
Prologue

On the evening of May 17, 1838, at least nine Philadelphia fire companies 
stood by and watched as the four-day-old, $40,000 Pennsylvania Hall 
burned to the ground. In contemporary accounts of the blaze, some 
said the firemen were complicit in the destruction and worked only to 
prevent the fire from spreading to the surrounding buildings. Others 
reported that at least one fire company tried to save the hall but was 
prevented from doing so by an angry mob.1 The extent of the effort made 
by Philadelphia’s mayor and police force to protect the building is also 
unclear. What is certain is that by morning the once grand structure was 
reduced to smoldering rubble.

Pennsylvania Hall was built with funds collected by Philadelphia’s 
abolitionists and managed by the Pennsylvania Hall Association. The 
ambitious venture was a practical as well as a symbolic response to the 
anti-abolitionist sentiment that permeated Philadelphia society in the 
1830s. Unwelcome in most halls and meetinghouses in the city, aboli-
tionists and their supporters created a space dedicated to the freedom 
of thought, speech, and human equality. They advertised the new hall 
as such, and the keynote speaker dedicated it as a “Temple of Liberty.” 
The two speakers who followed focused on temperance. Under those 
terms, the public could tolerate the building and paid little mind to the 
new structure, perhaps giving the reformers a false sense of security. 
Once the abolitionists began to speak specifically about slavery and civil 
rights, however, the hall became a threatening symbol of the wrong kind 
of liberty, and the attack commenced.2
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The abolitionists who came together to build the hall were members 
of one or both of two abolitionist groups in the state: “gradualists” and 
“immediatists.” The gradualists of the Pennsylvania Abolition Society 
(PAS) wanted to end slavery through legal means while maintaining 
peace throughout the nation and preparing blacks to function as pro-
ductive free citizens. The “immediatists,” represented nationally by the 
American Anti-Slavery Society and locally by the Pennsylvania Anti-
Slavery Society (PASS), argued that slavery was a sin and should end im-
mediately without compensation for slave owners and regardless of how 
“prepared” the slaves were to enjoy their freedom.

Most immediatists wanted to end slavery at once and force a complete 
overhaul of the American racial system; they hoped that impassioned 
speeches and displays of black and white unity would awaken whites to 
the immorality of racial hatred and make them willing to accept their 
black neighbors on equal terms. The PAS was as deeply opposed to slav-
ery as the immediatists were, but most members feared that radical con-
frontation would only fan the flames of racial intolerance and thereby 
prove detrimental to the cause. The rash of anti-abolitionist violence 
throughout the late 1830s lent credence to these concerns, making it in-
creasingly difficult for abolitionists of either group to peacefully coexist 
with mainstream institutions and organizations.

Although the lines between these types of abolition have been clearly 
drawn by some historians, the fact is that, in Pennsylvania at least, they 
were actually quite blurry. Many names appear on the roster of both 
groups, and most members of the Pennsylvania Hall Board of Manag-
ers belonged to both the PAS and PASS.3 Philadelphia abolitionists had 
formed an immediatist group in 1835, but not until 1837 was the PASS 
founded to coordinate efforts on the state level. Indeed, just a little more 
than a year before the hall was built, the PAS deliberated over whether 
to send delegates to the Harrisburg convention that founded the PASS. 
Deciding in the end not to send delegates, the gradualists made it clear 
that they did not “intend to express any sentiment adverse to the objects 
of that convention” and that they held “the right of free discussion to be 
sacred and inherent in every human being and cannot but view every 
attempt to prevent it, as an infringement of the liberty and rights of the 
citizens of this commonwealth.”4

By the time of the dedication the right of free discussion had taken on 
a new significance. Between 1835 and 1837, a number of newspapers had 
been attacked, starting with an attempt by a mob to tar and feather Wil-
liam Lloyd Garrison, the nationally known Massachusetts immediatist 
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newspaper editor. Garrison narrowly escaped, but the violence contin-
ued as presses were attacked throughout the northern United States. An 
attack in Alton, Illinois, took an even more violent turn, producing the 
first martyr to the abolitionist cause: Elijah P. Lovejoy was shot to death 
defending his press from a second mobbing. Closer to home, an aboli-
tionist lecturer and Presbyterian minister, J. M. McKim, a correspondent 
for Philadelphia’s abolitionist National Enquirer and Constitutional Ad-
vocate of Universal Liberty, was attacked while lecturing in a New Jersey 
community approximately seven miles from Philadelphia. The general 
violence against abolitionists in Philadelphia prompted the Enquirer to 
issue a statement calling for an end to mob action.5 In this hostile climate 
it is perhaps surprising that the hall managers did not foresee the mob-
bing, especially since the Enquirer was to be housed in the basement, but 
there is no indication that they did.

