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			Introduction

			Kristina R. Gaddy

			Baltimore, Maryland

			2025

			“How lukewarm we have been!”

			Lucy McKim’s words made my arms prickle with goose bumps. “Lukewarm”? Could she really think that? I was reading a biography of McKim because she went on to be the driving force behind the 1867 book Slave Songs of the United States, the first collection of Black American music ever published, a work I was briefly featuring in my last book, Well of Souls: Uncovering the Banjo’s Hidden History.

			Lucy grew up in the years before the Civil War, daughter of the president of the Pennsylvania Anti-Slavery Society in a household that took in people who escaped slavery on the Underground Railroad. And yet her family was “lukewarm.” When she saw the aftermath of slavery firsthand in 1862 in Union-occupied South Carolina, she thought the abolitionists hadn’t done enough. I fell a little bit in love with Lucy, to be honest. She was smart, passionate, artistic, and at times, a little depressed and lost. She was also unmistakably a young adult coming of age during the bloodiest conflict her nation had ever known. Months before the outbreak of the Civil War, she mused to her best friend about her favorite pastimes, including novels, poetry, music, and watching sunsets from the shore “alone.” Less than two years later, she told that same friend, “We shall dance at funerals next year & flirt across corpses.”

			Her story was too far removed from the banjo’s story in South Carolina, so most of what I wrote about her got cut from Well of Souls, but I couldn’t stop thinking about Lucy McKim.

			I had never imagined what it would be like growing up in a household where everything was singularly focused on the anti-slavery cause. I knew about Lucy’s parents’ generation of abolitionists—many of us do. While Lucy’s father, Miller McKim, might be less well-known today, he was good friends with figurehead of the movement William Lloyd Garrison, who had mentored Frederick Douglass, before an ideological split in the movement turned them into rivals. In reading Lucy’s biography, I learned how unconventional her life was. Everything from her bedtime stories to her playmates to her schooling instilled in her the ideas that no person should be held in bondage and that no person had more rights than another. She also lived with violence and chaos, not knowing if her parents would die or be arrested for what they believed in. And this was before the Civil War began and her peers started dying.

			There were others who lived this life, too. Garrison, Douglass, and their friends had children around Lucy’s age—kids born in the late 1830s and early 1840s, who grew up in high-achieving families with expectations of dedicating their own lives to the unpopular and often dangerous anti-slavery cause.

			What was more amazing to me was that no one had written about the lives of these young people from their perspective. William Lloyd Garrison spent his career writing and speaking about anti-slavery and raising money for the cause. A week after Garrison’s son George was born in 1836, Garrison wrote in his newspaper The Liberator that his son was to “abhor oppression [and] cling to liberty” and dedicate himself to bringing “freedom for all and servile chains undone.” Yet even from childhood, George didn’t fit his father’s version of what it meant to be an abolitionist. He didn’t like reading, and he couldn’t ever seem to sit still.

			When Frederick Douglass’s oldest son, Lewis, was born, the most important thing to Douglass was that Lewis was born free. “There are no slaveholders here to rend my heart by snatching [my children] from my arms, or blast a mother’s dearest hopes by tearing them from her bosom,” Douglass wrote in a public letter to his former enslaver in Maryland. Douglass had escaped enslavement and gone on to become one of the most prominent anti-slavery speakers in the world. Lewis came to understand that freedom and equal rights were paramount, yet he didn’t know how those would come to a young Black man like him.

			Charlotte Forten faced similar crises of faith, compounded by the fact that she was a Black woman. Her grandfather was a free Black man several generations removed from slavery. He was also a successful business owner and gave Garrison money to support the first issue of The Liberator, and her aunts Harriet and Margaretta Forten founded the Philadelphia Female Anti-Slavery Society when they, as women, were not allowed in the Pennsylvania Anti-Slavery Society. Being a Forten meant being politically active, socially minded, and proud of being Black. Charlotte wanted all of those things, but she struggled because sometimes the burden was too heavy.

			The shadows that William Lloyd Garrison, Frederick Douglass, Miller McKim, and Harriet and Margaretta Forten cast were long, their expectations of the next generation great. Could George, Lewis, Charlotte, and Lucy really step out from those shadows and meet their parents’ expectations? Could they do that while being their own people? And by the way, did they even always agree with the older generation? Was that generation actually radical enough when it came to something as important as liberty and justice for all?

			I learned George, Lewis, Charlotte, and Lucy couldn’t just do what their parents did. They had to try to become their own version of young abolitionists.

