the claim made by slaveholders, as well as early 

historians of slavery such as Ulrich B. Phillips, that the institution of slavery would have gradually 

died out in the South if not for the emergence of aggressive immediatism in the 1830s, which they 

argue resulted in the decline of Southern anti-slavery activity. On the other hand, Kenneth Stampp 

has argued that “it is doubtful whether the Abolitionists caused many Southern opponents of 

slavery to reconsider their position”.71 Rather, Stampp has suggested that “the most significant 

result of the rise of the Garrisonian movement, as far as the South was concerned, was the fact 

that it provided the pro-slavery element with a vast amount of political capital”.72 I strongly agree 

with Stampp’s assertion that slavery would not have died out naturally in the South.  

Hinton Rowan Helper hoped that his status as an anti-slavery Southerner meant that his 

The Impending Crisis of the South would be well circulated throughout the United States, and that 

those still living in the South would read his work. Helper trusted “that my friends and fellow 

citizens of the South will read this book – nay, proud as any Southerner though I am, I entreat, I 

beg of them to do so”.73 He hoped that his Southern background would encourage Southern 

readers to “receive it... in a reasonable and friendly spirit, and that they will read it and reflect upon 

it as an honest and faithful endeavor… by one who naturally comes within the pale of their own 

sympathies”.74  

Benjamin S. Hedrick wrote to Helper on October 27, 1856, noting that he hoped that “as 

a native North Carolinian…you will be able to give the timorous of the North a correct 

understanding of the case as regards the South”.75 David Brown has argued that, despite the fact 

that he “wrote one of the best-selling abolitionist works of nonfiction, rivalled only by the novel 

Uncle Tom’s Cabin in terms of its national impact”, Helper “never wavered in his commitment to 
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the South”.76 “From Helper’s perspective”, Brown has suggested, “he wrote in the best interests 

of his native region and looked to reform, not abandon, his homeland”.77  

 In their attempts to influence politics on matters such as the territorial expansion of the 

United States, to prove the safety of emancipation, and to highlight that the South was not tolerant 

of any “free speech” when it came to criticism of slavery, the Southern background of these 

individuals was a crucial part of their rhetoric.  

 

Northern Validation of the White Southern Testimony 

The Northern press, especially anti-slavery newspapers, were keenly aware of the value of a 

Southern voice to the anti-slavery cause, and the way they talked about anti-slavery Southerners 

provided validation for the authority of the white Southern testimony against slavery. In response 

to Angelina Grimké’s exchange with Catherine E. Beecher, The Liberator commented in November 

1837 that “in all that relates to the South, no testimony could be more conclusive and 

unexceptionable than that of the Misses Grimké. There are a thousand at the South who dare not 

speak out their honest convictions on the subject. Miss Grimké should be considered their mouth-

piece and representative”.78  

 While advertising William Henry Brisbane’s book, Slaveholding Examined in the Light of the 

Holy Bible, in September 1847, the Pennsylvania Freeman reported that “the book possesses peculiar 

value, as it is the testimony of a Southern man, who was, for many years, a slaveholder”.79 In April 

1840, The Emancipator reported on an anti-slavery meeting held at a church in Cincinnati, at which 

Brisbane, who was speaking at the meeting, had been the main “point of attraction”.80 According 

to the report, there was much interest in the “native of South Carolina”, with “a large number of 
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listeners … congregated about the doors”.81 In that same issue, The Emancipator described 

Brisbane’s speech at the Ladies Anti-Slavery Society of Cincinnati in 1840 as “a most eloquent and 

powerful address … delivered as it was, with all the pathos and ardent energy which are apt to 

distinguish the efforts of Southern speakers”.82 The Boston Recorder reprinted Brisbane’s speech at 

the Ladies Anti-Slavery Society, and prefaced it with a note that “the following narrative of the 

exercises of his mind, on the subject of slaveholding, will be interesting and instructive to Northern 

Christians, because it gives us an insight into the conscientious slaveholder’s ‘inner man’”.83  

Advertising former Virginia slaveholder John D. Paxton’s Letters on Slavery in June 1833, 

The Liberator emphasised that the author was “a native of Virginia, born, educated and connected 

with slave-drivers; who finally, some years ago, emancipated his own slaves”.84 The article 

continued that it was “worthy of notice again that these pictures of society among the slave-drivers 

are not the delineations of northern firebrands, nor incendiary enthusiasts, nor ‘fanatics with more 

blood than brains,’ but of a Virginian!”85 Originally a colonizationist, Paxton noted in Letters on Slavery 

that he had come to realise “the moral evil of slavery, and the duty of Christians to let no selfish 

interest prolong the sin and injustice”.86 

In his review of Hinton Rowan Helper’s The Impending Crisis of the South, noted Northern 

anti-slavery activist Wendell Phillips commented in 1857 that “from any pen, such a work would 

be valuable; from a Southerner, it is an event”.87 Also on the topic of The Impending Crisis, The Boston 

Daily Traveller reported that “of all the works … this must be held as the most remarkable. It is as 

strong an Anti-Slavery work as we have seen, and yet it is from the pen of a Southerner, who writes 

from large experience, a full mind, and a benevolent spirit”.88  
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In October, 1852, the Anti-Slavery Bugle reported that South Carolina-born John C. 

Vaughan had spoken to crowds in the Ohio cities of New Lisbon and Salem on the cruelties of 

slavery.89 The newspaper noted that Vaughan “gave his audience a clear insight into the workings 

of the system in the slave states, especially upon the non-slaveholding whites. He dealt in a class 

of facts derived principally from his own observation and which did not fail to create and deepen 

an intelligent abhorrence of the system”.90 That Vaughan had “deepened” his audience’s 

understanding of the institution of slavery through his own personal “observation” suggests that, 

by emphasising his Southernness, his testimony had achieved its intended effect.  

Following his death in November, 1857, The Liberator published a tribute to renowned anti-

slavery activist James G. Birney. Garrison’s newspaper wrote of the distinctiveness of Birney as an 

opponent of slavery:  

The fact that he was of Southern birth – a ripe scholar and a prominent 

member of the bar – a repentant slaveholder, and one who had filled 

various public stations of trust and honor – and also that, for his fidelity 

to his conscience, and his humanity to his slaves, he was compelled to 

leave Kentucky, because his life was constantly imperilled, and to seek a 

home in the North – all these things served to give him special conspicuity, 

and to make him Freedom’s ‘bright particular star’…91 

The uniqueness, as well as the value of former slaveholders turned anti-slavery activists is deeply 

evident in this obituary for Birney.  

 

Highlighting the Despotic Nature of the South  

Northern anti-slavery advocates highlighted pro-slavery attacks on anti-slavery Southerners as a 

way to paint the South as a despotic land, one that had more in common with the autocratic states 
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of Europe than with the free, industrial North. A number of anti-slavery Southerners were subject 

to anti-abolitionist violence. John G. Fee was the victim of mob violence in 1846 in Kentucky, and 

he later took his attacker to court. The trial was overseen by a slave-holding judge, who, although 

believing that slavery was sanctioned by the Bible, also believed that “free speech must be had” 

and fined Fee’s attacker.92 In September, 1860, Tennessee-born Methodist minister Anthony 

Bewley was murdered by a mob of slavery supporters in Texas. The Anti-Slavery Bugle reported that 

“the said Mr. Bewley was followed to the vicinity of Springfield, Mo., taken and brought back to 

Fort Worth, and on 13 September, 1860 was hung on the same limb of the tree on which Mr. 

Crawford had been hung before”.93 The newspaper was referring to William H. Crawford, another 

suspected “abolitionist” who had been hanged in August.94 Daniel Worth was arrested in his home 

state of North Carolina for distributing copies of Helper’s The Impending Crisis of the South.95  

The controversy surrounding dismissed UNC chemistry professor Benjamin S. Hedrick 

was heavily featured in the Northern press. The Anti-Slavery Bugle republished an article from Pitts 

Gazette in October, 1856, which reported that Hedrick was a “native of North Carolina, but that 

makes no difference; he does not worship the idol, Slavery, and he must be exiled. All this happens 

in a country calling itself free; and a party calling itself democratic is striving to force this system 

of terror over all our national territories”.96 By portraying cases such as Hedrick’s as autocratic and 

a suppression of free speech, Northern newspapers were able to condemn the hypocritical 

tendencies of the South in continuing the practice of slaveholding in a nation that prided itself on 

its republican qualities, and which had implemented a legal provision for freedom of speech 

through the passing of the First Amendment in the Bill of Rights in 1791. Michael Kent Curtis has 

noted that “response to attacks on antislavery speech played a prominent role in the movement to 

                                                      
92 Fee, Autobiography of John G. Fee, 46. 
93 Anti-Slavery Bugle, November 10, 1860. 
94 The Baltimore Sun, August 14, 1860. 
95 Noble J. Tolbert, “Daniel Worth: Tar Heel Abolitionist,” The North Carolina Historical Review 39, No. 3 (July 1962): 
294.  
96 Anti-Slavery Bugle, October 25, 1856.  



 61 

a national view of free speech,” and that the “struggles for free speech helped shape the Fourteenth 

Amendment”.97  

Comparisons to European tyranny and despotism were commonplace in the rhetoric 

surrounding Hedrick’s case. In November, 1856, the Poughkeepsie Journal likened the situation 

involving Hedrick in North Carolina to one of European despotism, suggesting that “such is 

Southern liberality, no more freedom of opinion or of discussion being allowed there than in 

Austria or Russia”.98 In January, 1857, The Anti-Slavery Bugle commented that exiling a “man of 

science, disengaged from parties, merely because he uttered opinions in favor of freedom is a thing 

unheard of out of Austria or Russia”.99 The Green Mountain Freeman reported in March, 1860 that:  

the South is banishing her own best citizens, for expressing their own 

honest convictions. Mr. Helper has been driven from his native State, for 

writing one of the most valuable books that this age has produced. 

Professor Hedrick was banished for voting with his party … Even the few 

ministers in the South who are disposed to preach ‘the liberty with which 

Christ makes us free’ are driven from their parishes and homes, and Rev. 

Daniel Worth, Rev. John G. Fee, Rev. J. A. R. Rogers and others, are now 

in prison or exile, for their faithfulness to Christ’s oppressed poor …100  

In a letter published in The Anti-Slavery Bugle in July, 1854, Angelina Grimké echoed these 

sentiments when she asked if American slavery could be considered “better than the serfdom of 

Europe? Is the Autocrat of Russia any more bent upon the murder of liberty in the East than the 

Slaveholder is in the West?”101  
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The case of Wesleyan Methodist minister Daniel Worth also received substantial attention 

in the Northern press. Worth was arrested and held in the Guilford County Jail just before 

Christmas, 1859, for circulating copies of Helper’s The Impending Crisis of the South, considered by 

Southerners as a highly incendiary publication due to its harsh condemnation of slavery. Michael 

Kent Curtis has argued that Daniel Worth should have had “substantial reason for concern” in 

spreading anti-slavery materials, as at this point in time “the intellectual quarantine in North 

Carolina became ever more strict”.102 Worth was born in North Carolina, however he emigrated 

with his family to Randolph County, Indiana in 1822, not to return to North Carolina until 1857.103 

Worth was born in Guilford County, notable for its large Quaker population. His emigration 

North was part of a much wider Quaker movement away from the South, a result of their 

discomfort with slavery. Noble J. Tolbert notes that, while in Indiana, Worth was heavily involved 

in both the Wesleyan Methodist Church and anti-slavery efforts, becoming the president of the 

newly-formed State Anti-Slavery Society of Indiana in 1840.104 He later moved to Ohio, followed 

by Kentucky, where he worked alongside other Southern-born critics of slavery, such as John G. 

Fee and Cassius M. Clay.105 

In February, 1860, The Anti-Slavery Bugle reprinted a piece written by Worth’s son William, 

in which he declared that his father, despite the fact that he had been “born on Southern soil,” 

had been: 

made a sacrifice on the altar of American Slavery. North Carolina, today, 

punishes her citizens for asserting the doctrines held by the founders of 

this Republic, and for practically carrying out the doctrines of Christianity 

… If liberty of speech and thought are to be annihilated, let it be known 

to what agency we owe the state of things …106  
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The Anti-Slavery Bugle reported again on the harsh treatment of Worth in May, 1860, highlighting 

the tyrannical nature of the South by asking “will the people of N.C. long continue to be so 

inconsistent, cruel, suicidal? But inconsistency seems to be the order of the day, for while the head 

of the Catholic Church, Pope Leo X, declared long since that ‘not only the Christian religion, but 

nature itself cried out against the state of slavery’”.107  

 Worth believed that the treatment he received would cause North Carolina a great shame. 

While in Syracuse, New York, in August, 1860, Worth wrote to his wife Huldah that “North 

Carolina has earned for herself an immortality of contempt and scorn by her treatment of me. 

More than fifty thousand men & women of the north have heard my narrative … [they] have felt 

the most utter contempt for a state which could treat her native born … in such manner”.108  

 

Conclusion 

While it may be unsurprising that the Southern background of Southern-born opponents of slavery 

was central to their anti-slavery rhetoric, this chapter has demonstrated how this background was 

actually deployed both by them, as well as in wider anti-slavery circles. Witnessing the cruelties of 

slavery instilled in anti-slavery Southerners the idea that it was their duty to speak out and testify 

against slavery, a testimony that was given more credibility than those of former slaves. Their 

testimonies were further served by their insistence on their genuine concern for their former 

homeland. Anti-slavery Southerners, or, more precisely, the often harsh experiences of anti-slavery 

Southerners in their home states, were capitalised on by their fellow anti-slavery activists, who 

stressed that the Southern states, in disallowing the free speech of its inhabitants, shared greater 

resemblance to the autocracies of Europe than the free North.  

Although their familiarity with the South may have proved beneficial to the wider anti-

slavery cause, there was one aspect in particular that anti-slavery Southerners had to deal with that 
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Northern anti-slavery activists did not. Many anti-slavery Southerners had to leave their homes 

and relocate to an area where their views were not considered highly inflammatory. Southern anti-

slavery activists were often more mobile than their Northern counterparts, and this mobility 

allowed them to create extensive networks both in the South and in the North.  
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Chapter Three: The Growing Hostility of the South Towards Anti-Slavery Southerners 
 

Just before midnight on February 8, 1848, Baptist minister William Henry Brisbane was getting 

ready for bed when he was suddenly interrupted by his brother-in-law Robert Lawton, who had 

come to warn him that he must get out of town immediately, as there was a group of local 

townsmen on their way to “handle” him.1 Brisbane was a native of South Carolina, a former planter 

who, upon realising the sinfulness of slavery, sold his slaves and relocated to Cincinnati, Ohio. He 

had returned to South Carolina and was staying with his wife Anna’s family when he was alerted 

to the plot against him. The local planter elite had become aware of his presence in town and, as 

he was not just any former slaveholder but a former advocate of the pro-slavery ideology who had 

since abandoned and condemned the system of slavery, they believed his presence to be not just 

an insult, but a danger, and one they would no longer tolerate.    

This chapter examines the growing hostility of the South towards anti-slavery activity by 

analysing the local reaction to Southerners who spoke out publicly against slavery. While it has 

been common for scholars such as Louis Filler to suggest that, by the 1830s, the South was entirely 

intolerant to any anti-slavery activity in its midst, scholars have not analysed how such growing 

hostility actually unfolded on a day-to-day level.2 To understand the changing tolerance levels 

towards openly anti-slavery behaviour in the South, this chapter analyses the experiences of a 

number of Southerners who relocated North as a result of their views on slavery, and how their 

anti-slavery views and their decision to move North were received by their Southern family 

members, friends, and the local townspeople.  

