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ABOLITIONISTS ORGANIZE: TEE MAINE ANTISLAVERY SOCIETY

by Edvard 0. Schriver
A rch iv ist^  U n iv e r sity  o f  Maine

Those vho fo llow ed  the banners o f  a n tis la v ery  in  America 
u t i l i z e d  the p r in c ip le  o f  benevolence, the p ra c t ic e  o f  stew­
ardsh ip , and the orga n iza tion  o f  a sso c ia t io n s  to  develop th e ir  
p la tform  and to  implement th e ir  program. The standards and 
the d octrin es  heralded by the other American moral tru stees  
provided  the ba sis  o f  the p r in c ip le s  proclaim ed by the moral 
stewards in  Maine, ( l )  Of the Maine men Samuel Fessenden o f  
P ortland, m i l i t ia  general and respected  law yer, the Rev. David 
Thurston o f  Winthrop, a Congregational m in ister and the Rev. 
Austin W illey  o f  H a llo v e ll ,  e d ito r  o f  The Advocate o f  Freedoms 
were the most t y p ic a l .  (2 ) The f i r s t  p r in c ip le  o f  a l l  three 
men was the moral governance o f  God, a ru le  which was based 
s o le ly  upon His Word, the B ib le . Thurston spoke fo r  Fessen­
den and W illey  when he wrote that

the re la t io n s  in  which men stand to  each o th er , in  re ­
gard to s o c ie t y ,  or th e ir  p o l i t i c a l  r e la t io n s , a f fe c t  
not merely th e ir  outward conven iences, th e ir  l ib e r t y  
and th e ir  p rop erty , but th e ir  character and happiness, 
they are th ere fo re  moral. This is  evident a lso  from 
the in s tru ct io n  which God has given us in  h is  word. He 
has made i t  our duty always to  act from r e lig io u s  p r in ­
c ip le .  We are not authorized  to  act from a p r in c ip le  o f  
s e lfish n e s s  or party in te re s t  today, and o f  benevolence 
tomorrow. We are to  be holy always in  a l l  we do. We 
are requ ired  to  be as h o ly , that is  to  have a pure 
d esire  to  honor God and to  promote the w elfare  o f  men, 
at one tim e, as at another, on the second and th ird  days 
o f  the week, as on the f i r s t .  ( 3 )
As a consequence o f  th e ir  b e l i e f  that God was the moral 

governor o f  man, the Maine tru stees  condemned anyone who 
appeared to  d estroy , or even to  m odify, man's re la t io n sh ip  to  
h is Creator. They never t i r e d  o f  a ttack in g  the s la v eh o ld er , 
who, by h old ing  the Negro in  bondage, had severed the s la v e 's  
re la tio n sh ip  with God. At meeting a fte r  meeting w ith bound­
le s s  energy and ce rta in  r e g u la r ity , W illey , Thurston, and 
Fessenden would hammer home th e ir  con v ict ion  that slavery  was 
"the v i l e s t ,  g u i l t i e s t  oppression  on e a r th ."  And i t  was, they 
added, the cause o f  a whole se r ie s  o f  other oppression s. I t  
exacerbated r e la t io n s  between the North and the South. It
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aroused p a ssion s, le d  to  ly n ch in g s , mob v io le n ce , assassin a­
t io n s ,  murder, and duels in the s laveh old in g  reg ion s.
M orality  was com pletely corrupted by i t .  Austin W illey  
su bstan tiated  the charge o f  the tru stees  with fu rth er words 
o f  condemnation: "Examined by the l ig h t  o f  God1s word slavery 
appears not merely as a n ation a l e v i l ,  a p h y s ica l inconven­
ience or calam ity. It  is  s in , a p la in  v io la t io n  o f  the law 
o f  God------" (1+)

The cure fo r  the sin  o f  s laveh old ing  was repentance, a 
change o f  h ea rt, on the part o f  the o ffen d er . It was the 
duty o f  the moral tru stee  to  p lay a lead in g  r o le  in th is  drama 
o f  the re-shaping o f  the human heart. By moral suasion , by 
an appeal to  conscien ce  d e liv ered  w ith good w i l l  toward the 
s in n er, h is mind and h is emotions would be transform ed. He 
would be ashamed fo r  h old ing  human f le s h  as property against 
the express command o f  God and would re lea se  the captive from 
h is  bonds.

