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Lesson Plan: Sara Lucy Bagby and the Fugitive Slave Law 
 
 
• Student Handout 1: Excerpts from the Fugitive Slave Act of 1850 
• Political Cartoon “Practical Illustration of the Fugitive Slave Law”  
• Student Handout 2: Political Cartoon Analysis 
• Student Handout 3: Abraham Lincoln Speech in Cleveland, Ohio, Excerpt 
• Student Handout 4: Extract from a Speech of George William Brent in the  

    Virginia Convention of 1861 
• Student Handout 5: “The Case of Sara Lucy Bagby” Worksheet 
• Student Handout 6: “The Fugitive Slave Law, You Decide” Worksheet 
• Student Handout 7: “The Fate of Sara Lucy Bagby” 





Student Handout 4 


Extract from speech of George William Brent in the Virginia Convention 
on March 8, 1861 


 Another cause which gentlemen have assigned as a reason for secession is that our fugitive 


slaves have escaped to the North, and the Northern people, faithless to their constitutional obligations 


and duties, have not surrendered them but have prohibited their recapture and reclamation by their 


personal liberty bills. Have South Carolina and the Cotton States suffered from any such cause? The 


evils resulting from the escape of fugitive negroes are borne principally by the States along the border, 


by Virginia, Maryland, Kentucky and Missouri. The extreme Southern States, having two tiers of 


slaveholding States between them, have had little to complain of in regard to run-away negroes. And for 


these reasons, for these wrongs, for these grievances, not endured by the Cotton States, but endured by 


the Border States, Virginia has been invited by these Cotton States into an immediate secession, and to 


link her destinies with the Cotton Confederacy. I will endeavor to show that Virginia is not invited to a 


banquet of peace, harmony, union, prosperity and power, but she is invited to a carnival of death. . . . 


 But we are told that secession will remedy the escape of our slaves. In what manner? What is the 


remedy proposed? . . . Mr. President, the remedy is worse than the disease. You would establish in the 


midst of the border States, within their very heart a standing army dangerous to the liberties and freedom 


of the people, and which would entail upon us for its support and maintenance a cost far greater than the 


value of the slaves lost. Such a policy would invite the establishment of corresponding military posts 


along the line of the free border States, and strifes and collisions would inevitably ensue. And, finally, 


Mr. President, the remedy would be ineffectual, for experience has demonstrated that in all countries 


where no natural barriers intervene, large standing armies have proved ineffectual to resist the escape of 


fugitives from justice, or the operations of the smuggler. But what would be the effect of secession upon 


the escape of fugitive slaves? Secession would relieve the Northern States from all constitutional 


obligations of duty to return our fugitive slaves. It would relieve the negro-stealer from all legal and 


constitutional restraints, and it would give a secure and safe asylum upon our borders for the escape of 


the fugitive. As has been well said by some member upon this floor, it would bring Canada down to our 


very doors. 


 
 
Citation: Extract from speech of George William Brent in the Virginia Convention on March 8, 
1861, printed in George H. Reese and William H. Gaines Jr., ed., Proceedings of the Virginia 
Convention of 1861 (Richmond: Virginia State Library, 1965), 1:501–502, 503. 
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Lesson Plan: Sara Lucy Bagby and the Fugitive Slave Law 
Understanding Goal:  
 Sectional disputes over the enforcement of fugitive slave laws increased tensions between the 
North and the South preceding the Civil War. The case of Sara Lucy Bagby involved an enslaved 
African American woman, her owner in Virginia, the abolitionist community in Cleveland, Ohio, and 
the enforcement of federal law.  
 
Investigative Questions: 


• What was the Fugitive Slave Law? 
• Who was Sara Lucy Bagby and what was her role in the debate over the Fugitive Slave Law? 
• How did tensions over the enforcement of and resistance to fugitive slave laws increase tension 


between the North and South in the years preceding the Civil War? 
 
