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I am trying to preach and practice a genuine antislavery life, turning 
neither to the right or left, and I think not without success.

Frederick Douglass, Kilmarnock, 29 March, 1846
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Part I

The Voyage

People who have never gone to sea [. . .] can not imagine how puzzling 
and confounding it is. It must be like going into a barbarous country, 
where they speak a strange dialect, and dress in strange clothes, and 
live in strange houses.

Herman Melville, Redburn
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Chapter 1

‘Throw Him Overboard’

‘That’s a lie,’ called out Mr Hazzard from Connecticut.
As was the custom on the last evening of the eleven-day voy-

age, the meal-hour was extended, wine was served at table and 
spirits ran high, prompting several extra courses of congratulatory 
speeches. Holyhead Mountain appeared faintly on the hori zon, and 
diners went outdoors to cool their heads, heated with champagne 
and verbosity. One of the stewards rang a hand-bell, summoning 
them to the promenade deck. At the invitation of Captain Judkins, 
a passenger who had till then kept largely to himself prepared to 
address them. Copies of his newly published autobiography had 
been passed around the ship during the past ten days. No doubt 
many of those who had perused the Narrative of the Life of Freder-
ick Douglass, An American Slave, Written by Himself were looking 
forward to hearing eloquent and moving testimony from the author 
in person.

Douglass barely had time to speak before the man stepped 
forward. ‘That’s a lie.’ And each time Douglass tried to resume, 
Hazzard repeated his objection. It was impossible for Douglass to 
proceed. But, encouraged by his supporters, the lecturer came out 
from under the awning to stand by the main mast.

‘Well, ladies and gentlemen,’ he said. ‘Since what I have said has 
been pronounced lies, I will read, not what I have written, but what 
the southern legislators themselves have written – I mean the law.’ 
He took up the book he was holding and began:

‘If more than seven slaves are found together in any road, with-
out a white person, twenty lashes a piece; for visiting a plantation 
without a written pass, ten lashes; for letting loose a boat from 
where it is made fast, thirty-nine lashes for the fi rst offence, and 
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4  Frederick Douglass and Scotland, 1846

for the second, shall have cut from off his head one ear; for keep-
ing or carrying a club, thirty-nine lashes; for having any article for 
sale without a ticket from his master, ten lashes; for travelling in 
any other than the most usual and accustomed roads, when going 
alone to any place, forty lashes; for being found in another person’s 
negro quarters, forty lashes; for hunting with dogs in the woods, 
thirty lashes; for being on horseback without the written permis-
sion of his master, twenty-fi ve lashes; for riding or going abroad in 
the night, or riding horses in the day time, without leave, a slave 
may be whipped, cropped, or branded on the cheek with the letter 
R, or otherwise punished, not extending to life, or so as to render 
him unfi t for labor.’

But this tactic only provoked his opponents more. ‘Down with 
the nigger,’ said one. ‘He shan’t speak,’ said another. They closed in 
on him, raised their fi sts and swore to silence him. Other passengers 
rushed to Douglass’s defence, but the threats only grew more men-
acing. ‘Oh, I wish I had you in Cuba,’ bawled a slaveholder used to 
getting his own way, and a little the worse for drink. ‘Ah,’ said a man 
beside him, ‘I wish I had him in Savannah! We would use him up!’ 
A third onlooker announced fl atly, ‘I will be one of a number to 
throw him overboard.’

Standing nearby was Captain Thomas Bunbury Gough of the 
33rd Regiment of Foot – one of several off-duty army offi cers on 
board. He was a very tall, imposing Irishman: in telling the story 
later, Douglass compared him to a giraffe. Gough laughed and, hold-
ing a glass to his eye, peered down at the short, plump antagonist. 
‘Have you ever thought, my friend, that two can play at that game?’

The audience found itself divided into two angry opposing camps. 
And, amid the jeering and the jostling, the deck of the Cambria sud-
denly felt very dangerous indeed.1

The voyage had begun smoothly enough. On Saturday, 16 August 
1845, the wooden paddle steamer pulled away from Boston harbour. 
The Hutchinson Family, a singing group on their fi rst trip to Europe, 
sang a tuneful farewell to friends who had gathered at the dockside. 
They swung their hats and handkerchiefs and gave out a great cheer, 
returned by passengers on the rail. Many of them no doubt prayed 
for good weather, an uneventful voyage and safe arrival in Liver-
pool before the end of the month. They would not have forgotten 
the shocking disappearance, four years earlier, of the President in a 
gale crossing the Atlantic with 136 on board. Douglass himself had 
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 ‘Throw Him Overboard’  5

known one of those who had perished.2 And it was not uncommon 
for ships to run aground in fog.

The vessel followed the coast north and called in at Halifax, Nova 
Scotia, where a party went ashore, observing a large regiment drill-
ing as they entered the town. Resuming their voyage, they headed 
out into the open sea. Those used to the noise of ropes and the rush-
ing of sailors on sailing ships or to the din of the engines on other 
steamers must have been pleasantly surprised at how quiet the ship 
was, its vast machinery – and the infernal work of the stokers and 
engineers – insulated from their eyes and ears below deck.

The passengers sought to ease the monotonous rhythm of the 
days, knitting, sewing, reading, singing, walking. Some of them 
amused themselves with shuffl eboard, checkers or a rubber of whist. 
Religious services were held on Sundays. Those not affl icted with 
sea-sickness ate hearty meals in the saloon, where joints were carved 
at the table. Wine glasses and tumblers hung overhead in a swinging 
rack, and a few passengers succumbed to the temptations of strong 
drink, freely available from six in the morning till eleven at night.

They encountered – and overtook – other ships, the captains 
engaging in silent conversations with fl ags. Early one morning, the 

Figure 1.1 The Cambria.
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6  Frederick Douglass and Scotland, 1846

steward woke the passengers to tell them they were passing between 
icebergs and they gathered on deck in heavy coats to gaze upon a 
dozen or so specimens towering over them, like huge sphinxes or 
enormous cathedrals. One of these collapsed as they watched, its 
bulk falling into the calm sea with a sound like the roar of a thousand 
cannon, sending spray high into the air, then dispersing to reveal a 
low island of rough snow.

‘Splendid boat, the Cambria’, wrote one passenger in his diary. It 
‘rides over the waves with as much ease as the wild sea gull.’ Although 
it never broke the record set two years later by the Hibernia, which 
made the crossing in just over nine days, its reputation for punctual-
ity was formidable. True to its nickname, the ‘Flying Cambria’ made 
excellent time.

Notes

 1. FD gave a number of accounts of the voyage. See FD, Dublin, 9 September 
1845 (Dublin Evening Packet, 11 September 1845; Freeman’s Journal, 13 
September 1845); FD, Cork, 27 October 1845 (FDP 1.1, pp. 62–6); FD, 
Belfast, 5 December 1845 (Belfast News-Letter, 9 December 1845); FD, 
Glasgow, 15 January 1846 (FDP 1.1, pp. 139–42); FD to WLG, Dublin, 
1 September 1845 (FDP 3.1, pp. 47–50); FD to Thurlow Weed, Dublin, 
1 December 1845 (FDP 3.1, pp. 67–8); and the retrospective account 
in BF, pp. 365–8 (A, pp. 370–2; FDP 2.2, pp. 209–11). I draw freely 
on these and also Alexander, L’Acadie, vol. 2, pp. 258–62; Cockrell, 
Excelsior, pp. 315–23; Hutchinson, Story of the Hutchinsons, vol. 2, 
pp. 142–7; Gac, Singing for Freedom, pp. 208–10; Warburton, Hochel-
aga, vol. 2, pp. 54–63. See also Liberator, 3 October 1845, 10 October 
1845; National Anti-Slavery Standard, 18 December 1845.

 2. The man FD knew was Rev. George Cookman, an exception among 
the clergymen he knew at St Michael’s in Maryland, who genuinely 
‘took an interest in our temporal and spiritual welfare’, and for that 
was loved and venerated by the slaves: BF, pp. 198–9 (A, p. 253; FDP 
2.2, pp. 113–14). 
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Chapter 2

The Making of a Fugitive

Frederick Douglass was born Frederick Bailey in February 1818, a 
slave belonging to Aaron Anthony, an overseer employed by Colonel 
Edward Lloyd in Talbot County, Maryland, on the eastern shore of 
the Chesapeake Bay. The boy scarcely knew his mother, who was 
expected back at work on Anthony’s own farm soon after the birth, 
and he was raised by his grandmother in a cabin in the backwoods 
where her husband, a free man, earned a precarious living as a wood-
cutter. At the age of six Frederick was considered ready to take up 
duties at the big house of Lloyd’s Wye Plantation, twelve miles dis-
tant, rejoining his three older siblings. Here he fi rst witnessed the 
cruelties of overseers, which haunted him for the rest of his life. And 
then, two years later, he was wrenched away once more. Anthony’s 
son-in-law, Thomas Auld, sent the young boy to live with his brother 
Hugh and his wife Sophia in Baltimore, the second largest city in the 
United States at the time, and the best part of a day’s sail from the 
plantation.

There was no question of the boy receiving any formal education, 
but Sophia began to teach him how to read, before her husband 
stopped her, declaring that it was against the law, and even she now 
became cold towards him. But Frederick was tenacious and thereaf-
ter he sought every opportunity to continue his education in secret: 
he got hold of a copy of the Columbian Orator, a popular textbook 
with extracts from famous speeches, copying letters and enlisting 
the (sometimes unwitting) help of white boys he encountered in the 
shipyards.

When he was fi fteen, Thomas Auld, now his owner, called him 
back to Talbot County and hired him out to various farms. This 
would have been Frederick’s fi rst real taste of demanding manual 
labour in the open air, and hard to take after the relatively light 
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duties he had enjoyed in Baltimore. Auld, determined to take him 
down a peg or two, probably relished his discomfort. Indeed, after 
discovering that the enterprising youth had set up a clandestine Sab-
bath school, he resolved to teach him a lesson. In January 1834 he 
hired him out for a year to Edward Covey, a man with a reputation 
for disciplining hard-to-manage slaves. The work was tough, and 
Covey whipped his slaves for every imagined infraction. Frederick 
admitted he felt broken, and his only solace was in dreaming of free-
dom as he watched sailing ships in the Chesapeake Bay make their 
way to the ocean.

One time Covey assaulted him, Frederick decided he had had 
enough and fought back. According to the account he later gave of 
it in his Narrative, the struggle lasted several hours, but in the end, 
Frederick prevailed, and Covey never laid a fi nger on him again. This 
was, he wrote, ‘the turning-point in my career as a slave’, introduc-
ing the episode by announcing, ‘You have seen how a man was made 
a slave; you shall see how a slave was made a man.’1 Proclaiming 
his adulthood and his maleness as well as his humanity, henceforth 
all his efforts were geared to securing his freedom in body as well as 
in spirit.

His fi rst attempt was a failure. Plans he had made to escape with 
fi ve close friends were uncovered, and Auld had to get him out of jail. 
But when he sent him back to his brother in Baltimore, new oppor-
tunities presented themselves. Frederick bided his time; he wanted to 
be sure of success. He was sent to work in the shipyards, and later 
persuaded Hugh Auld to let him choose his own jobs and live in his 
own lodgings, on the condition that he passed on an agreed portion 
of his wages to him. Many of his fellow workers were free men, and 
he no doubt began to enlarge his knowledge of the world at this time. 
He attended services of the African Methodist Episcopal Church and 
formed a secret debating society. It was through one or the other that 
he met Anna Murray, a free woman from the Eastern Shore who had 
found work in the city as a domestic servant. They became engaged, 
and with her help and careful planning, he boarded a train north 
disguised as a sailor. He was just twenty years old.2

As soon as she heard he had reached New York City safely, Anna 
joined him, and they married at once. The couple moved to New Bed-
ford, the whaling port in Massachusetts, where, after several changes 
of surname designed to confuse any pursuers, he settled on Douglass, 
which was how he was known for the rest of his life. He took what 
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manual jobs he could get on the wharves and preached for while in 
a black church. Douglass subscribed to the abolitionist newspaper 
the Liberator and attended, and then began to speak at, antislav-
ery meetings. Within three years, he was engaged as a lecturer by 
the Massachusetts Anti-Slavery Society and faced hostile, sometimes 
violent crowds as he toured New England, New York, Pennsylvania, 
Ohio and Indiana, alongside more experienced campaigners.

