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TWO IMPORTANT WARNINGS 

First, if you are sensitive or squeamish, then you may prefer not to 
read this book. The book contains phenomenally gruesome violence 
described herein. I was disturbed on many occasions by my research and by 
the information I believe necessary to convey in order to provide an accurate 
description of slavery. This is not your typically carefully-censored and 
whitewashed high school discussion of slavery. 

Second, the language of the time was rough and crude, and often 
would be considered to be deeply offensive today. I have chosen to quote 
directly from books by or about Frederick Douglass, Harriet Tubman, 
Sojourner Truth, Solomon Northup, Harriet Jacobs, William Wells Brown, 
David Walker, and others, who themselves are quoting, or were, 
slaveholders or others who disrespected African-Americans. The books, and 
the quotations, use dialect. To be true to the historical value of the material, 
I deliberately have not deleted words they used, even if those words may 
offend. Again, if you disagree with that approach, or if you are sensitive or 
squeamish, then you may prefer not to read this book. I do not condone 
racism, discrimination, or prejudice of any kind. 



The Father of America’s Slave Society 

In memory and recognition of America’s Slave Heroes—Harriet Tubman, 
Frederick Douglass, Sojourner Truth, Harriet Jacobs, Solomon Northup, William 
Wells Brown, Lt. Juan Bautista (Prince) Witten and the Florida Army of Black 
Warriors, Nat Turner, David Walker, and many other brave African-Americans, 

both slave and “free”—far too numerous to name—who fought bravely and 
valiantly against their bondage and discrimination to attain great heights and 
success, and in addition, in memory of the abolitionists, both “free” African-

Americans—especially William Still, the Father of the Underground Railroad—and 
whites, who provided invaluable assistance to slaves, often in violation of federal 

and state laws and at great risk of harm to themselves  

 
§ § § 

 

It is time for America to recognize, and to teach our children that, through their exemplary 
courage, words and actions, these African-American heroes contributed mightily to American 

history and culture and should be held up to America’s youth as role models 

 
§ § § 

 

Their contributions to America were so significant that America’s Slave Heroes deserve to be 
recognized in America’s history on a par with the Founding Fathers (including George 

Washington and Thomas Jefferson) and Abraham Lincoln,  
each of whom also contributed significantly to America 
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AMERICA’S BECOMES A NATION IN 1776,  
AND CHOOSES TO PERPETUATE THE REIGN OF TERROR 

Once the English were out of the picture, America had an opportunity to re-evaluate 
slavery. When America became a nation, it was free to choose the character of nation it was to 
be. 

With national independence, America chose Phase 2 of America’s Reign of Terror. 

There were distinctive pressures to bring an end to slavery, and as I discuss below, some 
Founding Fathers wanted to do just that.  

Other Founding Fathers had considerable qualms about slavery, and recognized it as an 
immoral institution. Yet, they could not bring themselves to incur the wrath of the slave society 
and of their political allies and social friends to end it. Perhaps they lacked the power to do so in 
the face of the slave society’s strength. Many regarded African-Americans as inferior. 

Unlike the Duke of York, the Founding Fathers did not create slavery. They had lived with 
it all their lives. It had always been an accepted part of their existence. In addition, most of the 
Founding Fathers possessed substantial wealth in the form of the human bodies of the slaves. In 
the 1770s, slavery existed everywhere—North and South. The abolitionist movement was not 
particularly strong at the time, although it certainly did exist. 

This Chapter discusses the Founding Fathers lack of political will, and perhaps the absence 
of power, to do what they knew was right. 
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FOUR KEY EVENTS 

Although it is possible to identify numerous important occurrences associated with 
American slavery, four events stand out: 

 The Duke of York’s defeat of the Dutch at New Amsterdam (beginning Phase 1 of the 
Reign of Terror) 

 The signing of the Declaration of Independence (beginning Phase 2) 

 The invention of the cotton gin, which made implausible any hope for slavery’s end 

 The ratification of the 13th Amendment to the Constitution (beginning Phase 3) 

Other significant events during slavery include the following: 

 Nat Turner’s rebellion, which struck terror throughout the South and enhanced even more 
the deep white fear of their slaves 

 The enactment of the Fugitive Slave Law of 1850, which not only gave slave owners the 
right to pursue their fugitive slaves into supposedly “free” states, but required officials, 
and even common citizens, in those states to assist in the capture of the fugitives, 
forbidding citizens from assisting the fugitives; one 
result was enhancement of the abolitionist 
movement  

 John Brown’s Raid on the federal armory at 
Harper’s Ferry, the sheer occurrence of which 
caused such devasting fear in the slave society that 
it made the Civil War inevitable 

 Election of Abraham Lincoln less than a year after 
John Brown’s execution, which although Lincoln 
was not an abolitionist, made clear to the slave 
society that it would not be able to dominate the 
federal government as had occurred prior to that 
time 

 The Civil War within only 18 months after John Brown’s raid at Harper’s Ferry, which 
was shockingly devastating to the nation, with 1.5 million casualties, including 620,000 
or more deaths; proportionately, today that would equate with 15 million casualties, or 
approximately 75% of the current population of New York State 

 The Emancipation Proclamation, as much an economic document targeting the South’s 
wealth, as a freedom document. The Proclamation purported to free the slaves of slave 
holders in the Confederacy. It was enforceable only in territory held by Union troops. The 
Proclamation did not, however, free slaves in slave states remaining in the Union 

CASUALTIES OF WAR 

There were an estimated 1.5 million 
casualties reported during the Civil 
War. 

A “casualty” is a military person lost 
through death, wounds, injury, 
sickness, internment, capture, or 
through being missing in action. 

“Civil War Casualties” at 
www.battlefields.org/learn/articles/civil-
war-casualties, accessed Sept. 29, 2020 
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(Kentucky, Missouri, New Jersey and Delaware). The District of Columbia freed its 
slaves in 1862, shortly before the Proclamation was issued. Maryland freed its slaves in 
1864, prior to the 13th Amendment. The remaining Union slave states did not free their 
slaves until the ratification of the 13th Amendment in 1865.  

English Defeat of the Dutch (1664) 

The Duke of York’s defeat of the Dutch at New Amsterdam in 1664 resulted in his ability, 
together with King Charles II, and their colleagues, to promote the English form of slavery in the 
American colonies on a widespread basis. Until then, indentured servitude had been practiced in 
New England, Maryland, Virginia and elsewhere, and slavery had been practiced to a limited 
extent in the American colonies, especially in New England, as well as in Dutch New 
Amsterdam and in the Spanish colonies in Florida and Northern Mexico (which later became the 
Republic of Texas).  

The Duke—James Stuart, who later became King James II—and his brother, King Charles 
II, brought into play, with the English form of slavery, a new more severe level of brutality.263  

As Dr. Holly Brewer describes,264 immediately after the restoration of the English 
monarchy in 1660, it was the Duke and his brother, King Charles II, who promoted slavery 
aggressively for the English monarchy’s financial purposes, i.e., tax collections on commodities 
that slaves produced and slave-trading revenues. With a governmental monopoly, the Duke 
imported slaves from Africa through the Royal African Company, transporting 100,000 Africans 
from Africa to the New World. Dr. Hilary Beckles states that the Duke branded many, if not all, 
of them with the Duke’s initials, “DY.”265 266 

As incentives to settlers to purchase slaves, Dr. Leslie Harris states267 that the English 
provided favorable property and customs taxes for slaves imported directly from Africa. They 
caused the enactment of strict slave laws. Dr. Brewer states268 that the English devised a land-
for-slaves policy rewarding with land grants those colonists who bought slaves—the more 
slaves, the greater the grants.  

 
 

263 See generally Singer; McManus, Slavery in New York; McManus, Black Bondage in the North; 
Harris.  

264 Brewer, at 1045-47, 1051.  

265 Beckles, at 86. 

266 See “Chapter Three: The Duke of York Promotes Slavery.” 

267 Harris, at 26-27, 28. Footnotes omitted. Emphasis added.  

268 Brewer, at 1046.  
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The result was the rapid spread of the English form of slavery, based upon brutal laws 
promoted by the Duke of York and King Charles, throughout the American colonies from New 
York down to the Carolinas. As other territories and states emerged, they too copied those laws, 
until the legal structure was practiced broadly across both the North and the South and then into 
the Midwest and Texas.  

It should never be overlooked, however, that the Duke of York’s efforts began in a 
receptive New York that itself benefitted greatly from slavery and practiced some of the most 
inhumane practices imaginable. This was not in Alabama, Mississippi, Louisiana, Georgia or 
Carolina or any other state in the Deep South that Northerners love to blame for slavery. To the 
contrary, the North’s own role was significant.269 

Declaration of Independence and Constitution (1776/1788) 

The Declaration of Independence was a significant highly-influential and inspirational 
document. The Declaration did not itself speak against slavery explicitly. Nevertheless, the 
Declaration’s ideals motivated many people to oppose slavery over the following decades 
leading to the Civil War. Frederick Douglass and other African-Americans relentlessly refused to 
allow whites to overlook their hypocrisy in the light of the Declaration. 

True, the signers of the Declaration were themselves imperfect, especially as measured by 
today’s standards. They knew they 
were hypocritical, but struggled with 
the process for freeing slaves, concern 
over the potential for loss of 
significant “property value,” 
substantial fear of African-Americans, 
and their belief that blacks were 
inherently inferior to whites. 

Nevertheless, the Declaration of 
Independence set a tone that inspired 
abolitionists and encouraged a number 
of states to enact abolition laws. 

Over time, especially with the persistent admonishment of eloquent slaves and former 
slaves, such as Frederick Douglass, Sojourner Truth, Harriet Jacobs, and William Wells Brown, 

 
 

269 See “Chapter Four: American Slavery in Practice——Slavery Was a National Institution: North and 
South.” 

CONSTITUTION’S PROVISIONS  
PROTECTING OR RECOGNIZING SLAVERY 

 Return of fugitive slaves to their owners  

 Continued importation of slaves by means of the 
international slave trade for 20 years 

 Three-Fifths Compromise regarding representation in 
Congress (which also apportioned electoral votes for 
President), giving the slave society exaggerated influence in 
the new nation 
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as well as David Walker, the son of a slave, increasing numbers of white Americans were 
haunted by the bold statement that: 

We hold these truths to be self-evident, that all men are created equal, that they are 
endowed by their Creator with certain unalienable Rights, that among these are Life, 
Liberty and the pursuit of Happiness. 

In contrast, the Constitution did not incorporate the Declaration’s ideals. To the contrary, 
the Constitution was written from the perspective of inequality—it protected slavery. That was 
true especially in the Constitution’s provision facilitating recapture of fugitive slaves, which 
fostered the Fugitive Slave Laws of 1793 and 1850. The Constitution contained several 
provisions contemplating the validity of slavery. The Declaration of Independence did not.270 

The Constitution gave birth ultimately to the Supreme Court’s infamous decision in the 
Dred Scott case that African-Americans were not “citizens,” even if “free.”271 

To repair its damage, the Constitution was required to be amended radically. That occurred 
with the ratification of the 13th, 14th and 15th Amendments. The 14th Amendment overturned the 
Dred Scott decision by declaring that “All persons born or naturalized in the United States, and 
subject to the jurisdiction thereof, are citizens of the United States and of the State wherein they 
reside.” 

Invention of Cotton Gin (1793) 

The cotton gin was instrumental in the spread of the Duke of York’s form of slavery in 
America.  

Coincident with the invention of the cotton gin and shortly thereafter, “widespread soil 
depletion and frequent economic crises plagued the Chesapeake.”272  

Under those conditions, cotton became King. As explained by Dr. Andrew Torget,273 
cotton cloth had been considered by textile mills in Britain as more desirable than wool for many 
purposes. He adds that cotton clothing and other cotton products, however, could not be 
manufactured in substantial quantities. The British mills had difficulty obtaining a sufficient 
supply of cotton in order to engage in large-scale textile product manufacturing. Cotton was 

 
 

270 See “Chapter Four: America’s Slavery Contradictions—The Constitution Contemplated and Protected 
Slavery.” 

271 Dred Scott v. Sanford, 60 U.S. 393 (1857). 

272 R. Halpern and E. Dal Lago, ed., SLAVERY AND EMANCIPATION at 123 (Blackwell Publishers, Ltd., 
2002) (“Halpern and Dal Lago”). 

273 A. Torget, SEEDS OF EMPIRE—COTTON, SLAVERY, AND THE TRANSFORMATION OF THE TEXAS 

BORDERLANDS, 1800-1850 at 3-4, 7-10 (Univ. of North Carolina Press, 2015) (“Torget”).  
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difficult to produce in quantity due to the tight integration of the seeds with fibers in the cotton 
bolls. 

As Dr. Torget describes, the cotton gin, invented in 1793 by Eli Whitney, made it possible 
to remove the seeds from cotton bolls mechanically much more easily, quickly and economically 

than it had been to remove the 
seeds laboriously by hand.274 With 
the cotton gin, cotton could be 
produced efficiently for Britain’s 
textile mills. Once again, the North 
also is deeply implicated, as New 
York merchants competed with 
British merchants for cotton bales 
in New Orleans.275 Therefore, 
attention focuses appropriately 
upon textile mills in New England 
and elsewhere in the North, as well 
as in Britain, that benefited from 
slavery.  