Primary Sources: 


• Excerpts from the Fugitive Slave Law of 1850 
• Political Cartoon “Practical Illustration of the Fugitive Slave Law”  
• Excerpt from Abraham Lincoln Speech 
• Extract from a speech of George William Brent in the Virginia Convention of 1861 
 


 
Length of Activity:  
 Variable depending on level of students being taught and how much of the assignment the 
teacher wishes to be done in class or at home as an assessment. This lesson could begin at the start of a 
class and take an entire class period, or could be done at the middle or end of a class and finished at 
home. At least 30–40 minutes will need to be spent in class laying the foundation for the assignment. 
 
Standards Addressed: 
Virginia Standards of Learning: 
USI.9 The student will demonstrate knowledge of the causes, major events, and effects of the Civil War by  


  a) describing the cultural, economic, and constitutional issues that divided the nation. 
CE.1 The student will develop the social studies skills responsible citizenship requires, including the ability to 


a) examine and interpret primary and secondary source documents; 
c) analyze political cartoons, political advertisements, pictures, and other graphic media; 
f) identify a problem, weigh the expected costs and benefits and possible consequences of proposed solutions, and 
recommend solutions, using a decision-making model; 
g) formulate an informed, carefully reasoned position on a community issue. 


CE.2 The student will demonstrate knowledge of the foundations of American constitutional government by 
a) explaining the fundamental principles of consent of the governed, limited government, rule of law, democracy, 
and representative government; 
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CE.6 The student will demonstrate knowledge of the American constitutional government at the national level by 
 a) describing the structure and powers of the national government; 
VUS.1 The student will demonstrate skills for historical and geographical analysis and responsible citizenship, including 


the ability to 
 a) identify, analyze, and interpret primary and secondary source documents, records, and data, including artifacts, 


diaries, letters, photographs, journals, newspapers, historical accounts, and art, to increase understanding of events 
and life in the United States; 


 b) evaluate the authenticity, authority, and credibility of sources; 
 c) formulate historical questions and defend findings, based on inquiry and interpretation; 
 f) develop skills in discussion, debate, and persuasive writing with respect to enduring issues and determine how 


divergent viewpoints have been addressed and reconciled; 
 h) interpret the significance of excerpts from famous speeches and other documents; 
 i) identify the costs and benefits of specific choices made, including the consequences, both intended and 


unintended, of the decisions and how people and nations responded to positive and negative incentives. 
VUS.7 The student will demonstrate knowledge of the Civil War and Reconstruction Era and their importance as major 


turning points in American history by 
  a) evaluating the multiple causes of the Civil War, including the role of the institution of slavery as a principal cause 


of the conflict. 
GOVT.1 The student will demonstrate mastery of the social studies skills responsible citizenship requires, including the 


ability to 
  a) analyze primary and secondary source documents; 
  c) analyze political cartoons, political advertisements, pictures, and other graphic media; 
  e) evaluate information for accuracy, separating fact from opinion; 
  f) identify a problem, weigh the expected costs and benefits and possible consequences of proposed solutions, and 


recommend solutions, using a decision-making model; 
  g) select and defend positions in writing, discussion, and debate. 


GOVT.4 The student will demonstrate knowledge of the Constitution of the United States by 
  c) examining the fundamental principles upon which the Constitution of the United States is based, including the 


rule of law, consent of the governed, limited government, separation of powers, and federalism. 


GOVT.5 The student will demonstrate knowledge of the federal system described in the Constitution of the United States by 
  a) explaining the relationship of the state governments to the national government; 
  d) examining the ongoing debate that focuses on the balance of power between state and national governments. 
 
National History Standards 


 Era 4 - Standard 2D - Identify the various ways in which African Americans resisted the conditions of their 
enslavement and analyze the consequences of violent uprisings.  


 Era 4 - Standard 3B - Analyze how the debates over slavery—from agitation over the "gag rule" of the late 1830s 
through the war with Mexico—strained national cohesiveness and fostered rising sectionalism.  


 Era 4 - Standard 4A - Analyze changing ideas about race and assess the reception of proslavery and antislavery 
ideologies in the North and South. 