		

	
		
			Prologue

			Lucy McKim

			Philadelphia, Pennsylvania

			1849

			Lucy McKim’s father stepped inside the door of their Philadelphia home together with a Black man Lucy didn’t recognize. The man seemed hungry and tired. It was Friday, March 30, 1849, and for six-year-old Lucy, it wasn’t unusual that her father came home with a man she didn’t know and that the man took a bath and ate breakfast here. People always came and went from their house. Her father would go to his office and come home for supper with a colleague from work. They’d go back out for a lecture, and maybe an out-of-town visitor would come back to spend the night. Her father trusted the people who he invited in; it was too dangerous not to.

			This guest was special, and her father had anxiously awaited his arrival. His name was Henry Brown, and he had shipped himself in a box from Richmond, Virginia, to Lucy’s father’s office. Her father was Miller McKim, the president of the Pennsylvania Anti-Slavery Society, and he sold anti-slavery books, tried to get people to buy sugar and fabric that wasn’t made by enslaved people, and helped run a newspaper that advocated for the abolition of slavery.

			
				
					[image: ]
				

				
					“The Resurrection of Henry Box Brown at Philadelphia.” On Friday, March 30, 1849, Henry Brown arrived at the Pennsylvania Anti-Slavery Society’s offices in Philadelphia, where Lucy McKim’s father, Miller, worked.

				
			
			Henry Brown arrived in a box because he was enslaved—another man owned him—and Brown wanted to escape. Running away from Virginia to Pennsylvania was dangerous, especially if he had tried to walk or take a carriage or boat. Men hunted runaways for money and returned them to the enslavers. Henry Brown had decided it was better to lock himself in a box with only water and crackers for twenty-seven hours than remain in slavery.

			Brown’s job in Virginia had been to twist tobacco leaves into knots, which made his hands perpetually sticky and covered in nicotine. He had “escaped the lash almost entirely,” but knew that if his owner[*] wanted to beat him, he could. The main reason Brown wanted to escape, though, was because he’d lost what was most important to him: his family. Brown’s family was like Lucy’s: father, mother, and three children. Only Brown’s family were all enslaved, and a year earlier, his wife and children had been sold. Their owner promised Brown he could buy them, but then sold them to another man. With nothing to lose, Brown made his choice to escape.

			Soon, people would call him Box Brown, and his tale would become the kind of anti-slavery story Lucy might read in a book. A man hides in a box to escape his evil enslaver. He gets turned upside down and right side up until finally he arrives and is freed from his box to a land of promise. Only Brown’s story was true, and everyone was amazed by it.

			Lucy’s parents used books to teach her and her siblings about the anti-slavery cause. Three years earlier, The Anti-Slavery Alphabet appeared at the Philadelphia Female Anti-Slavery Society’s Christmas fair, which her mother helped organize. The first page read:

			
				A is for Abolitionist—

				A man who wants to free

				The wretched slave—and give all

				An equal liberty.

			

			Lucy knew she was an abolitionist, a girl who wanted all enslaved people to be free with equal liberty.

			The Young Abolitionists, or Conversations on Slavery was a novel for young readers published just a year before Henry Brown’s escape. In the book, Jenie and Charlie’s mother tells them about the realities of slavery.

			“Charlie says that in this country there are slave men and slave women; they don’t make slaves of little children, do they, and burn their faces, and whip them till the blood runs?” Jenie asks her mother.

			“Yes, my daughter, the slaveholders make slaves of just such little girls as you are.”

			A girl younger than Lucy could be enslaved, but Lucy also knew that she wouldn’t be a slave. In the alphabet, B was for “a Brother with a skin / Of somewhat darker hue.” Slaves were Black. Henry Brown was Black. Lucy had brown hair, gray eyes, and pale skin. She was white, and in this country, it was Black people—people who had an ancestor who had been taken from Africa—who could be enslaved. For hundreds of years, people had used religion and bad science to justify the myth of the inferiority of Black people and slavery.

			What happened to Henry Brown wasn’t a story, though, and Lucy and the children of abolitionists also didn’t need made-up stories to teach them the realities of slavery.

			A man—or a woman or a child—took desperate measures to escape. Abolitionists who were willing to risk their own safety took these escapees in. They also did more; they dedicated their whole lives—from what they wore and ate to what they said and did—to the anti-slavery cause.

			On the last page of the alphabet, Lucy read that this was her calling, too.

			
				Y is for Youth—the time for all

				Bravely to war with sin;

				And think not it can ever be

				Too early to begin.

