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Introduction

THE WORDS RESOUND THROUGH THE ages. Four score and seven years ago our fathers brought forth, upon this continent, a new nation, conceived in liberty, and dedicated to the proposition that “all men are created equal.”1

Millions of Americans can recite by heart Lincoln’s opening line at Gettysburg, but how many of us fully understand it? This sentence sits at the center of this book, which itself spans four score years, 1840 to 1920. The book first takes the reader on the main roads to Gettysburg, through a series of episodes presaging Lincoln’s pronouncement, and then escorts the reader on the main roads from Gettysburg, paying special attention to a series of transformative constitutional amendments and other constitutional developments inspired by Lincoln’s vision.

As they repeatedly pledged allegiance to a deepening and widening Lincolnian ideal of birth equality, Americans between 1840 and 1920 did far more than end slavery. An era that began with millions of Blacks still groaning in chains ended with millions of women finally winning the vote. In these fateful years, as birth equality continued its forward if at times indirect march, Americans of all sorts—women and men, Blacks and Whites, highborn and lowborn, northerners and southerners, easterners and westerners, public servants and private persons—thought and argued about constitutional law in ways that ultimately transformed the nation and the world.

LET US BEGIN BY PARSING Lincoln’s opening sentence to discern what has remained in plain sight all along, yet still eludes.

“Four score and seven years ago…”

These words invited Lincoln’s audience to look far back in time, beyond the lived experiences and childhood memories of most listeners. Lincoln did not begin in the moment, November 1863. (Only in his second sentence did he say, “Now we are engaged…”) Rather, Lincoln began with history, as might a modern-day constitutional originalist. Lincoln himself was a powerful originalist—indeed, the greatest of his era.

Though nineteenth-century American constitutionalists did not routinely use the later-coined words “originalist” and “originalism,” Lincoln epitomized the core concept underlying these words. He stressed what America’s founders originally aimed to do—what the Constitution, clause by clause and as a whole, originally meant to those who framed, ratified, and first implemented the document.

Today’s originalists often start with the year when America’s Constitution sprang to life: 1787–1788, the year they say changed everything, the year they call the hinge of human history. The cycle began in mid-September 1787, when a grand Convention at Philadelphia led by General George Washington and blessed by Doctor Benjamin Franklin proposed an audacious new “Constitution for the United States of America.” Over the ensuing twelve months, this bold document came before the American people, who ratified it in dramatic fashion. That epic year, more persons than ever before in world history deliberated on and voted on basic ground rules of governance.2

Yet this was not the year that Lincoln invoked.

Lincoln’s opening sentence featured the word “liberty.” So perhaps, one might think, he should have directed his audience to a special year in which “the Blessings of Liberty” promised by the Constitution’s Preamble received reinforcement. In 1789, Representative James Madison and his colleagues in the First Congress, with President Washington’s strong approval, crafted a set of inspirational amendments guaranteeing a wide range of “freedoms” and “rights.” In 1791, most of these amendments—what we today call “the Bill of Rights”—won enough votes in various state legislatures to become part of the Constitution.3

Yet Lincoln invoked neither 1789 nor 1791 nor the year in between.

Rather, Lincoln asked Americans in 1863 to ponder a different and quite particular year, exactly eighty-seven years earlier: 1776. Why this year? Because in this year…

“… our fathers…” did something remarkable.

Fathers in what sense? Many in Lincoln’s audience did not, and most Americans today do not, genetically descend from the men of 1776. When offering remarks about Independence Day in 1858, Lincoln pointedly noted that “perhaps half our people… are not descendants at all” of the Americans of 1776. Rather, this half, including “German, Irish, French and Scandinavian” folk, among others, have “settled here, finding themselves our equals in all things. If they look back through… history to trace their connection with those days [of 1776] by blood, they find they have none.”4

Happily for post-independence immigrants and their progeny, 1776 proclaimed certain truths transcending bloodlines. Lincoln argued in 1858 that because 1776 involved a central “moral principle,” all subsequent Americans could claim to be true children of 1776, “as though they were blood of the blood, and flesh of the flesh of” the founding fathers of that momentous year.5 For in that year, America’s fathers…

“… brought forth, upon this continent, a new nation.…”

Americans, Lincoln insisted, created something new and distinctive for existing and future nationals of all ethnicities and lineages—and did so on a continental scale.

The word “continent” is telling. If we today are to understand Lincoln, we must attend to geography alongside ideology. Americans in the mid-nineteenth century took pride in the new order they sought to bring to a New World—a continent (or two) set apart from Old Europe and Old Asia and Old Africa, and understood as a distinctive portion of the planet in canonical pronouncements and phrases such as the Monroe Doctrine and Manifest Destiny. The American landmass thus formed a vital part of Lincoln’s vision. For him, America’s Constitution was the law of the land.

Dissatisfied southern Americans in the 1860s were free to leave America but they could not unilaterally take the land with them via secession. For the continent, Lincoln understood, could not be divided willy-nilly. In particular, the landmass could not sensibly be split in a way that bisected the watershed of the mighty Mississippi River, which drained and supplied half of the United States—most of the area between the Appalachians and the Rockies. This “Father of Waters” needed to go “unvexed to the sea,” as Lincoln lyrically put the point in an August 1863 letter. America would remain a land of freedom—a land of free speech, free soil, free labor, free persons, and free movement (of both persons and things)—only if it maintained its continental continuity, unscarred by a potentially militarized and surely vexing international border between northern and southern states.6

What was so special for Lincoln about the new nation brought forth on the American continent in 1776? For starters, that nation was…

“… conceived in liberty.…”

Not in slavery. The word “slavery” nowhere appeared in Lincoln’s remarks at Gettysburg. Slavery existed, but it was not the essence of the new nation. Rather, from 1776 onward, most of America—the truest part of America—had marched away from slavery and toward liberty. Or so Lincoln believed, and with good reason.

Thus, Lincoln in 1863 invoked 1776 to reject “1619.” In other words, Lincoln trumpeted the Declaration of Independence to rebut the interpretation of America advanced by the prominent antebellum publisher William Lloyd Garrison and his followers—an interpretation that saw the nation and its Constitution as inherently pro-slavery. In recent years, the New York Times’s controversial 1619 Project has reinvigorated Garrison’s interpretation in certain respects.

WE HAVE YET TO REACH the heart of the matter.

Lincoln did not merely champion liberty and freedom for all. He did not merely oppose the antithesis of liberty and freedom—slavery. Lincoln championed equality of a certain sort. He claimed that this kind of equality was the essence of 1776.

Yes, America’s fathers in 1776 brought forth a new nation—in part by force of arms, thanks to men like Washington, and in part by diplomatic genius, thanks especially to Franklin. But Americans in 1776 also adopted a justificatory text, a text crafted by Franklin and John Adams and Thomas Jefferson, among others.

