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For my two sisters

Anne and Lois





Men cannot imprison, or chain; or hang the soul.

JOHN BROWN
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CHRONOLOGY



	1784
	John Faucheraud Grimké marries Mary Smith in Charleston. He is descended from German and French Huguenot stock; she is from an English and Scottish family. Together they will have fourteen children, of whom eleven will survive into adulthood.



	1792
	Sarah Moore Grimké—sometimes called Sally by her family—is born, the sixth child and second daughter of John Grimké and Mary Smith Grimké. She is a precocious child.



	1801
	Henry Grimké, the ninth child of the family, is born.



	1805
	Angelina Emily Grimké is born, the thirteenth child of John Grimké and Mary Smith Grimké. She is closest to her sister Sarah, whom she calls Mother.



	1817
	Sarah Grimké converts to Presbyterianism; the next year her sister Angelina refuses confirmation in the Episcopal Church.



	1819
	Judge John Faucheraud Grimké dies at Long Branch, in New Jersey, after a long illness. He has been nursed, in his last months, by his daughter Sarah.



	1820
	The Missouri Compromise is passed.



	1821
	Sarah Grimké moves to Philadelphia and joins the Quaker community.



	1822
	Denmark Vesey’s conspiracy is unearthed in Charleston.



	1824
	Charles Grandison Finney begins his ministry in upstate New York.



	1829
	David Walker issues his “Appeal” in Boston.



	1831
	Nat Turner’s rebellion breaks out. In Boston, William Lloyd Garrison begins publishing The Liberator. Theodore Dwight Weld takes up his ministry in New York.



	1833
	Great Britain abolishes slavery; in the United States, the American Anti-Slavery Society is formed in Philadelphia.



	1834
	The Lane Seminary Debates are held in Cincinnati; Lane’s seminarians call for “immediate emancipation.”



	1835
	The “Abolition Summer” sees the beginning of widespread attacks on the abolitionist movement. Angelina Grimké writes to Garrison in support of the abolitionist cause.



	1836
	Angelina Grimké writes “An Appeal to the Christian Women of the South.” Her sister Sarah writes “An Epistle to the Clergy of the Southern States.”



	1837
	The abolitionist publisher Owen Lovejoy is murdered in Alton, Illinois. Angelina Grimké writes her “Letters to Catherine Beecher.” Sarah Grimké publishes her own “Letters on the Equality of the Sexes.”



	1838
	Angelina Grimké testifies before a special committee of the Massachusetts legislature. Angelina and Sarah Grimké deliver a series of six lectures on the rights of women. Angelina Grimké marries Theodore Dwight Weld in Boston.



	1839
	Weld and Grimké publish Slavery as It Is. Mary Smith Grimké dies in Charleston.



	1843
	Henry Grimké and Nancy Weston begin their relationship in South Carolina.



	1848
	The Seneca Falls Convention is held in upstate New York.



	1849
	Archibald Grimké, the first son of Henry Grimké and Nancy Weston, is born in South Carolina.



	1850
	Francis Grimké, the second son of Henry Grimké and Nancy Weston, is born in South Carolina. The Compromise of 1850 is authored in Washington, postponing a divisive break between North and South. The Fugitive Slave Act is passed by the U.S. Congress.



	1852
	Henry Grimké dies in South Carolina. Uncle Tom’s Cabin is published. John Grimké, the third son of Henry Grimké and Nancy Weston, is born in Charleston, two months after his father’s death.



	1854
	The Kansas-Nebraska Act is passed, fueling bitter feelings between the North and South. The Eagleswood School is opened in New Jersey by Theodore Dwight Weld, Angelina Grimké Weld, and Sarah Grimké.



	1859
	John Brown leads an attack on the federal arsenal at Harper’s Ferry.



	1861
	The Civil War begins when Confederate forces open fire on Fort Sumter, in Charleston Harbor.



	1863
	Abraham Lincoln issues the Emancipation Proclamation. Both Archibald and Francis Grimké are in hiding in Charleston as Union forces close in on the city. Charlotte Forten travels to Port Royal, South Carolina, and begins her famous journal. Theodore Dwight Weld tours the West on behalf of the antislavery movement.



	1865
	Charleston is liberated. Robert E. Lee surrenders at Appomattox. The Welds and Sarah Grimké move to Hyde Park, Massachusetts.



	1866
	Archibald and Francis Grimké are admitted to Lincoln University, outside Philadelphia.



	1868
	Angelina Grimké Weld meets Archibald and Francis Grimké at Lincoln University.



	1870
	Angelina Weld and Sarah Grimké “vote” in a local election in Hyde Park.



	1873
	Sarah Moore Grimké dies in Hyde Park. Francis Grimké begins studies at Howard University.



	1874
	Archibald Grimké attends Harvard University.



	1875
	Francis Grimké leaves Howard to attend the Princeton Theological Seminary.



	1877
	Francis Grimké is named assistant pastor of the Fifteenth Street Presbyterian Church in Washington, D.C. A special commission awards Republican Rutherford B. Hayes the presidency—called “the Great Betrayal” by former abolitionists.



	1879
	Archibald Grimké marries Sarah Stanley. Angelina Grimké dies in Hyde Park. Francis Grimké marries Charlotte Forten.



	1880
	Angelina Weld Grimké, the daughter of Archibald and Sarah Stanley Grimké, is born.



	1883
	Sarah Stanley leaves Archibald Grimké, taking their daughter, Angelina, with her to Michigan.



	1884
	Archibald Grimké gives his “Madonna of the South” address.



	1887
	Angelina Weld Grimké returns to Boston to live with her father.



	1891
	Archibald Grimké publishes his biography of William Lloyd Garrison, to be followed a year later by his biography of Charles Sumner.



	1894
	Archibald Grimké is named consul in Santo Domingo.



	1895
	Theodore Dwight Weld dies in Boston. Booker T. Washington delivers his “Atlanta Exposition Address,” otherwise known as the Atlanta Compromise. Nancy Weston Grimké dies in Washington, D.C.



	1898
	Archibald Grimké returns from the Dominican Republic. He joins the American Negro Academy and inaugurates the “great debate” with Booker T. Washington.



	1903
	William Monroe Trotter and Booker T. Washington confront each other during the “Boston Riot.” Angelina Weld Grimké and her father argue bitterly about her life. W. E. B. Du Bois’s The Souls of Black Folk is published.



	1904
	The Carnegie Hall Conference is held in New York, in an attempt to resolve the Grimké/Trotter–Booker T. Washington controversy.



	1906
	Archibald Grimké publishes “The Heart of the Race Problem,” written two years earlier.



	1907
	Archibald and Francis Grimké break with William Monroe Trotter, and Archibald joins the Niagara Movement.



	1909
	Francis Grimké is named to the “Committee of Forty.”



	1910
	The Committee of Forty establishes the National Association for the Advancement of Colored People, ending the division among the nation’s black leaders.



	1913
	Archibald Grimké is appointed to head the Washington, D.C., chapter of the National Association for the Advancement of Colored People.