			

			
				Skip Notes

				
					* In my book Well of Souls, I wrote my about my choice to use the words slave owner over enslaver: “The word enslave is a verb meaning to subjugate into slavery, and so the noun enslaver is someone who makes someone a slave…. [people mentioned] in this book are the owners of enslaved men, women, and children and responsible for their continued enslavement.” In the years since I’ve written that, I sometimes question it. If an enslaver is someone who makes a person a slave, isn’t the continued enslavement continuing to make a person a slave? However, I also find it important to remember that the enslaver/slave owner did, as far as the law was concerned, own a person in the same way he owned land or livestock, and that enslaver can diminish that very harsh reality. I have used the two interchangeably in this text.

				

			

		

	
		
			Part 1

			1854–1856

			Freedom and Bondage

			
				“May he be trained up in the way he should go—for he has been brought into a most perilous world.”

				—William Lloyd Garrison

			

		

	
		
			Chapter 1

			Lewis Douglass

			Rochester, New York

			1854

			
			Out the window of their home on a hill, thirteen-year-old Lewis Douglass could see who was coming. The rain would fall on the wagon pulling up the private drive a few miles outside the center of Rochester, New York. The moonlight would glow on the strange lady coming through his mother’s garden. The snow would cover the footsteps of the family walking to the door.

			When the visitors reached the house, they didn’t need to say who they were or why they were there. Lewis and his family knew. His father might open the door. His father was, people said, handsome, with light brown skin and his wavy hair parted to one side, although his brow seemed to naturally furrow, making him look more serious than he always was. His father was the famous anti-slavery activist Frederick Douglass, and white people seemed to appreciate his speeches more because he was handsome, lighter-skinned, and serious. The Black people who turned up at their house appreciated a friendly face that looked like them.

			They were welcomed by Lewis’s mother, Anna, whose eyes were larger and more welcoming than his father’s, although she could be stern, too. Lewis looked more like his mother, with big eyes, a long face, and darker skin.

			The visitors would smell the food Lewis’s mother had been cooking. She would want to make sure the guests had something to eat. They might not have eaten in days.

			Lewis and his brothers, Charles and Fred, made a fire and a bed and conveyed the people to a room when they were ready. To smell the newly cooked meal, to feel the warmth of the fire, to relax in a bed and think that they were safe tonight, and would soon be safe forever, were such welcome experiences. The Douglass home was less than fifteen miles away from Lake Ontario, from boats that could take the people to freedom in Canada.

			When the visitors were ready, they might share how they had come to be here. A woman from Kentucky might tell Lewis how, in Ohio, she had picked up her disguise of a Quaker with a black dress and large bonnet. A father from farther south might inform Lewis and his family that his own wife had been sold, and he’d escaped with their three-week-old daughter so she wouldn’t be taken from him, too. A man might tell Lewis he had slipped onto a ship in Virginia, hidden in a space that wasn’t larger than a coffin, and disembarked in Boston before crossing Massachusetts and New York in a carriage. Lewis’s own father had escaped enslavement in Maryland by sneaking out of Baltimore on a ship.

			These people had traveled through a land of shadows, and of dreams, and Lewis’s home shone a light for such travelers, held ground for such travelers. Although Lewis had been born free, he knew of the held breaths, the fear of watchmen at the gates and slave patrollers in the forest. Behind their visitors was slavery, “already crimsoned with the blood of millions,” as Lewis’s father wrote, and in front of them, “the flickering lights of the North Star” and freedom.

			As Lewis and his family took in the visitors’ stories, they knew to still hold their breaths. Lewis’s family may have made their home comfortable, but in New York, someone could still arrest a runaway. The new Fugitive Slave Law of 1850 said a man could come to Lewis’s house and arrest these people and take them back to the South. Four years ago, just after the law had passed, a “party of manhunters” came to Rochester looking for Lewis’s father. His father didn’t know whether the documents saying he was a free man mattered, whether these men cared that he was free. His father hid in the house and told his friends to keep an eye out for suspicious-looking white men. They had moved to this country house to be farther from the city, to create a place of safety. But could one be sure the hunters would not come another night? A night when fugitives might be hiding inside?

			When the people were safely hidden in the house, Lewis and his brothers passed notes to family friends about the activities of the Underground Railroad and asked for donations so they could purchase a ticket for a boat trip across Lake Ontario.

			Lewis might shuffle them into a carriage or hide them under a blanket in the wagon and then follow the Genesee River north to where it emptied into the lake at the Charlotte lighthouse. The people would board a steamboat or schooner that Lewis trusted.

			They vanished across the lake like the morning fog, never to return to Rochester, and one supposed they’d finally be able to take a breath. They would no longer be runaway slaves or fugitives, but free people.

