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Abstract 

This thesis examines the activities and impact of the New-York Manumission 

Society from its founding in 1785 through the passage of New York State's gradual 

manumission act in 1799. The emphasis on this period, as opposed to the entire life of the 

Society through the mid-1800s, is that it provides an analysis of the Society’s multi-

pronged strategy to achieve the main goal of the organization, which was an act of 

gradual manumission for New York State. 

The Society worked through four main pillars of activity, which were preventing 

the kidnapping of free Black people, establishing and operating the African Free School, 

correspondence and communication on both a national and international level, and 

influencing state legislation. Led by noteworthy New York citizens and using a 

decentralized structure composed of members with numerous professional backgrounds, 

the Society was able to show their genuine concern for the plight of slaves and those 

illegally held in bondage in the city. The Society’s methodical activity towards 

weakening the institution of slavery helped define the standard of a responsible citizen in 

the new republic with respect to ending an abhorrent institution. 

This thesis presents, through an analysis of records related to the Society and its 

members, that its measured and incremental approach to promoting manumission, while 

imperfect and one not always welcomed by Black or white New Yorkers, was ultimately 

successful in contributing towards establishing the conditions necessary for the state’s 

1799 gradual manumission act.



 iv 

Author’s Biographical Sketch 

Conor Moran is a technology executive residing in the New York City area. He is 

a candidate for a graduate degree from Harvard University (A.L.M.), a graduate of the 

Pennsylvania State University (B.A.), and the University of Notre Dame (M.B.A.). His 

primary area of research interest is New York City and State during the period 

immediately preceding and after the Revolution War. 



 v 

Dedication  

This thesis is dedicated to the faculty of the Harvard University Extension School 

who pushed me for excellence while providing me with an unparalleled opportunity to 

interact with, and learn from, some of the best students in the world.  

 



 vi 

Acknowledgments 

I would like to thank Kevin Schlottmann at Columbia University, Caitlin 

Goodman at the Friends Historical Library at Swarthmore College, and Trudi Goldberg 

Pires for their assistance in developing this research project. I would also like to thank my 

research advisor, Dr. Ariane Liazos, who patiently spent months helping me refine my 

research proposal into a manageable topic that was enjoyable to research and write.  

Most importantly, I would like to thank my thesis director, Dr. John Harpham. 

Throughout the research and writing process, he was exceedingly generous with his time 

and provided invaluable guidance and feedback to me whenever I hit a roadblock. His 

domain expertise on the crucial period covered in this thesis has helped me unlock new 

insights into an important organization in early American history. This thesis would 

simply not have been possible without his kindness and dedication.  

 



 vii 

Table of Contents 

Abstract ............................................................................................................................... iii 

Author’s Biographical Sketch ............................................................................................ iv 

Dedication ............................................................................................................................ v 

Acknowledgments .............................................................................................................. vi 

Chapter I. Background & Motivations ................................................................................ 1 

Chapter II. Founding ......................................................................................................... 20 

Chapter III. Kidnapping ..................................................................................................... 36 

Chapter IV. The African Free School ................................................................................ 59 

Chapter V. Communication & Correspondence ................................................................ 76 

Chapter VI. Legislation ..................................................................................................... 98 

Chapter VII. Conclusion .................................................................................................. 115 

Appendix 1. Founders & Members of the NYMS as Recorded by the Secretary ........... 124 

Bibliography .................................................................................................................... 132 



 

 

 

Chapter I. 

Background & Motivations 

Must it not afford the greatest pleasure to every feeling heart, to find so 

many stepping forth in the cause of this oppressed class of citizens?  

