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			“The moral brilliance of Rev. John Rankin in his quests for racial justice comes to life in Caleb Franz’s finely-written, well-documented biography The Conductor. Every American should know the story of Rev. Rankin, who was the mentor of the renowned abolitionist William Lloyd Garrison and whose bold anti-slavery writings and lectures were brimming with timeless wisdom. Consider that 200 years ago Rev. Rankin wrote, ‘The love of gain first introduced slavery into the world and has been its constant support in every age…. It gives energy to the tyrant’s sword, drenches the earth with blood, and binds whole nations in chains.’”    

			—Ann Hagedorn, award-winning author of Beyond the River: The Untold Story of the Heroes of the Underground Railroad
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			To Randy Franz, who first introduced me to Rev. John Rankin so many years ago.
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			Introduction

			Some people seem predestined to lead extraordinary lives, commanding history with stories that feel almost mythical. America has a rich heritage, riddled with such extraordinary tales. Few are as legendary as that of our first president, George Washington. In the heat of battle at the onset of the French and Indian War, just to the east of what is now Pittsburgh, bullet holes ripped through his coat and hat, yet he walked away without a scratch. Horses were blown out from underneath him as fellow officers were slain left and right. Yet he left the battlefield miraculously unharmed. Stories quickly spread that Colonel Washington was bulletproof.1 It was just the beginning of the mythologized legacy of our first president. In the years that followed, Washington led a ragtag revolutionary army out of the clutches of British victory, often seizing the upper hand in the nick of time. To be sure, it was Washington’s strategy, resolve, and moral character that inspired his troops to victory during some of these pivotal moments throughout the American Revolution. Yet, at other times, it seemed only the hand of God himself controlled the outcome.

			But this book does not focus on a familiar figure like Washington. Our subject reminds us that not every significant historical figure is a household name. Most, in fact, are not. Some are remembered simply because they made the right choice, in the right place, at the right time. Others are scarcely remembered at all. There were men and women from communities across America who led extraordinary lives that influenced countless individuals and helped build a freer society—often at great personal cost—whose important legacies have since been swallowed by time, and relegated to the footnote of history. I speak, of course, of folk heroes. These regional figures may not be as legendary as someone like a George Washington, but they still possessed the bravery and conviction needed to contribute to the fulfillment of the vision outlined in the founding of America. Their courage and wisdom inspired thousands in their time and often influenced the leaders of the next generation.

			The Reverend John Rankin of Ripley, Ohio, was one such leader, and he is the subject of this story

			Rankin’s story is as unlikely as it is unknown. This Presbyterian minister came from a world where slavery was a fact of life. Born and raised in eastern Tennessee, he grew up surrounded by suffering and oppression. While the difficulties of frontier life were enough to harden the hearts of even the holiest men, Rankin’s faith in God strengthened, and with it his moral clarity of right and wrong, justice and injustice, and his abiding belief in human liberty. Nothing disheartened Rankin more than seeing his neighbors exercise dominion over his fellow man. To him, slavery was the ultimate sin—an absolute disgrace to the Creator. He became disgusted by his fellow clergymen in the South, who would selectively preach scripture to sing the praises of slavery. Such an interpretation Rankin believed to be blasphemous.

			Typically, we think of preachers as having a unique gift for oratory. The ability to stand in front of a room full of people and command moral authority through the Gospel is almost a prerequisite for any aspiring minister. Yet, this gift was notably absent for much of Rankin’s youth. Preaching and public speaking didn’t come naturally to him; they were skills he had to develop over time. Despite missing this talent at birth, the issue of slavery pulled it out of him. The more he spoke out against America’s greatest sin, and the more feathers he ruffled, the more confident in his convictions he grew. Rankin’s belief in the God-given right to liberty drove every action he took like a locomotive engine. It was his guiding light, always shining, even during his darkest moments.

			Those darker moments crept beside him from his early days in Tennessee, when he was driven out of his community by slave-holding congregants and forced to migrate north. They lingered even into his later days on the banks of the Ohio River, where mobs, riled by his attack of slavery, would occasionally form near his home. Eventually, he was forced to move to a hilltop on the outskirts of town that overlooked the great Ohio River. In time, fugitive slaves crossing the river began to identify Rankin’s home as a beacon of liberty and a pivotal stop on the Underground Railroad.

			These deeds and experiences alone make Reverend John Rankin an exciting and inspiring figure to study. However, it was his influence on a national scale that drove the eventual abolition of slavery. This outspoken minister from Tennessee came of age when the United States was facing its first identity crisis. When Rankin started his journey to Ohio, the generation of the American Revolution was dying at an alarming rate. The spirit of ’76, while still present, now had to compete with the spirit of expansion. Manifest Destiny was gaining popularity across the country. The principles of liberty and republicanism became secondary to visions of national greatness. Budding leaders of this new generation envisioned a country that would stretch across the continent and compete with European powers. This vision captured the imagination of both pro and anti-slavery advocates. The founding generation left the question of slavery for their heirs to address. As the sun set on the days of Washington and Thomas Jefferson, the days of Henry Clay and Andrew Jackson were just beginning. Clay, although not a fan of slavery personally, made concessions to the slave powers, ensuring it would grow as an influential institution in the emerging American political system.2 At the same time, the Jacksonian Democratic Party soon became the home of slaveholding interests. Territorial expansion and the expansion of slavery became more intertwined as the years became decades. This new generation of political leadership, while often well-intended, preserved the institutionalization of slavery. Ironically, in their efforts to maintain national harmony, they sowed the seeds for civil war.