The Maine tru stees  needed a v e h ic le  to  promote th e ir  mes­
sage o f  repentance; so a group o f  them le d  by Samuel Fessenden 
and David Thurston gathered at Augusta on October 15, 183^, 
to  organ ize the Maine A ntislavery  S ocie ty . Before any business 
was conducted, General Fessenden, true to  h is b e l i e f  that God 
had c a lle d  them to  be moral stew ards, su cce ss fu lly  introduced 
a motion to  acknowledge His presence at th e ir  meetings by 
prayer at the beginning and at the end o f  each session . Once 
the f i r s t  such r e lig io u s  observances were com pleted, the 
delegates proceeded to  lay  the foundations o f  the new organi­
za tion . A committee was chosen to  d ra ft a co n s t itu t io n ; and, 
when i t  had fin ish e d  i t s  assigned ta sk , a l l  those assembled 
considered  the document p o in t by p o in t.

The co n s t itu t io n  o f  the Maine A ntislavery  S ociety  r e f le c t ­
ed the b e l i e f  o f  the moral tru stees  in the r e lig io u s  basis o f 
th e ir  e f f o r t .  God was the Creator o f  a l l  men. He made them 
broth ers and exhorted them to  tre a t one another as neighbors. 
The framers o f  the co n st itu t io n  added a b i t  o f  natural rights 
ph ilosophy when they in s is te d  th at God a lso  endowed men wjth 
"ce r ta in  in a lien a b le  r igh ts  among which are l i f e ,  l ib e r t y ,  and 
the pursu it o f  h app in ess." When these r ig h ts  were not respect­
ed , i t  became necessary fo r  God’ s represen ta tives on earth , 
the moral stew ards, to  assert His demands. They were obligated 
to  p o in t out to  a l l  that human law depended upon Divine Law 
and that no human law which was not in  agreement with i t s  
e tern a l counterpart would be allowed to  stand. A ll  human 
government was based upon the a p p lica tion  o f  God’ s Law, and 
God would not long  to le r a te  His le g is la t io n  to  be disobeyed.
( 5 )
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The on ly  certa in  
cure fo r  the moral d is ­
ease caused by slavery  
was the Word o f  God 
d e liv ered  in judgment to  
those a f f l i c t e d  with the 
malady. The cure was 
the ra d ica l reform  o f  
the in d iv id u a l, personal 
regen eration , based upon 
the acceptance o f  g u ilt  
by the o ffen d er and h is 
consequent c o n tr it io n  
and conversion . The jo u r ­
ney to  personal renewal, 
as ou tlin ed  by the Maine 
stewards, requ ired  the 
p ilg rim  to  pass three 
consecutive w aystations.
At the f i r s t  he was con­
fron ted  with the u tter  

h orror and blackness o f  the crime he was committing in  hold ing 
another o f  God's creatures in perpetual bondage. Here the 
magnitude o f  h is  dark deeds f i l l e d  h is  soul and fo rce d  him to  
trem ble w ith fea r  l e s t  he be cast in to  h e l l .  I f  he survived 
the r ig o rs  o f  the f i r s t  stage o f  h is jou rn ey , he stru ggled  on 
to  the second. At th is  p o in t the sin  o f  slaveh old ing  became 
such a shameful burden to  bear that he was t o t a l ly  overwhelmed 
by rem orse, a remorse which prevented any peace in  h is  sou l 
u n t il  he acted  to  throw o f f  h is  s in . At the th ird  stage he 
experienced  the saving con v ict ion  that God would show him 
mercy on ly  i f  he acted as God had commanded, i f  he re lea sed  
the ca p tives  from th e ir  chains at once. Beyond the th ird  
s ta g e , the forg iven  o ffen d er  found peace o f  mind and sou l and, 
more im portant, peace with God h is  Creator. The ra tion a le  
behind the b e l i e f  o f  the Maine a b o l it io n is t s  in  th is  th ree­
fo ld  method o f  a ttack in g  the problem o f  slavery was recorded 
in the F irs t  Annual Report o f  the Maine A ntislavery  S oc ie ty :