For those born in the South who were critical of the system of slavery, relocation to the 

North, where slavery had been gradually eradicated in the first few decades of the nineteenth 

century, was common. Clement Eaton has remarked that “the two great taboos in the social life 

                                                      
1 William Henry Brisbane Journal, February 8, 1848, William Henry Brisbane Papers, 1829-1975, Wisconsin 
Historical Society. Hereinafter cited as Brisbane Papers, WHS.  
2 Louis Filler, The Crusade Against Slavery, 1830-1860 (New York: Harper & Brothers, 1960).  



 66 

of the Old South were the criticism of Southern slavery and heterodoxy in religion”.3 Thus while 

some anti-slavery Southerners, such as William Williamson, left of their own accord, others, such 

as Benjamin S. Hedrick, were driven out of the South for denouncing the practice of human 

enslavement.  

This chapter investigates the reactions to the anti-slavery activity of individuals who were 

born in the South. What was the response of family members, friends, and colleagues to these 

public denunciations of slavery? Did these anti-slavery individuals continue to communicate with 

their loved ones in the South once they had left? What views did their loved ones themselves hold 

on slavery? Did they try to return to the South? If so, were they subject to any anti-abolitionist 

violence? What was the reaction of the local press at the time of their departure and/or return? 

The close analysis of the reaction of family, friends, colleagues, as well as of the Southern press, 

to incidences of Southern anti-slavery activity can provide a much deeper insight into the 

relationship between slavery, society, and individuals in the South. Such a close examination of 

cases of Southern anti-slavery activity adds complexity to Carl Degler’s assertion that the American 

South of the nineteenth century was no “monolith”.4    

I argue in this chapter that in the first few decades of the nineteenth century the American 

South can be considered as being relatively tolerant of anti-slavery activity in its midst. However, by 

the 1830s, 1840s, and 1850s, any previous tolerance of criticism of slavery was drastically reduced, 

and it became much more difficult for anti-slavery Southerners to openly express their views and 

remain living in the South.  

In debating whether or not there was ever a substantial anti-slavery presence in the 

American South, scholars have mostly glossed over how these instances of Southern anti-slavery 

activity, which often occurred in deeply pro-slavery areas, were received in the communities in 

which they transpired. In fervently debating such issues as whether or not certain tenets of 
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“Garrisonian” abolitionism – for example the immediate rather than the gradual abolition of 

slavery – could be traced back to the influence of early nineteenth-century Southern-born anti-

slavery activists such as John Rankin, Charles Osborn, and Elihu Embree, scholars such as 

Kenneth Stampp and Dwight L. Dumond have paid little attention to how Southerners actually 

reacted to instances of anti-slavery in their midst, and what such reactions can tell us about 

Southern society.  

Stanley Harrold rightly summarised in 1995 that “the anti-slavery movement that existed 

in the Upper South was a pale reflection of Northern abolitionism”.5 However, since his attempt 

to settle the debate over the existence of anti-slavery sentiment in the South, the literature on the 

topic has seen little development. While scholars such as Harrold and David Brion Davis have 

appropriately emphasised the weakness of anti-slavery activism in the South when compared to 

that of the North, they have not paid much attention to the experiences of those Southerners who 

were undeniably anti-slavery, and whose intriguing stories shed light on the complexities 

surrounding slavery and dissent in the post-revolutionary and antebellum South.6  

Although Carl Degler has commendably attempted to discuss a large number of anti-

slavery Southerners in his study of dissent in the nineteenth-century South, by taking a purely 

macro approach he gave little attention to the circumstances and experiences that surrounded the 

public nature of the anti-slavery views of his subjects.7 And while Harrold did take a closer look at 

the experiences of anti-slavery Southerners such as James G. Birney and Cassius M. Clay, he was 

mainly concerned with what an examination of “the image of the white Southern emancipator” 

could reveal about Northern anti-slavery, and Northern society in general.8 Looking closely at the 

reaction to incidences of Southern anti-slavery can demonstrate how tolerance levels towards anti-

slavery in the slave states shifted over time, and how such shifts affected the lives of those 
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Southerners who spoke out against slavery, as well as their relationships with friends, family, and 

co-workers.  

Traditionally scholars have recognised the 1830s as a turning point in the slavery debates, 

a time when, as Mason Lowance has argued, the relatively loose strings of anti-slavery sentiment 

became a “specific intellectual and political crusade of abolitionists”.9 John Craig Hammond and 

Matthew Mason note that this “standard narrative”, one which suggests that “only in the 1830s 

did radical abolitionists, Deep South extremists, and rebelling slaves begin to force slavery into the 

national political agenda”, has been rightly revised by scholars, and early anti-slavery activity has 

been awarded much more attention.10 Hammond and Mason note that this revised scholarship has 

challenged “historians’ long-standing assumptions about the origins, extent, and significance of 

slavery in the politics of the new nation”.11 

Though scholars have been appropriately de-emphasised distinctions between anti-slavery 

as it manifested itself pre and post-1830s, it remains apparent that, as sectional tensions over the 

issue of slavery grew throughout the nineteenth century, so too did hostility towards anti-slavery 

sentiment in the South. The conflict over whether or not to legalise slavery in acquired territories, 

such as Kansas and Nebraska in the 1850s, was a major source of disagreement, as Americans 

were forced to take a stand on the issue of slavery.12 The Fugitive Slave Act of 1850 was another 

issue that fanned the flames of sectional tension.13 However, it is important to note that there was 

already a fugitive slave cause in the Constitution. 

Thus although historians have rightly noted that anti-slavery in the United States cannot 

be teleologically understood as falling into a number of distinct periods that culminated in the Civil 

War, the shift in personal networks and relationships of Southern critics of slavery once their anti-
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slavery views became public knowledge demonstrates that the increasing tensions over slavery did 

result in a notably more hostile environment to anti-slavery activity in the South after 1830. In the 

early decades of the nineteenth century, it was quite common for anti-slavery Southerners, such as 

William Williamson, Robert G. Wilson, and James H. Dickey, who had moved North as a result 

of their views on slavery, to correspond with, and visit their former Southern homes without being 

subject to anti-abolitionist violence. By the 1830s, 1840s, and 1850s however, such tolerance in 

the South to those who would speak out against slavery became much rarer, as is evident in the 

case studies of William Henry Brisbane, Moncure Conway, and Benjamin S. Hedrick, who were 

all subject to threats of violence as a result of their views when they tried to return home.  

However, there are always a few exceptions to any rule. There were some anti-slavery 

Southerners whose views on slavery were quite well known to the public, but who remained in the 

South and were not subject to anti-abolitionist violence or driven out of their home states. Samuel 

Janney, a Quaker minister born in Virginia in 1801, who Patricia Hickin notes was “in the capital 

of the Old Dominion … actively waging a many-pronged attack on slavery”, was not subject to 

any retaliatory anti-abolitionist violence, despite the fact that he was actively promoting anti-slavery 

views from the 1820s until the 1850s.14 Hickin suggests that the tolerance of his anti-slavery 

activism “undoubtedly reflected the dissatisfaction with which growing numbers of Virginians 

were viewing their state’s involvement with chattel slavery”; such dissatisfaction, she suggests, was 

the result of “the long agricultural depression of the late 1830s and early 1840s [which] caused 

slave prices to fall and created a new discontent with slavery in the Upper South”.15  

Another example of an anti-slavery Southerner who remained unscathed in his Southern 

home state is Presbyterian minister Eli W. Caruthers, born in 1793 in Rowan County, North 

Carolina and, as mentioned by one of his contemporaries in an anonymous biographical note, a 

“man of broad and liberal views interested in everything that tended to promote the welfare of 
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mankind”.16 George Troxler has noted that “although [Caruthers’] views on the subject [of slavery] 

were known by his slave-holding parishioners, he remained an active and popular minister until 

the outbreak of war”.17 Unlike anti-slavery ministers such as Moncure Conway and James Gilliland, 

who began actively preaching against slavery, Caruthers, according to Troxler, “never chose to 

assume moral leadership in regard to the abolition of the system”.18 Thus, as his stance was not 

perceived as particularly incendiary or threatening to the persistence of slavery, it appears that the 

local population tolerated his presence. However, it is important to note that such cases were more 

often than not the exception, not the rule.  

The post-1830s South was particularly hostile to the anti-slavery behaviour of its 

inhabitants. In his study of North Carolina-born Benjamin S. Hedrick, Michael Thomas Smith has 

argued that, despite tolerating “some expression of dissent on the issue of slavery” in the first few 

decades of the nineteenth century, “by the 1850s North Carolina regularly saw those who dared 

to dissent from the proslavery white majority persecuted, through both legal and extralegal 

means”.19 Although, as Smith points out, the majority of North Carolinians were not slaveholders, 

they were “intellectually bound to a belief in the necessity of slavery for their region’s security and 

development”.20 Smith argues that the anti-slavery societies active in North Carolina in the first 

few decades of the nineteenth century “were hardly menacing in the eyes of Southern 

slaveholders”, and thus their existence was tolerated to a certain extent.21  

However, by 1856, when Hedrick was aggressively chased out of the state for expressing 

anti-slavery views, North Carolinians, and Southerners more generally, were much less tolerant of 

dissent, which was the result of an increasing concern about the future of slavery as sectional 

tensions were starting to heighten. While scholars such as Smith have rightly emphasised the 
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increasing hostility of the South towards anti-slavery behavior in the later antebellum years, I am 

interested in how such hostility affected individuals and Southern communities on a more personal 

and every-day level.  

This chapter looks at a number of individuals who relocated away from the South as a 

result of their anti-slavery views. The first section of this chapter looks at the first few decades of 

the nineteenth century and demonstrates that the South was then relatively tolerant toward anti-

slavery sentiment. The first case study is of Presbyterian minister William Williamson, who 

departed his pulpit in Fair Forest, South Carolina in 1805 because of his abhorrence for slavery, 

and relocated to Manchester, Adams County, Ohio, where he emancipated his slaves and became 

a part of the Chillicothe Presbytery. While looking at Williamson, I will briefly analyse the 

experiences of some of his fellow Southern-born anti-slavery colleagues in the Chillicothe 

Presbytery, such as Robert G. Wilson and James H. Dickey, who also left the South around the 

same time as Williamson as a result of their views on slavery. Unfortunately, the archival materials 

on these individuals are not as rich as those for Williamson, and thus not enough to warrant 

individual case studies. 

In second half of this chapter I examine the post-1830s South, and demonstrate that, 

during this time, the South became increasingly hostile to any anti-slavery behaviour exhibited by 

its inhabitants. Thus the second case study is of the aforementioned South Carolina Low Country 

planter and Baptist minister William Henry Brisbane, who sold his slaves and moved to Cincinnati, 

Ohio, in February 1838, once realising the inherent immorality of slavery. The third case study is 

of Moncure Conway, born to one of the richest slaveholding families in Stafford County, Virginia, 

but who also relocated to Cincinnati in 1855, as a result of his contempt for slavery, following a 

brief stint in Washington D.C. in 1854. The last case study is of Benjamin S. Hedrick, a chemistry 

professor at the University of North Carolina, who was dismissed for publicly supporting the anti-

slavery politician John C. Frémont in the November 1856 election. Hedrick was chased out of 
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North Carolina in late 1856 and relocated North, living in cities such as Washington D. C. and 

Cambridge, Massachusetts.  

Of the case studies chosen for analysis, two individuals have been subject to full 

biographical studies, however the other subjects have received very little scholarly attention. 

Biographies of Conway and Hedrick have been completed by John D’Entremont and Michael 

Thomas Smith respectively, however, aside from these biographies, Conway and Hedrick have not 

received a great amount of scholarly attention in their own right.22 Brisbane has been the subject 

of just one article and one book chapter, and Williamson, Wilson, and Dickey have received scant 

attention from scholars, being mentioned mostly in existing scholarship in relation to the 

Chillicothe Presbytery.23  

 

Pre-1830s  

Case Study: William Williamson 

The American South was somewhat tolerant towards the advent of anti-slavery in its midst in the 

first few decades of the nineteenth century. The case study of William Williamson provides an 

example of this. Williamson was born in Greenville, North Carolina, in September 1762, and was 

educated at the College of Hampden-Sydney in Virginia.24 The Reverend William C. Davis, a 

controversial figure in the Presbyterian church as a result of his own anti-slavery views, mentored 

both Williamson and his fellow Southern anti-slavery Presbyterian ministers James Gilliland and 

Robert G. Wilson, while they were training as young ministers. Williamson, a slaveholder at the 

time, became the minister at the Fair Forest Presbyterian Church in South Carolina, where he 
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remained until 1805, when he relocated to Manchester, Adams County, Ohio, and emancipated 

his slaves.25  

Williamson left no journal or autobiographical material detailing the evolution of his views 

on slavery. However, from his surviving correspondence, it is evident that he believed from quite 

early on that slavery was sinful, and perhaps these views were a result of Davis’s mentoring. Much 

of the correspondence in Williamson’s personal papers is between himself and other members of 

the Chillicothe Presbytery, of which he became a member following his relocation to Ohio.  

Despite the fact that he also held anti-slavery views, Williamson’s former mentor William 

C. Davis was unhappy to hear of Williamson’s planned departure to Ohio, writing to him on 

February 4, 1805: 

I am as much an enemy to slavery as any one can be, yet I a little scruple 

whether it is your duty to leave your people on that account … I wish you 

could either by freeing your slaves, setting them on a part of your land, or 

doing as well by them as you can, you could consent to stay with your 

people – it is hard to leave an agreeable congregation when you are well 

fixed, & have been blessed to the saving of souls & may be you commit 

one sin to get rid of another …26  

Davis had made his thoughts on slavery clear in 1794, when he preached at a meeting of the South 

Carolina Presbytery and “denounced all his fellow-Christians who owned slaves”.27 Davis’s strong 

anti-slavery stance and unorthodox religious views made him a controversial figure, however, 

unlike Williamson, he had hoped to remain in the South, until he was eventually discharged from 

the Concord Presbytery in South Carolina in 1811 for publishing The Gospel Plan, a text containing 
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some of his provocative religious beliefs and his criticisms of slavery.28 Davis left for Tennessee in 

1815, however he returned to South Carolina in 1821, where he died ten years later.29 Given his 

divisive views and his dislike of slavery, it is surprising that Davis would criticise Williamson for 

wanting to leave South Carolina.   

