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1

i n t r o d u c t i o n

t he problematic issue of slavery would appear not to lend itself to po-
etry, yet in truth nothing would have seemed more natural to nineteenth-
century Americans. Poetry meant many different things at the time—it 

was at once art form, popular entertainment, instructional medium, and forum 
for sociopolitical commentary. The poems that appeared in periodicals of the 
era are therefore integral to our understanding of how the populace felt about 
any issue of consequence. Writers seized on this uniquely persuasive genre to 
win readers over to their cause, and perhaps most memorable among them 
are the abolitionists. Antislavery activists turned to poetry so as to connect 
both emotionally and rationally with a wide audience on a regular basis. By 
speaking out on behalf of those who could not speak for themselves, their 
poems were one of the most effective means of bearing witness to, and thus 
also protesting, a reprehensible institution. These pleas for justice proved ef-
fective by insisting on the right of freedom of speech at a time when it ap-
peared to be in jeopardy. They helped recruit supporters through a program 
of moral suasion that often leaned heavily on religious rhetoric. This book 
recovers their best and most important poems, offering insight into the moti-
vations and communications of a group that succeeded in rallying broad 
public support. Because the poetry section in abolitionist periodicals—as in 
most news and popular publications—often constituted readers’ favorite ma-
terial, it is also a window into the predilections of its intended audience. This 
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body of work merits closer consideration than it has as yet received. It pres-
ents us with voices whose protest helped further the cause of emancipation 
through a genre that was in many respects more influential than the essays 
and editorials that have received the most scholarly attention. It also offers an 
important illustration of the intersections across American literature, history, 
politics, religion, and news—all of which its authors address, frequently within 
a single poem. This collection thus presents a quintessential overview of the 
various discourses that shaped the seminal epoch of American history extend-
ing from January 1, 1831, when the Liberator was first published, to January 31, 
1865, when Congress passed the Thirteenth Amendment abolishing slavery.
 Antislavery activists were frequently referred to as “agitators” in their day, 
and for good reason. Although in most cases the term was intended to dispar-
age their efforts, activists themselves nonetheless embraced it as an apt descrip-
tion of a role that without doubt did involve agitating a public they believed 
was insufficiently aware of the evils of slavery and the need to put an end to 
the institution. Two of the movement’s more prominent figures acknowledged 
as much in remarkably similar language: William Lloyd Garrison wrote in the 
first issue of his Liberator, “I do not wish to think, or speak, or write with mod-
eration”; and twenty years later his close collaborator, the poet John Greenleaf 
Whittier, told a friend, “I have found it exceedingly difficult to speak and act 
with the moderation and prudence which should characterise the efforts of a 
Christian reformer.”1 In their commitment to speaking out on behalf of the 
cause, abolitionists like Garrison and Whittier were both vehement and inde-
fatigable as they endeavored to make themselves heard through every possible 
means: lectures, tracts, essays, newspapers, books, petitions, bazaars, songs, 
children’s books—and poetry.2 They did so even in the face of—arguably 
because of—the constant hostility they encountered from proslavery opponents 
who often turned violent at their public appearances. They persisted despite 
multiple efforts to silence their initiatives, such as President Andrew Jack-
son’s attempt to persuade Congress to bar antislavery publications from the 
US mail in 1835, and the state of Connecticut’s 1836 ban on abolitionist 
speakers.3 Activists were thwarted in their political efforts as well, most no-
tably coming up against the gag rule passed by Congress in 1836 to prohibit 
antislavery petitions, which was not overturned until 1845. As a result, the 
movement’s proponents increasingly came to rely on the press as a safe resort 
for the right of free speech they insisted on upholding. Indeed, the movement 
came to be identified with this very right and succeeded in recruiting more 
supporters “because the violence of opposers had identified that cause with the 
question of freedom of speech, freedom of the press, and civil liberty,” as aboli-



Introduction  p  3

tionist ally Catharine Beecher observed in 1837.4 In his seminal biography of 
Garrison, John L. Thomas argues that it was precisely by linking their cause 
to the issue of civil rights that abolitionists successfully “turned back the pro-
slavery assault on free society.”5