Northern states had largely abolished slavery by 1800 (although 
small pockets remained until the 1830s). Even so, the abolitionist 
message was not widely welcomed there, with many whites express-
ing their insecurities in racial terms, and welcoming measures that 
limited the rights and opportunities of former slaves and their 
descendants living in their midst. It was not just the abolitionists’ 
denunciations of slavery, or the assistance they gave to fugitives, that 
provoked their opponents, but their struggle for the equality of free 
black people.3

Douglass, for instance, took part in the campaign to persuade 
Rhode Island to repeal the legislation it had introduced in 1822 that 
allowed only white males to vote – a success that was not, however, 
repeated elsewhere. He also joined protests against the Massachu-
setts railroads when they introduced a separate car to which black 
passengers were assigned. Douglass and other activists would sit in 
the fi rst-class car and refuse to move when asked, prompting them 
to be forcibly dragged from the train. The railroad companies even-
tually backed down, but ‘Jim Crow’, the nickname for the separate 
car, came to refer to the whole range of formal and informal codes 
by which black people were kept in their place, with an arbitrari-
ness and unpredictability that brought an element of anxiety to every 
public encounter.4

In 1842 Douglass moved the family to Lynn, a shoe-manufacturing 
town and abolitionist stronghold ten miles north of Boston. Anna had 
given birth to three children already – Rosetta, Lewis, and Frederick 
– and a fourth, Charles Remond, would soon follow. With Douglass 
spending long periods away on the road, Anna must have relied on the 
support of friends, especially Ruth Cox, a fugitive slave from Mary-
land Douglass met at an abolitionist meeting and whom he invited to 
join the household.5

He may not have risen to such prominence so quickly had he not 
been championed by William Lloyd Garrison, founder of the Lib-
erator in 1831. Garrison, who began his working life as a printer’s 
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apprentice, soon made a name for himself as a journalist and edi-
tor. An uncompromising Christian moralist with strong views on 
temperance and Sabbath observance, at fi rst he showed little inter-
est in slavery, deferring to the dominant gradualist philosophy of 
the American Colonization Society, which encouraged freed slaves 
to emigrate to Liberia in West Africa rather than standing up for 
their equal rights in the United States. But in the late 1820s he 
began to heed the criticisms of black abolitionists, denounced the 
colonisationists and espoused the cause of immediate and uncondi-
tional emancipation. Three years after it launched, Garrison noted 
that only a quarter of the subscribers to his newspaper were white. 
‘The paper, then, belongs emphatically to the people of color,’ he 
declared. ‘It is their organ.’6 They remained its core readership 
as he steered the white abolitionist movement in a radically new 
direction. Garrison became the leading spokesman for what by 
the late 1830s had become a mass movement, embracing over a 
thousand local societies with 140,000 members, co-ordinated by 
the national American Anti-Slavery Society of which he was the 
Corresponding Secretary.7

The young Douglass certainly admired Garrison, a father fi gure 
to him in some ways, though only twelve years his senior. And Dou-
glass stuck by him even though a signifi cant number had seceded 
from the national society to form a rival organisation. Garrison saw 
how useful Douglass was for the cause, but sometimes introduced 
him to audiences as if he were a circus act: ‘It is recorded in holy 
writ, that a beast once spoke,’ he announced on one occasion, allud-
ing to the Old Testament story of Balaam’s Ass. ‘A greater miracle 
be here tonight.’8 Douglass certainly saw himself as more than a 
talking mule.

At fi rst Douglass’s speeches focused on his own experiences in 
Maryland, but before long he found, as he expressed it later, ‘it 
did not entirely satisfy me to narrate wrongs; I felt like denouncing 
them’.9 In the juridical language used by abolitionists, his role as a 
witness soon augmented into that of a prosecutor.10 Even so it was 
Douglass’s life story that captured the imagination of a wider public, 
and he began to write it down. Published in Boston in May 1845, his 
Narrative was instant success. The initial run of 5,000 copies sold 
out in a few months, and by 1853 it had sold over 30,000 copies in 
over twenty editions in Britain and the United States and had been 
translated into Dutch and French.11 It was one of the best known of 
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the hundred or more slave narratives published in the thirty years 
before the Civil War.12 Their testimony was of vital importance to 
the radical abolitionist movement, not just because their authors 
exposed the horrors of slavery, but because they had escaped from 
its grip and wrote about it themselves.

The book was written partly to answer those who heard Douglass’s 
accomplished speeches and doubted he ever was a slave. But by pro-
viding the details of his experience in slavery, ‘giving names of persons, 
places, and dates’, as he put it, he placed himself in grave danger. The 
story of his escape

soon became known in Maryland, and I had reason to believe that an 
effort would be made to recapture me [. . .] [A]nd while [. . .] there 
was little probability of successful recapture, if attempted openly, 
I was constantly in danger of being spirited away, at a moment when 
my friends could render me no assistance. In traveling about from 
place to place – often alone – I was much exposed to this sort of 
attack. Any one cherishing the design to betray me, could easily do 
so, by simply tracing my whereabouts through the anti-slavery jour-
nals, for my meetings and movements were promptly made known 
in advance.13

The Fugitive Slave Law of 1793 permitted slaveholders and their 
agents to track down fugitive slaves who had sought refuge in the 
‘free’ states of the North and force them to return. Hence Douglass’s 
precaution of changing his name. In 1842 the slave George Latimer, 
who had escaped from Virginia with his wife, arrived in Boston, only 
to be immediately recognised by someone who knew him and had 
him arrested. Abolitionists – including Douglass – rallied and con-
sidered how to spring him from jail if the courts did not rule in their 
favour. In the end Latimer was released, but only on a technicality, 
and despite the efforts of states such as Massachusetts to fi nd ways 
round the federal law, fugitive slaves like Douglass remained highly 
vulnerable. (In 1846 a stowaway, Joe, made it to Boston only to be 
recaptured and sent to New Orleans before activists were alerted.) 
And, as abolitionists suspected, it would only get worse. In 1850 a 
new Fugitive Slave Law closed the loopholes and a fresh nightmare 
began.14

The danger of recapture was a real one. What was Douglass to do? 
One option was to leave the country for a while. To British Canada 

5890_Pettinger.indd   115890_Pettinger.indd   11 09/10/18   3:27 PM09/10/18   3:27 PM



12  Frederick Douglass and Scotland, 1846

perhaps, where slavery barely survived the 1790s and thousands of 
fugitives had already resettled, although they faced similar hostility 
and discrimination to those who didn’t slip across the border. In Brit-
ain itself Douglass could expect a warmer welcome, and if he could 
rouse audiences there he had a chance of furthering the abolitionist 
agenda at home, to the extent that British public opinion still com-
manded some respect in the United States. And so, in August 1845, 
he decided to sail to Liverpool. He must have thought long and hard 
about his decision to leave his wife and four young children. Only a 
few years earlier both he and Anna had, in moving North, made the 
choice to leave behind their closest relatives in Maryland, with whom 
they had no way of communicating directly. That they renamed 
Ruth Cox ‘Harriet Bailey’ after Douglass’s younger sister, who died 
in infancy, suggests the trauma of that separation did not recede 
quickly. Could they now endure a separation from each other? They 
must have calculated that even to be parted by an ocean for a year 
would be nothing compared to the permanent rupture they would 
face if Douglass was handcuffed and returned to Thomas Auld, and, 
in all likelihood, sold on. And his long absences on lecture tours may 
have prepared them both for a more protracted time apart.

His book exposed Douglass to danger, especially as he was a pub-
lic fi gure who could be easily located. But it also offered a great 
opportunity. In Britain and Ireland, he could promote the Narrative 
to a whole new market. He could join forces with the abolitionists 
there who, having helped to bring about the emancipation of slaves 
in the West Indies, had now turned their attention to the United 
States. There he would fi nd a different kind of audience: perhaps 
less hostile than he was used to, but still demanding patience and 
resourcefulness if he was to rouse them to a keen passion. It was a 
challenge he was more than ready for. An ambitious man, aware of 
his talents as an orator and a writer, he must have felt limited as a 
hired hand, paraded as a professional fugitive, for the Massachusetts 
Anti-Slavery Society. Here was a chance to step on stage as an intel-
lectual in his own right and to enjoy a freedom that was denied him, 
even in the Northern states.

He did not travel alone, but as the only person of colour, he was 
the only member of the party for whom that taste of freedom would 
be transformative. Signifi cantly, perhaps, it was not Garrison who 
accompanied him, or another leading spokesman for the Society, 
but the gentle, lesser-known James Needham Buffum. Douglass had 
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known him since at least the summer of 1841 and they had crossed 
paths many times on the campaign trail, including the protests on 
the railroads in which Buffum had also taken part. But Buffum 
was not one to seek the spotlight. He was considered an excellent 
speaker, if not an electrifying one, and was happy to play a supporting 
role, providing the statistics while Douglass held audiences with the 
drama of his delivery. One abolitionist called him a ‘walking maga-
zine of facts’.15

The entertainment at the farewell meeting held at Lynn’s Lyceum 
Hall was provided by the Hutchinson Family. A singing group from 
New Hampshire consisting of three brothers and a sister, also about 
to embark on their fi rst trip to Europe, they were much loved in 
abolitionist circles for their moving and inspirational anthems. The 
next morning, on the deck of the Cambria as it lay off in the stream, 
Jesse Hutchinson gathered the well-wishers in a circle and the fam-
ily sang ‘Home Sweet Home’. As the last strains died away, the bell 
sounded, and, with fi nal handshakes, they bade each other adieu. 
The last sight his friends had of Douglass as they were ferried back 
to the wharf was him waving his hat in the distance.16

As he did so, he may have refl ected that although he was follow-
ing in the footsteps of Garrison, who had visited Britain in 1833 and 
1840, Douglass’s path was also prepared by several black Ameri-
cans who had crossed the Atlantic during the previous decade or so, 
some of them staying for several years. They travelled for a variety 
of reasons: Nathaniel Paul to raise money for the Wilberforce Col-
ony of free blacks in Ontario; James McCune Smith to study medi-
cine; Robert Purvis to visit his father’s family in Fife; Moses Roper 
to secure an education and train as a missionary; Charles Lenox 
Remond to attend the World Anti-Slavery Convention in London; 
Moses Grandy to raise funds to purchase the freedom of relatives; 
and James W. C. Pennington to attend the second World Anti-Slavery 
Convention. But all of them attended or addressed antislavery meet-
ings, and those who had grown up enslaved (Roper and Grandy) 
recounted their experiences both on the lecture platform and in auto-
biographies published in Britain and Ireland, which (like Douglass) 
they sold on speaking tours.

Some of them subsequently returned to Britain, including Pen-
nington (three times before the Civil War), while Roper, after two 
years in Canada, came back in 1846 to arrange a new edition of 
his Narrative of the Adventures and Escape of Moses Roper from 
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American Slavery and lectured, mostly in Scotland and Ireland, at 
the same time as Douglass, although there is no evidence they met. 
Molliston Madison Clark was also in Britain over the same period, 
as a delegate of the African Methodist Episcopal Church to the Evan-
gelical Alliance conference in London.17

Douglass clearly benefi ted from their example. Some of them he 
was close to: Douglass had campaigned alongside Remond in Mas-
sachusetts, and named his third child after him, Pennington was 
the church minister who had married him and Anna in New York, 
while Smith later became the New York correspondent for Frederick 
Douglass’ Paper. He was not the fi rst black abolitionist to visit the 
British Isles, but he was to become by far the best known, creating a 
stir even before his arrival in Liverpool – news of which soon spread 
far and wide once the fi rst reports of the eventful voyage appeared 
in US and British newspapers.18
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Chapter 3

‘Put Them in Irons’

Trouble on the Cambria began long before Douglass was invited to 
address the passengers on the promenade deck on the last evening of 
the voyage. In a number of speeches he gave in Ireland and Scotland 
that autumn and winter, he explained that even before he boarded 
the vessel he was told by the agent at Boston that he was not allowed 
to take fi rst-class cabin passage because of the colour of his skin.

Douglass was no stranger to discrimination. He faced it every day 
in Massachusetts and had campaigned vigorously against the prac-
tice on the state’s railroads. He did not, however, expect to face this 
kind of prejudice at the hands of a British company.1 The Cambria 
was one of the fl eet of four ships operated by the British and North 
American Steam Packet Company, which began services between 
Liverpool, Halifax and Boston in 1840 after securing the govern-
ment mail contract. The contract even stipulated that an offi cer of 
the Royal Navy had to be on board every vessel to ensure the safety 
of its precious cargo. A cat was also required to catch the rats which 
would otherwise have gnawed into the mailbags, as well as a cow 
and chickens so the passengers could enjoy fresh milk and eggs. One 
can sense Douglass’s bitter disappointment in discovering – as he told 
an audience in Glasgow – that ‘the corrupting infl uence of American 
customs and manners extended [to] the deck of a British steamer, 
under the British fl ag’. And all because

a few pro-slavery, cadaverous, lantern-jawed Americans were on 
board. (Cheers and laughter.) There were a few pale-faced Ameri-
cans on board, whose olfactory nerves would have been most 
offended if he had come anywhere in the neighbourhood of them. 
He was ready to take a cabin passage, and to pay for it, and to 
behave himself as other men did, but he was refused on the ground 
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that he was a coloured man. (Shame.) Yes, it was a shame for Eng-
land so far to lower its dignity as to adopt the prejudices of the 
slaveholders on board any of her vessels, and to violate the British 
cross, merely to please the slaveholding, woman-stripping, cradle-
plundering Americans.2 

Careful to acknowledge the kindness of the captain and other 
members of the crew who, it seemed, were disinclined to prevent 
him from mingling with other passengers, Douglass portrays him-
self as one who, at least initially, intended to keep a low profi le, 
confi dent in the knowledge that the power of those who sought to 
restrict him would evaporate once he reached Britain’s shores. The 
report continued:

Well, when he got on board he took his position before the mast, 
and spent his days in the forecastle, feeling quite happy, and what 
gave him the greatest consolation was, that every revolution of the 
ponderous wheels of their noble ship bore him farther from the land 
of those proscriptions which he had then escaped.3 

The driving force behind the British and North American Steam 
Packet Company was Samuel Cunard in partnership with the two 
Glasgow ship-owners, and the company was more commonly referred 
to as ‘Cunard’s line’ from the start. The steamers took cabin passen-
gers only, with fares out of the range of most people: $120 for fi rst 
cabin and $70 for second.4 Some commentators, including Douglass 
himself, refer to his being forced to travel ‘steerage’ – a term nor-
mally reserved for the crowded communal area on a lower deck with 
minimal facilities, at fares of around $12 for an eastward passage 
– but this option was available only on sailing ships at the time.5 In 
fact, it seems clear that Douglass (or rather Buffum, on his behalf) 
was obliged to purchase a second-cabin ticket.6 Nevertheless, condi-
tions were spartan compared to their competitors, and furthermore 
the company seemed to treat complaints rather dismissively. Charles 
MacIver, who ran operations at Liverpool, told a disappointed travel-
ler: ‘Going to sea was a hardship. The Company did not undertake to 
make anything else out of it.’7