We hear a v o ice  from God, sayin g , "Thou sh a lt not hate 
thy broth er in  thy h ea rt; thou sh a lt in any wise rebuke 
thy n eigh bor, and not s u ffe r  sin  upon him !" The s la v e ­
h older is  our neighbor. He is  g u ilty  o f  a great sin  
b e fo re  God, in tram pling h is broth er under f o o t ,  because 
possessed  o f  a skin not co lo re d  l ik e  h is  own. We must 
charge him with h is  g u i l t ,  or God w i l l  not hold  us

Samuel Fessenden  
(1 7 8 4 -1 8 6 9 )
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g u i l t le s s .  We must reprove him, or we become partakers 
in  h is  s in . (6 )

Under no circum stances was v io le n ce  or  fo r c e ,  or any 
other form o f  co e rc io n , approved to  separate the slave master 
from h is  s la v es . Moral suasion meant the p ea ce fu l and rea­
sonable changing o f  the mind o f  the slaveh old er. Such a 
method was p o ss ib le  only because the a b o l it io n is t s  b e lie v e d  
com pletely  in the power o f  truth  and o f  lo v e . Clubbing sense 
in to  the heads o f  slave owners was n e ith er the proper nor the 
most e f f i c i e n t  means to  free  the s la ves .

Not on ly was the slave master expected to  repent and to  
re lea se  h is  bondsman v o lu n ta r ily , he was expected to  do i t  
immediately. The Maine A n tislavery  S ociety  adopted the cry 
o f  immediate a b o l it io n , but never r e a lly  defined  p re c is e ly  
what was meant by the term. The c lo s e s t  the S ociety  came to  
an exact d e f in it io n  was the adoption o f  a re so lu tion  that 
,Timmediate emancipation is  the duty o f  the master and the 
r igh t o f  the s la v e ." (T) E ither the a b o l it io n is t s  did not 
f e e l  the need to  defin e  fu rth er what appeared to  them to  be 
obvious or  they had expended so much e f f o r t  upon the denun­
c ia t io n  o f  slavery  that l i t t l e  was a v a ila b le  fo r  extended 
exp lanation . Probably the Maine a b o l it io n is t s  were so wrapped 
up in the id e n t i f ic a t io n  and condemnation o f  the in s t itu t io n  
that they overlooked  the n ecess ity  o f  d e ta iled  explanation o f  
what appeared so c le a r  to  them.

That the Maine a b o l it io n is t s  did r e a l iz e ,  i f  only in part, 
the problems presented  by emancipation was evident in th e ir  
re cog n it ion  o f  the need to  work with fre e  Negroes. One o f  the 
major purposes o f  the Maine S ociety  sp e lle d  out the duties o f  
the fr ien d s o f  the co lored  man in th is  regard:

This s o c ie ty  w il l  encourage and promote the in t e l le c t u a l ,  
moral and r e lig io u s  improvement o f  the free  people o f  
c o lo r ,  and by co rre c t in g  p re v a ilin g  and wicked p re ju d ices , 
endeavor to  obtain  fo r  them, as w ell as the enslaved, an 
eq u a lity  with the whites in  c i v i l ,  in t e l le c t u a l  and 
r e lig io u s  p r i v i l e g e s . . .  (8)

As fo r  p r a c t ic a l  programs, beyond a few in d iv id u a l attempts 
to  help p a r t icu la r  Negroes and the supporting o f  the estab­
lishm ent o f  Negro s ch o o ls , nothing was accom plished.

C lose ly  re la te d  to  the Maine A n tislavery  S ocie ty  were the 
l o c a l  and county s o c ie t ie s .  (9) The v ice -p re s id e n ts  o f  the 
s ta te  orga n ization  represented the d iffe re n t  counties and 
w ere, more o ften  than n o t , p residents and leaders in  these
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David Thurston 
(17 79 -18 6 5)

l o c a l  and county a s s o c ia t io n s . In orga n iza tion a l stru ctu re  
and approach these sm aller un its were mainly cop ies  o f  the 
la rg e r  s o c ie ty  and r e f le c te d  i t s  views. Apart from the rath ­
er lo o se  connection  maintained by the sta te  organ ization  with 
the sm aller groups through the v ic e -p re s id e n ts , through the 
s ta te  newspaper, The Advocate o f  Freedom3 and through the 
tra v e ls  o f  a small number o f  s ta te  agen ts , there was no 
attempt to  coord inate a un ited  an tis la very  e f f o r t .  A ll the 
s o c ie t ie s  in  Maine fo s te re d  the same view , but they d id  not 
get to  the stage o f  working out a c a r e fu lly  planned common 
program.

