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A Racist Aristocrat in Boston:
The Forgotten Testimony of

James Trecothic Austin (1784-1870)
Douglas C. Stange

s ur. READ cach page of the abolitionist tract, the Boston at-
torney’s anger mounted. A white woman had chosen to
write about social intercourse with Negrocs. She attended the
same church that he did. This nettled him. A Unitarian

should have shown more sense than to print such trash. In a burst of
rage he scized with tongs the volume lying before him and flung it out
his window. The volume was An Appeal in Favor of that Class of
Americans Called Africans by Lydia Maria Child, The man, the
Attorney-General of Massachusetts, was James Trecothic Awstin
{1784-1870).

Austin was born i Boston in “aristocratic surroundings.” He gradu-
ated second in his class from Harvard in 1802, became the leading
lawyer in Massachusetts, and married Catherine Gerry, a daughter of
the vice-president of the United States, Elbridge Gerry. He edited The
Emerald, a literary journal for Boston sophisticates. Yor twenty ycars
he was Suffolk County attorney and went to the State Housc as a rep-
resentative and a scnator. In 1832 he was appointed to the office of
attorncy-gencral of Massachusctts, Colonel Austin was a member of the
Board of Overscers of IHarvard College, and of the American Academy

of Arts and Sciences.”

1Helene G. Baer, The Heart Is Like Heaven (Philadelphia: University of Penn-
sylvania Press, 1964), pp. 67-68.

2 [“Franklin”], “The Old Suffolk Bench and Bar,” newspaper clipping (Boston
Public Library): James Spear Loring, The Hundred Boston Orators Appointed by
the Municipal Autharities and Otber Public Bodies, Fronr 1770 to 1852, 2nd <d.
(Boston: John P. Jewett & Co., 1853), pp. 4771, 473; “James Trecothic Austin,” Die-
tionary of Awerican Riography, Allen Johnson and Dumas Malone, eds. (New York:
Charles Scribner’s Sons, 1928-1958), I, 433-434; “James T. Austin.” Cyelopedia of
Awmerican Literature, Lvert A, Duyckinck and George L. Duyckinck, eds. (New
York; Charles Scribner, 1855), 11, 61. Austin wrote a biography of his father-in-law,
The Life of Elbridge Gerry, 2 vols. {Boston: Wells and Lilly, 1828-1829).
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36 Harvard Library Bulletin

As a devoted member of the prestigions Brattle Street Church,
Austin ranked high in the esteem of his denomination. He personally
viewed the congregation as “one of the most eminent fortresses of
Christianity,” and obviously saw himself as its chief warrior and de-
fender — ever rcady to sally forth on a preat offensive whencver
necessary “to defend order, justice, temperance, picty and peace,”

And che greatest of these was order. Austin was pre-eminently “a
law-and-order” adveocate. “Love of order, and voluntary obedience to
the Jaws” werc society’s guarantees for continued liberty.* These goals
were best achicved when society’s elite directed its forces towards their
attainment. Although the general tendency of America’s institutions
was “to bring cverything to one perfect Jevel of equality,” Austin
cautioned Ilarvard’s finest students, in 1831, “to display and excrt the
power they possess.” Something of a lay theologian, Austin saw in
rcason and religion a lammated pair. Thus, as reason determined one’s
durics to man, religion demanded responsibility to God. Austin, the
“sclf-assumed aristocrat,” had no doubts that he excelled in both reason
and religion. “Who docs not experience a holy and enncbling senti-
ment at the thought of the sublime destimy, for which he was created?”
be preached. “Who will not glory in the image of the Creator m-
pressed on the human mind and ‘FEEL IN EVERY VEIN DIVINITY. 7 °

While only a youth of fourteen years of age, Austin had been
honored for his oratorical skill. Being short in stature, he made his voice
large and powecrful to gain attention for the thoughts emanating from
his brilliant mind. Convinced that an orator could be grear only when
he advocated a good cause, Austin, out of personal intcrest or ex