			Out of this era of compromise and expansion, Rankin used his influence to shift public opinion toward a favorable view of abolition. The emerging national environment and Rankin’s personal convictions on the issue of slavery finally collided upon his discovery that his brother from Virginia, Thomas Rankin, had recently purchased a slave himself. This affected Rankin so much that he wrote a series of public letters, rebuking every prominent argument in favor of slavery that he could muster. The publication of his Letters on American Slavery had an impact larger than Rankin could have possibly imagined. What the Federalist Papers did for the Constitution, Rankin’s Letters did for abolitionism. In doing so, Rankin gave abolitionism an intellectual foundation. He became known as the “Father of Abolitionism.” William Lloyd Garrison—today remembered as an abolitionist firebrand—credited Rankin’s Letters as “the cause of my entering the anti-slavery conflict.” Later, Garrison would even call Rankin his “anti-slavery father.”

			Rankin and his Letters set the world ablaze, directly influencing the creation of the American Anti-Slavery Society, which unified the scattered handful of anti-slavery communities across America. All under the common cause, the abolitionists started to organize. Anti-slavery societies began to pop up in states and localities across the country. Rankin met abolitionists, such as Theodore Weld, and traveled on anti-slavery speaking tours. And all the while, his involvement in the Underground Railroad increased. Stories spread of slaves crossing the Ohio River using candlelight from Rankin’s hilltop house as their guide. In one account from Rankin himself, he assisted a runaway slave woman with a child on their journey to freedom. He told the story to his friend and fellow theologian Calvin Stowe, whose wife, Harriet Beecher Stowe, also sat and listened attentively. Harriet proceeded to use it as inspiration for a section of the most influential literary work of her life—Uncle Tom’s Cabin.

			Rankin led quite an impactful life, yet today his presence is largely missing in the story of slavery in America. This is unfortunate. His story is a key piece of the puzzle in understanding America’s struggle to defeat the most heinous institution that we have ever faced. Rankin and the abolitionists that followed him didn’t always make the right decisions. It’s only natural for a movement to make a few missteps time and again. Their moral convictions sometimes got the best of them, alienating people who would otherwise be allies from their cause. Indeed, this was a major reason why the cause of abolition took several decades before it finally succeeded with the passage of the Thirteenth Amendment. Perhaps most damagingly, many abolitionists, such as Garrison, Rankin’s most famous disciple, adopted a policy of disunion, refusing to participate in a system of government that permitted the institution of slavery to exist. These mistakes set the cause back more than many abolitionists realized at the time. Whatever mistakes were made, Rankin’s voice of moral authority came at a critical time when the country needed it most. When the political leadership of his time danced around the issue of slavery, Rankin was one of the earliest figures in the country to take it head-on.

			For whatever reason he has largely been overlooked, it is time we elevate him to his proper status in American history. Without Reverend John Rankin, the abolitionist movement as we understand it would not have existed. We cannot hope to fully understand how slavery was abolished without first understanding the role played by this rural Presbyterian minister—no Washington, but nonetheless a hero worthy of renown.

			
			
		

	
		
			When Heaven Fell Silent

			1783–1793

			Prologue

			“No!” exclaimed a defiant John Adams. “Rather than relinquish our claim to the western territory, I will go home and urge my countrymen to take up arms again and fight till they secure their rights, or shed the last drop of blood.”3 The American delegation of Adams, John Jay, and Benjamin Franklin was negotiating a treaty with Great Britain to finally put an end to the American Revolution. The British were insistent that the western boundary of the United States be at the Ohio River. Franklin, a diplomat, was inclined to yield. As valuable as the region north of the river was to Americans, he reasoned, it was better to give it up than to risk the fate of the treaty itself. The ever-boorish Adams refused to budge, holding that the territory north of the river was vital to the future success of the United States. If negotiations failed, it would take little for Adams to convince his fellow countrymen to take up arms against their former oppressors again. The West was a vast expanse of opportunity, economically and otherwise. Many adventure seekers looked eagerly to the frontier to establish new lives for themselves and their posterity. None were eager to have British troops traversing across the great territory above the river, depleting resources that would otherwise belong to them. Few had forgotten how the British instigated Indian tribes during the revolution in retaliation against American soldiers. Yet, as Franklin worried about securing a desirable treaty and putting the bloodshed to rest, Americans had the upper hand. Lord Shelburne had recently become Prime Minister of Great Britain, and viewed American independence as an opportunity. After establishing diplomatic ties with the United States, Great Britain could have a new trading partner, rather than spending blood and treasure on colonies that didn’t want them there. With Shelburne at the helm, the British were far more willing to bend to the demands of the Americans. With Adams, John Jay concurred; the northwest territory was not something to budge on.

			The British yielded. By signing the Treaty of Paris, the United States secured its independence and nearly doubled in size.4

			News of the Treaty of Paris only magnified interest in Western lands. Squatters became a frequent problem in the early days of the republic. It quickly became clear that this land needed an established ordinance—one that offered clear definitions of property rights.

			This new, northwestern territory presented a unique opportunity for the American government. The revolution wrecked the economy of this new nation. The government had little revenue, and what money it did have was losing value at an alarming rate. Thousands of veterans were now owed compensation for their service in the war, while the Articles of Confederation made it difficult to raise revenue by any means. The longer veterans waited for compensation for their service, the angrier they became. The vast amount of land secured through the Treaty of Paris allowed the government to kill two birds with one stone. Instead of raising taxes, an option few Americans desired, they could raise revenue through land sales. In lieu of revenue, the government could offer land grants as payment to Revolutionary War veterans. It wasn’t the most efficient system, but it played into the frontier fever that swept the country in the wake of the revolution. Americans had won their independence, and with it came a newfound ambition to make the most of it. This aspiration, however, proved challenging to fulfill within the populated regions east of the mountains.