Despite not taking an official position on the issue, the Presbyterian Church acknowledged 

the inherent sinfulness of slavery at its General Assembly in 1818. It was recorded in the official 

minutes for June 2, 1818 that “we consider the voluntary enslaving of one part of the human race 

by another, as a gross violation of the most precious and sacred rights of human nature; and utterly 

inconsistent with the law of God”.30 However, the Church did not support emancipation, noting 

that although “our country has inflicted a most grievous injury on the unhappy Africans, by 

bringing them into slavery, we cannot urge that we should add a second injury to the first, by 

emancipating them in such a manner as that they will be likely to destroy themselves or others”.31 

In defence of slavery, Southerners continually stressed what they believed to be the “inferiority” 

of blacks, arguing that they did not possess the skills needed to properly participate in American 

republican society if freed. Those in support of slavery also insisted that the supposed “savage” 

nature of slaves meant that emancipation could lead to mass retaliatory violence in the South, 

violence that, they stressed, would not end well for the slaves. Thus the Presbyterian Church also 

noted its support for the American Colonization Society in June 1818.32  

Just as tensions over the issue of slavery increased, so too did the stance of the Presbyterian 

Church on slavery. In 1845, although it still claimed that “there is evil connected with slavery”, the 

church maintained that “since Christ and his inspired Apostles did not make the holding of slaves 

a bar to communion, we, as a court of Christ, have no authority to do so”.33 These growing tensions 
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over the issue of slavery in the Presbyterian Church, which had already split in 1837 into the Old 

School and New School due to tensions between those who supported traditional orthodoxy and 

those who supported emerging revivalism, culminated in 1857 when the New School split, with 

the Southerners forming the United Synod of the Presbyterian Church.34 The Old School split in 

1861, with the Southerners forming the Presbyterian Church of the Confederate States of 

America.35 That slavery was always a contentious issue within the Presbyterian Church is evident 

in a letter sent from Henry Pattillo, a Presbyterian minister from Granville County, North Carolina, 

to Williamson. In December 1794, over a decade before Williamson moved away from the South, 

Pattillo told Williamson that “the subject of manumission will greatly injure our interest as a 

church. I once touched it with caution, it offended some & pleased none, tho I mentioned it as a 

very distant object”.36  

The controversy surrounding William C. Davis meant that he regularly appeared in 

Williamson’s correspondence with other Presbyterian ministers. In 1809, while Davis’s views were 

being debated in South Carolina, Williamson was involved in correspondence with fellow 

Presbyterian minister Daniel Gray, who had replaced Williamson as minister at Fair Forest. They 

discussed how Gray had advised “people not to subscribe nor have anything to do with [Davis’] 

subscription until it was determined whether his doctrines were erroneous or not”.37 Gray and 

Williamson discussed Davis’s views again in August 1809.38 The two were in communication until 

at least 1810. 

Despite Davis’s objections to Williamson’s departure, other South-Carolinian Presbyterian 

ministers were more supportive of his decision to leave the South. Andrew Brown, from Pendleton 
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District, South Carolina, conveyed his thoughts on Williamson’s relocation in a letter to him on 

April 3, 1805: 

As God has put it into your heart to take the yoke of slavery from the 

necks of a few of our fellow men when you have in your power, I hope he 

will also make you, in that land of civil liberty, an instrument in his hand 

of freeing many from the awful slavery of sin – you have my wishes & my 

prayers … may this god of all grace be with you guide & protect you in 

your journey …39 

Brown’s letter suggested that he too was anti-slavery, writing: “I tremble for our country when I 

think of the iniquity of slavery. I blush for republicanism when I think of the late abominable 

importations act and firmly believed that all concerned in that act either in making it or in 

purchasing the unhappy victims are tyrants & would if in their power enslave all their fellow 

creatures”.40 William Bynum has noted that Brown was indeed “an opponent of slavery, though 

he appears not to have spoken against it from the pulpit”.41 By labelling those who would own 

slaves as “tyrants”, Brown was referring to the common anti-slavery objection that rejected slavery 

not because it was harmful to slaves, but because they believed it would turn white slaveholders 

into tyrants, just like the tyrants they had fought against in the Revolutionary war and who were 

unsuited to life in a republic like the United States.  

Brown remained in contact with Williamson for a number of years. Writing to Williamson 

in March 1805, Brown noted that he “saw your Brother and Sister Means at Mr Gray’s”.42 Brown 

was referring to Williamson’s sister, Anne Williamson, who was married to Col. John Means. Anne 

and John eventually joined William in Ohio in 1819, taking with them, and subsequently freeing, 
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twenty-four slaves, as they also believed slavery to be an evil.43 Brown wrote to Williamson on May 

21, 1810, that he was “glad to hear from my other ministry brethren in your state with whom I 

was formally acquainted. Give them my sincere love. I should write to them as they seem to have 

forgotten there ever was such a being as your humble servant”.44 Brown continued to update 

Williamson on developments at home in South Carolina, noting in his letter that “we have ordained 

Mr Barr - & licenced Mr Reid … the Presbyterian religion flourishes in Mr Waddels school which 

consists of 150”.45  

However, it does seem that the geographic distance between the two was the cause of 

some strain on their relationship. In July 1810, Brown wrote to Williamson that he “sometimes 

believe[s] that it is owing to the neglect of the post offices that I hear from you so seldom & 

sometimes a suspicion rises in my mind, which I do not wish to indulge, that you think we have 

pursued the business against Mr Davis too far & therefore want to break off all correspondence”.46 

“I should be sorry to lose my friends on account of that business”, he continued.47 Brown was 

referring to the controversy surrounding William C. Davis. Bynum notes that Brown was “one of 

Davis’s adversaries in the Second Presbytery [of South Carolina],” and that Brown threatened to 

leave the presbytery “if it did not ‘exercise… a wholesome discipline’ against Davis”.48   

 In 1815 the correspondence between Brown and Williamson seems to stop. The last 

surviving letter that Brown sent to Williamson was on April 18, 1815, when he wrote “I have 

thought it a little strange that I have been so long without a line from you, but can account for it 

in a variety of ways without calling in question your friendship, which I cannot doubt”.49 He ended 

the letter suggesting “if you should again come to Carolina try to arrange your business so as to 
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have it in your power to visit me”.50 Brown eventually moved to Tuscaloosa, Alabama, in 1820, 

and it appears that the two did not communicate again.51 

Brown’s request for Williamson to visit him, if he “should come again to Carolina”, 

suggests that Williamson was able to travel back and forth relatively smoothly between Ohio and 

South Carolina, despite his potentially “incendiary” views on slavery. Brown had also mentioned 

to Williamson in December 1814 that he planned to visit Williamson in Ohio, but he could not 

make it.52 In a letter sent from Robert G. Wilson to Williamson in February 1808, Wilson noted 

that he had heard that Williamson “intend[ed] a journey to Carolina this spring”.53 In July 1813 

Williamson did return to Spartanburg County, South Carolina, as noted in a letter sent to Israel 

Donaldson, the post master in Manchester, Ohio, where William lived.54 Williamson’s father 

Thomas had passed away, and he had returned to act as an executor of his will. Thus it would 

appear that in the first two decades of the nineteenth century, journeys to and from the South 

were relatively common for those who had moved North as a result of their views on slavery.  

Like William C. Davis, Williamson’s step-father Warren Buford was unhappy to hear about 

his move to Ohio. Williamson’s first wife was Warren’s daughter Catherine Buford, a native of 

Abbeville, South Carolina.55 Following their arrival in Manchester in July 1805, Williamson wrote 

to his father-in-law. Responding to Buford’s claim that their departure was “hard & cruel 

treatment” by “removing [their] children far from you”, Williamson rebutted: 

I am well aware that parting with dear friends is a trial to a tender generous 

heart – but it is a trial that thousands of mothers in S. Carolina are forced 

to experience … not only to part from little children without a hope of 

seeing them again in time but to give them up into the hands of cruel 
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tyrants to be … sold like brut beasts or used in whatever way the …  lust 

of the master may dictate – I hope your grandchildren will not be made 

slaves of – I therefore would not hear you mourn as those that have no 

hope … 56  

Williamson was referring to slave mothers who were not only subjected to sexual abuse from their 

slave masters, but who were often forced apart from their children as a result of being sold and 

taken elsewhere, perhaps never to see each other again. Just as Andrew Brown had done, 

Williamson made reference to slaveholders as “cruel tyrants”, equating them to the despotic rulers 

of Europe whose authoritarianism was incompatible with the United States. Williamson wrote to 

Buford that, by moving from South Carolina to Ohio, they had moved away from a land of 

despotism “to a Gospel land – a land of light & liberty”.57  

Others, such as John B. Davies, a Presbyterian minister living in Chester District, South 

Carolina, sought information on the welfare of Williamson upon his relocation to Ohio. In 

November 1808, Davies wrote to Williamson that they had “received no certain intelligence from 

you since your settlement in the state of Ohio. Frequently we have thought of you but little have 

we been able to learn of your situation in the country to which you have migrated. Would be glad 

to receive intelligence from you”.58 In closing, Davies asked Williamson to “be so kind, when you 

may have it in your power to remember me to our friends the Rev Mssrs. Wilson and Gilliland”, 

referring to Robert G. Wilson and James Gilliland.59 Such an exchange demonstrates the fondness 

that those in the South still felt for their former brethren who had moved away.  
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Other Members of the Chillicothe Presbytery 

William Williamson was not the only anti-slavery Southerner in Ohio who was able to 

communicate with, as well as visit, loved ones in the South. Robert G. Wilson and James Gilliland, 

along with Robert B. Dobbins, John Rankin, and James H. Dickey, were anti-slavery members of 

the Chillicothe Presbytery who were all born in the South. Gilliland, born in North Carolina and 

educated at Dickinson College, was expelled from his pulpit in South Carolina for preaching 

against slavery, and subsequently moved to Red Oak, Ohio.60 Wilson was Gilliland’s brother-in-

law, who also left South Carolina to relocate to Ohio.61 Robert B. Dobbins, born in Augusta 

County, Virginia, had been, like Williamson, educated at the College of Hampden-Sydney, and had 

attended Gilliland’s sermons with his family in South Carolina.62 John Rankin, an anti-slavery 

Southerner more well-known to historians, was also a member of the Chillicothe Presbytery and 

close friends with his fellow Southern exiles.63  

James H. Dickey was born in Halifax County, Virginia in 1780.64 Dickey moved with his 

family to York County, South Carolina at a young age, and later to Bourbon County, Kentucky to 

study. Dickey worked as a missionary throughout Tennessee and Kentucky before taking up the 

role of minister at the Presbyterian Concord Church in Ross County, Ohio in 1811.65 While 

Dickey’s family were not slaveholders (his brother William was another advocate of emancipation), 

he and his wife Mary inherited slaves from her family. They later freed these slaves upon their 

arrival in the free state of Ohio.66  

As was the case with William Williamson, despite his public anti-slavery views, Dickey 

remained in contact with friends and family from the South, some of whom seemed to share his 
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contempt for the institution of slavery. James’ cousin John Boyd and his wife Nancy relocated 

from Kentucky to Xenia, Ohio. In a letter to James, who was living in Paris, Kentucky, in August 

1807, John noted that his wife Nancy had “no regret in leaving Kentucky, but in not hearing from 

her friends as often as she would wish”.67 William Henry of Paris, Kentucky (where James had 

lived), wrote to Dickey in February 1814, affirming that he “did not know of any sin established 

by the laws of our nation excepting the sin of inslaving [sic] our fellow men”.68 In that same letter, 

Henry suggested that Dickey should “write and publish to the world the heinous nature and 

consequences of it”, and that “those states that have no slaves ought to be constantly petitioning 

congress on this subject”.69 Henry noted that he was in favour of a “gradual imancipation [sic]”, 

which he believed would “deliver our nation from this heinous sin [of slavery]”.70  

Other Southern-born individuals with whom Dickey corresponded included Virginia-born 

Archibald Alexander, president at Hampden-Sydney College in Virginia and later professor at 

Princeton Theological Seminary, and Kentucky-born James G. Birney, a former slaveholder who 

became a strong fixture in the Ohio anti-slavery scene.71 Birney wrote to Dickey in December 1837 

on the subject of the murder of anti-slavery advocate Elijah Lovejoy at the hands of a pro-slavery 

mob in Illinois, noting that the murder was “fast turning the attention of the whole country to the 

cause of such atrocities”.72  

Robert G. Wilson also moved back and forth between the North and South. In March 

1804, Wilson wrote to Williamson that “the opening of the slave trade in this state has led me to 

think of moving as soon as possible – I think of going … this spring & returning through the state 

of Ohio? I expect you wish personally to see that county before you move your family to it – can 
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we not go together?”73 Wilson was referring to the reopening of the international slave trade that 

occurred in South Carolina in 1803.74 Jed Handelsman Shugerman has noted that, while all “other 

states maintained their prohibitions” on the slave trade, “from 1804 to 1808, traders flooded 

Charleston with 39,075 African slaves”, marking “probably the strongest surge in the history of 

the global slave trade”.75 Wilson was also in communication with individuals in South Carolina. In 

a letter sent to Williamson on March 7, 1806, Wilson wrote that “by letters from S. Carolina I learn 

that Mr. Gray has accepted calls from Fair Forest, Union & Grassy Spring”.76 In November 1808, 

Wilson noted that his “last letter from Carolina brought no important news”, suggesting that he 

normally received updates from his former home state.77  

 The case study of William Williamson and other members of the Chillicothe Presbytery 

suggests that there were relatively high tolerance levels toward anti-slavery opinions in the first few 

decades of the nineteenth century. When he moved from South Carolina to Ohio, Williamson was 

able to remain in warm contact with many of his former brethren in the South and, when 

considered alongside his ability to travel back and forth between the two states, affirms that the 

South was not completely intolerant to anti-slavery activity, which would drastically change over 

the next few decades. This case study also highlights the divisions that slavery caused in the 

Presbyterian church before there were any official splits on the issue.  

 

Post 1830s 

Case Study: William Henry Brisbane  

While Southern society may have allowed a certain amount of anti-slavery sentiment in the first 

few decades of the nineteenth century, this allowance had mostly dissipated by the later antebellum 
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years. While individuals may have continued privately to harbour anti-slavery views, the South as 

a whole became much less tolerant of public denunciations of slavery, as is evident in the following 

case studies.  

Like William Williamson, Baptist minister and former planter William Henry Brisbane was 

an anti-slavery Southerner who moved from South Carolina to Ohio as a result of his views on 

slavery. However, in the thirty years since Williamson had relocated to Ohio, the South had 

become much more hostile towards anti-slavery activity, and thus Brisbane’s experience as a native 

Southerner who was critical of slavery, was very different to that of Williamson.  

Born in October 1806 in Beaufort County, South Carolina, Brisbane was born into a 

strongly pro-slavery family.78 His brother Abbott Hall Brisbane was, according to J. Brent Morris, 

a “leading apologist for the institution”.79 Prior to his conversion to the anti-slavery cause, Brisbane 

had been an advocate of the pro-slavery ideology, going so far as to publish articles in the Charleston 

Mercury, outlining what he believed to be the biblical justifications for slavery.80 Brisbane expressed 

a strong hatred for abolitionists prior to his conversion to the anti-slavery cause. He recalled during 

his speech to the Ladies of the Cincinnati Anti-Slavery Society in 1840 that earlier he “had such 

an opinion of abolitionists that I would rather have been called an assassin than an abolitionist”.81 

Brisbane was persuaded of the evils of slavery after reading the “Personal Liberty” chapter 

of Francis Wayland’s The Elements of Moral Science. Following threats of violence towards himself 

and his slaves as a result of his new-found anti-slavery views, he relocated to Cincinnati, Ohio in 

1838, and sold his slaves to his brother-in-law Edward Peeples.82 In Cincinnati, after familiarising 

himself with the works of abolitionists such as Theodore Weld, and subscribing to anti-slavery 
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newspapers such as James G. Birney’s Philanthropist, Brisbane fully immersed himself in the anti-

slavery cause, regretful that he “ever allowed the cry of ‘fanaticism’ against them to hinder the 

truth from shining into [his] own mind”.83  

Brisbane’s wife Anna Lawton was born into a wealthy slaveholding family. William noted 

in his journal that Anna’s mother, upon hearing of their plans to leave the South and relocate to 

the Free States, “came over this evening & made such a dreadful outcry about it that Anna thought 

surely some of the family had suddenly died”.84 He commented that he was “very sorry to see the 

old lady take on so, for it is unpleasant enough to part with friends, but to part without the sanction 

of those we love as satisfied that it is for good, is to increase the unpleasantness”.85 Despite the 

objections of the Lawton family to their departure, they remained in contact with Anna and 

William during their time in Ohio.86 

Brisbane returned to South Carolina on a number of different occasions. He travelled back 

to South Carolina with little fanfare in October 1839. His aim was to purchase back the slaves that 

he had sold to his brother-in-law, so that they could have their freedom. He noted in his journal 

on October 24, 1839: 

Proposed to Ed. Peeples to sell me back the negroes I sold him & told 

him to let me have the opportunity to get them whenever he wishes to sell 

any – if I could get them back, they should have their freedom …87 

Brisbane was visiting South Carolina with his mother, suggesting that their relationship was, at the 

very least, not greatly strained by his newfound views on slavery.88 While in his former home state, 

Brisbane met with his father-in-law Benjamin Lawton, who asked Brisbane to take his son James 
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Stoney Lawton to Cincinnati with him, so that he could study medicine.89 Peeples finally agreed to 

sell back the slaves to Brisbane, who returned to South Carolina to assist his former slaves in their 

journey to freedom in Ohio.90 Brisbane did not document this trip in his journal.  

