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SLAVE RESISTANCE

“Rather die freemen than live to be slaves,” the revolutionary slogan deployed
by Henry Highland Garnet in his “An Address to the Slaves of the United States
of America” of 1843, reveals that abolitionists conceived of the enslaved as cen-
tral to their movement. The political significance of slave resistance in the mak-
ing of abolition and the sectional conflict over slavery is understudied.' Slave
resistance gave abolition its most enduring issue, the fugitive slave controversy,
and provided the movement with its most dynamic exponents.

Slaves voted against slavery with their feet, giving rise not just to national but
also international debates over the boundaries and legitimacy of slavery, a dress
rehearsal for their momentous actions during the Civil War. From the early
days of the Republic abolitionists assisted slaves who were seeking freedom.
Slave resistance moved abolition into northern state- and courthouses and in-
spired grassroots militancy. Slave rebels and runaways put slavery on trial. The
argument that most Americans saw slaves as complicit in their enslavement for
not resisting it flies in the face of the history of slave resistance and its impact on
national politics, international law, diplomacy, and popular sentiment.” Slave
resistance revolutionized abolitionist discourse and practice.

FUGITIVE SLAVES AND THEIR ALLIES

Fugitive slaves offer a counternarrative of American history. For colonial
slaves the land of freedom was not their home, but rather Spanish Florida or
Indian territory, much as Canada, Mexico, Haiti, the British West Indies, and
the northern states symbolized free spaces for their nineteenth-century descen-
dants.? Enslaved “freedom seekers” contributed to the breakdown of comity
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between southern and northern states and had a wide-ranging impact on the
rise of sectional tensions.

Individual acts of slave resistance became the stuff of politics. The Fugi-
tive Slave Act of 1793 had not only granted extraterritoriality to southern laws
of slavery in the free North but also facilitated the kidnapping of free blacks
into slavery. In the 18z0s states like Pennsylvania and New York passed personal
liberty laws to protect free blacks from kidnapping and gave some legal protec-
tions to suspected runaways. By the antebellum period the lines between illegal
kidnapping and legal rendition of fugitive slaves became increasingly blurry
as southern laws of slavery came into conflict with northern laws of freedom.
Northern black communities contained fugitive slaves who intermarried with
free African Americans and came to resemble Maroon communities of run-
aways determined to defend their freedom at all costs.*

Slaves ran away frequently and in so doing displayed considerable political
sophistication in discerning the social geography of slavery and freedom. A ma-
jority were young men from the border slave states. Conservative estimates of
1,000 runaways per year based on the U.S. Census records of 1850 and 1860 —an
official account of an essentially illegal activity and the first completed under
the proslavery propagandist J. D. B. DeBow—are an obvious undercount.
Today, historians count the number of fugitive slaves in 1830-60 at 150,000,
higher than Albert Bushnell Hart’s original estimate of 60,000. According to a
recent estimate that includes runaway slaves who remained in the South and
absconded temporarily, around 50,000 slaves ran away each year. Marronage,
or the formation of communities of runaway slaves, within the slave South, as
in the Dismal Swamp, was also more common than previously thought. There
are no figures for those who made good their escape to Mexico or by sea to the
Caribbean and even England. The exact number of fugitive slaves, some of
whom were recaptured, may never be known. So ubiquitous were runaways
that Samuel Cartwright diagnosed slaves’ tendency to run away as a disease,
“draepetomania.”

Contrary to the self-serving claims of their masters, fugitive slaves voting with
their feet inspired abolitionism rather than vice versa. Early abolitionist societies
and black leaders laid the legal foundations for the defense of blacks kidnapped
into slavery and to bring southern slaves under the purview of northern eman-
cipation laws. Abolitionists launched a concerted effort to restrict the reach of

slaveholders in the North, an endeavor that inspired antislavery attempts to re-
strict slavery’s political and geographic reach.