 Era 5 - Standard 1A - Explain the causes of the Civil War and evaluate the importance of slavery as a principal 
cause of the conflict.  
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Materials: 
• Highlighters 
• Student Handout 1: Excerpts from the Fugitive Slave Act of 1850 
• Student Handout 2: Political Cartoon Analysis 
• Political Cartoon “Practical Illustration of the Fugitive Slave Law”  
• Student Handout 3: Abraham Lincoln Speech Excerpt 
• Student Handout 4: Extract from a speech of George William Brent in the Virginia Convention 
• Student Handout 5: “The Case of Sara Lucy Bagby” Worksheet 
• Student Handout 6: “The Fugitive Slave Law, You Decide” Worksheet 
• Student Handout 7: “The Fate of Sara Lucy Bagby” 
• Additional Reading: John E. Vacha, “The Case of Sara Lucy Bagby: A Late Gesture,” Ohio 


History 76 (1967): 222–231. 
 
Historical Background: 


Tensions over slavery existed throughout the early history of the United States, even before there 
was a United States. Members of the 1787 Constitutional Convention wrangled over a variety of issues 
related to the “peculiar institution”—taxation and representation based on enslaved members of the 
population (resulting in the 3/5 compromise); whether or not to end the nation's participation in the 
Trans-Atlantic Slave Trade (solved by a 20-year nonintervention policy); and the return of fugitive 
slaves (a provision requiring their return was included in the final document, which was bolstered by 
another federal act in 1793). 


At issue was not only how slavery was to be regarded under the law, but also where slavery 
would exist. One of the last acts of the government under the Articles of Confederation was to establish 
the Northwest Ordinance, banning the expansion of slavery into that territory. The same issue was at the 
heart of the controversy surrounding the proposed admission of Missouri to the Union in 1820, resulting 
in a compromise that established 36º 30′ as the northernmost boundary of slavery. 


With the rise of abolitionism in the 1820s and 1830s in the United States, slave owners were 
forced to defend slavery as a “positive good” for all involved. During the early 1830s in particular, 
antislavery activists flooded Congress with petitions calling for the abolition of slavery in federal 
territories, submitting more than 300 petitions signed by 40,000 people. In 1836, southerners and their 
supporters in Congress instituted a “gag rule,” mandating that all such petitions be tabled and not heard 
by the body. Such a rule remained in force in the House of Representatives until 1844. These laws, 
however, only increased the determination of abolitionists, who submitted more than 400,000 signatures 
to Congress in 1838. 


Controversies over slavery led to political wrangling between parties throughout the 1850s, from 
the Compromise of 1850, to the Kansas-Nebraska Act in 1854, and then to the subsequent bloodshed in 
Kansas between 1854 and 1858. What's more, the political landscape proved especially volatile, 
witnessing the demise of the Whigs, and the rise of the Free Soil, American or Know-Nothing, and 
Republican parties. The great orator of the United States Senate, Daniel Webster, delivered his famous 
speech on March 7, 1850, in which he voiced his support for the compromise, criticized the North, and 
lambasted the idea of disunion. 


The desire of California to enter the Union as a free state caused problems, as it would upset the 
balance of power between slave states and free states. Southerners were willing to stall to prevent 
California's admission. To satisfy the parties involved, an omnibus bill was pushed through Congress. 
This collection of legislation allowed for the admission of California, banned the slave trade in the 
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nation's capital (something abolitionists were campaigning for), and gave slave owners a stricter fugitive 
slave law. 


The last became the subject of great debate among antislavery activists and free blacks in the 
North. Of particular concern were provisions that made it a crime to interfere in the return of so-called 
fugitive slaves, and the paltry evidence needed to stake a claim. In reaction, many Northern localities 
passed what were known as personal liberty laws, stating that they were not required to abide by federal 
laws that they considered to be morally reprehensible. In 1851 antislavery activists rescued fugitive 
slave Shadrach Minkins from jail in Boston and whisked him away to safety and freedom in Canada. 
Three years later in 1854, Anthony Burns, also a runaway slave captured in Boston, was returned to his 
owner in Virginia over the protestations of the city's active abolitionists. These incidents provided 
fodder for the claims of southerners. 