Dr. Andrew Torget states 
that:276 

a revolution in cotton had 
begun in Europe during the 
early 1800s when the 
burgeoning British textile 
industry developed an 
insatiable hunger for cotton as 

a cheaper more comfortable, more durable alternative to wool. The crop became, almost 
overnight one of the most valuable commodities in the Atlantic world, unleashing an 
economic storm that soon swept across the Atlantic ocean and began reshaping the North 
American continent. 

He adds that “nearly half” of Britain’s export economy in the 1840s was in the form of 
“manufactured cotton products,” and “most of Great Britain’s raw cotton supply—82 percent—
came from the southern United States.”277 

 
 

274 Torget, at 35.  

275 Torget, at 88-89, 125-26.  

276 Torget, at 23.  

277 Torget, at 212.  

 

“The First Cotton-Gin”, Slavery Images: A Visual Record of the African 
Slave Trade and Slave Life in the Early African Diaspora, accessed 
November 16, 2020, http://slaveryimages.org/s/slaveryimages/item/1119 



The Father of America’s Slave Society 

-108- 

The cotton gin revolutionized American slavery, and impacted slaves tremendously and 
destructively. It led to a forced migration far 
greater than the migrations forced on Native 
Americans (“20 times large”). 278 

When discussing the Native American 
migrations, did your schools point out that they 
were dwarfed by the forced migration of slaves? 
Mine certainly never mentioned it. 

Dr. Rick Halpern and Dr. Enrico Dal Lago 
describe the causes of the migration:279 

A production boom pushed hundreds of 
farmers and impoverished planters to settle 
the “Old Southwest,” leaving depleted areas 
together with their slaves and, in the process 
of migration, causing the dissolution of 
thousands of slave families. Other upper 
South masters sold their slaves to the labor 
hungry planters of the cotton “black belt,” 
fueling an internal slave trade which 
flourished until the Civil War. 

Dr. Torget continues that “[o]ne of the 
largest migrations in United States history 
ensued, as hundreds of thousands of Americans 
poured into the Gulf Coast region that would 
become the Cotton South … .” This was 
because “alluvial soils and a long growing 
season promised ideal conditions for 
cultivating” cotton.280  

Fertile land in the South was especially 
suitable for growing cotton, especially along 
river beds, such as the Mississippi River.281 Largely due to the ability to grow cotton in quantity, 

 
 

278 Edward Ball, “Retracing Slavery’s Trail of Tears” (Smithsonian Magazine, Nov. 2015) at 
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the populations of Alabama, Mississippi and Louisiana grew rapidly,282 so that they became 
states within about 20 years. That was followed a decade and a half later by the Texas revolution 
and the creation of a North American nation founded on slavery.283  

Yet, the process of growing cotton itself was labor intensive. The farmers and planters 
needed laborers. Who could be more desirable to cost-conscious planters than laborers who were 
denied pay? Thus, there also was an explosion of the slave population in the South.  

Dr. Torget describes “voracious new markets for slaves along the Gulf Coast.” Since the 
international slave trade had been prohibited, planters turned to the internal slave trade to fill 
their need.284  

Those developments coincided with a decline in tobacco prices, so that tobacco planters 
shifted to less labor-intensive crops, such as cereals and corn.285 Tobacco had been grown 
intensively in Maryland and Virginia, as well as in Kentucky. Slaves became less valuable to the 
former tobacco planters. As Dr. Peter Kolchin describes,286 there was a shipment of over a 
million slaves between 1790 and 1860 from the Upper South—especially Maryland and 
Virginia—to the slave auction in New Orleans where the Southern and Southwestern planters 
would purchase the slaves at higher prices.  

Dr. Henry Gates states that “[o]f the 3.2 million slaves working in the 15 slave states in 
1850, 1.8 million worked in cotton.”287 

The movement of slaves is associated with the development in the 1830s and 1840s of the 
unbelievably shameful slave market in an area of Washington, DC, that became Alexandria, 
Virginia. The slave traders in Alexandria would purchase slaves at lower prices from Upper 
South planters, and would send the slaves for sale in New Orleans.288  
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Slaves could be transported on ships, as was Solomon Northup, of TWELVE YEARS A 

SLAVE fame, a “free” African-American who was kidnapped, or they could be placed in callous, 
merciless, and sickening slave coffles. Slaves literally were driven like cattle 1,000 miles from 
Alexandria, Virginia—effectively, Washington, DC, the Capitol of “The Land of the Free”—to 
the New Orleans slave auction, or alternatively, to Louisville, Kentucky, to be shipped South on 
riverboats.  

Slave traders force-marched women, men, aged and injured slaves, and children in chains 
through numerous states and local communities, witnessed by thousands upon thousands of 
silent whites, as well as other slaves and “free” African-Americans, in sun, rain, wind, and cold, 
dressed in rags, with or without shoes.289 

Another aspect of the migration was the kidnapping and enslavement of “free” African-
Americans, as occurred to Solomon Northup. Many of the kidnap victims were children.290 

This is another in the litany of the “something that happened 150 years ago.” 

In Kentucky, Louisville developed its own slave market, with slave traders moving slaves 
South from Kentucky using boats on the Ohio and Mississippi Rivers.  

13th Amendment’s Ratification (1865) 

The 13th Amendment provides: 

Neither slavery nor involuntary servitude, except as a punishment for crime whereof 
the party shall have been duly convicted, shall exist within the United States, or any place 
subject to their jurisdiction. 

Since the Constitution contemplated slavery as a valid system of labor, it was necessary to 
ratify the 13th Amendment to bring an enforceable, complete end to slavery. 

The Emancipation Proclamation did not accomplish that. The Proclamation purported only 
to free slaves in Confederate states, not in Union states.  

The Civil War did not free the Union slaves either. The War’s end in favor of the Union, 
however, created an atmosphere that made the 13th Amendment possible.  
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The Civil War did result in earlier freedom for some slaves, but only in Confederate 
territories controlled by Union armies, when Union generals sought to enforce the Emancipation 
Proclamation where they could and many slaves escaped to the relative security of Union lines. 

This is but a snapshot of America’s Reign of Terror and of the terror’s long-delayed 
demise. 

Yet, of course, in many ways, the end was an arduous, bloody, drawn out scenario. Even 
today, important vestiges of slavery remain, most importantly with respect to deep persistent 
educational inequality and willingness of some police to use excessive force.291 
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THE REVOLUTION WAS ABOUT FREEDOM, BUT NOT FOR SLAVES 

America’s Founding Fathers undertook the American Revolution to achieve freedom for 
themselves and their families. 

I have not seen convincing evidence that the American Revolution was for the purpose of 
the preservation of slavery.  

To the contrary, as stated by Dr. Rick Halpern and Dr. Enrico Dal Lago:292 

After the Revolution, most white intellectuals were convinced that slavery was morally 
wrong and would eventually die out, especially if assisted by gradual measures designed to 
facilitate emancipation without provoking a sudden change in society. 

They note also the rise of capitalism, according to which:293 

labor should be free, and labor relations were best based on the mutual agreement of 
consenting parties. Slavery violated all the basic tenets of classical capitalism, based as it 
was on coerced labor and violence. Partly for these reasons, slavery started to be seen as an 
economically inefficient system. 

The Revolution was not, however, for freedom for slaves. 

Nevertheless, slaves, former slaves, and other “free” African-Americans fought on the 
American Side.  

For example, Crispus Attucks, a former slave or an escaped slave, depending on 
interpretation, was the first casualty of the American Revolution. 

William Wells Brown, an escaped slave himself, tells the story of Mr. Attucks’ early role in 
the Revolution:294 

Both in the Federal Convention to frame the Constitution, and in the State Conventions 
to ratify the same, it was admitted that the blacks had fought bravely against the British, 
and in favor of the American Republic; for the fact that a black man (Crispus Attucks) was 
the first to give his life at the commencement of the Revolution was still fresh in their 
minds. Eighteen years previous to the breaking out of the war, Attucks was held as a slave 
by Mr. William Brown of Framingham, Mass., and from whom he escaped about that time, 
taking up his residence in Boston. The Boston Massacre, March 5, 1770, may be regarded 
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as the first act in the great drama of the American Revolution. “From that moment,” said 
Daniel Webster, “we may date the severance of the British Empire.” The presence of the 
British soldiers in King Street excited the patriotic indignation of the people. The whole 
community was stirred, and sage counsellors were deliberating and writing and talking 
about the public grievances. But it was not for “the wise and prudent” to be the first to act 
against the encroachments of arbitrary power. “A motley rabble of saucy boys, negroes and 
mulattoes, Irish Teagues, and outlandish Jack tars” (as John Adams described them in his 
plea in defence of the soldiers) could not restrain their emotion, or stop to inquire if what 
they must do was according to the letter of any law. Led by Crispus Attucks, the mulatto 
slave, and shouting, “The way to get rid of these soldiers is to attack the main guard; strike 
at the root; this is the nest,” with more valor than discretion, they rushed to King Street, and 
were fired upon by Capt. Preston’s Company. Crispus Attucks was the first to fall: he and 
Samuel Gray and Jonas Caldwell were killed on the spot. Samuel Maverick and Patrick 
Carr were mortally wounded. 

The excitement which followed was intense. The bells of the town were rung. An 
impromptu town meeting was held, and an immense assembly was gathered.  

Three days after, on the 8th, a public funeral of the martyrs took place. The shops in 
Boston were closed; and all the bells of Boston and the neighboring towns were rung. It is 
said that a greater number of persons assembled on this occasion than were ever before 
gathered on this continent for a similar purpose. The body of Crispus Attucks, the mulatto 
slave, had been placed in Faneuil Hall, with that of Caldwell, both being strangers in the 
city. Maverick was buried from his Mother’s house, in Union Street; and Gray from his 
brother’s, in Royal Exchange Lane. The four hearses formed a junction in King Street; and 
there the procession marched in columns six deep, with a long file of coaches belonging to 
the most distinguished citizens, to the Middle Burying-ground, where the four victims were 
deposited in one grave, over which a stone was placed with this inscription:— 

“Long as in Freedom’s cause the wise contend, 

Dear to your country shall your fame extend; 

While to the world the lettered stone shall tell 

Where Caldwell, Attucks, Gray, and Maverick fell.” 

The anniversary of this event was publicly commemorated in Boston, by an oration and 
other exercises, every year until after our national independence was achieved, when the 
Fourth of July was substituted for the Fifth of March as the more proper day for a general 
celebration. Not only was the event commemorated, but the martyrs who then gave up their 
lives were remembered and honored. 

For half a century after the close of the war, the name of Crispus Attucks was 
honorably mentioned by the most noted men of the country who were not blinded by 
foolish prejudice. 
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Another African-American, Prince Hall, the “Father of Black Masonry,” “was one of a few 
blacks who fought at the battle of Bunker Hill.295 

More slaves fought on the British side. The British offered slaves freedom in return for 
joining the British forces. Many slaves accepted the offer, although “no mass uprising of slaves 
occurred.”296 

“PRETENDS TO BE FREE”—RUNAWAY SLAVE ADVERTISEMENTS FROM COLONIAL AND 

REVOLUTIONARY NEW YORK AND NEW JERSEY states that 42% of the 642 runaway slave 
advertisements included in the book occurred during the period from 1775 to 1783. The book 
states that “In the American South, tens of thousands of fugitives, followed armies, formed their 
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own battalions, and practiced a guerrilla war against the slavocracy,” and cited “3,000 former 
slaves and free blacks who left New York with the British.”297 

Lord Dunmore, Governor of Virginia, offered freedom to slaves of rebels, if those slaves 
defected to the British. During the Revolutionary War, “some five thousand Chesapeake slaves” 
defected to the British lines in response to Lord Dunmore’s offer of freedom. Some of them 
joined a British “Ethiopian Regiment.” The American Revolutionary forces did not make the 
same offer of freedom for voluntary service without the consent of the slaves’ masters.298  

With such offers (another was made by British General Henry Clinton), many slaves left 
their servitudes during the Revolution. Following the War, the British transported approximately 
3,000 slaves to Nova Scotia over American objections.299 

The context in which the Virginia Governor issued the Dunmore Proclamation is revealing. 
In particular, the Dunmore Proclamation itself evidences Lord Dunmore’s action from the ship to 
which he had been forced to retreat (“GIVEN under my Hand on board the ship WILLIAM, off 
NORPOLE, the 7th Day of NOVEMBER, in the SIXTEENTH Year of His MAJESTY’S 
Reign.”) 

According to the Gilder Lehrman Institute:300 

In April 1775, John Murray, the Earl of Dunmore and Virginia’s royal governor, 
threatened to free slaves and reduce the capital, Williamsburg, to ashes if the colonists 
rebelled against British authority. In the months that followed, Dunmore’s position became 
increasingly desperate. His troop strength fell to just 300 men and, on June 8, fearful of 
being attacked, he abandoned the Governor’s Palace in Williamsburg for the safety of a 
British ship. 