Qutstanding abolitionists such as the Quakers Isaac T. Hopper, Levi Cof-
fin, and the Presbyterian minister John Rankin, whose careers bridge the two
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waves of abolition, made assistance to fugitive slaves a quintessential form of
abolitionist activism. Born in New Jersey, Hopper was a member of the PAS
and particularly adept at confronting slaveholders, slave hunters, and kidnap-
pers on the streets of Philadelphia, assisting hundreds of fugitive slaves and
free blacks kidnapped into slavery. Working with the PAS and black leaders, he
became widely known as “the friend and legal adviser of colored people upon

all emergencies.” In the life of Hopper compiled by Lydia Maria Child on his
death in 1853, hundreds of these “tales of oppression” that had first appeared in

the NASS acted as both inspiration and cautionary tales for latter-day activists.

They not only revealed Hopper's street smarts but also portrayed black men like

John Miller, who indented himself to buy the freedom of another, and Cyrus

Field, whose struggle for freedom cost him his life, an enslaved woman who

married a free man but was remanded as a fugitive, and the rescue of a young

African boy, Wagelma. Nearly all of Hopper's stories can be verified from con-

temporary newspaper accounts and court records. Hopper moved to New York,

where he worked with David Ruggles and his pioneering New York Committee

of Vigilance.®

Like Hopper, two “migrants against slavery,” Coffin, who moved from North
Carolina to Indiana and eventually to Cincinnati, and Rankin, who left Ten-
nessee by way of Kentucky to Ripley, Ohio, where his hilltop home became a
beacon to slaves fleeing across the Ohio River, were founders of fugitive slave
abolitionism. Both men had ties to short-lived abolition societies in the upper
south. The Coffin family began helping free blacks kidnapped into slavery and
fugitive slaves in North Carolina. Levi Coffin, who also ran a free produce
store, was called the President of the Underground Railroad by his baffled op-
ponents, and his reminiscences are dotted with the stories of many fugitives.
He eventually “resigned” from the “presidency” of the UGRR and became ac-
tive in freedmen’s aid until his death in 1877. Coffin suffered a loss of business
because of his activities, and Rankin’s open assistance to fugitives resulted in
the near burning of his house and barn. Rankin, whose letters inspired Gar-
rison, became an agent of the AASS and a founding member of the Ohio and
Ripley ASS.

Both men relied mainly on free blacks to operate the abolitionist under-
ground for over thirty years. Coffin’s expatriate North Carolina Quaker com-
munity adjoined that of free blacks emancipated by them in Indiana. When he
moved to Cincinnati, its activist black community assisted him. Intrepid men
like John Hudson, who ferried runaway slaves across the Ohio River, and the
former slave John Parker, who always traveled armed, were part of Ripley’s clan-
destine network, which included Parker’s large family, free blacks, antislavery
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politicians, and members of abolitionist societies and churches. Like Harriet
Tubman, the relatively unknown Parker helped “run off” hundreds of slaves.
The history of the UGRR, however, must rise above the story of heroic individu-
als or be dismissed as the stuff of myth and memory.” It must be placed in its
proper historical context, the growth of the abolition movement.

Black abolitionists established the permanent, organizational apparatus of
the abolitionist underground, the vigilance committees of the 1830s. A decade
earlier African Americans in Philadelphia, Baltimore, and Boston had formed
protection societies against kidnapping. In 1834 Elizur Wright published a series
of essays, “Chronicles of Kidnapping in New York,” detailing many instances
of “legalized kidnapping” of free blacks and runaways into slavery. Ruggles,
who helped found and became the secretary of the New York Committee of
Vigilance in 1835, was the person most responsible for this tactical innovation.
The committee had a predominantly black membership but included a few
white abolitionists like William Johnsen, its treasurer, and, later, Lewis Tappan.
It embodied abolitionist dehance of slaveholding laws and prerogatives. Ruggles
built on the strategies developed by Hopper, Barney Corse of the NYMS, and
the antislavery lawyer Theodore Sedgwick, but the committee was his brain-
child, and he ran it virtually single-handedly. He “outed” kidnappers and slave
catchers, publishing the committee’s first annual report in 1837. Calling them-
selves the friends of human rights, the Committee of Vigilance assisted fugitive
slaves and rescued kidnapped southern and local free blacks, the enslaved in
ships involved in the illegal international slave trade, and slaves in transit with
their masters. Often denied trial by jury and legal rights by their enslavers and
law enforcement officers in cahoots with them, the committee hired lawyers to
represent African Americans caught between slavery and freedom. Its executive
committee included Cornish, Wright, Johnson, Van Rensselaer, and the grocer
J. W. Higgins. It galvanized grassroots black activism, its large, so-called Effec-
tive Committee ready to intimidate would-be enslavers. Black women not only
raised funds for the vigilance committee but also took part in street action, to
the dismay of Cornish.