On February 22, 1861—the 129th anniversary of Washington’s birthday—President-elect Lincoln offered impromptu remarks at Independence Hall, the precise place where both the 1776 Declaration and the 1787 Constitution had been drafted. As he would later do at Gettysburg, here at Philadelphia he paid homage to the Declaration, saying, “I have never had a feeling politically that did not spring from the sentiments embodied in the Declaration of Independence.” Hyperbolic, perhaps, but heartfelt. Back in 1776, George Washington had not co-drafted or even co-signed the Declaration, but later he famously presided over the 1787 constitutional Convention. Yet even on a day dedicated to Washington’s memory, Lincoln instinctively opted to tip his stovepipe hat to the 1776 Declaration rather than the 1787 Constitution.7 For that Declaration, as Lincoln saw things, defined America’s key creed, its central proposition, namely, that…

“… all men are created equal.”

Lincoln’s opening sentence at Gettysburg thus placed the words of the Declaration at the core of American constitutionalism, prior to the words ratified by the people in 1787–1788 and the words added thereafter in the Bill of Rights. Lincoln saw the Philadelphia Declaration as antecedent to the Philadelphia Constitution and Bill of Rights, not merely chronologically but analytically, casting strong light on the basic spirit, the driving impulse, of these later texts. And Lincoln singled out one Declaration phrase above all others, a phrase about all men and about creational equality, a phrase that in fact did not reappear either verbatim or in a variant in either the original Constitution or the Bill of Rights.

What, exactly, did “all men are created equal” mean in 1863? What did it mean to Lincoln? What did it mean to others? Did it mean the same thing that it had meant in 1776? (Had it meant the same thing to everyone in 1776?) How would later Americans add to or detract from Lincoln’s take on that phrase?

Concretely: If all men were truly created equal, did this mean that those who were created with Black skin were by right equal to those who were created with White skin? Equal in what respects? Equal merely theologically? Equal in a theoretical state of nature? Equal in the actual laws of any truly just government? Equal in liberty only—that is, equal in being rightfully free and not being legitimately subject to enslavement by others? Or equal more broadly? Equal in civil rights of contract, property ownership, free expression, religious worship, and the like? Equal in honorific citizenship rights more generally? Equal in political rights such as voting, officeholding, jury service, and military service?

Also—and momentously—did “men” here mean only males, or did it mean humans more generally? In other words, did “men” include women?

In addition, how did indigenous peoples fit into, or not fit into, a general framework of creational equality? For example, how should the law treat a Native American born in “Indian Territory” as an allegiant member of a recognized tribe operating in that space? What if a tribal member later sought full assimilation and full citizenship elsewhere in America? What did pre-Lincoln Americans mean when they drafted and ratified constitutional language “excluding Indians, not taxed” for certain purposes? What did post-Lincoln Americans mean when they drafted and ratified Fourteenth Amendment language repeating this exclusionary phrase verbatim? Why did Americans shortly after the Civil War stop making treaties with Native American tribes?

These and kindred questions form the skeleton of this book.

AS WE SHALL SEE IN early chapters—mapping the main roads to Gettysburg—Lincoln did not conjure up his grand vision out of thin air. Great as he was, he had precursors on whom he built, both consciously and unconsciously.

Lincoln once penned a brilliant campaign letter paying “all honor to Jefferson.”8 In fact, the Declaration’s proposition that “all men are created equal” and are endowed with “unalienable rights” was neither the unique brainchild nor the exclusive trademark of the loose-minded and (in 1776) little-known Thomas Jefferson, a lifelong Virginia slaveholder. Enormous mischief and confusion in post-1776 history and scholarship have resulted from one simple but colossal goof: too tightly tying the Declaration to this odd and flawed man and to his home base while slighting other Declarationists and other crucial parts of the new nation brought forth in 1776.

In the run-up to independence, Pennsylvania’s Benjamin Franklin and Massachusetts’s John Adams were key members of the Declaration’s five-man drafting committee alongside Virginia’s Thomas Jefferson. Led by these two northern “fathers” in the ensuing months and years, antebellum visionaries across much of the continent crafted more than a dozen anti-slavery state constitutions that powerfully harmonized with the Declaration’s “all men are created equal” clause. The oldest of these constitutions took shape when the ink on the parchment of the Declaration was still wet and the name Jefferson meant nothing to most Americans.

Some of these harmonizing state constitutions expressly affirmed that “all men” are created equal. Others proclaimed that “all men” are born equal or are by nature equal or are naturally equal (from the French naître—to be born—and its Latin relatives natura and naturalis). A few texts consciously imitated the July 4 document. Others most likely derived from a common taproot of well-known pre-Declaration writings, especially John Locke’s influential Second Treatise of Government. Whether or not the 1776 Declaration consciously “copied” from the 1689 Second Treatise, as signer Richard Henry Lee later asserted, the Declaration’s language undeniably resembled Locke’s: “Equality of men by nature [is] evident in itself, and beyond all question.… [A]ll mankind,… being all equal and independent, no one ought to harm another in his life, health, liberty, or possessions.”9

In mid-July 1776—only days after the Continental Congress had approved the Declaration and before the formal parchment had been finished and signed—a Pennsylvania convention, presided over by the already world-famous Dr. Franklin, began drafting a constitution for the newly independent commonwealth. It proclaimed that “all men are born equally free and independent” and are entitled to “certain natural, inherent and inalienable rights,” including “life,” “liberty,” “property,” “happiness,” and “safety.”10 In 1780, the Pennsylvania legislature built on this foundation by extinguishing slavery entirely, albeit gradually. In much the same spirit, the 1780 Massachusetts Constitution, drafted under the leadership of John Adams, declared that “all men are born free and equal” with “natural” and “unalienable” rights of life, liberty, property, happiness, and safety. Bay State judges and juries promptly used this language to put an immediate end to slavery in that jurisdiction.11

Over the years, these Franklin- and Adams-led constitutions became the urtexts of free-soil constitutionalism across America’s North. Pennsylvania repeated and refined its 1776 language in its subsequent constitutions of 1790 and 1838. More than half a dozen other free-soil states echoed Pennsylvania’s 1776 language verbatim or virtually so in their organic constitutions: Vermont in 1777, 1786, and 1793; New Hampshire in 1784 and 1792; Ohio in 1802; Indiana in 1816; Illinois in 1818 and 1848; Maine in 1820; and Wisconsin in 1848. Three more free-soil state constitutions—New Jersey’s in 1844, California’s in 1849, and Ohio’s in 1851—omitted the word “equally” but said much the same thing by affirming that “all men are, by nature, free and independent,” with “inalienable rights” of “life,” “liberty,” “property,” “safety,” and “happiness.”

Tweaking the “born free and equal” phraseology of Adams’s Massachusetts, the free-soil Iowa Constitutions of 1846 and 1857 declared that “all men are, by nature, free and equal,” and thus entitled to the standard ensemble of “unalienable rights”: life, liberty, property, safety, and happiness. The free-soil Kansas Constitution of 1859 (approved by Congress in 1861) was more laconic; it said simply that “all men are possessed of equal and inalienable natural rights.” Indiana’s free-soil constitution of 1851 echoed the 1776 Declaration word for word: “All men are created equal” and endowed with “unalienable rights” of “life, liberty, and the pursuit of happiness.” (New York’s 1777 constitution had also repeated the Declaration verbatim, but only in a flabby and indirect preamble. Abolition there did not begin in earnest until the 1790s.)