During the four days it was open, a number of reform groups used 
the hall, but it was the abolitionists who drew the wrath of the Philadel-
phia public. The keynote speaker, David Paul Brown, was a respected 
member of the Philadelphia antislavery community. A member of the 
PAS since 1818 and a delegate to the American Convention of Abolition-
ists during the gradualist heyday, he was a lawyer who fought against 
slavery on a case-by-case basis. In 1835 he had joined the Philadelphia 
Anti-Slavery Society, but he maintained his ties to the gradualist PAS. 
During his keynote address, he called Pennsylvanians to task for the re-
cent constitutional convention of 1837–38 that had deprived blacks of the 
right to vote, and he denounced the mob action and southern assault on 
northern states’ rights. “We do not threaten secession from the South, if 
they do not conform to our views. We do not attempt intimidating them 
with nullification.  . . . We do not instruct or authorize our representa-
tives to bluster or bully them into our measures.” Instead, “we pursue 
the even and direct tenor of our way, to the great object of emancipa-
tion,—unseduced by blandishments, and undismayed by threats.” He 
then denounced the idea that free blacks should be colonized to Africa, 
and he called for the passage of laws that would provide for the education 
of slaves to prepare them for freedom. Finally, trying to unite gradualist 
and immediatist, he called for “the passage of a law rendering all colored 
children born after a given time, free, upon their arrival at a certain age,” 
but he added that “to effectuate this great object, immediate means must 
be adopted.”6

The next day Garrison, the Boston immediatist known for just the 
type of fiery oratory and incendiary actions the PAS warned against, 
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came to the floor, and the meetings took a radical turn. Less interested 
in the kind of abolitionist unity Brown sought, Garrison criticized him 
for his gradualist stance and censured the hall’s managers for failing to 
include black speakers in the dedication ceremonies. “It has appeared 
to me, as well as to others, that there is a squeamishness with regard to 
coming out boldly in favor of the doctrine of immediate emancipation, 
and letting the public understand, distinctly, the object of our assembling 
together.” Familiar enough with the Pennsylvania antislavery climate, he 
recognized that Brown’s words were “adapted to please all parties—to 
allay, in some measure, the prejudice that prevails against us and our 
holy cause.” Calling gradualists men of “‘caution’ and ‘prudence,’ and 
‘judiciousness,’” he took on a confrontational tone by saying that he had 
“learned to hate those words.” Finally, he insisted that “there is too much 
colonizationism here” and took the managers to task over handbills he 
had seen posted throughout the city advertising a debate to be held in 
the hall the next week over that subject. “Sir, let every advocate of the 
colonization society, who maintains the propriety or duty of transport-
ing our colored countrymen to Africa, on account of their complexion, 
be regarded as an enemy to his species and a libeler of God.”7

Garrison’s stance was considered extreme, even by many Pennsylva-
nians who opposed slavery. First, he had not only spoken out against 
Brown’s speech but he had also admitted to hating some of the most 
important traits of gradualism: caution, prudence, and judiciousness. 
Finally, in his parting statement, he had attacked one other antislav-
ery group that had gained a great deal of support in Pennsylvania—the 
colonizationists.

By 1838 the American Colonization Society (ACS) had managed to 
nourish a strong auxiliary chapter in the Keystone state. Made up largely 
of Quakers and current and former members of the PAS, the Pennsylva-
nia Colonization Society (PCS) raised money to buy slaves conditionally 
freed upon their agreement to settle in Liberia, a colony founded by the 
ACS in west Africa. It also raised money to outfit voyages of freed blacks 
to the colony and to provide for their initial support on arrival. In later 
years the group would shift focus and become an agency that sought to 
foster the emigration of free blacks from the state, but at this point its 
efforts centered on slaves who would not be freed by other means.