—Extract of a letter from the Independent Gazetteer1 

In 1776, with the Continental Congress then meeting at Philadelphia, 

Pennsylvania and in the throes of a practical and philosophical debate over how best to 

free the American provinces proverbial enslavement by Britain, a fifty-four year old 

Yale-educated theologian, Samuel Hopkins, published a pamphlet that was dedicated to 

them, “The Honorable Members of the Continental Congress.”2 Hopkins’ writing, A 

Dialogue Concerning the Slavery of the Africans, was an unabashed call for the complete 

abolition of slavery in America intermixed with arguments comparing chattel slavery to 

that of the oppression then facing the colonists from abroad.3 Hopkins’ dialogue is a 

series of back and forth questions and answers between a person A and a person B 

concerning the religious nature of slavery and requirements that those presently in 

bondage be set free as an inalienable right to liberty. He believed that to go on and win 

 
1 “Extract of a letter from London March 31, 1787,” The Independent Gazetteer, May 17, 1787, 3, 
https://www.newspapers.com/image/39955593/.  
2 David Lovejoy, “Samuel Hopkins: Religion, Slavery, and the Revolution,” The New England Quarterly 
40, no. 2 (June 1967): 230, https://doi-org.ezp-prod1.hul.harvard.edu/10.2307/363769. 
3 Samuel Hopkins, A dialogue concerning the slavery of the Africans; shewing it to be the duty and interest 
of the American states to emancipate all their African slaves (Norwich: Judah P. Spooner, 1776).  
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the Revolution under the banner of God-given principles of equality while at the same 

time failing to live up to that standard of equality for all, including enslaved Black 

people, would defeat the entire idea of the engaging in a revolution to begin with.4  

Nine years after the publication of Hopkins’ pamphlet, and just a few months after 

their initial meeting, the membership of the New-York Society for the Manumission of 

Slaves (NYMS) saw fit to reprint Hopkins’ pamphlet, perhaps as a notice to the larger 

community of their existence as well as a promotion of their noble aims, as they believed 

that the pamphlet was “entitled to great Commendation; and that the publication of the 

same at this Time, will produce good Effects.”5 To Hopkins’ work they added extracts 

from the minutes of their first few meetings, including the objects and rules of the 

Society.6  

Affected by the notable religious and political transformation of the previous 

decade, the Society’s long-term goal was the emancipation of the enslaved in New York, 

which was to be achieved through multiple strategic paths designed to win over the hearts 

and minds of both legislators, as well as the legislator’s constituents. Hopkins’ pamphlet 

was first and foremost about the complete abolition of slavery and the slave trade as 

antithetical to both Christianity and to the ideals of the Revolution. To reconcile the two 

seemingly conflicting viewpoints - Hopkins’ desire for immediate abolition and the 

Society’s desired approach for gradual manumission as a pathway to abolition - requires 

 
4 Lovejoy, “Samuel Hopkins,” 235. 
5 A motion was made by Melancton Smith and seconded by William Goforth to reproduce Hopkins’ work 
at the November 10, 1785 meeting. Meeting Minutes of the New-York Manumission Society, Volume 6, 
November 10, 1785, New-York Manumission Society Records, The New York Historical Library and 
Archives, New York City (hereafter cited as Meeting Minutes of the N.Y.M.S., N.Y.H. Library and 
Archives). 
6 Samuel Hopkins, A dialogue concerning the slavery of the Africans; shewing it to be the duty and interest 
of the American states to emancipate all their African slaves, rev. ed. (1776; repr., New York: Robert 
Hodge, 1785). 
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an analysis and examination of the unique environment in which slavery and Black 

freedom existed in the City and State of New York in the eighteenth century. 

From New York’s inception, slavery had been embedded into the fabric of the 

city, province and state. Ownership of slaves was not only tolerated but was widely 

encouraged by city leaders as far back as the governorship of Peter Stuyvesant in New 

Netherlands. At several points throughout the 1600s and 1700s, New York contained one 

of the largest concentrations of slaves as a percentage of the population of any city or 

province in British North America. By the mid-1700s, New York City had a slave 

population of 10,592 that represented 14.4% of the total population. While the percentage 

ebbed and flowed during different decades and for different reasons, there was a net 

increase of slaves recorded in every city census taken from 1698 until 1771.7 

Despite frequent claims to the contrary by citizens of New York, the press, and 

even some members of the NYMS, slavery in New York City could be just as cruel as the 

back-breaking work performed by the enslaved in the rice fields of South Carolina. Nor 

was it a safe harbor for those who expected more lenient masters, environments or terms 

of service. New York newspapers frequently included advertisements requesting the 

return of runaway slaves, as well as the potential fates that awaited not only the slave, but 

anyone that aided in preventing their recapture. An advertisement from May 1796 in 

