
Abolitionists in the Church 

 

 The struggle against slavery consumed the nation during the church’s formative years.  

Many nations, including Britain, France, and Sweden, had abolished or curtailed their slave trade 

by the 1840s. But not America. Traffic in human beings was a significant part of the nation’s 

economy, particularly in the south. Racial identity was even part of the Federal census. Slaves 

counted as only three-fifths of a person in the census to determine Congressional representation 

and levying taxes, according to Article I of the Constitution. The 1840 Racine census had 

separate listings for Free White Persons and for Free Colored Persons. 

 

 Slavery had been outlawed in Wisconsin in the 1787 Northwest Ordinance which 

established the territory and state of Wisconsin. But slavery would affect her residents 

nonetheless.1 Even the Presbyterian Church was in conflict on the issue: Southern Presbyterians 

supported slavery and withdrew from the national assembly.2 

 

 Rev. Cyrus Nichols, the church’s founding pastor, came to Racine because of clashes 

between pro and anti-slavery forces in Palmyra, Missouri, the frontier town where he settled after 

being ordained in 1830.3 During one of his visits east to raise funds for his work in Missouri, 

many Northerners fled the state because of violence directed at abolitionists. He moved to 

Racine, rather than go back to Missouri. Rev. Nichols was afraid to return to Palmyra even to 

retrieve his household possessions. 

  

 The Presbytery of Wisconsin took a stand against slavery in the Articles of Faith and 

Covenant adopted on January 17, 1839. The Articles mirrored declarations of the Presbyterian 

Church of the United States.4 The fledgling First Presbyterian Church embraced the Articles 

(except for a temperance pledge) on February 13, 1839.5 
 

 An abolitionist society was established in Racine in 1840.6 At least seven abolitionists in 

the early church congregation signed the 1845 Memorial to Congress, a document declaring that 

Wisconsin should remain a free territory.7 They included F.W. DeBerard, Elder and Clerk of 

Session; E.S. Capron, Charter Member and 4th Elder; J.W. Vail - Elder # 16; A.G. Young; 

Henry S. Durand; George H. Capron; and Pastor Hiram Foote. The memo called for the 

“unconditional liberation” of slaves listed in the 1840 census and vowed to “effectually protect, 

forever, this territory from the introduction of slavery, and the consequent evils and curses of that 

evil system.” 8 
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 Henry S. Durand, an abolitionist, owned a fleet of schooners, one of which made trips to 

Canada.9 That ship may have been part of the Underground Railroad. 

 

 Peck’s 1891 memoir about the founding of the church shows a difference of opinion 

about slavery among early members of the church. He wrote, “When antislavery discussion was 

at its height, that good old Calvinist Alfred Cary maintained that God had instituted slavery and 

condemned the descendants of Ham to the condition of servitude and therefore slavery of the 

African race was justified but such teaching found few followers and the fugitive slave who 

reached us via the underground railroad was generally safe.” Peck’s letter puts “us” in this last 

sentence in the context of a discussion of the village of Racine, rather than referring specifically 

to the First Presbyterian church. 

 

 Peck was pleased that members of the congregation “controlled the meeting” when the 

abolitionist Liberty political party was formed, although it is not known if he meant the national 

party, which began in 1840, or a local branch of the party. The party evolved into the Free Soil 

Party which later merged with the Republican party, “who elected Abraham Lincoln President of 

the United States, whose proclamation struck the shackles from every slave.” 

  

 Prospective church members had to swear that they had never owned slaves.10 Nancy R. 

White applied for membership in the young congregation on January 3, 1846, seven years after 

the church was founded. She presented a letter of recommendation from her Presbyterian church 

in Salisbury, North Carolina. Her application was denied because it was believed she had been a 

slave owner.  

 

 Her husband, Col. Philo White, the publisher of the Racine Advocate newspaper, quickly 

sent the Session “a lengthy and formidable document.” It stated “that while his wife inherited 

two slaves, a man and wife, the ownership passed to him as her husband, and that his wife, in 

law and fact, was not a slave owner. Moreover, she desired to manumit (free) these slaves, but 

the law of North Carolina prohibited it, and at the urgent request of the slaves themselves, she 

had given them to a relative, that they might remain among their own kindred and friends.”11 

 

 Deacon Peck offered a resolution on February 16 rescinding the denial of her application 

for membership. It passed unanimously. But it “did not undo the mischief already wrought.” The 

Whites and several members of the church joined Racine’s Episcopal church. 

 

 Rev. Hopkins, who opposed the Whites’ membership, left First Presbyterian in early 

1850 when he and 27 “sympathizers” founded Racine’s First Congregational Society. He was 

succeeded by the Rev. Zebulon Humphrey (1850-1856), a strong abolitionist who gave the 

invocation at the Republican National Convention in Chicago when Abraham Lincoln was 

nominated for President in 1860.  
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 The national Fugitive Slave Act of 1850 mandated the return of escaped slaves. Racine 

became a flash point in debates about the law two years later when Joshua Glover, a fugitive 

slave from St. Louis, was discovered in Racine by his master.12 Glover was arrested and taken to 

the Milwaukee County jail. Abolitionists surrounded and broke into the jail. They freed Glover 

in defiance of the law, enabling him to flee to Canada after sailing from Racine via the 

Underground Railroad.  

 

 Sherman Booth, a newspaper editor from Waukesha, led the group that freed Glover. He 

was arrested for breaking the Fugitive Slave Act. Booth appealed to the Wisconsin Supreme 

Court which ruled that the Federal government did not have the right to enact laws that supersede 

state laws. Ironically, as the Wisconsin Historical Society points out, this was the same reasoning 

used by the Confederate states when they seceded from the Union in 1861.13 

 

 Glover’s imprisonment in Milwaukee was one of the first tests for Racine’s abolitionists. 

“About 100 of Racine’s good strong men took the steamer Pacific at the pier of Murphy and 

(A.P.) Dutton, and went to Milwaukee. We had but few abolitionists in those days, some Whigs 

and the rest all Democrats…”14 Dutton identified Sylvester B. Peck a church member, as one of 

the city’s abolitionists in a letter he wrote to Prof. Wilbur H. Siebert of Ohio State University on 

April 7, 1893. 
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