Although Rhode Island never got around to enacting a Revolution-era state constitution of any sort, the state did enact a 1784 gradual abolition law that sang from the “all men…” hymnal. Synthesizing the Declaration with the constitutions of neighboring Massachusetts, Vermont, and New Hampshire—abolitionist constitutions closely linked to Adams and Franklin—Rhode Island’s statute denounced “the holding of Mankind in a state of slavery” as “repugnant to [the] Principle” that “All Men are entitled to Life, Liberty, and the Pursuit of Happiness.”

In sum: Long before Lincoln reached Gettysburg, more than three-quarters of the free states of the “new nation” closely tracked the Declaration’s “all men are created equal” clause and its adjacent unalienable-rights language.12

In the summer of 1848, dozens of clever White women, led by Elizabeth Cady Stanton and Lucretia Mott, alongside a brilliant Black man named Frederick Douglass, likewise claimed the Declaration as their birthright and thus helped keep it in the bull’s-eye of American constitutional discourse. Convening in the village of Seneca Falls, New York, these proto-Lincolnian activists crafted a proposed sequel text to the Declaration of Independence, which they rhymingly labeled a Declaration of Sentiments. Its most arresting sentence read as follows: “We hold these truths to be self-evident—that all men and women are created equal.”13

Later that summer, a man with an unimpeachable right to call the 1776 Declarationists his “fathers”—Charles Francis Adams, the only living son of John Adams’s first son, John Quincy Adams—accepted the Free Soil Party’s nomination for the vice presidency. His August 1848 acceptance letter strongly prefigured the themes and memes of Lincoln’s June 1858 “House Divided” speech and November 1863 Gettysburg Address. “The fathers of the republic, nurtured in the great school of Liberty,” declared CFA, “commenced [their experiment] in 1776 and carried [it] forward in 1789.” Midcentury Americans, he continued, must not “abandon the principles with which their fathers started. The alternative is clearly presented, of the extension, of slavery over the whole breadth of the North American continent, or the maintenance of the fundamental doctrines of the Declaration of Independence. The two things cannot co-exist in the United States.”14i

Other Americans on the main roads to Gettysburg—most consequentially, Senator John C. Calhoun, Chief Justice Roger B. Taney, Senator Stephen A. Douglas, Confederate President Jefferson Davis, and Confederate Vice President Alexander Hamilton Stephens—waved a very different flag, an avowedly anti-Declarationist banner. These men and their many followers claimed that the Declaration did not mean what it said; that what it said was simply wrong; and/or that the federal Constitution said and meant something quite different.

Anti-Declarationists ultimately suffered an enormous defeat at Gettysburg, not just because of what brave men did there in July 1863, but also because of what Lincoln said there in November 1863 (despite his humble line that the world would “little note, nor long remember” his words).

AS WE SHALL SEE IN later chapters—mapping the main roads from Gettysburg in the years after Lincoln spoke—America’s debate about the Declaration and the Constitution did not end after Lincoln’s graveside remarks. Rather, the debate became even broader and deeper, featuring dramatic new twists and turns.

Eventually, a set of four transformative constitutional amendments emerged that made Lincoln’s opening sentence at Gettysburg more than mere words in the autumn air. In 1865, the Thirteenth Amendment guaranteed equal liberty for all by ending slavery immediately, universally, and without a cent of compensation to slaveholders. In 1867 or 1868 (depending on how one counts), the Fourteenth Amendment vested all Americans “born” under the flag with full and equal citizenship. The amendment made clear that all such Americans, whether born Black or White, whether born male or female, were in respect to citizenship rights born equal—essentially, created equal, just as Lincoln had insisted. But this middle-ground citizenship amendment promised only civil equality and fundamental civil rights, not full and equal political rights, such as the rights to vote and be voted for. Also, another part of this citizenship amendment expressly embraced only “males” in the context of suffrage and apportionment—gendered language that drove a wedge between former allies Elizabeth Cady Stanton and Frederick Douglass. Ultimately, two additional constitutional amendments, the Fifteenth in 1870 and the Nineteenth in 1920, made further amends and brought deeper coherence to the post-Gettysburg Constitution, first by promising equal political rights to Black Americans and later by extending this political-equality promise to women.

Much of this book tells the detailed story of these four glorious equality amendments—how they happened and what they meant.

BOTH IN TANDEM AND IN tension, the epic themes of birth equality for Blacks and birth equality for women at times came together and at times pulled apart over the course of eight eventful decades. Some of this book’s chapters focus especially on Black equality; other chapters dwell especially on women’s equality; many chapters feature both.

Antebellum, Civil War, and Reconstruction debates over slavery surely implicated both sets of equality claims. Not all antebellum American Blacks were slaves—more than 10 percent lived as free folk—and not all antebellum American slaves were Black. (Some were of mixed race and could even pass as White; others were Native Americans.) Fifty percent of Blacks were female, and roughly 15 percent of females were Black. The plight of Black slave women in particular leapt onto center stage in the 1850s, thanks to an astonishing novel by a free White woman who outsold all American male novelists of the century. Never before Harriet Beecher Stowe’s Uncle Tom’s Cabin had any female writer so captured America’s attention and imagination. Never after this novel could Americans think about Black female slavery as they had before. No serious student of the Thirteenth, Fourteenth, Fifteenth, and Nineteenth Amendments should overlook Harriet’s world-changing words.

Three other amendments also became part of America’s Constitution between 1840 and 1920. Although these three texts—the Sixteenth, Seventeenth, and Eighteenth Amendments, all ratified in the 1910s—addressed issues that ranged far beyond race equality and sex equality (income taxes, Senate elections, and liquor prohibition, respectively), they too implicated equality in intriguing ways.

PARALLELING LINCOLN AT GETTYSBURG, THE pages that follow highlight not only ideas (such as the principal “proposition” to which Lincoln believed the nation was “dedicated”) but also hard physical facts (such as the contours of the “continent” and the implications of these contours for a liberty-loving people). Although the cruelties of antebellum slavery—the whippings, brandings, castrations, rapes, family demolitions, and more—are painful to recollect, we shall squarely confront these pain-filled facts. Death is among the hardest of physical facts, and Lincoln took death head on, famously insisting in his funeral oration that survivors must strive to give meaning to the deaths of heroes. This book likewise looks death in the eye. At decisive moments in history, death drove constitutional reform. In 1848, JQA’s dramatic death in the Capitol building drew strong attention to his dying themes of free speech and free soil. In 1865, Abe’s own shocking death by an assassin’s bullet, atop the deaths of so many other brave souls, inspired the very constitutional rebirth—the new birth of freedom—that he himself had prophesied at Gettysburg.

Lincoln’s address tied his themes to the specific spot on which he then stood. (“We are met on a great battle-field.… The world… can never forget what they [the brave men, living and dead] did here.”) In this Lincolnian spirit, this book uses its words, pictures, and maps to remind readers not just what happened, but where things happened, and why the where often mattered.