% James T. Austin to Ezra Stiles Gannett, Baston, 6 May 1831, Austin to Gannett,
Brighton, 24 October 1831, Austin to Alexander Young, Boston, 1o May 1832
(American Unitarian Association Letters, Andover-Harvard Theological Library);
Trancis Parlkkman, 4 Discourse Delivered in the Church in Brattle Square, on Sunday,
May 3 1840, Occasioned by the Death of Rev, Jobn T, Kirkland . . . {Boston: John
H. Eastburn, 1840), p. 3; Austin to John Gorham Palfrey, Boston, 30 October 1833,
Austin to Palfrey, 3 November 1833, Austin to Palfrey, [Boston], 5 December
[1833], Palfrey to Austin, [Cambridge], s December [1833] (John Gorham Palfrey
Papers, Houghton Library, Harvard University); James T. Austin, “The Duotics of
Educated AMen. An Oration before the Society of Phi Beta Kappa at Cambridge, 15t
September 1831,” p. 21 (MS. in Harvard University Archives).

# James T. Austin, An Oration, Delivered on the Fourth of July, 1829, at the
Celebration of Awierican Independence, in the City of Basten (Boston: John H.
Eastburn, 1829), p. 16,

® Austin, “The Duties of Educated Men” {note 3 above), pp. 21, 27, 45—46; “0Old
Suffolk Bench and Bar” (note 2 ahove).
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officio, threw himself into the center of a plethora of good causes. He
attacked demon rum, believing intemperance crushed “the prospericy
of the affluent,” and smashed ‘““the hopes of the poor™; condemned the
violent men who put a torch to the Ursaline Convent; prosecuted the
blasphemer, Abner Kneeland; and lashed out at the treasonous aboli-
tionists and their fellow travelers.® Austin knew all about slavery and
the law; his formula for determining the rightness or wrongncss of any
institution or act was simply to ask, “Is it lawful?” " He would be the
man who would make Wilham Ellery Channing’s antwslavery pil-
~ grimage a vig dolorosa. Fomenting msurrection was treason and trea-
son a crime. It was despicable that Channing, minister to the elite and
sharer in an aristocratic fcllowship, should be an abolitionist sympa-
thizer and thereby a fomentor of insurrcction, so Austin belicved.
Austin’s first assault on the Federal Strect pastor was his Remzarks on
Dr. Chanming's Slavery. By a Citizen of Massachusetts, in 1835. Austin
was peeved that Channing used his office 1n a “cathedral spirit” to in-
culcate antislavery teachings. The Attorncy-Genceral disputed those
teachings, but he wanted it to be understocd that in departing from
Channing’s dircctions, he was not necessarily committing “a breach of
Christian duty.” He then presented three propositions:

First. Public sentiment in the free States, in relation to Slavery, is perfectly
sound, and ought not be altered.

Sccond. I'ublic sentiment in the Slave-holding States, whether right or not,
cannot be aleered.

Third. An attempt to produce any alteration in the public sentiment of the
country, will cause great additional evil—moral, social, and political ®

By attempting to stir up the public mind, Channing had in effect
joined “that little band of fanatics whose imprudent agitation has

% Loring (note 2 above), pp. 471, 475—476; James T. Austin, Address Delivered
Before the Massaclmisetts Society for the Suppression of Intemperance, May 27, 1830
(Boston: John H. Lastbum, 1830), p. 26; Dicrionary of Aserican Biography, 1,
433-434-

7" Edward Everett to James T. Austiy, Council Chamber, 7 January 1839 (Baston
University Library); Austin quoted by Wendell Phillips Garrison and Trancis
Jacksen Garrison, Hilliam: Lloyd Garrison 1805—1879. The Story of His Life Told
by His Children, 1 (New York: The Century Co,, 1885), 478.

8 [James T. Austin], Remarks on Dr. Channing's Slavery. By a Citizen of
Massaclnsetts (Boston: Russell, Shattuck and Co., and John H. Eastburn, 1835), pp.
4-5. A. E. Miller reprinted Austin’s tract in Charleston, in 1836, and added a two-
page postscript of additional criticistn of Channing; sce Rexmarks . . . {Charleston:
A. E. Miller, 1836}, pp. 44-45.
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deranged the peace of the community.” Unfortunately, Channing’s
mnfluence increased the amount of trouble that abolitionists were able
to produce. There were evils cnough withour stoking up the dangerous
“volcano” upon which southern whites lived. Austin told Channing
to think not only of the “tawny-colored” mothers in the South, but to
sympathize with the white mothers there as well: “Affectionate and
gencrous assurance of regard, kindness, protection, are duc to the white
woman of education and virtue, to mnocence and beauey, . . . to the
mothers, sisters, wives and daughters of our own race . . .”°