	1914
	Charlotte Forten Grimké dies in Washington, D.C.



	1915
	John Grimké, estranged from his brothers, dies in Florida.



	1915
	Angelina Weld Grimké writes Rachel, the first example of what would come to be called the Harlem Renaissance.



	1919
	Archibald Grimké is awarded the Spingarn Medal for outstanding leadership of the black community.



	1930
	Archibald Grimké dies in Washington, D. C.



	1937
	Francis Grimké dies in Washington, D.C.



	1958
	After years of self-imposed obscurity, Angelina Weld Grimké dies a recluse in New York City.





MAJOR CHARACTERS

CATHERINE BEECHER: The elder daughter of Lyman Beecher, and a well-known American educator, Catherine Beecher founded a seminary for female students in Hartford, Connecticut, and invited Angelina Grimké to teach there. An admirer of the Grimké sisters, she was also one of their earliest critics, arguing that women needed to stay in the domestic “sphere” and not involve themselves in politics. She was the author of The American Woman’s Home, the bible of nineteenth-century female propriety and domesticity.

HENRY WARD BEECHER: After his father, Lyman, Henry Ward Beecher was the most noted minister of the nineteenth century. He supported John Brown, sending him rifles bought with donations given by his Brooklyn parishioners; the guns were known as Beecher’s Bibles. In the 1870s, he would be forced to defend himself against scandalous charges that he had had an affair with the wife of Theodore Tilton.

LYMAN BEECHER: The Reverend Lyman Beecher was the most famous religious man in America in the nineteenth century, and the head of a family of respected educators, theologians, and writers. He left his congregation in Connecticut to head the Lane Seminary. During the Lane Debates, he took sides against Theodore Dwight Weld, whom he admired.

JAMES G. BIRNEY: A former Alabama slaveholder and close associate of the Tappan brothers, Birney became one of the most astute political thinkers in the antislavery movement. He ran for president on the ticket of the antislavery Liberty party.

LYDIA MARIA CHILD: Child was an abolitionist, suffragette, and Boston writer whose “Appeal in Favor of That Class of Americans Called Africans” represented a unique contribution to the early abolitionist cause. She introduced Angelina and Sarah Grimké to the Boston abolitionist community. In 1838, she bravely escorted Angelina to the Massachusetts State House, where the latter gave testimony on slavery before a special committee of the state legislature.

FREDERICK DOUGLASS: A writer and leader of the black community in the nineteenth century, and a good friend of William Lloyd Garrison’s, Douglass caused enormous controversy in his waning years with his marriage to his white secretary, officiated over by Francis Grimké. He was the author of the hugely popular Narrative of the Life of Frederick Douglass. Although he was a friend of John Brown’s, he refused to support Brown’s raid on Harper’s Ferry.

W. E. B. DU BOIS: An author, orator, and black leader, Du Bois was a founder of the Niagara Movement and a rival to Archibald Grimké for leadership of the black community. He authored The Souls of Black Folk, the first written critique of Booker T. Washington’s “Atlanta Compromise.” Controversial and outspoken, he enjoys a posthumous reputation as a black leader that has eclipsed the legacies of both Archibald and Francis Grimké.

CHARLES GRANDISON FINNEY: Finney was a New York revivalist and former lawyer whose 1830s message of salvation helped to provide the foundation for the abolitionist crusade.

T. THOMAS FORTUNE: Born a slave in Florida, Fortune founded and was editor of the New York Age and the New York Freeman. He began his career as a journalist by staking out an uncompromisingly militant position in favor of black rights, but later he would be known for his unstinting support of Booker T. Washington. Plagued by alcoholism and mental instability, he eventually distanced himself from Washington and recovered his reputation as a fine journalist.

WILLIAM LLOYD GARRISON: A steadfast abolitionist and true revolutionary, Garrison founded and edited the most prominent abolitionist newspaper of his time, The Liberator. He captured control of the American Anti-Slavery Society and rejected abolitionists who believed that political action provided the most practical program for eradicating slavery.

ANGELINA WELD GRIMKÉ: Named for her aunt Angelina Grimké (Weld), Angelina was the daughter of Archibald Grimké and Sarah Stanley Grimké. After a difficult childhood, she became a teacher in Washington, D.C., and continued to help her father throughout his career. Her poetry and essays are remembered now as the first examples of the Harlem Renaissance. A lesbian, she spent her later life living as a recluse in New York City.

ARCHIBALD GRIMKÉ: The first son of Henry Grimké and Nancy Weston Grimké, Archibald came north and earned a degree from Lincoln University before graduating with a law degree from Harvard University. Later consul in Santo Domingo, a biographer of William Lloyd Garrison and Charles Sumner, and one of Booker T. Washington’s most outspoken critics, he also played a fundamental role in building the power of the National Association for the Advancement of Colored People.

CHARLOTTE FORTEN GRIMKÉ: The wife of Francis Grimké, Charlotte Forten was probably the most prominent black woman author of the nineteenth century. Her early journals are still studied for their precisely detailed firsthand accounts of black life on South Carolina’s Sea Islands during and following the Civil War. Charlotte Forten was the daughter of Robert Bridges Forten and Mary Virginia Woods Forten, a prominent Philadelphia black couple. She was well known to the Boston abolitionist community and befriended Robert Gould Shaw, a white officer who would lose his life leading a black regiment in an attack on Battery Wagner, outside Charleston.

FRANCIS JAMES GRIMKÉ: The second son of Henry and Nancy Weston Grimké, Francis came north and earned a degree at Lincoln University. He then attended the Princeton Theological Seminary and became a pastor at the Fifteenth Street Presbyterian Church of Washington, D.C. After an interlude spent at a church in Jacksonville, Florida, he returned to Washington, where he built a reputation as one of America’s most influential black voices. With his brother Archibald, he questioned the leadership role of Booker T. Washington and was one of his most severe and well-known critics. Francis was a moralist who balanced a strong belief in black independence with sometimes controversial and radical views about how best the black community should respond to white racism. His sermons on these topics were widely circulated in the African American community.

HENRY GRIMKÉ: A brother of Sarah and Angelina Grimké, Henry Grimké bought the Cane Acre plantation in Beaufort in the 1840s after the death of his wife. His relationship with Nancy Weston led to the births of three sons, Archibald, Francis, and John. He died of typhoid fever in 1852, leaving his younger children and Nancy Weston to his son Montague Grimké.

JOHN GRIMKÉ: The third son of Henry Grimké, born after his father’s death, John later broke with his family and moved to Florida. He rejected the life followed by his brothers and rarely corresponded with them. A deeply embittered man, he lived and worked as a laborer in the black community until his death.

JOHN FAUCHERAUD GRIMKÉ: A grandson of John Paul Grimké, Charleston’s best-known silversmith, John Faucheraud Grimké received his law training in Great Britain, where he befriended Charles Pinckney and Benjamin Franklin. Returning to America, he served in the Continental Army, was with Washington and Lafayette at Yorktown, and then returned to Charleston, where he became a noted judge and political figure. He was the father of fourteen children, including Angelina, Henry, Sarah, and Thomas Grimké. He died in Long Branch, New Jersey, nursed by his favorite daughter, Sarah.

MARY SMITH GRIMKÉ: The wife of Judge John Grimké and mother of his children, “Polly” Grimké argued about slavery with her daughters Sarah and Angelina and attempted to convince them to abandon their lives as Quakers and abolitionists. An impatient and often intemperate woman, she was a staunch defender of the South and its slave system and never moderated her views.

NANCY WESTON GRIMKÉ: The mother of Archibald, Francis, and John Grimké, the “madonna of the South” was a devout woman with a strong belief in education. She was Henry Grimké’s mistress at Cane Acre and his defender after his death. After the Civil War, she joined her two elder sons in the North.