Wars figure prominently in this story. Independent America was a “new nation” confronting older nations that did not always wish the United States well. Thus, 1776 was a year when America found itself forced to fight. Four score and seven years later, the nation was once again at war—“engaged in a great civil war” that risked becoming an international conflagration, just as the American War of Independence had eventually spiraled out into a broader world war. (Much of the credit for preventing global conflict in the 1860s belongs to Lincoln’s minister to Britain, Charles Francis Adams, who kept John Bull from joining forces with Johnny Reb.) A half century after Gettysburg, America entered a world war already in progress—a war that precipitated major constitutional reforms, much as the Revolutionary War prompted the Constitution itself and the Civil War triggered the Constitution’s reconstruction. Each time, military conflict expanded voting equality, rewarding the crucial wartime contributions of lowborn folk in the Revolutionary War, Black men in the Civil War, and women of all races in World War I. This book could well have been subtitled America’s Constitutional Conversation and Combat, 1840–1920.15

Yet another subtitle might have been America’s Constitutional Arguments, Artworks, and Artistry, 1840–1920. Political art and artistry have always permeated America’s constitutional discourse. The world’s first political cartoon—a divided snake captioned “Join or Die”—came from the inventive mind and printing press of future Declarationist Benjamin Franklin. This 1754 cartoon—offering a profound political and geographic insight that would remain hugely relevant a full century later, as Americans decided whether to remain joined—aimed to capture eyeballs, quickly.16 The 1776 Jefferson-Franklin-Adams Declaration a generation after this cartoon also aimed for eyeballs; so did a great 1820s Capitol Rotunda painting by John Trumbull commemorating the Declaration; so did Elizabeth Cady Stanton’s Seneca Falls Declaration of Sentiments in 1848; and so did Lincoln’s Gettysburg Address in 1863.

Lincoln infused his remarks with artistry, not just because he was a soulful poet and master wordsmith, but also because he was a small-d democrat and a small-r republican. To win the hearts and minds of his fellow citizens he first needed to grab their eyes and ears. Style helped him do this.

Long before Lincoln, other politicians had faced the same challenge: In a free and democratic society, how might they command attention and capture the public imagination?

Declarationist John Adams recognized early on that grand art (such as a Trumbull painting) as well as clever cartoons and stylish words could help win attention for good ideas and great deeds. This book will thus repeatedly show the reader not only the words but also the images that structured America’s constitutional conversation and contestation on the multiple main roads to and from Gettysburg. Along the way, we shall see how the advent of photography and telegraphy in the decades preceding Lincoln’s address revolutionized the rules of engagement, presenting dramatic new opportunities and challenges for constitutionalists across the spectrum.

Born Equal continues a narrative begun in 2021 in The Words That Made Us, a book that traced the first four score years of the American constitutional project, from 1760 to 1840. The pages that follow show that long after the Founding, Americans continued to talk and write about their Constitution in a fascinating and often inspiring manner. In myriad ways large and small, this constitutional dialogue anticipated modern-day originalism, revolving as it did around emphatic, reverential, and often empirically testable claims (some true, some false) about the Founding and about what the founding “fathers” said and did and meant.

This dialogue involved all branches and all levels of government as well as all manner of tools, old and new. Speeches, sermons, statutes, resolutions, rules, petitions, pamphlets, proclamations, judicial opinions, nonfiction books, newspapers, novels, letters, flags, banners, emblems, maps, monuments, telegrams, treatises, toasts, declarations, engravings, paintings, photographs, parades, pageants, plays, statues, sculptures, cartoons, conventions—Americans used all these and more as they pondered and debated the deepest questions of the day.

What kind of new nation had Americans brought forth, and what kind of more mature nation did they want to bequeath? What did America’s Constitution already mean, and what more (or less) should it mean? And what—concretely, precisely—would Americans be agreeing to if they accepted, as the very cornerstone of the American constitutional project, the proposition that “all men are created equal”?

Footnote

i An important note on names in this book: Initials and first names, for both males and females, will often be used, especially when two or more characters in our story shared the same surname. Thus, Charles Francis Adams will frequently be referred to as “CFA,” as distinct from his father, John Quincy Adams (aka “JQA”), his paternal grandfather, John Adams, and his paternal grandmother, Abigail Adams. Likewise, spouses Elizabeth Cady Stanton and Henry Brewster Stanton will often appear simply as “Elizabeth” and “Henry,” and the Lincolns will routinely be discussed as “Abe” and “Mary.” For more on the reasons behind this book’s regular use of, and emphasis on, first names, see infra Postscript, pp. 616–17.
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LONDON

IN THE SPRING OF 1840, “without the slightest preparation for a wedding or a voyage,” twenty-four-year-old Elizabeth Cady “determined to take the fateful step.” On May 1, she and Henry Brewster Stanton, ten years her senior, exchanged vows. The officiating clergyman in upstate New York fretted about performing the marriage on a Friday, considered back then an unlucky day for a wedding. Recollecting the event many decades later, Elizabeth laughed. She and Henry had “lived together, without more than the usual matrimonial friction, for nearly a half century,” and had produced “seven children, all but one of whom are still living.” Young Elizabeth did not want to wait until Saturday. Henry needed to set sail for London soon, and she aimed to join him, then and forevermore. Elizabeth also insisted on something else: the minister had to omit the traditional word “obey” in the vows. “I obstinately refused to obey one with whom I supposed I was entering into an equal relation.”1

The newlyweds planned to blend romance and politics on their London honeymoon, much as they had in their wedding, which made a bold joint statement against delay, against tradition, against gender hierarchy, and for sex equality. Henry, a prominent anti-slavery orator and organizer, was one of several hundred delegates preparing to attend the first World Anti-Slavery Convention, where activists from across the globe would gather in London’s majestic Freemasons’ Hall to discuss how to end human bondage everywhere.

In later years, Elizabeth recalled the romance of her first weeks as a blissful bride in a faraway land. One evening on their way to London, she and Henry checked into “a comfortable little hotel, which we found in the morning was a bower of roses.” As the happy couple made their way by carriage toward the great imperial city, “the country was in all its glory. The foliage was of the softest green, the trees were covered with blossoms, and the shrubs with flowers. The roads were perfect [and] as we passed through every village,… the drive seem[ed] like a journey in fairyland.”2

The grand London Convention opened on Friday, June 12. After a spirited debate that filled most of the day, an overwhelming majority of the hundreds of credentialed male delegates in attendance, mainly British, voted to categorically reject credentialed female delegates—eight in total, all of them American. One of these American women represented the influential publisher William Lloyd Garrison’s continent-wide American Anti-Slavery Society (AASS); the other seven came from local anti-slavery groups based in Philadelphia and Boston. The convention’s anti-slavery men, who ranked among the planet’s most utopian, philanthropic, and racially egalitarian thinkers and doers, decided that anti-slavery women (both the eight excluded delegates and sundry unofficial observers, such as Elizabeth) could sit and listen but not speak or vote. Elizabeth later recalled with pride, though probably not with perfect accuracy, that Henry, alongside several other male delegates, stood up that day for the full and equal rights of women. (Henry, on a working honeymoon, was in fact trapped between his ardent bride and his powerful patron, American publisher and presidential candidate James G. Birney, who stoutly opposed admitting the eight women.)3

Looking back on it all in her old age, Elizabeth also recalled special London strolls with her soulmate. On the evening of June 12, the pair “walked home, arm in arm, commenting on the incidents of the day.” Embracing “every opportunity to talk” as the two “walked about to see the sights of London” over the ensuing days, Elizabeth began to open to “a new world of thought” on “politics, religion, and all questions of reform.”4

In these last recollections, Elizabeth was not describing promenades with her beloved bridegroom. Rather, she was remembering her earliest moments with a new companion, who would also come to play an important part in her life and in American constitutional history.