In other words, armed insurrection was already in progress, Lord Dunmore having been 
driven out of Virginia, prior to the issuance of the Dunmore Proclamation. 

Moreover, if slave holders remained loyal to the Crown, their slaves would not be freed.  
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The Dunmore Proclamation took the following steps:301 

 Declared “Martial Law” 

 “[R]equire[d] every Person capable of bearing Arms, to [resort] to HIS 
MAJESTY’S STANDARD, or be looked upon as Traitors to His MAJESTY’S 
Crown and Government,” subject to penalties including “forfeiture of Life, 
confiscation of Lands, &c. &c.” 

 “[D]eclare[d] all indentured Servants, Negroes, or others, (appertaining to Rebels,) 
free that are able and willing to bear Arms, they joining His MAJESTY’S Troops as 
soon as may be”302 

 Directed “His MAJESTY’S Leige Subjects, to retain their [Qui?rents], or any other 
Taxes due or that may become due, in their own Custody, till such Time as Peace 
may be again restored” 

Note that the Proclamation did not offer freedom to slaves owned by planters remaining 
loyal to the English government. 

I have not seen substantial evidence that Lord Dunmore’s Proclamation caused slave 
holders to revolt. He issued the Proclamation after hostilities already were in progress. Slave 
holders could have retained their slaves by remaining loyal to England. 

I also have not seen substantial evidence that events in England relating to slavery caused 
slave holders to revolt. One such potential development was a judicial decision by Lord 
Mansfield in the Court of King’s Bench in England, holding in Somerset v. Stewart303 that the 
English common law did not provide for slavery. The decision, in 1772, denied claims by a 
purported slaveowner temporarily on a visit to England to sell and export to Jamaica a slave then 
in England. The slave had escaped, and been recaptured. While slave holders in British colonies 
were concerned about the decision, by the time of the decision, the Boston Massacre and 
additional unrest among colonialists in America had already occurred. In addition, Lord 
Mansfield’s narrow decision did not speak to slavery in the colonies. 

There is abundant evidence of the Revolution as a fight for freedom. Its failure to be a fight 
specifically for African-Americans, which it was not, does not mean that it was to preserve 
slavery. 
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Could individual slave holders have favored the Revolution as a means to preserve slavery? 
Theoretically, that is conceivable. Yet, I have not seen evidence of it and certainly not of mass 
slave holder support of the Revolution for that reason. 
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NORTHWEST ORDINANCE 

The Northwest Ordinance, which was adopted initially under America’s Articles of 
Confederation, preceded the Constitution. The Ordinance strongly reflected America’s 
contradictions regarding slavery—both a desire to inhibit slavery’s spread and yet a desire to 
protect the financial interests of slave holders.  

America gained control over the Northwest Territory from Great Britain in the 1783 Treaty 
of Paris after the end of the Revolution.304 The Territory lay South of Canada and the Great 
Lakes, West of the Appalachian Mountains, North of the Ohio River, and East of the upper 
Mississippi River. It encompassed the present states of Ohio, Indiana, Illinois, Michigan and 
Wisconsin.305 

After various states ceased their claims on Western land dating to colonial times, the 
Northwest Ordinance was enacted in 1787 by the Congress of the American Confederation.306  

The Ordinance resolved the slavery issue for all territory West of the Appalachian 
Mountains, North of the Ohio River, and extending West to the Mississippi River. It was not 
long, however, until 1803, when America made the Louisiana Purchase from France, presenting 
a new extensive territory for argument about expansion of slavery. The admission of Texas to the 
Union in 1845 and the settlement of the Mexican-American War in 1848 added still more 
territory for bitter debates, and in Kansas, an actual war, between slavery and abolitionist forces.  

Among other things, the Ordinance contemplated, and provided a process for, admission of 
new states in the Northwest Territory when their populations reached 60,000.307 New states were 
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to be equal in status to the older pre-existing states.308 Pending admission of new states, the 
Territory was to be administered by the federal government and a Governor, Secretary, and three 
judges appointed by the federal government. A legislature was to be elected once a territorial 
population reached at least 5,000 free male land owners.309 The Ordinance “established 
important precedents” for admission of additional future states.”310 

Generally, the Ordinance provided for a bill of rights, voting rights for free men (requiring 
more than minimal land ownership), surveying and division of land into gridded townships and 
small lots, and public land sales and distribution, with fee simple ownership in perpetuity.311  

The Northwest Ordinance contained two significant provisions relating to slavery. One 
prohibited slavery in the states formed from the Northwest Territory, thereby limiting the spread 
of slavery. Thomas Jefferson was a vocal advocate for the provision, although when it was 
adopted, he was in France.312 

The prohibition of slavery in the Northwest Ordinance stated, as follows:313 

There shall be neither slavery nor involuntary servitude in the said territory, otherwise 
than in the punishment of crimes whereof the party shall have been duly convicted … . 
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That language, pursuant to which the federal government regulated slavery, later was 
followed closely in the 13th Amendment, which stated: 

Neither slavery nor involuntary servitude, except as a punishment for crime whereof 
the party shall have been duly convicted, shall exist within the United States, or any place 
subject to their jurisdiction. 

The slave holding states agreed to the Ordinance’s prohibition of slavery in the territory in 
order to prevent competition with respect to growing tobacco, a labor-intensive crop thought to 
require slave labor. Due to the then-existing majority of slave states, even with the new free 
states, there would have been a political balance of free and slave states.314 

In addition, however, the Ordinance provided vital protection for slavery and the property 
interests of slave holders by incorporating a fugitive slave clause. In that sense, the Northwest 
Ordinance served as a significant pro-slavery precedent, foreshadowing the Constitution’s 
provision recognizing and protecting the property interests of slave holders and the later Fugitive 
Slave Laws. 

The language of the Ordinance preserving the property interests of slave holders, allowing 
them to recapture and reclaim their escaped slaves in the Territory, stated, as follows:315 

Provided, always, That any person escaping into the same, from whom labor or service 
is lawfully claimed in any one of the original States, such fugitive may be lawfully 
reclaimed and conveyed to the person claiming his or her labor or service as aforesaid. 

That language placed the federal government squarely on record as defending existing 
slavery only a decade after the Declaration of Independence. The language was echoed, but 
strengthened, in the Constitution, as follows: 

No Person held to Service or Labour in one State, under the Laws thereof, escaping 
into another, shall, in Consequence of any Law or Regulation therein, be discharged from 
such Service or Labour, But shall be delivered up on Claim of the Party to whom such 
Service or Labour may be due. 

The language of the Northwest Ordinance and the Constitution thereby formed a 
foundation for the Fugitive Slave Law of 1793 and the extremely oppressive Fugitive Slave Law 
of 1850.  
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After the Constitution was ratified, the Northwest Ordinance was reaffirmed in 1789 by the 
first Congress.316 

In February 1860, Abraham Lincoln, who opposed the extension of slavery to America’s 
new territories, cited the Northwest Ordinance as demonstrating the Founding Fathers support 
for a federal government role in regulating slavery. Mr. Lincoln also noted the unanimous action 
of the first Congress following the ratification of the Constitution and President George 
Washington’s signing of the legislation.317 

America’s contradictions regarding slavery continued until the Civil War, with an 
abolitionist movement that grew in strength and a slave society determined to protect, and persist 
in, its way of life at any cost.   
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THE CONSTITUTION CONTEMPLATED AND PROTECTED SLAVERY 

The Declaration of Independence was an idealistic document that served, over time, a 
substantial inspirational role for the abolitionist movement. 

The United States Constitution was a functional document creating the details of America’s 
representative form of government. The Constitution, as amended by its first ten Amendments—
the Bill of Rights—is rightly regarded as a document designed to provide freedom to Americans 
and to protect Americans from the tyranny of despots, such as the Duke of York and later 
English monarchs.318 

That was accomplished in part through a system of checks and balances to divide power so 
as to prevent excessive dominance by a single branch of government. The Bill of Rights was 
intended to guarantee critical freedoms. 

In practice, however, the benefits of the Constitution, including the Bill of Rights did not, 
however, extend to African-Americans or to many others who advocated an end to slavery.  

Dr. Hilary Beckles states that:319 

Jefferson’s references to the right to life and liberty in the American Constitution were 
not meant to apply to Africans either in the public or in the private sphere. However, 
although such thinking did not find its way into Jefferson’s vision for the enslaved Africans 
that made up a significant proportion of the new nation, the fear of insurrection on the part 
of the 700,000 black slaves in the mainland colonies, together with the discourse on human 
rights that was fuelling the American revolutionary war, combined to create political 
problems for the emerging nation, with both the issue of the slave trade and that of slavery 
demanding public discussion. 

Additionally, the slave society simply ignored—without consequences—the Bill of Rights 
and freedoms it supposedly guaranteed. Thus, slave states routinely denied the right of free 
speech, the right of a free press, the right to trial by jury, the right to due process, and the 
prohibition of cruel and unusual punishment.320 

The Constitution protected the interests of slaveholders until the 13th Amendment 
prohibited slavery. The Constitution explicitly contemplated slavery in three provisions.  

 
 

318 See “Chapter Three: The Duke of York Promotes Slavery—The ‘Duke’s Laws’ and His Opposition to 
Representative Government.” 

319 Beckles, at 182.  

320 See “Chapter Four: American Slavery in Practice—The Slave Society’s War on Abolitionists.” 
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One constitutional provision protected the property interests of slaveowners to their 
escaped slaves, and another provided for the continued importation for 20 years of slaves by 
means of the international slave trade (“viewed as deplorable even by many defenders of 
slavery”321). The third provision—the Three-Fifths 
Compromise—afforded slave states a greater degree of 
representation in Congress and in Presidential elections 
than the slave states would have had solely on the basis 
of their free white voting populations. In effect, the 
Three-Fifths Compromise gave the slave states 60 
percent credit for their nonvoting slave populations.  

The following are the three constitutional 
provisions recognizing slavery in America— 

 Return of fugitive slaves to their owners 
(in effect until the adoption of the 13th 
Amendment)— 

No Person held to Service or Labour in 
one State, under the Laws thereof, escaping 
into another, shall, in Consequence of any 
Law or Regulation therein, be discharged from such Service or Labour, But shall 
be delivered up on Claim of the Party to whom such Service or Labour may be due. 

Article IV, Section II, Clause 3 

The Constitution thereby provided a foundation for the Fugitive Slave Laws.  

 Continued importation of slaves by means of the international slave trade for 20 
years— 

The Migration or Importation of such Persons as any of the States now existing 
shall think proper to admit, shall not be prohibited by the Congress prior to the 
Year one thousand eight hundred and eight, but a tax or duty may be imposed on 
such Importation, not exceeding ten dollars for each Person. 

Article I, Section IX, Clause 1 

 
 

321 Kolchin, at 79. 

A NATION DIVIDED FROM THE BEGINNING 

“The question of slavery was the great difficulty in 
the way of the formation of the Constitution. 
While the subordination and the political and 
social inequality of the African race was fully 
conceded by all, it was plainly apparent that 
slavery would soon disappear from what are now 
the non-slave-holding States of the original 
thirteen. The opposition to slavery was then, as 
now, general in those States and the Constitution 
was made with direct reference to that fact.” 

“Georgia Declaration of Causes for Secession” at 
www.battlefields.org/learn/articles/declarations-
causes#georgia, accessed Sept. 30, 2020 
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Dr. Donald Sweig explains this provision:322 

The Constitution, reflecting the needs and desires of Carolina and Georgia, 
prohibited interference with the importation of slaves by the federal congress until 
1808, a period of 20 years. The need for such a prohibition is ample testimony of 
the inclination of many of the founding fathers to restrict the slave trade at the 
earliest possible date. 

Indeed, George Mason, of Fairfax County, opposed the ratification of the 
Constitution by Virginia because (among other issues) it allowed this “infamous 
traffic” to continue for another 20 years. 
The importation of blacks into the United 
States barely survived the 20-year 
protection provided by the Constitution. 
On March 2, 1807, Congress prohibited 
further importation of slaves after Jan. 1, 
1808. 

Thomas R.R. Cobb, a pro-slavery advocate 
provides the following perspective regarding the 
delay in the ban upon the international slave trade until 1808:323  

Massachusetts, whose merchants were engaged in the slave-trade, joined with Georgia 
and South Carolina in demanding a few more years ere the final prohibition. The year 1808 
was agreed upon. 

Dr. Beckles takes a more conciliatory view, stating that “it was the Americans, once they 
had achieved their independence from Britain, who took the lead in the abolition of the 
transatlantic slave trade.”324 

Nevertheless, the 20-year protraction of the international slave trade led to a sharp increase 
in the importation of slaves (“more slaves entered the United States between 1787 and 1807 than 
during any other two decades in history”325). 

