
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

 

 

 

Lesson Plan: Perspectives on the Fugitive Slave Law 

 
 

• Student Handout 1: Fugitive Slave Act Excerpts 

• Student Handout 2: Graphic Organizers  

• Student Handout 3: Biographies of Garrison, Lincoln, Bruce, and Bagby  

• Student Handout 4: Primary Sources on the Fugitive Slave Act 

• Student Handout 5: Fate of Sara Lucy Bagby  

 





Student Handout 5 


Perspectives on the Fugitive Slave Law 


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 sent back 


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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Lesson Plan: Perspectives on the Fugitive Slave Law 


 


Understanding Goal: 


The law is sometimes subjective and open to interpretation. The case of Sara Lucy Bagby shows 


there was friction for many people over following the law when it did not align with their personal 


convictions.  


 


Investigative Question: 


• What was the Fugitive Slave Act?  


• How did the situation of Sara Lucy Bagby serve as a test case for the Fugitive Slave Act?  


 


Primary Sources:  


• Fugitive Slave Act Excerpts  


• Abraham Lincoln Speech Excerpt 


• James Coles Bruce Speech Excerpt 


• Fugitive Slave Law Political Cartoon 


• “To The Cleveland Union Savers” Poem 


 


Standards Addressed: 


Virginia Standards of Learning 
USI.1   The student will develop skills for historical and geographical analysis, including the ability to 


a) identify and interpret primary and secondary source documents to increase understanding of events and life in 


United States history to 1877; 


b) make connections between the past and the present; 


e)   evaluate and discuss issues orally and in writing. 


USI.9 The student will demonstrate knowledge of the causes, major events, and effects of the Civil War by  


b) explaining how the issues of states’ rights and slavery increased sectional tensions. 


VUS.1 The student will demonstrate skills for historical and geographical analysis, including the ability to 


a)   identify, analyze, and interpret primary and secondary source documents. 


VUS.6  The student will demonstrate knowledge of the major events during the first half of the nineteenth century by 


a) describing the cultural, economic, and political issues that divided the nation, including slavery, the 


abolitionist and women’s suffrage movements, and the role of the states in the Union. 


CE.1 The student will develop the social studies skills citizenship requires, including the ability to 


a) examine and interpret primary and secondary source documents. 


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. 


CE.6 The student will demonstrate knowledge of the American constitutional government by 


a) explaining the relationship of state governments to the national government in the federal system. 


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


 c )  analyze political cartoons, political advertisements, pictures, and other graphic media. 


GOVT.5 The student will demonstrate knowledge of the federal system described in the Constitution of the United States by 


a) describing the extent to which power is shared. 
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Length of Activity: 


Variable, depending on whether students will be working alone, in pairs, or in groups. 


Overview:  


This lesson shows the complexities of the Fugitive Slave Act. It uses four different perspectives to 


present the varying viewpoints on the law through the case of Sara Lucy Bagby. The Fugitive Slave Act is 


an important element in understanding sectional divisions leading up to the Civil War. The lesson sets the 


stage to see growing tensions that were not resolved by the Great Compromise of 1850. 


 


Materials Needed:  


Student Handout 1: Fugitive Slave Act Excerpts 


Student Handout 2: Graphic Organizers  


Student Handout 3: Biographies of Garrison, Lincoln, Bruce, and Bagby  


Student Handout 4: Primary Sources on the Fugitive Slave Act 


Student Handout 5: Fate of Sara Lucy Bagby  


 


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. Do-Now 


a. Ask students what they would do if they had a friend who broke a rule at school but the 


teacher/principal didn’t know who had done the misdeed. Would students protect their friend 


even though it was against the rules or would they turn in their friend to follow the rules?  


 


2. Fugitive Slave Act  


a. Ask if anyone knows the definition of fugitive (Merriam-Webster: running away or intending 


flight). Come up with a working definition as a class.  


b. Explain the Fugitive Slave Act or hand out the excerpts (Student Handout 1) for students to 


read.  


c. Explain the story of Sara Lucy Bagby (see her biography in Student Handout 3: The Case of 


Sara Bagby) and the fact that people in Cleveland had to decide whether to break the law to 


protect her or follow the law and send her back to slavery.  