Greenleaf’s Argus, placed by Gilchrist Dickinson, a resident of Liberty and Washington 

Streets, stated, “A generous reward will be paid by the subscriber to any person… and he 

hereby gives notice that no pains will be spared to bring to justice any person or persons 

 
7 Thomas J. Davis, “New York’s Long Black Line: A Note on the Growing Slave Population, 1626-1790,” 
Afro-Americans in New York Life and History (1977-1989) 2, no. 1 (1978): 41, 
http://search.proquest.com.ezp-prod1.hul.harvard.edu/scholarly-journals/new-yorks-long-black-line-note-
on-growing-slave/docview/219964057/se-2.  
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who may harbour or conceal her.”8 In addition, these advertisements would often contain 

detailed descriptions of the slave’s unique characteristics, for example prominent scars 

that they may have, along with what they were wearing at the time of their escape or what 

name they might respond to.  

As in Dickinson’s newspaper advertisement, many descriptions utilized only the 

single, first name of the runaway, a reflection of the slave’s lack of status or rights in 

society. When, after many years of service, slaves lost their utility and value to their 

owners, some were afforded the opportunity to sell themselves to another owner or to 

purchase their own freedom.9 This practice began to gain more social acceptance towards 

the end of the eighteenth century. For many free and enslaved Black people, though, their 

interment in the African Burial Ground located near Chambers Street and Broadway 

would mark the conclusion of their time in New York.10  

The many laws introduced in New York City beginning with the English takeover 

from the Dutch compounded the difficulties faced not only by slaves who attempted to 

secure their personal freedom, but by owners who were determined to manumit, sell or 

release them into New York society. These laws primarily had in mind the protection of 

white citizens yet unintentionally produced an environment that made it impossible for 

freed slaves or free Black people to have agency over their own destinies. For example, 

in 1702 the New York Common Council passed a statute that prohibited trade with a 

slave without his master’s consent, with the recipient of the goods being fined five 

 
8 “Advertisement for a Runaway Slave,” Argus (published as The Argus, or Greenleaf’s New Daily 
Advertiser), May 16, 1796, 3, Readex: America's Historical Newspapers. 
9 Shane White, Somewhat More Independent: The End of Slavery in New York City, 1770-1810 (Athens: 
University of Georgia Press, 1991), 111. 
10 Andrea E. Frohne, The African Burial Ground in New York City: Memory, Spirituality, and Space 
(Syracuse: Syracuse University Press, 2015), 80.  
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pounds.11 In 1737, the Council passed a law regulating the movement of Black people 

and slaves at night with a “penalty of being Whipt at the Publick Whipping Post.”12 Laws 

like these enabled a negative circular loop in the sense that free Black people who could 

not care or work for themselves were then determined to be burdens on society which 

also helped reinforce the false stereotype perpetuated at the time that Black people were 

intellectually inferior to whites and could only exist through the intervention or 

ownership of white citizens.  

The idea of manumitting a slave for either benevolent reasons or to relieve the 

owner of ongoing financial support and housing for a slave who was likely past their 

prime capabilities was almost as old as the institution of slavery in New York. A 

manumission act introduced by the government of New Netherlands in 1644 allowed a 

conditional freedom on slaves who had labored for the Dutch West India Company or 

who had been captured in raids on British and Spanish ships and brought to the colonial 

province. This conditional freedom was also referred to as “half-freedom,” a status that 

could be granted upon the petition to the Company of a slave or his agent. Even if a half-

freedom status was permitted, those formerly enslaved could still be called upon to take 

up arms in defending the area from Native American incursions, helping in the 

construction of forts, or participating in initiatives to develop the colony. Additionally, 

their children or future-born children would still be considered in bondage until they had 

performed enough years of service to apply for their half-freedom. Former slaves who 

 
11 Edwin Olson, “The Slave Code in Colonial New York,” The Journal of Negro History 29, no. 2 (April 
1944): 1, https://doi.org/10.2307/2715308. 
12 “A law regulating Negroes & slaves at night,” n.d., Schomburg Center for Research in Black Culture, 
Photographs and Prints Division, The New York Public Library Digital Collections. 1857 – 1997, The New 
York Public Library, New York, New York. 
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had been given half-freedom were also required to provide an annual allotment of crops 

and livestock valued at twenty guilders.13 Perhaps this was a way for the Company to 

ensure the freed slaves could support themselves and their families if given their freedom, 

although this was likely a pragmatic initiative to make up for the lost productivity given 

the nascent stages of slave importation or perpetuation through birth found later in the 

century. Regardless of the motivations, this was New Netherland’s, and by extension 

New York’s, first attempts at the experiment of slave manumission. 