Abolitiomsts held prayer meerings, Austin continued, and women
and “men like women” met in “secrct conclave.” Little children were
involved, and tracts were sold to them for their “gingerbread” money.
“Foreign renegadoes” influenced the passions of the community.
Channing by prntmg his book became equally culpable. Soener or
later it would reach the slaves, and, therefore, Austin exclaimed:

I charge him—in spite of his disclaimer—with the doctrine of INSURRECTION.
He inculcates the right of insurrection on the whole slave population of the

United States. It is immmaterial chat he contradicts hirmself, Tt is in vain that he
abjures this act in absolute terms 19

Undeniably, Austin was quite prophetic and realistic in perceiving
as he did the completely mtractable nature of public sentiment in the
Jouth on slavery, The institution was so intimately connected with
their whole social being, that only 2 tremendous, violent convulsion
could destroy it. Yet, he anticipated somewhat less accurately the state
of the South following an act of emancipation. Austin predicted a
“deluge of crime,” a “Cuisos come again,” the complete upheaval of
America’s social, civil, religious, and political institutions. “1 speak to
practical, experienced business men,” wrote Austin, “who know, by
actual contact, the force of human motives and the rage of human pas-
ston, and not to the theorctical and secluded scholar, who would give
lessons in his study for the measure of a whirlwind.”

In his prognosis of how a freed slave would act, Anstin displayed
some incongruous conceptions of the black personality. He painted the
picturc of a sensual fun-loving slave who desired only “to eat, drink,
dance, sing, and sleep, in idleness and easc.” It was the “peculiarity of
their character.” He warned his readers to look to the blacks in the

¥ Austin, Rewarks (1835), pp. 5 7»

10 Thid., PP- &, 14.
1 1hid., pp. 24-25.
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North around them who had been freed. They worked only enough
to cat or to gratify “their appetites for pleasure.” And look throughout
the South, “they are careless, thoughtless, improvident, idle, and most
generally vicious, vile, indigent and miserable.” But this idle fun-
loving people were kept under control, Austin warned, by the su-
periority of power of the master. The slave could not be “a safe citi-
zen,” and nobody doubted that he would cut his master’s throat if
given his freedom. Was Austin saying that when the Doctor Jekyil
slave, singing and dancing and making merry, drank the cup of free-
dom, he became immediately the master-murdering Mr., Hyde? No
matter, his conclusion simply advised: “It is not desirable that domestic
Slavery should cease in the United States,” **

But suppose one thought that the blacks, once freed, would emerge
as intelligent, moral, and mdustrious citizens, that is, behave as wlite
men? Austin waxed mightily eloquent in commenting on such a slim
possibility:

They would be negrocs still. Two distinct classes of men could not live upon
terms of cquality in the same country and under the same goyernment, . . .

Is it supposed they could amalgamate? God forbid! . . . There are those who
see nothing disgusting in such an idea. But I fearlessly aver that if this be the
tendency and the result of our moral reformation, rather than our white Saxon
race should degeneratc into a tribe of tawny-colored Quadroons, rather than
that our fair and beauteous females should give birth to the thick-lipped, woolly-
headed children of African fathers, rather than the nice and delicate character
of the American woman, which in its freshness and its pride is at once the cause
and the consequence of civilization, should be debased and degraded by such
indiseriminate and beastly connexion, rather than the ncgro should be seated in
the halls of Congress and his sooty complexion glare upon us from the bench
of justice, rather than he should mingle with us in the familiar intercourse of

domestic life and taint the atmosphere of our homes and firesides,—1 wiLL
BRAVE AIY SHARE OF ALL THE RESPONSIBILITY OF KEEPING HIM IN SLAVERY.1®

Channing wisely did not respond to Austin’s Remuarks. Of the two
defenses of Channing’s book, Austin bothered to rebut only one — an
anonymous pamphlet published by a Unitarian minister, George F,
Simmons.™ Austin judged the tract dull and quite unequal to Chan-

2 16id., pp. 36-37, 43.