By 1860 slavery had become a political powder keg. Southerners expressed concern about the 
willingness of the North, and the federal government if it came under Republican control, to enforce and 
uphold laws pertaining to fugitive slaves. They eagerly looked for examples of violations and published 
them throughout the Southern press. Sara Lucy Bagby's capture became a true test case on the question 
of slavery and the Union. And timing was everything. In November 1860, Lincoln had just won election 
to the presidency, and by January 19, 1861, five states had withdrawn from the Union. Virginia, along 
with the other states along the border and in the lower South, watched the situation with great interest. 
 
Teacher Actions:  
 


1. Background (10–15 minutes): Review with students the major debates over and the most 
important laws governing the institution of slavery in the United States from its founding to 
1854. These should include the U.S. Constitution, the Missouri Compromise, the Wilmot 
Proviso, the Compromise of 1850, the Kansas-Nebraska Act, and others.  


2. Fugitive Slave Act (20 minutes): First have students answer the question “What is a fugitive?” 
on their own. Next, share answers with the class to come up with a working definition of 
“fugitive.” Distribute Student Handout 1 with excerpts from the Fugitive Slave Act (excerpts can 
be given to individuals, partners, or small groups). Instruct students to read the excerpts from the 
Fugitive Slave Act, highlight the appropriate portions, and answer the questions.  


3. Political Cartoon Analysis (10–15 minutes): Distribute copies of the cartoon “Practical 
Illustration of the Fugitive Slave Law” and Student Handout 2, the Cartoon Analysis Worksheet. 
Give students time to analyze the cartoon and provide assistance where necessary. Especially 
important to this discussion is an overview of personal liberty laws, which were passed in many 
northern states in response to the Fugitive Slave Act. It may also be helpful to identify some 
characters with the class before they begin their individual analysis—for example, Daniel 
Webster as U.S. secretary of state, and William Lloyd Garrison as an abolitionist. Share student 
responses. 


4. Debate Over Enforcement (15 minutes): Divide students into pairs. Distribute handouts, 
alternating between Student Handout 3 (Lincoln Speech) and Student Handout 4 (Brent Speech). 
For more information on George William Brent see his biography at 
http://www.virginiamemory.com/online_classroom/union_or_secession/people/george_brent. 
Once the students have read the sources, discuss them. What are the tones of the pieces? Who 
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were the audiences for each speech? How do they each reflect sectional opinions about fugitive 
slaves and the enforcement of the law?  


5. The Case of Sara Lucy Bagby (5–10 minutes): Distribute copies of Student Handout 5 to each 
student. Allow 3–4 minutes for reading. Questions covering the content of the historical 
background are included. Hold a brief discussion to answer any questions on the reading and 
illuminate any points that the teacher thinks are of note regarding the life of Sara Lucy Bagby. 
Distribute Student Handout 6, the “Fugitive Slave Law, You Decide” worksheet, and ask 
students to complete it based on the day's lessons. This can be assigned as homework. 


6. Assessment/Reflection (10 minutes): Review the “You Decide” worksheets, taking account of 
what the majority of students concluded. Discuss their responses. Next, display Student Handout 
7: “The Fate of Sara Lucy Bagby,” and review it with the students. Are they surprised by the 
decision of the commissioner and the abolitionists of Cleveland?  


  
Lesson Extension: This part of the lesson may either be conducted in class or given as an assignment to 
be completed by students individually at home (time will vary). Students may either be assigned 
excerpts from the article by John E. Vacha, “The Case of Sara Lucy Bagby: A Late Gesture,” Ohio 
History 76 (1967): 222–231, or the entire article in more-advanced classes.  


Students can be given essay assignments on the following topic related to this article: 


(1) Based on what you have learned about the Fugitive Slave Law and Sara Lucy Bagby, do you agree 
with what the people in Ohio did? Why or why not? Write a five-paragraph essay about whether or not 
the Fugitive Slave Law was constitutional. If you were a law enforcement official in Ohio at the time 
Sara Lucy Bagby’s case was being tried, would you have worked to enforce the law or overturn it? 