 


3. Jigsaw Activity  


a. Give each student a copy of the graphic organizers in Student Handout 2. Divide students into 


four groups: 


1. Garrison 


2. Lincoln 


3. Bruce 


4. Bagby 


b. Students should read the biography (Student Handout 3) of the person assigned to their group 


and write important facts about the individual on the first graphic organizer.  


c. Students then should read the primary source from Student Handout 4 (cartoon, speech, or 


poem) pertaining to their assigned individual and write what they think their assigned 


individual would want to happen in the case of Sara Lucy Bagby.  
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d. Assign members of each group a number, one to four, and then have students re-form in new 


groups according to assigned numbers (all the ones together, all the twos together, etc). 


Members of the new groups should then share their information with one another so that each 


student has both graphic organizers completed.  


e. Go over the graphic organizers as a class.  


 


4. Analysis  


a. Have students write a letter to U.S. commissioner Bushnell White in Cleveland saying why he 


should obey the Fugitive Slave Act or not in the case of Sara Lucy Bagby.   


 


5. Conclusion   


a. Students should read Student Handout 5: "The Fate of Sara Lucy Bagby." Students can 


compare the opinions they expressed in their letters to the commissioner in Cleveland with 


what actually occurred.  


 


 


 


 


 








Student Handout 1 


Perspectives on the Fugitive Slave Law 


 


Excerpts from Sections 5 and 6 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 … 


 


 


§ 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 … 








Student Handout 2: Graphic Organizer 


Perspectives on the Fugitive Slave Law 


Name:___________________________________________ 


Biography 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


William Lloyd Garrison  


____________________________________________________ 


____________________________________________________ 


____________________________________________________ 


____________________________________________________ 


Abraham Lincoln 


____________________________________________________ 


____________________________________________________ 


____________________________________________________ 


____________________________________________________ 


Sara Lucy Bagby 


____________________________________________________ 


____________________________________________________ 


____________________________________________________ 


____________________________________________________ 


James Coles Bruce 


____________________________________________________ 


____________________________________________________ 


____________________________________________________ 


____________________________________________________ 
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Perspectives on the Fugitive Slave Law 


Probable Opinion on the Bagby Case 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


William Lloyd Garrison  


____________________________________________________ 


____________________________________________________ 


____________________________________________________ 


____________________________________________________ 


Abraham Lincoln 


____________________________________________________ 


____________________________________________________ 


____________________________________________________ 


____________________________________________________ 


Sara Lucy Bagby 


____________________________________________________ 


____________________________________________________ 


____________________________________________________ 


____________________________________________________ 


James Coles Bruce 


____________________________________________________ 


____________________________________________________ 


____________________________________________________ 


____________________________________________________ 
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William Lloyd Garrison Biography
 


William Lloyd Garrison was born in Newburyport, Massachusetts, on December 
10, 1805. His father was a sailor and his mother a housekeeper and a deeply 
religious Baptist. His family was very poor when he was a child and, after 
several failed apprenticeships, Garrison was bound to the owner of the 
Newburyport Herald in 1818. Once he completed his apprenticeship, his first 
endeavors at printing failed primarily because of his religious moralizing, 
opposition to electoral politics, advocacy of temperance, and outspoken 
antislavery position.  


In 1829 he joined with abolitionist Benjamin Lundy in Baltimore, Maryland, on 
an abolitionist paper. Garrison was soon involved in a libel case for calling a 
prominent businessman a "murderer" for participating in the interstate slave 
trade. The press coverage concerning the court case and Garrison's own 
publications from jail launched him to fame as abolitionist. He moved to Boston after his release and began the 
Liberator, a publication dedicated to pleading the cause of the enslaved. The Liberator became a very 
successful venture. Its subscriptions increased with the swelling abolitionist movement and through the interest 
of free blacks in the North.  


In the 1830s, Garrison helped found the New England Anti-Slavery Society, toured Great Britain garnering 
support for the American antislavery movement, and was instrumental in the founding of the American Anti-
Slavery Society. A pacifist, Garrison was against the use of violence in securing freedom for slaves, and was 
radical in his proposals to elevate slaves and women to equal citizenship with white males. 


During the 1840s and 1850s as sectional divisions became more and more heated, he tirelessly worked for 
abolition, often alienating himself from other abolitionists with his extreme views. He avowed that the Union 
was fundamental flawed and should be dissolved since the Constitution was a defective document that 
perpetuated slavery. After the violence of John Brown's Raid and in the face of the secession of the Deep South 
states following Abraham Lincoln's election in November 1860, however, Garrison moved away from his 
disunion sentiments. 