NEWLYWED ELIZABETH CADY STANTON’S NEW companion was Lucretia Mott, née Coffin, then in her late forties. A Philadelphia-based Hicksite Quaker minister renowned for her wisdom, integrity, eloquence, quiet courage, and inner strength, Lucretia had emerged as one of the most famous female activists in America. Encouraged by her husband and fellow reformer, James Mott, Lucretia had for decades spoken in public settings to male and mixed-sex audiences—something that few other women in America or Britain had yet done. In 1833, she had cofounded a racially inclusive anti-slavery society for Philadelphia women. Unlike Elizabeth, Lucretia had been elected as a formal delegate to the London Convention, as had James. Indeed, Lucretia was by far the most eminent of the eight credentialed American women, and the only one to have been deputized by Garrison’s national anti-slavery organization.

Dismayed by the male bigotry on display in the London Convention’s opening hours, Elizabeth and Lucretia linked arms and dreamt of how they might together give birth to a better, more equal, world. “Then and there,” as they walked from Freemasons’ Hall back to their respective lodgings that Friday evening, they “resolved to hold a convention” when they returned to America “and form a society to advocate the rights of women.” At least that is how Elizabeth remembered things much later. (Lucretia had a slightly different recollection.)5

In American mythos and memory, the 1848 Seneca Falls Convention that eventually resulted from this sisterly stroll would eclipse the 1840 London Convention as the decade’s defining egalitarian event. For some Americans today, the 1848 conference inspires even more pride than does the 1787 Philadelphia Convention that framed America’s Constitution—a convention that also failed to include women.

Freemasons’ Hall

Even before she and Henry reached London, Elizabeth had plunged into a world of deep political discourse. On the Montreal, the transatlantic ship carrying the newlyweds to England, the couple passed much of their time with Henry’s benefactor and fellow convention delegate James G. Birney. Birney was a Kentucky-born and Ohio-based anti-slavery newspaper editor who had recently received the tiny Liberty Party’s nomination for the presidency. (Come November, he would finish a distant third, with no electoral votes and less than 1 percent of the national popular vote.) Because Henry ranked among America’s best known anti-slavery activists—as did Birney, even more so—Elizabeth felt that she needed to “be able to answer whatever questions I might be asked in England on all phases of the slavery question.” Aboard the Montreal, Birney and Henry fed Elizabeth anti-slavery books and traded thoughts with her about “the status of the anti-slavery movement” in America. As Birney and the newlyweds “paced the deck day by day,” the topic of slavery formed, as Elizabeth later put it, “the chief theme of our conversation.”6

Elizabeth held her own on the ship. Why then couldn’t she and her proverbial sisters—Lucretia, the seven other credentialed American female delegates, and various other distinguished women in attendance—continue to pursue the conversation inside Freemasons’ Hall, and in political discourse more generally?

THIS WAS A QUESTION THAT exposed a deep rift between the vast majority of British male abolitionists, who were staunch traditionalists on the woman question, and a vocal segment of the American male delegates.

At his earliest opportunity on the convention’s opening day, June 12, delegate Wendell Phillips from Massachusetts sprang to his feet and claimed the floor. He moved that the convention prepare a suitably inclusive list of delegates, governed by the principle that “all persons bearing credentials from any Anti-slavery body” should formally participate as equal delegates.7

Wendell knew that the convention’s host organization, the British and Foreign Anti-Slavery Society (BFASS), had a different understanding when it had initially issued worldwide invitations months earlier. A brilliant twenty-eight-year-old Harvard-trained lawyer, Wendell now put his debating skills to good use.

First, he carefully parsed the organizers’ invitation. The initial summons had not used expressly gendered language, but rather had explicitly and universally welcomed “the friends of the slave of every nation and of every clime.” Surely women as well as men could be friends. Next, he identified the key point of principle—equality—and smoothly informed this international conclave about the established practice in his neck of the abolitionist world, his clime: “Massachusetts has for several years acted on the principle of admitting women to an equal seat with men in the deliberative bodies of Anti-slavery societies.” Thus, “when the Massachusetts Anti-Slavery Society received that paper [invitation] it interpreted it, as it was its duty, in the broadest and most liberal sense.” Then came a cluster of legalistic points about proofs, papers, and postal deliveries: “If there be any other paper emanating from this [host] committee, limiting to one sex the qualification of membership, there is no proof, and as an individual I have no knowledge, that such a paper ever reached Massachusetts.” Finally, he made an appeal to equity—to decency, to good manners, and to the huge reliance interests at issue for the Americans: “We do not think it just or equitable to… America in general, that after the trouble, the sacrifice, the self-devotion of a part of those who leave their families, and kindred, and occupations in their own land, to come 4000 miles to attend this World’s Convention, they should be refused a place in its deliberations.”8

Wendell’s powerful presentation surely swelled the heart of one of the eight challenged delegates in particular—his spirited wife, Ann Greene Phillips. Earlier that day (or so it was later claimed), she had given her husband a strict injunction: “Don’t shilly-shally, Wendell!”9

WENDELL’S ARGUMENTS WERE NOT ENOUGH to overcome the prejudices of the vast mass of delegates, who harbored deeply conservative political, social, and religious views about the proper roles of men and women. Women, it was widely believed, should limit themselves to the spheres of home and church and should not “promiscuously” (in the parlance of the era) comingle with men in political conclaves. “It would be better,” declaimed the traditionalist English pastor John Burnet, “that this convention should be at this moment dissolved.”10

Burnet’s hard-edged utterance provoked immediate cries of concern—“No, no”—from other delegates. He then made a softer argument, invoking the need to respect the norms and practices of the host jurisdiction: “As we are in England, let us act as England does.”11

To leading Americans in the hall, this parochial appeal missed the point of this bold and unprecedented conclave. The grand idea was to hold not merely an anti-slavery convention, but a world anti-slavery convention. As Massachusetts’s George Bradburn, a Unitarian clergyman, explained, “It would no longer be a World’s Convention, if such freely chosen delegates were to be excluded.… What a misnomer to call this a World’s Convention of abolitionists, when some of the oldest and most thorough-going abolitionists in the world are denied the right to be represented in it by delegates of their own choice!”12

With this last utterance (“oldest and most thorough-going”), Bradburn slipped a rhetorical knife between the proud ribs of John Bull. He was reminding his British hosts that, for all Britain’s justified pride in having adopted a sweeping law in 1833 ending slavery for most of the empire, various American jurisdictions had been there first and had done it better.