 The most effective vehicle for abolitionists thus became the periodical, 
where they published news items concerning the movement, editorials com-
menting on its progress, and poems that took into account actual episodes as 
well as the sentiments they aroused. In its pages they were able to openly com-
bat their adversaries, at times by implying that their attempts to censor the abo-
litionists were analogous to the enslavement of black Americans. The popular 
author Lydia Maria Child, who faced virulent public criticism when she chose 
to devote herself to the cause, suggested as much when she proclaimed that 
she was committed to “refusing the shadow of a fetter on my free expression 
from any man, or any body of men,” a comment which is furthermore indica-
tive of the specifically feminist challenges of her advocacy.6 The press offered 
activists like Child a safe space in which to express such opinions, organize 
their followers, and recruit supporters. For Garrison, who insisted that “Slav-
ery and freedom of the press cannot exist together,” journalism was nothing 
short of critical to the movement because, as David Paul Nord observes, it 
“served the two great functions of social reform: agitation and discussion.”7 
These twin goals are particularly apparent in the poetry that editors like Gar-
rison and Child selected for publication, which served as a persuasive expres-
sion of antislavery ideology by articulating a response to all matters transpiring 
in the course of the struggle—events, legislation, opinions, and emotions—
through a medium that was both entertaining and concise.
 Poetry’s evident political impact stemmed from what Ingrid Satelmajer 
calls its “vital life in periodicals,” which promoted poets as veritable celebrities 
whose compositions deserved high esteem, and which succeeded in exposing 
a wide audience to their work in print as well as through the oral recitation that 
was customary at the time.8 Faith Barrett recognizes the genre’s tremendous 
importance during an era when it not only pervaded the mainstream media 
—where readers encountered it on a weekly, if not daily, basis—but was vir-
tually understood to be “a crucial means of engagement with political dis-
courses.”9 In other words, poetry served a role in many ways analogous to our 
modern-day social media. It is important to recognize as well that its far-
reaching influence at the time stemmed for the most part from its appeal to 
the era’s prevalent sentimental sensibility. Poets were driven by the ultimate 
goal of moral suasion, which followed from the popular belief that reading 
material should provide some form of instruction. As Michael Bennett notes, 
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“The conception that art should act directly in the world undergirded the abo-
litionist’s faith in its power to bring about cultural transformation.”10 Because 
art had the social responsibility to serve moral ends, and their poetry was in-
tended to motivate the noble act of abolishing slavery, poets naturally relied 
on a didactic—and, one might even say, utilitarian—approach that helped 
further their aims. In this way they communicated a consistent ideological 
message that was intended to elicit the emotions and bolster the communal 
bonds that were believed to be integral to the pursuit of social justice. For 
nineteenth-century Americans, sentiment was indeed inextricable from poli-
tics in general. Joanne Dobson acknowledges, for instance, that sentimental 
writers were simultaneously political in their appeals to correct the “failure of 
society to care for the disconnected.”11 Because strong emotion was believed 
to be the necessary precursor to any such advocacy, Jane Tompkins notes that 
in their texts “the very possibility of social action is made dependent on the 
action taking place in individual hearts.”12 This was indeed Garrison’s own 
personal belief and primary goal; he hoped above all to reach his readers’ hearts 
in order to motivate them to change a flawed social structure.13 Besides public 
lecturing, which could reach only the limited audience in attendance, there 
was simply no more effective means of doing so than through the popular 
and ubiquitous genre of poetry. One scholar’s comment on the impact of 
Whittier’s poems in particular can be applied to the widespread influence of 
abolitionist poems in general: “Because of their topical interest, broad emo-
tional appeal, and moral intensity, they affected thousands of common readers 
who were rarely touched by sermons or newspaper editorials.”14 Since poetry 
was integral to the cultural, political, and emotional lives of readers, it offered 
a remarkably effective vehicle for mobilization.
 At the same time, critics in the press often accused abolitionists of “rant-
ing” and dismissively referred to them as “fanatics.”15 Admittedly, the sen-
timents expressed in their work—ranging from commitment to despair, 
motivation to indignation, and compassion to ridicule—are articulated through 
language that more often than not comes across as overwrought and hyper-
bolic. From our twenty-first-century perspective, their tone sounds melodra-
matic indeed. In the case of Whittier, surely the best-known antislavery poet, 
John B. Pickard argues, for instance, that his poems exemplify how “the ten-
sions of the propagandist and the poet . . . caused the artistic failure of so 
many abolitionist poems.”16 Whittier himself looked back on his poems de-
cades later, in 1894, and accounted for their supposed “defects” by pointing 
out that they
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were written with no expectation that they would survive the occasions 
which called them forth: they were protests, alarm signals, trumpet-calls 
to action, words wrung from the writer’s heart, forged at white heat, and 
of course lacking the finish and careful word-selection which reflection 
and patient brooding over them might have given.17

 Whittier’s involvement in the cause was no doubt influenced by his up-
bringing as a Quaker, and thus a member of the first religious denomination 
in the Atlantic world to publicly condemn slavery. His contributions exceeded 
perhaps any other author’s: he not only edited the abolitionist periodical the 
National Era and published three topical poetry collections but was also a tire-
less political campaigner.18 Like other leading figures, he too was often as-
saulted, including being stoned in the streets of Concord, Massachusetts, in 
1834. In his self-critical observation above he acknowledges being driven pri-
marily by urgency and passion, as most other similarly minded poets evidently 
also were. He recognizes, as well, that the intent to protest and mobilize left 
many of his poems with a rather more extemporaneous than literary quality. 
Yet in a poem in which he contests the actual sentencing to death in 1844 of a 
white man in South Carolina who helped a slave woman he had married to 
escape, he nevertheless defends his own fervent tone as the only appropriate 
response to such events:

 But vain is irony—unmeet
  Its cold rebuke for deeds which start
 In fiery and indignant beat
  The pulses of the heart.
 Leave studied wit and guarded phrase
  For those who think but do not feel;
 Let men speak out in words which raise
 Where’er they fall, an answering blaze
  Like flints which strike the fire from steel.19

These lines illustrate Whittier’s conviction that an urgent cause called for 
passionate language instead of calculated rhetoric. The emphasis is clearly on 
sentiment, which is what would enable social change by rousing readers in a 
manner Whittier likens to stoking a fire. The comparison was apparently 
common at the time: Atlantic Monthly editor Edward Weeks noted that the 
issue of abolition affected authors so deeply that “even the most objective  
of them, men like Emerson and Lowell, wrote at white heat.”20 Yet while 
poems in this vein do admittedly come across as rather improvisational, it is 



6  p  Lyrical Liberators

in this very quality that their primary interest lies—as documents of a cultural 
moment when American poets’ aspirations were arguably more political than 
literary, and when their focus on stirring the “pulses of the heart” is what 
enabled them to succeed in making themselves heard by a wide audience.
 It is also critical to keep in mind the contentious social climate of a period 
when speaking out against slavery could literally get you killed: in 1835 the 
state of Georgia enacted a death penalty for anyone who published abolition-
ist tracts, and in 1837 the abolitionist publisher Elijah P. Lovejoy was mur-
dered in Illinois in the course of defending his press from a proslavery mob. 
By openly and unequivocally condemning slavery and its supporters, activists 
not only targeted an entrenched commercial industry that sustained regional 
economies across the nation—the 1860 census identified 393,975 slaveholders 
possessing 3.9 million slaves—but also critiqued political figures whose legis-
lation supported slavery, religious leaders who defended it on the basis of 
supposed biblical precedent, and businessmen who profited from its products. 
Abolitionists repeatedly uncovered the hypocrisy of government, religion, and 
commerce that supported an institution that negated the nation’s founding 
principles in both the Declaration of Independence and Christian doctrine.21 
Not surprisingly, they encountered such strong antagonism that there were 
more episodes of civil disorder from the late 1820s to the late 1830s than ever 
before in the nation’s history, prompting Garrison to refer to these circum-
stances as a veritable “reign of terror.”22 Furthermore, as the abolitionist move-
ment gained strength, so did the opposition. In 1835 a mob destroyed black 
churches, schools, and homes in New York City, and a gallows was erected 
as an intimidation tactic in front of Garrison’s house in Boston.23 The orator 
Henry B. Stanton estimated that he encountered mobs on more than seventy 
occasions in his speaking tours through Ohio and Pennsylvania.24