			Eager to capitalize on Americans’ itch to go west, Congress began working on an ordinance to provide a legal framework in the new territory. In Annapolis, Maryland in 1784, Thomas Jefferson took on the responsibility of primary author, as he had with many vital documents before. Jefferson’s 1784 Ordinance offered five key provisions to serve as the basis for “both the temporary and permanent governments” that would be formed within the territory. Anticipating the influx of migrants from the east, the territory was to eventually be divided up into new states, admitted to the confederacy with equal standing to the original thirteen states. The new states would form republican governments, pay their apportionment of federal debts, and would “forever remain a part of this confederacy of the United States of America.” These provisions were straightforward enough, but it was the last provision that sparked controversy.

			Jefferson’s draft included the condition that after the year 1800, “there shall be neither slavery nor involuntary servitude in any of the said states,” except for “punishment of crimes whereof the party shall have been convicted to have been personally guilty.”5 This was not the first time Jefferson had sparked debates over the issue of slavery. As he drafted the Declaration of Independence in June of 1776, Jefferson had initially included a section that lambasted the King’s role in the slave trade, laying the institution at his feet. He proclaimed that King George III “waged cruel war against human nature itself.”6 In fact, it was the largest grievance in Jefferson’s original draft. Adams would later reflect that he was “delighted with its high tone…especially that concerning Negro Slavery.”7 Not everyone in the Second Continental Congress was as quick to praise this condemnation of slavery. Despite his personal approval, Adams confessed he suspected Jefferson’s “Southern Brethren would never suffer to pass in Congress.” His suspicion proved to be accurate. To succeed in resisting their mother country, the American colonies required unity, and nothing threatened unity like the question of slavery. Once Congress received Jefferson’s draft, several edits were made before it adopted the final declaration that we know today. The grievance over slavery was the most significant section left behind.

			In 1784, just as in that summer in Philadelphia, the special interest of southern slaveholders threatened to interfere to preserve their institution. This time around, there was a key difference in Jefferson’s provision. Unlike the rhetorical condemnation proposed in 1776, the 1784 Land Ordinance had the power to save countless families from the clutches of slavery. When it came to a vote, however, the Confederation Congress decided to punt the issue. On April 25, 1784, Jefferson wrote to his friend James Madison, agonizing over the vote. “You will observe two clauses struck out of the report,” with the latter concerning slavery, he reported to Madison. “The second was lost by an individual vote only.” He proceeded to break down the votes. “Ten states were present,” Jefferson explained. Seven states were needed, but only six states voted affirmatively. “South Carolina, Maryland, & Virginia voted against it. N. Carolina was divided as would have been Virginia had not one of its delegates been sick in bed” (emphasis his).8

			The outcome of this vote seems to have significantly impacted Jefferson’s attitude toward the political realities of abolishing slavery in his lifetime. Save for a few specific instances, he became silent on the issue throughout the remainder of his career. It seems he preferred to spend his political capital on matters that would achieve some degree of success. Still, his inability to quarantine slavery to the original southern colonies haunted him throughout his life. Two years later, Jefferson mournfully wrote in reflection of his clause being struck: “We see the fate of millions unborn hanging on the tongue of one man, and heaven was silent in that awful moment!”9

			After the 1784 Land Ordinance passed without the clause prohibiting slavery, Jefferson was appointed minister to France, set to replace the aging Franklin, who was the first to fill the role. While Jefferson grew pessimistic that his visionary land of liberty would prevent the spread of slavery, others held out hope.

			Back in Philadelphia, Massachusetts clergyman and Revolutionary War veteran Manasseh Cutler lobbied Congress for an ordinance closer to Jefferson’s original vision. Cutler played a significant role in drafting a section of the ordinance that prohibited slavery in the territory. Massachusetts delegate Nathan Dane presented the new Northwest Ordinance to Congress with Cutler’s provisions. Finally, in July 1787, just over eleven years since American Independence was declared, it happened. The Confederation Congress passed “An Ordinance for the government of the Territory of the United States northwest of the River Ohio.” It included, for the first time in American history, a prohibition of slavery by the general government. While the scope of prohibition was limited, the precedent was set for what could be achieved in the future. In all territory north of the Ohio River and east of the Mississippi River, “there shall be neither slavery nor involuntary servitude in the said territory, otherwise than in the punishment of crimes….”10

			Ten years after Jefferson failed to include his condemnation of slavery in the Declaration of Independence, and just over three years after he failed to prevent its spread into western lands, the government made its first law restricting slavery. In a single moment, the Ohio River became a physical and metaphorical divide between freedom and slavery.

			*  *  *  *  *

			This ordinance set the stage for the next century of debate, battles, and conflict. It was equally inspiring and nerve-wracking. With each new state added and territory acquired, the question of slavery would inevitably be addressed. The race west was driven in large part by pro and anti-slavery forces continuously offsetting one another.

			Further, it was widely recognized that new states would emerge from more than just the new territory. Many existing states were far too large to be governed effectively, and were sure to split into separate states, opening new opportunities for slavery’s westward expansion. Transportation and communication means were primitive for the budding nation, and states with capitals east of the mountains stretched all the way to the Mississippi. Pioneers in the bluegrass of Kentucky county couldn’t rely on their government in Richmond to appropriately address the challenges they faced. Any laws passed east of the mountains were virtually unenforceable on the other side.