(2) Examine the federal/state relationships discussed in the article or the North/South tension over 
enforcement of laws discussed in the article.  


(3) Reflecting on the secession crisis, what role did the return of runaway slaves play in the increased 
tension between North and South? What was the northern position? What was the position of African 
Americans? What implications did the Bagby incident have for Virginia’s decision to secede? 


 








Student Handout 1 


Name:___________________________________________ 


Think about it: What is a fugitive? Define the word below: 


 


 


 


Directions: Read the excerpts and answer the questions. Imagine that you are living in the mid-1800s. 
Remember, slaves were not citizens and did not have the same rights as citizens under the Constitution! 


Excerpt from Section 5 of the Fugitive Slave Act 


§ 5. And be it further enacted, That it shall be the duty of all marshals and deputy marshals to obey and execute 
all warrants and precepts issued under the provisions of this act, when to them directed; and should any 
marshal or deputy marshal refuse to receive such warrant, or other process, when tendered, or to use all proper 
means diligently to execute the same, he shall, on conviction thereof, be fined in the sum of one thousand 
dollars, and after arrest of such fugitive, by such marshal or his deputy … should such fugitive escape … such 
marshal shall be liable, on his official bond, to be prosecuted for the benefit of such claimant, for the full value 
of the service or labor of said fugitive in the State, Territory, or District whence he escaped … and all good 
citizens are hereby commanded to aid and assist in the prompt and efficient execution of this law, whenever 
their services may be required … 


Highlight the parts of the text above that give instructions to law enforcement officials regarding fugitive slaves. 


1. What was the punishment for refusal to execute a fugitive slave warrant? 


 


 


2. What was a law enforcement officer responsible for if a fugitive escaped? 


 


 


3. If you were a “marshal or deputy,” would you enforce this law? Why or why not?  
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Excerpt from Section 6 of the Fugitive Slave Act 


§ 6. And be it further enacted, That when a person held to service or labor in any State or Territory of the 
United States, has heretofore or shall hereafter escape into another State or Territory of the United States, the 
person or persons to whom such service or labor may be due … may pursue and reclaim such fugitive person … 


Highlight the parts of the text above that detail the rights of slave owners in relation to fugitive slaves. 


1. If you were a southern slave owner, how would you feel about this law? 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


2. If you were a northern abolitionist, how would you feel about this law? 


 








Student Handout 2: Political Cartoon Analysis 


Name:___________________________________________ 


“Practical Illustration of the Fugitive Slave Law” 


Identify the following for this political cartoon: 


1. Characters 


 


 


2. Symbols 


 


 


3. Setting 


 


 


4. Main idea 


 


 


5. Point of view of the author. What is the author trying to convey? Answer in at least one full paragraph. 
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Student Handout 3 
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Excerpt from a speech by Abraham Lincoln, delivered in Cleveland, Ohio, 
February 15, 1861.  


Reprinted in an article in the Richmond Daily Dispatch, February 18, 1861. 


 


Tour of Mr. Lincoln. 


more speeches.—no crisis.—the Tariff bill, &c., &c.  


. . .  


Mr. Chairman and fellow-citizens of Cleveland;—We have been marching about two miles through snow, rain 


and deep mud. The large numbers that have turned out under these circumstances, testify that you are in earnest 


about something or other. But do I think so meanly of you as to suppose that earnestness is about me 


personally! I would be doing you injustice to suppose you did.—You have assembled to testify your respect to 


the Union, the Constitution, and the Laws, and here let me say, that it is with you, the people, to advance the 


great cause of the Union and the Constitution, and not with any one man. It rests with you alone. This fact is 


strongly impressed on my mind at present. In a community like this, whose appearance testifies to their 


intelligence, I am convinced that the cause of liberty and the Union can never be in danger. Frequent allusion is 


made to the excitement at present existing in our national politics, and it is as well that I should also allude to it 