			Four years had passed since the Fugitive Slave Law went into effect, and Lewis had seen hundreds of people come through Rochester on their way to freedom. His mother made sure their home was always open, even if that invited danger in. For every person they opened the door to, Lewis’s mother and father could face six months in jail or a thousand-dollar fine. Lewis would not exist if his father had not escaped, and their family would not be here if not for those who had helped his father. So what was six months in jail or a fine if they could give one person freedom, one family a chance?

		

	
		
			Chapter 2

			George Garrison

			Boston, Massachusetts

			May 1854

			Just like he did most mornings, eighteen-year-old George Garrison left his family’s home on Dix Place and walked to his job at G.P. Reed’s music store in central Boston. Along the winding streets in the city center, horses pulled carriages past shops that were opening, banks got ready for the day, and newspaper offices eagerly awaited messages on the telegraph wire. A few blocks from the music store was the office of The Liberator, the abolitionist newspaper George’s father, William Lloyd Garrison, had founded and edited. This Wednesday, May 24, 1854, everyone was especially eager for information. On Monday, the US House of Representatives had passed the Kansas-Nebraska Act—“Another Triumph of the Slave Power,” as his father’s headline read—and soon it would be signed into law by President Franklin Pierce.

			At the store, George was supposed to be learning bookkeeping, but when he arrived at six o’clock in the morning, he would sweep and tidy before they opened. During the day, he would go pick up sheet music from publishers around the corner or tickets from the New Theater, Music Hall, or Melodeon that they could sell at the shop. Sometimes, he’d stay as late as eight o’clock in the evening to lock up.

			George was a good worker, but he was much more interested in politics and political happenings than the music business. When he went on his errands, he could hear the murmuring of reactions to the Kansas-Nebraska Act. The two new states were supposed to be free from slavery, but this bill said that people in the territories could vote on whether they wanted slavery—what was called popular sovereignty. To pass the bill in the United States Congress, the Southern pro-slavery states needed support from some Northern politicians. From the music store, George would hear the 113-gun salute fired to celebrate the 113 House votes for the bill. Those people firing the guns, they were in essence celebrating slavery. Since the bill had already passed the Senate, when President Pierce signed the bill into law, he would complete the orderly constitutional process that would allow slavery to spread westward into new states.

			Even though they were a political family, George’s father did not believe in voting, “as a matter of moral consistency.” If his father voted, it meant he believed in the Constitution, which did not outlaw slavery. For him and those with similar beliefs, voting—even for anti-slavery candidates—meant supporting slavery until the Constitution was amended. Abolitionists like George’s father who did not believe in voting or violence were called nonresistants or nonresisters.

			George felt stubborn and independent, something he got from his father, and although he and his father looked more alike than ever—with their pale skin; long faces, and long noses; and deep-set, serious eyes—they did not think alike. George wanted to learn by doing, not by reading books. He was not going to be an editor, a writer, or an anti-slavery speaker. Those jobs did not appeal to him. George was supposed to be a nonresister, but he was not sure it was the best way to achieve their abolitionist aims. People made laws like the Fugitive Slave Act and Kansas-Nebraska Act by voting. Even if the Constitution did not allow everyone an equal vote, nonresisters were turning their backs on a key part of the democratic process. “No union with slaveholders,” his father said. States without slavery should not be made to be part of a country with slaveholders.

			

			
			 
			

			
			As George went about his work on Thursday, May 25, the Kansas-Nebraska Act should still have been what everyone was talking about, but the evening before, as Democrats had celebrated their legislative victory, a Black man named Anthony Burns left his job at a clothing store around the corner from the music store. A police officer named Asa Butman arrested Burns because Butman suspected Burns was a runaway. The abolitionists did not consider Butman a regular police officer, though; he was a constable who was known to pursue bounties on runaway slaves. The Boston Daily Evening Transcript reported that Butman arrested Burns under the orders of a United States Marshal by a warrant issued by United States commissioner Edward G. Loring. If George’s father ever needed evidence that the government supported enslavers, this was it.

			The news of a man hunted down and arrested under the Fugitive Slave Law quickly spread to the Black community and white abolitionists. George often went to The Liberator’s offices at the New England Anti-Slavery Society, which it turned out was where all the excitement seemed to be stemming from now.

			The Boston Vigilance Committee, another anti-slavery organization, met to figure out a plan to free Burns. Three years earlier, Butman and another police officer had arrested a Black man named Thomas Sims under the same law, and the commissioner of the US Circuit Court in Boston sent him to Georgia to be enslaved. Unitarian minister and abolitionist Thomas Wentworth Higginson was on the Vigilance Committee and blamed his fellow committee members for not doing enough to free Sims. Unlike George’s father, Higginson thought the use of violence acceptable if he used it to free an enslaved person.