 Under such conditions, abolitionists’ language naturally reveals how em-
battled they felt, and Garrison had good reason to respond to his critics, “I am 
aware, that many object to the severity of my language; but is there not cause 
for severity?”25 Yet whether they viewed slavery as merely unfortunate or as an 
egregious sin, whether they espoused the gradual or immediate emancipation 
of slaves, or whether they supported repatriation to Africa or constitutional 
representation for black Americans, abolitionists remained uncompromising 
and unapologetic in their views. As Garrison claimed, “For myself, I am ready 
to brave any danger, even unto death.”26 He certainly courted all sorts of dan-
ger through such famously extreme acts as burning a copy of the Constitu-
tion at a public meeting in 1854—in disapproval of the clause which counted 
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slaves as three-fifths of a person, thus giving Southern states a third more 
electoral votes and allowing their interests to dominate Congress—denouncing 
it as “a covenant with death and an agreement with Hell.”27 Moreover, every 
attempt to silence them seemed only to draw more attention to the movement, 
and its leaders intentionally exploited the unintended publicity. Samuel J. 
May told Garrison that “Our opposers are doing everything to help us,” and 
Whittier concluded that “The cause is progressing. I want no better evidence 
of it than the rabid violence of our enemies.”28 Abolitionist poetry in many 
cases reflects the extent to which activists thrived from all the resistance.
 The poems included in this collection were originally published in eight 
periodicals specifically devoted to the antislavery cause, although in some in-
stances they were reprinted from nonabolitionist mainstream titles, and there 
was a significant degree of crossover among all these publications. The eight 
major titles were published in either New England, New York, Ohio, or 
Washington, D.C. A number of them were first backed by the American 
Anti-Slavery Society (AASS), which Garrison helped found in 1833 along 
with Whittier and the successful merchants Arthur and Lewis Tappan, who 
themselves were routinely harassed by proslavery opponents in New York 
City. The Tappans received so many assassination threats that the mayor of 
Brooklyn was compelled to provide them with police protection.29 Yet de-
spite such challenges the AASS was quite successful in its early years, par-
ticularly with its “great postal campaign” of 1835 which mailed over a million 
publications across the nation, chiefly targeting the South.30 The campaign 
certainly exacerbated tensions in the South, where it met with attempts to 
censor the “incendiary literature” many believed would help incite slave in-
surrections. In Charleston, South Carolina, a mob raided the post office and 
burned effigies of Garrison and the Tappans on bonfires lit from the stolen 
papers. By 1836, every Southern state had passed laws prohibiting the distri-
bution of abolitionist literature and the formation of antislavery societies.31 
Garrison chose to publicize the contempt many Southerners expressed by rou-
tinely publishing excerpts from the hate mail he received at the Liberator under 
the sarcastic heading “Polite Letters from the South,” one of which disturb-
ingly threatens him, “You son of a bitch: If you ever send such papers here 
again, we will come and give you a good Lynching.”32 As Garrison’s radical-
ism only intensified, he eventually alienated former collaborators, including 
Whittier, who objected to his purely moral crusade in favor of pursuing legisla-
tive action. Some members of the AASS also disapproved of his support of 
female involvement in the society, and when Abby Kelley Foster was elected 
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to a leadership position in 1840, the Tappans led a contingent that left to 
form the American and Foreign Anti-Slavery Society (AFASS), which issued 
a number of publications of its own.
 The poetry published by antislavery periodicals addressed certain events, 
topics, and issues more frequently than others. The thirteen chapters in this 
book cover the most frequently recurring concerns. That number also reflects 
the movement’s culmination in the Thirteenth Amendment. The poems were 
selected on the strength of their commentary concerning actual incidents, the 
persuasiveness of their contribution to the cause, and the merit of their poetics. 
Each chapter is preceded by an introduction that takes into account the his-
torical context, rhetorical purpose, and literary significance of its selections. 
This overarching organization also helps clarify the various ways in which 
the movement evolved over the course of three decades. The first chapter opens 
with poems that urge readers to join the movement through such frankly pro-
vocative approaches as accusing them of being slaves themselves if they fail to 
speak out on behalf of the enslaved. These calls for action persisted through 
the Civil War years, when sustaining support for the cause became an even 
more imperative need. In chapters 2 through 5, poets address significant an-
tebellum episodes that motivated them to voice either their opposition or 
their support. Among the events that received widespread national attention 
were the murder of abolitionist editor Elijah P. Lovejoy, the assault on Senator 
Charles Sumner, and John Brown’s raid on Harpers Ferry. All three of these 
figures are portrayed as martyrs for the cause whose heroism brought to light 
the inexcusable actions of proslavery forces, who either tried to curtail such 
fundamental rights as freedom of the press and political advocacy or helped 
precipitate the war by hanging the leader of a justifiable insurrection on be-
half of the oppressed. The topic of fugitive slaves receives the most attention 
among these chapters, unquestionably garnering more interest than any other 
in the collection, above all in the aftermath of the controversial Fugitive Slave 
Act of 1850. Addressing the many perils confronted by fugitives and their 
supporters, as well as the ethical conflicts precipitated by legislation requiring 
that runaways be returned to their owners, they are arguably among the most 
moving in this collection.
 In chapters 6 through 10, poets rely on broader themes that expose the 
reprehensible consequences of slavery and the need to preserve the values it 
compromised. The death of slaves is one of the most common among these, 
echoing popular sentimental literature’s preoccupation with the subject of 
death in every genre. By focusing on the commonality of death, which all 
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human beings face, these poems offered readers moments of identification 
meant to emphasize the equality of all Americans, and hence their ethical 
obligation to support abolition. They also protest the social conditions that in 
many cases made death the only possible route to freedom for the enslaved, 
who are frequently shown yearning for their own demise. Authors thus re-
turn time and again to scenarios like suicides and burials, as well as to the 
fatal shipwrecks that also allowed for commentary on the slave trade itself. 
Slave mothers similarly captivated countless poets, only a handful of whom 
are included here, since this topic in particular seems to have motivated many 
to write in a derivative sentimental vein. These authors express their disap-
proval of a pitiless institution that routinely separated mothers from their 
children, and even at times compelled them to commit the dismaying acts of 
filicide that made national news. The matter of the South itself is another 
recurrent preoccupation for poets who often make use of satire to ridicule 
what they believe to be the region’s reprehensible scruples and practices, which 
are corroborated by evoking the perspective of black Southerners who suf-
fered from their consequences. In more broadly conceptual poems, poets in-
sist on the inherent equality of all human beings through an emphasis on the 
equal sentiments and accomplishments of both blacks and whites, and they 
also maintain that the right to freedom should be assured for all inhabitants 
of a society founded on that very principle.
 One of the most compelling approaches is found in chapter 11, which in-
cludes poems threatening readers that they will in time be forced to atone for 
their complicity in slavery unless they take action against it in the present. Poets 
here allude to the impending death of readers themselves, including the pros-
pects of Judgment Day and hell, as a means of urging them to reconsider their 
current moral choices. In the antebellum era, this approach includes prescient 
anticipations of the violence and bloodshed of a war that poets believe is all but 
inevitable considering the untenable, volatile circumstances of social injustice. 
Once the actual war was indeed under way, poets overwhelmingly voiced their 
support for the conflict, as seen in chapter 12. In these poems they assert that the 
injustices of slavery are finally being redressed through a confrontation that 
must be endured before the nation can usher in an era of equality and freedom. 
They also acknowledge the contributions of black troops who fought side by 
side with white soldiers as a testament to their identical courage. Finally, in 
chapter 13, poets speak to the specific objective of emancipation, which they 
had been advocating for as early as 1831. After President Lincoln issued the 
Preliminary Emancipation Proclamation in 1862, their work pays tribute to 
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this validation of their cause, and testifies to the enthusiasm of slaves anticipat-
ing their liberation. Their tone becomes understandably jubilant when the 
Thirteenth Amendment to the Constitution at long last ended slavery in 1865.
 The largest number of poems are selected from the three most promi-
nent publications: the Liberator, the National Anti-Slavery Standard, and the 
Anti-Slavery Bugle. As the only abolitionist periodical to survive thirty-four 
years of continuous publication, Garrison’s weekly Liberator (1831–65), pub-
lished in Boston, was without doubt the primary contributor to the cause. 
The paper marked the culmination of Garrison’s long career in political 
journalism, starting from an early age in his hometown of Newburyport, 
Massachusetts.33 Nord argues that with it Garrison effectively inaugurated 
democratic journalism in America, since the paper’s independence from any 
single organization allowed him to present it as an open forum for discussion 
with a demonstrable emphasis on reader participation that is apparent in its 
publication of correspondence and frank exchanges of opinion. He points out 
that for Garrison, who famously disapproved of what he believed to be a 
flawed governmental system, “free discussion was a substitute for govern-
ment—a kind of democracy without coercion.”34 Garrison certainly made 
his intentions explicit in editorials calling for the “immediate, unconditional 
emancipation of slaves without compensation to slave owners,” and for “NO 