 
 

322 Sweig, “Alexandria to New Orleans: The Human Tragedy of the Interstate Slave Trade, Part I” (The 
Connection Newspapers Online, Oct. 1, 2014) at www.connectionnewspapers.com/news/2014/oct/01 
/alexandria-new-orleans-human-tragedy-interstate-sl/, accessed Sept. 30, 2020. 

323 Cobb Vol I, at cliii. Footnotes omitted 

324 Cobb Vol I, at 183-84.  

325 Kolchin, at 79. 

CONSTITUTIONAL PROVISIONS PROTECTING 

AND ACKNOWLEDGING SLAVERY 

 Fugitive Slave Clause 

 Three-Fifths Compromise 

 Delay in Prohibition  
of International Slave Trade 
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In the meantime, certain states, such as Virginia in 1778, enacted legislation prohibiting 
importation of slaves into the State.326 Maryland did so in 1774.327 

By silence, the Constitution also allowed the internal slave trade to persist unabated.328 

 Three-Fifths Compromise regarding representation in Congress (and therefore also 
apportioning electoral votes for President)— 

Representatives and direct taxes shall be apportioned among the several 
Representatives and direct taxes shall be apportioned among the several states 
which may be included within this union, according to their respective numbers, 
which shall be determined by adding to the whole number of free persons, 
including those bound to service for a term of years, and excluding Indians not 
taxed, three-fifths of all other persons. 

Article I, Section 2, clause 3 

The exaggerated political power that the slave society received through the Three-Fifths 
Compromise, in combination with the electoral college, enabled the slave society, by using its 
larger-than-life influence, to dominate much of America’s politics not only at the state level, but 
also at the federal level. The slave society was able to elect an excessive number of 
representatives in Congress and received the benefit of an excessive number of state electors in 
Presidential elections. Further, through presidential judicial nominations and congressional 
judicial confirmations, the slave society also was able to dominate the Supreme Court. That led 
to numerous pro-slavery judicial rulings.329 Essentially, although slaves could not vote, the slave 
society received an outsized representation, based on 60 percent of the number of slaves in each 
state, lasting until after the Civil War. 

Thus, as occurs with the electoral college today, for decades America was effectively 
governed under the Constitution by unrepresentative governments. Only when the majority 
finally was sufficiently large and assertive, did America respond to the majority view. At that 
point, in its rage, the stubborn slave society created conditions for enormous destruction. 

 
 

326 Kolchin, at 79. 

327 Slavery in Maryland, at 6.  

328 See “Chapter Four: American Slavery in Practice— The Internal Slave Trade: Coffles and Auctions.” 

329 See “—George Washington, Thomas Jefferson, John Adams, and Other Founding Fathers—Supreme 
Court Justices” below. 
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Illustrating the slave society’s inflated power, the Three-Fifths Compromise and the 
electoral college proved to be especially decisive in the election of presidents. For example:330 

The effects of the 3/5 Compromise became evident at election time. In the election of 
1800, Thomas Jefferson defeated John Adams by only 7 electoral votes. The election was 
clearly divided by the slavery issue. The north had predominantly gone with Adams, while 
the South sided with Jefferson. As the votes were counted, Northern politicians quickly 
realized that without the 3/5 Compromise, Jefferson would have [been] defeated. The fact 
that slaves had been counted as part of the South’s representation had given Jefferson the 
victory. Later elections would have the same results. The election[s] of James Madison and 
Martin Van Buren would all be influenced by the 3/5 Compromise. 

The Compromise was proposed by James Madison of Virginia specifically for the purpose 
of using nonvoting slaves to enhance the political power of the slave holding states: 331 

[W]hile there are many grievances about the Electoral College, one that’s rarely 
addressed is one dug up by an academic of the Constitution: that it was created to protect 
slavery … . 

Madison knew that the North would outnumber the South, despite there being more 
than half a million slaves in the South who were their economic vitality, but could not vote. 
His proposition for the Electoral College included the “three-fifths compromise,” where 
black people could be counted as three-fifths of a person, instead of a whole. This clause 
garnered the state 12 out of 91 electoral votes, more than a quarter of what a president 
needed to win. 

Thus, the drafters of the Constitution were quite concerned about slavery issues, took 
slavery explicitly into account, and chose deliberately to protect it in the Constitution as an 
acknowledged American institution.  

Notice the subtle wordsmithing used. Despite contemplating and protecting slavery in 
important respects in three provisions, the Constitution did not contain the words “slave” or 
“slavery.” 

Despite all its short-comings, Frederick Douglass charitably expressed a forbearing view of 
the Constitution, stating in his famous speech, What to the Slave Is the Fourth of July?: 

Fellow-citizens! there is no matter in respect to which, the people of the North have 
allowed themselves to be so ruinously imposed upon, as that of the pro-slavery character of 
the Constitution. In that instrument I hold there is neither warrant, license, nor sanction of 

 
 

330 “Presidential Elections and the 3/5 Compromise” at 
americanrevolutionblog.blogspot.com/2007/11/presidential-elections-and-35.html?m=1, accessed Sept. 
30, 2020.  

331 Kelkar, “Electoral College is ‘vestige’ of slavery, say some Constitutional scholars” (Nov. 6, 2016), at 
www.pbs.org/newshour/politics/electoral-college-slavery-constitution, accessed Sept. 30, 2020.  
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the hateful thing; but, interpreted as it ought to be interpreted, the Constitution is a 
GLORIOUS LIBERTY DOCUMENT. Read its preamble, consider its purposes. Is slavery 
among them? Is it at the gateway? or is it in the temple? It is neither. 
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GEORGE WASHINGTON, THOMAS JEFFERSON, JOHN ADAMS,  
JOHN JAY, AND OTHER FOUNDING FATHERS 

Founding Fathers’ Slavery Contradictions 

My schools did not teach me that George Washington, Thomas Jefferson, Patrick Henry, 
James Madison and other of America’s Founding Fathers were large slaveowners. The sheer 
numbers of slaves they owned—often many hundreds—were a revelation.  

My schools taught only how those men were passionate about freedom, and how they 
risked their lives to fight for it. My schools did not teach how heroic slaves also risked their lives 
to fight for their own freedom and to escape slavery over the unwavering, and often violent, 
opposition of the slave society, the federal government, and many state governments. 

Presidents and Other Founding Fathers 

Dr. Alan Singer states that Thomas Jefferson, George Washington and the four New 
Yorkers who signed the Declaration of Independence all owned slaves.332  

Washington became a slave holder at the age of eleven, when he inherited ten slaves from 
his father.333 “Four of the country’s first five presidents owned enslaved Africans … .”334 Dr. 
Peter Kolchin states that, beginning with George Washington, eight of America’s first 12 
Presidents (for 49 of the first 61 years of America’s history) were slaveowners.335  

Other early Presidents who owned slaves were: James Madison (the fourth President, 100); 
James Monroe (the fifth President, 75 slaves); Andrew Jackson, the seventh President, 200 
slaves).336  

 
 

332 Singer, at 50.  

333 “Jubilo! The Emancipation Century” at jubiloemancipationcentury.wordpress.com/2013/02/18/list-of-
slave-holding-presidents/, accessed Oct. 1, 2020 (“Jubilo”). 

334 Singer, at 69.  

335 Kolchin, at 3; “The Slaves Who Built Washington DC” at 
zmblackhistorymonth2012.blogspot.com/2012/02/slaves-who-built-washington-dc.html, accessed Oct. 
1, 2020. 

336 “Reported number of slaves owned by U.S. presidents who served from 1789 to 1877 (throughout their 
lifetimes)” at www.statista.com/statistics/1121963/slaves-owned-by-us-presidents/, accessed Oct. 1, 
2020.  
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Others include:  

 Martin Van Buren (eighth President, one slave)

 William Henry Harrison (ninth President, 11 slaves)

 John Tyler (tenth President, 70 slaves)

 James K. Polk (eleventh president, 25 slaves)

 Zachary Taylor (twelfth President, 150 slaves)

Underscoring the perseverance of slavery late into the eighteenth century, Andrew Johnson 
(seventeenth President), who became President when Abraham Lincoln was assassinated, had 
owned a reported eight slaves prior to his political 
life; President Ulysses S. Grant (eighteenth 
President), who became President in 1869 after the 
Civil War and after ratification of the 13th 
Amendment, had inherited a slave before he was 
President, but had freed the slave after two years.337 
James Buchanan (fifteenth President) is reported to 
have purchased two slaves, but to have converted 
their status to indentured servitude for terms of 
years.338  

Jefferson and Washington each owned several hundreds of slaves, as visitors learn upon 
touring Mount Vernon and Monticello. Thomas Jefferson, America’s third President, owned an 
estimated 600 slaves. George Washington, the first, owned more than 300 slaves (most of whom 
actually were owned by his wife, Martha, as dower slaves from an earlier marriage).339  

Dr. Peter Kolchin also cites Patrick Henry (“Give me liberty or give me death”) as “among 
the largest slave owners of [the] day.”340  

337 “Reported number of slaves owned by U.S. presidents who served from 1789 to 1877 (throughout their 
lifetimes)” at www.statista.com/statistics/1121963/slaves-owned-by-us-presidents/, accessed Oct. 1, 
2020; Jubilo; “Slavery at Whitehaven” at www.nps.gov/articles/slavery-at-white-haven.htm, accessed 
Oct. 1, 2020. 

338 Jubilo.

339 “Ten Facts About Martha Washington” at www.mountvernon.org/george-washington/martha-

washington/ten-facts-about-martha-washington/, accessed Oct. 3, 2020. 

340 Kolchin, at 70. 

GIVE US LIBERTY 

“Give us liberty or give us death!” 

Harriet Tubman cited in K. Larson, Bound for the 
Promised Land—Harriet Tubman, Portrait of an 
American Hero at 181 (Ballantine Books, NY, 2003), 
quoting the Troy, NY, Daily News 
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Many of the Founding Fathers expressed doubts regarding slavery, but actively practiced 
slavery and defended it during their lives.  

An example is action taken by Thomas Jefferson hostile to escaped slaves in Spanish 
Florida. Spain had maintained a policy in its Florida colony welcoming escaped slaves as full 
and free citizens. The policy remained in effect 
until 1790, when Jefferson, as Secretary of State, 
negotiated its termination, calling it “essential” to 
good relations between Spain and America.341 

Yet, Spanish Florida and its truly free black 
citizens remained important targets. President 
James Madison and Secretary of State, later 
President, James Monroe, “secretly sanctioned” the 
illegal and secret Patriot War of 1812 (which was 
not the War of 1812 occurring at the same time), in 
which U.S. Army troops supported slave holders 
from Georgia, Florida, and Carolina, and their 
sympathizers, in attacking communities of truly 
free Africans, as well as Native Americans and the 
Spanish government, in Spanish Florida.342  

While taking action inimical to slaves, 
Thomas Jefferson also expressed sympathy. In 
1791, Jefferson engaged in an exchange of 
correspondence with Benjamin Banneker, a “free” African-American scientist and publisher of a 
widely-used almanac. In the correspondence, Mr. Jefferson expressed a desire at least to improve 
the slaves’ conditions.343  

341 Landers, at 79. 

342 Cusick, at 221. 

343 “B. Banneker, letter dated Aug. 19, 1791, to Thomas Jefferson,” available at 
founders.archives.gov/documents/Jefferson/01-22-02-0049, accessed Oct. 1, 2020; “Benjamin 
Banneker Biography” at www.biography.com/scientist/benjamin-banneker, accessed Oct. 1, 2020; 
“Thomas Jefferson, letter dated Aug. 30, 1791, to Benjamin Banneker” at 
www.loc.gov/exhibits/jefferson/79.html, accessed Oct. 1, 2020. 

“WE HAVE THE WOLF BY THE EAR” 

“I can say with conscious truth that there is not a 
man on earth who would sacrifice more than I 
would, to relieve us from this heavy reproach, in 
any practicable way. the cession of that kind of 
property, for it is so misnamed, is a bagatelle 
which would not cost me a second thought, if, in 
that way, a general emancipation and expatriation 
could be effected: and, gradually, and with due 
sacrifices, I think it might be. but, as it is, we have 
the wolf by the ear, and we can neither hold him, 
nor safely let him go. justice is in one scale, and 
self-preservation in the other.” 

“Founders Online; Letter from Thomas Jefferson to 
John Holmes, 22, April 1820” at 
founders.archives.gov/documents/Jefferson/98-01-02-
1234, accessed Oct. 1, 2020 
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Notably, John Adams, a key signatory of the Declaration of Independence and America’s 
second President, did not own any slaves:344 

Did John Adams own slaves? No, and not only because of his family’s moderate 
wealth. Adams was morally opposed to slavery and refused to employ slaves. His wife, 
Abigail Adams, went so far as to employ free blacks for labor as opposed to the two 
domestic slaves owned by her father. 