			Now, with Anthony Burns’s case, the Vigilance Committee needed to let people know what was happening. Theodore Parker, another Unitarian minister who George loved hearing preach about anti-slavery on Sunday mornings, wanted the message from the Vigilance Committee to be clear.

			On Friday morning, posters and fliers proclaimed the message across the city. Parker had made it plain and fiery. That night, thousands of people gathered at Faneuil Hall to hear speeches and discuss what to do.

		

	
		
			Chapter 3

			Charlotte Forten

			Salem, Massachusetts

			May 1854

			The news made Charlotte angry and sad all at once. The story of Anthony Burns’s arrest in Boston on May 24 had traveled quickly to Salem, Massachusetts, where sixteen-year-old Charlotte lived. She had a new journal, and although she wasn’t planning to write anything on the evening after Burns’s arrest, this was too important not to make note of. For any “true friend of liberty and humanity,” anyone who had the slightest inclination toward the abolitionist cause, his arrest had to arouse “feelings of the deepest indignation and sorrow,” she wrote.

			Burns wanted to be free—he wanted to walk the ground and breathe the air of the “Old Bay State,” Charlotte’s adopted home. She had never been in chains like Burns or like the more than three million people enslaved in the Southern and western states, but she believed that every human being deserved freedom. Massachusetts was supposed to be a place of freedom for people who looked like Charlotte and Anthony Burns.

			Slavery had effectively ended in Massachusetts in the 1780s, and with William Lloyd Garrison and his American Anti-Slavery Society in Boston, the whole state should have been firmly in the anti-slavery camp. The city was supposed to be much less prejudiced than a place like Philadelphia, where Charlotte had grown up.

			In Philadelphia, the government didn’t allow Black and white students in the same schools. It didn’t matter if Charlotte’s grandfather James had made a small fortune in his business making sails for boats and that generations of her family had been born free. Men had taken Charlotte’s great-great-great-grandfather from his family and life in Africa, placed him on a ship, and sold him into slavery in Pennsylvania more than 150 years before Charlotte was born, and that was why she would have to go to a segregated school. Charlotte’s father did not think those schools were good enough for her, so she’d only ever had private tutors. She received an education, but it wasn’t the same as being in a classroom, learning from other students, and feeling as though she had a right to be there, regardless of where her family came from.

			Charlotte’s family friend Charles Lenox Remond had offered Charlotte a place to live in Salem so she could attend public school. Charlotte loved it, even though she knew her ancestry still mattered to some of the other students. In truth, the fact that Charlotte had light brown skin still mattered to many people, especially those who were willing to aid in the arrest and imprisonment of a Black person simply because someone thought they looked like a fugitive slave.

			Burns’s arrest hardly made sense to Charlotte. He “was arrested like a criminal in the streets,” she thought, even though he should have been free. Taking back his freedom—“freedom which, he, in common with every other human being, is endowed”—shouldn’t have been a crime. It was Burns’s body, Burns’s life, Burns’s freedom. No other man should be able to take that from him. And no other state should tell Massachusetts how to enforce its laws. Would the people of Boston uphold the state constitution that had effectively banned slavery almost seventy-five years earlier in Massachusetts? Or would they capitulate to the federal Fugitive Slave Law of 1850 and Southern Slave Power, disgracing themselves by sending Anthony Burns back to slavery?

			“I can only hope and pray most earnestly that Boston will not again disgrace herself by sending him back to a bondage worse than death,” Charlotte thought.

			

			
			 
			

			
			That everyone wasn’t an abolitionist sometimes frustrated Charlotte, even made her angry. Everything in Charlotte’s life had been tied to the anti-slavery cause. Charlotte sometimes thought of the Bible verse: “Remember them that are in bonds as bound with them.” For her, this meant to “Remember the poor slave as [though you are] bound [enslaved] with him.” She knew she wasn’t a slave, and that her experience of the world differed from that of Anthony Burns or her ancestors who had been enslaved.

			Charlotte thought of Anthony Burns and hoped the city would redeem itself and release him.
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					Abolitionists called a meeting after the arrest of Anthony Burns to decide what they should do. This meeting led to a faction of abolitionists storming the courthouse in an attempt to free Burns.

					For a plain-text version of this image, go to this page.

				
			
			Document

			New-York Daily Tribune

			May 1854

			
				Boston Fugitive Slave Case.