Furthermore, the mix of passengers could be an explosive one. 
Douglass observed:

5890_Pettinger.indd   185890_Pettinger.indd   18 09/10/18   3:27 PM09/10/18   3:27 PM



 ‘Put Them in Irons’  19

[O]ur passengers were made up of nearly all sorts of people, from 
different countries, of the most opposite modes of thinking on all 
subjects. We had nearly all sorts or parties in morals, religion, and 
politics, as well as trades and callings, and professions. The doctor 
and the lawyer, the soldier and the sailor, were there. The schem-
ing Connecticut wooden clock-maker, the large, surly, New-York 
lion tamer, the solemn Roman Catholic Bishop, and the Orthodox 
Quaker were there. A minister of the Free Church of Scotland, and 
a minister of the Church of England – the established Christian and 
the wandering Jew, the Whig and the Democrat, the white and the 
black – were there. There was the dark-visaged Spaniard, and the 
light-visaged Englishman – the man from Montreal, and the man 
from Mexico.8 

But the deepest fault line that divided the passengers – as events 
were to dramatically show – was the matter of slavery, Douglass 
neatly evoking the clash of ideologies by contrasting his own book 
and the recently published Two Letters on Slavery in the United 
States by the governor of South Carolina, James Henry Hammond, 
which claimed to offer a defence of slavery on both biblical and 
scientifi c grounds.9

There were slaveholders from Cuba, and slaveholders from Georgia. 
We had anti-slavery songs and pro-slavery grumbling; and at the same 
time that Governor Hammond’s Letters were being read, my Narra-
tive was being circulated.10 

Confi ned together for nearly two weeks on a small ship, where 
the conventional division of spheres between men and women and 
between adults and children was harder to maintain, passengers had 
to fi nd ways of getting along and modifying their conduct accord-
ingly. The Hutchinsons, who regularly entertained the passengers, 
realised that their ‘[s]ongs must be all kinds in order to fi t any of 
the many kinds of human minds on board the Cambria’ and they 
drew on a wide repertoire, including ‘God Save the Queen’, ‘Yankee 
Doodle’, ‘America’ and ‘Life on the Ocean Wave’ in a diplomatic nod 
to different national allegiances, as well as, perhaps, to defl ect any 
hostility that might have greeted their own compositions extolling 
temperance, women’s rights and the abolition of slavery.11

5890_Pettinger.indd   195890_Pettinger.indd   19 09/10/18   3:27 PM09/10/18   3:27 PM



20  Frederick Douglass and Scotland, 1846

That order was generally maintained on such vessels – at least as 
far as the passengers were concerned – shows how well people had 
learned to govern themselves. To some extent this was down to the 
organisation of space and time on board. Cunard ships were subject 
to strict regulations drawn up by MacIver, which covered not only 
matters such as navigation, fi re safety and the consumption of coal, 
but also the cleaning of staterooms, the opening hours of the bar and 
the timing of ‘lights-out’.12

With only fi rst-class ticket holders entitled to dine in the saloon 
– the others had to take their meals in their cabins – large public 
gatherings were discouraged, and with no steerage passengers, all 
were spared contact with emigrants of the lower classes. The often 
uneventful days – barring storms, or the sight of icebergs, whales or 
other ships – were punctuated with regular mealtimes and the sound 
of the half-hour bells, to which routines were added the customary 
forms of amusement encouraged on board.

The success of these unobtrusive forms of management is indi-
cated by the relative infrequency by which rules and regulations on 
board are referred to in travellers’ accounts, for it is usually only 
when they seem arbitrary and imposing that they merit attention.

One subject of controversy was MacIver’s insistence (which 
Samuel Cunard tried to persuade him to relax) that captains were 
expected, on Sundays, to ‘read the Church of England Service to your 
crew and Passengers in the Saloon at a fi xed hour, as nearly as you 
can’.13 When the showman P. T. Barnum sailed back to the United 
States in February 1847, he became involved in an argument with the 
same Captain Judkins for not allowing the Presbyterian clergyman, 
the Rev. Dr Robert Baird (most defi nitely not an Anglican), to preach 
to passengers in the forward cabin, as this was – Judkins declared 
fl atly – ‘against the rules of the ship’. Barnum protested forcefully, 
until Judkins threatened him: ‘If you repeat such language, I will 
put you in irons.’ Barnum suggested that if he arrived in New York 
in such a condition, it might stretch the credulity of those uphold-
ing ‘Yankee ideas of religious intolerance’. Baird himself, on being 
apprised of the situation, quietly conceded, saying, ‘if the rules of this 
ship are so stringent I suppose we must submit’. Afterwards, Judkins 
apologised to Barnum for his manner and the two washed down 
their differences with a bottle of champagne.14

The arbitrary nature of the rules was also evident in the prac-
tices of the company relating to the treatment of black passengers. 
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Scottish newspapers in particular had had a keen eye on this ever 
since James McCune Smith was refused passage on a ship return-
ing from Glasgow to New York in 1837.15 They also reported the 
ill-treatment of Charles Remond on his outward voyage in 1840.16 
Neither of these cases involved Cunard vessels and according to 
Remond, on his return journey on the Cunard ship Columbia, cap-
tained by Judkins, ‘every politeness was shown me by the offi cers, 
and every kindness and attention by the stewards’.17 But Judkins 
was not always so fair-minded.

The year before Douglass’s outward voyage, George Lewis, a minis-
ter with the Free Church of Scotland, returning from the United States 
on the Acadia, noted in his journal that

[t]he only disagreeable circumstance that occurred in the home-ward 
voyage was the exclusion of a young gentleman, a passenger from 
Hayti, who had paid a cabin passage, and yet was not permitted to 
enter the saloon and dine at the common table. About one-third of 
the passengers joined in a request to the captain that he should be 
invited to join us in the saloon. The remonstrance was unheeded. 
The Captain at one moment saying that it was contrary to orders, 
and at another time declaring that he had no authority on the sub-
ject, but that the American passengers would not tolerate it. Finding 
no redress from Captain Judkins, we drew up a remonstrance to the 
owners at Glasgow and Liverpool, against this ungenerous outrage 
on the feelings of a coloured gentleman in a British vessel carrying 
her Majesty’s mail. Most of the British and colonial passengers, and 
several of the New Englanders, signed the remonstrance; but the 
Southerns contemptuously refused, and one young Southern, from 
New Orleans, who spent most of the voyage at the card-table, got up 
a counter petition that the cow should be admitted to the saloon. The 
jest only showed the breeding of the slaveholder, and was not relished 
by the [other] passengers.18 

The remonstrance may have had some effect, for a year later Jud-
kins appears to have taken a relaxed attitude to Douglass, who – 
despite the prohibition imposed on him at Boston – found that he 
could move freely about the ship. It would appear that the captain 
was permitted some discretion in deciding whether to enforce the 
discriminatory conditions set by the agents on shore and was guided 
by an assessment of the consequences of allowing such racial mixing 
on board. In the earlier voyage, it seems that Judkins risked the anger 
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of a substantial proportion of the passengers, but this anger found a 
relatively safe outlet in the form of the remonstrance, subsequently 
published in the Glasgow Argus.19 In the later voyage, it is possi-
ble that Judkins’s easy-going attitude was rewarded by Douglass’s 
own circumspection in choosing to remain in his cabin for much of 
the voyage.

The decks of a transatlantic steamer were negotiated spaces, in 
which custom and routine made it relatively easy to impose racial 
segregation, but the response would have been hard to predict. Every 
voyage would have been different, and the captain would have been 
required to read the characters and moods of the passengers in order 
to weigh the risk of granting – or withholding – black travellers the 
right to associate with whites. Assailed by confl icting requests, he 
would have to be fairly certain that any decision he made would not 
lead to anything more serious than grumbles or – at worst – formal 
complaints. It was rare that situations got out of hand to the point 
that passenger safety was in peril.20

The confrontation on the Cambria drew in other members of the 
party. Voices and fi sts were raised. According to the army offi cer 
Captain Warburton, who included an account of the voyage in a 
book of his travels published the following year, the ugly scene lasted 
‘for at least an hour’, though ‘in the mean time, this demon of dis-
cord had vanished, and we saw or heard no more of him or his lec-
tures’.21 John Hutchinson puts it rather differently, describing how 
the speaker was ‘so disturbed [. . .] that he was forced to suspend, 
and with a sentence half-fi nished, he retreated under the awning and 
thence down the stairs to the steerage, his only hiding place, where 
he was sheltered from the wrath of those blood-thirsty Americans 
whose “chivalry” was so much shocked’.22

Judkins, who, after introducing Douglass, had retired to partake 
of a luxurious banquet given to him by friends, was eventually roused 
by the disturbances. Calling Douglass to his side, he admonished 
those who had prevented him from speaking. ‘You have acted derog-
atory to the character of gentlemen and Christians,’ he told them. 
‘Those who are not desirous to hear him, let them go to another part 
of the vessel.’ And he invited the speaker to continue. ‘Mr. Douglass,’ 
he said, ‘Go on, pitch into them like bricks!’23

At this moment, a passenger from Philadelphia stepped up and 
indicated his dissent. The captain took him aside, and the man made 
to pull something from under his coat. Judkins drew back a little, 
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expecting a knife of some sort, but it turned out to be a business 
card. ‘Meet me in Liverpool,’ he challenged. ‘Very well’, replied the 
captain, ‘I will be there.’24

But the tumult went on and threats continued to rent the evening 
air. Judkins called the boatswain and ordered him to bring the irons, 
to prevent, as Douglass put it, ‘a fatal exhibition of their wicked 
feelings’.25 The ironic reversal of roles was a gift to the orator. ‘You 
see,’ he said later in Belfast, ‘he was about to play the slaveholder 
over them.’ To his listeners in Glasgow, he explained: ‘They had 
been accustomed to put irons upon black people, but the idea of 
putting irons upon democratic republicans they could not under-
stand.’26 And to cap the story with a theatrical fl ourish, on at least 
two occasions the narrative concluded with Douglass or Buffum 
holding up the instruments of torture and restraint they had brought 
with them: an iron collar, manacles and a whip, rattling them before 
the audience.27

It seems that Warburton has a point when he claims that ‘but 
for the certainty of being immediately amenable to English law, it 
would have been the occasion of great violence, if not loss of life’.28 
If Judkins encouraged Douglass to give his lecture, he was taking a 
considerable gamble. While he risked a petition through antagonis-
ing the defenders of the rights of man by excluding a Haitian pas-
senger from the saloon in 1844, he risked even more by allowing 
drunken slaveholders to express their outrage in 1845. After all, the 
‘mobs’ associated with antislavery activity in the North were the 
abolitionists’ opponents. The abolitionists themselves, while often 
accused of inciting violence, rarely perpetrated it. That angry sup-
porters of slavery were more of a liability than angry abolitionists 
would surely have been an important consideration for the captain 
of a ship responsible for maintaining the safety of his passengers and 
crew and punctual delivery of cargo and mail.

As Samuel Ringgold Ward argued in relation to his own experi-
ences on a ship several years later: ‘if any one made a disturbance 
on board [. . .] that was the person to be deprived of his rights, and 
not an innocent person’.29 But Captain Judkins’s principled stand 
could so easily have gone awry. On land, the threat of disorder in a 
public hall, or on a branch railroad – exaggerated or not – may have 
been something worth risking, given the greater resources available 
to contain it. The authorities could disperse crowds and bring in 
reinforcements from elsewhere. At sea, however, even with Wales 

5890_Pettinger.indd   235890_Pettinger.indd   23 09/10/18   3:27 PM09/10/18   3:27 PM



24  Frederick Douglass and Scotland, 1846

on the horizon, the danger of losing a passenger overboard was real 
indeed, as the barely disguised glee at the prospect of a ‘negro tossed 
to the sharks’ voiced in some American newspapers makes chillingly 
clear.30

At any rate, Douglass must have arrived in Liverpool with more 
than the usual sense of relief at the end of an ocean voyage. Once 
ashore, he was free to move and speak unmolested. He often fi gured 
his journey as his own transformation from ‘chattel’ to ‘man’.31 In 
Britain and Ireland he frequently alluded to the pleasures he could 
take in occupying public spaces, perhaps never more so than in this 
public letter to Garrison he wrote on New Year’s Day, 1846:

The second day after my arrival at Liverpool, in company with my 
friend Buffum, and several other friends, I went to Eaton Hall, the 
residence of the Marquis of Westminster, one of the most splendid 
buildings in England. On approaching the door, I found several of 
our American passengers, who came out with us in the Cambria, 
waiting for admission, as but one party was allowed in the house at 
a time. We all had to wait till the company within came out. And of 
all the faces, expressive of chagrin, those of the Americans were pre-
eminent. They looked as sour as vinegar, and as bitter as gall, when 
they found I was to be admitted on equal terms with themselves. 
When the door was opened, I walked in, I could see, I had as much 
attention paid me by the servants that showed us through the build-
ing, the statuary did not fall down, the pictures did not leap from 
their places, the doors did not refuse to open, and the servants did 
not say, ‘We don’t allow niggers in here!’32

In the young republic he has left behind he was faced with pro-
scription at every turn. In the old monarchy across the sea, even the 
abusive Americans who travelled with him must hold their tongues. 
‘[H]ere, how different!’ said Douglass at the end of his trip. ‘Why, sir, 
the very dogs of old England know that I am a man!’33

The contrast is overdrawn, as we shall see, but there is no doubt that 
the next twenty-one months in the British Isles would transform Dou-
glass almost beyond recognition. In this book we follow his move-
ments in Scotland, watching him gaining the confi dence, mastering 
the skills and fashioning the distinctive voice and public image that 
transformed him as a campaigner. He arrived as a subordinate envoy 
of white abolitionists, technically still a fugitive slave. He returned 
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as a free man ready to embark on a new stage of his career, as editor 
and proprietor of his own newspaper and a leader in his own right. 
Scotland was of course not the only crucible of Douglass’s develop-
ment, but circumstances there did offer him opportunities to experi-
ment and assert himself in ways he had not done previously.