SARAH MOORE GRIMKÉ: The second daughter of Judge John Grimké and Mary Smith Grimké, Sarah was a precocious child and a formidable and creative thinker. While her sister Angelina focused on presenting the abolitionist cause in public, Sarah—“Sally” to her siblings—mentored the movement through her writings. She never married, instead concentrating her energies on personal growth and religious activity. Her “Epistle to the Clergy of the Southern States” demolished Southern arguments that slavery was defended by Scripture. Sarah Grimké is widely regarded as the mother of the Woman Suffrage movement.

THOMAS GRIMKÉ: A brother of Sarah and Angelina, and a well-known Southern lawyer and intellectual, Thomas Grimké supported and served as a leader of the American Colonization Society and bravely opposed the nullification doctrines of John Calhoun.

HENRY CABOT LODGE: A Massachusetts legislator, the head of the famous Massachusetts Republican family, and a classmate of Archibald Grimké’s at Harvard University, Lodge remained his lifelong friend and occasional political opponent.

CATHERINE MORRIS: The sister of Israel Morris, Catherine opened her Philadelphia home as a meeting place for prominent Quakers. She befriended Angelina and Sarah Grimké and remained their friend despite their split with the Philadelphia Quaker community after Angelina’s 1838 letter to William Lloyd Garrison.

ISRAEL MORRIS: A Quaker leader and Philadelphia merchant, Israel Morris befriended Sarah Grimké and served as her sponsor at the Fourth and Arch Street Meeting. An intelligent and kind man, and the widowed father of eight, he proposed to Sarah, whom he loved and admired, but she rejected his suit.

LUCRETIA COFFIN MOTT: An outspoken abolitionist, a Quaker minister, and a leading suffragette, Mott was a close friend of the Grimké sisters’; she introduced them to the abolitionist movement and urged them on in their public careers. Sarah Grimké viewed Mott as the model of what a Quaker should be. Mott refused to be intimidated by the more staid and conservative wings of the Society of Friends. With her friend Elizabeth Cady Stanton, she helped to organize the Women’s Rights Convention at Seneca Falls in 1848.

WENDELL PHILLIPS: A Massachusetts abolitionist, defender of William Lloyd Garrison, talented orator, and champion of Angelina and Sarah Grimké, Phillips later became a strong supporter of Archibald Grimké, and his intellectual mentor. He gave the funeral oration at the grave site of Angelina Grimké in 1879, saying that no one had made a greater contribution to the antislavery cause.

GERRIT SMITH: A wealthy businessman and agriculturist, Gerrit Smith was an adamant abolitionist and a formative voice in the American Anti-Slavery Society. He was a member of “the secret six,” the committee of financiers that supported John Brown. As one of the strategists of the antislavery movement, he defended Angelina and Sarah Grimké’s appearances before “mixed” audiences.

SARAH STANLEY: The daughter of a Michigan Episcopal minister, Sarah Stanley married Archibald Grimké but later left him to pursue her own career. She apparently reacted poorly to the pressures brought to bear on a white woman who married a black man. She sent their one daughter, Angelina Weld Grimké, back to her father at the age of seven because she was unable to care for her. She traveled and wrote extensively but was plagued by mental instability. She finally committed suicide in San Diego.

ARTHUR AND LEWIS TAPPAN: New York philanthropists, the Tappan brothers bankrolled almost all of the nineteenth century’s most important reform movements, doing everything from providing homes for former prostitutes to underwriting the formation of temperance and abolitionist organizations. After losing control of the American Anti-Slavery Society to forces aligned with William Lloyd Garrison, they continued their campaign by forming their own antislavery concern and launching James G. Birney on his quest for the presidency.

WILLIAM MONROE TROTTER: Outspoken, articulate, and brilliant, William Monroe Trotter, after Booker T. Washington, W. E. B. Du Bois, and Archibald Grimké, was the best-known black leader of his time. As the publisher and editor of the Boston Guardian, he laid the groundwork for the rise of black militancy with his unyielding criticism of Washington’s “Atlanta Compromise.” He and the Grimké brothers spent their careers alternately supporting and criticizing one another.

BOOKER T. WASHINGTON: The founder and first president of the Tuskegee Institute and the author of Up from Slavery, Washington was the undisputed leader of the black community in the 1890s, despite opposition to his “Atlanta Compromise” speech of 1895. He and the Grimké brothers fought over leadership of the black community from 1898 until 1903, when W. E. B. Du Bois and the Niagara Movement eclipsed much of the Tuskegeean’s power.

ANGELINA GRIMKÉ WELD: The thirteenth child of Judge John Grimké and Mary Smith, Angelina was the sister of Sarah, Henry, and Thomas Grimké. Her “Appeal to the Christian Women of the Southern States” had such influence and made such an impact that it now stands as one of the leading documents of the abolitionist movement. Her appearance before the Massachusetts state legislature in 1838 is remembered as a turning point in the movement. She married Theodore Dwight Weld, the movement’s most creative spirit and organizer, and supported the education and early-adult years of her brother’s sons Archibald and Francis.

THEODORE DWIGHT WELD: The son of a congregational minister, Weld was undoubtedly the most influential and talented political organizer of his time. He became Charles Grandison Finney’s chief lieutenant, headed the Oneida Revival, led the Lane Debates, and wrote Slavery as It Is. He trained a generation of political activists and, through his political techniques, inaugurated tactics that would be used by four generations of American progressives.


PROLOGUE

“. . . we defied the law of South Carolina”

John Grimké had never known a child so precocious. Nearly every evening, as he descended the stairway of his Charleston home to his study to ensure that the lamps were shuttered and secure, he would spy his twelve-year-old daughter, Sarah, furtively replacing his law books on their shelves—one at a time, neatly, and as quietly as she could. He admired her intelligence, but it bothered him that she pursued a life of books and learning. This was not what he wanted for her. Nor, he believed, was it what young ladies should do. Sometimes she could carry things too far. When he caught her with her brother’s Latin text, he angrily grabbed it away and forbade her to open it again. She begged to be allowed to read it, saying that it would cost him nothing, as she could teach herself the language from the book, just as she had taught herself geography and mathematics and history. But John Grimké was firm. Geography, mathematics, and history were one thing; Latin was quite another.

John Grimké valued his daughter. When he needed someone with whom to discuss politics, or the arts, or literature, he turned to her, young though she was, and told her his thoughts and opinions on the world of Charleston, the South, and the nation. He couldn’t help but admit she was intelligent. So gradually—grudgingly—he allowed her some minor indiscretions. He knew that her older brother Thomas shared his school lessons with her, that he gave her books, and that they spoke endlessly together of the wide world beyond their own small community. John Grimké also permitted his daughter to read his law books, but without letting on that he knew she was doing it. Appearances were important. Once, but only once, he let slip his own doubts about the customs he defended, telling his daughter that if she were a man, she would be the greatest lawyer in South Carolina.

There were some things, however, that John Grimké would not tolerate. One day when Sarah was barely eleven, her father had caught her reading to her young slave, a black girl of ten named Hetty. Hetty was Sarah’s boon companion, her servant and playmate, and (outside of her brother Thomas) her favorite person. John Grimké discovered that his daughter had been tutoring Hetty, in violation of the family’s traditions, Southern customs, and the strict slave codes of the state. He was horrified, not least because as one of the state’s leading jurists, he had had a hand in authoring those codes, and he agreed with them. That Sarah’s impropriety had been going on for some time was demonstrated by the fact that little Hetty knew the alphabet and was able to read simple children’s books. For Grimké, such a practice was intolerable, and despite his broad-minded views and his own questions about slavery, he would not allow it—especially not from Sarah, a young girl whose place in life was ordained: someday, he imagined, she would be the wife of a plantation owner and the mistress of a large home of her own, with children, friends, a church, and slaves.