				Great Meeting at Fanueil Hall[*1].

				Attack on the Court-House

				Boston, Friday, May 26, 1854.

				Immense excitement prevailed in this city this evening on account of the arrest of Burns, the alleged fugitive Slave. The call for a meeting in Fanueil Hall attracted hundreds more than could get inside the building. The principal speakers were Wendell Phillips, Theodore Parker, and Francis W. Bird. The tenor of the speeches was highly inflammatory—denouncing the Fugitive Slave Law as one which should not be obeyed, and counseling open resistance.

				At about 9 o’clock a motion to adjourn to the Court-House at 9 o’clock to-morrow morning, when the examination of Burns takes place, was carried by acclamation.

				Immediately thereafter a person rushed into the Hall, exclaiming “There’s a crowd of negroes[*2] in Court-square attacking the Court-House where Burns is confined.” This announcement caused the immediate rush of 2,000 to 3,000 excited people to the Court-House Square. An attempt was at once made to break open the Court-House door on the east side, which, owing to the strong fastenings, failed.

				The leading rioters then went to the west entrance, and with a heavy plank, used as a battering engine, stove through the pannels of the door, and broke some windows.

				Numerous pistols were fired, and the mob became formidable. The Center Watchouse being in the immediate vicinity, a posse of determined watchmen dashed in, and succeeded in arresting eight or ten of the leading rioters after a desperate conflict.

				The prompt arrest of the ringleaders suppressed further violence, and an increased police force, who were soon after on the ground, and stationed at the several entrances to the Court-House, will probably preserve quiet for the night. Burns is confined in an upper room of the Court-House. The officials having charge of him are well armed, and had the mob gained an entrance, it is doubtful if they could have carried him off.

				Col. Suttle, who claims Burns as his property, was arrested to-day on a charge of attempting to kidnap a citizen of Massachusetts, and is held under bail.

				The examination of Burns takes places at 9 A. M. tomorrow. It is openly asserted that if the decision is against freedom, he will be forcibly rescued.

				Eleven o’clock.-From 500 to 800 persons remained in Court Square, but no further violence is anticipated to-night.

			

			
				Skip Notes

				
					*1 The New-York Daily Tribune repeatedly misspelled “Faneuil” in the original newspaper.

				

				
					*2 The use of the word “negro” at this time was not considered offensive by white people but was still not as politically correct a term as “colored.” Both are now considered dated, and if used today, offensive.

				

			

		

	
		
			Chapter 4

			Charlotte Forten

			Boston

			May 1854

			A week after Anthony Burns’s arrest, on Wednesday, May 31, Charlotte stepped off the train in Boston. Usually, she loved coming to the city. She would people-watch at the Common or listen to lectures at Faneuil Hall or Tremont Temple, to “the burning and eloquent words of those who plead for the oppressed, whose pure and elevated character, dauntless courage and lofty purpose ennoble New England, and alone redeem our degenerate land.”

			She thought today would be different because she’d heard that “the excitement in Boston is very great” after Theodore Parker had put out his fliers about Anthony Burns’s arrest and people attacked the courthouse. But as Charlotte walked through the city three days into Burns’s trial, she was surprised that Boston wasn’t like the newspapers described. Everyone thought the excitement from the previous Friday and Saturday would continue into this week, with the Anti-Slavery Convention coinciding with the trial and people coming from out of town and getting riled up by speeches.

			Now that she was here, Charlotte didn’t see mobs on the street or people gathering and making noise, but she still felt “much real indignation and excitement” as she walked from the train station through the twisted streets of Boston’s center.

			The courthouse was so spare, it almost looked like a tomb, with its narrow, rectangular facade, portico with Roman columns, and heavy door at least as tall as three men. On this day, even calling it a courthouse was generous. It was “now lawlessly converted into a prison, and filled with soldiers,” Charlotte thought, and she could feel the anger bubbling inside her. The soldiers guarding Burns were cowards, she thought, misguided by a desire to serve authority and not guided by morality.

			Charlotte continued around the corner to a concert hall called the Melodeon, where the anti-slavery meetings were being held. Charlotte yearned to hear Theodore Parker, but he was not there. For members of the Vigilance Committee who believed in “deeds,” as Parker said, they could no longer just talk about the case. People said the Committee had been meeting at the office of The Liberator and at Tremont Temple, continuing their plans to make sure that the court did not send Burns back to slavery in Virginia.