The world’s first anti-slavery society had been founded in Philadelphia in 1775, in the same city and in the same era that Americans had declared their independence from Britain. The first modern governments in the world to abolish slavery by democratic legal enactment (as distinct from, say, royal edict) had been American state governments in the Revolutionary era—most notably, American governments in Pennsylvania and Massachusetts, the very places from which the eight now-contested delegates hailed. By 1820, fully half of America’s states had ended slavery outright or placed it on a path of extinction: Vermont, Pennsylvania, Massachusetts, Maine, New Hampshire, Connecticut, Rhode Island, New York, Ohio, New Jersey, Indiana, and Illinois. All this had happened well before Britain had done anything truly comparable to eradicate slavery in the places where it had already put down deep roots within the empire, and also before America’s southern neighbor, Mexico, had embraced abolition, a process that started to unfold in the mid-1820s.

Britain’s vaunted 1833 act contained major exceptions and compromises. For example, the act did not apply to “any of the Territories in the Possession of the East India Company, or to the Island of Ceylon, or to the Island of Saint Helena.” In various other British-controlled jurisdictions, the act ended slavery only gradually and with large payments to enslavers. Revolutionary Massachusetts’s immediate, universal, and uncompensated abolition a half century earlier had contained no such fine print.13

Bradburn’s appeal also harkened back to the American Revolution in another, more subtle, way. Excluding the eight delegates would disrespect not just these eight women but also the American organizations that had sent them, organizations with “the right to be represented”—Bradburn’s revealing phrase—by delegates of their own choice. The famed Declaration of American Independence had tried to explain to the world why eighteenth-century Britain had transgressed. Taxation without representation was wrong, said the Americans in 1776. Now, in 1840, Americans were saying that convention without representation would likewise be wrong.

Alas, various Americans and Britons on the opening Friday at Freemasons’ Hall were in some ways simply talking past each other—two groups divided by a common language. In construing their initial invitation to the conference, most of the host Britons in effect said, “That is not what we meant!” To which the most forward-thinking Americans, especially a few young men from Boston and Philadelphia, in effect replied, “But that is what you said!” A multitude of Britons thought the Americans should have obviously paid more attention to the implicit understandings of the host—to Britain, the greatest nation on earth. But some Americans countered that Britons should have obviously paid more attention to the implicit understandings of the main guest—to America, the world’s great rising power that would soon enough eclipse Britain and indeed had already surpassed the mother country in some domains. Beneath all the smiles and bows and how-do-you-dos of the opening ceremonies, there lurked deep tensions between these two great and proud nations, one rising sharply in the world and the other unwilling to accept that rise.

Not all the Americans in Freemasons’ Hall agreed with youngsters Wendell Phillips and George Bradburn. Henry Brewster Stanton’s forty-eight-year-old patron, James G. Birney, grudgingly admitted “that the right of women to sit and act in all respects as men in our [US-based] Anti-Slavery associations, was decided in the affirmative at the annual meeting of the American Anti-Slavery Society in May 1839.” But Birney himself opposed this policy, which had passed, he told the London Convention, only by a narrow majority that was “swelled by the votes of the women themselves.”14

British-born American clergyman Henry Grew also opposed female equality. He raised the stakes to a cosmic level: “The reception of my respected female friends, as a part of this Convention, would… be not only a violation of your [English] customs,… but of the ordinance of Almighty God, who has a right to appoint our services to his sovereign will.”15

Grew’s twenty-six-year-old daughter presumably had a different view of God’s ordinance and sovereign will. In fact, Mary Grew was one of the eight credentialed delegates whose fate was being determined in the hall. She had come thousands of miles to participate as a full and equal representative. But even as Henry Grew was allowed to speak in the great debate of June 12, Mary Grew was silenced—“gagged,” in 1840 American phraseology. (The verb “gag” had a technical meaning and resonance for American delegates in 1840, as shall become clear later in our story.)

When a final vote was taken at the end of the first day, some 90 percent of the credentialed men voted to exclude the eight credentialed American women—to wit, Lucretia Mott, Ann Greene Phillips, Mary Grew, Sarah Pugh, Abby Kimber, Elizabeth Neall, Emily Winslow, and Abby Southwick. The official convention journal recorded that “the announcement of the result was received with loud cheering.”16

The Global Context

For all its grand pretensions, the London Convention was merely one informal, nongovernmental, transnational gathering in a world where much of the power over slavery ultimately resided in the governments of individual nations, such as the United States and Britain. In 1840, as many of the delegates understood, the United States, despite its early abolitionist leadership, was now lagging behind Britain.

Led by the towering evangelical William Wilberforce and his dedicated assistant Thomas Clarkson, British reformers in 1833 had enacted a Slavery Abolition Act that promised to end human bondage not just in England—where it had never been legal—but in most of the British Empire, which spanned the globe. Wilberforce died only days after receiving word of this landmark enactment and was laid to rest with great ceremony at Westminster Abbey near the remains of one of his closest friends and one of Britain’s most celebrated prime ministers, William Pitt the Younger.

By contrast, millions of human beings lived in cruel bondage in 1840 America, with no prospect of freedom on the near horizon. True, some American states had started abolishing slavery almost immediately after declaring independence, and by 1800 almost all northern states had either ended slavery altogether or put it on a path of extinction. But America’s southern states had refused to follow this lead. Led by the ever-intransigent South Carolina, many southern states were getting worse as time passed.

And America’s South controlled much of the nation’s policy, thanks in part to a constitutional provision, the Three-Fifths Clause, that gave slave states extra clout in congressional and presidential elections. Between 1789 and 1840, five of the eight men to serve as president were southern slaveholders even while in office. The three who weren’t—John Adams, his son John Quincy Adams, and Martin Van Buren—were the only three not to be reelected.17 Put another way, ten of America’s first thirteen presidential elections had put southern slaveholders in power. Southern slaveholders also made up a majority of the fourteen men who had served as House Speakers.18

Though himself neither southern nor a large slaveholder, the incumbent president, Martin Van Buren, a New Yorker, served pro-slavery forces.19 MVB was the handpicked successor (as former secretary of state, former minister to Britain, and former vice president) of President Andrew Jackson, a Tennessean who unashamedly bought and sold hundreds of his fellow human beings for profit.20

As almost everyone in Freemasons’ Hall surely knew, America’s incumbent minister to Britain was Andrew Stevenson. A Virginian who owned dozens of slaves, Stevenson had first been picked for office by Jackson and had then been kept in office by Van Buren. (Stevenson’s niece, Angelica Singleton Van Buren, was a South Carolina–born heiress who, as MVB’s daughter-in-law beginning in late 1838, routinely acted as the widower president’s First Lady.21) When a leading British abolitionist, Ireland’s heroic Daniel O’Connell, had criticized Minister Stevenson for being not merely a slave owner, but a slave breeder, Stevenson (the US minister!) had challenged O’Connell (a renowned British MP!) to a duel. O’Connell, nicknamed “The Liberator” for his work on behalf of the Irish, had declined to engage in this violence. He preferred conversation to combat.