Although the main body of this book is framed by accounts of 
Douglass’s outward and return sea voyages in Parts I and V, it does 
not offer a chronological narrative of his speaking engagements in 
Scotland. Instead, each of the three main intervening Parts focuses 
on a different set of encounters with notable Scots in order to sug-
gest the vital role they played in transforming Douglass. In particu-
lar, they prompted far-reaching changes in his styles of speaking and 
writing, in his choice of heroes and how he identifi ed with them, and 
in the new fervour with which he attempted to control the way he 
was represented verbally and pictorially.

Part II re-examines Douglass’s role in the ‘Send Back the Money’ 
campaign that castigated the Free Church of Scotland for accept-
ing donations from pro-slavery churches in the United States. I 
discuss the arguments of Douglass and Free Church leaders such 
as Thomas Chalmers and William Cunningham in relation to the 
abolitionist movement’s own strategies of fund-raising, its anxiet-
ies about the corrupting power of money, and uncertainty over 
whether it was right to buy Douglass’s freedom. Faced with the 
intransigence of his opponents in public and snide criticisms from 
his supporters in private, Douglass learnt quickly to respond by 
refi ning his rhetorical skills both on the lecture platform and in his 
personal correspondence.

The different ways in which Douglass engaged with the work 
of Walter Scott and Robert Burns are explored in Part III. That 
Douglass took his surname from The Lady of the Lake is relatively 
well known, but the signifi cance of his choice, how he exploited it in 
Scotland and his later deployment of a recognisably Scott-ish idiom 
in his second autobiography are subjected to scrutiny for the fi rst 
time here. Likewise, Douglass’s admiration for Burns has received 
notice in recent years, but the ambivalence of his remarks about the 
poet and their relation to Burns’s own confl icting remarks about 
slavery have not before been pursued at length. If in Ireland he had 
signalled his bond with his audiences by aligning himself with the 
living, and somewhat controversial, reformer Daniel O’Connell, 
in Scotland Douglass chooses for the fi rst time to more shrewdly 
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identify with canonical authors and historical fi gures who enjoyed 
near-universal veneration.

Part IV takes off from his meeting with the phrenologist George 
Combe in order to investigate Douglass’s attitudes towards early 
Victorian visual culture. Douglass’s own suspicion of the prevailing 
assumption that heads and faces offered a reliable guide to character 
was intensifi ed by the awareness that the novelty of his appearance 
was drawing audiences already familiar with the performances of 
blackface minstrel troupes, which were touring Scotland at the same 
time. It also helps to explain the bad-tempered correspondence with 
his Irish publisher over which portrait to use for the frontispiece of a 
new edition of his Narrative, when he arrived in Glasgow with only 
a few copies left. It is in Scotland that Douglass shows himself taking 
bold steps to take control of his image, sharply criticising those who 
describe him reductively as a ‘runaway’ or ‘fugitive’, and alert to the 
differences between the effect of one engraving of a black man in a 
suit and another.

An afterword considers the signifi cance of Douglass today: in the 
context of the growing academic study and public awareness of Scot-
land’s slavery and antislavery past, and in the context of the chang-
ing image of ‘Scotland’ in the United States. Douglass remains one 
of the few prominent African Americans who have chosen to iden-
tify (however rhetorically) as Scottish, despite the large numbers of 
black people who are descended from Scots. What does this mean for 
his twenty-fi rst-century counterparts, those fl eeing persecution and 
seeking protection in Scotland today? Would one invoke Douglass 
in order to celebrate the freedom they enjoy or to steel them for the 
struggles that lie ahead?
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Part II

Dark, Polluted Gold

It is dangerous to trace the genealogy of money, if we hold that it may 
be cast by a fl aw in its lineage.

Hugh Miller

Send back the Money! send it back!
’Tis dark polluted gold;
’Twas wrung from human fl esh and bones,
By agonies untold.

Anti-Slavery Songs
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Chapter 4

Electric Speed

Soon after his arrival in Liverpool, Douglass was on the move 
again, crossing the Irish Sea to rendezvous with abolitionists in 
Dublin. After a four-month speaking tour that took him to Wex-
ford, Waterford, Cork, Limerick and fi nally Belfast, he prepared to 
depart for Scotland. Having paid twelve shillings each for a fi rst-
class cabin on the paddle steamer Firefl y or Glow-Worm, he and 
Buffum sailed from Donegal Quay at 10 o’clock on the morning of 
Saturday 10 January 1846, across the North Channel and up the 
Firth of Clyde to dock at the fashionable resort of Ardrossan on the 
Ayrshire coast.1

Here they would have transferred to a connecting train to 
Glasgow, which followed the arc of the bay before heading inland, 
passing weavers’ cottages, country houses and castle ruins, through 
fertile fi elds, verdant meadows and neat plantations, halting at small 
towns with their church spires, mill chimneys, collieries and iron 
foundries. Douglass would pass through these towns again in the 
coming months, addressing eager audiences in some of them. Look-
ing north, they may have caught a glimpse in the fading afternoon 
light of a snow-capped Ben Lomond in the distance. Fellow passen-
gers may have proudly drawn their attention to Elderslie House, the 
ancient seat of William Wallace, and told them about the famous 
oak in which Wallace often hid from English troops. Leaving the 
dense industrial concentration of Paisley, where many factories still 
lay idle after the town was badly hit by a depression in trade in 1837 
and again in the early 1840s, they would have had their fi rst sight of 
ships’ masts on the Clyde, and the dim outline of the Strathblane and 
Kilpatrick Hills beyond.

Whether Douglass was enjoying a period of quiet contemplation, 
or eavesdropping on his fellow passengers, attuning himself to their 
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unfamiliar cadences and turns of phrase (some of which he would 
adapt in the speeches he would give in the coming days), that time 
was nearly over. There was work to be done, and there were new 
faces to greet. Perhaps he took out the ‘golden gift’ he had been pre-
sented at his farewell breakfast in Belfast, a small, elegantly bound 
Bible, and drew strength from its inscription, which expressed admi-
ration for the ‘eloquent lectures’ he had recently delivered there. 
‘When far separated,’ it read, ‘they trust that the possession of this 
Bible will remind him that in Belfast there are many who sympathise 
with those who are in bonds, and who are also the personal friends 
and well-wishers of Mr Frederick Douglass.’2

Approaching Glasgow, an embankment afforded closer views of 
ranked tenements and a dense proliferation of manufactories, thin 
fi ngers of smoke, the horizon dominated by the giant stack of the St 
Rollox chemical works, the tallest in the world at the time. Finally, 
curving left, the line proceeded along a forty-arch viaduct overlook-
ing the vast Tradeston Cotton Works of the Lancefi eld Spinning 
Company, to arrive at its terminus on the south bank of the river.3

Emerging into the crowded upper fl oor of the two-storey station, 
with its grand portico on Bridge Street, they were likely met by Wil-
liam Smeal and John Murray, the men who had invited them. Smeal 
was a tea merchant, Murray a customs offi cial; together, they steered 
the Glasgow Emancipation Society, of which they were the secretar-
ies. It was one of the fi rst antislavery organisations to be formed in 
Britain after the passage of the Slavery Abolition Act in 1833.4 Smeal 
and Murray had no doubt been impressed by the English activist 
George Thompson, at that time beginning to acquire a formidable 
reputation as an orator, dispatched to Scotland by the Agency Com-
mittee of the London-based Anti-Slavery Society to debate a rep-
resentative of the West India Association at public meetings earlier 
that year. And the two secretaries were inspired by Garrison, who 
made his fi rst journey across the Atlantic that summer, particularly 
his Appeal to the Friends of Negro Emancipation throughout Great 
Britain, which they reprinted in the Society’s fi rst annual report.

While other abolitionist groups (including the Emancipation Soci-
ety’s predecessor, the Glasgow Anti-Slavery Society) dissolved and 
wondered how next to proceed, Smeal and Murray were not satisfi ed 
with self-congratulation. Emancipation in the West Indies involved 
a sickening compromise: it insisted on a transitional period of so-
called ‘apprenticeship’ (which conferred some rights on the former 
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slaves, but still obliged them to work for their former owners over a 
specifi ed period) and provided for the compensation of slave-owners 
to the tune of £20 million.5

The Society played a leading role in the campaign against the 
Apprenticeship System and demanded that compensation payments 
be suspended until its abuses were curtailed (the system was even-
tually abandoned by the colonial assemblies themselves, just ahead 
of legislation by Westminster in 1838).6 But it also set its sights on 
those parts of the world where slavery still prevailed, particularly the 
United States. One of its fi rst acts was to fi nance George Thompson’s 
speaking tour there (1834–5), marking the beginning of an associa-
tion with ‘our gifted and devoted, and approved Missionary’ that 
lasted many years.7 Virtually every black abolitionist to visit Scotland 
before Douglass was welcomed by Murray and Smeal. A member of 
the committee of the Glasgow Emancipation Society while a medical 
student at Glasgow University in the 1830s, James McCune Smith 
had attended its fi rst annual meeting alongside Nathaniel Paul, with 
whom he shared a platform at the Trades’ Hall; after they returned to 

Figure 4.1 William Lloyd Garrison (left), George Thompson (right)
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America they were made honorary members. Robert Purvis addressed 
a public meeting organised by the Society in 1834, ‘much to the satis-
faction of the audience’, while Charles Remond was fêted in Glasgow 
after attending the World Anti-Slavery Convention in London in 
1840, the fi rst major attempt to bring British and American abolition-
ists together in one place and co-ordinate their activities.8

Scottish abolitionists had been anticipating Douglass’s arrival for 
several months. Already, in October, the committee of the Glasgow 
Emancipation Society had taken note of the report in the Liberator 
of the eventful crossing on the Cambria, and resolved to convey its 
gratitude to Captain Judkins for ‘his fi rm and noble conduct’ and 
have a notice to that effect published in the Glasgow Argus, a paper 
that, as we have seen, had for some years demonstrated a keen inter-
est in the treatment of black passengers on transatlantic vessels. The 
Committee also made plans for a public meeting at which Doug-
lass would lecture on American Slavery.9 ‘We hope to have Frederick 
Douglass in Scotland shortly,’ wrote Smeal’s sister, Jane Wigham, 
of the Edinburgh Ladies’ Emancipation Society, in November.10 But 
they would have to wait.

In Dublin, Douglass stayed at the home of Richard Davis Webb, 
a Quaker printer and secretary of the Hibernian Anti-Slavery Society 
in the city, who had been an ally and close friend of Garrison ever 
since they met in London in 1840. It was Webb who set up Douglass’s 
speaking tour of Ireland but his plans had to adapt to changing cir-
cumstances. Buffum, who had accompanied him to Dublin, left him 
in Cork in October to attend an Anti-Corn-Law League meeting in 
Manchester, and Douglass expected to meet him again in Belfast a few 
weeks later.11 Then, in Limerick, Douglass announced his intention 
to go direct to Scotland once Buffum linked up with him in Dublin 
towards the end of November.12 But his friend remained in England, 
and Douglass proceeded alone to Belfast, where, fi red by his enthusias-
tic reception, he determined to stay for a few weeks. Pressed by Smeal, 
he considered cancelling a brief trip to Birmingham in December but 
felt he could not break the engagement, even though, as he confi ded to 
Webb, ‘I ought to go to Glasgow as early as I possibly can. They are 
certainly anxious to see me and hear me. They ought to be gratifi ed. 
They have taken every pains to secure me. Thus far to no purpose. I 
fear they’ll grow impatient.’13 In the end, he went to Birmingham and 
returned to Belfast to deliver more lectures, and did not leave until 
Buffum joined him there in the new year.
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The men donned their hats and buttoned up their coats against 
the cold evening air. Exiting the station, Smeal and Murray would 
have escorted the two men across Telford’s fi ne, wide granite bridge, 
observing on the left, on both sides of the river, forests of masts, 
quays crowded with vessels, sometimes nine deep, loading and dis-
charging their cargoes in the twilight. They continued to Jamaica 
Street, crowded by carts, waggons, noddies and omnibuses negotiat-
ing their way to and from the harbour. And then, turning right, they 
navigated the busy pavements of the broad gas-lit thoroughfare of 
Argyle Street and the Trongate, past its fashionable arcades, behind 
which lurked vast warehouses and open and covered markets. The 
hosts no doubt drew their visitors’ attention to some notable land-
marks: the Theatre Royal, rebuilt a few years earlier; the new City 
Hall, where Douglass and Buffum would speak the following week; 
and the Tontine Hotel, with its fi ne piazza and large reading room, 
for a long time the commercial hub of the metropolis until the Royal 
Exchange on Queen Street opened in 1829. Here, at Glasgow Cross, 
they would have passed into a poorer district, indicated by its hum-
bler dwellings and a profusion of spirit-houses and whisky cellars. 
The Americans may have been struck by the ‘squalid, stolid mis-
ery and degradation’ described by Margaret Fuller in her dispatches 
that year for the New York Tribune, in which Glasgow ‘more resem-
bles an Inferno than any other [city] we have yet visited’.14 A few 
hundred yards further on was Smeal’s residence, situated above his 
grocer’s shop at 161 Gallowgate, a few blocks short of the infantry 
barracks.15