UNION WITH SLAVEHOLDERS,” since in his view, remaining united as a 
nation meant everyone was complicit in the sin of slavery.35 Yet despite, or 
perhaps due to, his patently confrontational approach, the Liberator succeeded 
in reaching a wide readership, growing from fewer than 100 subscribers at its 
launching to over 100,000 by the outset of the Civil War.36

 Garrison may have insisted on a pacifist approach, but it was clear from 
the outset that he nevertheless intended to provoke his audience, declaring in 
the inaugural issue, “I am in earnest—I will not equivocate—I will not excuse 
—I will not retreat a single inch—AND I WILL BE HEARD.”37 Many of the 
poets he published replicate this sort of adamant rhetoric to insist on their 
unwavering dedication to a message they are convinced must be heeded by 
the public. That they were indeed heard became apparent within a few 
months of circulation, when the Liberator was already stirring up consider-
able apprehension in the South. In Virginia, Garrison was blamed for Nat 
Turner’s slave insurrection in August 1831, and that same year he was in-
dicted by the North Carolina Supreme Court for circulating “reckless and 
unjustifiable allusions.” The state of Georgia eventually offered a reward of 
$5,000 for his capture, and the Vigilance Committee in Columbia, South 
Carolina, posted a $1,500 reward for the capture of anyone who possessed a 
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copy of the periodical.38 Even in Boston, Garrison was not safe: he was dragged 
through the streets by a proslavery mob that chased him away from his planned 
appearance before the Boston Female Anti-Slavery Society in October 1835.39 
Remarkably, his perseverance was only fueled by all such antagonism, which 
at any rate confirmed that the Liberator was without doubt making an im-
pression across the country.
 A few years after the Liberator first appeared, the AASS began publish-
ing its own weekly, the National Anti-Slavery Standard (1840–70), first in New 
York City and later in Philadelphia. Although this paper espoused goals 
identical to those of the Liberator, as the society’s official organ it sustained a 
more measured tone overall than Garrison’s personal project. At the same 
time, it published scathing attacks on organized religion, which unsurpris-
ingly limited its readership among more devout Christians. The disapproba-
tion of the general public was personally experienced by one of the Standard’s 
best-known editors over its thirty-year history, the popular writer Lydia Maria 
Child, a veritable household name in the 1830s and ’40s whose involvement 
in the cause alienated many of her former readers. Child’s notoriety as the first 
American to publish an abolitionist book, An Appeal in Favor of That Class of 
Americans Called Africans (1833), not to mention as the first woman to edit a 
newspaper concerned with public policy, had a significantly negative impact 
on her reputation as a well-liked literary figure.40 Indeed she even received 
death threats, prompting her to compare these alarming circumstances to “the 
times of the French Revolution when no man dared trust his neighbor.”41 Yet 
public disapproval seemed to be as stimulating for her as it was for Garrison, 
and she not only persisted in publishing her opinions, represented here by 
several of her poems, but furthermore succeeded in doubling the Standard’s 
circulation during her tenure from 1841 to 1843.42