			The idea of state cessions of land was gaining traction. It would simultaneously create states that were much more manageable while providing the general government an opportunity to again raise revenue via land sales instead of taxes. Many residents west of the Alleghenies were already petitioning separation from their home states in favor of forming their own. However, there was a much larger problem boiling throughout the country.

			Under the Articles of Confederation, the government had no teeth to enforce the rule of law. This made upholding any policy relating to land claims nearly impossible. Squatters could claim land that had been given to someone else without fear of retribution. Most founders agreed that the Articles were a flawed system, but controversy accompanied proposed solutions. Those who favored decentralization leaned toward a series of reforms that would, in theory, preserve state sovereignty and individual rights while strengthening the government’s authority under the Articles of Confederation. Others believed the inherent problem was with the Articles, and thus believed it was better to start from scratch with an entirely new governing system.

			Within the context of these mounting pressures, it makes sense that the Constitutional Convention in Philadelphia overlapped with the passage of the Northwest Ordinance in 1787. While members of the Confederation Congress were finally able to make headway with the cause of emancipation, members of the Constitutional Convention found the issue much more difficult to resolve. Throughout the summer of 1787, debates raged over which system of government they should adopt. The once unified nation of 1776, full of romantic visions of liberty and justice, had fallen into deep-seated division. Nearly every issue that arose caused controversy. The Federalists, led by Alexander Hamilton, sought a large central government with broad, implied powers to do whatever it deemed necessary and proper to stand equally against the European nations of Great Britain, France, and Spain. In fact, much of Hamilton’s vision for government had been directly inspired by the British system—an attitude Hamilton toned down to secure votes during the convention, though it remained his inspiration throughout his political career. On the other hand, the Anti-Federalists were concerned that by attempting to rival the nations of Europe, we may become like them. Anti-Federalists feared that the level of centralization Hamilton and his Federalists sought threatened the very liberties so many had fought a revolution to secure. Federalists assured citizens that the government they proposed would only have the power to do that which was specifically outlined in the Constitution. Anti-Federalists quickly pointed out that much of what was outlined in the Constitution was vague, and the nature of government was to expand its own authority. A federal government, they argued, would never stick within its confines.

			The debate over the Bill of Rights became the driving controversy of the convention. But the debate over slavery revealed a much darker strain within the country, which would define the next century of American history. Southern interests refused to support anything prohibiting the institution of slavery. Northerners and certain members of the Southern delegation who valued liberalism were inclined not to give their southern neighbors the time of day. This dynamic threatened the entire American experiment. Without a union, slavery would remain, and the principles that Jefferson proclaimed in 1776 would have nowhere to spread if the country were to fracture and dissolve before it had an opportunity to take root. Thus, Madison and others made a series of compromises that neither expressly forbid nor specifically endorsed slavery. Under the new Constitution, slavery would be left to the states. As it was then written, however, the words “slave” or “slavery” could not be found. This would continue to be the case until the Thirteenth Amendment, where it was constitutionally prohibited. By doing so, Madison had found a way to ensure that southern states could find the new Constitution agreeable enough without institutionalizing slavery itself.

			It was an uneasy truce, and it depended upon many variables. Yet, it was a way to preserve the Union while giving the next generation tools to fight back against slavery.

			*  *  *  *  *

			After vigorous debate, the Constitution was signed in Philadelphia on September 17, 1787. The misgivings of the Articles of Confederation loomed over the minds of many delegates. Angry, unpaid veterans of the Revolutionary War added pressure on the delegates, as memories of Shays’ Rebellion weighed on their minds. The government’s inability to raise revenue and pay off its debts, to both war veterans and foreign nations, threatened national stability. These pressures persuaded many delegates to forego their skepticism of central authority. Still, some delegates’ reservations were too great to ignore. Out of the forty-one delegates present at the signing of the Constitution, three refused to put pen to parchment. Massachusetts delegate Elbridge Gerry, along with Virginia delegates Edmund Randolph and George Mason, all refused to sign. According to Madison, Mason had earlier proclaimed that he would “sooner chop off his right hand than put it to the Constitution as it now stands.”11

			Regardless, the Constitution was passed and went to the states for ratification. After New Hampshire became the ninth state to ratify, the new Constitution went into effect the following year. As the first Constitutionally elected president, George Washington was inaugurated on April 30, 1789. As with the confederation, many of the nation’s first challenges revolved around land. The general government continued to propose that states cede their land west of the mountains. Slowly but surely, states agreed that this was the best course of action. As Virginia looked to cede the land west of the Allegheny Mountains, a piece of the northwest territory just above the Ohio River was to be reserved as debt repayment to Revolutionary War vets. Out of concern that in a mad rush, all the “good land” might be taken, the 1784 deed of cession read, “the deficiency should be made up to the troops in good lands to be laid off between the rivers Scioto and the Little Miami, on the northwest side of the Ohio.”12

			One benefactor of Virginia’s strategic reserve included war veteran, surveyor, and pioneer Colonel James Poage. A native of Staunton, Virginia, located in Augusta County, Poage had come to Kentucky in 1778. Anyone experiencing life in the early days of Kentucky knew only strife and hardship. The frontier campaign of the American Revolution was particularly harsh in an already tiring war. Indian raids were frequent and often gruesome. Yet, out of the conflict arose heroic stories of men like George Rogers Clark, and of course, Daniel Boone. Poage, while not to the same level of notoriety as the likes of Boone, would have experienced the same threat of danger. During this time, he led surveying parties across the region. He earned a reputation as a protector of pioneer families in the rugged frontier. As fearless as he was, Poage was a man of reason and compassion. This treatment was extended to his Indian adversaries who, when met in the open, were received kindly and with fairness. It was an attribute he also extended toward African slaves, who joined him in his ventures on the frontier. Poage owned twenty slaves, to his own dismay. He viewed slavery as a curse and sought to cleanse himself of this sin.