After a day of rest, which may well have been disturbed by a riot 
in which a large crowd looted a cotton mill ravaged by fi re half a 
mile away in Bridgeton, Smeal introduced his guests to the Glasgow 
Emancipation Society committee on Monday evening, to fi nalise the 
arrangements for the long-awaited meeting at City Hall on Thursday 
15 January.16 Here Douglass made his fi rst public appearance in Scot-
land, topping the bill, which announced that ‘Frederick Douglass, 
a self-liberated American slave, will deliver a lecture on American 
slavery.’17 This was to be the occasion of a reunion with the peace 
campaigner Henry Clarke Wright, an old associate of Garrison with 
whom Douglass had shared antislavery platforms from his earliest 
days as an abolitionist speaker in Massachusetts. Wright had been 
in Europe for over three years, lecturing intensively, at some danger 
to his health. He was eventually persuaded to take several months 
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off at a water-cure establishment in the Alps, returning to the fray in 
the spring of 1845, addressing audiences across Scotland; Douglass 
would have followed his progress in the regular reports Wright sent 
to the Liberator. In the event, Wright did not speak at City Hall that 
night but had a letter read out on his behalf, explaining that he could 
not attend due to previous engagements.18 He and Douglass would 
not meet until the following week, in Perth.19

For Douglass, the City Hall meeting was the fi rst of over a hun-
dred and fi fty speaking engagements during the year – more than half 
of them in Scotland, where he was based for the fi rst fi ve months, 
apart from one brief unscheduled trip to London. He passed through 
again at the end of July, and after joining Garrison soon after his 
arrival in England, they looped around Scotland twice on their rapid 
tour of the provinces in the autumn. He spoke everywhere, from 
chapels in small towns to concert halls in big cities, sometimes alone, 
sometimes supported by Buffum, and sometimes alongside other 
campaigners, including temperance advocates and political cam-
paigners, but nearly always stole the show.20

Figure 4.2 Henry Clarke Wright.
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Mr. Douglass especially enchained the attention of his audience, by 
the narration of a number of anecdotes relating to himself and other 
slaves, who had escaped from bondage. This gentleman exercises a 
wonderful power over the sympathies of his audience. He is alter-
natively humorous and grave – argumentative and declamatory – 
lively and pathetic. While there is an entire absence of any effort 
after effect, there is the most perfect identity of the speaker with the 
subject on which he is dwelling, and an extraordinary power of rous-
ing corresponding feelings in the minds of those whom he addresses. 
This power was singularly manifested on this occasion, and none, we 
think, who heard him, will ever forget the impression produced upon 
themselves, or the effect produced upon others. The entertainment 
evidently afforded the highest and purest satisfaction to all present.21

While his mission was to brandish the horrors of slavery before 
the wider world, it was also vitally important to let Americans know 
he was doing so. In Britain and Ireland, he was not only address-
ing those sympathisers who came to hear him speak, but also those 
slaveholders in Baltimore, Charleston or New Orleans who would, 
within a few weeks, read, as he explained in London, ‘that some 
negro of theirs has broken loose from his chains [. . .] and is now 
exposing their deeds of deep damnation to the gaze of the Christian 
people of England’.22 As he reminded his listeners several times, ‘the 
extraordinary [. . .] rapidity with which intelligence is transmitted 
from one country to another’ was made possible by what he called 
the ‘magic power of steam’, which had revolutionised the newspaper 
and book publishing industries and modes of communication in the 
preceding decade, bringing more words to more readers in less time.23 
In 1840 the completion of the Glasgow–Ayr railway, the introduc-
tion of a regular steamer service from Ardrossan to Liverpool, and 
Cunard’s new steam-packet service from there to Boston had nearly 
halved the time it took for a speech reported in the Scottish press to 
be reprinted in the Liberator, reducing it from seven to four weeks.24 

No wonder that it was around this time that travellers began to refer 
to the Atlantic as no more than a ‘big pond’.25

Douglass shared with many of his contemporaries a sense of awe 
at the changes taking place around him. As he put it a few years later:

Walled cities and empires have become unfashionable. The arm of 
commerce has borne away the gates of the strong city. Intelligence 
is penetrating the darkest corners of the globe. It makes its pathway 
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over and under the sea, as well as on the earth. Wind, steam, and 
lightning are its chartered agents. Oceans no longer divide, but link 
nations together. From Boston to London is now a holiday excursion. 
Space is comparatively annihilated. – Thoughts expressed on one side 
of the Atlantic are distinctly heard on the other.26

Here Douglass, following many of his contemporaries, was repur-
posing a ‘modest request’ that Alexander Pope had ridiculed a cen-
tury before as a bad use of hyperbole (‘Ye Gods! Annihilate but space 
and time / And make two lovers happy’), which seemed less absurd 
in the new industrial age.27

Refl ecting on his dizzy itinerary near the end of his tour, Doug-
lass declared, ‘I have journeyed upon highways, byways, railways, and 
steamboats. I have myself gone, I might say, with almost electric speed,’ 
adding humorously, to indicate that all did not always go according to 
plan, ‘but at all events my trunk has been overtaken by electric speed.’28 
Douglass here uses a striking expression that was gaining currency at 
the time – two years earlier Disraeli, in his novel Sybil, had described 
how, by singing, striking workers could spread ‘by an almost electrical 
agency’ news of a labour leader’s arrival in town – due in large part 
to the rapid expansion of the electric telegraph.29 An article describ-
ing the new connection between Glasgow and Edinburgh in January 
1846 explained that it allowed messages to be exchanged between the 
cities along a single continuous 46-mile-long galvanised iron wire in 
the course of two minutes. But in applying ‘electric speed’ to his own 
movement, it is almost as if Douglass is not only harnessing these com-
munication technologies, but actually embodies them.30

A sense of the historical moment – and the possibilities for change 
welling within it – that Douglass shared with his fellow campaigners is 
wonderfully captured in a letter Henry Clarke Wright sent to Garrison 
from Dunsinane in Perthshire shortly before Douglass’s arrival. He 
was writing at the end of a week that saw the resignation of the Con-
servative prime minister Robert Peel, the failure of the Whig opposi-
tion to form a new government, and Peel’s resumption of offi ce – a 
turmoil provoked by his declared intention to repeal the corn laws, 
which blocked cheap grain imports and kept the price of bread high. 
This disturbed many in Peel’s own party, which traditionally repre-
sented the aristocratic landowners. Radical reformers such as Wright 
believed the end of protective tariffs would usher in a new era of world 
peace and democratic, republican governments:31
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This kingdom boils like a cauldron. All eyes turn to London. Peel 
goes out – the Queen sends for Russell – all men come to a stand – 
wonder what next. Russell give up – Peel is re-called. The Anti-Corn 
Law League, under its plebeian leaders, hated by aristocracy, has 
the public ear, and controls the nation. A power is rising in Britain, 
that will sweep away the Corn Laws – the State Church – restricted 
Suffrage – Primogeniture – the National Debt – Aristocracy and 
Royalty – all but the name; and that without bloodshed. Revolution 
– bloodless revolution, must be the watchword of Britain for the next 
half century. It is impossible to enter into and understand the nature 
and bearings of the present crisis, except by those who are constitu-
ents parts of the community. May the God of nations speed the car 
of revolution!’32

As Douglass caught up with local news in the Herald and Argus – 
perhaps perusing them beneath the elaborate chandeliers of the Ton-
tine Hotel reading room, which was supported by subscribers paying 
£1 12s a year but open to strangers free of charge for a limited time33 
– he would have been plunged into screeds of tiny print documenting 
Scotland’s breathless contribution to the debates, not only of Peel’s 
bill about to be presented to the parliament in Westminster (Peel out-
lined his plans on 27 January), but the manic expansion of the rail-
way network soon to connect Glasgow and Edinburgh to the South, 
the desecration of the Sabbath, the spoiling of the potato crop and 
the prospect of war with the United States. And amid the news items 
recording fatal accidents, mill fi res, bankruptcies and sentences of 
transportation for petty crimes, advertisements for Bibles and piano-
fortes, cheap gloves and draining slates, table beer and genuine for-
eign cigars, perhaps he paused to note the appearance of the latest 
Christmas book from Charles Dickens, The Cricket on the Hearth, 
and an announcement of the discovery of a new planet, Astraea.

And yet, for all his self-conscious modernity, Douglass’s rousing 
speeches – in Glasgow, Edinburgh, Paisley, Dundee and a host of 
smaller towns – often reached their climax with a single curious, 
almost biblical, slogan that seems to hark back to an earlier age. At 
the very least, it suggests that the expanding network of international 
commerce was not always a force for good.

I want to have all the people saying, ‘Send back the money;’ and in 
order to rivet these words in the minds of the audience, I propose that 
they give three cheers, not hurrahs, but say ‘Send back the money.’ 
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(The vast assembly spontaneously complied with Mr. Douglass’s 
request. The effect produced was indescribable. Mr. Douglass then 
sat down amid reiterated rounds of applause.)34 

‘Let this be the theme in every town in Scotland,’ he urged.35 And 
his wish was granted. As far away as Aberdeen it was remarked:

‘Send back the money,’ ‘Why don’t you send the money back?’ are 
cries as common in the southern towns of Scotland, as ‘All round my 
hat,’ or ‘Does your mother know you’re out?’ used to be in this great 
metropolis. Nay, we understand that, in Glasgow and Paisley, the 
old plan of advertising blacking has been resorted to, and on every 
wall and public place there is chalked up the signifi cant phrase, ‘Send 
back the money.’ Eminent saints and pious divines have been mobbed 
on the streets and had their houses surrounded by crowds of little 
urchins bawling at the top of their voices, ‘Send back the money!’ 
‘Send back the money!’36

In broadsheets published in Edinburgh, popular songs were given 
new words. In ‘My Boy Tammy’ the question was changed from 
‘War hae ye been a’ the day?’ to ‘Whaur got ye a’ the bawbees?’ while 
the refrain of the old Jacobite song ‘There’ll never be peace till Jamie 
comes hame’ became ‘till the siller’s sent hame’.37 ‘The very boys in 
the street are singing Send back that money,’ Douglass wrote.38

In Arbroath there was painted in blood red capitals, SEND BACK 
THE MONEY. A woman was sent to wash it, but the letters still 
remained visible, SEND BACK THE MONEY. (Great applause.) A 
mason was afterwards got to chisel it out, but there still was left in 
indelible characters, SEND BACK THE MONEY. (Cheers.) I want 
men, women, and children to send forth this cry, wherever they 
go. Let it be the talk around the fi reside, in the street, and at the 
market-place – indeed, everywhere. It is a fi tting subject even on the 
Sabbath day.39 

According to one report, Douglass went so far as to carve the slo-
gan with a spade on the grassy slopes of Arthur’s Seat in Edinburgh, 
with ‘two fair Quakeresses as his companions’ – presumably Jane 
Wigham and her stepdaughter Eliza, also active in the Edinburgh 
Ladies’ Society.40
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How so? What was this money, where did it come from, and 
why was Douglass so keen that it was returned? In answering these 
questions, we must step back a few years to consider the religious 
upheavals that had shaken Scotland to the core.
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1846. 
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Chapter 5

That Ticklish Possession

During the 1830s the Church of Scotland was in crisis. The Evangeli-
cal party, led by Thomas Chalmers, replaced the Moderates as the 
dominant force in the Church. Their vision of a much more active 
and crusading future was disappointed, however, by the insuffi ciency 
of fi nancial support from the State, coupled with a series of legal 
decisions in the House of Lords that seriously limited the Church’s 
control over its own internal affairs, most notably the appointment 
of ministers. Finding themselves at an impasse, on 18 May 1843 
Chalmers and his Evangelical supporters walked out of the General 
Assembly to establish a new Church of their own, which they called 
the Free Church of Scotland.