 In response to how long it took these two Garrisonian papers to reach the 
more western parts of the country, Quaker activist Abby Kelley Foster founded 
the weekly Anti-Slavery Bugle (1845–61) in Salem, Ohio. Due in large part to 
its sizable Quaker population, as well as to its location in a free state adjacent 
to the slave state of Kentucky, the city of Salem witnessed active participation 
in the movement, particularly as a key hub for the Underground Railroad. 
On a personal level, Foster’s move westward may have been motivated by her 
contentious involvement in the AASS, where Garrison’s support of her lead-
ership over the objections of members who disapproved of female participa-
tion had been a major factor in the rift that led to the formation of the AFASS. 
Much like Garrison and Child, however, she persevered on behalf of the cause 
and continued to deliver her antislavery lectures despite confronting a critical 



12  p  Lyrical Liberators

audience that on several occasions pelted her with rotten eggs and garbage. 
Her inaugural editorial in the Bugle defiantly pledged to “sound the bugle-
note of Freedom” across the land to “blow a blast that will wake from their 
slumbers the tyrants at the South, and their more guilty abettors at the North.”43 
Within only a year of its appearance, the periodical reached one thousand sub-
scribers, extending eventually to include readers across the states of Indiana, 
Illinois, Wisconsin, and Iowa.
 In addition to selections from these leading titles, a number of poems are 
excerpted from regional publications that contributed to the movement with 
more specialized approaches. The weekly Emancipator (1833–48) from New 
York, for instance, was intended primarily to mobilize support for the Liberty 
Party, the first political party founded specifically to oppose slavery. In con-
trast to Garrison, its editors—among them such renowned activists as Charles 
Dennison, William Goodell, and Joshua Leavitt—did hope to persuade 
sympathizers to make use of the political system for their ends, in much the 
same way as they recognized Southern slave owners were doing in pursuit 
of their own interests. The biweekly Herald of Freedom (1835–46), published 
in Concord by the New Hampshire Anti-Slavery Society, counted such 
major literary figures as Henry David Thoreau and Ralph Waldo Emerson 
among its subscribers. Thoreau in fact praised the publication and its editor, 
Nathaniel Peabody Rogers, as exemplars of Transcendentalist opposition to 
corruption in a review that appeared in the Dial in 1844. He was particularly 
impressed by how Rogers was “making the press a living and breathing or-
gan to reach the hearts of men” on behalf of “the unpopular cause of free-
dom,” an observation that reveals a sentimental trust in literature’s ability to 
influence readers.44 Unaware of Thoreau’s identity, Rogers reprinted his en-
couraging review in the Herald, remarking on its unprecedented attention to 
what he calls “our poor, ‘infidel,’ ‘nigger’ sheet,” and expressing hope that it 
might “confound the stupider among the enemies of the paper and its cause.”45 
Taken together, these comments from both Thoreau and Rogers expose the 
public contempt that periodicals like the Herald commonly endured, as well 
as their ongoing struggle to win over recalcitrant opponents.
 The nation’s foremost black abolitionist, Frederick Douglass, published 
the first issue of his weekly North Star (1847–51) in Rochester, New York, only 
nine years after his own escape from slavery in Maryland. Marking a defini-
tive break from his longtime association with Garrison—with whom he had 
shared substantial time on the lecture circuit which often exposed Douglass 
to violence from local audiences—with this periodical he endorsed the politi-
cal methods his former ally summarily disavowed. In contrast to Garrison’s 
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so-called “no-human-government” approach, Douglass, who by 1852 was an 
active member of the Liberty Party, espoused the reform of both church and 
state, which he referred to as the “central pillars in the horrid temple of slav-
ery.”46 His North Star reached up to four thousand subscribers,47 and subse-
quently merged with Gerritt Smith’s Liberty Party Paper to become Frederick 
Douglass’ Paper (1851–63), while Douglass also later issued Douglass’ Monthly 
(1859–63). The North Star was unique among abolitionist titles as a fully black-
owned and black-operated publication, thus fulfilling its editor’s belief that “he 
who has endured the cruel pangs of Slavery is the man to advocate Liberty.”48