In his years with the committee Ruggles assisted hundreds of black men and
women, including Douglass. At personal risk he confronted slaveholders, slave
catchers, and sea captains involved in slaving numerous times, matching wits
with the “kidnapping club” consisting of city officials and policemen. Calling
“self defense the first law of nature” and urging direct action against enslave-
ment, Ruggles uncovered a plot to kidnap and sell him into slavery. In 1838
he started an antislavery reading library and published the Mirror of Liberty,

a magazine devoted to “the restoration of Equal Liberty and the full enfran-
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chisement of my down-trodden countrymen.” The committee’s second annual
report concluded that a “want of funds” hampered its activities. Ruggles was
bankrupted trying to retrieve William Dixon, a free black man kidnapped into
slavery. The next year Ruggles resigned from the committee after a libel case
and became involved in a fractious dispute with Wright, Johnson, Cornish,
Bell, and Ray. He sued the committee for back pay and aired his grievances in
a pamphlet. The editors of the CA denounced him and demanded that he be
held liable for damages from the libel suit, which nearly destroyed their paper.
Garrisonians rallied to Ruggles’s defense against the black clergymen associ-
ated with the Tappans. Virtually blind after his incarceration in the Darg case
(Arthur Tappan and Higgins bailed him out), Ruggles ceased publication of
his paper in 1841 and joined the Northamption Association. Ruggles, like many
other black abolitionists, supported the Free Soil Party on the eve of his death
in 1849. Wright and Ray, aided by the AFASS, led the Committee of Vigilance.
By 1847 Hopper headed a reorganized New York State Vigilance Committee,
which linked the city with vigilance committees in upstate New York in an
underground railroad. Smith became its president a year later.?

Ruggles’s brand of practical abolitionism was replicated in Boston, where
blacks took the lead in fugitive slave rescues. In 1836 a group of black women
stormed the courtroom of Chief Justice Shaw to whisk two enslaved women,
Eliza Small and Polly Ann Bates, to safety. The two had been freed on a writ of
habeas corpus brought by the abolitionist lawyer Samuel Sewall and the BFASS
after their master’s agent had them apprehended aboard a ship. When the agent
tried again to have them remanded under the provisions of the federal fugitive
slave law, the women, on Sewall’s signal, acted. The “abolition riot” involving
the women and the alleged dereliction of duty of Sheriff C. P. Sumner, a man
of antislavery convictions and Sumner’s father, led northern conservatives to
warn of a new phase in the abolitionist war against slavery.

The same year, in Commonwealth v. Aves, Shaw denied slaveholders the right
of transit with their slaves, citing the Somerset decision. While Benjamin and
Charles Curtis argued that the state should recognize Louisiana’s law of slav-
ery, the abolitionist Ellis Gray Loring, with his cocounsel Rufus Choate, called
for applying the Somerset principle to Massachusetts, especially since the case
involved not just the right to transit but also residence in a free state. Southern
states evoked instead the legal precedent of The Slave Grace. The Aves case,
also brought by the BFASS, involved a six-year-old slave girl named Med and,
unlike the case of the fugitives Eliza and Polly, made for much criticism of
abolitionist interference in separating the child from the absent slave mother.
But Med'’s owners had first separated her from her mother by bringing her to
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Massachusetts, and abolitionists did not treat her as an adult. Garrison, who
published the arguments in the case, consistently referred to Med as a slave
child. In 1832 the NEASS had brought a writ of habeas corpus to free a Cuban
slave boy, Francisco, through Sewall, but Shaw remanded him to his mistress
on ascertaining his wishes and on his mistress’s assurance that she would no
longer hold the boy as a slave. In another case involving a slave child in 1837,
a free black couple, the Robinsons, were judged guilty of kidnapping and were
forced to pay court costs.