Mr. Adams opposed Thomas Jefferson in the presidential election in 1801. Mr. Adams lost 
by only seven electoral votes in an election in which slavery was an issue. The election was 
decided in Mr. Jefferson’s favor by virtue of the Three-Fifths Compromise. The Compromise 
gave slave states exaggerated political power by counting 60 percent of nonvoting slaves as if 
they were citizens. “Northern politicians quickly realized that without the 3/5 Compromise, 
Jefferson would have [been] defeated. The fact that slaves had been counted as part of the 
South's representation had given Jefferson the victory.”345 

Similarly, John Quincy Adams, John Adams’ son and the sixth President, did not own 
slaves and opposed slavery. He was, however, members of larger families through marriage with 
individuals who owned slaves. Both also moved in social circles tolerant of slavery.346  

Alexander Hamilton has a reputation for opposing slavery. One analysis states that 
Hamilton “abhorred slavery and at a few points in his life worked to help limit it. But any moral 
objections he held were tempered by his social and political ambitions. Throughout his life, like 
so many leaders of the time, he allowed or used slavery to advance his fortunes—both indirectly 
and through compromises he chose to make.”347 A more recent analysis based upon Hamilton’s 
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cash books and correspondence concludes that he owned a small number of domestic slaves, and 
assisted legal clients and family members in buying and selling slaves.348 

In any event, Mr. Hamilton with John Jay, who was “one of the most prominent political 
figures of early America,”349 “join[ed] together in establishing the New York Manumission 
Society,” which advocated abolition, manumissions by slave holders, founded the African Free 
School, which eventually had as many as 800 students on seven campuses, and sponsored other 
programs easing the path for slaves and “free” African-Americans.350 

Francis Scott Key, who wrote the Star Spangled Banner, presents contradictions 
representative of the time. On one hand, Mr. Key, a lawyer, represented successfully in judicial 
proceedings a number of slaves seeking freedom as descendants of a white woman. Yet, he also 
owned slaves. In addition, as U.S. Attorney in Washington, DC, in 1836, years after he wrote the 
national anthem, Mr. Key prosecuted “a Northern bookseller, for ‘seditiously’ attempting to 
‘vilify’ the national government simply by possessing abolitionist literature that he might 
distribute and that could encourage slaves to ‘violence and rebellion.’ Key hoped to show … 
‘that all abolitionist words were patently dangerous.’” Fortunately, the all-white jury 
disagreed.351 

Contradictions 

The slave-holding status of specific Founding Fathers, taken by itself, fails to describe their 
inconsistent opinions regarding slavery. Many had serious reservations about it, and were far 
advanced in their thinking in terms of their time when slavery was accepted not only throughout 
America, but widely throughout the New World.  

For example, Benjamin Franklin owned slaves for a time, and “viewed [African-
Americans] as inferior to white Europeans, as it was believed they could not be educated.” After 
visiting a school for African-American children, however, he changed his mind. “In 1787 

 
 

348 Serfilippi, “‘As Odious and Immoral a Thing’: Alexander Hamilton’s Hidden History as an Enslaver” 
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2020) at C7 (Wall St. J., Nov. 14, 2020) at www.wsj.com/articles/a-question-of-freedom-review-
slavery-on-trial-11605282554, accessed Nov. 14, 2020. 



The Father of America’s Slave Society 

-133- 

Franklin became the President of the Philadelphia Society for the Relief of Free Negroes 
Unlawfully Held in Bondage, often referred as the Abolition Society.”352 

Another Founding Father, George Mason of Virginia, exemplifies the conflicts in the 
minds of some Founding Fathers. Although a Virginia delegate to the Constitutional Convention 
and regarded as author of many of its provisions, Mr. Mason “was active in the convention for 
months before deciding that he could not sign same. He cited the lack of a bill of rights most 
prominently in his Objections, but also wanted an immediate end to the slave trade … .” At the 
same time, Mr. Mason “owned the second largest number of slaves in Northern Virginia.”353 

The Declaration of Independence and the Revolution did not end slavery, but demonstrated 
the inconsistencies slavery occasioned in the revolutionary context of a war for freedom. Dr. 
Edgar McManus states that:354 

The Revolution intensified the opposition to slavery. … So general was the ideological 
reaction that slavery was condemned by almost all the leaders of the Revolution. 
Washington, Jefferson, and Madison, slaveholders all, made statements supporting the 
principle of gradual abolition.  

There were also counter-pressures. Aside from the loss of wealth that freedom for slaves 
would mean for influential slave holders, America’s leadership did not view freeing hundreds of 
thousands of slaves as a simple undertaking. There were concerns about how so many slaves 
could provide for themselves, after having been denied education even about how to read and 
write, and when few of them had marketable skills other than performing menial tasks. White 
workers were concerned about the significant wage competition. Further, whites feared African-
Americans greatly, and had concerns about theft, property damage, and personal safety based 
upon actual experience with behaviors by slaves often starving and deprived, especially when 
seeking to escape.355  

The Slave Society’s Persistence 

So, slavery persisted in America. Apart from a growing number of Northern states, slavery 
also expanded rapidly and substantially, especially after invention of the cotton gin.356 Dr. Peter 
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Kolchin states that “abolitionists were (at least during the 1830s and early 1840s) so lacking in 
influence that they posed little substantive threat to Southern interests.”357 He states that the 
result was that, by the time of the Civil War,  

far more slaves resided in the Southern states than in all the other remaining slave societies 
combined (Brazil, Cuba, Puerto Rico) and—together with Russian serfdom—Southern 
slavery had come to symbolize for much of the Western world a retrograde system resistant 
to change. 

Dr. Kolchin describes the adamant resistance and power of the slave society:358 

Nowhere else did the defense of slavery turn into a veritable pro-slavery crusade, as it 
did in the United States; nowhere else did slave owners refuse to accept emancipation and 
go to war to preserve their interests. 

Thus, there were powerful political and social issues delaying abolition. In instances when 
abolition finally did occur in some states, it often came in the form of prohibiting slavery for 
future children of slaves (and then only after they reached adulthood). It generally did not mean 
freedom for existing slaves. 

The Founding Fathers’ lofty pronouncements in the Declaration of Independence about the 
rights to “Life, Liberty and the Pursuit of Happiness” set a tone for America that, over the next 
more than half century, provided encouragement to abolitionists. Those pronouncements, 
however, did not end, or even impede, slavery.  

Meanwhile, many abolitionists and others in the North retained and expressed their own, at 
times blatant, racist ideas regarding African-Americans. For example, Douglas Harper states 
that, when Oberlin College in Ohio took the lead in integrating in the 1830s by admitting a small 
number of African-Americans, viewed as a “radical” step at the time, the “chief proponent” of 
the integration plan “hastened to assure [students, faculty, and town residents] that he had no 
intention to let the place ‘full up with filthy stupid negroes[.]’” He adds that: “The board of 
trustees tried to table the plan, but by now the abolitionists were aroused and would accept no 
retreat. In the end, in 1835, the trustees punted the decision to the faculty, which was assured of 
allowing black students to attend the school.” 359 

Moreover, slavery in the South became a way of life. Resistance to its end was stronger 
than ever by the time of the Civil War.360 It required the Civil War, with its one-and-a-half 
million casualties and hundreds of thousands of deaths, to end slavery. Even that did not 
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complete the task, since even after the War, some Union states continued to have slaves until the 
ratification of the 13th Amendment finally occurred. 

We can view Thomas Jefferson, George Washington and other of America’s founders 
certainly as less than perfect advocates of principles of freedom. Their sentiments for and against 
slavery were widely accepted at the time, but not universally. In his younger days, Mr. Jefferson 
opposed slavery on moral and practical grounds, and believed that slavery would gradually 
become extinct. As he observed America’s growing slave society in his later years, Mr. Jefferson 
was less convinced of slavery’s demise.361 

Thomas Jefferson 

Like other Founding Fathers, Thomas Jefferson was a man of contradictions. Dr. Peter 
Kolchin describes the evolution of Thomas Jefferson’s views from a perspective that slavery was 
wrong and harmful to whites, as well as to slaves, to a resigned belief that it could not be 
extinguished early, mixed with concerns for providing for and protecting the slaves, and later 
greater resigned acceptance that slavery would continue.362  

Dr. Kolchin states:363 

Jefferson never renounced his belief that slavery was wrong, but as he aged he abandoned 
his youthful conviction that it could be readily abolished. 

Mr. Jefferson also expressed negative views regarding African-Americans. Dr. Alan Singer 
states that “In 1782, Thomas Jefferson argued that the ‘real distinctions which nature has made’ 
between the races would prevent Whites and Blacks from ever living together in a state of 
equality.”364  

Indeed, Mr. Jefferson did make such statements. They are expressed in his NOTES ON THE 

STATE OF VIRGINIA, which shows Mr. Jefferson naively (in today’s terms) struggling to 
understand African-Americans and the relationship between whites and African-Americans. His 
writings also reflect concerns about the welfare of slaves. 
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In addition, Mr. Jefferson described at length his generalized view of African-American 
characteristics that, in today’s terms, are quite racist. Those are reflected in the text boxes at the 
end of this section.365 

Yet, despite Mr. Jefferson’s negative attitudes toward African-Americans, he and Sally 
Hemings, one of his slaves, had a lengthy intimate relationship after Mr. Jefferson’s wife died. 
As a result, he had several African-American children. A tour of Monticello discloses that Ms. 
Hemings, with her and Mr. Jefferson’s children (who legally were Mr. Jefferson’s slaves), lived 
in dismal slave quarters, not in the nearby mansion. 

Strangely, as a young woman, Ms. Hemings willingly agreed to be a slave to Mr. Jefferson 
on terms she negotiated:366 

Unlike countless enslaved women, Sally Hemings was able to negotiate with her 
owner. In Paris, where she was free, the 16-year-old agreed to return to enslavement at 
Monticello in exchange for “extraordinary privileges” for herself and freedom for her 
unborn children. Over the next 32 years Hemings raised four children—Beverly, Harriet, 
Madison, and Eston—and prepared them for their eventual emancipation. She did not 
negotiate for, or ever receive, legal freedom in Virginia. 

Mr. Jefferson also favored colonization for freed slaves based on a belief that an 
irreconcilable racial divide could not result in friendly relations, given white prejudice and 
African-Americans’ hostile feelings after their abuse in slavery. In that connection, he stated:367 

It will probably be asked, Why not retain and incorporate the blacks into the State, and 
thus save the expense of supplying, by importation of white settlers, the vacancies they will 
leave? Deep-rooted prejudices entertained by the whites; ten thousand recollections by the 
blacks of the injuries they have sustained; new provocations; the real distinctions which 
Nature has made; and many other circumstances, will divide us into parties, and produce 
convulsions, which will probably never end but in the extermination of the one or the other 
race. 

Mr. Jefferson also expressed considerable concern regarding the condition of slaves and 
their treatment. In 1814, Mr. Jefferson stated in a letter to Edward Coles, in which Mr. Jefferson 

 
 

365 T. Jefferson, NOTES ON THE STATE OF VIRGINIA at 149-52 (J.W. Randolph, 1853), available from the 
Library of Congress at www.hathitrust.org/digital_library (“Jefferson”). Footnotes omitted.  

366 “The Life of Sally Hemings” at www.monticello.org/sallyhemings/, accessed Oct. 2. 2020.  

367 Jefferson, at 149. 
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advocated a gradual emancipation approach similar to the approach used in New York and 
certain other states:368  

the love of justice & the love of country plead equally the cause of these people, and it is a 
mortal reproach to us that they should have pleaded it so long in vain, and should have 
produced not a single effort, nay I fear not much serious willingness to relieve them & 
ourselves from our present condition of moral and political reprobation. 

According to Dr. Peter Kolchin, Thomas Jefferson did not free his slaves during his 
lifetime or “upon his death.”369 William Goodell states, however, that Mr. Jefferson freed five 
(“his own enslaved offspring”), out of his hundreds of slaves, subject to the approval of the 
Virginia legislature, as required by State law.370 

 

  

 
 

368 “Letter dated Aug. 25, 1814, from Thomas Jefferson to Edward Coles” available at 
www.encyclopediavirginia.org/Letter_from_Thomas_Jefferson_to_Edward_Coles_August_25_1814. 

369 Kolchin, at 89. 

370 Goodell, at 276, 375. Emphasis in original. 

THOMAS JEFFERSON ON AFRICAN-AMERICANS  

“It will be right to make great allowances for the difference of condition, of education, of conversation, of the 
sphere in which they move. Many millions of them have been brought to, and born in America. Most of them, 
indeed, have been confined to tillage, to their own homes, and their own society; yet many have been so situated, 
that they might have availed themselves of the conversation of their masters; many have been brought up to the 
handicraft arts, and from that circumstance have always been associated with the whites. Some have been liberally 
educated, and all have lived in countries where the arts and sciences are cultivated to a considerable degree, and 
have had before their eyes samples of the best works from abroad. … [N]ever yet could I find that a black had 
uttered a thought above the level of plain narration; never seen even an elementary trait of painting or sculpture. 
In music they are more generally gifted than the whites with accurate ears for tune and time, and they have been 
found capable of imagining a small catch. Whether they will be equal to the composition of a more extensive run of 
melody, or of complicated harmony, is yet to be proved. Misery is often the parent of the most affecting touches in 
poetry. Among the blacks is misery enough, God knows, but no poetry. Love is the peculiar oestrum of the poet. 
Their love is ardent, but it kindles the senses only, not the imagination.” 