 A few poems are selected from the weekly National Era (1847–60), which 
was founded in Washington, D.C., by Gamaliel Bailey and the AFASS to 
champion the Liberty Party’s political efforts. It is notable as the only success-
ful antislavery periodical issued in a city where slavery was legal. A general 
avoidance of radicalism and the inclusion of work from major literary fig-
ures may have been key to its success, enabling the National Era to reach a 
wider audience than any of its peer publications, rising from 4,000 to 25,000 
subscribers in its first three years of circulation.49 Among its noteworthy pub-
lications were the poems of its prolific editor, John Greenleaf Whittier, as well 
as the first serialization of Harriet Beecher Stowe’s influential novel Uncle 
Tom’s Cabin in 1851.
 Finally, a number of poems originally appeared in the most important 
African American periodical predating Douglass’s papers, the weekly Colored 
American (1837–41), issued in both New York and Philadelphia. Spearheaded 
by black editor Philip A. Bell in collaboration with black Presbyterian min-
ister Samuel E. Cornish, this paper devoted to the interests of the free black 
community was ultimately short-lived, in large part because of the low lit-
eracy rate among its target readership at the time.
 Beyond these topical publications, the topic of slavery pervaded the 
American media in the decade preceding the Civil War, when as one histo-
rian observes it “was discussed with more fervor and with more white paper 
and printer’s ink than any other topic before the people in those days.”50 Even 
a Southern paper like the Richmond Examiner admitted in 1855, “Slavery is 
the vital question of the Republic—more important in its bearings upon the 
destiny of the American People than all other questions, moral, political, and 
religious combined.”51 It is therefore not surprising that a wide variety of 
authors took on a subject that occupied the national consciousness more than 
any other. The diverse writers who contributed their poems to abolitionist pub-
lications ranged from critically esteemed figures like Ralph Waldo Emerson 
and James Russell Lowell to commercially successful ones like Lydia Maria 
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Child and Henry Wadsworth Longfellow and numerous marginal voices 
whose primary credentials were not necessarily literary. As the most popular 
poet of his era, Longfellow was an important early contributor to the move-
ment with his collection Poems on Slavery (1842), which introduced seminal 
tropes that would recur throughout antislavery poetry for years to come. His 
poems were believed to be so persuasive that they were selected for redistri-
bution by the New England Anti-slavery Association.52 Among the more com-
pelling contributors to the genre are the African American authors whose 
publications in the rarified field of poetry not only attest to their triumph 
over formidable obstacles, but more importantly testify to the black perspec-
tive that was essential to furthering the cause.53

 The two most significant black poets within what is an admittedly small 
cohort are the free-born Baltimore lecturer Frances Ellen Watkins Harper 
and the North Carolina slave George Moses Horton, both of whom appear 
repeatedly throughout various periodicals. Harper’s work is included in practi-
cally every chapter of this collection. Her contemporary recognition as both 
author and public speaker is impressive, considering that despite her free-
dom she was nevertheless affected by the Fugitive Slave Act, which forced 
her to flee from her native slave state of Maryland to the free states of Ohio 
and later Pennsylvania.54 Her Poems on Miscellaneous Subjects (1854) sold 
over ten thousand copies during a period when Walt Whitman sold fewer 
than one hundred copies of his now much better known first collection, 
Leaves of Grass (1855).55 Keith D. Leonard attributes her particular success in 
the journalistic domain, which was largely restricted to white males, to her 
reliance on their customary patriarchal poetic forms, which Harper subverted 
for her own decidedly nonpatriarchal aims. He maintains that her appeal 
stemmed as well from her insistence that blacks shared identical morals with 
whites, which helped validate the abolitionist movement’s radical redefini-
tions of freedom and equality.56 In this respect she is not so different from the 
many white poets who repeatedly allude to their own ethical convictions in 
order to persuade readers to support their cause, and who rely on the same 
sentimental conventions Harper also exploits to that end. Complementing this 
approach, as Carla Peterson notes, her evangelical Unitarian influences mo-
tivated Harper to adopt the persuasive voice of a “poet-preacher” prodding 
readers to social action.57 Yet Harper is distinctive above all as an exemplary 
representative of her race, which as Garrison himself makes clear in his pref-
ace to her Poems on Miscellaneous Subjects was a role white activists expected 
her poetry to confirm. As Meredith L. McGill points out, Harper’s work was 
frequently reprinted in order to “represent the possibility of uplift, to serve as 
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a figure for an achievable future for the currently enslaved.”58 Her poetry 
thus helped further both black and white political objectives by effectively 
uniting the two activist communities in their collective opposition to slavery.
 Horton’s historic publications, the first by a Southern black author, span 
the period under consideration here: his first collection, The Hope of Liberty, 
appeared in 1829; his second, Poetical Works, in 1845; and his last, Naked Ge-
nius, in 1865 following his emancipation and move to Philadelphia that year.59 
In her important survey of his career, Joan R. Sherman acknowledges his 
significance to the American literary tradition in various other respects as 
well: as the first slave to protest his bondage through poetry; as the only slave 
to earn a considerable income by selling his poems; and as the only poet to 
publish two volumes of poetry while enslaved and another after being freed. 
Horton’s exposure to intellectual life at the nearby university at Chapel Hill, 
where he spent a considerable amount of time among the students who bought 
his love poems for their courtships, may help explain his seemingly conven-
tional reliance on the same influences, concerns, and styles as the white poets 
he would have been exposed to in that setting. Sherman observes that in this 
sense he is a forerunner of the many black poets who followed in the same 
course after the Civil War in the attempt to “justify to white society their 
race’s talents and capacities for citizenship by embracing poetic themes, tech-
niques, and attitudes of their white contemporaries.”60 Yet relying on white 
poetic tradition was perhaps the most reasonable path for a slave writing in 
the antebellum South to take, and may have been integral to the widespread 
recognition Horton received in the contemporary media.61