Garrison helped fugitive slaves and opposed laws that discriminated against free blacks, but in his private life he 
displayed a white superiority over the African Americans with which he was acquainted. Toward the end of the 
Civil War, he opposed giving freedmen the vote outright. After the passage of the Thirteenth Amendment, 
Garrison declared the struggle of abolitionism to have triumphed. He closed down the Liberator and broke with 
members of the Anti-Slavery Society who believed abolitionists had a duty to fight for freed people's rights. He 
continued to write in advocacy for causes such as women's rights and temperance, but was effectively retired by 
1866. Garrison died in New York on May 24, 1879. He was buried in Massachusetts. 


 


 


Image Source: William Lloyd Garrison, Library of Congress Prints and Photographs Division, 
http://www.loc.gov/pictures/item/2004672098/ 
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Abraham Lincoln Biography 


Abraham Lincoln was born on February 12, 1809, in a log cabin in Hardin 
County, Kentucky. His parents were farmers. The family moved to Indiana in 
1816 and Lincoln's mother died in 1818. Lincoln received little schooling 
during his childhood, but, as a teenager, he borrowed and read every book he 
could find. Lincoln moved with his father to Illinois, and in 1831 he relocated 
to New Salem where he worked at a number of jobs. In New Salem he made 
many friends, studied mathematics and literature, and joined a debating society. He enlisted in the militia, and 
during the Black Hawk War he was elected a captain. 


In 1832 Lincoln ran for the state legislature. He lost that election, but won when he ran in 1834 and kept the seat 


until 1841. In the legislature Lincoln met John T. Stuart who encouraged him to study law. Lincoln passed the 


bar in 1836 and soon after moved to Springfield to become Stuart's law partner. Lincoln dissolved his law 


partnership in 1844 and soon after started a new practice with another lawyer. In the next decades he led a very 


lucrative career. In 1846 he was elected to the United States House of Representatives. In 1858 he was an 


unsuccessful candidate for the United States Senate, but he attracted national attention in his debates (in which 


he often supported the abolishment of slavery) with the winning candidate, Stephen A. Douglas. 


Lincoln accepted the Republican nomination for president in 1860 and was elected that November. In 


December, South Carolina became the first state to secede from the Union and six more states followed suit 


before Lincoln was inaugurated as the sixteenth president of the United States on March 4, 1861. On April 12 


the Confederate States Army fired on Fort Sumter, beginning the Civil War. 


The war went badly for the United States Army for most of 1861 and 1862. After the victory at Antietam in 


September 1862, Lincoln issued a preliminary proclamation, announcing that all slaves held in the rebelling 


states would be freed on January 1, 1863, and on that New Year's Day, he issued the Emancipation 


Proclamation. Lincoln made his most-famous speech, now known as the Gettysburg Address, at the ceremony 


on November 19, 1863, establishing the Pennsylvania battlefield as a national cemetery. The Battle of 


Gettysburg, fought July 1–3, 1863, was the turning point of the war; thereafter the United States Army slowly 


began to drive back the Confederates and gain more and more Southern territory. 


Lincoln was reelected by the states remaining in the Union in November 1864, soon after the fall of Atlanta. 


General Robert E. Lee surrendered his army at Appomattox on April 9, 1865, effectively ending the Civil War. 


Soon after, Lincoln made a speech from the White House urging peaceful reconstruction of the Union and 


suggesting more rights for free blacks. On April 14, Lincoln was shot by John Wilkes Booth, an actor and 


fervent Confederate, as the president and his wife watched a play at Ford's Theater in Washington, D.C. Lincoln 


died the next morning. 


Biography from Shaping the Constitution at VirginiaMemory.com: 
http://www.virginiamemory.com/online_classroom/shaping_the_constitution/people/abraham_lincoln 
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Image: Abraham Lincoln, three-quarter length portrait. Berger, Anthony, photographer. Prints and Photographs Division, Library of 
Congress. http://hdl.loc.gov/loc.pnp/ppmsca.19305 


 


James Coles Bruce Biography  


James Coles Bruce was born on January 26, 1806, in Halifax County, the son of James Bruce, a wealthy 


merchant and planter, and Sarah Coles Bruce, who died four months after his birth. Bruce received his early 


schooling at Hampden-Sydney College in 1823, later attended classes at the University of North Carolina and at 


Harvard University, and studied law at the University of Virginia. In 1829 he married Eliza Wilkins. They had 


eleven children, of whom eight sons and two daughters survived. During the 1830s they lived at Tarover 


plantation in Halifax County, traveled occasionally to northern cities, and wintered in New Orleans, Cuba, or 


the West Indies. 