Some, like John Darg’s slave Thomas Hughes, who was assisted by Hopper,
Corse, and Ruggles, and Catherine Linda in Massachusetts, rejected freedom
for family. Ruggles was involved in the Linda case too. He probably inspired
the abolitionist E. D. Hudson, who was imprisoned for allegedly luring Linda
at her master’s behest. As abolitionists maintained, talk of free will made little
sense in cases involving even adult slaves like Hughes, whose master tricked
him into returning to slavery and eventually sold off his wife. Abolitionists man-
aged to secure his release a second time. Massachusetts and other northern
states after Aves moved to deny slaveholders the “right” to transit with slaves.
'n 1837 a legislative report by the abolitionist James Alvord questioned the con-

titutionality of the Fugitive Slave Act of 1793, and Massachusetts restored the
right of trial by jury to suspected fugitives.’

Abolitionist activism bore similar fruit in New York. Alvan Stewart, arguing
for two black boys hauled in as fugitive slaves in Utica, used the writ of habeas
corpus to hinder rendition. Legal and political controversy over fugitive slaves
soon involved antislavery politicians and lawyers. In 1839 Governor Seward re-
fused to extradite three free black seamen involved in a fugitive slave rescue to
the state of Virginia. In his public letter to Gov. Thomas Gilmer of Virginia, in
response to Gilmer’s proclamation posting a reward for the three men, Stewart,
the Liberty Party candidate for the governorship, wrote that New York would
not let its citizens be dragged to Virginia and asked whether Virginia was willing
to extradite kidnappers to New York. Stewart called for the overthrow of the fu-
gitive slave law of 1793, arguing that it allowed black people to be “judicially kid-
napped” into slavery. In overturning the act, the North would “place Canada on
the Mason’s Dixon line,” and every slave could theoretically walk to freedom.

Abolitionists fought to establish the freedom principle in the North. Ruggles’s
Comnmittee of Vigilance petitioned for a trial by jury for suspected fugitives and

an end to slaveholders’ right to transit with their slaves in New York. In 1840
New York granted fugitives the right of trial by jury as a result of abolitionist and
the state black conventions’ petition campaigns, and the next year it repealed
the nine-month transit provision for slaveholders enacted in 1817. Three years
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earlier Maine had turned down an extradition request from Georgia for two
men accused of assisting runaway slaves. Georgia was threatening war, and the
Maine ASS asked if Georgians planned to invade the state and “carry off the
men by force.” In 1845 Stewart represented two slaves in New Jersey who were
born before 1804, when that state passed its gradual emancipation law freeing
slaves born after that year, illustrating the porous lines between slavery and
freedom in the North. The suit was brought at the instigation of the small New
Jersey ASS, allied with the Liberty Party. Stewart stressed the unconstitutional-
ity of slavery: it contradicted natural law, the state’s constitution of 1844, which
declared all men free and equal, the Constitution, and a republican form of
government. Though he was unsuccessful, his eloquence held the court spell-
bound. Only the antislavery chief justice, Joseph Hornblower, who later joined
the Republican Party, dissented.'