The punishment for Sarah’s indiscretion was swift and certain. Hetty was harshly reprimanded, shaken, chased from Sarah’s room, and nearly beaten. Sarah herself was lectured in the sternest tones, with John Grimké’s angry voice making her sin known to her siblings. Her father’s rage frightened Sarah, and though she never again read to Hetty, she vowed that she would do everything she could to teach slave children about the wonderful things she had learned from books. Years later, thinking back on the incident, she would feel pride in what she had done: “I took an almost malicious satisfaction in teaching my little waiting-maid at night, when she was supposed to be occupied in combing and brushing my locks. The light was put out, the keyhole screened, and flat on our stomachs before the fire, with the spelling-book under our eyes, we defied the law of South Carolina.”

Hetty died several years later, in the midst of her own childhood, apparently carried off by some silent disease; the cause of her death remains unknown and, because she was a slave, uncataloged. After a moment’s distress, as if the family had lost some moderately important piece of furniture, life among the rest of the Grimkés went on. But Sarah was inconsolable; after Hetty died, she refused to take another servant. She would remember the girl her whole life, writing of her in her diaries and letters. The two incidents, John Grimké’s reprimand and Hetty’s death, seem oddly linked in these passages, as if Sarah could only conclude that the denial of learning had led inextricably to Hetty’s demise. It was perhaps from that moment that Sarah Grimké’s obsessive abhorrence of slavery was implanted in her soul—like the memory of Hetty, never to be expunged.

Nor did Sarah’s vow remain unfulfilled. Slowly, certainly, and with great self-assurance for a child of her years, she found ways around her father’s rules. She taught slave children in a special Sunday school, reading to them from the Bible and encouraging them to peer over her shoulder at the words. Her father knew what she was doing, but he quietly and deliberately ignored her rebellion. He had doubts of his own about the laws that bound South Carolina together, doubts that were far graver than he could ever express. Slavery was a fact, to be sure, yet its existence not only bound blacks in servitude to whites, but also bound whites in fealty to a pernicious custom that infected and weakened their society. John Faucheraud Grimké knew this, understood this, and worried about his state and his family. But like many, many other men of his day—like almost all of them, in fact—he did nothing.

[image: ]

The people of the small world inhabited by Sarah Grimké had come to America by boat. Judge John Faucheraud Grimké’s father’s forebears were German merchant Protestants: fastidious, prudent, well spoken. The Faucherauds, Judge Grimké’s mother’s ancestors, were among South Carolina’s leading families, and among its oldest. Having fled France in 1685 following the revocation of their rights as Protestants by the Edict of Nantes, they knew something of repression, and they carried the story of their past with them, making it a part of their family lore: they came to America, where they found freedom and hope. The Grimkés and Faucherauds had much in common, having both gained rights to large swaths of rich land ripe for the planting of cotton and sea rice. John Grimké owned two homes: a large and elegant house in central Charleston and an “up-country” plantation in the foothills of the Appalachians, called Belmont, where the family wintered. John Grimké added to the family holdings by buying large tracts of land in other South Carolina districts. His slaves raised livestock and grew cotton and vegetables. When the cotton crop came in, his overseers would bring the harvest to Charleston, rolling the huge bales through the streets to the waiting ships bound for England, where new textile mills were just beginning to fuel the Industrial Revolution.

There were other families as well—families that served the Grimkés. They, too, had come to America by boat. They inhabited meager rooms set aside for them in the Charleston home, or crowded shacks sited well away from the large, porticoed Belmont manse. Their ancestors had survived the crucible of the “Middle Passage,” formed friendships and bonds beyond their chains, endured the whips of their purchasers and the loud, ringing cries of the slave auctioneers, and then, with their new owners, traveled to the fields of the South.

These new Americans would never forget what they saw in Charleston, a city like none they had ever seen. It was not the city that awed them, but the fact that human beings could be, and were, bought and sold there, like so much property. All black slaves were sold: men, women, the old, the young, the healthy and infirm, the intelligent and modest, those frightened and those vowing revenge. Every one of them coveted freedom. The Grimkés were full participants in slavery—in buying, selling, holding, punishing, feeding, and discarding slaves. Judge John Faucheraud Grimké’s forebears, and the judge himself, gave their overseers strict instructions on “what” (they would not say “whom”) to purchase, and for what purpose. These slaves built the Grimké family’s wealth, just as they built that of nearly every other affluent Charleston family.

One such slave, Olaudah Equiano (who later took the name Gustavus Vassa), left a vivid account of the Middle Passage and of a slave pen into which he was herded.


On a signal given, such as the beat of a drum, the buyers rush at once into the yard where the slaves are confined, and make choice of that parcel they like best. The noise and clamour with which this is attended, and the eagerness visible in the countenances of the buyers, serve not a little to increase the apprehensions of the terrified Africans, who may well be supposed to consider them the ministers of that destruction to which they think themselves devoted. In this manner, without scruple, are relations and friends separated, most of them never to see each other again.



So it was in South Carolina, and so it had been for two and a half centuries. Although Charleston’s auction house would continue to do a booming business into the 1840s, by the time of the American Revolution, most Southern slaves were native-born, and some black families had been living in America for three, four, or even five generations. The Grimké family’s slaves, and nearly every slave community in the South, had a singular character that was native to America: the nation’s slaves were slaves, certainly, but they were also Americans, even in their chains. Southern slaves spoke an American language, developed a deep and abiding American religion, and carved out a dynamic and unique American culture. These slaves nurtured and advanced a highly complex society, one with its own distinctively American values, traditions, and hopes for liberation.

The white men and women of the South did not fail to notice this, and it frightened them. The families of Europe had come to South Carolina to build a seamless society of highly educated, hardworking, provident, and sophisticated patriot merchants. What they had created instead was two societies, two different American societies, one of which lived under the lash. By the beginning of the nineteenth century, the American nation, free of colonial domination and intent on becoming a united republic, was nonetheless inexorably moving toward a fatal division that would turn slaveholders against nonslaveholders. Already, by the end of the American Revolution, it had been clear that the ideals of life, liberty, and happiness were having a significant impact on the American slave, so that slave was pitted against master in an unacknowledged, silent, and largely unseen civil war. It was a rehearsal for the conflict to come.

In the history of America, two actual slave revolts stand out, one led by South Carolina’s Denmark Vesey and the other by the Virginia slave Nat Turner. But the true rebellion of American slaves was an everyday event that ran as a violent undercurrent through every particle of society. Slave rebellions were reported in Virginia in 1663, 1687, 1709, 1710, 1722, 1723, and 1730. One slave plot was discovered in Boston in 1638, and another in 1723. In 1712, just three years after the first slaves were sold near Wall Street in New York, nine white citizens were killed by a mob of twenty-three slaves. In 1741, a violent insurrection terrorized New York after a plot to burn the city was uncovered: two slaves were burned alive by a white mob, and eighteen more were hanged. In 1795 in Louisiana, then under French rule, a militia of slaves who had recently had the “Declaration of the Rights of Man” read to them plotted the overthrow of the colonial administration. More than thirty of them were executed.