In what is known as the Disruption of the Church of Scotland, 
over a third of its ministers and roughly half of its lay members 
declared allegiance to the new body. Deprived of state support, it 
was not an Established Church, but Chalmers and his colleagues 
had high hopes that it would fulfi l the same role – a truly national 
Church that would care for the spiritual and educational needs of 
the whole population. They sharply distinguished themselves from 
other Presbyterian churches, known as ‘Voluntaries’, including those 
which had seceded in the eighteenth century, which had been cam-
paigning for the complete separation of church and state, allowing 
all sects to compete on an equal footing. Chalmers insisted that the 
Free Church adhered to the Establishment principle. But in doing so 
it faced a huge challenge. While other Churches could support them-
selves from the contributions of its congregations, they were only 
viable in the wealthier areas of the towns. In working-class districts 
and in the country, a Church required additional sources of income. 
Not only that, of course, but the Free Church initially did not have 
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any church or school buildings to call its own, and in some places, 
services were conducted in the open air.1

A huge fund-raising programme was set in motion, at home and 
abroad. Representatives were dispatched to England and Ireland the 
same summer, and at the end of the year a fi ve-man deputation set sail 
for the United States, where they reaped the benefi t of long-standing 
links with the Presbyterians.2 (That these American churches did not 
adhere to the Establishment principle was an irony not lost on the 
Free Church’s opponents.) Reporting back on the visit to the General 
Assembly of 1844, Dr Cunningham, the leader of the delegation, esti-
mated that £3,000 had been raised in America before the deputation 
left, and £6,000 since, with a few thousand perhaps still to come.3 
He singled out the generosity of Mr James Lenox of New York for 
special mention,4 but it would appear that the bulk of the money 
was raised in the South, due mainly to the efforts of Cunningham’s 
colleague, Rev. George Lewis of St David’s Church, Dundee, whose 
travels took him to Charleston, Mobile, New Orleans and other cit-
ies. On his return, Lewis published his Impressions of America and 

Figure 5.1 Thomas Chalmers.
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the American Churches (1845), a book-length account of his experi-
ences, including the incident involving the passenger from Haiti on 
his return voyage, referred to in Chapter 3.5

At this time, the abolitionist movement in the United States was 
divided. In a disruption of its own, a minority left the American Anti-
Slavery Society to form the breakaway American and Foreign Anti-
Slavery Society in 1840. The new body, led by Arthur and Lewis 
Tappan, believed the way forward was to engage in electoral politics 
and soon began working closely with the Liberty Party, formed the 
same year, which put forward candidates for several US presidential 
contests. The ‘old organisation’, under the charismatic leadership 
of William Lloyd Garrison, kept its distance from these new devel-
opments, convinced that the Constitution was an intrinsically pro-
slavery document which did not authorise the federal government 
to interfere with the internal affairs of the slave states. Appealing to 
individual conscience, the Garrisonians hoped to agitate public opin-
ion through the speeches of travelling lecturers and a range of pub-
lications.6 In practice, however, this approach – often misleadingly 

Figure 5.2 George Lewis.
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called ‘moral suasion’ – did not stop them contesting cases in the 
courts, campaigning and voting in elections, and engaging in various 
forms of direct action.7

In Britain and Ireland, most local societies were affi liated to the 
British and Foreign Anti-Slavery Society in London, a body estab-
lished in 1839 by Joseph Sturge, which maintained close ties with 
the Tappans’ ‘new organization’. But in a few towns, notably Dublin, 
Glasgow and Edinburgh, abolitionists tended to be defi antly Garri-
sonian in sympathy, as was the freelance lecturer George Thompson, 
whose services they frequently hired.8 Divisions within the American 
movement crossed the Atlantic in dramatic fashion when delegates 
from both factions attended the World Anti-Slavery Convention in 
London in 1840, organised by Sturge, exposing another issue which 
had led to the rift: women’s rights.

Garrison used his position to support the work of women aboli-
tionists, including black women such as Maria Stewart and Sojourner 
Truth, whose books he published. But his attempt to push for the full 
participation of women in the American Anti-Slavery Society faced 
stiff opposition. When Abby Kelley, one of its leading lecturers, was 
elected to the business committee, the resignations began. In a pro-
vocative move, seven of the London delegates representing the ‘old 
organization’ loyal to Garrison were women.

Although the invitation had not specifi ed that the delegates be 
men, it was not entirely unexpected when the women – in accordance 
with what was deemed British ‘customs and usages’ – were allowed 
only to observe proceedings from the gallery. Four American male 
delegates, including Garrison and Remond, sat with them in pro-
test.9 The ramifi cations spread far and wide. The presence of these 
men at a Glasgow Emancipation Society meeting welcoming them to 
Scotland after the Convention caused some discomfort among more 
conservative members and the issue was the catalyst for resignations 
from the Society the following year, strengthening its Garrisonian 
stance, if not to the extent of admitting women as members.10

There were religious differences between the two wings of the 
movement too. Garrison and his supporters tended to belong to non-
evangelical denominations such as the Unitarians or the Society of 
Friends, or even shunned organised religion altogether in an anti-
clericalism that troubled their mainstream evangelical rivals. This 
would have infl uenced the resignations in Glasgow too. Neverthe-
less, they were agreed on one thing at least: the need to expose the 
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pro-slavery character of the American churches, especially those in 
the South.11 The careful documentation of James Gillespie Birney’s 
booklet American Churches the Bulwarks of American Slavery 
(1840) was to become an infl uential reference work for all antislav-
ery campaigners over the next decade.12 And so it was only a matter 
of time before the Free Church’s fund-raising mission would provoke 
outrage among abolitionists of all shades of opinion.13

The fi rst move was made by the Glasgow Emancipation Society 
at a public meeting on 14 March 1844. Its members included sev-
eral ministers of the Free Church. One of them was Rev. Michael 
Willis of Renfi eld Church, who served on the committee (and was 
subsequently elected a vice-president of the Society). Another was Dr 
Robert Burns of the Laigh Kirk in Paisley, who, as one of the fi ve-man 
deputation, was still travelling in the United States.14 Nevertheless, 
the Society condemned the Free Church’s solicitation of the contribu-
tions from the Southern churches and Willis was among those who 
spoke in favour of the motion that called on its leaders to

refuse and send them back to the donors, accompanied with a faith-
ful & plain dealing testimony to the American churches against slav-
ery, universally allowed and practiced by ministers and members of 
churches in the Southern states, by which 2½ millions of our fellow 
men are bought & sold, bred & forced to live like cattle, & shut out 
from all access to moral & religious knowledge.15 

The Glasgow society, as we have noted, was aligned with Garrison. 
But, as if to underline the consensus across the movement, on 2 April 
Garrison’s rivals in the American and Foreign Anti-Slavery Society, 
in an initiative of their own, wrote an open letter to the Free Church 
condemning its actions, a letter which would be distributed outside 
the Free Church’s General Assembly the following month.16 Their 
stance was probably inspired, or at least emboldened, by the example 
of Daniel O’Connell, who led the campaign to repeal the 1800 Acts of 
Union of Great Britain and Ireland. In a notorious speech at a meet-
ing of the Repeal Association in Dublin on 11 May 1843, he declared 
his intention to refuse ‘blood-stained money’ from pro-slavery Repeal 
groups in the United States.17 The American letter concludes, naming 
the Free Church leader and two members of the deputation: ‘What 
O’Connell refused to touch, when brought to his hand, Dr. Chalmers 
sent, and Drs. Cunningham and Burns went 4000 miles to solicit!’18
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By the time Douglass and Buffum arrived in Glasgow, the protest 
had gathered pace considerably. The American abolitionist and peace 
campaigner Henry Clarke Wright, who probably came up with the 
powerful ‘Send Back the Money’ slogan, had been lecturing exhaus-
tively across Scotland on the matter without a break since March 
1845.19 Joining forces, the three of them intensifi ed the campaign. 
‘We went to Perth, Dundee, Arbroath, Montrose, Aberdeen, Paisley, 
Kelso, Ayr, Greenock, Helensburgh and Dumbarton, in succession,’ 
reported Douglass, ‘making the people acquainted with the true 
position of the Free Church of Scotland in regard to slaveholding.’20 
In April 1846 George Thompson travelled from London to support 
them in a burst of a dozen meetings in Edinburgh through the month 
leading up to the Free Church’s General Assembly at the end of May, 
at which the abolitionists hoped to secure victory.21

Douglass set the campaign alight. It was only after he added his 
voice that the controversy attracted sustained interest in the Scot-
tish press.22 Less than three weeks after his arrival, he could feel it. 
‘Under these rallying cries, old Scotland boils like a pot,’ he wrote. 
‘The agitation goes nobly on – all this region is in a ferment.’23 He 
did not invent the slogan ‘Send Back the Money’, but he did use it 
more effectively in his speeches, repeating it as his orations reached 
their climax, urging his audiences to chant it back to him. And if the 
abolitionists had already settled on the round fi gure of £3,000 as the 
amount of the contested contribution to the Free Church, Douglass 
sophisticated rhetoric endowed the number with an almost numero-
logical signifi cance, donated on behalf of thirty thousand slavehold-
ers who held three million human beings in bondage three thousand 
miles across the sea.24

Notices advertising Douglass’s forthcoming appearances often 
promised a ‘lecture on American slavery’, as if he would be deliver-
ing a dispassionate, educational discourse on astronomy, literature or 
practical midwifery. Abolitionist meetings were usually more intense 
and emotional than that, with speakers denouncing slavery, exhort-
ing audiences to act and sometimes rebuking them for their passivity. 
To convey their message, they drew not only on the oratorical tradi-
tions of the early lyceum, but also the more fl amboyant elocutionary 
conventions of the church pulpit and the theatrical stage.25

Douglass was a master of both. From his earliest days as an anti-
slavery speaker in Massachusetts, Douglass had stood out for the 
way he recognised that in order to win over an audience, he needed 
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to entertain them. He was well equipped to do so, steeped as he was 
in the vernacular traditions of the black preacher, singer and story-
teller, and also quick to absorb the techniques of popular theatre. He 
was a talented mimic. A parody of a pro-slavery sermon was a set 
piece of his from at least 1842 and went down well, but it was never 
fully integrated into his speeches, which largely consisted of personal 
testimony of his experiences as a slave, followed by direct exhorta-
tions to his listeners.26

In Scotland, the Free Church issue forced Douglass to expand his 
repertoire. Although he was boasting about the effect of the cam-
paign quite early on, he admitted later that he initially ‘found the 
people for the most part cold and indifferent’.27 In Glasgow, he said, 
‘I was besought not to agitate the question there, and for a time, I 
confess my hands hung down – I felt almost incapable of prosecuting 
my work.’28 He may well have been misled by Henry Clarke Wright’s 
glowing reports of his activities the previous year. When Douglass 
headed north to meet up with Wright in Perth he found that his 
colleague had not broken in audiences as much as he had been led 
to believe. Wright’s confrontational style as well as his controver-
sial views on other matters – an atheist and anarchist in the eyes 
of some – may partly account for that. Newspaper reports suggest 
that in Douglass’s four speeches there, and the three following in 
Dundee, while he did issue strong condemnations of the Free Church 
for accepting money from slaveholders, he did so only in passing, 
and even then, there were murmurs of dissent among his listeners.29

Douglass may well have refl ected on this in conversations with 
George Gilfi llan, the United Secession minister who hosted his fi rst 
lectures in Dundee at the School Wynd Church, and probably invited 
him and Buffum to the manse on Paradise Road. Gilfi llan was widely 
read and relatively secular in outlook. His fi rst Gallery of Literary 
Portraits had been published the previous year, and he counted 
Thomas de Quincey and Thomas Carlyle among his friends. He had 
embraced the abolitionist cause after hearing George Thompson 
speak in Glasgow in 1836 and was close to two ministers on the com-
mittee of the Glasgow Emancipation Society.30 On their way between 
the manse and the chapel, they would have passed close by the fl ax-
spinning mills that would produce the thread that would be woven 
into Osnaburg linen and exported to the plantations to be worn by 
slaves such as Douglass, who, as a child, ‘was kept almost naked’ 
except for ‘a coarse tow linen shirt, reaching only to my knees’.31 
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Perhaps Gilfi llan told Douglass of the recent protests when six young 
women at Baxter’s mill were sentenced to ten days’ imprisonment 
with hard labour for taking the afternoon off after their request for a 
modest pay rise in line with other operatives was refused.32

But Gilfi llan was also an admirer of Thomas Chalmers.33 At a 
meeting a few weeks later he represented him as an enemy of slav-
ery, and was reluctant to condemn the Free Church, unsure who to 
blame for its conduct.34 We can only imagine the private discussions 
between Gilfi llan and Douglass and guess what impact they had on 
their views. For his part, Gilfi llan subsequently adopted a fi rmer 
stance regarding the donations from the Southern clergy, if worded 
somewhat more timidly than most of the abolitionists’ campaign slo-
gans: ‘Well, that money is rather a ticklish possession, perhaps the 
best plan after all is to send it back?’35 And his guest may have been 
led to reconsider his approach too.

Douglass began to realise that it wasn’t enough for him to describe 
the horrors of slavery, and then denounce the Free Church. He had 
to fi nd a way of conveying how its actions directly affected the lives 

Figure 5.3 George Gilfi llan.
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of the enslaved. He had to persuade audiences to imagine the fund-
raising mission from the point of view of those who ultimately cre-
ated the wealth that made the donations possible in the fi rst place. 
Douglass began to experiment, and in his fourth speech in Dundee 
on 30 January at the more spacious Bell Street Chapel he changes his 
tactics considerably, introducing telling empirical details, deploying 
carefully chosen quotations and inserting a dramatic interlude.36

From the start he announces that his subject will be ‘the connec-
tion of the Free Church of Scotland with the Churches in America’, 
but he makes it clear that his argument is not with the Free Church 
as such.37 He is there to speak not on behalf of ‘opposing religious 
denominations’ but rather ‘the cause of the slave’.38 And he takes 
care to emphasise how unchristian slavery is – forbidding slaves to 
marry or to read the word of God, with Douglass powerfully break-
ing this last injunction by reading several verses from Isaiah which 
castigate the sinful people of Sodom and Gomorrah, whose ‘hands 
are full of blood’, in order to lend biblical authority to his argument 
that the American churches deserve to be condemned likewise.39 For 
their hands too are ‘full of blood’, a phrase Douglass justifi es by 
explaining that ‘the coats, the boots, the watches, the houses, and 
all they possess, are the result of the unpaid toil of the poor, fettered, 
stricken and branded slave’.40

In shaking these hands in ‘good Christian fellowship’, Douglass 
continues, the Free Church has this blood on its hands too. But, not 
satisfi ed that he has won over the doubters, he anticipates the objec-
tion that the American churches do in fact provide religious instruc-
tion to the slaves by treating the audience to his set piece, his parody 
of a Southern preacher, whose mission is to instil worldly obedience 
among his enslaved fl ock, not spiritual enlightenment.41 And then, 
to press home his point further, he reads a passage from the New 
Orleans Picayune eulogising Thomas Chalmers, followed by some of 
the advertisements for runaway slaves printed in the same newspa-
per.42 Only then does he feel confi dent enough to bring his speech to a 
climax by appealing to ‘the people of Scotland’ to let the Free Church 
know what they feel and demand that it ‘send back the blood-stained 
dollars’. Douglass’s closing words are met with ‘[g]reat cheering’.43

The Dundee Courier added a note to its report of the speech 
that after the meeting several devoted adherents to the Free Church 
were heard to ‘declare that they will not contribute one additional 
sixpence towards her support till the “blood-stained money is sent 
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back”’.44 Nonetheless, despite the radical overhaul of his approach, 
Douglass’s argument remains disjointed. The ‘connection’ between 
the Free Church and its allies in the United States – and why it was 
wrong – was a diffi cult idea to express memorably and succinctly, 
and Douglass probably felt that this speech did not accomplish its 
purpose. He needed a way of distilling his argument into a single 
compelling narrative.