O’Connell himself was a prominent delegate at the London Convention. In the conclave’s ceremonial opening minutes, even before Wendell rose on behalf of America’s eight female delegates, the famed Liberator was invited to share a few words. Having recently publicly joked at an abolitionist event about his refusal to accept the violent challenge issued by Stevenson, O’Connell now issued a serious but nonviolent challenge of his own to other Americans. He dared them to live up to the letter and spirit of their own 1776 Declaration of Independence, which he referred to as “the charter of American freedom,” a charter that had begun with a ringing affirmation that “all men are created equal” with “unalienable rights of life, liberty, and the pursuit of happiness.”22

Many of the Americans in the room had for years been saying much the same thing that O’Connell was now saying. But these earnest American reformers did not control American policy. And Lucretia and her seven proverbial sisters were gagged at the outset, unable even to address the convention or to vote on their own status.

IF US POLICY POSED THE biggest challenge to earnest abolitionists the world over, then excluding eight American delegates at the outset portended ill for the ambitious conclave. It was not just a slap in the face of an exceptional human being such as Lucretia, who had set aside months of her life and traveled thousands of miles to participate. It was also a British slap to America more generally, and to the American anti-slavery societies that had deputized Lucretia and the seven other barred and gagged female delegates. When American reformers eventually heard about the June 12 vote several weeks later—news took time to cross the Atlantic—many fumed.23

Americans in the 1840s were prickly about their honor and independence, especially vis-à-vis Britain. The 1776 “charter of freedom” that O’Connell invoked was also a charter of American independence from Britain. Every one of America’s first seven presidents had as a younger man backed, and each of the first five had helped to lead, the war of American independence against Britain. The three-year episode of deadly combat between America and Britain that ended in 1815—what Americans now call “the War of 1812”—was in 1840 widely known as the “Second War of Independence.” This war was driven by a strong sense of American honor that had been wounded by a long string of British insults. The biggest hero of that war, Andrew Jackson, later became a two-term president precisely because he had vindicated American honor by smashing—humiliating!—the vaunted British army in the Battle of New Orleans.

The ancient friction between Britain and its former mainland North American colonies never disappeared, even after the war-ending Treaty of Ghent in 1814–1815. In the 1830s, clashes repeatedly erupted along the disputed Maine-Canada border. Tranquility would not reach this region until the enactment of another Anglo-American peace measure, the Webster-Ashburton Treaty of 1842. An additional source of conflict involved America’s and Britain’s divergent reactions to Texas revolutionaries in 1836 and to the pro-slavery Lone Star Republic that the rebels purported to establish after declaring their independence from anti-slavery Mexico.

In the upcoming presidential election of 1840, Americans returning home after the London Convention would soon witness the electoral triumph of a second hero of the Second War of Independence, William Henry Harrison. Harrison would present himself to American voters in the autumn of 1840, much as he had in 1836, in the tradition of Washington and Jackson—as a general who had bested the British on the battlefield. Harrison’s nickname, “Tippecanoe,” gestured to a clash in the run-up to the War of 1812 in which Harrison had fought against Native American warriors sponsored by the British. Way back in 1776, Harrison’s father, Benjamin, had been among an elite and revered group of American patriots who both voted for and signed the Declaration of Independence at the heart of America’s first war against Britain.

In the years ahead, Americans would soon be shouting in the streets “Fifty-four forty, or fight!”—aggressively demanding a Pacific Ocean border with British North America at a suitably northern latitude line, 54 degrees and 40 minutes. Resolving this border dispute would require a round of delicate diplomacy, resulting in the Oregon Treaty of 1846. A few years after that, clashing British and American interests in Central America would require yet another settlement, the Clayton-Bulwer Treaty of 1850, whose ambiguities would create still further friction between the two nations throughout the following decade.

Against this backdrop of past, present, and impending Anglo-American tension, the opening-day British vote to spurn eight credentialed American delegates was an international disaster of sorts.

It was also, from the perspective of American radicals, a betrayal of the letter and spirit of the 1776 “charter of freedom” that O’Connell invoked.24 Wasn’t the true spirit of that document the precept that all humans were created equal? If a slave mother’s child was created equal to a free mother’s child (which everyone at the convention took for granted); and if a Black child was created equal to a White child (which many at the convention believed); well, then, why wasn’t a female child created equal to a male child? Shouldn’t true human equality entail equal rights to speak and vote in a conclave all about human equality? Even if these truths were not self-evident to everyone in Freemasons’ Hall, shouldn’t the matter at least be discussed and debated at the convention, rather than decided peremptorily at the outset—with a gag rule in which the eight women at issue could not even speak (or vote) in their own defense?25

And more: If the British hosts were willing to be ruled as docile subjects of a British woman named Victoria, why weren’t they willing to even hear an American woman named Lucretia, and let her vote as one among many? The hosts’ hypocrisy became especially acute (at least to certain Americans, both in London and in American anti-slavery newspapers) at a concluding gala on June 24, when the Duke of Sussex presided alongside the Duchess of Sutherland. Why hadn’t the convention allowed American delegate James Mott to sit and vote alongside his chosen companion, Lucretia Mott?26

Indeed, wondered some Americans, if all humans were truly created equal, why were a select few humans allowed to lord over other humans as alleged birthright “kings” or “queens” or “dukes” or “duchesses”? Why wasn’t the entire British structure of royals and nobles a perversion of the profound 1776 insight that humans are born equal? If no one was born with a literal saddle on his back or with extra limbs for extra labor—a core anti-slavery insight—wasn’t it also true that no one was born with literal spurs on her ankles, entitled to ride other humans by the grace of God, or with an extra mouth to signal that she, uniquely, was fit to feed off the toil of others?

DESPITE ITS EARNEST AMBITIONS AND good intentions, but in line with its blunder at the outset, the London Convention ultimately failed to generate any grand or influential rhetorical text—any inspirational set of first principles and crisp particulars—akin to the 1776 Declaration or the brilliant Seneca Falls riff on the 1776 Declaration that Elizabeth, Lucretia, and others would compose several years after London.

Nor did the London Convention organize stern economic sanctions with real teeth—say, a worldwide consumer and industrial pledge to boycott American slave-labor cotton—to achieve its noble goal of worldwide freedom.27 Americans in the run-up to 1776 had been willing to forswear British goods, even though nonimportation and nonconsumption meant self-sacrifice. But the London conventioneers were evidently unwilling to follow suit. Notwithstanding O’Connell’s sincere admiration of America’s 1776 “charter of freedom,” many other British delegates were not truly interested in learning from their American cousins about that charter or the epic events that had led up to it.

In short, London reformers in 1840 started out strong—drawing some five hundred well-meaning and notable delegates from far and wide to the world’s largest metropolis to discuss perhaps the greatest challenge then facing the planet—but ultimately fizzled. By contrast, Elizabeth and Lucretia and a handful of others in 1848 would start out small in the tiny upstate New York village of Seneca Falls but end up big, thanks to the hardy seeds they planted at that event.

The Venerable Chairman and the Mystery Man

Still, the London Convention made quite a splash at the time. It also generated an enduring work of art designed especially to edify those unable to witness the convention firsthand. Completed in 1841 and then displayed prominently in London—today it hangs in Britain’s National Portrait Gallery—Benjamin Robert Haydon’s gargantuan tableau tells several stories.