Other “depradations” were more common. Powerless, outgunned, and shorn of all rights, slaves were completely subservient, but when given the chance, they gave back blood for blood—though not equally. Here and there throughout the South, and continually, single murders of overseers, beatings of trapped slaveholders caught in the wrong place at the wrong time, and burnings of homes and mansions testified to the fact that slaves did not “sing in their chains” but rather attempted, again and again, to tear them off. The best evidence of this comes from the slaveholders themselves, whose diaries record a constant attention to security and to the disciplining of black men and women who showed the slightest rebelliousness: they were “lashed,” “whipped,” “burned,” “maimed,” “hanged,” “slapped,” “cuffed,” “struck,” “strapped,” and “garroted,” sometimes publicly, with an approving crowd in attendance. Any Southern city that deserved the name contained a “workhouse” where little actual labor was done, its sole purpose being to provide a place for the punishment (or torture) of those slaves who would not work.

By the beginning of the nineteenth century, the slaveholding South stood virtually alone in its support of slavery. The North (though certainly not all Northerners) had worked for emancipation from the day, in 1688, when a group of four Quakers issued a written statement opposing the slave trade. In 1754, the Quaker yearly meeting had issued a public circular opposing slavery, which had been formally adopted in 1776, with the birth of the Republic. The abolitionist impulse had thereafter spread through the Northern mercantilist class, whose members had willingly freed their servants, having no use for the costs entailed in keeping them. Because the North was blessed with a diverse agricultural base that was not labor-intensive, freeing the slaves became a matter of economics. The result was a flourishing free black population centered in New York, Boston, and Philadelphia.

For the South, the economics of slavery meant profits for rice, tobacco, and cotton growers, whose harvests fueled the economic booms and busts of industrializing England. Southerners had first defended slavery on economic terms, but then, faced with a slaveless North, they had constructed a mythology of slavery that was defended by custom, law, and religion. Nearly all of the myths about race inherited by our own age, and still perpetuated today, have their roots in the myths of slavery: the slaves, Southerners claimed, were ignorant, lazy, shiftless, careless, inept, immoral, and promiscuous, had no sense of family, and could not be educated. A slave was a slave, they said, because custom demanded it, the law dictated it, and God willed it.

The greatest myth, however, was that the slaves were not really Americans at all. They were not, insisted the defenders of slavery (which Southerners themselves called the “peculiar institution”), like us; they were different. Of course, the Grimké slaves were no more African than the Grimkés themselves were German. A short walk down a well-worn path from the Grimké manor at Belmont to the slave quarters, less than half a mile away, showed just how similar the two seemingly disparate societies could be—for in both places, families raised their children, practiced their religion, and held out hope for the future. In both places, a new and dynamic culture was being born that would be different from any other in the world. But in only one of the two places were people held in bondage.
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This is a book about four extraordinary individuals and the paths that each of them took on the road from slavery to emancipation and from emancipation to equality. Sarah Moore Grimké and her sister Angelina grew up in the slaveholding South, but they rejected the traditions of their state, their class, and their family to become two of the most prominent and famous champions of abolition. As abolitionists and women, they not only transformed America’s views on slavery but also sparked a revolution for women’s rights. Their nephews Archibald and Francis Grimké continued their aunts’ work into the early decades of the twentieth century, transforming the crusade against slavery into a battle for equal rights, and establishing the foundation of the civil rights movement to follow.

To trace the trajectory of these four lives is to traverse the distance from the Grimké manor to the slave quarters at Belmont, to descend the stairway of the family rooms in Charleston to the basement, where the slaves lived. For while Sarah, Angelina, Archibald, and Francis Grimké all carried the same name, their experiences, their views, their hopes, their travails, and their triumphs were shaped, inexorably, by the color of their skin. We see in their troubles our own; in their triumphs our hope; and in their history, the history of our nation.


PART ONE

The Grimké Sisters


ONE

“They shall be your bondmen for ever . . .”

There was nothing outwardly ostentatious about Charleston society. To primp and preen over their wealth, to lord their position over their “lessers,” or to condescend to snobbery—the province of the newly rich—would have never occurred to John Faucheraud Grimké or the other gentlemen sons of South Carolina’s great families. Such behavior would have been unseemly, undignified. White Charleston society was instead a world apart, a community of wealth, custom, and privilege built on the English model. Its oldest families, who were descended from the original settlers brought to the Carolinas from Britain in 1669 under the watchful eye of Lord Proprietor Sir Anthony Ashley-Cooper, had become the denizens of a new class of cotton, indigo, and rice wealth. Endowed with such a distinguished pedigree (their ancestors had been sent to the New World by their king, Charles II, himself), they affected what they believed to be the aristocratic manner of their British cousins. Their belief in their way of life, and in their right to live that life as they pleased, formed the central tenet of their faith.

Along the Ashley and Cooper rivers (which join, Charlestonians say, “to form the Atlantic Ocean”), the Pinckneys, Gaillards, Alstons, Draytons, Smiths, Laurenses, Lowndeses, Middletons, Hugers, Rutgerses, and Grimkés built homes with tall wooden doors and ornate black iron gates, behind which well-attired slaves served cool drinks or tended gardens that imitated those of England’s noble estates. Everything about Charleston bespoke its standing as the South’s greatest city—if not in size, then in status and stature. By 1800, with a population of twenty thousand—a mere 150 years after its first one hundred families landed at the spit of land named Oyster Point—Charleston was the South’s premier port and America’s fourth-largest urban area. Its harbor was crowded with ships bound for Britain, France, the Northern states, and Africa. Charleston exported tobacco, rice, cotton, indigo, and lumber and imported textiles, furniture, and slaves.

A visitor to Charleston in 1800 would have been impressed by the city’s understated magnificence; it was as subtle and majestic as any midsize British town but without the seedy clutter. It was only a short carriage ride from the outskirts, down the tree-lined cobblestoned streets and past the homes of Charleston’s most affluent citizens, to the center of the city, which was located on a flat peninsula. There, Charleston’s banks, dry-goods stores, artisan shops, and law, municipal, and state offices were grouped along two dozen streets that led down to the city park, near the “battery.” Young men and women, courting, strolled each summer evening along the waterfront, often accompanied by servants. There were benches in the park, set among oak, maple, and cypress trees planted by the first settlers. If laughter was heard, it was restrained; the more boisterous voices, from the docks, were muted by the long row of offices on the southern side of the city center. On the other side of the city, separated from the affluent homes by a creek, a small group of middle- and lower-class homes jutted up against the modest post office. Nearby were the slave pens, to which men, women, and children from Africa were brought after being quarantined and before being sold to the wealthy planters and those in need of house servants.

One of Charleston’s best-known and best-appointed offices (in a nondescript brick building just two blocks from the slave pens) was managed by John Phillips and John Gardner, Rhode Island–born entrepreneurs who hired the captains and leased the ships that transported the slaves to Charleston. In just four short years, between 1803 (when Charleston reopened its overseas slave trade after a legislated hiatus that dated from the end of the American Revolution) and 1807 (when America’s international trade in slaves was stopped forever), the firm of Phillips & Gardner reaped a windfall in profits from its imports. In that period, nearly forty thousand Africans landed on Charleston’s shores, to be dispatched inland by wagon or sent north along the middle Atlantic coast aboard ships to their new masters. Charlestonians were careful in their trade. Arriving slaves were quarantined for ten days on Sullivan’s Island, outside Charleston Harbor, before being transferred to the slave pens. By 1810, the flood of overseas slaves had ended, but the effect was permanent: a majority of South Carolinians were now black, and parts of the state were so inundated by the trade that whites made up only a small portion of the population.