			Poage first resided near the heart of the Bluegrass region of Kentucky in Clark County, and even served as its representative in the Legislature in 1796. Soon, his brothers George and Robert came to Kentucky with their own families. They settled a tract of land in the northeastern part of the state “lying between the mouth of the Big Sandy River to the narrows” in 1799. There, the Poage brothers laid the roots for the community that would eventually become present-day Ashland, Kentucky. Poage enjoyed his time with his family here, but the presence of slavery continued to gnaw at him.

			He was born into a strong Presbyterian family and the weight of his moral conviction guided him. It made his own slave-owning that much heavier of a burden to bear. At church, Poage frequently engaged in spats with slave owners, and washing his hands of slavery became his chief priority. He moved upriver on flatboats to Mason County, Kentucky, across the river from his land claim in Ohio. He had been compensated 1,000 acres in the reserve Virginia had set aside for troops. His claim began at “two sugar trees and a mulberry running down the river, crossing the mouth of Red Oak Creek to a sugar tree and two buckeyes on the bank of the river.” In 1804, Poage decided it was time to make his final trek across the river and claim his property. Ohio had become a state the year prior, and was the first to never permit slavery on its soil. As Poage crossed the river and landed on the Ohio shore with his wife and ten children, he was accompanied by his twenty slaves. As they left their boat, they walked on free soil; thus, Poage pronounced their freedom.

			Poage had expected them to flee toward a better life somewhere to the north. After all, residing on the border of a slave state carried certain risks, such as being captured and sold back into slavery. Yet, to his astonishment, they remained. It was a testament to the level of respect people held for him, free or otherwise. Together, they took apart their flatboats and used the logs to build shelters, as free people. Poage named this settlement Buck’s Landing. Later he renamed it Staunton, after his Virginia home.13

			*  *  *  *  *

			As Poage wandered throughout Kentucky, hoping to atone for his sin of slaveholding, Richard Rankin and his wife, Jane Rankin, traveled through the heart of slave territory. The Rankin family had a long lineage of indomitable spirits. In the late 1600s, the Rankins were Scots-Irish martyrs of the faith. Richard’s great-great-grandfather, Alexander Rankin, hailed from Scotland, and suffered the loss of three out of his four sons, all killed for their faith. He and his surviving son, William, fled to Derry County, Ireland in 1688. The following year, both Alexander and William helped repel the siege of Londonderry—part of deposed King James II’s attempt to regain the throne. One of William’s sons, John, left Ireland and joined the wave of immigrants pursuing a new life in the new world. He arrived in Philadelphia in 1727. His son, Thomas Rankin, continued his family’s tradition of resistance to tyranny as a captain in the American Revolution. Like Alexander and William in the siege of Londonderry, the four eldest sons of Thomas Rankin joined him in the revolution as privates in the Continental Army. His son William even witnessed the surrender of Cornwallis at the conclusion of the battle of Yorktown.14

			The Rankins were by no means a wealthy family, but what they lacked monetarily they made up for spiritually. Each generation seemed to pass down the same honest character and steadfast devotion to their faith that the previous one possessed. This devotion to God and integrity made them fearless, yet humble in nature. But this humility didn’t stop them from pursuing new opportunities. Thomas moved to the frontier of Tennessee after selling his land for Continental currency, which was next to worthless. In Tennessee, the land was abundant and extremely affordable. Richard, who also served with his father and brothers in the American Revolution, left his home to apprentice as a blacksmith for a man named Samuel Steele, who lived in Augusta County, Virginia. During his time in Virginia, Richard met Samuel’s daughter, Jenette (Jane) Steele. They fell in love and Richard took her hand in marriage.

			After they wedded, Richard and Jane had their first child. Preparing new lives for their family, Richard and a fellow pioneer, John Bradshaw, pressed deeper into the frontier. Around 1786, they found their way to what would soon be eastern Tennessee in the Dumplin Valley region. Richard and Bradshaw felled some trees, cleared a space, and began to build log homes in the heart of the virgin forest. This region was especially sparse at the time. One white man could stretch countless miles before he ran into another. Indians were another story. It was by no means a safe place to raise a family, yet opportunity and freedom awaited those who confronted and conquered the dangers of the frontier. Richard and Bradshaw prepared the necessities of their settlement and returned to fetch their families. Soon, two of Richard’s brothers, Samuel and Thomas, along with their families, joined him in the wild forests of Appalachia. Their presence continued to grow, as did their families and community. By 1792, there was enough of a population surrounding the Rankin’s settlement to form a county. When it came time to name their new county, it wasn’t a difficult choice. They named it Jefferson County.

			Richard and Jane started their new family in an often cruel and unforgiving world. Life in the wilderness could be merciless. Medicine was primitive, commerce was scarce, and the presence of warring Indian tribes was a constant threat. If something were to happen to a father in this world, the safety of the entire family would be in jeopardy. This is not to mention the political battles that raged, particularly over slavery. The Northwest Ordinance had prevented its spread north of the Ohio River, but it was alive and well in neighboring counties. The idea that slavery could be eradicated in a single lifetime would have seemed preposterous.

			It is no coincidence that this is the environment in which the man who would ignite the flame to burn slavery into the ground was born. On February 4, 1793, three years before Tennessee acquired statehood, Richard and Jane welcomed their fourth boy into the world. In their secluded cabin, situated by a spring of Assumption Creek, the forceful life of John Rankin had begun.15

			
			
		

	
		
			Exodus

			1793–1817

			I.