Bruce was elected to the House of Delegates in 1831 and reelected in 1832 and 1833. During his first assembly 


term, a few months after Nat Turner's Rebellion in Southampton County, the members engaged in an extended 


debate about the future of slavery in Virginia. Even then Bruce owned probably more slaves than any other 


legislator, although not nearly so many as he owned later. In a speech on the subject of slavery, he began by 


characterizing slavery as an evil, but he justified the practice as a necessity, denounced all proposals for its 


abolition, and opposed further discussion of the subject as likely to stimulate more slave revolts.  


After his father died in 1837, Bruce inherited far more land and slaves. Soon after he had an elegant residence 


built. Berry Hill became a National Historic Landmark in 1971. By 1861 Bruce was reputedly one of the 


wealthiest men in the country and one of the largest slaveholders in the South. In February 1861 he was elected 


to represent Halifax County in a state convention called to consider the question of secession. At the convention 


he reiterated his lifelong devotion to states' rights and condemned abolitionists and unfair tariffs as the sources 


of sectional discord. Hoping initially that a compromise plan could be devised that would allow Virginia to 


remain in the Union, Bruce voted against secession on April 4, but he voted for it on April 17, 1861. 


Bruce invested heavily in Confederate war bonds and contributed outright an estimated $50,000 to the war 


effort. He died at home on March 28, 1865, and was buried in the cemetery at Berry Hill in Halifax County 


beside the body of his wife, who had died in 1850. 


 


A longer biography is available at Union or Secession at VirginiaMemory.com 


http://www.virginiamemory.com/online_classroom/union_or_secession/people/james_bruce 
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Sara Lucy Bagby Biography           
                    


The Case of Sara Lucy Bagby  


Nothing is known of the early life of Sara Lucy Bagby Johnson. She was born 


about 1833. 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 by disobeying the Fugitive Slave Act. After her arrest, Bagby 


admitted that she was indeed Goshorn’s slave. She waited for U.S. Commissioner 


Bushnell White to decide her fate. 


 


 


 


 


 


 


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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Practical Illustration of the Fugitive Slave Law  


 


Summary from the bibliographic record for the cartoon at the Library of Congress Prints and Photographs 


Division:  http://www.loc.gov/pictures/item/2008661534/: 


 


 A satire on the antagonism between northern abolitionists on the one hand, and Secretary of State Daniel 


Webster and other supporters of enforcement of the Fugitive Slave Act of 1850. Here abolitionist William 


Lloyd Garrison (left) holds a slave woman in one arm and points a pistol toward a burly slave catcher mounted 


on the back of Daniel Webster. The slave catcher, wielding a noose and manacles, is expensively dressed, and 


may represent the federal marshals or commissioners authorized by the act (and paid) to apprehend and return 


fugitive slaves to their owners. Behind Garrison a black man also aims a pistol toward the group on the right, 


while another seizes a cowering slaveholder by the hair and is about to whip him saying, "It's my turn now Old 


Slave Driver." Garrison: "Don't be alarmed Susanna, you're safe enough." Slave catcher: "Don't back out 


Webster, if you do we're ruind." Webster, holding "Constitution": "This, though Constitutional, is 'extremely 


disagreeable.'" "Man holding volumes "Law & Gospel": "We will give these fellows a touch of South 


Carolina." "Man with quill and ledger": "I goes in for Law & Order." A fallen slaveholder: "This is all 'your' 


fault Webster." In the background is a Temple of Liberty flying two flags, one reading "A day, an hour, of 


virtuous Liberty, is worth an age of Servitude," and the other, "All men are born free & equal." The print may 


be (as Frank Weitenkampf suggests) the work of New York artist Edward Williams Clay. The signature, the 


expressive animation of the figures, and especially the political viewpoint are, however, uncharacteristic of 


Clay. (Compare for instance that artist's "What's Sauce for the Goose," no. 1851-5. 


http://www.loc.gov/pictures/item/2008661533/) It is more likely that the print was produced in Boston, a center 


of bitter opposition to the Fugitive Slave Act in 1850 and 1851.  
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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). 
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Excerpt from James Coles Bruce's Speech at the Virginia Convention of 1861  


 Mr. Chairman, I wish to say to this Committee that this subject of slavery is not a question of dollars and 


cents. After this Colony was settled on the banks of the river at Jamestown, a Dutch ship came in from the coast 


of Africa with a cargo of slaves. They were bought by the early colonists. They all labored together, they grew 


together and they increased together; they sat by their hearthstones, were the nurses of their infancy, the 


companions of their childhood and the consolation of their declining years, and they are now so inter-twined 


with our social habits and interests, and laws, that to sever the connection must be political death even if done 


with the tenderest hand. 