The large home of Judge John Faucheraud Grimké and his wife, Mary Smith Grimké, on Front Street, was a short drive from Saint Philip’s Church. When the services ended, the judge and his children, in separate carriages, would ride back to their home and receive guests, as was their Sunday custom. Sometimes, in the evening, the Grimkés would join other parishioners in a special prayer service, or else take part in an event at the central venue of Charleston’s civic life, the Old Exchange Building, which looked out over the harbor. The Old Exchange served as the setting for the city’s political activity, hosting a regular round of lectures, campaign speeches on patriotic or religious themes emphasizing “right thinking” and “correct morals,” and appropriately noncontroversial public discussions about local matters. The Grimké family spent other Sunday evenings calling on close friends at plantations along the Ashley River, northwest of the city, where the Middletons and Draytons had palatial homes. But even as a child, Sarah Grimké, the judge’s second daughter and sixth child, preferred teaching Sunday religious classes for slave children to making social visits with her family to Charleston’s elite. Sarah was a gifted teacher, though she was frustrated by the fact that she was forced to give her lessons verbally, since Charleston’s slaves were forbidden to learn how to read. More comfortable with children than with adults, the nervous young woman became an excellent story-teller. She was at ease with her young charges and believed that their innocence was God’s way of reflecting the original state of man.

Christmas, Easter, and Independence Day were the most important holidays in Charleston. For South Carolinians, July 4 was particularly special, and the city took great pride in its festivities. Charleston had suffered grievously during the American Revolution, when the British Army had imprisoned the sons of some of the city’s great families in the “dungeon” (preserved for posterity as a museum beneath the Old Exchange Building). On Independence Day, families from South Carolina’s up-country plantations would come to Charleston to enjoy the city fair and watch the fireworks that the municipal committee put on around the harbor. The citizenry relived the day when American troops had reoccupied Charleston after Washington’s stunning victory at Yorktown. Charlestonians and their up-country “cousins” spread their picnic blankets in the park and greeted old friends as children played and gawked at the soldiers of the South Carolina Militia, resplendent in their uniforms. The militia was the pride of Charleston, a permanent symbol of its contribution to the founding of the young Republic. But even as Charleston celebrated its independence, it took pride in vestigial evidence of its colonial past—streets, lined with trees and six-foot-wide brick walks, that were still named George and King.

The highlight of each July 4 came when Charleston’s families gathered in Battery Park to witness the firing of the set of cannons that looked out over the harbor. Just as they had once been fired to stave off Blackbeard, whose pirates had threatened the city in 1718, and the British invaders, whose ships had been spotted outside the harbor in 1780, so now they memorialized the birth of independence, sending their shells out into the middle distance, toward the walls of the fort that guarded the city. This seemingly impregnable gray eminence blocking Charleston Harbor was named for Thomas Sumter, a dashing Revolutionary War cavalryman and friend of John Grimké’s. Sumter and Francis Marion, another famous partisan, were the state’s premier heroes and, as the “Gamecock” and the “Swamp Fox,” the twin icons of its legendary struggle with royalty, having fought the British from their low-country lairs in a series of hit-and-run cavalry raids. Fort Sumter was as much a symbol of Charleston’s fighting spirit as the city’s homes were symbols of its elegance—and it seemed no less invincible than South Carolina society. Both would stand forever. When the firing of the militia’s artillery stopped, and the last of the shells had burst out over the fort, the applause of the onlookers rang into the night, and Charleston’s families turned for home, secure in their independence and confident in their future.
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The Grimkés and others like them practiced an easy patriotism born of the certainty that no one, ever, could question their right to command the society that their ancestors had created. So assured were they in their position that in 1810, when Sarah Grimké was eighteen, the state legislature (called the House of Commons in a bow to English pretensions) passed legislation granting all white males the right to vote, well in advance of similar measures passed by legislatures in the rest of the country. The real reason for such liberalism was that in South Carolina, the right to vote meant little. Through a series of legislative sleights-of-hand, the administration of the state was firmly controlled by a small group of rich and influential low-country planters, a class to which John Grimké and his family belonged. The legislation merely ensured that the House of Commons would retain its monarchial privileges, claiming the right to appoint all the state’s judges, presidential electors, and officeholders, including the governor. The institution of slavery was jealously guarded by the House, since nearly all of its members owned slaves. South Carolina was the nation’s only true “slavocracy.”

South Carolina’s constitution was derived from a unique document of colonial history. “The Fundamental Constitutions of Carolina” was written by Lord Ashley with the help of his personal secretary John Locke. The aristocratic Locke was a learned but unpretentious empiricist Englishman who won immortality by helping to create that most breath-taking of all beliefs, the notion that the people had a right to choose their own government. The constitution drafted by Ashley and Locke was nonetheless at some remove from true republicanism: while it emphasized religious tolerance, which appealed to the French Huguenots (one of Charleston’s most prominent lineages), it also established an economic system that encouraged large land grants, which appealed to its English-descended gentry. (Locke, known for his suggestion that some revolutions were necessary, was much less revolutionary than Americans then believed: he held considerable stock in the Royal Africa Company, whose business was the slave trade.) South Carolina’s government elected legislators who institutionalized the status of South Carolina’s small but affluent nobility. Charleston’s citizens constantly celebrated their independence, their love of liberty, and their individual self-reliance, though in fact they were the least disposed to grant those same privileges to anyone else. Charleston was not a city of immigrants, of huddled masses, or of oppressed yearning to be free, nor was it destined to become one. After the initial influx of Huguenots and Englishmen, the town fathers had enacted strict citizenship laws that choked off the flow of new settlers (excepting slaves from Africa), even as they insisted that theirs was a friendly city that would welcome anyone.

For these reasons, Charleston was an anomaly, different not only from the rest of America but even from the rest of the South. During the crush of westward settlement that marked the opening of cotton lands following Eli Whitney’s invention of the cotton gin, in 1794, Charleston’s elite remained remarkably unaffected by the new South’s cotton wealth. Life went on as before, with the exception that those low-country planters who refused to cash in on cotton began to live on borrowed time and borrowed money. But if a handful of Charleston’s elite families started to lose their riches, they nevertheless retained their power in the state and city, and their status as South Carolina’s leading citizens. The silent, all-knowing, even self-deprecating style that the members of Charleston’s elite feigned in imitation of their London cousins stayed firmly in place; they were guaranteed their continued high standing by a system that was, as one aging and disenchanted Charlestonian would later bitterly reflect, “rocked in the cradle of wealth.”

Nothing intruded on this easy life. The national government was far away, and the state government solidly in the hands of the ruling class; even slavery itself, while an ever-present reality, seemed a distant concern. In truth, the heads of Charleston’s most affluent families had little contact with any but the most trusted of their slaves—those who cooked the family meals or raised the family’s children. Few heads of such families ever lowered themselves to the direct, day-to-day management of their plantations. That was left to overseers. Only on rare occasions, when their lives or livelihoods were threatened by precipitously falling profits or, even more unusually, rumors of a slave insurrection did Charleston’s ruling fathers intervene in the daily existence of their chattel property.