1818id., p. 45,

14 [George F. Simmons], Review of the Remarks on Dr, Channing's Slavery, by
a Citizen of Massachusetts (Boston: James Munroe & Co., 1836). The author of the
second defense of Channing’s Stavery has escaped identification. He admitted to being
neither a Unitarian nor “any conspicuous zbolitionist.” His remarks were prepared
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ning’s work: pursuing Channing had been the “gallant chase of the
stag over hill and through stream. To follow this Reviewer is but
driving a skunk through the brambles, in which it is best not to come
too ncar his tail.” Once again Austin repeated the charge of Channing
coliaborating with “low, vulgar, disorganizing rabble” who preached
and published insurrection. Channing, Austin lamented, put their “vile
phrases and coarse language into soft, pure, classical English.”
Channing’s defender (Simmons) wrote that it was a Christian duty to
free the slaves. Austin countered that it was a Christian duty to prevent
insurrection, to preserve peace, to puard our country “against the
irruption of a horde of demi-savage negroes; ta protect the purity of
our own people and preserve uncontaminated the dignity and char-
acter of our racc.” Therefore, slavery must remain. It is one of “the
great institutions of our country” and could be removed as one might
try to remove “a sarcllite from the system of the universe.” Austin
concluded by saying, “LET US LEAVE THE SLAVE-HOLDERS ALONE.” '

Austin’s next offensive against Channing would be incidental to the
public meeting m Faneuil Hall, on 8 December 1837, called to discuss
the Lovcjoy Affair. Amid the deliberations of the meeting that fol-
lowed Dr. Channing’s opening address, the little man rose and re-
quested to spcak. Having received permission, Awstin lannched out
onto a sea of patriotic eratory. We have assembled here “under the
forms of rcligious observances,” Austin declared, and have expressed
in language, thongh failing to state directly, sympathy for the death of
Elijah Lovejoy. This was wrong. Lovejoy had interfered with the laws
of Missouri whosc people existed under the constant “apprehension of
an insurrection.” He had established an abolitionist paper whose ten-
dency was to excite insurrcction and murder. The people of Missouri
had as much a right “to be afraid of their slaves as we should have of
[escaped] wild Beasts of the menagerie.” In Hlinois, across the border
from Missouri, Lovejoy continued his paper with the possibility still
of “exciting a servile war.” Lovejoy “excited the passions of men, by
conduct unwise, impolitic, rash, cxtravagant and unchristian,” and he
got ‘what he descrved. Then Austin covered Lovejoy and Channing
together with a blanket of disgust:

before the appearance of Simmans’ reply, but they could not be published until after
it had appeared; see Extracts from Remarks on Dr. Channing’s Slavery, with Com-
ments, by an Abelitionist (Boston: D. X. Hitcheock, 1836), pp. 3, 21, 55

1% [James T. Austin), Reply to the Reviewer of the Remarks on Dr. Channing's
Slavery (Boston: John H. Eastburn, 1836), pp. 56, 8-9, 16.
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I have as little sympathy for a minister of the gospel who is found, gun in hand,
fighting in a broil with a mob as I have for one who leaves his pulpit to mingle
in the debates of a popular assembly, in marters that do not concern his sacred
office. In either sitnation be is marvellously out of place. [1] would call on the
Reverend Gentleman, at whose application this mecting was assembled — if he
must leave the appropriate sphere of a minister of the gospel, and mingle in the
strifes of party—to teach here those great lessons of christian moderation and
mildness, that regard for other people’s rights and feelings, and that respect and
sympathy for the unfortunate condition of our free fellow citizens in other
States, which ate true doctrines of Christian benevolence and good will to all
mankind.!®

In concluding, Austin compared Lovejoy’s attackers to the patriots
of the Boston Tea party. They were just trying to destroy the “aboli-
tionist conspirators’ " newspaper, an instrument of insurrection that
threatened their lives. The abolitionist press, Austin declared, pursued
“a system at variance with the faith of the nation, and eventually sub-
versive of the Union, and the existence of our comman Republic. Let
it go on, and [it will] fill another Mississippi with human blood.” **

Having finished his speech, Austin strongly desired to move the in-
definite postpenement of the meeting, and thought there were present
cnough peace-loving people to gain passage of such a motion, Yet, the
cxcitement in Faneuil Hall was too intense. He looked around him at
the frenzy on both sides. The abolitionist party was there in full force.
Many white women were in the building. The faces of both Negro
men and women could be seen. In disgust, Austin left the hall.”®