In 1848, almost ten years after initially leaving South Carolina, the Brisbane family returned 

to Charleston on the morning of January 28.91 However, if there was little fanfare surrounding 

William’s visit in 1839, this was certainly not the case by 1848, as intensifying worries as to the 

future of slavery were making the South a much more hostile environment. From Charleston they 

travelled to meet Anna’s father Benjamin and her brother Robert, with William noting in his 

journal that he was “pleased to receive a hearty welcome from Robert, which I did not expect”.92 

Such a comment suggests that Brisbane was expecting to receive some hostility from Anna’s family 

upon their visit.  

Brisbane was able to preach at Lawtonville during his visit and, despite the objection of 

one churchgoer, he continued, and in his sermon he declared to those present that “the bible had 

the effect to make ‘the despot the lover of human liberty’”.93 He continued: “had there been no 

slaves present, I would have said more on this point”, adding that the majority of the congregation 

“were liberal or tolerant enough to pay me strict attention”.94 It was not unusual for slaves to 

attend church services with their masters, however, as Albert J. Raboteau has noted, even before 

the abolition of slavery, there were numerous “independent black churches with slave members”.95  

That night, as he was getting ready for bed, Brisbane was startled by the arrival of his 

brother-in-law Robert, who “came in to me, & said very solemnly ‘you will have to leave here 

tonight’ I asked him, why – he told me that Edward Peeples & another had informed him of a 
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conspiracy to ‘handle’ me. He advised me to leave at once”.96 Robert suggested that William leave 

without Anna, however, William noted in his journal that “this proposition I would not listen to, 

but told him I would die at the feet of my wife & child before I would I would move one step 

from them”.97 Anna agreed to depart with her husband, and they were accompanied out of town 

just after midnight by Robert and Edward.98 Brisbane noted in his journal that Robert had “advised 

me earnestly not to stop at all in Charleston, as the conspirators had probably made arrangements 

for intercepting me there”.99  

The attempt to “handle” Brisbane was the result of a town meeting held in Lawtonville on 

February 8, 1848, on the subject of his return. Alan D. Watson has noted that by this time 

“Americans had developed a longstanding tradition of participatory democracy in the form of 

public gatherings designed to express opinions, air grievances, and undertake desirable causes”.100 

The proceedings of the meeting noted that the local townspeople were outraged that Brisbane 

“had the audacity to show himself in one of our pulpits, there alluding to his estrangement from 

his native place not being the result of choice, but of necessity, a necessity brought about by the 

force of conscience; there insulting us with the prayer that universal liberty might soon prevail”.101 The 

townspeople suggested that Brisbane’s anti-slavery views made him “an enemy to his country, a 

traitor to the South, and particularly dangerous to this section, where he has the sympathy of the slaves, 

having liberated a part of his own here”.102 Such a statement demonstrates that a Southern anti-

slavery activist, a former slaveholder himself, was considered much more of a threat to Southern 

society than any Northern critic of the institution.    
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On April 15, 1848, a few months after his visit to South Carolina, William wrote to his 

brother Abbott regarding the town meeting, at which Abbott was present:  

I have been informed that a meeting was held in Lawtonville on the day 

of my departure thence, to take into consideration what should be done 

by the citizens respecting myself. I am also informed that you were the 

secretary of that meeting. I now write to request you to send me an 

account of the proceedings with the report & resolutions. It is fair that a 

man should be informed as to what has been done respecting himself, and 

I hope I shall have the opportunity of seeing whether I have been charged 

wrongfully or not …103  

Referring to the pro-slavery stance of his brother, he concluded: “I always respect conscientious 

action even though it be against myself. I regret you do not see as I do, but as I claim liberty for 

myself I must not be intolerant on my own part”.104 Thus it appears that the pro-slavery views of 

his brother did not deter William from having a relationship with him, just as he did with his wife’s 

family. Due to a scarcity of sources, it is difficult to ascertain how Abbott felt about the anti-slavery 

views of his brother, but it does appear that the two remained in contact.   

When compared to the experiences of William Williamson, who too moved from South 

Carolina to Ohio as a result of his dislike of slavery, the case study of William Henry Brisbane 

affirms that the South was becoming more hostile to the criticism of slavery. Although he was able 

to travel back to South Carolina to re-purchase, and free, his slaves, in 1839, when he and his 

family visited again in 1848, they were hastily chased out of town.  

The case study of William Henry Brisbane is also particularly interesting given his 

background not just as a Southerner, but as a former staunch advocate of pro-slavery ideologies. 

While it is evident that Brisbane was not able to travel back to South Carolina as easily as 
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Williamson had decades earlier, he was able to preach an entire sermon at the Lawtonville Baptist 

Church with the interruption of only one church-goer. Such an occurrence complicates the 

arguments of scholars, such as Louis Filler, who have firmly suggested that the post-1830s South 

did not tolerate “antislavery in any form”.105 However, it cannot be denied that Southern society 

as a whole was becoming increasingly intolerant of anti-slavery activity.  

 

Case Study: Moncure Conway  

By the 1850s, as events such as the passing of the Fugitive Slave Act of 1850 and the Kansas-

Nebraska Act of 1854 saw heightened sectional tension over the issue of slavery, the South as a 

society had become almost completely intolerant to anti-slavery behavior. This intolerance is 

demonstrated by the case study of Moncure Conway.  

Unlike William Henry Brisbane, Moncure Conway was never a supporter of slavery. 

However, he was not decisively anti-slavery from a young age either. Born in 1832 in Stafford 

County, Virginia, which he described as a “lonely corner of the world”, Conway was the second 

son in a prestigious slaveholding family. His mother, Margaret Stone Daniel Conway, was the 

grand-daughter of Declaration of Independence signer Thomas Stone of Maryland, while 

Conway’s father, Walker Peyton Conway, was a magistrate and one of the wealthiest planters in 

the region.106 

Many members of Moncure’s family were firm advocates of slavery. According to 

Conway’s biographer John D’Entremont, his father was a “warm advocate of the [slave] system”, 

and Walker’s younger brother Eustace was “the golden boy of the tidewater Virginia Democrats 

… a firebrand on both slavery and ‘Southern Rights’ in general”.107 Eustace was close friends with 

                                                      
105 Filler, The Crusade Against Slavery, 55.  
106 Moncure Conway, Autobiography, Memories and Experiences of Moncure Daniel Conway, 1. 
https://archive.org/details/conwaysexperienc01conwuoft; D’Entremont, Southern Emancipator, 83.  
106 D’Entremont, Southern Emancipator, 4.  
107 D’Entremont, Southern Emancipator, 11.   



 89 

John C. Calhoun, Vice-President of the United States, a man whom Conway labelled “then the 

high-priest of ‘Southern Rights’, as well as George Fitzhugh, a prominent pro-slavery advocate.108  

Although some of his family members were deeply pro-slavery, Conway asserted in his 

Testimonies Concerning Slavery that his mother was in fact anti-slavery, that she “had in her heart 

cherished for many years a fervent hatred of Slavery”.109 It is not clear however whether her 

thoughts on slavery were of a more practical nature, in that she hated the burdens she bore in 

running the plantation household, or of a more ideological nature, in that she disliked the 

institution of slavery as she felt it was immoral. In any case, her feelings about slavery caused her 

to abandon her “ravenously pro-Confederate husband” Walker for the North during the Civil 

War.110 Conway also noted that his great-grandfather, Travers Daniel, was the “presiding justice of 

Stafford County [and] an ardent emancipationist, and had not the laws of Virginia hampered the 

manumission of negroes in various ways, he would have liberated his slaves”.111 

If not wholly anti-slavery from a young age, Conway had always been unsettled by the 

practice of slavery. It was not however until an incident in 1854 that his views were cemented and 

subsequently became public knowledge in his home state. On May 24, 1854 a runaway slave named 

Anthony Burns arrived in Boston, having fled his master in Stafford County, Virginia.112 Conway, 

who also hailed from Stafford County, knew both Burns and his master, Charles Francis Suttle, 

who had arrived in Boston looking for his runaway slave.113 Burns was arrested by local police, a 

result of the passage of the Fugitive Slave Act in 1850. There were many Southern students in 

Boston at the time, and D’Entremont notes that together they “concluded to offer their sympathy 

to the slave-hunters from Virginia, and their assistance if it were required”.114 As a member of a 
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prestigious Southern family, it was widely expected that Conway would side with his classmates 

on the issue. However, he “told them that [he] sympathized entirely with the fugitive, and if [he] 

entered into the affair at all, it would be on his side”.115 Spurred to action by the Burns affair, 

Conway succumbed to his life-long anti-slavery instincts.  

Four weeks after the Burns’ affair, on July 4, 1854, Conway attended an annual picnic held 

by anti-slavery advocates and their supporters at Harmony Grove in Framingham, just outside of 

Boston. It was here he took to the podium to give his first public anti-slavery talk. It was reported 

in The Liberator that Conway told the crowd that he “was glad to have an opportunity to stand on 

that platform, because he felt that there was something in being free, for once in his life, to speak 

his thoughts freely on the subject of slavery, for hitherto he had his lips padlocked”.116 

D’Entremont argues that “from the time he stepped from the platform at Framingham Grove, 

Moncure Conway was an abolitionist”.117  

Rumours of Conway’s actions spread like wildfire throughout Falmouth. “I need not 

attempt to repeat the execrations which returned to me from Virginia”, Conway wrote, “when it 

was reported that I had become an Abolitionist, or the expressions of terror or grief from my 

relatives, many of whom declared that they had rather have heard of my death”.118 Although 

Conway “indulged the dream that I might return to my native State still most dearly loved, and 

plead with those whom I knew against slavery”, in 1854, Conway decided to take up the pulpit of 

the First Unitarian Church in Washington D.C., in order to escape the hostility being directed 

towards him in Virginia.119  

However, it was not too long before he was dismissed from his position in Washington 

for preaching against slavery, and he took a position at the First Unitarian Church in Cincinnati, 

Ohio. The Anti-Slavery Bugle reported that, while in Washington, Conway had “announced his 
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views on Slavery – which he said was no question of North or South but of conscience and 

humanity, which know no geographical lines”.120  

In his autobiography, Conway recalls how, while living in Washington, his father sent him 

the following letter in response to Moncure’s plan to visit his family in Virginia: 

I cannot refrain from saying I was truly glad you did not find it convenient 

to come down to-day … I have reason to know that it was fortunate for 

you that such was the case, and it is my sincere advice to you not to come 

here until there is reason to believe your opinions have undergone material 

changes on the subject of slavery. If you are willing to expose your own 

person recklessly, I am not willing to subject myself and family to the 

hazards of such a visit. Those opinions give me more uneasiness just now 

than your horrible views on the subject of religion, bad as these last 

are…121  

On his “horrible views on the subject of religion”, Walker Conway was referring to his son’s 

conversion from the family religion of Methodism to Unitarianism. Following the Civil War 

Moncure became a Freethought minister, which gave greater emphasis to reason as opposed to 

existing dogmatic religious structures. It seems that even if Moncure’s father was able to tolerate 

his views on religion, the addition of his anti-slavery views was too much for him to bear. As noted 

earlier in this chapter, Clement Eaton has argued that “the two great taboos in the social life of 

the Old South were the criticism of Southern slavery and heterodoxy in religion”, and as he 

subscribed to both anti-slavery and unorthodox religious views, Conway’s presence in the South 

was particularly incendiary.122 

Conway’s family had heard of his rumoured involvement with Anthony Burns, and were 

aware that the town had heard too. When there rose an opportunity to visit Richmond, Conway 

                                                      
120 Anti-Slavery Bugle, February 16, 1856.  
121 Conway, Autobiography, Memories and Experiences, 8.  
122 Eaton, Freedom of Thought in the Old South, ix.  



 92 

decided to visit his family, as Falmouth was on the way to Richmond. In his autobiography he 

described an incident that occurred during the visit: 

I was affectionately received by my parents, and all seemed about to go 

smoothly … but worse was to come. Next morning as I was walking 

through the main street a number of young men … hailed me and 

surrounded me; they told me that my presence in Falmouth could not be 

tolerated. “Charles Frank Suttle,” said one, “says that when he was in 

Boston you did everything you could against him to prevent his getting 

back his servant Tony Burns, and that you are an abolitionist. There is 

danger to have that kind of man among our servants, and you must leave. 

We don’t want to have any row.” By this time a number of the rougher 

sort had crowded up and there were threats. Then a friendlier voice said 

that on account of their respect for my parents and family they wished to 

avoid violence, and hoped that I would leave without such trouble...123  

It was following this incident that Conway realised the severe consequences of his anti-slavery 

views, and he left Virginia soon after. He lamented in his autobiography the sorrow he felt in 

departing from his family; that he felt “that I should never see them again”.124 On his way out of 

Falmouth, Conway came across his uncle Valentine who, having heard of Moncure’s anti-slavery 

views, spoke to him “bitterly”.125 Despite the frosty reception he endured during his visit home, 

Conway ultimately decided “not to break completely with [his] beloved Virginia”.126  

Conway’s mother Margaret continued to correspond with her son. In November 1856, 

following his move from Washington D.C. to Cincinnati, Conway received a letter from his 

mother, telling him that “the trials and sorrows of my children, if endured for conscience sake, are 
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the most nourishing ailment for my parental love, even when I cannot myself see the necessity of 

the ultra position you have assumed”.127 Margaret Conway’s anti-slavery views deepened to the 

point that she abandoned her home and the South for Easton, Pennsylvania to be with her 

daughter, Mildred, another critic of slavery.128  

Conway saw his mother and sister in Easton in 1861, and made note in his autobiography 

of the fact that Margaret had “taken up such strong opinions against secession that her continuance 

in Fredericksburg had become imprudent”.129 However, Margaret did remain in touch with her 

husband Walker, whom she “continued to love as thoroughly as she hated the cause” of the 

Confederacy, of which he, having relocated to Richmond, the headquarters of the Southern cause, 

was an avid supporter.130 Two of Moncure’s brothers fought for the Confederacy during the Civil 

War, whilst Conway travelled to London to convince the British not to support those states which 

had seceded. 