White women, the ruling matrons of Charleston society, had much more contact with slaves than their husbands, but that contact was of a particular kind. Although white women might be considered the “mistresses” of their domain, they were in fact as dependent on black domestic servants as their husbands were on overseers. House slaves invariably knew more about raising children and disciplining them than the Huger, Pinckney, Smith, or Grimké women, since such matters were left almost exclusively in their hands. So it was, on both counts, that the young male and female progeny of Charleston’s elite were planted and pruned to imitate this life-style, trained not as enterprising and creative innovators wedded to the idea of progress, but as “managers” of a status quo that was as fanatically defended as it was universally unquestioned.

In the early 1800s, the Grimké family grew and prospered. John Faucheraud Grimké was as talented and innovative a businessman as had been his paternal grandfather, the silversmith John Paul Grimké. Originally from Alsace-Lorraine and German by birth, the first American Grimké had spoken with a German accent and added an é to his name, giving it a French cast. His decision to change the family name, if only slightly, was intended to appeal to the sensibilities of Charleston’s most important families, who would not have taken well, he believed, to a name that sounded as German as Grimk. Grandfather Grimké’s silver business became one of the most successful in the South, and his products rivaled those crafted by that other famous American silversmith, Paul Revere. Charleston’s first families rewarded him handsomely for his unique silver designs and his superior craftsmanship, enabling him to build a jewelry business in the city and to purchase land in the low country to the south. He recovered from a fire that burned his store in 1740 (aided by a loan from Henry Laurens, one of Charleston’s most respected civic leaders) and then helped the city fathers rebuild after the devastating hurricane of 1754. John Paul Grimké added to the family holdings and dabbled in the cotton business. He proudly viewed himself as a patriot and was one of the original members of Charleston’s Sons of Liberty during the American Revolution. Ambitious, intelligent, and prudent, John Paul Grimké was one of the city’s most respected citizens. His grandson John Faucheraud Grimké emulated him.
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Sarah Grimké admired her father. From an early age she viewed him as the arbiter of her personal morals and the touchstone of her inner strength. She prized the calm propriety with which he approached every crisis. The scion of a most proper Southern family, the grandson of an American patriot, and a descendant of the highly respected Faucherauds, Judge Grimké was a legendary figure even in his youth. As a young man he excelled at his studies, was sent to England to read the law, and took his degree at Oxford. He practiced in London and kept rooms in the Temple. He was a brilliant lawyer and political thinker. In 1774 he was asked by Benjamin Franklin and Thomas Pinckney to join them in signing a petition addressed to King George III, protesting the Boston Port Bill. He proudly agreed to their request and thereafter was viewed as one of the nation’s first revolutionaries. Great things were expected of John Grimké.

Grimké had been cutting a wide swath through British society, but when the American Revolution overtook the colonies, he returned to Charleston, where he raised and trained a company of cavalry. Commissioned as a captain in the Revolutionary Army, he was imprisoned by the British for his disloyalty, then released. Avoiding the loyalist forces, he slipped out of Charleston and joined the army of General Robert Howe. He served as deputy adjutant for South Carolina and Georgia, fought with distinction at the Battle of Eutaw Springs, and then was sent north, where, as a young lieutenant colonel, he witnessed the surrender of Lord Cornwallis’s army at Yorktown. He came home from the Revolution a military hero, an accomplished lawyer, a friend of the famous Marquis de Lafayette, and a cosmopolitan political thinker. The war was over, the colonies were free, and a new nation was being born. John Faucheraud Grimké was just twenty-six years old.

Grimké quickly ascended to the top rank of Charleston lawyers. In political circles, his name was regularly mentioned for statewide office. As was his habit then and throughout his life, Grimké ignored the attention, built his law practice, and diligently added to his family holdings. He purchased lots in Charleston, small parcels in the rice country, and land adjoining his family’s up-country plantation in the Union District. Called Belmont, this larger cotton plantation in the Appalachian foothills was the jewel in the Grimké family crown. Grimké understood that in the agriculturally fueled mercantilist economy of Charleston, land was the most stable currency and would serve as the best insurance against the wild swings in prices for lowland rice and labor-intensive cotton. He watched over his land carefully and extended his holdings whenever he could. He was a shrewd businessman and investor and was respected for his sound financial dealings.

In 1779, at the age of thirty, John Grimké was appointed to a judgeship and named as a delegate to the state convention that had been called to debate ratification of the U.S. Constitution. Grimké was a conservative who supported state power, but as a veteran officer of the Revolutionary War, he stood with George Washington (whom he greatly admired) and Alexander Hamilton in favor of the Constitution. Like many other South Carolinians, he welcomed the advent of a strong central government, but only after receiving assurances that the smaller states, especially Southern ones such as South Carolina, would be able to retain their unique institutions and traditions. He served with distinction at the ratifying convention and proudly celebrated South Carolina’s entry into the new Union.

John Grimké married well, in 1784. Mary Smith was the great-granddaughter of the second Landgrave of South Carolina. A Smith ancestor had saved Charleston from Blackbeard’s pirates soon after the town was first settled, and Mary’s father, “Banker Smith of Broad Street,” was the city’s leading financier and its wealthiest citizen. Their line mixed English nobility with Scottish rebels, plantation aristocrats with colonial governors, hardy pioneers with sober patriots. Along with the Draytons, Middletons, and Rhetts, the Smiths dominated Charleston society and South Carolina’s political establishment. Robert Barnwell Rhett, Mary Smith’s distant nephew (who actually changed his family’s surname from Smith in order to be “more Southern”), later became South Carolina’s leading voice for secession and an outspoken advocate of “Southern nationalism.” Mary Smith Grimké, called Polly by her friends and family, was twelve years younger than her husband but every bit the proper Charleston lady. She was a small woman who spoke often and with animation. With her sharp-edged intensity, strong opinions, and deep religious faith, she was a perfect match for the self-effacing, scholarly Judge John Grimké.

The newly married couple’s home was one of the most admired in Charleston. Two winding staircases led up to the massive four-story town house. The first story was set aside for the kitchen, the second for Judge Grimké’s offices. The family entertained guests on the third floor and lived on the fourth. To the rear were the slave quarters, which housed cooks, servants, housekeepers, butlers, footmen, seamstresses, laundresses, and parlor maids. The rooms were large and high-ceilinged. Judge Grimké’s books were everywhere, lining the walls of his office and walls in the living quarters. Although formal dressers, dining tables, and desks were often imported from England, the family furnished much of the house locally, keeping a nearby furniture-maker busy mimicking the styles of London.

Mary Smith was proud of her husband, who had now begun to take on the accepted role of city and state political leader. He was elected to the South Carolina Parliament, became speaker of the House of Commons, and, with the president of the South Carolina Senate, planned, in 1786, the building of a new state capital, called Columbia, on rolling hillsides bordering the Congaree River. He meticulously laid out the city’s streets and sketched in where the capital was to be sited. Columbia was Charleston’s bow to the increasing importance of up-country planters, a symbolic confirmation that power was beginning to shift—that while South Carolina was still firmly in the hands of its most affluent families, in Charleston, the state would now actually be governed from its center, at least geographically. When a new state constitution was adopted in 1790, with Grimké’s help, low-country power was institutionalized, with disproportionate representation given to Charleston and surrounding parishes. The adoption of the 1790 constitution, with its voting qualifications of land and slave ownership, meant that the state would be safe from the “yahoos” (as Charlestonians called the up-country planters), at least for a time.