here. I think that there is no occasion for any excitement. The crisis, as it is called, is altogether an artificial 


crisis. In all parts of the nation there are differences of opinion on politics. There are differences of opinion even 


here. You did not all vote for the person who now addresses you. What is happening now will not hurt those 


who are farther away from here. Have they not all their rights now as they ever have had? Do they not have 


their fugitive slaves returned now as ever? Have they not the same Constitution that they have lived under for 


seventy-odd years? Have they not a position as citizens of this common country—and have we any power to 


change that position?—(Cries of "No.") What, then, is the matter with them? Why all this excitement? Why all 


these complaints? As I said before, this crisis is all artificial! It has no foundation in facts. It was not argued up, 


as the saying is, and cannot, therefore, be argued down. Let it alone, and it will go down of itself. (Laughter.) . . 


. 


Richmond Daily Dispatch, Feb. 18, 1861. Library of Virginia: Closed Stacks; Boxed Newspapers; Newspapers, 


Boxed. 1856–1891 (Library of Virginia Film # 20). 


 








Student Handout 5 


Name:___________________________________________ 


The Case of Sara Lucy Bagby 


Nothing is known of the early life of Sara Lucy Bagby Johnson (ca. 1833–1906). In 1852 
she was sold in Richmond to William S. Goshorn of Wheeling, Virginia (now West 
Virginia). She escaped from her owner in October 1860 and eventually made her way to 
Cleveland. The Western Reserve area of Ohio was known for abolitionism. Bagby 
worked as a domestic servant for A. G. Riddle, a Republican congressman-elect, who 
would later serve as a member of her defense council. At the time of her arrest under the 
Fugitive Slave Act on January 19, 1861, Bagby was a domestic worker in the household 
of the jeweler L. A. Benton. 


Republicans viewed Bagby’s case in the context of the sectional crisis. They did not 
want to give proslavery secessionists a reason to brand their party as radical and lawless. 
Bagby admitted that she was indeed Goshorn’s slave. For several days late in January 
1861, she waited in jail for a United States commissioner to decide her fate. 


Answer the questions below: 


1. What law required Sara Lucy Bagby to return to slavery? 


 


 


 


2. Why were Republicans and abolitionists in Cleveland hesitant to work to free Sara Lucy Bagby? 


 


 


 


3.  What was going on in the fall of 1860 that made these issues even more heated? 
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Student Handout 6 


Name:___________________________________________ 


The Fugitive Slave Law, You Decide . . . 
Record advantages to resisting the fugitive slave law and helping Sara Lucy Bagby secure her freedom. And 
then list advantages to following the law. 


Resist the Law Follow the Law 
 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


Consequences of this action Consequences of this action 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


What would you do? 
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Student Handout 7 


The Fate of Sara Lucy Bagby 


A lack of any mitigating evidence and the surprising acquiescence of Ohio’s 
white abolition community sealed Sara Lucy Bagby’s fate. She was returned 
to slavery in Virginia. Black abolitionists, however, gathered at a station 
along the rail line carrying Bagby back to bondage, hoping to liberate her by 
force, but the train’s engineer sensed the danger and did not stop.  


Bagby returned to Wheeling, and was soon sent to live with a cousin of 
William Goshorn in Charleston, Virginia, now West Virginia. She narrowly 
escaped being sent farther south, and when Union forces took control of 
northwestern Virginia in June 1861, she was freed and her former master 
jailed. Bagby returned to Ohio, and abolition leaders in Cleveland held a 
Grand Jubilee for her on May 6, 1863. She married a former Union soldier, 
F. George Johnson, and lived in Pittsburgh until returning to Cleveland for 
the last years of her life. She died in 1904. 


 


 


 


 


Image Source: Mrs. Lucinda Johnson, printed in Annals of the Early Settler's Association of Cuyahoga County, Ohio 5, no. 1. (1904): 


32. 
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Practical Illustration of the Fugitive Slave Law, Boston?, 1851, Library of Congress, Prints and Photographs Division. http://hdl.loc.gov/loc.pnp/cph.3g04660 
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