The harsh treatment that Moncure Conway received in Virginia, after his views on the 

Anthony Burns case became known in the state, exemplify the increasing hostility of the South to 

anti-slavery sentiment, even if the individual in question was a member of one of the most elite 

families in the state. The case study of Conway is also particularly fascinating given that many 

members of his family were renowned for their zealous pro-slavery views. As evident in 

correspondence with his father, Moncure’s anti-slavery views were a point of controversy for the 

elite Conway family, and caused deep strain between himself and his male relatives. However, 

according to Conway, his mother and sister were also anti-slavery, and upon the eve of the Civil 

War they relocated North. His experience with anti-abolitionist backlash on a visit home to 

Virginia in the late 1850s reaffirms the growing hostility of Southern society towards anti-slavery 

activity, hostility that would also be experienced by Benjamin S. Hedrick in North Carolina. 
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Case Study: Benjamin S. Hedrick 

By the late 1850s it became almost impossible for an individual to remain living in the South once 

they had spoken out publically against slavery, as was the case with Benjamin S. Hedrick. A 

professor of chemistry at the University of North Carolina (UNC), Hedrick was expelled from his 

position by the board of trustees on October 11, 1856, after his intention to vote for the anti-

slavery Republican party candidate John C. Frémont had become public knowledge a week prior. 

Born in Salisbury, North Carolina, in 1827, Hedrick was outed as a Frémont supporter in an article 

published by “an alumnus”, whom Monty Woodall Cox has identified as Joseph A. Engelhard, a 

former student at UNC and a “staunch Democrat and Southerner”.131 Hedrick responded to the 

claim, confirming that he was “in favour of the election of Frémont to the Presidency”, and gave 

a list of reasons for his choice.132  

In his defence, Hedrick asserted that it was not his “object to attack the institution of 

slavery. But even the most zealous defender of the patriarchal institution cannot shut his eyes 

against a few prominent facts. One is, that in nearly all the slave States, there is a deficiency of 

labor”.133 He continued: “from my knowledge of the people of North Carolina, I believe that the 

majority of them will go to Kansas during the next five years, [and that they] would prefer that it 

should be a free State”.134 Hedrick defended himself by declaring his love for his home state, 

claiming that he “cherish[ed] a love for her and her people”, that it would be his “sincere wish to 

advance her interests”.135  

Despite his claims that his resentment of slavery stemmed not from an internal moral 

conflict but from an economic standpoint, Hedrick was burned in effigy on campus and 

continuously tarnished in the press. The Raleigh-based Semi Weekly Standard reported in November 
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1856 that “no man who is avowedly for John C. Frémont for president, ought to be allowed to 

breathe the air or to tread the soil of North-Carolina”.136 The Weekly Standard commented that “our 

youths should be educated at home by truly Southern men”.137 Thus it appears that what it meant 

to be “a Southerner” in antebellum North Carolina was to not speak out against slavery, even if 

doing so in economic, not moral, terms.  

Despite their decision to expel him from the University, a few members of the UNC board 

of trustees were in communication with Hedrick immediately following his dismissal. Fellow 

faculty member and later president of UNC, Solomon Pool, wrote to Hedrick on December 10, 

1856, telling him “we miss you very much & desire to see you again among us”.138 On October 14, 

1856, Hedrick wrote to Charles Manly, secretary of the board of trustees, defending his views on 

slavery. Hedrick claimed that “what I said of slavery is neither fanatical incendiary nor 

inflammatory, I have never held abolitionist views”, that he had merely “erred on a question upon 

which there always has been, and probably always will be, an honest difference of opinion among 

thinking men”.139 He noted that he was “a citizen of the state, a native if there is any merit in that, 

and have always endeavoured to be a faithful law abiding member of the community”.140  

Sounding less defensive and perhaps more accepting of his fate, Hedrick wrote to Manly 

two weeks later: “I thank you again for all your kindness. You helped cut off my head but I know 

you made the blow fall as lightly as you could”.141 Manly sent a letter to Hedrick the following day, 

telling his former colleague that voting for Hedrick’s termination “gave me more pain than any 

vote I have ever given as a trustee in a period now of thirty years”.142 Manly felt that “the act I 

think was right & I should give the same vote again if called on”, but lamented that he “deplore[d] 
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unaffectedly & truly, the imperative necessity that demanded it. I regret it because of the sympathy 

I feel for a young man, with a young family”.143 Manly concluded that he was “free to hear anything 

further from [Hedrick] either officially or confidentially”.144  

That members of the UNC board of trustees continued to correspond with, and show 

concern for the wellbeing of Hedrick after his dismissal from the university suggests that, even if 

individuals were tolerant of the anti-slavery views of their peers, it was the increasingly harsh 

environment of Southern society, and thus a form of collective public pressure that resulted in the 

ostracising of anti-slavery Southerners such as Hedrick, whereas, a few decades earlier, it is likely 

Hedrick would have been able to remain in North Carolina.  

Friends of Hedrick, even if they did not support his decision to vote for Frémont, 

continued to support him. Dennis Heartt, editor of the Hillsboro Recorder, wrote to Hedrick on 

February 12, 1857, telling him that he believed the actions of the UNC board of trustees to be 

unwarranted, that he “never blamed [Hedrick] for entertaining the opinions you avowed, they have 

been entertained and avowed by eminent Southern men who were never suspected of a want of 

fealty to the South”.145  

Presbyterian minister Jesse Rankin and his wife Ann were close friends of Benjamin and 

Mary Ellen. Benjamin had attended Jesse’s Lexington Classical School in Salisbury, North 

Carolina.146 Ann Rankin wrote to Hedrick on October 15, 1856, a few days after his dismissal from 

UNC. “Though differing in our political opinions”, she wrote, “I should be extremely sorry to 

know that the excitement produced by your avowal of a preference for one of the candidates for 

the presidency, should prove a source of serious inconvenience to you”.147 By differing political 

opinions Ann was referring to her support for the slave system. She wrote to Hedrick that she saw 
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the institution as “a great movement of divine providence”, and that it could not “be reasonably 

denied that many thousands of [slaves], have become Christians, in this land, who never would 

have heard the gospel in Africa”.148 It would seem that Ann’s tolerance of Hedrick’s views 

stemmed from the fact that she “never considered [him] an abolitionist”.149  

Ann invited Benjamin to come and stay with her and Jesse, which he did a week later while 

attending a state teacher’s convention. Mary Ellen wrote to her husband on October 21, 1856 

sending “love to Mr Rankin & Ms R & the girls”.150 Mary Ellen also noted that she was “a little 

afraid [Benjamin would] be mobbed in Greensboro on [his] return”, and warned him to “keep a 

sharp look out”, suggesting that hostility toward the former professor had not abated.151 Mary 

Ellen’s fears were not unwarranted, as, as noted in a letter sent from Benjamin to Hinton Rowan 

Helper, there was an incident in Salisbury where “quite a formidable attempt was made to mob” 

Hedrick.152 The Salisbury Herald reported that “an effigy was raised in honour of the Professor – 

and they named it Hedrick. In front of the effigy was a transparency bearing the inscription – 

Hedrick, leave or tar and feathers”.153 Mary Ellen wrote to Ann Rankin on November 8, 1856, to 

apologise that “Benjamin’s presence in Salisbury was provocative of such an outbreak; and more 

so that it should have caused such fear and commotion in your household … it is very far from 

him to seek or desire such ‘unenviable notoriety’”.154  

In a letter to her sister-in-law Mattie Hedrick sent on October 17, 1856, Mary Ellen 

described the situation in North Carolina: “you will have no doubt heard something about the 

muss the folks are making because Mr Hedrick is in favour of Frémont for president”.155 Mary 

Ellen mentioned that there had been a torch-light procession at UNC, and that her husband had 
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been burned in effigy, however, Mary Ellen also told Mattie that she believed “the worst is over 

now & so I think they will let matters rest till after the election is over & then what they will do I 

can’t say. The Raleigh Standard & most of the Democratic papers say he ought to be turned out 

immediately or sooner but the trustees don’t seem to be quite so easily determined about it”.156 

Mary Ellen told Mattie that she had previously believed that “most North Carolinians had the right 

to think and speak their own opinions on politics as well as other things. But it seems they are 

allowed it no longer”.157  

Hedrick received a great deal of support from his family following the public outcry that 

accompanied his dismissal. Benjamin’s father John L. Hedrick supported his son throughout the 

ordeal. Following Benjamin’s termination, John urged his son to “vote for Filmore [sic],” and 

noted that he himself was “as strong a democrat as ever lived but I think Buckanan [sic] cannot 

be trusted and Filmore [sic] is a friend for the south so I am going to vote for him”.158 James 

Buchanan was the Democratic candidate, and Millard Fillmore the American Party nominee, but 

ultimately it was Buchanan who would succeed in the election. John was a staunch Democrat and 

a slaveholder, but he continued to support his son, despite his preference for Frémont.  

On November 29, 1856, John wrote to Benjamin: “I want you to come and see me as soon 

as you return let me know when you come to Adams and I will meet you there”.159 John wrote to 

Mary Ellen on December 26, 1856, seeking an update on Benjamin, and asked her to “tell him not 

to come to North Carolina shortly as there is much talk of insurrection… I have always advised 

him to come back here but those disturbances among the darkies has made the fuss much greater 

against him”.160 John was referring to a wave of panic over potential slave insurrections that had 

accompanied Frémont’s nomination in the fall of 1856.161  
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Despite being born to a slaveholding family, Hedrick’s mother’s side of the family, the 

Sherwood line, appear in correspondence to be quite critical of slavery. Hedrick’s uncle, Michael 

Swaim Sherwood, editor of the Greensboro Patriot, wrote to Hedrick in August 1856, when he first 

heard rumours of his niece’s husband’s political views. “It is with extreme regret”, Michael wrote 

to Benjamin: 

I learn that you have turned public politician. The Faculty of the 

University, in my humble judgement, should have nothing to do with party 

difficulty … but what has given me most pain, is to learn that you have 

taken public ground for Frémont. This, as an individual, you had a right 

to do. But would it not be much better … just to let the matter alone? You 

are a member of the Faculty of a Southern State institution, patronized 

almost entirely by the South. And if there is any possible good … I cannot 

see it …162  

Michael Thomas Smith notes that Michael Swaim Sherwood remained publicly silent on the issue 

of Hedrick’s views on slavery.163 

In a letter to her husband’s grandfather Benjamin Sherwood sent on December 2, 1856, 

Mary Ellen wrote that in her “opinion they have treated [Benjamin] very meanly … I don’t believe 

the people would have objected to his remaining if the Democratic press had not urged them on 

to it … I fear our beloved Carolina is preparing for still more dreadful times”.164 Mary Ellen told 

Sherwood that, since leaving North Carolina, Benjamin had been to Philadelphia, New York, 

Cambridge, and was planning to go to Cincinnati and Chicago. She also noted that “Mr Bird of 

Port des Moines is inserting himself very much in Benjamin’s favour”.165 Thompson Bird was, 
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according to Mary Ellen, “a North Carolinian [who] had to leave the state because he would not 

bow to the image the people have set up”.166  

Benjamin Sherwood wrote back to Mary Ellen expressing disappointment at the actions 

of the University board of trustees on January 16, 1857. Sherwood could “not believe that a set of 

intellectual men, such as trustees of a university… would so far disgrace themselves as to dismiss 

a professor that was faultless, but I find that I was mistaken that there is no bounds to party 

madness”.167 Sherwood hoped that “their tyranny exercised over you will establish you somewhere 

north of the Mason & Dixon line where my lovely great-grandchildren will escape, measurably, 

the blighting curse of slavery”.168 Jeffrey Brooke Allen has suggested that although Benjamin 

Sherwood was anti-slavery, it mostly stemmed from “white opposition to physical contact with 

blacks – especially if that contact was of a sexual nature”.169 

Some of Hedrick’s relatives were less sympathetic to his cause. For example, Luther Clegg, 

brother-in-law to Mary Ellen (he married her sister Jane Morrow Thomson), wrote to Hedrick on 

October 8, 1856, expressing regret for his now-public views on slavery. He told Hedrick that his 

views “may prove to your disadvantage as everything will probably be construed in the worst light 

… it is not always necessary that we should utter all our sentiments especially when we are aware 

that they will be construed to our disadvantage”.170  

Michael Swaim Sherwood wrote to Hedrick on October 29, 1856, informing him of a 

conversation he had had with former Governor of North Carolina, John Morehead. “He believes 

you have acted indiscreetly and imprudently”, Sherwood told Hedrick, but he also believed “that 

the faculty acted foolishly in calling the meeting and gravely passing the resolutions they did on 

the subject”.171 Governor Morehead, who was influenced by other anti-slavery North Carolinians 
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such as lawyer George C. Mendenhall and Presbyterian minister Eli W. Caruthers, was, as well as 

Benjamin Sherwood and Hedrick, prior to Hedrick’s conversion to Republicanism, a Whig. 

Division over the issue of slavery, with some staunchly for the institution and some ardently 

against it, resulted in the demise of the Whig party in the 1850s.172   

News of the Hedrick affair reached other Southern-born critics of slavery such as Hinton 

Rowan Helper and Daniel R. Goodloe, both of whom were natives of North Carolina and who 

had relocated North. From New York City on October 15, 1856, Helper wrote to Hedrick that he 

had “not the pleasure of your acquaintance, but it would do me good to … tell you how glad I 

was to find that my dear old native state has at least one fearless patriot within her borders, there 

are tens of thousands of men in the state, who entertain views similar to those expressed in your 

letter, but they dare not open their mouths”.173   

Just a few days later, Goodloe wrote to Hedrick from Washington D.C. and echoed 

Helper’s sentiments. “As a North Carolinian though now residing in this city”, Goodloe wrote, “I 

take the liberty of writing you a line to thank you in the name of liberty and humanity for the manly 

stand you have taken in the Presidential question … you can imagine the delight I felt; with such 

views, at seeing such a letter eminating [sic] from a Professor in the university of my native state”.174 

Wealthy Delaware wool merchant Hanson Robinson also expressed his gratitude to 

Hedrick for standing publicly against slavery. He wrote to Hedrick that he had “read your letter of 

just as published in the Raleigh Standard with mingled feelings of deep sympathy & profound 

admiration …. [for] the manly and noble stand you have taken in defence of freedom, and against 

the extension of slavery”.175 As he was from Delaware, also a slave state, Robinson wrote to 

Hedrick that he was “enabled in a measure to appreciate your situation”.176  
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Robinson, as well as Helper and Benjamin Sherwood each made separate references to the 

“manly” nature of Hedrick’s actions. In a letter sent on November 3, 1856, Sherwood wrote to 

Hedrick that he “shall always admire your manly independence in avowing preferinces [sic] for 

Frémont and I will also say that you displayed a greater degree of statesmanship in your defence 

than I expected from any man of your age on the face of the globe”.177 Such a comment suggests 

that the “manliness” of Hedrick’s actions stemmed from the fact that he was willing publicly and 

independently to stand by his criticisms of slavery, despite the harsh backlash he received in his 

home state.   

Once firmly established in the North, Hedrick continued to advocate the abolition of 

slavery and was, according to Michael Thomas Smith, “a leading spokesman in the nation’s capital 

for North Carolina’s Unionists during the Civil War”.178 Hedrick briefly visited his former home 

state on a few occasions, but remained living in the North for the rest of his life.179    

 

Conclusion 

These case studies reaffirm that the South became much more hostile towards public displays of 

anti-slavery behavior in the later antebellum years. While anti-slavery Southerners, such as William 

Williamson and Robert G. Wilson, were able to travel back to South Carolina relatively easily in 

the first two decades of the nineteenth century, a few decades later, when former pro-slavery 

ideologue turned anti-slavery advocate William Henry Brisbane attempted to do the same, his 

reception was much more hostile. By the 1850s, as a result of being subject to anti-abolitionist 

backlash, Moncure Conway and Benjamin S. Hedrick had very little choice but to leave the South. 