T. Jefferson, Notes on the State of Virginia at 149-52 (J.W. Randolph, 1853), available from the Library of Congress at 
www.hathitrust.org/digital_library 
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George Washington 

George Washington also was a large slave holder, together with his wife, Martha. His 
actions reflect a commitment to slavery, as well as a degree of concern for the slaves. 

Dr. Donald Sweig states:371 

It isn’t easy for contemporary 
Americans to accept this fact 
about Washington, but there is no 
escaping it. Like nearly every 
prominent Virginian of the l8th 
century, he was a slave owner. 

By contemporary standards 
there can be no excusing slavery, 
but by the standards of his time 
and place Washington appears to 
have been relatively enlightened. 
There is ample evidence that 
Washington understood that his 
slaves were human beings who 
would make the most of their 
lives, whatever the external 
constraints imposed upon them, 
and that this included the 
formation and preservation of 
families. 

 
 

371 Sweig, “At Least George Washington Let His Slaves Have Families” (Wash. Post, Sept. 25, 1983) at 
www.washingtonpost.com/archive/opinions/1983/09/25/at-least-george-washington-let-his-slaves-
have-families/feca420d-c4ba-4563-9b88-5ba42f9b656b/, accessed Oct. 2, 2020 (“Sweig, 
Washington”).  

MORE THOMAS JEFFERSON ON AFRICAN-AMERICANS  

“They have less hair on the face and body. They secrete less by the kidneys, and more by the glands of the skin, 
which gives them a very strong and disagreeable odor. … They are more ardent after their female; but love seems 
with them to be more an eager desire than a tender delicate mixture of sentiment and sensation. Their griefs are 
transient. … …” 

T. Jefferson, Notes on the State of Virginia at 149-52 (J.W. Randolph, 1853), available from the Library of Congress at 
www.hathitrust.org/digital_library 

 

“George Washington with Slave Laborers “, Slavery Images: A Visual 
Record of the African Slave Trade and Slave Life in the Early African 
Diaspora, accessed November 16, 2020, 
http://slaveryimages.org/s/slaveryimages/item/1174 
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Many slave owners found it easier to regard their slaves more as chattel than as people. 
Not Washington. 

Dr. Sweig observes that Washington’s ownership of slaves added greatly to his wealth and 
provided him with the time to pursue his career in the military and politics.372 Dr. Erica Dunbar 
agrees: “Washington needed slave labor to maintain his wealth, his lifestyle and his reputation,” 
although as he grew older, he contemplated “get[ting] quit of Negroes.”373 

Dr. Dunbar notes that Washington, as 
President, signed the Fugitive Slave Law of 1793, 
“which allowed fugitives to be seized in any state, 
tried and returned to their owners. Anyone who 
harbored or assisted a fugitive slave faced a $500 
penalty and possible imprisonment.”374 

Illustrating Mr. Washington’s commitment to 
slavery, Dr. Singer describes how, while residing 
in Philadelphia, Mr. Washington evaded “a 
Pennsylvania gradual abolition act by rotating 
enslaved Africans back to his plantation in 
Virginia every six months.”375 Under 
Pennsylvania’s gradual emancipation law, slaves 
who were in the State for six months would be 
free, so the Washingtons would remove their 
slaves from Pennsylvania before the six months 
had elapsed, thus “reset[ting] the clock.”376 

Contradictions emerge in Washington’s relationships with his and Martha’s slaves. For 
example, Mr. Washington had a slave chef named Hercules Posey. As a demanding chef, Mr. 
Posey ran the Washingtons’ kitchen with a fabled “iron discipline,” including over both enslaved 

 
 

372 Sweig, Washington. 

373 Dunbar, “George Washington Slave Catcher” (NY Times, Feb. 16, 2015) at 
www.nytimes.com/2015/02/16/opinion/george-washington-slave-catcher.html, accessed Oct. 2, 2020 
(“Dunbar”). 

374 Dunbar. 

375 Singer, at 4. Citation omitted. 

376 Dunbar. 

WASHINGTON EXPRESSES  
OPPOSITION TO SLAVERY 

“Before his death Washington said 

‘I can only say that there is not a man living who 
wishes more sincerely than I do to see a plan 
adopted for the abolition of it [slavery]; but 
there is only one proper and effectual mode by 
which it can be accomplished, and that is by 
Legislative authority; and this, as far as my 
suffrage [vote and support] will go, shall never 
be wanting [lacking].’” 

“Jubilo! The Emancipation Century” at 
jubiloemancipationcentury.wordpress.com/2013/02/18/l
ist-of-slave-holding-presidents/, accessed Oct. 2, 2020 
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African-Americans and white indentured servants and employees. He developed a strong 
reputation as a cook.377 

Mr. Posey did not take advantage of many opportunities for freedom in Virginia and even 
more so in Philadelphia. He was able to move about freely, always returning. Eventually, he left 
Mount Vernon on his own, but Washington later freed Mr. Posey in Washington’s will.378 

In contrast to Mr. Posey, while the Washingtons lived in Philadelphia, one of Martha’s 
favorite slaves, a personal attendant named Ona Judge, at the age of 22, learned that Martha 
intended to give Ms. Judge to Martha’s granddaughter (“who was known to have a fierce 
temper”) as a wedding gift.379 Thereupon, Ms. Judge escaped to New Hampshire. Ms. Judge 
simply walked away from the Washington’s mansion during dinner, and took a ship North.380  

Washington attempted for three years to bring Ms. Judge back.381 He sent aides to New 
Hampshire to persuade Ms. Judge to return, but she refused unless the Washingtons would agree 
to free her in their wills. Despite the Fugitive Slave Law of 1793, which he had signed, 
Washington was reluctant to use force, which would offend Northern abolitionists.382 

Mount Vernon’s website states:383 

When Washington learned of Judge’s request, he was furious. His response to her 
proposed deal reveals the tension between his stated antislavery principles and the reality of 
being a slave owner. He fumed to [an associate]: “To enter into such a compromise with 
her, as she suggested to you, is totally inadmissible … for however well disposed I might 
be to a gradual abolition, or even to an entire emancipation of that description of People (if 
the latter was in itself practicable at this moment) it would neither be politic or just to 
reward unfaithfulness with a premature preference; and thereby discontent before hand the 

 
 

377 Ganeshram, “In 1795, George Washington gave thanks for liberty. The feasts chef had none.” at R4 
(Wash. Post, Nov. 22, 2020) at www.washingtonpost.com/food/2020/11/19/washington-thanksgiving-
hercules/, accessed Nov. 27, 2020. 

378 Ganeshram, “In 1795, George Washington gave thanks for liberty. The feasts chef had none.” at R4 
(Wash. Post, Nov. 22, 2020) at www.washingtonpost.com/food/2020/11/19/washington-thanksgiving-
hercules/, accessed Nov. 27, 2020. 

379 Dunbar. 

380 “Martha Washington as a Slaveowner” at www.mountvernon.org/george-washington/slavery/martha-
washington-as-a-slaveowner/, accessed Oct. 2, 2020. 

381 Dunbar; “Ona Judge” at www.mountvernon.org/library/digitalhistory/digital-encyclopedia/article/ona-
judge/, accessed Oct. 2, 2020 (“Mount Vernon Ona Judge”). 

382 Mount Vernon Ona Judge. 

383 Mount Vernon Ona Judge. 
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minds of all her fellow-servants who by their steady attachments are far more deserving 
than herself of favor.”  

Ms. Judge lived her life in New Hampshire. She learned to read and write, gave newspaper 
interviews, married, and had a family. When Ms. Judge died at the age of 75 in 1848, she still 
had the status of a fugitive slave, since neither George nor Martha Washington had freed her.384 

Washington took other actions in favor of 
slave holders. As General, he also objected when 
the British allowed slaves to escape to Canada after 
the War, claiming it violated the Revolutionary War 
peace treaty by failing to return “all confiscated 
property.”385 

Despite his actions to protect investments in 
slaves, Dr. Sweig describes George Washington as 
having been considerate of the family lives of the 
slaves he and Martha owned. Even so, however, 
Washington’s slaves did not always have what one would regard today as a typical family life. 
Dr. Donald Sweig provides the following examples in the context of several plantation properties 
Mr. Washington owned:386 

Mount Vernon slave families generally lived together, and those who did not were able 
to visit at night. Visits to and from spouses on other plantations also were common and 
perhaps frequent. Families were not indiscriminately separated … . Children under 13 
usually lived with their mothers. 

§ § § 

Washington’s concern for maintaining the integrity of his slaves’ families extended to 
the last year of his life. … [H]e not only refused to sell any slaves but even to hire them out 
“because they could not be disposed of in families to my advantage, and to disperse the 
families I have an aversion.” 

George Washington provided in his will for his slaves to be freed following Martha’s 
death. Martha Washington, however, did not follow George’s act of freeing her own slaves in her 
will.387  

 
 

384 Mount Vernon Ona Judge. 

385 Singer, at 50; Berlin and Harris, at 15.  

386 Sweig, Washington.  

387 Dunbar; Mount Vernon Ona Judge. 

UNGRATEFUL SLAVES 

“The Blacks are so bad in their nature that they 
have not the least grat[i]tude for the kindness that 

may be shewed to them.” 

Martha Washington (1795) quoted at “Martha 
Washington as a Slaveowner” at 
www.mountvernon.org/george-
washington/slavery/martha-washington-as-a-
slaveowner/, accessed Oct. 2, 2020 
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According to Mount Vernon’s website:388 

Martha Washington … believed that slavery was part of the natural order, as many 
white people of the 18th century did. 

Supreme Court Justices 

America’s first three Supreme Court Justices (as well as other Justices) owned slaves, but 
managed the issue very differently among themselves: 

 John Jay, the first Chief Justice, who served until 1801389 

 John Marshall, who served from 1801 until 1835390 

 Roger Taney, who served from 1835 until 1864391 

This is tremendously important in understanding the power of the slave society in early 
America. Until the Civil War, the Supreme Court’s rulings dominated American law and 
America’s legal management of slavery. 

Chief Justice John Jay 

Chief Justice John Jay was an active member of the New York Manumission Society, and 
actively opposed slavery.392 He also came from a family of slave holders, and owned slaves 
himself.  
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389 “The Papers of John Jay: Jay and Slavery” at 
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390 Finkleman, “Master John Marshall and the Problem of Slavery” at 
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Chief Justice Jay argued, however, that he was more humane than other slave holders:393 

Jay had an explanation for this seemingly contradictory practice: “I purchase slaves and 
manumit them at proper ages and when their faithful services shall have afforded a 
reasonable retribution.”  

 

Chief Justice John Marshall 

Chief Justice John Marshall, considered to be a “great” Chief Justice, served for thee-and-
a-half decades. His approach to slavery was quite different.  

According to a University of Chicago Law Review Online article by Dr. Paul Finkelman, 
Chief Justice Marshall owned over 250 slaves. He worked his slaves both in an urban household 
and on several plantations that he and his sons owned. He gave many of his slaves to his sons.  

Justice Marshall also sold numerous slaves at an auction to pay a son’s debts, thereby likely 
destroying some slave families. He actively purchased slaves throughout his life. He did so even 
in a number of instances ironically on the Fourth of July. One of those was as early as 1784, the 
first Fourth of July after the end of the Revolutionary War.394 

Further, Justice Marshall never freed any of his slaves, not even upon his death, unlike 
George Washington. He made an offer of manumission to one favorite slave, together with $50, 
or alternatively $100 if the slave would emigrate to Liberia. The slave refused to leave his 

 
 

393 Jay Papers. 

See also Rael, at 117. 

394 Finkleman, Part 1. 

JOHN JAY’S PERSPECTIVES 

“Jay equated the cause of the rebellious colonist with that of the yearning-for-liberty slave. In 1777, he urged 
that New York’s new state constitution provide for eventual abolition, and endorsed a resolution by the state 
constitutional convention calling for the end of slavery. ‘Till America comes into this measure,’ Jay wrote in 
private correspondence in 1780, ‘her prayers to Heaven for liberty will be impious.’ Such phrases echoed the 
thoughts of Thomas Jefferson, whose ruminations on the injustice of bondage caused him to ‘tremble’ when he 
reflected that ‘God was just.’ Unlike Jefferson, however, Jay suspected that blacks’ natural capacities were 
‘probably’ equal to whites’, which to him made American hypocrisy all the more damning. ‘To contend for our 
own liberty and to deny that blessing to others,’ he wrote in 1785, ‘involves an inconsistency not to be 
excused.’” 