In the light of the growing tension, hall managers tried to keep 
the peace by leaving room for all voices. As the immediatists Charles 
C. Burleigh and Alvan Stewart took up Garrison’s cause, criticizing 
Brown and colonization, respectively, Samuel Webb, the treasurer of the 
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Pennsylvania Hall Association, tried to regain order. He rose and said, 
“As there appeared to be a diversity of opinion in regard to the best mode 
of abolishing slavery, he was authorized by the Managers of the Hall 
(who had just conferred together) to say, that there would be a discussion 
in that place on the ensuing morning, when all who chose to participate 
might have an opportunity of explaining their views, whether in favor 
or against immediate or gradual abolition, colonization, or even slavery 
itself.”

Though a group met to discuss slavery and its remedy the next morn-
ing, the tension was not resolved. Most of those who asked to speak were 
immediatists, and Elder F. Plummer, a member of none of the societ-
ies, rose and asked for more representation from the colonizationists. 
The day before, Garrison had supposedly mentioned Elliott Cresson, the 
city’s leading colonizationist, in his attack on the movement, but there is 
no evidence that Cresson or any of his supporters attended the debate.8

It is difficult to know whether Garrison’s presence was the catalyst 
that transformed generalized public disdain into full-out mob violence. 
There is no question, however, that the morning after his provocative 
speech, handwritten placards appeared throughout Philadelphia alerting 
citizens of his (and by extension all abolitionists’) “avowed purpose of ef-
fecting the immediate emancipation of slavery throughout the United 
States” and calling for “all citizens entertaining a proper respect for the 
right of property and the Constitution of these sates to interfere, forcibly 
if they must, and prevent the violation of pledges heretofore held sacred.”

Despite this very public threat, scheduled antislavery sessions contin-
ued at Pennsylvania Hall. It wasn’t until the fourth day, when the Na-
tional Anti-Slavery Convention of American Women was scheduled to 
meet, and anti-abolitionists had begun assaulting African Americans on 
nearby streets, that managers temporarily put a stop the proceedings. 
With support from the mayor the meetings scheduled for Thursday eve-
ning at Pennsylvania Hall were suspended, in the hope that the violence 
would not escalate.9

There are conflicting accounts of the actual mobbing. What is known 
is that the building came under serious attack during the first meeting of 
the Anti-Slavery Convention of American Women on the evening of the 
third day, but the women remained calm and concluded their meeting. 
On the fourth and final day, supporters of the Free Produce movement 
held a Requited Labor Convention, and the Anti-Slavery women met one 
last time. At this time, a large crowd began to gather, and the managers 
began to fear for the safety of the building, so they appealed to the mayor 
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and the sheriff. The mayor then took custody of the keys to the hall and 
went there to address the mob. He told the mob to keep Philadelphia’s 
reputation in mind and promised that no meetings would be held there 
that night. Oddly, he then told the mob “We never call out the military 
here! We do not need such measures. Indeed, I would, fellow citizens, 
look upon you as my police, and I trust you will abide by the laws, and 
keep order. I now bid you farewell for the night.” Around 10 p.m. the fire 
alarm went out. The mob had broken into the abolitionist bookstore in 
the basement and then stormed the rest of the building, piling benches, 
books, and papers in rooms and setting them on fire.10

Five months after the building was destroyed, a grand jury returned 
bills against Samuel Yeager and Edgar Kimmey for their role in destroy-
ing the hall. They returned the bills only to discharge a “necessary duty,” 
and they felt compelled to restate what they saw as the cause of the unrest: 
“For several days before the acts of open violence occurred . . . the whole 
community was agitated and excited by transactions which originated 
on the very spot. . . . Passions were necessarily to be excited. Tumult and 
irregularity could scarcely fail to ensue.” In other words, they blamed the 
radical abolitionists.

Interestingly, Elliott Cresson was the chair of this jury. Although 
Cresson wanted to see an end to slavery, he didn’t endorse the broader 
ideals of those who worked to build Pennsylvania Hall. He was an anti-
slavery man of a different sort. He had been a member of the PAS until 
he discovered the African colonization movement in the late 1820s and 
joined the Pennsylvania Colonization Society. He ultimately became the 
state’s most active advocate of resettlement.11