But politics was at best a diversion for John Grimké. His life, and his wife’s, revolved around the accepted traditions of aristocratic Charleston society. That society was dominated by the Episcopal Church, by the management of plantations (the Grimkés’ up-country Belmont holdings demanded special care), by the rearing of children, and, during the long, idle months that separated harvesting from planting, by a series of galas that marked the city’s winter season. A quick inspection of Charleston high society in the late eighteenth century shows that the Grimkés were at the center of a Southern urban circle that included some of the South’s leading families, many of whom had once been as well known to the silversmith John Paul Grimké as they were now to Judge John Grimké and his young wife.

Soon after he and Polly were married, Judge Grimké began his life’s work, a compilation of South Carolina laws that would form the basis of the new state’s judicial system. The resulting two volumes (prodigiously titled South Carolina Justice of the Peace and Public Laws of the State of South Carolina) were to serve as the pillars of the state’s juridical structure for many decades to come. While Judge Grimké continued his own impressive practice, his wife bore their children and managed the Grimké home. Their first son, John, was born in 1785, and then Thomas Smith Grimké in 1786, to be followed by Benjamin, Mary, Frederick, and Sarah. Polly Grimké gave birth to fourteen children in all; three died as infants. As the new century dawned, Sarah took her place in a world that was as well ordered as it was predictable. Like all of the Grimké children, she was baptized at Saint Philip’s Church in the company of the family’s closest friends and relatives.
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Catherine Birney, Sarah Grimké’s close friend, admirer, and first biographer, described the religious life of the Grimké family as one of unwavering devotion. “Judge Grimké, his family and connections,” she wrote,


were all High-Church Episcopalians, tenacious of every dogma, and severe upon any neglect of religious form of church or household worship. Nothing but sickness excused any member of the family, servants included, from attending morning prayers, and every Sunday the well-appointed carriage bore those who wished to attend church to the most fashionable one in the city. The children attended Sabbath-school regularly, and in the afternoon the girls who were old enough taught classes in the colored school.



The Grimkés were more than simple believers. Unlike many of their acquaintances, who used the church merely to solidify their place in Charleston society, Judge Grimké and his wife were, as family records and testimonies of their close friends show, devout and practicing Protestants who believed in the power of prayer and the threat of sinful temptation. The Grimkés were properly anti-Catholic, the custom having been bred into them through their Huguenot family background and amplified by the then-current disdain for anything that suggested zealotry. Polly Grimké prayed daily with her children, guiding them in their devotions and counseling them in their beliefs in the omnipotence of an ever-present God. The elder Grimkés took their religion seriously enough to imbue their children with constant admonitions to lead lives free of sin, while refraining from passing judgment on others; theirs was a proper, modest, and understated religion, steeped in belief, but without public passion. Their faith was steady, unchanging, and unquestioned.

The same could not be said of Sarah, however. Even as a young girl, Sarah Grimké gained enough of a worldly vision to question her family’s beliefs, even as she respected her mother’s commitment to prayer. Sarah herself prayed often and believed deeply, but just as she resented being barred from teaching her black serving girl to read, she wondered why it was that God ordained that some would be free and some would not. The Episcopalians at Saint Philip’s, where the Grimkés were seen every Sunday, were quite stern on this point, taking as their defense of slavery the words of Leviticus, who counseled that it was a part of God’s world and that therefore “the children of the strangers that sojourn among you, of them shall ye buy, and of their families that are with you, which they have begotten in your land: and they shall be your possession. And ye shall take them as an inheritance for your children after you, to inherit them for a possession; they shall be your bondmen for ever.”

For those who doubted, good ministers had ready at hand the arguments of Protestant theologians such as Oxford-educated Richard Nisbet, whose “Slavery Not Forbidden By Scripture” (a pamphlet written in 1773) was a touchstone for Christian slaveholders. There were those who disagreed with Nisbet, but he silenced them with accusations of blasphemy, claiming that to deny the righteousness of slavery was to deny that Scripture was the holy writ of God. In the 1770s, Nisbet’s broadsides had sparked a bitter theological “war of the pamphlets” that did little to resolve the issue. While Enlightenment theologians held forth on the strength of revealed truths, Nisbet and his allies pressed the attack: asserting that the Bible was wrong about slavery, they adduced, was the same as saying that the revealed word of God was a lie. To this argument, there was no rejoinder. The next logical step was to insist that those who opposed slavery were guilty of heresy or, worse, were atheists, heathens. And that was exactly what happened.

Sarah, as yet unborn, was not privy to this war of the pamphlets, but she certainly understood, even as a child, its major arguments. If belief in God required a belief in slavery, as slavery’s advocates implied, then the whippings and beatings that she saw from time to time were not simply something that Christians could tolerate; they were the will of God. Sarah, ever precocious, continued her daily devotions, spent hours each Sunday morning at Saint Philip’s, taught Sunday school to black slave children each Sunday afternoon, and returned home to wonder how she could possibly balance the central tenet of her religion’s message, to “love others,” with its revealed truth, that bondage was an unchangeable condition sanctioned by a loving and just God.

As if to throw all of this into a stark light, Sarah’s mother was becoming increasingly intolerant of the behavioral lapses of the Grimké slaves. As Polly grew older and her responsibilities increased, so, too, did her reprimands and petty frustrations. Her handling of the family slaves was unjust and often cruel. She lost her temper more and more frequently and sometimes ordered the slaves to be caned for the slightest infraction. Sarah witnessed many such whippings; as a child of four she saw one so severe that she ran to a ship anchored at Charleston’s docks and pleaded with a captain there to take her aboard as a hand. Sarah begged her mother again and again to be lenient with the slaves, but no such mercy was forthcoming. As was the case for many Southern women, the tasks of childbearing and caring for a home and husband took their toll on Polly Grimké, whose intolerance and impatience were obvious to all.

Sarah could not comprehend her mother’s impatience and often criticized her lack of tolerance. As she moved into womanhood, her relationship with her mother grew distant and cold. As an adult however, Sarah softened her judgment. She understood the pressures that Southern society imposed upon her mother, and saw how few opportunities she had for personal education and growth. This evolving understanding eventually made its way into Catherine Birney’s biography. “As children multiplied,” Birney wrote,


Mrs. Grimké appears to have lost all power of controlling either them or her servants. She was impatient with the former, and resorted with the latter to the punishments commonly inflicted by slave owners. Polly’s anger, her lack of emotional control, alienated her children still more from her, and they showed their mother little respect or affection. It never appears to have occurred to any of them to try to relieve her of her cares; and it is possible that she was more sinned against than sinning—a sadly burdened and much-tried woman. From numerous allusions to her in the diaries and letters, the evidence of an ill-regulated household is plain, as also the feelings of the children towards her.



The increasing distance between the Grimké children and their mother was keenly felt by Sarah, who turned for friendship to her brother Thomas. Even as a young boy, he showed flickerings of the brilliance that would mark his life, and though five years older than Sarah, he seemed to understand her better than anyone. They played together as children and shared a love of learning. Later they discussed the law, politics, and religion and engaged in lengthy debates on these topics with their father at the dinner table. The friendship would be a lifelong one. In those early years he shared his schoolwork with her, helped her through his Latin lessons, and defended her right to
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