Rael, “Chapter 4: The Long Death of Slavery,” in I. Berlin and L. Harris, ed., Slavery in New York at 115-16 (The New 
Press, 2005). Footnote omitted. 
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community for Liberia. The $50 offer was futile because the slave would have been required to 
obtain the approval of the Virginia legislature in order to remain in the State as a “free” African-
American, and the $50 was not adequate to pay for a lawyer to seek the approval.395 

Not only was Chief Justice Marshall a large slave holder, but Dr. Finkelman analyzes 
Justice Marshall’s legal opinions, finding that:396 

Chief Justice Marshall never wrote an opinion supporting black freedom. In some of 
these cases Marshall overturned lower court decisions, from slaveholding jurisdictions, 
emancipating the slave plaintiff. In cases involving the African slave trade Marshall was 
equally hostile to liberty, almost always siding with defendants, who had participated in the 
African slave trade in violation of U.S. law. 

Moreover, “On the bench Marshall always supported slavery, even when statutes and 
precedent were on the side of freedom.”397 

In a related article, Dr. Finkelman expands on that analysis:398 

Marshall’s analysis and jurisprudence in slave cases was often inconsistent from his 
rulings in other areas of the law. For example, in cases involving contracts or bankruptcy, 
he strongly advocated the application of natural law to reach outcomes that favored 
creditors. But when confronted with the African slave trade—which Congress had declared 
to be piracy—he concluded that natural law had no place in American jurisprudence. 

However, in freedom suits and in slave trade cases, the results of Marshall’s 
jurisprudence were consistent. He always supported slaveowners when blacks claimed to 
be free. Similarly, he consistently failed to enforce the federal prohibitions on American 
participation in the African slave trade or, after 1808, the absolute prohibition on bringing 
new slaves into the United States. 

Dr. Finkelman also cites Justice Marshall’s correspondence evidencing a399 

hostility to free blacks and his fear of slave rebellions. He argued the entire nation “could 
be strengthened” by the “removal of our colored population.” He believed the “danger” 
from free blacks “can scarcely be estimated.” 
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Dr. Finkelman adds that Justice Marshall:400 

petitioned the Virginia legislature for funds to support colonization, because of the “urgent 
expedience of getting rid in some way, of the free coloured population of the Union.” 
Marshall declared that free blacks in 
Virginia were worthless, ignorant, and lazy 
and that in Richmond half the free blacks 
were “criminals.” 

Chief Justice Roger Taney 

Chief Justice Roger Taney, who served 
immediately after Justice Marshall for another 
three decades also owned slaves. Justice 
Taney was an ardent advocate of slavery.  

While Justice Taney served, the Court 
issued several significant pro-slavery 
decisions, such as the Dred Scott decision 
(African-Americans, whether slave or “free,” 
were not citizens and, therefore, not entitled 
under the Constitution to access the federal 
courts),401 Prigg v. Pennsylvania (despite 
State law prohibiting capture of fugitive sales, 
a slave owner had the right under the 1793 
Fugitive Slave Law to enter into a free states 
and to recapture a slave),402 and Jones v. Van 
Zandt (a white abolitionist in Ohio was liable 
to a Kentucky slave owner for assisting the 
owner’s slave in escaping).403 

His opinion in the Dred Scott 
decision,404 in particular, stands as one of the most infamous Supreme Court decisions in 
American history.  
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Ironically, however, Taney “emancipated his own slaves in 1818,” almost two decades 
before he became Chief Justice.405 

 

Summary 

America’s Founding Fathers were people. They acted within the context of their time, in 
which most, but not all, of America’s leaders owned slaves. In important respects, they were 
extraordinary people. When they acted, slavery was favorably regarded and widely practiced and 
supported both in the North and South, and the difficulties associated with emancipation were 
not figments of the imagination, but were serious concerns. 

Frederick Douglass recognized the humanity of America’s Founding Fathers, stating in his 
famous Fourth of July address:406 

Fellow Citizens, I am not wanting in respect for the fathers of this republic. The signers 
of the Declaration of Independence were brave men. They were great men too—great 
enough to give fame to a great age. It does not often happen to a nation to raise, at one time, 
such a number of truly great men. The point from which I am compelled to view them is 
not, certainly, the most favorable; and yet I cannot contemplate their great deeds with less 
than admiration. They were statesmen, patriots and heroes, and for the good they did, and 
the principles they contended for, I will unite with you to honor their memory. 
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AFRICAN-AMERICANS NOT “CITIZENS” 

“A free negro of the African race, whose ancestors were brought to this country and sold as slaves, is not a 
‘citizen’ within the meaning of the Constitution of the United States. 

“When the Constitution was adopted, they were not regarded in any of the States as members of the community 
which constituted the State, and were not numbered among its ‘people or citizens.’ Consequently, the special 
rights and immunities guarantied to citizens do not apply to them. And not being ‘citizens’ within the meaning of 
the Constitution, they are not entitled to sue in that character in a court of the United States, and the Circuit Court 
has not jurisdiction in such a suit. 

“The only two clauses in the Constitution which point to this race treat them as persons whom it was morally 
lawfully (sic) to deal in as articles of property and to hold as slaves.” 

United States Supreme Court, Syllabus for Dred Scott v. Sanford, 60 U.S. 393 (1857) 
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The Duke of York, his brother King Charles II, and their colleagues, in contrast, were not 
American patriots. They acted contrary to general practices even among other countries that 
practiced slavery at the time. They inaugurated a form of slavery that was particularly cruel. 
They laid the foundation for a form of American slavery that violated even those international 
standards. 
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ABRAHAM LINCOLN 

In many ways, Abraham Lincoln personified America’s slavery contradictions. Unlike the 
Founding Fathers, however, President Lincoln was opposed unalterably to slavery. 

In the simplistic, sanitized version of history my schools taught me, I “learned” that 
Abraham Lincoln was a single-minded abolitionist—the Great Emancipator. My schools did not 
teach about his cautiousness when confronted by difficult choices. My schools did not teach 
about his evolution in thinking about African-American equality, colonization, voting rights, and 
other issues. My schools did not teach about his policy ambivalence. My schools taught simply 
that President Lincoln opposed slavery—true—but not about his important efforts and 
compromises to resolve complex and difficult political and social issues in order to avoid an 
unimaginably disastrous calamity.  

Instead, my schools taught that President Lincoln’s Emancipation Proclamation freed the 
slaves. Actually, it didn’t, at least not in a legal sense, and certainly not in the Union states. My 
schools taught that Lincoln fought the Civil War to free the slaves. Again, he didn’t—at least not 
at first—and later perhaps as much for strategic reasons of undermining the Southern economy, 
as well as to pursue humane choices. 

His human complexity, making human choices in extremely difficult circumstances, does 
not mean, however, that President Lincoln was not a genuine American hero—he was. 

Dr. Peter Kolchin states:407 

Lincoln’s caution stemmed not from moral equivocation—he consistently reiterated his 
belief that slavery was wrong and ought to be abolished—but from potent practical 
considerations. … The loyalty of Maryland, which harbored considerable pro-Confederate 
sentiment, was especially critical, for the state’s secession would leave Washington, D.C., 
surrounded by enemy territory. 

Dr. Kolchin adds that the War support of Northern Democrats was tenuous, reliable “so 
long as the war remained one to preserve the status quo; a war to overturn slavery, however, was 
an altogether different matter.”408 

Difficult Choices 

President Lincoln worked in the context of a highly-charged and very dangerous political 
milieu. Above all, he wanted to preserve the Union first, and then to deal with slavery after that. 
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If the Union had not been preserved, the path to abolition of slavery likely would not have been 
available at all. The following are some of the issues he confronted. 

First, he faced legal considerations. For example, the Constitution limits the federal 
government’s authority to intrude into state affairs. It was not at all clear that the federal 
government could simply declare slaves to be free.  

Second, Southern politicians were heavily influential in Congress. To the extent legislation 
was needed, they were an important factor and hurdle. 

Third, the Supreme Court was dominated by Justices friendly to slavery, so judicial action 
was unlikely. 

Fourth, President Lincoln faced especially serious additional political difficulties. In order 
to win the War, and to free the slaves eventually, President Lincoln needed to engage in delicate 
balancing. Kentucky (which had declared neutrality), Missouri and, importantly, Maryland—all 
dedicated slave states—remained in the Union. If those states also had seceded, victory in the 
War would have been much more onerous for the Union, and perhaps impossible. Delaware, and 
to a much lower degree, New Jersey, also were slave states. 

In particular, if Maryland to the East had seceded, then Washington, DC, with Virginia to 
the West, would have been completely surrounded by hostile Confederate territory. The Union 
may have been compelled to abandon its Capitol. Underscoring Maryland’s pro-slavery stance, 
in Baltimore, pro-Confederate sympathizers rioted in 1861, attacking Union soldiers from 
Massachusetts.409 

Moreover, there were considerations of the welfare of the slaves themselves. Few of them 
had received education. Indeed, the laws of many states forbade education for slaves, even 
regarding basic reading and writing skills. Some laws even prohibited education for “free” 
African-Americans. Many slaves, especially rural slaves that worked as field hands, had no other 
skills. A major question was how, once those slaves were freed, they would be able to support 
themselves.  

That issue tied directly to the issue of white fear. The whites had so badly mistreated slaves 
and other African-Americans that the whites were terrified of retribution. Many angry slaves 
were ready to provide it. Whites feared crime—theft and violent crime—from freed slaves 
unable to make a living. 

The loss of slave holders’ substantial “wealth” was an important consideration. Today, it 
may seem that the wealth of slave owners should have been overlooked completely. Yet, at the 
time, large numbers of socially- and politically-influential planters and other slave owners had 
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made substantial investments in their slave holdings. They were not ready voluntarily to let that 
affluence and source of income simply disappear to their own financial ruin. 

As President, therefore, Lincoln was a leader with heavy responsibilities. If he could devise 
solutions that would avoid the War and preserve the Union, he wanted to do that.  

As a President should do, Douglas Harper states that Lincoln’s administration developed an 
affirmative proposal for ending slavery. The proposal provided for “gradual emancipation” in 
Delaware intended to attract a positive reception by slave owners. The plan contemplated paying 
compensation from federal funds for the loss of wealth to slave owners by freeing their slaves 
and offering freed slaves compensation if they chose voluntarily to go to another country.410 He 
states that Lincoln sought to make his proposal attractive for slavery advocates and for whites 
who feared African-Americans: 

emphasiz[ing] the conservative nature of his proposal for gradual emancipation, and 
[holding] out the promise of colonization. “I do not speak of emancipation at once, but of a 
decision at once to emancipate gradually. Room in South America for colonization can be 
obtained cheaply and in abundance, and when numbers shall be large enough to be 
company and encouragement for one another, the freed people will not be so reluctant to 
go.” The administration, at this time, had agents scouting the Mosquito Coast of Nicaragua 
as a possible destination for freed slaves. 

A precedent existed. In 1862, the District of Columbia had enacted a similar emancipation 
approach based upon what President Lincoln praised as “the two principles of compensation and 
colonization.”411 

The hope was that the Delaware proposal could become a template for freeing the slaves in 
other states. Lincoln was unpopular, however, in Delaware. Through the State Legislature, 
Delaware slave holders strongly rejected his proposal.412 Moreover, most African-Americans had 
no desire to leave the only country they knew. 

Unfortunately, there was not a clear path to resolution of the slavery issue. The result was, 
in the end, a terrible War of unimaginable destructive proportions. 

Lincoln’s Opposition to Slavery 

President Lincoln’s complexity as a human being dealing with a political-charged and 
highly-complex issue does not mean that he did not fundamentally oppose slavery—he did so 
consistently.  
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Illustrating Lincoln’s early opposition to slavery, in 1849, then-Congressman Lincoln 
“attempted to introduce a bill for gradual emancipation of all slaves” in the District of Columbia. 
His efforts, however, were “aborted by Senator John C. Calhoun and others.”413 

Lincoln’s very election contributed significantly to the South’s secession. Earlier in his 
career, in 1854, he already had opposed the spread of slavery to new territories.414 He continued 
to do so through his career on moral grounds.415 In the famous Lincoln-Douglas debates, Lincoln 
opposed Mr. Douglas’ proposal to allow slavery in the territories.416 Mr. Douglas proposed 
“popular sovereignty,” a local control concept.417 “Popular sovereignty,” which had formed the 
basis for the Kansas-Nebraska Act,418 led, among other things to a local civil war in “Bleeding 
Kansas.”419 

President Lincoln’s views evolved. Over time, he became even more adamantly opposed to 
slavery and racism. 

In 1860, in a key speech at the Cooper Union in New York City, an event that later proved 
to be pivotal in the Republican Party’s selection of Lincoln as its nominee for President, Lincoln 
demonstrated thorough and careful research regarding the federal government’s authority to 
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regulate slavery in the territories. He based his analysis on the enactment of the Northwest 
Ordinance prohibiting slavery in several potential territories and states.  

In that connection:420 

Lincoln noted that of the 39 men who gathered to vote on the Constitution in the 
summer of 1787, four also served in Congress. Of those four, three voted in favor of the 
Northwest Ordinance, which, of course, contained the section prohibiting enslavement 
north of the Ohio River.  