			The winter months in eastern Tennessee were barely more desirable than they were throughout the country’s regions to the north, where most of the population resided in 1793. The vast wilderness along the edges of the Appalachian Mountains proved not to be for the faint of heart. Fortunately, Richard and Jane Rankin made anything but a timid family. So, on the winter day of February 4, 1793, when a midwife delivered Jane’s fourth son, they believed themselves up to the challenge. The birth of John Rankin went about as smoothly as possible for a log cabin in the middle of unbroken wilderness. His mother held him, looking into his crying eyes, envisioning a relatively simple life ahead of him. Life on the frontier was slow at times, but it forged a strong character that, tied with biblical teachings, would give Rankin a good head on his shoulders. If she had known what was in store for him as he cried in her arms, she would view it as a blessing from God, selecting her son to achieve great things. At the time, however, she was simply thankful that her baby boy was healthy in her arms. As simple as his parents may have envisioned his life would be, Rankin was born at an extraordinary time. The United States were barely older than Rankin himself. President George Washington’s first term was approaching its end, and there was much uncertainty over future. Of course, slavery stood at the center of this uncertainty.

			Many delegates to the Constitutional Convention had fought to keep the slave powers at bay to prevent America from becoming totally corrupted by its influence. But the influence had already crept into the politics of the day. Coincidentally, on the same day that Rankin was born, the House of Representatives passed the Fugitive Slave Act of 1793 by a margin of 48–7.16 Within a week, the bill passed both chambers of Congress. The act came in the wake of a crisis on the border of Pennsylvania and Virginia concerning the slave status of a man named John Davis. In 1780, Pennsylvania became the first state in the country to adopt a law abolishing slavery. The act provided gradual emancipation; a system favored by many of those opposed to slavery at the time.17 The idea was that immediate emancipation would create too much shock in society, further dividing former slaves and their former masters. This teased the threat of a race war, with the former slaves holding a disadvantage. Gradual emancipation, legislators reasoned, would allow slave owners to get their financial house in order over time, rather than having it uprooted overnight. It also allowed emancipated black people time to acquire the skills and resources needed to live a truly free life in a post-slavery world. While imperfect, many abolition advocates believed this would be a practical solution to the slavery question.

			Under the new Pennsylvania law, any child with slave parents born after March 1, 1780, would be free, following a period of indentured servitude. For a master to retain his slaves not freed on that date, he would need to register them with a court clerk before November 1, 1780, and pay a two-dollar-a-slave registration fee. Any slave not registered by that date would be immediately freed. The real controversy with this law came along the Pennsylvania-Virginia border. Boundaries between states were somewhat ill-defined in the 1780s. In 1779, commissioners from both states came to an agreement concerning the exact borderline. While Pennsylvania passed a resolution the following year accepting the border, it wouldn’t be until 1784 that Virginia did. Slaveowners along the border risked losing their slaves if they were to find out that their land was, in fact, in Pennsylvania rather than Virginia. In 1782, Pennsylvania extended an olive branch to the communities in disputed territory. To provide relief amid the uncertainty, relevant counties had until January 1, 1783, to register. Still, some slave owners refused, asserting their mistaken belief that they were in Virginia.

			One slave owner, a Mr. Davis of Maryland, believed he had moved to Virginia, but was, in fact, in Pennsylvania. Davis missed the deadline, and as a result, his slave John (who used Davis as his last name) was legally freed. Both seemed unaware of this. Davis subsequently rented John to a man in Virginia in 1788. A group of men believed to be members of the Pennsylvania Abolition Society then found John and brought him back to Pennsylvania. The man that Davis rented John to was outraged, and afraid that he would be held responsible for losing John. He hired three Virginians to go into Pennsylvania, kidnap John, and bring him back to his supervision. In May 1788, they did just that. As a result of John fleeing to Pennsylvania, Davis sold him to a planter along the Potomac, definitely in the slave territory of eastern Virginia. The capture of John, however, sparked fury. The three Virginians hired to capture John were indicted for the abduction. The slave catchers, while indicted, remained free to roam in Virginia. John, meanwhile, remained in slavery, despite being legally free. This sparked an interstate crisis over slavery and was a terrible precursor of what was still to come over the next several decades.

			In 1791, the Pennsylvania Abolition Society petitioned the governor to extradite the three Virginians and bring them to justice. Pennsylvania Governor Thomas Mifflin consented to the petition, and sent Virginia Governor Beverley Randolph copies of the indictments and a note requesting the extradition of the Virginians. Randolph reviewed the request and brought the matter to the Virginia Attorney General, James Innes, who opposed the request. Innes made the strange argument that since the men were accused of “violently” kidnapping John, and not “feloniously,” the crimes they were accused of could not be considered a felony. Furthermore, he asserted that the kidnapping of a freed black person in Virginia merely amounted to “a trespass” between parties, and thus, they could only be guilty of a minor offense in either Virginia or Pennsylvania.