			At the Melodeon, the audience was primed to hear the latest on the Burns case. Charlotte’s family had been attending anti-slavery meetings her whole life. Sometimes, the meetings were large, with thousands of people coming from all over the country to hear Charles Lenox Remond, William Lloyd Garrison, or Frederick Douglass speak. Other times, the meetings were small, held in a community building or church in a town where people didn’t talk of abolition. Often, many things were the same. The speakers had to rouse the emotions of the crowd while balancing the facts of why slavery was detrimental, and they had to speak confidently.

			That confidence was one reason that Charlotte thought she could never be an anti-slavery lecturer, even if she sometimes said that was what she wanted to do. “I do think reading one’s composition before strangers is a trying task,” she wrote in her journal.

			The lectures at the anti-slavery meetings were not exactly like reading something before a crowd, though. The audience did not always sit quietly and contemplate what the speaker said. If you felt compelled, you could cheer or yell your approval. If you didn’t like what the speaker had to say, you could boo. And if they asked you a question, you could answer. The energy would be palpable.

			At the Melodeon awaiting Burns’s verdict, the crowd stood for a cause greater than themselves, and when they were together in a room like this, all those emotions coursing through their bodies, they knew that they could end slavery and injustice. It wasn’t surprising that good speakers could get a crowd riled up and have them take to the streets.

			

			
			 
			

			The meeting Charlotte attended on Wednesday, May 31, was on the second day of the annual New England Anti-Slavery Convention. The speakers had planned to talk about the Kansas-Nebraska Act, but instead they had to address what was happening to Anthony Burns mere blocks away. For the abolitionists, his case highlighted the fact that the North couldn’t follow their own state laws if those laws went against federal laws.

			For abolitionists, the Fugitive Slave Law also felt like it went against the Constitution. Under the law, there was no way for someone like Burns to contest his freedom. A person accused of being a fugitive slave could not testify on their own behalf. The law said Burns could not present a defense in his own words to the judge, could not say, “No, I am not a slave,” even if it were true. The local governments were also supposed to help federal marshals return people to slavery, even if those people were now in a state where slavery was illegal. Some free Black families were scared and chose to move to Canada.

			At the Anti-Slavery Convention, people felt upset and outraged, and the speakers spoke of a moral, a lesson about the state of the nation and what they, as anti-slavery activists, still needed to do.

			“The North has no union with the South,” abolitionist and women’s rights advocate Lucy Stone told the crowd at the anti-slavery convention. The federal government was saying that in Massachusetts, they had to give in to laws the South had enacted.

			Stone asserted that before long, there would be “a war, which is destined to wage hotter, and to grow more intense, until, in the end, Liberty shall be triumphant.” There might be bloodshed along the way, but that would lead to liberty and peace, she said, and the crowd cheered. Stone didn’t care if the United States dissolved to bring about this liberty.

			Stone told the crowd, “I do not know what bloody tragedies are between us and that hour; I only know that in the end, there must come Liberty, and there must come Peace.” Liberty, that was what this was always about for Charlotte.

			

			
			 
			

			During a break between the morning and afternoon speeches, Charlotte was invited to the Garrison family home at Dix Place. This visit provided a balm to the upset of the day—to seeing Burns guarded, as Parker had said, “in Boston” by “Bostonians,” who were now nothing more than “minions of the South.” Charlotte knew that at the Garrison home, they shared her values and she would be welcome. She longed for the togetherness of her own family, but they were in Philadelphia.

			Outside of his home, William Lloyd Garrison (“Lloyd” to his friends and family) might have been a firebrand who frightened slaveholders with his words. But here, he would get down on the floor and play with Frank, who was five, and let Fanny, who was nine and a half, kiss his bald head. Garrison’s oldest son, George, was Charlotte’s age, and like all the Garrison children, could join in the conversations, although he was rather quiet. Helen Garrison was lovely, Charlotte thought, a perfect wife for Lloyd, the great abolitionist. For one, she looked like the Quaker abolitionist woman she was, with her black dress and lace collar, and dark hair parted in the center and pinned at the back in a simple bun. The look was out of style, but Helen Garrison wasn’t concerned with modern fashions. Her concern was being a wife and mother who advanced the cause of abolition through her womanly duties. Helen didn’t want to speak in public like Lucy Stone but was content to raise their children as abolitionists and share her opinions on abolition and nonresistance at gatherings in her home. This was what an abolitionist wife should be like, at least according to the older generation, and Charlotte felt a kinship with the desire to support the cause without being in the spotlight.

			

			
			 
			

			Charlotte left the Garrisons’ home and walked back toward the train station. Burns was still at the courthouse, awaiting the judge’s verdict. They saw militiamen, marines, and regular troops everywhere, trying to keep people off the street, trying to keep people from freeing Burns. The soldiers made Charlotte’s heart sick.