The sheer grandeur and scale of the conclave come across unmistakably on this ten-by-twelve-foot canvas. And this is no ordinary multitude. Many attendees are in the moment recognizable celebrities from different walks of life—politics, religion, academia, business, finance, philanthropy, science, law, journalism, literature—and different parts of the planet. Even the books on the floor are massive, reminding us of the vast erudition in the room.



[image: A large gathering in a grand hall with numerous individuals seated in rows. A man stands at the front, gesturing with his right hand while holding a document in his left hand. The audience appears engaged, with many individuals looking towards the speaker. The setting features ornate architecture, including columns and a chandelier, with a red draped fabric overhead. Several people are holding papers or documents.]



Although the individual depictions of leading delegates and observers (including notable female observers) might be lost on us today, they would not have been wasted upon 1840s viewers, the painting’s immediate intended audience. Lady Byron (Lord Byron’s widow and a distinguished reformer in her own right); noted scientist William Allen; incumbent MP Daniel O’Connell (the anti-duelist “Liberator”); celebrated novelist Amelia Opie; former MP Sir Thomas Fowell Buxton (a towering humanitarian and animal-rights crusader, knighted in July 1840); former and future MP John Bowring (the future governor of Hong Kong, eventually knighted in the 1850s); plus eminent Americans such as James G. Birney, James Mott, Henry Brewster Stanton, and Wendell Phillips—these are just the tip of the iceberg.28 Among the Americans, Henry gets the most canvas space, a second-from-right foreground profile capturing his long nose, lush hair, and exuberant sideburns.

Neither Elizabeth nor Lucretia appears prominently on canvas. The young bride from rural New York is at this moment largely unknown even in America and is thus not shown. The Hicksite Quakeress from Philadelphia appears far back in the crowd. Haydon confesses in his diary to purposefully denying Lucretia a prominent portrayal; he disapproves of her unorthodox religious beliefs.29 Most other women cluster on the right, behind Henry.

Mary Clarkson, however, sits prominently on the left, alongside her eighty-year-old father-in-law, the renowned anti-slavery crusader Thomas Clarkson. A living link to the sainted Wilberforce, whom he closely assisted over many decades, old Clarkson now holds the floor as the convention’s unanimously chosen and aptly titled “venerable chairman.” Although Clarkson’s son and namesake, Thomas, is already in the grave, the octogenarian’s grandson, also named Thomas, sits next to his mother, Mary. The audience has just been told that today, June 12, happens to be the lad’s ninth birthday.30 Young Thomas represents the anti-slavery movement’s next generation.

In the precise instant that the artist seeks to capture, old Clarkson reverently points to heaven. This spiritual climax of the convention’s soaring opening ceremony occurs before Wendell Phillips will rise and the issue of America’s female delegates will disrupt the general harmony. At first, old Clarkson seems to be the sole center of the painting’s action.

But not quite. In the actual center of the tableau—“the point of interest in the picture,” in Haydon’s own words explaining his opus to the viewing public—is a seated dark-skinned man whom we see from the back. His very black skin and very black hair contrast dramatically with the very white complexion of the gent to his right, a congregational minister named John Scoble, whose bald pate lets Haydon show more skin and thus more contrast. Even as the middle-man focuses on Clarkson, soaking up the venerable chairman’s every word, several others in this prodigiously White gathering are gazing at this Black protagonist. One nearby White man, a Quaker leader named George Stacey, gently pats the left arm of this Black man, whom Haydon aims to depict as an “African sitting by the intellectual European, in equality and intelligence.”31

Who, we might wonder, is this dark-skinned mystery man?

He is Henry Beckford, a former slave from Jamaica in his early thirties, who is now a Baptist church deacon and a credentialed delegate to this epic worldwide gathering. Though his mother was born free in Africa, she was later enslaved—sold by her own brother for a musket. Her son, our protagonist, then suffered slavery’s cruelties for his first twenty-eight years.32

Now, as the London Convention opens, Henry Beckford inhales England’s free air and inhabits England’s free soil. In all this, he literally embodies the convention’s global outreach and global object—to end slavery on every continent, the sooner the better. In Clarkson’s emphatic words in his opening address, the convention’s charge is “no[] less than the extirpation of slavery from the whole world.”33

In a few moments, Beckford will stand where Clarkson now stands. He will shake hands with both old Clarkson and young Thomas. He will then offer brief remarks—pious, poignant, and powerful—and this very White audience will give this very Black man its rapt attention:


I pray God to look down in mercy upon the labours of this Society, which has been formed in this country to deliver us from bondage. I rejoice to see the kind gentleman who, as the root of this Society, relieved my body from suffering. I rejoice to tender my thanks to the British ladies from one end of the land to the other.

I have seen the blood run down the Negro’s back; I have seen the poor creatures confined in chains; but how shall I rejoice when I return to my native country, to tell my friends that I have seen these gentlemen who delivered us from the accursed system which was the ruin of men’s souls as well as the body! Slavery brought men down to the level of four-footed beasts; but now, when I return, no man can ask me where I have been. I came here as a free man, and I shall return as the same.

I was a slave for twenty-eight years, but look at me, and work on. There are other parts of the world where slavery now exists, but I trust the Negroes there will soon become freemen as I am today. We hope, however, that you will assist us till we become more thoroughly established in the blessings we now enjoy, and we will assist you by our prayers till slavery is abolished throughout the world.



Moved by these words, the audience will erupt with cheers. The great “Liberator,” Daniel O’Connell, an incumbent British MP, will doff his hat and bow to Henry Beckford, a former slave. Lucretia’s heart will swell with admiration.34

Henry Beckford will then return to his seat and begin receding, far from the international spotlight, into the mists of history. He was not that day and never later became as famous as many other figures in this tableau. Even so, the whole point of the London Convention was to increase the numbers, and improve the lives, of the Henry Beckfords of the world.35

Beyond London

As the 1840s dawned, the London Convention signaled that the world’s leading reformers were turning to the project of ending slavery everywhere. Britain’s intellectual, religious, and political activists were surging forward in this crusade.

Would the United States of America, which had once led the abolitionist charge in the immediate aftermath of the American Revolution, follow Britain’s example? Might Britain’s former colonies yet again excel their mother country as earth’s best hope for liberty and equality? Given America’s distinctive national texts and traditions, what was the best way forward? These questions weighed heavily upon many of the leading American delegates as the London Convention dissolved.

Upon the Phillipses’ transatlantic return to Massachusetts in 1841, Ann’s husband would not shilly-shally. Indeed, Wendell would soon grab national attention by authoring a controversial booklet denouncing the US Constitution as a pro-slavery compact. Elizabeth Cady Stanton’s bridegroom would take a different tack. By decade’s end, Henry Brewster Stanton would cofound a prophetic political party hailing the Constitution as an essentially anti-slavery document. Meanwhile, Elizabeth and Lucretia, aided by James Mott, would enjoy their own moment in the sun, staging a convention focused less on slavery than on equal rights for women.36

In all this, the Phillipses, the Stantons, the Motts, and other American reformers would grapple with questions that would dominate American discourse for decades to come. Was their goal, as it had been in London, simply ending slavery? Or was it now vindicating human rights and human equality more generally? How did sex equality fit into the big picture? If all men were created equal, what about women?
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