Following ten days’ rest, he spoke in Dundee again on 9 Febru-
ary, but by this time he and his companions were on the back foot, 
forced to respond to an offensive report of the earlier meeting in the 
Free Church newspaper the Northern Warder, which referred to the 
speakers’ ‘irrational abuse’ and their ‘abundant want of justice and 
good sense’.45 On this occasion Douglass and Buffum chose to read 
descriptions of slavery by one of the Free Church delegates them-
selves – from George Lewis’s Impressions of America – in order to 
rebut their critics.46 When the two of them arrived the next day in 
Arbroath, twenty miles up the coast, Douglass must have refl ected 
once more on how to reshape the campaign. They discovered that 
despite – or perhaps because of – Wright’s earlier efforts, which had 
resulted in the ‘Send Back the Money’ slogan being daubed in large 
red letters on the wall of a building – they could secure no church 
for their meetings in the town, and they had to use the unsatisfactory 
Trades’ Hall, until the ‘more commodious’ Abbey Church was made 
available.47 In the meetings there, and in Aberdeen and Montrose in 
early March, Douglass’s speeches were dominated by argumentation 
which, however sparkling, remained somewhat defensive.48

But by the time he returned to Dundee on 10 March, Douglass 
had hit on a solution. George Gilfi llan welcomed back the abolition-
ists to his church for an ‘Anti-Slavery Soirée’ in honour of Douglass, 
Buffum and Wright. The special guests could not afford to be com-
placent. Although he had secured permission from the managers to 
hold the meeting, the decision had been far from unanimous, a fact 
to which Gilfi llan alluded in his opening remarks.49 Nonetheless an 
expectant crowd of 1,200 were gathered to hear Douglass speak, and 
he was not to disappoint them.

Douglass began by mocking the attacks on him and his colleagues 
by the Northern Warder and expressing his gratitude to the Dundee 
Courier for its support. And then, adopting the voice of a prosecutor, 
he spells out ten charges of which the Free Church is accused. The 
charge-sheet is a new addition to his armoury – and that there are ‘as 
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many [. . .] as there are laws in the decalogue’ is a pleasing fl ourish. 
But thus far he remains within the argumentative and denunciatory 
mode he has practised over the previous six weeks.

In what comes next Douglass tries out something new. He tells the 
audience that slaves often talked of freedom in code – using the word 
‘pig’s foot’ instead. So, when they heard that members of a ‘Free’ 
Church were coming, ‘many a slave would be saying, “Well, pig’s 
foot come at last.”’50 His listeners might have suspected Douglass 
was pulling their leg here, contriving an excuse to indirectly insult 
the Church, but the laughter that follows suggests they enjoyed it. 
But the more serious point is that the slaves’ expectations were about 
to be dashed to pieces.

Douglass goes on to explain why by means of a stunningly con-
ceived dramatisation of a single hypothetical episode in which the 
Free Church delegate, Dundee’s own Rev. George Lewis, visits his 
master Thomas Auld in Maryland. And in a brilliant twist, Douglass 
projects himself into the scene, as the boy who becomes the centre 
of it. In reading the newspaper report of this theatrical masterpiece, 
which is worth quoting at length, we can imagine Douglass expertly 
adopting the voices and mannerisms of its four protagonists: Lewis, 
Auld, a slave auctioneer, and his younger self.

Sir, I see brother Lewis calling on the slaveholder. I can almost go 
down south, and see him, when I was a slave, calling on my old mas-
ter, Mr Thomas Auld (who would be a very likely party to call on), 
with his subscription paper. When brother Lewis knocks at the door, 
I answer, and he asks, ‘Well, my lad, is your master in?’ (Laughter.) 
‘Yes, Sir.’ Well, he walks into the house, sees my master, and intro-
duces himself thus (for my ear would be at the keyhole immediately 
on the door being shut) – ‘My object in making this call this morning 
is to see if you would do something for the cause of religious free-
dom in Scotland. We have been labouring some time back, and have 
undergone severe struggles, for Gospel freedom in Scotland, and we 
have thought it right to call upon you, as a benevolent man and as 
having means to bestow, to see what you can do for us.’ My master 
would reply, ‘Brother Lewis, I deeply sympathize with your efforts; 
and as I see the cause recommended by Deacon such-a-one, I would 
like to have my name down with his. I’ll tell you what I will do. I 
have a fi ne young negro who is to be sold, and I will sell him to-mor-
row and give you a contribution to the cause of freedom. (Applause 
and laughter.) If you will call, brother Lewis, and take your breakfast 
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with me, I will then see what I can do; and as the slave is to be sold 
at Easton, I will feel happy if you also take a ride so far with me, as 
you may not have seen the capital of the county. Come about nine 
o’clock, brother, and I will see what I can do for the cause of freedom 
in Scotland.’ (Laughter and cheering.)

The morning comes, and the breakfast hour, and brother Lewis 
also. (I have a son called Lewis, but I think I’ll change his name.) 
(Applause.) The Bible is given to brother Lewis, and he reads, ‘Blessed 
are the poor in spirit – Blessed are they that give to the poor,’ and 
so on. All goes on delightfully. Brother L. prays, and after prayer 
sits down and partakes of the bounties produced by the blood of 
the slave, watered by the sweat and enriched by the blood of the 
half-famished negro. (Applause.) Brother Auld orders the carriage 
to be brought round to the door – I am tied behind the carriage and 
taken away, as I have seen often done: I am on the auction block, 
and the auctioneer is crying ‘Who bids for this comely stout young 
negro? He is accustomed to his work, and has an excellent trade on 
his hands.’ Well, 500 dollars are bid. Oh, how brother Lewis’ eyes 
twinkle! (Laughter.) The auctioneer continues – ‘This is not half the 
value of the negro; he is not sold for any bad quality. His master has 
no desire to get rid of him, but only wants to get a little money to 
aid the cause of religious freedom in Scotland.’ Once, twice, thrice, is 
said by the auctioneer, and I am sold for 600 dollars.51 

As the speech rises to its climax, its rhythms and repetitions lead 
to the inevitable conclusion:

When the Free Church says – Did not Abraham hold slaves? the 
reply should be, Send back that money! (Cheers). When they ask did 
not Paul send back Onesimus? I answer, Send you back that money! 
(Great cheering). That is the only answer which should be given to 
their sophistical arguments, and it is one which they cannot get over. 
(Great cheering). In order to justify their conduct, they endeavour 
to forget that they are a Church, and speak as if they were a manu-
facturing corporation. They forget that a Church is not for making 
money, but for spreading the Gospel. We are guilty, say they, but 
these merchants are guilty, and some other parties are guilty also. 
I say, send back that money! (Cheering). There is music in that sound. 
(Continued cheering). There is poetry in it.52 

What we see in this speech in Dundee is what made Douglass’s inter-
vention in Scotland so explosive: his new-found ability to seamlessly 
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combine different registers. But the ‘Send Back the Money’ campaign 
prompted more striking innovations in his oratory. Here he pres-
ents a mini-drama, which makes use of the techniques of the ‘mono-
polylogue’, a form of entertainment popularised by the English actor 
Charles Mathews in which a solo performer takes the parts of several 
characters.53 It is spellbinding as a performance in itself: the laughter 
that follows the fi rst lines Douglass speaks as Lewis suggests he does so 
in a Scots (perhaps even a Dundonian) accent, and the different ways in 
which he conveys the minister’s naivety are clearly much appreciated. 
But at the same time it allows Douglass to dramatise a conspiratorial 
relationship between American slaveholders (represented by ‘brother 
Auld’) and the Free Church (‘brother Lewis’), artfully juxtaposing their 
sumptuous breakfast and the cause of ‘freedom’ (and carefully chosen 
verses from the Sermon on the Mount) with the back-breaking toil of 
enslaved labourers and their casual sale in order to meet unanticipated 
expenses.

Something of this scenario is captured in an illustration printed 
in Glasgow which may have been inspired by Douglass’s dramatisa-
tion in Dundee (which he reprised in Perth, Paisley and Glasgow 
later that month).54 On the left we see the transaction between a 
Free Church minister, taking a bag marked ‘£3,000’ from the cigar-
smoking, whip-carrying slaveholder. And on the right, the abolition-
ists in Scotland look on. George Thompson is pointing an accusing 
fi nger (‘Mark those brethren!’, echoing perhaps Douglass’s pairing of 
‘brother Lewis’ and ‘brother Auld’), while James Buffum and Henry 
Clarke Wright share a few words (‘There will be a noise about that 
yet, I guess Henry.’ ‘They shall send that money back.’) Between 
them, a somewhat minstrelised Douglass is portrayed expressing his 
outrage – ‘Is that the Free Church?’  – the artist possibly alluding 
to his impersonation of the response of his fellow slaves who were 
expecting the visit to herald their emancipation.

Douglass was not exaggerating the consequences such a visit 
might have for him. As a boy he lived with the threat of being sold to 
traders on the Eastern Shore, especially after the death of his master 
in 1826, at which time a healthy young male slave could be bought 
for $400 in Talbot County and shipped to New Orleans where he 
would fetch twice as much. Colonel Lloyd was one of many Mary-
land planters who did business with the notorious Austin Woolfolk 
in the 1820s. Douglass certainly would have known slaves purchased 
and taken away by ‘Woldfolk’, as he calls him in his autobiography.55
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The repetition of ‘brother Lewis’, some seven times, prepares the 
audience for the shift from anecdote to the rousing close, where Dou-
glass alludes, more learnedly, to biblical defences of slavery within 
an exhortatory appeal to the Free Church to ‘send back that money’, 
also repeated, and each time to great cheers. It is clear from the 
report that Douglass has captured his listeners, confi dent enough to 
slip into the carefully paced rhythms of the preacher’s sermon, call-
ing out and surely fi nding his words echoed back by an energised 
assembly whose participation may have even surprised themselves. 
‘There is music in that sound,’ he declares. We can imagine his deep, 
loud voice raised above the tumult, inviting it to subside, before he 
completes the perfect cadence. ‘There is poetry in it.’
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Chapter 6

The Free Church Responds

The distinction Douglass makes in his speech in Dundee between 
moral principles (‘spreading the Gospel’) and material self-interest 
(‘making money’) is a common one. But the dispute between the 
abolitionists and the Free Church was not quite so simple.

For one thing, the Free Church was not unanimous. As we have 
seen, some of its own members had reservations about the propri-
ety of accepting funds from the Southern Churches, and, perhaps 
emboldened by the Glasgow Emancipation Society’s intervention, 
they forced the matter to be debated at the General Assembly of the 
Free Church in May 1844, following the submission of ‘overtures’ 
from two Synods. They may have expected a sympathetic response 
from Rev. Robert Candlish. Only a month before, he had spoken at 
a public meeting at the Edinburgh Music Hall called to protest the 
death sentence imposed on John L. Brown in South Carolina for 
assisting a slave to escape. In the course of his speech he expressed 
his ‘private personal opinion’ that other Churches should withdraw 
fellowship from the American churches if they continued to admit 
slaveholders to their communion.1 But on this occasion, he was 
diplomatically cautious and insisted that the Assembly should seek 
clarifi cation of the American Presbyterians’ position. The matter 
was referred to a committee, which submitted an interim report in 
September, and a copy was sent to the United States.2

The report sets out what seems to be an uncompromising posi-
tion. ‘In its own nature,’ it states, ‘slavery in all its forms is to be 
regarded as a system of oppression which cannot be defended.’3 
Moreover, ‘[t]he committee cannot but consider it the duty of Chris-
tian churches, as such, to set themselves against its manifold abuses, 
and to aim decidedly at its abolition.’4 But in practice, how those 
churches choose to attain those ends is up to them. ‘[I]t is not for 
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this church to decide peremptorily what ought to be regarded as the 
particular course of duty to be immediately and universally adopted,’ 
it reassured its American readers, not least because, it argued, it was 
not suffi ciently aware of the circumstances in which the Southern 
churches operated.5

The report did not go anything like far enough in addressing the 
demands of the Glasgow Emancipation Society, which convened a 
public meeting in November 1844 to respond.6 But it was already 
going too far for others. The fact that the Free Church had felt the 
need to discuss the matter at all incurred the displeasure of South-
ern churchmen, notably Dr Thomas Smyth of Charleston, whom 
the Scottish deputation had visited in March.7 In May, Smyth had 
written to Chalmers, enclosing a bill for some of the money he had 
helped to raise, but taking care to indicate the distress caused him by 
Candlish’s recent remarks, which meant he faced ‘the possibility of 
having our gifts reciprocated by anathema and abuse’.8 Not receiving 
a satisfactory reply, he wrote again in August, urging Chalmers to 
publish a clear statement of his position.9

Figure 6.1 Robert Candlish.
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Chalmers replied on 25 September. He reassured Smyth

how little I sympathize with those who – because slavery happens 
to prevail in the Southern States of America – would unchristianize 
that whole region; and who even carry their extravagance so far as 
to affi rm that, so long as it subsists, no fellowship or interchange of 
good offi ces should take place with its churches, or its ministers.10 