			Later, Charlotte wrote about what had happened that day and spending time with the Garrisons. William Lloyd Garrison himself, Charlotte thought, “is indeed the very highest Christian spirit.” She thought him and his nonresistant principles good, moral, and Christian. She could never be like him, though. She understood those principles, but she admitted, “I cannot hope to reach [that highest Christian spirit…] for I believe in resistance to tyrants, and would fight for liberty until death.”

		

	
		
			Chapter 5

			George Garrison

			Boston

			June 1854

			George and his family could guess the verdict the judge would deliver on Friday, June 2, in Anthony Burns’s case. State militiamen and marines appeared on the streets not long after dawn. They guarded the courthouse and the large cannon that sat in Court Square. By seven o’clock in the morning, people heard the shouts that guided the soldiers’ marching, the brass bands that accompanied the troops, and the loading of weapons. The mayor did not want another uprising against the jailers. Many of the shops in the center of Boston, especially the businesses owned by abolitionists, had decided to stay closed for just this reason.

			Around nine o’clock, the judge ended any remaining suspense and said the Fugitive Slave Law was constitutional and that Anthony Burns was not a free man just because he was in Massachusetts. Burns would walk in chains through a free city.

			George did not want a riot, but destruction could be fascinating. He made note of train crashes, boat wrecks, and even murders in his diary. His parents thought he should not dwell on violence, but violence might free Burns. Thomas Wentworth Higginson and Theodore Parker of the Vigilance Committee believed this. If enough people pressed in close, if they attacked the men guarding Anthony Burns—if they caused an uprising—then maybe Burns could slip away down some narrow alley and run and hide and run and hide until he got to Canada.

			For now, Burns’s only route was out the courthouse door, down the steps, down State Street, past the Customs House, to T-Wharf. A lot of people wanted to witness it—both those who agreed with the decision and those who were incensed. George would have wanted to be there.

			Along the route, people leaned out of windows covered in black bunting, a sign of their mourning. People were pushed back by firemen and police.

			Men in uniform marched on State Street, getting ready for the escort. Burns had more protection than the president would have. He’d be accompanied by a guard of both state and federal troops: the cavalry detachment of Boston Lancers, US infantry, and more marines and troops manning guns and cannons.

			At two o’clock, when Burns stepped out of the courthouse, the bells of Black churches started ringing across the city. Along the route, the bells mixed with horse hooves stamping, boots beating against cobblestones, hisses and cries of “Shame! Shame!” and the clink and clunk of pieces of brick hitting soldiers and the street.

			Someone brought a black coffin with the word Liberty painted in white across the top. Someone else threw a bottle of sulfuric acid at the troops. Someone splashed homemade pepper spray on the soldiers. Someone tried to drive a carriage through the procession. The tension built and built, and it nearly was a riot. But somehow Burns and his guards made it to the docks.

			Had the citizens of Boston really done everything they could to free him?

			

			
			 
			

			George’s father was passionately against what had happened to Burns, and George knew it. When they were younger, George and his siblings would play with the type at The Liberator office. Now that they were older, they helped their father proofread the paper before publication, and William Lloyd Garrison was never afraid of letting his children read newspapers and magazines he brought home, or stare at photos of enslaved people who had been brutally beaten. This was the real world, and they all needed to be prepared for it.

			George’s father thought that the judge’s decision made Burns an object rather than a man, the Declaration of Independence a lie, “the Golden Rule an absurdity,” a line he may have spoken at home before he wrote it in The Liberator. George’s father may have been indignant, but in the end, he had only words. Forceful words, but words nonetheless.

			George’s father wasn’t as radical as Higginson or Lewis Hayden—the men who had tried to free Burns from the courthouse on Friday, May 26. George knew some white and Black men wanted to fight for freedom, and maybe fighting would bring freedom to all of the enslaved.

			
				
					[image: ]
				

				
					Anthony Burns was arrested on May 24, 1854 in Boston, accused of escaping enslavement in Virginia. His arrest and trial infuriated abolitionists in Massachusetts. This illustration shows his portrait with scenes from his life.

				
			
		

	
		
			Chapter 6

			Charlotte Forten

			Salem

			June 1854

			When Charlotte heard the news of Anthony Burns, she knew Massachusetts had submitted to Slave Power. She knew that if the abolitionists in Massachusetts tried to free him again, soldiers would shoot them, an order that came from “a government which proudly boasts being the freest in the world,” but was really just a government of tyranny and oppression.
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