The following year Harvard rewarded the Attorney-General of
Massachusetts with an honorary Doctor of Laws degree. Austin could
well believe he led conservative opinion in Boston, but alrcady forces
were at work to pluck this aristocratic speck from the Commonwealth'’s
eye. Austin’s popularity diminished as his verbal excesses increased. His
days were numbered. He still had time, however, for yet another
charge at Dr. Channing,

In a 77-page response to Dr. Channing’s Letzer to Jonathan Phillips,

16 James T. Austing, Speech Delivered in Faneuil Hall, Decemrber 8, 1827, at a
Meeting of Citizens Called on the Petition of Willian: E. Channing and Others
(Boston: John H. Lastburn, 1837), pp. 6—9, 11-12. The copy in the Boston Public
Library was Austin’s gift to lidward Evercte,

17 Ibid., pp. 1, 13.

18 Ibid., p. 13. By immediately leaving the hall, Austin missed the rcburtal of
Wendell Phillips which he inspired. He discovered only later that his speech had pro-
duced the first public testimony by a recent convert to the enemy: anc of the finest
converts radical abolitionists ever gained.
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in 1839, Austin claimed that Channing’s logic led “to an eventual con-
nection between the races at which the soul sickens with loathing and
disgust.” Although Channing denied repeatedly any affmty to the
abolitionists, he was unconvincing. His writings related him to the
movement that strove for “unparalleled |social] revolution.” Passing
off half of the abolitionist excitement as due to the “apprehensions of
silly women,” Austin called upon American citizens to realize these
was “no higher morality than that which enjoins fidclity to contracts.”
They had a contract to uphold slavery, let them all honor it. 130 not
push and shove for emancipation: “If an institution [like slavery],
which under the mysterious dispensation of Providence has cxisted
since the world stood, is to cease before the world cnds, Providence
itsclf will indicate the way.” Maybe, God’s solution lay in colonization.
Austin ended with a furious outburst of his racist anxieties. He objected
to the possibility of a white lawyer practicing before a black judge.
He resented whites marrying Negroes in Massachusetts, The “purity
aof the Anglo Saxon blood” would be “permanently contaminated” by
social equality. Austin disclaimed any racism on his part. He only held
these views because he believed preferences given to “our own race”
insured the continuance of the happiness of the whole people.

We do not call it prejudice. Distinction between the races has sound wisdom
far its basis.

The negro is different from the white man, not in color only, but in features,
hair, arterial and anatomical formation, some animal functions, and whatever
there is in the instincts of physical nature.

If God has made of one blood all natons of the earth, he has miade them of
different skins and skulls, complections and physical character.

He intended to mark them, that they might be kept separate. . . . 'We have
nothing to do now with the question about equality, We say only that they
arc different. Between the black and the whitc races a mark is placed for per-
petual distinction, and he who dares to break it down, he who gives the sanc-
tion of the marriage connection between the two races, comces under the spirit
of a curse, denounced by the lawgiver of Jerusalem and “all the people shall
say amen.” 19

Becoming so obnoxious, even to conservative Boston, Austin had
provoked demands chat he retire from officc. But he refused to heed
them. A decade of successive annual appointments as attorney-general

® rTames T, Austin], Review of the Rev. Dr. Channing's Letter to Jonathan
Pbiliips, Esq. on the Slavery Question (Boston: john H. Easthurn, 1839), pp. 4. 6,
8-9, 16, 24, 73-74. '
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had given Austin an almost permanent hold on the office, and it was
difficult to get rid of him. Unable to abolish the man, the citizens of
Massachusetts simply abolished the office —an act accomplished by
the legislatore in 1843. When it was reinstituted in 1849, Austin was
not reinstated. It was as if the divinity that he had claimed to feel in his
veins now seemed to be drained from them. His mind became 1m-
paired. His great voice was silenced. His hand no longer penned
diatribes against abolitionists nor against those who, he though, shared
their trcason.””

20 0Old Suffolk Bench and Bar” (nate 2 above); Dictionary of Awerican Hi-
ography, 1, 431-434; Acts and Resolves Passed by the General Court of Massachz-

setts, in the Years 1843, 1844, 1845 (Boston: Durton and Wentworth, 1845), pp.
60—01.
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