Confrontations over fugitive slaves instigated by abolitionists challenged fed-
eral and constitutional guarantees on rendition in the North. In 1837 the case of
Basil Dorsey, who had escaped slavery with his brothers a year earlier, led black
abolitionists to resurrect PAS efforts to help runaway slaves from the neighbor-
ing slave states of Maryland, Delaware, and Virginia. The abolitionist David
Paul Brown argued the case. Dorsey, hustled out of the courtroom by Purvi
when he was freed on a technicality, made his way north with the assistance of
Leavitt and Ruggles in New York. He ended up in Northampton, where he be-
came active in the UGRR himself. That year Purvis founded the Philadelphia
Vigilant Committee, which included the PAS member Edward Needles, the
Quaker abolitionist Edwin Coates as vice president, James Needham as trea-
surer, and the tailor Robert Ayres as secretary. Its standing committee included
the black abolitionists Stephen H. Gloucester and Samuel Hastings, but its
most active member was its agent, Jacob C. White, a barber. White kept a me-
ticulous “Minute Book of the Vigilant Committee of Philadelphia” from 1839
to 1844, which still survives, though Purvis destroyed all his documents relating
to fugitive slave rescues after the passage of the fugitive slave law of 1850.

White’s record attests to the prominence of the black abolitionist network in
Pennsylvania that facilitated slave escapes, with Whipper and Stephen Smith
in Columbia, “a port of entry for flying fugitives,” Purvis in Byberry, John and
Lucy Ann Freeman in Woodbury, and Gloucester, McCrummell, the Vigi-
lance Committee’s first president, Charles Gardner, Daniel Payne, and Robert
Forten in Philadelphia. The committee’s purview extended beyond the state, as
it prosecuted cases in New Jersey and regularly sent individual as well as groups
of escaping slaves to New York and New England, White personally accompa-
nying one group to Canada. In 1840 an acting committee led by Purvis replaced
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White as agent. The PFASS funded the Vigilance Committee’s activities as well
as a black Female Vigilant Association of fifteen led by Elizabeth White, Sarah
MecCrummell, Mary Bustill, and Hetty Reckless. In 1847 McKim reorganized
the Vigilance Committee. Five years later its name was changed to Philadel-
phia Vigilance Committee (PVC), and over the years it became famous. Its
most active member, William Still, documented its history. !

Black vigilance committees inspired by Ruggles’s committee arose all over
the North. Detroit’s Colored Vigilant Committee, founded in 1840 by William
Lambert, a Quaker-educated black abolitionist from New Jersey, and George
DeBaptiste, a free black man from Virginia, also acted as an abolition society
and fought for the desegregation of the public school system. It operated as both
a secret fraternal order and an emigration society. Black vigilance committees
spread to Canada among fugitive slave communities in Toronto, Chatham, and
Ambherstburg. Black abolitionists such as Rev. Jermaine Loguen in Syracuse,
Still in Philadelphia, Stephen and Harriet Myers in Albany, Thomas and Fran-
ces Brown in Pittsburgh, and Lewis Hayden in Boston founded local vigilance
committees and led the shock troops involved in fugitive slave rescues. Many of
them were fugitive slaves themselves. Loguen and DeBaptiste claimed to have
helped thousands of runaway slaves. The homes of Pennington in Brooklyn,
Douglass in Rochester, Garnet in Troy, Wells Brown in Buffalo, and John Jones
in Chicago were well known as safe houses for fugitives. AME churches founded
by the itinerant minister and later bishop William Paul Quinn in Pennsylvania,
Illinois, and Indiana were havens for escaped slaves.'? By the 1840s and 1850s
organized abolitionist assistance to “freedom seekers,” that is, the abolitionist
underground, became popularly known as the UGRR.

In the borderlands between slavery and freedom, runaway slaves not only
sparked abolitionist activism but also became a growing irritant in interstate
relations between free and slave states. Ohio, bordering Kentucky and a center
of abolitionism, was the site of important legal battles over fugitive slave rendi-
tion. In 1837 the case of Matilda Lawrence, who fled to freedom in Cincinnati
with the help of a black barber and was employed by the Birney family, ended
badly. She was captured by a slave hunter and sold into slavery in New Orleans.
The state supreme court dropped the indictment against Birney for knowingly
violating the state’s law of 1804 against harboring a fugitive. Lawrence and Bir-
ney’s lawyer was the young Salmon P. Chase, who joined the Liberty Party

and founded the Free Soil and Republican parties. Chase adopted Birney's
argument that the fugitive slave law was unconstitutional and repugnant to the
Fourth and Fifth Amendments on unreasonable seizures and due process of
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law and to northern state laws as well. The constitutional clause on recaption,
he contended ingeniously, applied to servants and did not “recognize right of
property in man.” The presumption of freedom should guide all cases where a
human being may be consigned to perpetual bondage.