The PCS shared the gradualist outlook and belief in working through 
the system to end bondage. Many colonizationists, including Cresson, 
would have liked a peaceful end to slavery, but they had stopped believ-
ing that racial harmony was a realistic possibility in America. Given 
their conservative racial stance, colonizationists organized around the 
goal of returning blacks to Africa. Unsurprisingly, the colonizationists 
felt disdain for the immediatist abolitionists, whom they considered too 
radical to effect any change in the condition of the slaves. This contempt 
for immediatists was shared by most Pennsylvanians, and it was also 
reflected in the grand jury, which, though it returned indictments in 
the assault on the hall, nonetheless felt compelled to blame the aboli-
tionists for adopting “injudicious measures” that offended the public’s 
sensibilities.12

Each of these groups—the PAS, the PASS, and the PCS—fought to 
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abolish slavery, but they differed in ideology and in the tactics employed 
to achieve that end, as evidenced by the tensions inside Pennsylvania 
Hall. Crucially, they also disagreed about how they saw the nation’s black 
population. This book tells the story of how these three distinct but over-
lapping abolitionist groups collectively, though not always cooperatively, 
fought to end slavery in the United States. It also reveals the central role 
that black Americans played in these organizations. Much has been writ-
ten about each of these groups individually, but they have not until now 
been placed together in one narrative. Indeed, many abolitionists and 
historians of the immediatist movement would leave the colonizationists 
out of the antislavery picture entirely. Thus, in order to put them more 
firmly into the overall story, I have given colonizationists center stage in 
this narrative.

* * *
In the course of completing this book, I incurred a number of debts, 
for assistance, moral support, and funding. A number of people offered 
advice and assistance. First and foremost, Richard Blackett has been an 
outstanding and understanding mentor. He helped me narrow my topic, 
refine my focus, and sharpen my writing. He read each chapter several 
times and has always been pleasant and cheerful, even when being asked 
to look at something “just one more time.” He refused to allow me to slack 
off, even in the face of some unique challenges. Deborah Gershenowitz 
at NYU Press showed an early interest in the project and worked hard 
to get it not only on the NYU list but also in the Early American Places 
series. Gabrielle Begue has also been a supportive and friendly contact 
at NYU. I was also fortunate to have excellent readers who offered very 
detailed and thoughtful criticism. I thank them sincerely. I also thank 
Tim Roberts, managing editor with the Early American Places Initiative, 
and Teresa Jesionowski, an outstanding copy editor.

Staff members at many archives have offered useful ideas and pointed 
me to important sources in their collections. Phil Lapsansky showed 
genuine interest in the project from the first moment I ventured into 
the Reading Room of the Library Company of Philadelphia in 2001, and 
he has since that moment been a great mentor who has always had time 
to answer my emails with friendship as well as scholarly advice. James 
Green also welcomed me into the Library Company community warmly 
and offered valuable help, especially on the Mathew Carey chapter. Con-
nie King was also helpful on many occasions and, even more important, 

EAP NYU Tomek Final.indd   20 5/4/11   2:57 PM



prologue  / xxi

has become a true friend beyond the LCP walls. Rachel D’Agostino, 
Linda August, and Edith Mulhern have been wonderful allies in the 
Reading Room, just as Nicole Joniec, Sarah Weatherwax, Erika Piola, 
Linda Wisniewski, and Charlene Peacock have been great to work with 
in the Print Room. Not only have they cheerfully accepted countless call 
slips, but their kindness at the end of the day has made it easier to be so 
far from my family for relatively long periods of time. Tamara Miller, Lee 
Arnold, and Dana Lamparello at the Historical Society of Pennsylvania 
did the same. They are all very knowledgeable about the history of Phila-
delphia, and Pennsylvania in general. Perhaps even more important, 
though, they make the Library Company and the HSP comfortable and 
pleasant places to work. Susan Pevar at Lincoln University in Oxford, 
Pennsylvania, was equally pleasant and helpful. Finally, my work could 
not have been completed without the help of the interlibrary loan staffs 
at the University of Houston’s M. D. Anderson Library and the Victoria 
College/University of Houston-Victoria Library, especially Lou Ellen 
Callarman and Garry Church.