 But, sir, the North have not dealt with this subject with a tender hand. Far from it. They have dealt with 


it with a rude hand. We find that this institution is distinctly recognized in the Constitution of the United States, 


and the surrender of fugitive slaves as guaranteed was honestly, and fairly and justly carried out by the first 


Congress in 1789. They enacted a law sir, to the effect that upon the application of a master, he could get a 


warrant from a Judge or Justice of the Peace, and the fugitives were to be surrendered to their masters. And 


fugitives were surrendered to their masters, until, in an evil hour, a case came before the judiciary of the United 


States in which a decision was given which says, it is not the duty of State officers to execute the law of 


Congress. From that time, sir, it was made a felony on the part of a State officer to arrest a fugitive slave; and 


we lost all chance of recovering the fugitive for years; and when a slave escaped, his master looked upon him as 


much beyond his reach as if he were dead. That, sir, was a distinct and solemn violation of the Constitution. 


 But this is not the point. It is that the hatred of our Southern institutions and our system of slavery, is 


deeply, irradacably ingrafted into the minds of the Northern people. It is an opinion, sir, which has been deeply 


fastened there, and an opinion which, I fear, can never be eradicated. Sir, the children in their primers see a print 


of the slaveholder with scourge in hand, and the suffering negro in chains at his feet. Every kind of effort is 


made to indoctrinate into the Northern mind the sentiments of abolitionism. The press, the pulpit, the school 


house—all are made subservient to its purpose. . . . And, Mr. Chairman, whenever there occurs a war of 


opinion, that war will never stop; it will go on from time to time; it will increase in volume and either one or the 


other of the parties must submit or must be conquered. A war of opinion is sure, in the long run, to be a war of 


the sword. 


Excerpt from James Coles Bruce's speech in Committee of the Whole on March 23, 1861, printed in George H. 


Reese and William H. Gaines, Jr., eds., Proceedings of the Virginia State Convention of 1861 (Richmond: 


Virginia State Library, 1965), 2:241–242. 
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Antislavery poem about Sara Lucy Bagby, printed in an Ohio abolitionist newspaper, 


Anti-slavery Bugle.  


 


To the Cleveland Union Savers 


AN APPEAL FROM ONE OF THE FUGITIVE’S OWN RACE 


 


Men of Cleveland had a vulture 


     Clutched a timid dove for prey 


Would ye not with human pity, 


    Drive the gory bird away? 


 


Had you seen a feeble lambkin, 


    Shrinking from a wolf so bold, 


Would ye not to shield the trembler 


    In your arms have made its fold?  


 


But when she a hunted sister 


    Stretched her hands that ye may save 


Colder far then Zembla’s regions 


    Was the answer that ye gave. 


 


On your Union’s bloody altar, 


    Was your helpless victim laid, 


Mercy, truth, and justice shuddered, 


    But your hands would give no aid.  


 


And ye sent her back to torture,  


    Stripped of freedom, robbed of right, 


Thrust the wretched, captive stranger, 


Back to Slavery’s gloomy night. 


Sent her back where men may trample 


    On her honors and her fame, 


And upon her lips so dusky, 


    Press the cup of woe and shame. 


 


There is blood upon your city,  


    Dark and dismal is the stain 


And  your hands would fail to cleans it, 


    Thought you should Lake Erie drain. 


 


There’s a curse upon your Union, 


    Fearful sounds in the air, 


As if thunderbolts were forging, 


    Answers to the bondman’s prayer. 
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Ye may bind your trembling victims, 


    Like the heathen priests of old, 


And you may barter manly honor 


    For the Union and for gold 


 


But ye cannot stay the whirlwind, 


    When the storm begins to break, 


And our God doth rise in judgment, 


    For the poor and needy’s sake. 


 


And your guilty, sin-cursed Union, 


    Shall be shaken to its base, 


Till ye learn that simple Justice 


    Is the right of every race. 


   FRANCES ELLEN WATKINS HARPER 


 


Frances Harper, “To the Cleveland Union Savers,” Anti-slavery Bugle, February 23, 1861. Film 463, Library 


of Virginia, Richmond, Virginia. 