While some correspondence, such as that between Hedrick and members of the UNC board of 

trustees, suggests that while some Southerners perhaps still held anti-slavery views, or at least were 

able to tolerate them, it was Southern society that had shifted in its tolerance.  
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However, in each of these case studies, there are a number of details that highlight the 

nuances when it comes to the advent of anti-slavery in the South. For example, William Henry 

Brisbane was able to preach an entire anti-slavery sermon in the deeply pro-slavery South Carolina 

Low Country in 1848, with only one person objecting. Moncure Conway, despite hailing from one 

of the wealthiest pro-slavery families in Stafford County, Virginia, was still supported by his 

mother Margaret, who he suggests also held anti-slavery views, evident in her support for the 

Union despite her ardently pro-slavery and pro-Confederate husband. Following his dismissal 

from UNC, Benjamin Hedrick continued to receive letters of support from the very men who had 

voted for his termination. These cases thus highlight the extremely nuanced nature of Southern 

anti-slavery, and how through a close analysis of the shifting attitudes toward anti-slavery we can 

gain a better understanding of the complex relationship between slavery, society, and the 

individual. 
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Chapter Four: Southern Anti-Slavery Networks 
 

On September 17, 1838, John Bennington Mahan was arrested in Sardinia, Ohio, on the charge of 

“aiding and assisting certain slaves, the property of William Greenhouse, to make their escape 

from the possession of said William Greenhouse, out of and beyond the state of Kentucky”.1 

Mahan, born in Fleming County, Kentucky, had relocated to Ohio and taken up the anti-slavery 

cause. Mahan worked alongside fellow Southern-born anti-slavery activists James Gilliland and 

John Rankin on the Underground Railroad.2 Mahan was defended during his trial by South 

Carolina-born and Cincinnati-based lawyer John C. Vaughan, who worked alongside anti-slavery 

Kentuckian Cassius M. Clay in the publishing of Clay’s True American.3 John Rankin, born in 

Eastern Tennessee, assisted Mahan in raising money for his defense, which was successful.4 

However, as Greenhouse had also filed a civil suit against Mahan, a large payment of $1,600 was 

required to secure his release. This payment was made by Kentucky-born William Dunlop, who 

had relocated to Brown County, Ohio, where he had then freed his slaves.5 This example illustrates 

the extensive connections that existed between anti-slavery Southerners in the late-eighteenth and 

nineteenth centuries in the United States, connections which have been under-examined by 

scholars of American anti-slavery.   

This chapter explores the personal connections between anti-slavery Southerners, and 

their connections with other anti-slavery activists that extended into the free states of the North. 

By including individuals who have not featured prominently in the existing scholarship, this 

chapter adds complexity to the existing image of Southern anti-slavery. Conducting a large-scale 

analysis also makes visible the previously unappreciated cross-regional interconnectedness of anti-

slavery movements. In this chapter I look at the personal connections between Southern anti-
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slavery activists that existed from the late-eighteenth century until the beginning of the Civil War 

in 1861. In doing so, I demonstrate that, despite the fact that the South was becoming increasingly 

intolerant of anti-slavery activity, anti-slavery networks that were connected to the South 

continued to thrive past the 1830s.  

First, I will detail personal connections between anti-slavery Southerners that were made 

and maintained, for a variety of reasons. I look at connections that were formed as a result of 

geographic proximity, religion, education, as well as those connections that were a result of 

membership in the same organisations, or working together for the anti-slavery cause, for example 

on the Underground Railroad. This chapter then goes on to demonstrate that these networks, in 

some cases, extended beyond the South and intersected with Northern-based anti-slavery 

networks.  

Scholars such as Carl Degler have mostly examined anti-slavery Southerners in isolation, 

as individuals whose anti-slavery views often made them outsiders in their Southern communities, 

as opposed to analysing the connections that they shared with other anti-slavery activists, both in 

the South and the North. Seeing anti-slavery Southerners in isolation runs the risk of presenting 

their experiences as aberrations, as opposed to part of the larger narrative of mainstream American 

anti-slavery.   

Southern anti-slavery activists were linked in a variety of ways – for example, through birth 

or marriage, educated together under the same individuals at the same time, participated in the 

same emancipation societies, they may have been in the same religious presbytery, or attended the 

same sermons, or they may have worked together in politics or newspaper publishing. I argue in 

this chapter that the extensive personal connections between anti-slavery Southerners, both 

between each other and with their counterparts in the North, reveals a wide web or network of 

anti-slavery activity.  

This sort of web was made possible by the heightened mobility of anti-slavery Southerners, 

a consequence of often needing to relocate away from the South in order to freely express their 
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views on slavery. Such a network has not been identified in the existing scholarship on Southern 

anti-slavery or American anti-slavery in general. As well as a network that comprised a number of 

anti-slavery Southerners, there was also a broader, cross-regional network into which they were 

connected, one which incorporated both Southern-born and Northern-born anti-slavery 

advocates. I argue that these interconnecting networks should be included as part of the larger 

narrative of American anti-slavery. 

A definition of networks that comes from a very different scholarly area, settler colonial 

studies, is useful here. Nadia Rhook and Tracey Banivanua Mar have defined networks as not just: 

static entities – either in practice and experience – but [as] transformational 

processes. They were, and are, binds and bonds, alignments and meetings, 

junctures and disjunctures of interests … They were, and are, the 

accumulative product of acts of communication and expressions of 

affinity, of movements to meet as well as movements apart – movements 

variously forced, incidental and strategic …6  

Rhook and Banivanua Mar’s emphasis on movement relates to a primary contention of this 

chapter, which is that the mobility of anti-slavery Southerners was crucial to the development of 

their networks. Anti-slavery Southerners who relocated North had pre-existing personal 

connections to family and friends in the South, as well as the new connections that they formed 

in their new homes.  

 Rather than completing a technical analysis of “nodes”, as those scholars immersed in 

network/social network theory have done, I align myself methodologically more with the language 

of scholars such as François Furstenberg, who prefers to label the transatlantic anti-slavery 

networks that he identifies as a “transatlantic conversation about slavery”.7 Similar language is 
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found in John Oldfield’s Transatlantic Abolition in the Age of Revolution, in which he argues that the 

post-revolutionary era saw “the appearance on both sides of the Atlantic of highly organised, 

energetic and broad-based abolitionist societies that together formed a vibrant and relatively well-

integrated international community”.8 Thus while the rise of transnational scholarship has seen the 

publication of a handful of scholarly works on transatlantic anti-slavery networks, an analysis of 

those networks that were internal to the United States has yet to be completed.9  

There are a few individuals whose extensive movements demonstrate how anti-slavery 

Southerners were often very mobile. Newspaper editor Daniel R. Goodloe was born in Louisburg, 

North Carolina in 1814, educated in Maury County, Tennessee as well as Mount Pleasant, Ohio; 

he later returned to work in North Carolina; moved to Washington D.C, spent three years in Prince 

Georges County, Maryland, before returning again to North Carolina, and then Washington D.C 

multiple times.10 Lawyer and politician James G. Birney was born in Danville, Kentucky in 1792, 

educated at Princeton in New Jersey, moved to Huntsville, Alabama, then to Cincinnati, Ohio, 

and finally to Michigan, where he established the town of Bay City.11 Unitarian minister Moncure 

Conway was born in Stafford County, Virginia in 1832, studied in Carlisle, Pennsylvania as well as 

Warrenton, Virginia, then he became a circuit rider throughout Virginia, Washington D.C., and 

Maryland, moved to Boston to study at Harvard, joined the First Unitarian Church in D.C., before 

moving to Cincinnati and eventually back to Boston.12 Presbyterian minister James H. Dickey was 

born in Halifax County, Virginia in 1780, moved to York County, South Carolina, at a young age, 

studied in Bourbon County, Kentucky, preached in Kentucky and Tennessee, before moving to 
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10 Goodloe, “Autobiographical Sketch.” 
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Ohio, then to Putnam County, Illinois.13 While nineteenth century-Americans were in general very 

mobile, the group of anti-slavery Southerners that I am studying were even more so.  

Anti-slavery Southerners were often mobile as a part of their occupation, for example as 

circuit-riding ministers or lecturing agents. Southern-born circuit-riding preachers who espoused 

the anti-slavery cause included Charles Osborn, John Hersey, Samuel Doak, Thomas S. Hinde, 

James Meacham, and Peter Cartwright. William T. Allan, James A. Thome, and David Nelson were 

each lecturing agents working for the American Anti-Slavery Society, and part of a group known 

as Theodore Weld’s “Seventy”; as a result they spent a lot of time on the road speaking out against 

slavery.14  

 

Geographic  

Personal connections between anti-slavery Southerners were enhanced by a variety of geographic 

proximities. For example, anti-slavery Southerners who left the slave states sometimes settled in 

areas with other anti-slavery Southerners, creating exile communities in different towns and 

counties. The town of Ripley, Ohio, and the county it resided within – Brown County – became 

one of the most popular destinations for Southerners who departed the slave states. There were a 

few reasons why Ohio was such a popular destination. Firstly, and perhaps most importantly, 

slaveholders could free their slaves without having to pay a bond, which, as Ann Hagedorn notes, 

was the case in some states in the post-revolutionary era.15 Hagedorn also notes that Ohio, with 

its “dense forests, the fertile soil, the abundant game, the river – all of it – conjured images of 

growth and profit”.16 As many of these towns were relatively new white settlements, these exile 

communities of Southerners would have been shaped by the anti-slavery views of these individuals 

and, in a way, as a Northern state that was home to numerous Southerners, the exile communities 
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Inc., Publishers, 2011).  
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16 Hagedorn, Beyond the River, 8.  
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of anti-slavery Southerners in the Old North-West bridged the sectional divide between North 

and South. 

Sometimes individuals who knew each other in the South would relocate together. William 

Williamson, a former slaveholder born in North Carolina, and who preached at the Presbyterian 

Fair Forest Church near Spartanburg, South Carolina, relocated to Ohio, where he freed his slaves, 

in 1805. Williamson settled in Manchester, Adams County, just along the river from Ripley, and 

became involved in the Underground Railroad.17 Robert B. Dobbins, a Presbyterian minister born 

in Augusta, Virginia, who had known both Williamson and James Gilliland in South Carolina, also 

decided to relocate to Ohio.18 Both Williamson, Gilliland, and Dobbins joined the Chillicothe 

Presbytery in Ohio, along with Robert G. Wilson, a native of Lincoln County, North Carolina, 

who had preached in the churches of Upper Long Cane and Greenville, South Carolina.19 Wilson 

was the brother-in-law of James Gilliland.20 In 1819, South Carolina-born Thomas Means similarly 

relocated to Adams County, in Hanging Rock, just along the Ohio River.21 The Means family were 

related to William Williamson through his wife Anne.22 

 

Familial  

There were a number of connections between anti-slavery Southerners that were of a familial 

nature. As well as the connections that they shared between each other, families often maintained 

links to neighbouring families over a number of generations, for example the network of Quaker 

families in Guilford County, North Carolina. Levi Coffin, who was born in North Carolina in 

1798, and who was a prominent leader of the Underground Railroad, was a cousin of Vestal Coffin, 

who was born in 1792, also in Guilford County.23 In 1813 Levi and Vestal opened a Sunday school 
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for slaves together, and Vestal and his wife Alethea operated an Underground Railroad depot at 

Guilford College in Greensboro, North Carolina.24 Brothers Richard and George C. Mendenhall 

were born in Guilford County, North Carolina in 1778 and 1800 respectively.25 Michael Swaim 

Sherwood, born in 1816 in Rowan County, North Carolina, was the editor of the Greensboro Patriot, 

and was the uncle of exiled chemistry professor Benjamin S. Hedrick, who was expelled from the 

University of North Carolina in 1856 for his anti-slavery views.26 William Swaim, born in Guilford 

County in 1802, edited the Greensboro Patriot alongside Sherwood.27 William was the second cousin 

of Benjamin Swaim, born in 1798 in Randolph County, North Carolina, who edited the Southern 

Citizen.28 Moses Swaim, also born in Randolph County in 1788, was Benjamin Swaim’s uncle.29  

Quaker minister John Parrish, born in Baltimore, Maryland in 1729, was cousin to fellow 

anti-slavery Quaker Warner Mifflin, who had been born in Accomack County, Virginia in 1745.30 

Presbyterian minister John Rankin married Jean Lowry, who was a granddaughter of Samuel 

Doak.31 Moses Hoge, born in Cedar Grove, Virginia in 1752, was president of Hampden-Sydney 

College in Virginia, and was the father of Presbyterian minister Samuel Davies Hoge and educator 

James Hoge.32 Eleanor Copeland has noted that Samuel Davies Hoge was the pastor at Culpepper 

Courthouse in Virginia until he moved to Hillsboro, Ohio at the request of his brother James.33  

John B. Mahan and William Mahan were Kentucky-born brothers who relocated to Ohio 

in the 1820s.34 Virginia-born Samuel and Robert Pleasants were the sons of wealthy planter John 

Pleasants III.35 William and James H. Dickey were brothers.36 Born in Charleston in 1792 and 1805 
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respectively, sisters Angelina and Sarah Grimké were, according to Gerda Lerner, “the offspring 

of wealth, refinement and the highest social standing”, as their parents were established members 

of the South Carolina planter elite.37 Their father John was a prominent slave owner, an American 

Revolutionary War colonel, and a Supreme Court Justice.38 

 

Religious  

Some anti-slavery Southerners formed connections through religion. James G. Birney attended 

sermons given by Virginia-born Baptist minister David Barrow in Danville, Kentucky in the 

1800s.39 Birney’s family also attended the sermons given by anti-slavery Presbyterian minister 

David Rice, as there were no Episcopalian services in Danville at the time.40 John Allan, the father 

of fellow AAAS lecturer William T. Allan, had been Birney’s pastor while he had been living in 

Huntsville, Alabama in the 1820s.41 William Hickman, born in Virginia in 1747, invited fellow 

Baptist minister Carter Tarrant, born in Amherst County, Virginia in 1763, to preach at his Forks 

of Elkhorn Church in Kentucky, which caused a stir.42 Due to his anti-slavery views, Hickman left 

the Forks of Elkhorn Church in 1807, however in 1809 he re-joined the Baptist Church.43  

James Hoge organised a church in Franklinton, Ohio in 1806, with the help of the 

Southern-born pastor of the Chillicothe Presbyterian Church, Robert G. Wilson.44 Moses Hoge 

regularly preached to John Randolph of Roanoke, and the two were close friends. According to a 

contemporary account, there was “not more a devoted admirer of [Hoge’s] pulpit eloquence than 

of his intelligent and warm-hearted piety” than John Randolph.45 Fellow anti-slavery Episcopal 
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minister William Meade, born in White Post, Virginia in 1789, was a recipient of John Randolph’s 

estate through his will.46 Presbyterian minister James Blythe, born in Mecklenburg County, North 

Carolina in 1765, was ordained and installed into the Chillicothe presbytery by James Gilliland.47 

Abigail Hunt Stanley and Joshua Stanley, born in 1791 and 1785 respectively, were Guilford 

County, North Carolina-based Quakers who were friends with fellow Quakers Levi Coffin and his 

cousin Vestal.48 Levi was also close friends with fellow Quaker and North Carolinian Charles 