Many other friends and acquaintances offered advice and moral sup-
port as well. Immanuel Ness read the entire manuscript, offering much-
needed encouragement in the final stages, and Alice Taylor gave the Pro-
logue and Introduction a thorough critique that greatly improved the 
overall quality of the manuscript. Important mentors at the University 
of Houston included Eric Walther, Karl Ittmann, Anthony Dworkin, 
Landon Storrs, James Kirby Martin, and Bob Buzzanco. Angela Murphy 
offered encouragement, ideas, and companionship during trips to Phila-
delphia and Memphis, and Theresa Jach, Marjorie Brown, and Daphyne 
Pitre were always there when I needed a friend. David Smith, Wayne 
Ackerson, Vernon, Georgeanne, and Bea Burton, Hal Smith, Judy McAr-
thur, Iris Tamm, Sandra Woods, Victoria Bynum, Gregg Andrews, Jim 
Selcraig, Mary Ellen Curtin, Dwight Watson, and Ken Margerison all 
offered guidance and friendship. Dan Horowitz suggested sources that 
helped me flesh out some of my broader arguments, and James Brewer 
Stewart offered insightful comments on the Elliott Cresson chapter, 
parts of which I presented at the Organization of American Histori-
ans meeting in 2008 and published in Pennsylvania History (75, no. 1 
[Winter 2008]: 26–53) as an article titled “Seeking ‘an immutable pledge 
from the slave holding states’: The Pennsylvania Abolition Society and 
Black Resettlement.” I am grateful to the editors of Pennsylvania His-
tory for permission to include that research here. I also thank American 
Nineteenth Century History for allowing me to reprint portions of my 
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article “‘From motives of generosity, as well as self-preservation’: Thomas 
Branagan, Colonization, and the Gradual Emancipation Movement” (6, 
no. 2 [June 2005]).

My friends at Wharton County Junior College, especially Amanda 
Shelton, G. G. Hunt, Elizabeth McLane, JoAnn Taylor, Ed Hume, and Liz 
Rexford, have made life pleasant with their friendliness and congenial-
ity. Ken Woodruff read part of the manuscript and helped me refine my 
argument about cognitive dissonance, and Margaret Sherrod provided 
helpful input on the James Forten chapter.

Finally, I could not have made it without my family. My husband, 
Bobby, had to take on many household responsibilities when I was bur-
ied deep in my writing, or when I was away on research trips. He also 
worked many long days, weekends, and holidays to pay the bills at times 
when I offered little financial help. He has been supportive from the 
very beginning to the very end, and he shared his valuable and much-
appreciated photo editing skills. Joey, my oldest son, helped out a great 
deal by watching his little brothers and knowing just when to offer one 
of his insightful and funny social commentaries. My twins, Grady and 
Andrew, brought beauty and humor to my world, but, most important, 
their bravery in the face of premature birth and numerous medical ob-
stacles taught me that nothing is impossible and that no excuse is valid 
for giving up. My parents, Alberta Titus and Hal Scull, and my siblings, 
Bruce Scull and Brenda Hermes, offered a great deal of support as well. 
Brenda drove an hour each way every weekend to come to my home and 
help me catch up on housework, help me entertain the boys, or keep the 
boys busy while I wrote. Perhaps even more important, she knew when 
to make me stop and take some time away from the computer.

Other family members, and friends who are basically extended family, 
offered support in numerous ways. Special thanks go to Vlasta Tomek, 
Victor and Evelyn Svoboda, Myra Lampley, Katelin Kombos, and David 
Tewes.

Finally, I could never have conducted the research without financial 
support. Professor Blackett provided funds from the John and Rebecca 
Moores Endowed Chair to support travel to Philadelphia, and Joe Pratt, 
former chair of the history department at the University of Houston, 
funded a preliminary research trip to Philadelphia while my work was 
still in the planning stages. The Library Company of Philadelphia and 
the Historical Society of Pennsylvania also funded research in their col-
lections by awarding me an Andrew Mellon Fellowship, and the Library 
Company generously granted me an Albert M. Greenfield Foundation 
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Fellowship. The Pennsylvania Historical Association, the University of 
Houston-Victoria, and Wharton County Junior College provided travel 
funding as well. 

Life is a complicated mix of things professional and things personal. I 
dedicate the beautiful moments in life to my family—the time we spend 
together playing games, watching sunsets, fishing at the creek, traveling, 
or just watching movies on a lazy weekend. These things, often done as 
a happy diversion to get away from work, I dedicate to my men—Bobby 
and Joey, Andy and Grady. This book, which has been the centerpiece of 
my academic life for almost a decade, I dedicate to my mentor, who has 
read every word multiple times with great patience and care. A simple 
“thank you” is simply not enough.
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