One o f  the most e f f e c t iv e  methods at th e ir  d isp osa l to  
promote what program they did have, however, was the tr a v e l­
ing agent. Notable among the men who toured the s ta te  were 
the Rev. David Thurston; Charles L. Remond, a co lo red  a b o l i ­
t i o n is t  from Salem, M assachusetts; Ichabod Codding, who was 
an agent o f  the American A n tislavery  S o c ie ty ; and the Rev. 
Charles T. Torrey a lso  o f  Salem, who was to  d ie la te r  in  a 
Baltim ore j a i l  w hile in  prison  fo r  help ing  fu g it iv e  slaves 
escape to  the North.

The task o f  the a n tis la v ery  agent and le c tu re r  was to  
preach the a n tis la very  message. Thurston, who toured  the 
sta te  in  1837 and 1838 and who spoke as a man whose l ip s  were 
touched with the f i r e  o f  a b o l it io n , ca rr ie d  the message from 
one end o f  the s ta te  to  the oth er. During h is term o f  se r ­
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v ice  as the agent o f  the Maine A n tislavery  S o c ie ty , wherever 
he was a t le  to  fin d  a b u ild in g  to  use as h is p la tform  and 
whenever he cou ld  gather a small group to  l is t e n  to  him, he 
le c tu re d  and preached with a l l  the zea l o f  a St. Paul. He 
shared h is tenderness fo r  the slave and h is rebuke fo r  the 
s laveh old er with audiences from York County in  the south to  
P iscataqu is County in  the north.

(To be concluded in  the February N ew sletter )

-------- NOTES---------
(1 ) By and la r g e , the s o c ia l  views o f  the Maine an ti­

slavery  leaders p a r a lle le d  those o f  the other moral tru stees 
in  America. For an example o f  how p a ss ion a te ly  they were 
concerned about the souls o f  th e ir  brethren , see Charles C. 
C ole , J r . ,  The S ocia l Ideas o f  the Northern E va n gelists  > 1826- 
1860 (New York: Columbia U niversity  P ress, 195^+), p. 99- 
C l i f fo r d  S. G r if f in  in  h is Their B ro th ersT K eeper: Moral 
Stewardship in  the United S ta te s3 1800-1865 (New Brunswick: 
Rutgers U niversity  P ress, I960) ou tlin es  the way o f  moral 
tru steesh ip  in  America.

(2) Fessenden (178U -I869) , the fa th er o f  W illiam  P itt  
Fessenden, worked as a lawyer in  Portland during most o f  his 
le g a l  career and was respected  by a l l ,  i f  not lik e d  by a l l .
The Rev. David Thurston (1779-1865) was a Congregational 
m in ister and tru ste e  o f  Bangor Seminary who spent most o f  his 
years in Winthrop, Maine. The Rev. Austin W illey  ( 1806- 1896) 
came to  Maine from New Hampshire to  attend Bangor Seminary 
and remained in the sta te  to  e d it  a l l  but one o f  the a n ti­
slavery  newspapers.

(3) [H a llow ell] The L ib er ty  Standard^ September 7, 18^2. 
This was the L iberty  Party newspaper which rep laced  The Advo­
ca te  o f  F r e e d o m the organ o f  the Maine A n tislavery  S oc ie ty , 
when i t  d ied  in  l8U l.

(h) [Augusta] The Advocate o f  Freedom, May 9, 1839.
(5 ) The Preamble to  the co n s t itu t io n  o f  the Maine Anti­

slavery  S oc ie ty .
(6 ) The Report o f  the F ir s t  Annual M eeting o f  the Maine 

A n tis la very  S o c ie ty  (Brunswick: Joseph G r i f f in ,  1835), p. 21.
( 7 ) Adopted at the S ixth  Annual M eeting, H a llow ell, 

February U, 18^1.
(8 ) The co n s t itu t io n  o f  the Maine A n tislavery  S o c ie ty , 

a r t i c le  3.
( 9 ) At the peak o f  the a n tis la v ery  a g ita tio n  in  Maine, 

there were about 3  ̂ a u x ilia ry  u n its . See The Annual R eport o f  
the American A n tis la very  S o c ie ty  (New York: W illiam  S. Dorr, 
1836 ), p. 89.
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