Osborn, who had been born in Chatham County, North Carolina in 1775.49 Following time spent 

in Ohio, Charles Osborn moved to Northern Indiana, where he continued his anti-slavery 

activism.50 

 

Educational  

A number of anti-slavery Southerners met while studying. Educational institutions were often the 

places where anti-slavery views would be developed or nurtured, as like-minded individuals met 

and discussed their ideas together. John Rankin was greatly influenced by Samuel Doak, who 

educated him at St Martin’s Academy, later known as Washington College Academy, in the 1810s.51 

As well as Rankin, Doak taught other anti-slavery Southerners, such as David Nelson, James 

Gallagher, Jesse H. Lockhart, and Gideon Blackburn.52 North Carolina-born Presbyterian minister 

James Blythe was president at Transylvania University, where he taught James G. Birney and John 

Finley Crowe.53 Born in Greene County, Tennessee in 1787, Presbyterian minister John Finley 
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Crowe relocated to Indiana, where he founded Hanover College in 1827.54 His former mentor 

James Blythe became the first president of Hanover in 1832.55  

Presbyterian minister David Nelson, born in Jonesborough, Tennessee in 1793, was 

educated by Gideon Blackburn, born in Augusta County, Virginia in 1772; later they were 

members of the same Presbytery.56 Nelson established Mission Institute in Quincy, Illinois in 1836, 

following time spent in Marion County, Missouri, where he had been subject to anti-abolitionist 

violence.57 Following a successful preaching career in Tennessee and Kentucky, Presbyterian 

minister Gideon Blackburn moved to Carlinville, Illinois.58 Presbyterian minister Hugh Barr was 

also educated by Blackburn.59 Barr, born in North Carolina in 1790, moved to Carrollton, Illinois 

in 1835.60  

Episcopalian minister William Meade studied in Maryland under the tutelage of Walter 

Dulany Addison, who had been born in Annapolis in 1769.61 James Blythe was mentored by 

Presbyterian minister David Rice, who was born in Hanover County, Virginia, in 1733. Blythe 

himself then became a mentor to Presbyterian minister Barton Warren Stone, who resided with 

Blythe over the fall of 1796.62 Stone was born in Port Tobacco, Maryland in 1772, and Andrew 

Lee Feight has noted that “Stone, rather than Rice, was the early leader of the most radical 

antislavery activists in the Presbyterian churches of Kentucky”.63 Stone also taught Presbyterian 

minister James H. Dickey.64  

 

                                                      
54 Tenkotte and Claypool, The Encyclopedia of Northern Kentucky, 302. 
55 Feight, “James Blythe and the Slavery Controversy in the Presbyterian Church of Kentucky,” 25. 
56 William A. Richardson Jr, “Dr. David Nelson and His Times,” 437 
57 Harrold, The Abolitionists and the South, 86. 
58 Lester Lamon, “Gideon Blackburn: A Contemporary’s Perspective,” Journal of Presbyterian History 62, No. 4 (Winter 
1984): 354-367. 
59 Alfred Nevin, Encyclopedia of the Presbyterian church in the United States of America: including the Northern and Southern 
Assemblies, 57. https://archive.org/details/encyclopaediaofp00nevi. 
60 Weld, American Slavery as it is, 46 
61 Samuel S. Hill and Charles H. Lippy, Encyclopaedia of Religion in the South (Macon: Mercer University Press, 2005), 
493. 
62 Feight, “James Blythe and the Slavery Controversy in the Presbyterian Church of Kentucky,” 13. 
63 Feight, “James Blythe and the Slavery Controversy in the Presbyterian Church of Kentucky,” 18-19. 
64 Wilson, The Presbyterian Historical Almanac, 122-123. 



 114 

Organisations/Anti-Slavery Activism   

A number of anti-slavery Southerners worked together on the anti-slavery cause in the same 

organisations or on the same local causes. In the late 1850s, Quaker minister Samuel Janney, born 

in Loudoun County, Virginia in 1801, worked alongside Unitarian minister Moncure Conway to 

petition the Virginia State Legislature to loosen restrictions on slave education and to prevent the 

splitting up of slave families.65 Patrica Hickin has noted that Samuel Janney’s “influence was 

instrumental – perhaps even crucial – in the conversion of another Southern editor to open 

espousal of the antislavery cause” – John Hampden Pleasants, the Goochland County, Virginia-

born “fiery editor” of the Richmond Whig, a newspaper Hickin suggests was “one of the most 

important journals in all the South”.66  

Peter Cartwright, James Lemen and Edward Coles worked together for the anti-slavery 

cause while living in Illinois.67 James Lemen, born in Harpers Ferry, Virginia in 1760, was a Baptist 

minister and friend of Thomas Jefferson.68 Methodist preacher Peter Cartwright, who was born in 

Amherst County, Virginia in 1785, moved to Illinois in 1824, where he was elected to the state’s 

General Assembly.69 In his autobiography, Cartwright stated that one of the reasons for his move 

to Illinois was to “get entirely clear of the evil of slavery”.70 Edward Coles was born on his family’s 

plantation in Albemarle County, Virginia in 1786, and later became Governor of Illinois.71   

Expelled professor Benjamin S. Hedrick was in close correspondence with fellow North 

Carolina opponents of slavery, Daniel R. Goodloe and Hinton Rowan Helper, following his 

expulsion from the University of North Carolina in 1856.72 However, Goodloe became 

increasingly troubled by Helper’s anti-black tirades, which intensified in the 1860s.73 Hedrick tried 
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to assist Wesleyan Methodist minister Daniel Worth during his trial for spreading copies of 

Helper’s anti-slavery tract The Impending Crisis of the South: How to Meet it through his home state of 

North Carolina.74 Presbyterian minister John G. Fee was a close associate of Cassius M. Clay; Clay 

gifted Fee a plot of land in Berea, Kentucky, on which Fee founded Berea College, the first co-

educational and interracial tertiary institution in the South.75  

John Rankin was close friends with a number of anti-slavery Southerners. He stayed with 

James Blythe in Kentucky, who convinced him to pastor the nearby Concord Church.76 Once he 

arrived in Ohio, Rankin worked in the Chillicothe Presbytery alongside many Southern-born critics 

of slavery, including William Williamson, James H. Dickey, William Dickey, Samuel Hoge, and 

James Gilliland. He was also good friends with renowned abolitionist James G. Birney.77  

Often anti-slavery Southerners formed connections through their membership in anti-

slavery societies. Angelina and Sarah Grimké, David Nelson, James A. Thome, and William T. 

Allan were all involved in the American Anti-Slavery Society (AAAS), founded in 1833 by William 

Lloyd Garrison and Arthur Tappan.78 The AAAS campaigned for immediate and uncompensated 

emancipation, and was highly critical of colonization schemes. In 1839 the society splintered, and 

in 1840 Arthur Tappan and his brother Lewis, who were critical of the radical nature of Garrison 

and his followers, formed the American and Foreign Anti-Slavery Society (AFASS).  

Angelina and Sarah Grimké were also members of the Philadelphia Female Anti-Slavery 

Society, which was founded in 1833.79 James G. Birney was involved in forming an auxiliary of the 

American Colonization Society in Alabama, before converting to immediatism in 1834 and 

working with the AASS.80 The North Carolina Manumission Society was one of the more 

successful anti-slavery societies in the early antebellum South, its members including Levi Coffin, 
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William Swaim, Moses Swaim, Benjamin Swaim, Richard Mendenhall, Charles Osborn, Jeremiah 

Hubbard and Daniel Worth.81 The society minutes note that a number of these individuals were 

in the same branch. For example, Daniel Worth and Moses Swaim were both in the Centre branch, 

and Richard Mendenhall and Jeremiah Hubbard were both members of the Deep River branch.82  

Carter Tarrant and David Barrow formed the anti-slavery Baptist Licking Locust 

Association in Kentucky.83 Charles Osborn was also active in founding the Tennessee 

Manumission Society, of which John Rankin and Elihu Embree were also members.84 Elihu 

Embree, born in Washington County, Tennessee in 1782, was a former slaveholder who started 

The Emancipator in 1819, and the paper enjoyed a surprisingly large readership considering its 

publication in a slave state.85 How the newspaper would have fared later in the nineteenth century 

is impossible to know, as Embree died prematurely in 1820 aged only thirty-eight.86  

Many Southerners who relocated to Ohio, including John Rankin, William T. Allan, James 

H. Dickey, William Dickey, William Henry Brisbane, Alexander Campbell, William Poe, James G. 

Birney, James Gilliland, James A. Thome, and John Bennington Mahan, were members of the 

Ohio Anti-Slavery Society, which was founded in April 1835.87 The proceedings of the inaugural 

meeting in 1835 show that James and William Dickey, Mahan, Rankin, and Poe were all in 

attendance, while Birney, Thome, and Allan were corresponding members.88 

In the state of Illinois, another popular destination for anti-slavery Southerners, Virginia-

born Presbyterian minister and educator Gideon Blackburn was active in the founding of the 
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Illinois Anti-Slavery Society.89 Samuel D. Laughlin, born in Pendleton District, South Carolina in 

1797, was also a member of the Illinois Anti-Slavery Society, as well as President of the Putnam 

County Anti-Slavery Society, which was established in 1833.90 William T. Allan was also involved 

in the Illinois Anti-Slavery Society.91  

A number of anti-slavery Southerners were simultaneously involved in local anti-slavery 

societies and state or national organisations. Alexander Campbell was the first president of the 

Ripley Anti-Slavery Society.92 John Rankin and James Gilliland, who were secretary and vice-

president respectively, were also members of the Ripley Anti-Slavery Society, which was formed 

on November 25, 1835.93 

Many anti-slavery Southerners, including Samuel Janney, William McKenney, William 

Meade, and Charles Carroll, were members of the American Colonization Society or its 

auxiliaries.94 Virginian Mary Berkeley Minor Blackford founded the Fredericksburg and Falmouth 

Female Auxiliary to the ACS in 1829.95  

 Other societies that included a number of anti-slavery Southerners were the Cincinnati-

based American Reform Tract and Book Society, of which John Rankin, James A. Thome, and 

Levi Coffin were members.96 Another was the Church Anti-Slavery Society, of which Thome, John 

G. Fee and noted Northern abolitionist Arthur Tappan were members.97  

A number of anti-slavery Southerners worked together to assist fugitive slaves on the 

Underground Railroad. A large number of them ran stations along the Ripley line in Ohio. The 
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most famous of these stations was the house of John Rankin, which sat atop a hill in the town of 

Ripley.98 Next along the line was Presbyterian minister James Gilliland, who had been expelled 

from his church in South Carolina for preaching anti-slavery sermons.99 Gilliland’s church and 

home, both in Red Oak, were stations.100 Jesse H. Lockhart’s church and house in Russellville were 

next along the Ripley line.101 John M. Nelson ran a station just outside Hillsboro.102 Nelson had 

been born into a slaveholding family in Virginia, however, he decided to move to Ohio to agitate 

against slavery, and he worked closely with John Rankin.103 Nelson and Rankin also worked closely 

with John B. Mahan and Levi Coffin.104  

 

Figure 3 - An Example of Southern Anti-Slavery Networks 

 
A number of the relationships described above are visually depicted in Figure 3. François 

Furstenberg has included similar visual network maps in his study of the anti-slavery networks of 
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George Washington.105 If there is a line between two individuals, it means that there is documented 

evidence that they knew each other, and, if never actually meeting in person, that they shared 

correspondence. As well as highlighting the extensive network in which anti-slavery Southerners 

were enmeshed, this map also demonstrates that there were a couple of key figures at the heart of 

this network. For example, John Rankin, Levi Coffin, and James Gilliland are connected to a large 

number of individuals, perhaps a result of their participation in the Underground Railroad, in 

multiple anti-slavery societies, and, in the case of Rankin and Gilliland, in the notoriously anti-

slavery Chillicothe Presbytery.  

 

Connections to Northern Anti-Slavery Activists  

It is important to note that these networks extended beyond the South. Many Southern anti-slavery 

activists had close relationships with Northern-born anti-slavery activists. James A. Thome was a 

close friend of Theodore Weld and Angelina Grimké, helping them to collate American Slavery as it 

is, which was published in 1839.106 William T. Allan was another close friend and colleague of 

Theodore Weld. Allan was deeply influenced by Weld, while Weld was staying as a guest in his 

family home in Alabama.107 Angelina and Sarah Grimké worked with a number of anti-slavery 

Northerners, including Lucretia Mott and Lydia Maria Child, through organisations and events 

such as the Ladies Anti-Slavery Convention, held in New York City in May 1837.108  

In the 1850s, Moncure Conway was in contact with Theodore Parker, William Lloyd 

Garrison, Elizabeth Cady Stanton, and Wendell Phillips.109 John Rankin was close to Henry Ward 

Beecher, and when Beecher was asked who was responsible for the abolition of slavery, he 

responded “Rev. John Rankin and his sons”.110 Presbyterian minister David Nelson had a deep 
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influence on the religious views of Elijah Lovejoy, with the latter attending a number of revivalist 

meetings held by Nelson in early 1832; the two became good friends.111 Gideon Blackburn was a 

member of the Illinois Anti-Slavery Society alongside Lovejoy.112 Elijah’s brother Owen Lovejoy, 

who was involved in the Underground Railroad, was a close associate of William T. Allan.113  

Following his move to Cincinnati in 1838, South Carolina-born William Henry Brisbane 

became good friends with Ohio anti-slavery politician Salmon P. Chase.114 Kentucky-born John 

Van Zandt was defended by Chase while on trial for assisting fugitive slaves in 1847.115 Chase also 

worked alongside John C. Vaughan, the lawyer who had defended John B. Mahan on the same 

charge in 1838.116 Another Southern-born anti-slavery activist who worked with Chase in Ohio 

was James G. Birney.117 Birney was close associates with a number of Northern-based anti-slavery 

campaigners, such as Henry B. Stanton, Gerrit Smith, and Lewis Tappan.118 Birney was also friends 

with James Forten, an African American abolitionist who had been born free, and who had been 

educated in Philadelphia at renowned anti-slavery Quaker leader Anthony Benezet’s school.119 

Robert Pleasants was influenced by Benezet to start the short-lived Virginia Abolition Society in 

1790.120 William Swaim, Benjamin Swaim, and Richard Mendenhall of North Carolina, and John 

Finley Crowe, once he arrived in Indiana, were agents for Benjamin Lundy’s anti-slavery 

newspaper Genius of Universal Emancipation.121  

Samuel Janney became acquainted with noted abolitionists and fellow Quakers Lucretia 

and James Mott when they visited the South in 1842.122 Lewis Tappan, an anti-slavery campaigner 
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from New York who formed the AFASS upon disagreement with Garrison and the AAAS, had 

relationships with a number of anti-slavery Southerners. There is correspondence between Tappan 

and Daniel R. Goodloe, as well as Tappan and Hinton Rowan Helper. Daniel Worth stayed with 

Tappan in New York in 1860 while on bail following his imprisonment for circulating copies of 

Helper’s The Impending Crisis.123 James H. Dickey communicated with Theodore Weld on issues 

surrounding the anti-slavery cause.124  

A number of anti-slavery Southerners were converted to the cause of emancipation as a 

result of their interactions with Northern-based anti-slavery advocates. Cassius M. Clay’s anti-

slavery views developed after hearing William Lloyd Garrison speak at Yale. He wrote in his 

memoirs that “as water to a thirsty wayfayer … were to me Garrison’s arguments and 

sentiments”.125 Clay “resolved… that when [he] had the strength, if ever [he] would give slavery a 

death struggle”.126 David Nelson freed his slaves immediately after hearing Theodore Weld 

speak.127 Samuel Janney was convinced of the evils of slavery after his interactions with Northern 

anti-slavery campaigners Benjamin Lundy and Lucretia and James Mott in 1842.128 Joseph Evans 

Snodgrass was also influenced by Lucretia Mott, after hearing her speak in Baltimore in October 

1842.129 Janney and Snodgrass worked together in the later antebellum years, with Snodgrass often 

publishing Janney’s anti-slavery material in his newspaper.130  
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Figure 4 - An Example of Intersecting Northern/Southern Anti-Slavery Networks 

 
As was the case with Figure 3, the above map (Figure 4), which highlights a number of connections 

between anti-slavery Southerners and their Northern counterparts, demonstrates that there were 

a few individuals, such as William Lloyd Garrison, Angelina Grimké, and James G. Birney, who 

are noticeably more connected to this network than others. These individuals were highly 

prominent advocates against slavery, and thus it is unsurprising that they would have had a large 

number of personal connections. As demonstrated by Figure 4, these well-connected individuals 

were vital to the reach of these networks.  