 Taken together, the poems by Harper and Horton offer authentic perspec-
tives concerning matters that personally affected them and their communi-
ties. Both frequently plead for empathy based on their actual experience of 
oppression and discrimination, and for support in their quest for the equality 
and freedom they deserve based on their essential likeness to white Ameri-
cans. What distinguishes the two is that Harper’s poetry by and large harbors a 
certain optimism about the future—a tone she may have felt pressured to 
maintain due to her prominence in the abolitionist movement—while Hor-
ton’s poems betray considerable skepticism regarding the insurmountable 
obstacles of slavery which he, unlike Harper, experienced firsthand.
 A significant number of poets published their work either anonymously or 
pseudonymously, most likely as a way to avoid the dangers involved in pub-
licly supporting the cause. Many of these authors were women seeking to 
protect their identities, and although most of them may remain nameless, their 
body of work offers an important overview of a period when women’s voices 
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were beginning to form a strong presence in national discourse. The issue of 
racial equality not surprisingly resonated with Americans who were also con-
cerned with gender equality. Jean Fagan Yellin points out, for instance, that 
the well-known Southern activists Angelina and Sarah Grimké believed 
“the oppression of slavery is modeled on the oppression of woman,” and at a 
time when women were forbidden to vote and deprived of property after 
marriage, Angelina Grimké had every reason to assert that the “very being of 
a woman, like that of a slave, is absorbed in her master.”62 Women’s identifi-
cation with the condition of slaves certainly contributed to the formation of 
numerous female antislavery societies in northeastern cities like Boston and 
Philadelphia as early as the 1820s. These organizations, which proved to be 
indispensable to the movement, provided women with one of the only outlets 
for political activity available to them, and indeed during the 1830s the ma-
jority of canvassers for antislavery petitions were women.63 In addition, by mo-
bilizing through conventions and participating in the Underground Railroad 
network, female activists effectively initiated the women’s rights movement 
by shaping new social roles that would influence feminists for generations to 
come. As was also the case for black activists, the antislavery press offered 
women one of the few venues of expression where they could publicize their 
opinions, although in doing so both groups risked significant disapproval by 
challenging social norms that precluded them from participating in public life. 
Their poems thus offer vital testimony concerning perceptions and approaches 
that would prove to be critical to the burgeoning struggle for civil rights.
 What all of these poets published resonated with a wide spectrum of read-
ers and affected the actual course of events during what is arguably the most 
consequential thirty-year span in American history. James Brewer Stewart 
recognizes that by the early 1860s abolitionists had significantly improved 
their reputation in the eyes of a public that had originally disparaged them as 
“wild extremists” but now hailed them as “folk heroes” worthy of respect.64 
Their poems contributed to this shift in public opinion not only by encourag-
ing readers to sign petitions to Congress but more importantly by motivating 
them to join the antislavery societies that were so integral to mobilizing for 
the cause. As one poet observes in his response to receiving the first issue of 
the Herald of Freedom, an excerpt from which opens this volume, such publi-
cations proved that Americans could still persevere in their pursuit of a righ-
teous cause during trying times and notwithstanding withering resistance. 
What’s more, in making their case, these activists the poet refers to as “un-
trammelled minds” spoke to practically every important question of their 
time, ranging from freedom of expression to civic duty, from racial discrimi-
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nation to gender equality, and from democratic leadership to the abuse of 
human rights. Poets thus legitimized a radical cause by addressing its relevance 
across all pertinent discourses—historical, political, religious, philosophical, 
and literary.
 This full range is apparent in the second introductory poem, “Modern 
Ghosts,” which comments on how the presence of slavery makes itself felt 
in every circle of American society, including commerce, law, government, 
publishing, and banking. It also recognizes the influence literature could in-
deed have by asserting that poetry provides the “optics” readers need to be 
able to see the ubiquitous yet hidden “ghosts” of slavery. Antislavery poems 
thus acted much like an indispensable pair of eyeglasses that clarified the 
problematic repercussions of slavery that were otherwise not visible to many 
readers. This collection reveals how this reality was brought to light through 
a variety of lenses, so to speak. It also demonstrates how abolitionist rhetoric 
evolved over the years from the commonly accusatory approach of the ante-
bellum era to the more exultant attitude that took over as emancipation became 
a tangible possibility. In the process, it elucidates the many ways Americans 
struggled to come to terms with the legacy of slavery over the course of three 
critical decades. Their influential poems helped further the abolitionist cause 
by participating in the consequential debate on the topic that unfolded largely 
through the pages of the press. As Abraham Lincoln himself recognized after 
signing the Emancipation Proclamation, acknowledging the efforts of activ-
ists before even those of the military, “the logic and moral power of Garrison 
and the Anti-Slavery people of the country and the army have done it all.”65 
Because poetry was among the most persuasive means of advancing the anti-
slavery message, this collection is crucial to our understanding of just how 
they did it.
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