He further noted that in 1789, during the first Congress to assemble following the 
ratification of the Constitution, a law was passed to enforce the provisions of the ordinance, 
including the prohibition of enslavement in the territory. That law passed through Congress 
without objection and was signed into law by President George Washington.421 

The National Park Service’s website summarizes the principle sections of the speech, as 
follows:422 

Lincoln’s speech can be divided into three parts. In the first, he showed that twenty-one 
of the thirty-nine signers of the Constitution were on record that the Federal Government 
could prohibit slavery in the national territories. In the second, Lincoln explained to the 
South that Republicans were no threat to slavery where it already existed. Finally, Lincoln 
spoke to the North. They must fearlessly persist in excluding slavery from the national 
territories, and therefore, confine it to the states where it already existed. 

President Lincoln’s commitment to end slavery led to his assassination by John Wilkes 
Booth, “a vigorous supporter of the Southern cause [who] was outspoken in his advocacy of 
slavery and his hatred of Lincoln.” Mr. Booth reportedly shouted after the deed, “Sic semper 
tyrannis!” (the motto of the state of Virginia, meaning “Thus always to tyrants!”) or “The South 
is avenged!” or both.”423  
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Lincoln’s Evolution  

President Lincoln’s thinking evolved on a number of key issues associated with African-
Americans.  

One example is on the issue of colonization, which he favored “strongly” for a 
considerable time. He even proposed it to a group of African-Americans in a meeting during his 
first term in office. Their great hostility to the idea, as well as that of Frederick Douglass, 
persuaded President Lincoln to cease pursuing it.424 

Another example is the issue of whether African-Americans should be granted rights of 
citizenship, such as the right to vote. In 1858, during one of his debates with Stephen Douglas, 
Mr. Lincoln made the following statements, which today would be quite offensive not only to 
African-Americans, but most whites:425 

I will say then … I am not, nor ever have been, in favor of bringing about in any way 
the social and political equality of the white and black races, [applause]—that I am not nor 
ever have been in favor of making voters or jurors of negroes, nor of qualifying them to 
hold office, nor to intermarry with white people; and I will say in addition to this that there 
is a physical difference between the white and black races which I believe will forever 
forbid the two races living together on terms of social and political equality. And inasmuch 
as they cannot so live, while they do remain together there must be the position of superior 
and inferior, and I as much as any other man am in favor of having the superior position 
assigned to the white race.  

Lincoln believed, however, that slaves should be free:426  

What he did believe was that, like all men, black men had the right to improve their 
condition in society and to enjoy the fruits of their labor. In this way they were equal to 
white men, and for this reason slavery was inherently unjust. 

Like his views on emancipation, Lincoln’s position on social and political equality for 
African Americans would evolve over the course of his presidency. …  

Reflecting President Lincoln’s changing perspectives, seven years later, in 1865, he spoke 
in favor of the new Louisiana State government and State constitution. The new Louisiana 
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Constitution, which Lincoln favored, “declar[ed] emancipation for the whole State,” “[gave] the 
benefit of public schools equally to black and white, and empower[ed] the Legislature to confer 
the elective process upon the coloured man.”427 

Demonstrating his evolution in thinking, Lincoln stated: “It is also unsatisfactory to some 
that the elective franchise is not given to the colored man. I would myself prefer that [it] were 
now conferred on the very intelligent, and on those who serve our cause as soldiers.”428 

That speech contributed directly to Lincoln’s assassination:429 

One member of the crowd outside the White House that night was the handsome young 
actor John Wilkes Booth, who snarled to his companion about Lincoln’s address: “That 
means n—- citizenship! Now, by God, I’ll put him through. That is the last speech he will 
ever make.” 

Emancipation Proclamation 

President Lincoln’s Emancipation Proclamation, effective on January 1, 1863, did not 
declare all slaves to be free. Instead, it declared freedom for the slaves in the rebel states. 
Technically, the Proclamation did not free even those slaves, although Union commanders 
frequently freed slaves in territories the Union army conquered and controlled.  

For example, after federal troops had landed at Galveston, on June 19, 1865, two-and-a-
half years after the effectiveness of the Emancipation Proclamation, Major General Gordon 
Granger declared slavery to be abolished in Texas. The date is known and “celebrated annually 
in Texas and other states as ‘Juneteenth.’”430 Even then, word spread slowly across Texas. Dr. 
Randolph Campbell quotes one slave as stating, “When we all gits free, they’s the long time 
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letting us know.”431 By the ratification of the 13th Amendment, slaves knew they had been 
freed.432 

Thus, the Emancipation Proclamation led at least indirectly to freedom for many slaves in 
Union-occupied areas.  

Aside from his proposal to Delaware slave holders, however, President Lincoln did not 
attempt to free other slaves in the Union or border slave states.  

The Emancipation Proclamation served as a strategic change in the purpose of the Civil 
War toward ending slavery. While the Emancipation Proclamation “was issued as a war measure 
and its legality under the Constitution was unsettled,”433 Dr Peter Kolchin states that “the decree 
had enormous symbolic significance, transforming a conservative war to restore the Union into a 
revolutionary war to reconstruct it.”434 

Some Union states took positive steps. Maryland freed its slaves in 1864.435 Missouri freed 
its slaves in January 1865,436 before General Lee surrendered at the Appomattox Courthouse in 
1865.  

Nevertheless, the 13th Amendment was required in order to free all the slaves in all the 
states—both North and South. On January 31, 1865, Congress passed, and on February 1, 1865, 
President Lincoln approved, the 13th Amendment for the states to ratify. That process was 
completed on December 6, 1865.437 The 13th Amendment freed all of America’s slaves to an 
uncertain future.  
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Gettysburg Address 

The real Lincoln, the man, recognized explicitly the concepts of liberty and equality in his 
Gettysburg Address on November 19, 1863, when he echoed the words of the Declaration of 
Independence: 

Four score and seven years ago our fathers brought forth on this continent, a new 
nation, conceived in Liberty, and dedicated to the proposition that all men are created 
equal. 

Those words speak for themselves. President Lincoln was committed to liberty and 
equality. 

President Lincoln and Frederick Douglass 

President Lincoln’s commitment to ending slavery is reflected by his substantial direct 
interaction with, and personal encouragement to, Frederick Douglass, a former slave. The 
following describes Mr. Douglass’ first attempt to see the President “in 1863 without an 
appointment:”438 

Douglass wanted an immediate meeting with President Abraham Lincoln. He was not 
sure he would get in. There was a throng in front of the White House waiting to see 
Lincoln. Some of them looked ragged and worn, like they had been waiting for days. 

“They were white; and as I was the only dark spot among them,” Douglass said later. 
“I expected to have to wait at least half a day.” 

Douglass sent his card up the line. It took only two minutes for a White House 
messenger to come out of the White House and summon in “Mr. Douglass!” 

In traveling to Washington, DC, which practiced slavery, Mr. Douglass had taken a risk. 
He received aid, however, from Major George Stearns, who wrote a pass to protect Mr. 
Douglass. Senator Samuel Pomroy from Kansas accompanied Mr. Douglass to the White House. 
When Mr. Douglass began to introduce himself, President Lincoln responded, “I know who you 
are, Mr. Douglass.”439 

Mr. Douglass argued to President Lincoln that the Union should retaliate against 
Confederate soldiers in response to Confederate executions of captured African-American 
soldiers. He also argued for equal pay for African-Americans soldiers. Mr. Lincoln did not favor 
executing innocent Confederate soldiers. He also did not agree immediately to the equal pay 

 
 

438 Brown, “Frederick Douglass needed to see Lincoln. Would the president meet with a former slave?” 
(Feb. 14, 2018) at www.washingtonpost.com/news/retropolis/wp/2018/02/14/frederick-douglass-
needed-to-see-lincoln-would-the-president-meet-with-a-former-slave/, accessed Oct. 3, 2020 
(“Brown”). 

439 Brown. 



The Father of America’s Slave Society 

-158- 

request. He did agree to sign recommendations of the Secretary of War. Mr. Douglass had urged 
African-Americans to join the Union army against the South, including two sons, and he 
continued his recruitment efforts after meeting with the President. The pay discrimination 
ended.440 

Mr. Douglass received three additional invitations by the White House. He heard the 
President refer, in his second inaugural address on March 4, 1865, to slavery as “‘an offense’ 
against God” and to “this terrible war as the woe due to those by whom the offense came.”441  

When Mr. Douglass then walked to the White House after the address in response to an 
invitation, police stopped him at the gate. Mr. Douglass, however, refused to leave without 
seeing President Lincoln. A passing man, recognizing Mr. Douglass, relayed a message to the 
President. Mr. Douglass was promptly permitted to enter.  

When Mr. Douglass came into the room, the President said loudly for inaugural guests to 
hear, “Here comes my friend Douglass.” President Lincoln asked Mr. Douglass how he liked the 
President’s inauguration speech, stating “[T]here is no man in the country whose opinion I value 
more than yours.” Mr. Douglass replied, “Mr. Lincoln, that was sacred.”442 

Lincoln’s Second Inaugural Address 

President Lincoln delivered his second inaugural address on March 4, 1865, as the Civil 
War was ending. It was a month before he was assassinated.443 Given the tremendous tragedy of 
the Civil War, it was a sorrowful speech. 

President Lincoln spoke of how, at the time of his first inaugural, address, war had been 
“dreaded” by all. No one wanted it, but both sides were willing to fight it: 444 

On the occasion corresponding to this four years ago all thoughts were anxiously 
directed to an impending civil war. All dreaded it—all sought to avert it. … Both parties 
deprecated war, but one of them would make war rather than let the nation survive, and the 
other would accept war rather than let it perish. And the war came. 
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President Lincoln described slavery as “the cause of the war:” 445 

One-eighth of the whole population were colored slaves, not distributed generally over 
the Union, but localized in the Southern part of it. These slaves constituted a peculiar and 
powerful interest. All knew that this interest was, somehow, the cause of the war. To 
strengthen, perpetuate, and extend this interest was the object for which the insurgents 
would rend the Union, even by war; while the government claimed no right to do more than 
to restrict the territorial enlargement of it. 

Quoting the Bible, President Lincoln spoke of slavery’s retribution as the “woe” that 
caused the terrible disaster:446 

The Almighty has His own purposes. “Woe unto the world because of offenses! for it 
must needs be that offenses come; but woe to that man by whom the offense cometh.” If we 
shall suppose that American slavery is one of those offenses which, in the providence of 
god, must needs come, but which, having continued through his appointed time, he now 
wills to remove, and that he gives to both North and South this terrible war, as the woe due 
to those by whom the offense came, shall we discern therein any departure from those 
divine attributes which the believers in a living God always ascribe to him? Fondly do we 
hope—fervently do we pray—that this mighty scourge of war may speedily pass away. Yet, 
if God wills that it continue until all the wealth piled by the bondsman’s two hundred and 
fifty years of unrequited toil shall be sunk, and until every drop of blood drawn with the 
lash shall be paid by another drawn with the sword, as was said three thousand years ago, 
so still it must be said “The judgments of the Lord are true and righteous altogether.” 

Lincoln’s phraseology demonstrated a deep animosity to slavery. That was especially true 
of his references to “all the wealth piled by the bondsman’s two hundred and fifty years of 
unrequited toil” and to payment for “every drop of blood drawn with the lash … by another 
drawn with the sword.”. 

In the closing of his address, President Lincoln was a statesman, a peacemaker seeking 
reconciliation, not further hostility:447 

With malice toward none; with charity for all; with firmness in the right, as God gives 
us to see the right, let us strive on to finish the work we are in; to bind up the nation’s 
wounds; to care for him who shall have borne the battle, and for his widow, and his orphan, 
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to do all which may achieve and cherish a just, and a lasting peace, among ourselves, and 
with all nations. 

President Lincoln had been, and remained, a true leader, seeking to achieve workable goals 
to which the proponents of slavery would agree, as was necessary short of a bloody military 
victory. 

Summary 

Along the way, President Lincoln, bowing to political realities, undertook to preserve the 
Union, and also sought to develop a positive and realistic program to free the slaves. 

President Lincoln was a man, a well-motivated man, who opposed slavery, and who 
attempted to bring a workable solution into effect under extremely difficult circumstances. 

Abraham Lincoln deserves to be viewed, like Thomas Jefferson, and George Washington, 
as a genuine, even if not perfect, American hero responding to then-prevailing societal 
conditions. 

America’s Slave Heroes, who contributed so much to America’s fundamental change in 
direction through their courageous and persistent battle against the pervasive scourge and terror 
of slavery, also deserve to be ranked and honored on a par with all of them. 

Both President Lincoln and America’s Slave Heroes adamantly opposed the system of 
slavery created and promoted by the Duke of York, King Charles II, and their colleagues and 
successors.  

A century after the Declaration of Independence and the Constitution, President Lincoln, 
his successors, and America’s Slave Heroes re-made America into a new, much different, nation 
than the one created in 1776.  

Yet, there remained, and still endure, important goals, not yet fully-achieved, in order to 
remedy the brutal enslavement of millions of Africans and African-Americans and to effectuate 
the true equality envisioned by the advocates of the 13th, 14th and 15th Amendments. 
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