Like other antislavery lawyers, Chase rested his defense of Lawrence on a
vindication of habeas corpus, “the surest safeguard of personal liberty.” He also
evoked the Aves decision, the Northwest Ordinance, the birthright of all citizens
of Ohio, and the state’s antikidnapping law of 1831. Birney published Chase’s
arguments in a widely circulated pamphlet and wrote to Lewis Tappan that it
had done “much for the cause,” though Lawrence lost her dearly won freedom.
Launching his career as the “attorney general for fugitive slaves,” Chase fought
many cases whose decisions effectively nullified slaveholders’ right to transit in
Ohio. In a case in 1845 of a Virginian runaway, Samuel Watson, Judge Read,
who had argued on the side of the prosecution in Matilda, conceded Chase’s
argument on transit. To commemorate the decision, Cincinnati’s black com-
munity presented Chase with a silver pitcher for his “eloquent advocacy of the
rights of man.” In his speech A. J. Gordon also commended Chase for his op-
position to Ohio’s black laws. Chase responded, “I arraign the whole policy
of our legislation in relation to our colored population” and promised to fight
“until the sun . . . shall not behold, in all our broad and glorious land, the foot
print of a single slave.”

In 1838 it took a resolution of the Ohio legislature, after being deluged with
abolitionist petitions, to free a black woman, Eliza Jane Johnson, a member
of the Ripley ASS, kidnapped into slavery in Kentucky. Commenting on her
case, Thomas Morris argued that the federal fugitive slave law had produced a
state of war between the states. The same year John B. Mahan of Sardinia, who
was also part of Rankin’s underground network in southern Ohio, was arrested,
extradited, tried, and imprisoned for over two months in Kentucky. His case was
widely reported in the abolitionist press. Even though Mahan was eventually
freed, he died bankrupt and sick from tuberculosis contracted in prison. His
epitaph read, “Victim of the Slave Power.” Bucking the trend in most northern
states, Ohio, at the request of state commissioners from Kentucky, passed a fugi-
tive slave law in 1839 ordering sheriffs and state officials to assist in fugitive slave
rendition and stipulating a fine of five hundred dollars and sixty days in prison
for hindering recaption. A group of antislavery Whigs led by Benjamin F. Wade,
who had presented petitions against the state’s black laws and defended blacks’
right to petition the legislature, vigorously opposed its passage. Wade made an
abolitionist argument; “Every slave in the South has an unalienable right to his
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liberty, and a right to defend that liberty against all aggression, if need be, even
unto the death of the assailant.” His radicalism cost him his seat. The law was
widely reviled and often observed in the breach by abolitionists.!

Northern challenges to the fugitive slave clause of the Constitution and fed-
eral law reached the U.S. Supreme Court in the famous Prigg v. Pennsylvania
case in 1842. In 1837 the slave catcher Edward Prigg captured Margaret, who had
married a free man, and her three children and carried them back to Maryland
without legal proceedings, as required by Pennsylvania’s personal liberty law of
1826. Margaret’s former master had freed most of his slaves, but his wife initiated
the action on his death. Prigg and his associates were convicted of kidnapping
by a grand jury, a conviction upheld by state courts. Prigg appealed his case all
the way to the U.S. Supreme Court. Chief Justice Joseph Story’s majority deci-
sion upheld the constitutionality of the Fugitive Slave Act of 1793 and declared
all northern state laws that contravened it unconstitutional. To Garrison, the
decision meant that “the slaveholding power could roam without molestation
in the Northern states” and pushed him to advocate disunion. Stephen Myers
pointed to the hypocrisy of southern constitutional claims while they continued
to jail free black sailors in clear violation of the Constitution. While Story’s
proslavery decision in one fell swoop got rid of all the legal protections pains-
takingly won by abolitionists and their antislavery allies, it also made recaption
a federal responsibility, leaving a wide loophole for northern noncooperation.
Whether Story, a distinguished nationalist jurist from Massachusetts and Sum-
ner’s mentor, did this on purpose is debatable. But his decision outlawed not
only personal liberty laws but also Ohio’s notorious fugitive slave law, which was
promptly repealed in 1843.