			Innes seemed to have recognized that his arguments were weak, so he provided another opposing the extradition: since the kidnappers had broken Pennsylvania law, rather than Virginia or federal law, he claimed he was under no obligation to make the arrest. Randolph responded to Mifflin in July with a refusal to extradite and included Innes’s arguments. This, of course, only created further controversy, and Mifflin brought the matter to President Washington. It was clear to the president and his administration that this issue threatened the stability and harmony of the Union. There was also the threat of overcorrection, with the federal government exceeding its authority to intervene in a matter between states. United States Attorney General Edmund Randolph noted that only “a single letter has gone from the Governor of Pennsylvania to the Governor of Virginia.” Washington sent back his recommendations for what each state should do next. His efforts were futile. The two governors continued to go back and forth over what next steps should be taken. Meanwhile, Washington took the matter to Congress. After some initial debate and discussion, the solution that Congress settled on was the Fugitive Slave Act of 1793.18

			The issue at the heart of this came in two forms. Pennsylvanians accused Virginia of harboring fugitives of the law. Meanwhile, Virginians accused members of abolition societies in Pennsylvania of stealing slaves away from their masters and harboring them in their state. Congress tried to treat fugitives of the law and fugitive slaves in a similar manner under the 1793 law. The execution, however, greatly favored the slaveholders. To apprehend fugitives of the law, there needed to be probable cause, and any fugitive would be afforded due process. To apprehend a fugitive slave, the law merely required they be seized under the “disposition of two or more credible persons.” Furthermore, fugitive slaves, or black individuals accused of being fugitives, could not accept a hearing that would verify their slave status once caught. Perhaps most tragically, the bill did nothing to address the case that sparked its adoption in the first place. John Davis remained in slavery, and the three Virginian fugitives of the law never faced justice. Despite the obvious oversights of the bill, and the dangerous precedent it would set, Washington signed it on February 12, 1793.

			*  *  *  *  *

			The 1793 Act would prove to be one of the greatest influences on the life of John Rankin. It would remain law until its eventual replacement in 1850. Rankin would spend most of his life directly opposing the law, both in public rhetoric and in private actions. Throughout the 1790s, though, Rankin was preoccupied with his own upbringing. He was more privileged than most children his age in eastern Tennessee by the simple nature of his parents being highly literate. “This section of Tennessee,” Rankin later explained in his autobiography, “was first settled with a very low, ignorant, and immoral class of people.” The predominant attitude of the time in this section of the frontier was that education only led people astray. Secular pioneers were repulsed by how high-browed an education seemed to make people. Americans everywhere resented aristocracy, and nowhere was this truer than on the frontier. “This made it difficult to form churches and schools,” Rankin later reflected. Some were even “opposed to having schools.” Even frontier ministers objected to “larnin,” believing that pursuing knowledge opened Pandora’s box, resulting in worldliness, rebellion, and sin. Rankin recalled how “there were preachers of some orders who could not read a sentence in the book they took their texts.” Supposedly, “larned” preachers were corrupt sellouts who only did ministry to enrich themselves by fooling the common man. They didn’t have the calling to preach the way that more spiritual preachers did. Likewise, those preachers who did have the calling to preach the Gospel needed only to rely on this, not education.19

			Richard and Jane Rankin weren’t formally educated in any meaningful sense. They never attended college, but they understood the value of the pursuit of knowledge. They studied the Bible as well as other books of theology, philosophy, and history. Expanding their own understanding of the world was a priority. They viewed it as their Christian duty to possess a deep understanding of their own faith, to defend it and pass it on to their children. Despite the scoffing of ministers “of some orders,” Rankin recalled how “they read much in the best of books, and by that means gained much knowledge, which qualified them for training their numerous family.” Both Richard and Jane left an earnest desire to learn in the heart of Rankin from an early age. Jane taught him to spell using Thomas Dilworth’s spelling book well before he attended any sort of formal school.20 When he finally did attend school at a young age, he had to walk two and a half miles on a path that was “narrow and rugged and passed over a high rock.” School was a log schoolhouse with earthen floors and “clapboards weighed down with heavy polls to form the roof.” It was only one story with no loft, and large gaps were made between the logs to allow light in. The schoolmaster taught Rankin and his peers reading, writing, and arithmetic, although with an emphasis on the first two. Rankin later mused how sometimes “arithmetic was in the master’s head and sometimes there was none there.” A typical day started very early in the morning and continued until about noon when they would break for lunch and play. When in class, the schoolmaster was rigid about powering through lessons without a break. They read from Dilworth’s spelling book and an assortment of history books. They also read from the New and Old Testaments—in that order. If students were lazy or misbehaving, the schoolmaster utilized the switch to command his room. Schooling took place, before the days of universal public education, for three months throughout the winter. Thus, Rankin spent only a few winters attending school. “There were no free schools,” he’d later reflect. “Teachers were paid by those whose children they taught. There were no Sabbath Schools, no religious papers, no Bible and Tract Societies, no Missionary Societies, home or foreign, no steamboats, railroads nor telegraphs.” These days were the days “of small things,” he’d recall.21

			With his scarce formal education, most of his schooling remained with his parents and his own ambition to learn. Like many boys and girls of his day, he spent ample time with his mother and father at home, attending to the chores that required attention around the house and farm. This allowed him to form a close bond with his parents. Rankin’s father, Richard, was a calm and steady force in his early life. He provided security and stability in a world where both were frequently missing. Richard assumed the duty of spiritual guide of the house. He wasn’t harsh or terribly outspoken in matters of controversy, but when he needed to take a stand, he stood for what he believed was right. Rankin was especially impressed with how morally consistent and pure his father was. He was consistent in his church attendance, prayed frequently, and valued the integrity of his word. He was honest, and if he made a promise, he intended to keep it. Despite living in the frontier, where swearing and cursing were all too common, Rankin could not recall an instance where his father used foul language. Either he was very good at hiding it from his son, or it wasn’t in his vocabulary. “While he was not infallible nor sinlessly perfect,” Rankin later pointed out, “he did set before his children a religious example, which was deeply impressive.” He compared his father to Abraham, commanding “his children and his household after him.” Much of Rankin’s education also stemmed from his father’s love of reading. On Sundays, he would, of course, read from the Bible, and on weekdays, he enjoyed reading books on history aloud for Rankin to hear. Rankin sat attentively as his father took him on a journey throughout history after a long workday. Much of Rankin’s education came in this way.