Evidently Smyth had shared Chalmers’ letter widely among his 
contacts. This may have been with the agreement of Chalmers: 
the two men had met in Edinburgh during Smyth’s visit to Britain 
that year.11 The secretaries of the Edinburgh Emancipation Soci-
ety, Edward Cruickshank and John Dunlop, secured a copy of the 
letter and persuaded Hugh Miller to publish it in the Witness, the 
newspaper sympathetic to the Free Church, along with their corre-
spondence with Chalmers, which urged him to review his opinions. 
Miller, author of an important contribution to geology, The Old 
Red Sandstone (1841), brought an athletic masculinity to his edito-
rial duties, writing confrontational prose at a breakneck pace. Not 
surprisingly, he sided with Chalmers, who, he insisted, belonged to 
a long-established, noble British Christian antislavery tradition, and 
railed against the newly imported, irreligious ideas of the ‘Trans-
atlantic abolitionists’ who ‘set, by their extremeness, a fool’s cap 
on a good cause’.12 A week later Miller, his blood up, renewed his 
assault on the Garrisonians by mocking their support for women’s 
rights, confi dent his readers would be amused when he invited them 
to imagine

armed regiments of equalized women charging in petticoat breeches 
some male anti-equal-right enemy, who had come to invade their 
country from without; and squadrons of female dragoons eman-
cipated from matrimonial thrall and the side-saddle, trampling all 
horrid into dust, broken cohorts of imperative husbands and des-
potic lovers, who had assailed them in unnatural rebellion from 
within.13 

Chalmers, in a more considered response, assured Cruikshank 
and Dunlop that he would give the matter due consideration, other 
commitments permitting. In fact they had to wait until the follow-
ing May before he published a fuller statement of his views. In this 
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letter, he insists that a ‘distinction ought to be made between the 
character of a system and the character of the persons whom cir-
cumstances have implicated therewith’. He admits that slavery is a 
fertile breeding ground of vice and that therefore ‘there will [. . .] 
be a more frequent call for ecclesiastical discipline in the slave-
holding congregations’ – but only if the individuals concerned do 
succumb to such vices. Being a slaveholder in itself is no sin, and 
so no one should be excluded from church membership on that 
ground alone.14

Douglass referred to this letter several times in his speeches. Here he 
is in Arbroath in February 1846, in a response which uses Chalmers’s 
words as an ironic refrain:

‘DISTINCTION ought to be made between the character of the sys-
tem and the character of the person whom CIRCUMSTANCES have 
implicated therewith.’ The Doctor would denounce slaveholding, 
robbery, and murder as sin, but would not denounce the slaveholder, 
robber, and murderer as a sinner: he would make a DISTINCTION 

Figure 6.2 Hugh Miller.
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between sins and the persons whom CIRCUMSTANCES have impli-
cated therewith; he would denounce the dice, but spare the sharper; 
he would denounce the adultery, but spare the adulterer; for, says the 
Doctor, ‘distinction ought to be made between the character of the 
system and the character of the person whom circumstances have 
implicated therewith.’ Oh! The artful Dodger. 

This earns appreciative laughter each time Douglass makes the 
comparison, but as if comparing the great man to a fi ctional pick-
pocket is not enough, he goes on to align Chalmers with the deter-
minist philosophy of the socialist Robert Owen:

He says that distinction should be made between the character of a 
system, and the character of the persons whom circumstances have 
implicated therewith. Yes, circumstances – the doctrine of circum-
stances. Who proclaims it? Dr. Chalmers. Yes, this doctrine, which 
has justly brought down upon the head of infi del, Robert Owen, 
the execrations of Christendom, is now proclaimed by the eloquent 
Scotch divine. The Doctor has been driven to this hateful dilemma 
by taking a false step, in fellowshipping slaveholders as Christians. 
This doctrine carried out does away with moral responsibility. All 
that a thief has to do in justifi cation of his theft is to plead that cir-
cumstances have implied him in theft, and he has Dr. Chalmers to 
apologise for him, and recognize him as a Christian.15 

The American response to the interim report was not received 
until May 1845 – too late to be debated at the General Assembly 
that year. But it was discussed at the General Assembly the follow-
ing year, after overtures on the subject of slavery were presented by 
the Synods of Sutherland and Caithness and of Angus and Mearns, 
as well as a petition from elders and other members of the church in 
Dundee. The debates of May–June 1846 marked perhaps the height 
of the ‘Send Back the Money’ campaign.16

Chalmers’s younger colleagues, Robert Candlish and William 
Cunningham, made it clear that they believed there were defi nite 
shortcomings in the attitude of the American Presbyterian Churches. 
They were not so serious as to warrant the Free Church severing any 
connection with them: this should only be considered as a last resort. 
But it was important that the Assembly made it clear that their will-
ingness to admit slaveholders was problematic to say the least.
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Although, like Chalmers, Candlish and Cunningham did not go 
so far as to make slaveholding as a practice sinful, they insisted that 
it carried with it a whole range of moral obligations. Even if the law 
placed restrictions on emancipation, on slave marriages, on teaching 
slaves to read and write, slaveholders must convince the Church they 
are doing all they can despite such restrictions – treating the slaves 
humanely, looking after their moral and religious improvement. The 
American Presbyterians, they argue, are too easily convinced, and 
must be persuaded to take a more forceful stand – including a vigor-
ous attempt to repeal the relevant laws.

At the same time, it was recognised that the particular circum-
stances in which the Churches found themselves meant it was not 
always a good idea that they

should expel every slaveholder from communion, or should carry 
on a constant and open war against slavery, when the effect would, 
to all appearances, be that of losing their existing opportunities of 
Christian usefulness, and of increasing rather than diminishing the 
oppression.17 

Figure 6.3 William Cunningham.
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Douglass – who attended the Assembly – was severely disappointed. 
At a meeting at Edinburgh’s Music Hall a few days later, he patiently 
laboured to show how deluded the Free Church was about the South-
ern Churches by reading out resolutions adopted by their governing 
bodies. They show, he says, ‘that so far from being averse to slavery, 
they are its most strenuous advocates’.18

But if Cunningham’s position was not consistent with a moral 
denunciation of slavery in general, nor was it merely a cynical 
attempt to mask primarily materialistic motives. Rather it arose from 
an attempt to honestly weigh the various consequences of excluding 
slaveholders from church membership.

Cunningham puts this point rather well:

[T]here is somehow or other a class of cases intermediate between 
those, on the one hand, which are characterised by eternal and immu-
table morality, and those, on the other, which are merely expedient, 
proper, and becoming, or the reverse – a class of cases in regard to 
which there are some moral considerations bearing on their general 
character and affecting the general duty of men regarding them, but 
respecting which you are not at liberty to look upon them as involv-
ing in every instance direct and immediate obligation.19 

Such ‘intermediate’ cases were the province of much nineteenth-
century social philanthropy which aimed at ameliorating the con-
dition of women, children, the poor, the imprisoned and the sick. 
Chalmers himself had, over thirty years, placed his faith in a series 
of model schemes in some of the most deprived parishes in Glasgow 
and Edinburgh which were designed to show that a cheaper and 
more effi cient alternative to the Poor Laws was possible. Rather than 
statutory handouts from the public authorities, the Church would set 
up an intensive campaign of door-to-door visiting, closely acquaint-
ing its offi cers with detailed knowledge of the circumstances of each 
household. Its primary focus would be religious and moral educa-
tion, and in providing assistance in fi nding work for the unemployed, 
funded by voluntary contributions from the wealthy. The longer-term 
campaigns to improve working conditions, housing or public health 
were not Chalmers’s concern. He wanted to see what could be done 
within the ‘circumstances’ which currently prevailed.20

The schemes were not a great success. But Chalmers may have 
fancied a similarity between the goals of his inner-city projects 
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and those of the missionary work of Southern Churches. He was 
probably aware of the writings of Charles Colcock Jones, one of 
the best-known promoters of plantation missions, who drew on 
the example of his own efforts in Liberty County, Georgia in his 
book The Religious Instruction of the Negroes in the United States 
(1842).21 And, in any case, by the time George Lewis returned with 
the account of his travels in the South, the Free Church would 
have had at its disposal a fi nely detailed picture of the procedures 
and effects of this religious instruction, for it includes descriptions 
of church services and sabbath schools of various denominations 
attended by black worshippers.22 At the African Methodist Church 
he visits in Mobile, Alabama, ‘there were not fewer than a thou-
sand blacks present’. Even if Lewis did not have the resources or 
vocabulary to understand it, his account provides a glimpse of a 
distinctly black American form of worship, with its characteristic 
call-and-response pattern and echoes of spirit possession, whose 
emotional physicality underpins the entire service and which fi nally 
moves him to tears.23

Douglass consistently derided religious slaveholders – routinely 
describing them as the worst kind. In Dundee, after taunting Lewis 
for not having the courage to face his accusers, he mimicked a 
preacher at great length, fashioning a sermon that exposed its cynical 
purpose in securing the docile obedience of slaves.24 And yet Lewis’s 
account is not one to be casually dismissed. Indeed, it has been cited 
as a credible and illuminating source by several modern historians of 
the antebellum South, who have emphasised that plantation missions 
did not so much impose an ideology as provide the symbolic frame of 
reference in which slaves fashioned a distinctively black Christianity, 
which would eventually fl ourish in the independent black Churches, 
which remain, to this day, crucial institutions in African American 
life. Furthermore, Sunday schools, church services and camp meet-
ings placed some slaves and free blacks in positions of considerable 
trust and responsibility, effectively making them training grounds for 
the fi rst generation of black leaders to emerge during Reconstruction 
after the Civil War.25

Douglass was not impressed by the fi ne distinctions made by Cun-
ningham at the General Assembly in 1846. For him, the reasons for 
his refusal to break fellowship with the American Presbyterians were 
very simple. ‘I tell you why he does it,’ he told an audience in Paisley 
to ‘loud and long-continued cheering’: ‘He’s got the bawbees.’26 If 
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the Free Church leaders could not benefi t from the hindsight of 
twentieth-century historians, their instinctive appreciation of the 
work of Southern clergy in contributing to the moral and religious 
education of slaves in circumstances that required them to suppress 
abolitionist sentiment ought to be acknowledged, even if they failed 
to recognise the slaves’ own role in their self-transformation. At any 
rate, the Free Church position was certainly prompted by consider-
ations other than material self-interest.

Towards the end of the year, the Herald reported that a messenger 
from one of Glasgow’s banks had left behind a parcel containing 
£3,000 in notes when he alighted from the train at Falkirk.27 The 
money sent from the United States for the Free Church was neither 
lost nor sent back, but in any case formed a very small proportion 
of the total raised for the sustenation fund, which stood at £334,000 
by the end of the fi rst fi nancial year.28 Its absence would not have 
caused anything like the ‘vast uneasiness’ felt in Glasgow during the 
night once news of the missing parcel arrived there, and had fortunes 
changed, no one would have lamented, as the Herald did on this 
occasion, that the electric telegraph had not been used to notify the 
parties sooner that the parcel had been safely retrieved from the car-
riage on arrival in Edinburgh.
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Chapter 7

The Price of Freedom

The donations of Southern US Presbyterians were not the only fi nan-
cial transactions that preoccupied abolitionists when Douglass was 
in Scotland in 1846.

They were also committed to raising funds for their own cause. 
Members of local societies in Britain and Ireland, mainly women, 
solicited contributions for boxes they would send to the annual 
fair or bazaar organised by Maria Weston Chapman of the Boston 
Female Anti-Slavery Society. The contributions, which included 
clothes, shoes, handkerchiefs, non-perishable foods, children’s toys, 
drawings, paintings, books and pamphlets, were sold to raise money 
for the American Anti-Slavery Society, and indeed were its chief 
source of income.1 Starting off in private homes, the bazaar became 
a major public event, taking place in Boston’s Faneuil Hall, raising 
$4,000 annually.2 To be sure, from a purely economic point of view 
it would have been more effi cient if supporters had simply donated 
money.3 But, as a notice in the Liberator pointed out, the ‘pecuniary 
benefi t derived from these sales’ was ‘but one of several reasons in 
their favor’.4 The fair was a remarkable space, run by women, where 
men and women both black and white and of different classes could 
mingle safely without censure.5 In addition, it was a celebration of 
international co-operation. Not only were the various items for sale 
visibly cosmopolitan in origin (a feature reinforced by the invento-
ries published in the Liberator), they were often prized because they 
bore the tactile traces of their donors across the Atlantic (locks of 
hair, autographs, daguerreotypes and goods which were either home-
made or bearing personalised mottoes).6 All this helped to defi ne the 
antislavery movement as one that crossed borders, with the bazaar, 
as Chapman’s own striking simile had it, a world in miniature:
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The world is like the sea-anemone: any part of it, however small, has 
the capacity of becoming a complete model of the whole; and truly 
and well does this little world in Faneuil Hall show forth a larger one, 
affording a perfect illustration of the whole anti-slavery cause, that 
in its turn typifi es the great moral movement of this age, of which it 
is the van-guard.7 

Nevertheless, the pecuniary element grew in importance, as 
British women wrote to Chapman, wanting to know which items 
sold well and what prices to put on them. Although Chapman 
expressed concern about the increasingly depersonalised character 
of donations, she herself could be shrewdly businesslike, sending 
crochet bags from Paris she had bought for $20 with instructions 
to sell them for $100. Eventually she gave up the fair and replaced 
it with a monetary subscription.8

But some abolitionists also expressed concerns about each other’s 
economic circumstances, their own attitude to money, and how it 
might detract them from higher moral purpose.9 While Bristol’s John 

Figure 7.1 Maria Weston Chapman.
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