The Supreme Court's decision in Jones v. Van Zandt further upheld the fed-
eral fugitive slave law. In this Ohio case a poor elderly farmer named John Van
Zandt was convicted of aiding the Kentucky slaveholder Wharton Jones’s nine
runaway slaves, one of whom, Abraham, managed to make good his escape.
Jones sued Van Zandt for recovery costs and the “value” of Abraham. The case
was argued by Chase and Morris initially and made its way to the Supreme
Court in 1846, where Van Zandt was represented by Chase and Seward. Chief
Justice Roger Taney predictably did not overturn Van Zandt's conviction. Chase
pointed out not only that Van Zandt was not harboring or concealing a fugitive
since Abraham had long since disappeared, a strict construction of the law of
1793, but also that the law itself was unconstitutional. Van Zandt died that year,
telling Chase he would not utter a single word that would reenslave Abraham;

his small estate was liable for all costs. He had gone, Chase noted, to “another
bar where aid to the weak and suffering will not be imputed as a crime.” In the
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initial Van Zandt case in Ohio, the charge to the jury by Judge John McLean,
notwithstanding his antislavery reputation and dissent in Prigg, upheld fugitive
slave rendition but denied slaveholders the right to transit. Two years later, in
the Indiana case Vaughn v. Williams, McLean freed in absentia a runaway fam-
ily of three slaves belonging to the Missouri slaveholder Livingston Vaughn, as
the slaves had resided in Illinois. McLean deplored the actions of the abolition-
ist Owen Williams, who had assisted them, but did not convict him."*

Abolitionists were not interested in parsing the legal differences between fu-
gitive slave escapes and residence or transit in free states. Kidnapping was a
term they applied to actual instances of kidnapping of free blacks as well as
to the recapture of fugitive slaves. They did not end their crusade to make the
fugitive law a dead letter in the North. The first fallout from Prigg occurred
when George Latimer was apprehended in Boston in October 1842 by a Virgin-
ian slaveholder from Norfolk and lodged in jail to prevent a “hostile crowd” of
blacks from rescuing him. Latimer and his wife, Rebecca, also a fugitive, had
escaped earlier that year. She was kept hidden after his arrest, and once Latimer
was freed her master gave up on the idea of recovering her. The timeworn
abolitionist tactics of using habeas corpus and a writ of personal replevin served
by Sewall to free Latimer did not work, but the presiding judge allowed for a
delay in order to investigate Latimer’s claim that his master had freed him. The
delay allowed abolitionists to launch a massive protest campaign. A Latimer
Committee formed by Henry [. Bowditch, William F. Channing, and Frederick
Cabot started publishing the first fugitive slave abolitionist paper, the Latimer
Journal and North Star, to give voice to “the moral feeling and strength of the
community.” Twenty thousand copies of the journal, the editors claimed, were
circulated in Massachusetts. The paper featured an interview with the jailed
Latimer, who told abolitionists stories of his mistreatment by his master and
assured them he would be given the customary thirty-nine lashes and washed
with “pickle” if he was remanded back to Virginia.

A group of black men, probably the New England Freedom Association
(NEFA) formed by Nell and Remond in 1842, stood ready, Sewall informed
Latimer, to spirit him away. Modeled after the mostly black vigilance commit-
tees, it was a successor to Boston’s first vigilance committee, formed in 1841.
Lasting for five years, well after the Latimer Committee had disbanded, and
including women, the NEFA raised money, food, and clothing for fugitives.
The Liberator reported on mass protest meetings led by black abolitionists in
Boston and New Bedford. A runaway himself, Douglass wrote and spoke about
Latimer’s plight as a man, husband, and father. Nell singled out Bowditch for
special praise, whose Latimer Committee threatened a petition drive to remove