 

Conclusion  

When looked at individually, anti-slavery Southerners have been considered quite insignificant in 

the existing narrative of American anti-slavery. However, when analysed as a large group, their 

significance becomes much clearer. Anti-slavery Southerners were connected by a number of 

personal relationships of a geographic, familial, political, religious, educational, and societal nature. 

Through a broad net analysis, this chapter has demonstrated that while they might not have been 

imposing in terms of numbers, Southern-born anti-slavery advocates were enmeshed in a wide 
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network that was not just limited to the South, but spread across state lines into the Northern 

states, and intertwined with the anti-slavery activity of those in cities such as Cincinnati and 

Boston.  

 The personal connections between anti-slavery Southerners continued to thrive despite 

the fact that the South was growing increasingly intolerant towards any individuals who would 

speak out against the institution of slavery. While the changing political landscape meant that 

Southern-based anti-slavery networks were often pushed out of the South, these networks 

flourished in Northern states, especially those of the Old North-West, which was where the 

majority of the anti-slavery Southerners in my sample relocated. As I have demonstrated, in the 

post 1830s years, in states such as Illinois, Southern-born anti-slavery activists such as James 

Lemen, Peter Cartwright, Samuel D. Laughlin, Edward Coles, and Gideon Blackburn worked 

alongside each other in the same anti-slavery circles in their efforts to rid the United States of 

slavery.  
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Conclusion 

 

In the 1870s, Moncure Conway returned home to Virginia. There, he noted in his autobiography, 

he was “welcomed and fêted by those who once drove me away”.1 His uncle Valentine, who had 

disapproved of Conway’s anti-slavery stance, said to him that “when we last rode together here 

and I reproached you for your abolitionism, you made a reply I never forgot. You expressed 

wonder that we Virginians did not see that the agitation against slavery was part of a world-wide 

movement for human liberty - a movement whose force was immeasurable and inevitable and 

would ultimately overwhelm our Southern institution. Your prediction has been fulfilled”.2 

Conway noted that he and his uncle Valentine turned and “looked out on the dear old fields of 

Stafford which the tramp of armies had desolated”.3 

 This thesis has provided a fresh perspective on the field of American anti-slavery, and 

Southern anti-slavery in particular, in a number of ways. Firstly, I have incorporated a large number 

of lesser-known anti-slavery activists who were native to the South into my study. This has enabled 

me to enhance the existing picture of Southern anti-slavery, through both my examination of the 

relationship between slavery, individuals, and Southern society, as well as through my analysis of 

the value of anti-slavery Southerners to the wider anti-slavery cause. Secondly, I have identified a 

substantial number of personal connections between not just the anti-slavery Southerners in my 

sample, but also connections that they shared with anti-slavery activists born in the North. These 

links demonstrate that most cases of anti-slavery in the South were not isolated occurrences, rather, 

anti-slavery Southerners were an important part of the nation-wide effort to eradicate slavery.  

 My sample study has led me to a series of conclusions about anti-slavery Southerners. The 

large majority of those in my sample were born in the Upper South, with the states of North 

Carolina and Virginia being the most popular. Two-thirds of my sample left the South, and the 
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majority of these individuals relocated to the Old North-Western states of Illinois, Indiana, and 

Ohio, with the latter being the most popular choice, a result of its status as an epicentre of anti-

slavery activity. The anti-slavery Southerners in my sample were most often ministers, educators, 

or newspaper editors, and the most popular religion was Presbyterian. However, it is vital to re-

iterate that the criteria of my sample will inevitably have influenced the conclusions that I have 

reached.  

 My research into anti-slavery Southerners led me to more than the one hundred individuals 

that I included in my sample, including a number of Southern anti-slavery Baptists and Methodists, 

who are underrepresented in my sample considering that they were the most popular religions, as 

a percentage of the population, in the later antebellum years. I have also identified a number of 

Southern anti-slavery women, who are also significantly underrepresented in my sample. 

Unfortunately, aside from, for example, being listed as a member of an anti-slavery society, there 

was much less personal data available for these individuals, which is why I chose not to include 

them. I believe that what this demonstrates is that my sample is just the tip of the iceberg when it 

comes to Southern anti-slavery.  

Thus, further research on lesser-known anti-slavery Southern women, as well as anti-

slavery Southern Baptists and Methodists, would greatly enhance the field of Southern anti-slavery. 

Other areas that would benefit from scholarly research include the post-bellum period. For 

example, scholars could examine the experiences of anti-slavery Southerners who had relocated 

North, and who returned to the South during Reconstruction, and whether or not they were 

accepted back into Southern society. While I have focused much of my attention on those 

individuals who left the South as a result of their critical views on slavery, a deeper examination 

into lesser-known anti-slavery Southerners who remained in the South would also be of great 

benefit to the field.  

 Ultimately, this thesis has demonstrated that by employing the experiences of anti-slavery 

Southerners as a lens through which to view the South in a different light than previous scholars, 
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what one will find is that the South was not just a “monolith” when it came to issues such as 

slavery, as Carl Degler has firmly established, but rather, home to an interconnected network of 

anti-slavery activism; a network that intertwined with Northern anti-slavery efforts, and one that 

ultimately adds complexity to the existing image of Southern anti-slavery, and American anti-

slavery more generally.4  

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

                                                      
4 Degler, The Other South, 2.  



 127 

Appendix A 
  
Name Date of Birth Place of Birth Relocated to 
Walter Dulany Addison January 1, 1769 Annapolis, Maryland Stayed in the South 

William T. Allan December 7, 1810 Sumner County, Tennessee Chatham, Illinois 

Christopher Anthony March 24, 1744 Lynchburg, Virginia  Cincinnati, Ohio  

Hugh Barr May 12, 1790 North Carolina Carrollton, Illinois  

David Barrow October 30, 1753 Brunswick County, Virginia Stayed in the South 

Anthony Bewley May 22, 1804 Roane County, Tennessee Stayed in the South 

James G. Birney February 4, 1792 Danville, Kentucky Cincinnati, Ohio  

William Birney May 28, 1819 Huntsville, Alabama Cincinnati, Ohio  

Gideon Blackburn August 27, 1772 Augusta County, Virginia Carlinville, Illinois 

Mary Berkeley Minor Blackford December 2, 1802 Fredericksburg, Virginia Stayed in the South 

James Blythe October 28, 1765 Mecklenburg County, North Carolina Cincinnati, Ohio 

George Boxley 1780 Spotsylvania County, Virginia Hamilton County, Indiana 

Robert J. Breckinridge March 8, 1800 Lexington, Kentucky Stayed in the South  

William Henry Brisbane October 12, 1806 Black Swamp, South Carolina Cincinnati, Ohio 

Mattie Griffith Browne October 2, 1828 Owensboro, Kentucky Philadelphia, Pennsylvania 

George Buchanan July 26, 1796 Baltimore, Maryland Pennsylvania 

Alexander Campbell 1779 Frederick County, Virginia Ripley, Ohio  

Charles Fenelon Campbell September 13, 1803 Lexington, Virginia Brown County, Ohio 

Charles Carroll September 19, 1737 Annapolis, Maryland Stayed in the South  

Robert Carter III February 9, 1728 Lancaster County, Virginia Stayed in the South 

Peter Cartwright September 1, 1785 Amherst County, Virginia Sangamon County, Illinois 

Eli W. Caruthers December 26, 1793 Salisbury, North Carolina Stayed in the South 

Cassius M. Clay  October 19, 1810  Richmond, Kentucky Stayed in the South 

Levi Coffin October 28, 1798 New Garden, North Carolina Cincinnati, Ohio 

Vestal Coffin October 10, 1792 Guilford County, North Carolina Stayed in the South 

Edward Coles December, 15 1786 Albemarle County, Virginia Edwardsville, Illinois 

Moncure D. Conway March 17, 1832 Falmouth, Virginia Cincinnati, Ohio  

John Finley Crowe June 16, 1787 Greene County, Tennessee Hanover, Indiana 

William C. Davis September 16, 1760 Frederick County, Maryland Stayed in the South 

James H. Dickey October 24, 1780 Halifax County, Virginia South Salem, Ohio  

William Dickey December 6, 1774 York County, South Carolina Chillicothe, Ohio 

Samuel Doak August 1, 1749 Augusta County, Virginia Stayed in the South 

Robert B. Dobbins August 23, 1773 Augusta County, Virginia Sardinia, Ohio  

James Duncan Unknown Kentucky Indianapolis, Indiana 

John Dunlavy March 27, 1769 Virginia Red Oak, Ohio 

William Dunlop Unknown Fayette County, Kentucky Brown County, Ohio  

Lewis Dupre April 18, 1762 Charleston, South Carolina Stayed in the South 

Elihu Embree November 11, 1782 Washington County, Tennessee Stayed in the South 

John G. Fee September 9, 1816 Bracken County, Kentucky Cincinnati, Ohio 

John C. Frémont January 21, 1813 Savannah, Georgia Stayed in the South  

James Gallagher Unknown Hawkins County, Tennessee Cincinnati, Ohio  

Philip Gatch March 2, 1751 Baltimore, Maryland Milford, Ohio  

James Gilliland October 28, 1769 Lincoln County, North Carolina Red Oak, Ohio  

Daniel R. Goodloe May 28, 1814 Louisburg, North Carolina Washington D.C.  

Angelina Grimké February 20, 1805 Charleston, South Carolina Philadelphia, Pennsylvania 

Sarah M. Grimké November 16, 1792 Charleston, South Carolina Philadelphia, Pennsylvania 

Benjamin S. Hedrick February 13, 1827 Salisbury, North Carolina Washington D.C.  

Hinton Rowan Helper December 27, 1829 Mocksville, North Carolina New York, New York  

John Hersey August 2, 1786 Christiana, Delaware Stayed in the South 

William Hickman February 4, 1747 Virginia Stayed in the South 

Thomas S. Hinde April 19, 1785 Hanover County, Virginia Chillicothe, Ohio  

James Hoge July 4, 1784 Moorefield, West Virginia Columbus, Ohio  

Moses Hoge February 15, 1752 Cedar Grove, Virginia Stayed in the South 

Samuel Davies Hoge April 16, 1791 Shepherdstown, West Virginia Highland County, Ohio 

Jeremiah Hubbard February 13, 1777 Mecklenburg County, Virginia Indiana  

Samuel M. Janney January 11, 1801 Loudoun County, Virginia Stayed in the South 

Samuel D. Laughlin February 26, 1797 Pendleton District, South Carolina Brown County, Ohio 

James Lemen November 20, 1760 Harpers Ferry, West Virginia Monroe County, Illinois  

Elizabeth Van Lew October 12, 1818 Richmond, Virginia Philadelphia, Pennsylvania 

Jesse H. Lockhart  December 23, 1799 Rockingham County, Virginia Russellville, Ohio  

John B. Mahan April 6, 1801 Flemingsburg, Kentucky Sardinia, Ohio  

William Mahan May 25, 1803 Mason County, Kentucky Ripley, Ohio  
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James Meacham April 7, 1763 Sussex County, Virginia Stayed in the South 

William Meade November 11, 1789 White Post, Virginia Stayed in the South 

Thomas Means November 3, 1803 Spartanburg, South Carolina Hanging Rock, Ohio  

William McKenney April 23, 1790 Somerset County, Maryland Stayed in the South 

George C. Mendenhall 1800 Guilford County, North Carolina Stayed in the South 

Richard Mendenhall September 13, 1778 Jamestown, North Carolina Stayed in the South 

Warner Mifflin August 21, 1745 Pharsalia, Virginia Stayed in the South 

David Nelson September 24, 1793 Jonesborough, Tennessee Carlinville, Illinois 

John Nelson October 11, 1790 Augusta County, Virginia Hillsboro, Ohio  

Charles Osborn August 21, 1775 Chatham County, North Carolina Mount Pleasant, Ohio  

John Parrish 1729 Baltimore, Maryland Philadelphia, Pennsylvania 

John D. Paxton 1784 Rockbridge County, Virginia Indiana  

James M. Pendleton November 20, 1811 Spotsylvania County, Virginia Stayed in the South 

John Pleasants III 1697 Goochland County, Virginia Stayed in the South 

John Hampden Pleasants January 4, 1797 Goochland County, Virginia Stayed in the South 

Robert Pleasants 1723 Henrico County, Virginia Stayed in the South 

Samuel Pleasants 1737 Henrico County, Virginia Philadelphia, Pennsylvania 

William Poe Unknown Richmond, Virginia Delhi, Ohio  

John Randolph June 2, 1773 Prince George County, Virginia Stayed in the South 

John Rankin February 5, 1793 Dandridge, Tennessee Ripley, Ohio  

David Rice December 29, 1733 Hanover County, Virginia Stayed in the South 

Henry Ruffner January 16, 1790 Lexington, Virginia Stayed in the South 

Michael Swaim Sherwood September 28, 1816 Rowan County, North Carolina Stayed in the South 

Joseph Evans Snodgrass August 8, 1813 Hedgesville, West Virginia Stayed in the South 

Abigail Hunt Stanley December 14 1791 Guilford County, North Carolina Stayed in the South 

Joshua Stanley October 21 1785 Guilford County, North Carolina Stayed in the South 

Barton Warren Stone  December 24, 1772 Port Tobacco, Maryland Stayed in the South 

Benjamin Swaim May 13, 1798 Randolph County, North Carolina Stayed in the South 

Moses Swaim December 31, 1788 Randolph County, North Carolina South Bend, Indiana 

William Swaim December 16, 1802 Guilford County, North Carolina Stayed in the South 

Carter Tarrant November 4, 1763 Amherst County, Virginia Stayed in the South 

James A. Thome January 20, 1813  Augusta, Kentucky Brooklyn, Ohio  

John C. Vaughan Unknown South Carolina Cincinnati, Ohio 

William Williamson September 23, 1762 Greenville, North Carolina Manchester, Ohio  

Daniel Wilson October 23, 1813 Greensboro, North Carolina Stayed in the South 

Robert G. Wilson December 30, 1768 Lincoln County, North Carolina Chillicothe, Ohio  

Daniel Worth May 3, 1795 Guilford County, North Carolina Randolph County, Indiana 

John Van Zandt September 23, 1791 Fleming County, Kentucky Evendale, Ohio  

 
Note: Anti-slavery Southerners who left the South often lived in multiple places. However, for the purpose 
of this sample, I have used the town or city where they spent the majority of their time following their 
departure from the South.  
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