			Occasionally, Richard would go out to hunt or join a patrol to fend off roaming Indian tribes. As he was away, Jane stepped in, not only to care for their children but to serve as a moral authority for Rankin and his siblings. He had a special bond with his mother. He loved her dearly, of course, but Jane was outspoken and opinionated in a way that few women were in those days. She was steadfast in her faith and opposed the use of whiskey or tobacco. Although she enjoyed dancing in her youth, she came to believe it was a sinful practice after embracing her faith entirely. When Richard was out, she prayed with her family. Rankin would occasionally catch her praying in private just as earnestly as she would in front of her children. This example left a lasting impression on young Rankin. “The influence of a mother is more impressive than that of a father,” he later wrote. Where Richard had a calm and steady presence about him, Jane possessed an indomitable spirit and an iron will that few could match. As he matured into adulthood, Rankin’s actions would reveal glimpses of both of his parents throughout his life. 22

			*  *  *  *  *

			Outside of the education Rankin received from his parents and from the school he attended, there was one external influence that helped define the trajectory of his life. The Second Great Awakening, kicked off with the Great Revival of 1800, swept the frontier while Rankin was still a boy. Questions on religion had filled his mind from some of his first memories. “From my earliest recollection I had serious thoughts on the subject of religion,” he wrote in his autobiography. The vast and awesome nature of an almighty Creator who loved His creation so much that He joined them in human form and died for them was a concept that excited Rankin. It also, at times, confused and terrified him. He would go on to become a great preacher, using the word of God as his chief weapon to slay the behemoth of slavery. Yet, in his adolescence, he was equally amazed and confused by the nature of the Almighty. In addition to this, the debate over doctrine and theological practices were beginning to intensify up and down the spine of the Appalachian Mountains.

			In June 1800, Presbyterian Minister James McGready led a Scottish sacrament service at the Red River Meeting House in Logan County, Kentucky. The seven-day “holy fair” struck a chord with the locals in the region. More multi-day tent services known as camp meetings started to appear in neighboring communities. Before long, religious fever held a grip across the entire Cumberland region of Kentucky and Tennessee. Whereas before, the frontier people lacked any sense of moral compass to guide them through the wilderness, now, there were thousands sweeping the western states willing to put their life of abuse and immorality behind them, supposedly for good. Of course, it didn’t always stick, but there were plenty of those who had a genuine change of spirit that would influence those around them.23

			The First Great Awakening swept the colonies on the other side of the mountains in the 1730s through the ’50s and was an important precursor to the American Revolution. For the first time, many colonists felt a personal connection with the Almighty. As their souls started to awaken, they began freeing their consciousnesses. Colonists began to view the Church of England as corrupt, leading souls astray. This led to dissatisfaction with the mother country itself. With this awakening came enlightenment. Likewise, the Second Great Awakening was an important precursor to the conflict over slavery that defined the 1800s.

			For Rankin, the latter revival was both wonderous and concerning. He recalled how “immense camp meetings were held,” attracting people from great distances to take part. They spent days praying, singing, and worshiping in a way many participants never had before. Rankin, however, was raised in a strictly Calvinist household. His family valued reason, reflection, and reservation. Those caught in a wave of emotion could hardly be considered legitimate converts, they believed. It was not doctrine new converts were caught up in, but the charisma of a frontier pastor. Rankin worried that amid these emotional explosions, people could be tricked into believing false biblical teachings. He later reflected on his experience with these revivals—“A wonderful nervous affection pervaded the meetings. Some would tremble as if terribly frightened, some would have violent twitching and jerking—others would fall down suddenly as if breathless and lie during hours.”

			It was a transformative time for American Christianity. Rankin noticed that in the areas where sound theology was taught, Presbyterian churches passed through “that wonderful time of excitement” with little change to their official doctrine. Some even capitalized on the excitement and grew their membership. To Rankin, this demonstrated the importance of sound theology over the emotional fever of man. Without sound doctrine, he concluded, a passionate man could bend the Word to say anything he wished. This would prove painfully true for him in the coming decades, as he confronted the arguments slaveholders made, who claimed their institution was ordained by God.

			It wasn’t all hysteria, however. Rankin admitted that “although Satan took advantage of the extreme excitement to mislead many souls, it is believed there were many genuine conversions.” His faith was put to the test. This period of great religious excitement was followed by a period of great anxiety. He described it as a “season of coldness,” and noted that he “passed into a state of darkness and doubt.” Amid the camp meetings and animated revivals he attended with his father, he was forced to confront certain aspects of his faith that he found troubling. Specifically, the Calvinist teachings of predetermination—that God selected only certain individuals to carry out divine purposes. Although Rankin tried to rationalize it away, he determined that such a doctrine was, in fact, true to scripture. Confronting this brought him to an utterly defeated conclusion. “I felt as if I had been passed by and was not one of God’s elect.” He kept his troubled thoughts concealed as he experienced episodes of severe depression and anxiety. He continued reading the Bible and did so with pleasure, until he was reminded of his anxiety over the subject. Rankin specifically mentioned “great anguish” over the ninth chapter of Romans, which contains the apostle Paul’s own anxieties.

			“Therefore hath he mercy on whom he will have mercy” Paul explains in Romans 9:18 (KJV), “and whom he will he hardeneth.” Rankin very much felt as if he were in the latter category. As he wrestled with this apparent certainty, he attempted what he called “mental adjustments” to carry on without becoming too overwhelmed by the moral dilemma he faced. Still, doubts would
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