One of the most repressive laws to impact Black freedom in the city arose from 

the ever-present fear by white citizens of a slave uprising. In April 1712, a slave revolt 

took place in the city that was organized by a group of newly arrived slaves from Africa. 

The organizers set fire to buildings on Maiden Lane as a ruse to induce citizens to gather 

to help put out the fire, at which point the slaves ambushed and murdered nine white 

citizens who had rushed to the flaming buildings. A total of seventy Black people, 

including the organizers, were rounded up with twenty quickly being hung and three 

burned at the stake.14  

In response to the uprising, the New York Provincial Assembly passed “An Act 

for the suppressing and punishing the conspiracy and insurrection of Negroes and other 

Slaves.”15 This act codified the punishment that awaited slaves who were found guilty of 

crimes including murder, rape, assault or arson. While the law was a direct response to 

the revolt, legislators included additional language that would cause long-term harm to 

 
13 Edna Greene Medford, The New York African Burial Ground (Washington, DC: Howard University, 
2004), 50. 
14 Neil Smith and Don Mitchell, Revolting New York: How 400 Years of Riot, Rebellion, Uprising, and 
Revolution Shaped a City (Athens: University of Georgia Press, 2018), 29-30. 
15 “Famous Trials: Accounts and Materials for 100 of History’s Most Important Trials,” New York Slave 
Laws: Colonial Period, UMKC School of Law, accessed February 17, 2025, https://www.famous-
trials.com/newyorkplot/367-slavelaws. 
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slave manumission efforts. First, it included a provision that prohibited free Black people, 

whom the Assembly referred to as “an Idle and sloathfull people,” from owning real 

property, including houses, land or tenements.16 The law also began to require the slave 

owner to pay £200 to the government when they attempted to grant their slave freedom 

through manumission, as well as required the owner to pay an annuity every year to their 

freed slave of £20.17 This law effectively diminished any practical reality of widespread 

manumission by slave owners and perpetuated perceptions of inequality for generations. 

A significant concern by white New Yorkers was the proximity in which both 

slaves and free Black people existed. The denser concentration in Manhattan, 

specifically, allowed for more opportunities for slaves and Black people to encounter one 

another and, in the minds of whites, potentially spread information about an organized 

uprising. Their fears were at least partially validated in a 1741 slave conspiracy in the 

city, as well as the revolution in Saint-Domingue in 1791, that was led by slaves and 

former slaves and resulted in the deaths of hundreds of thousands of Black people, white 

colonists, French soldiers, and white slave owners.18 In March 1741, what appeared to be 

an organized plot by slaves and some white citizens in New York began when buildings 

near the Battery began to be set on fire over the course of a few weeks.19 The city 

rounded up 152 Black people and twenty white people and began to interrogate them. 

The resulting trials led to thirty-one free Black people and slaves being either hung or 

 
16 William Bradford, Acts of Assembly passed in the Province of New-York, from 1691 to 1725 (New York, 
1726), 83. 
17 This law may have served as the basis for Pennsylvania’s Act of 1726, which included similar language 
and bond requirements for manumissions of slaves. 
18 This revolution gave way to the state of Haiti and encompassed present-day Haiti and the Dominican 
Republic.  
19 Smith, Revolting New York, 31. 
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burned to death, with some of their bodies being left to rot in the streets.20 Other slaves 

were sold off to the West Indies where they would have likely endured a harsher 

environment. Despite the significance of the uprising, no further widespread collusion or 

revolt of serious numbers took place before manumission and emancipation were 

eventually granted in the city.  

Gradual shifts in attitudes towards slavery in New York began to take place by the 

1770s that would continue to accelerate throughout the remainder of the decade. Several 

events at this time influenced leaders and pockets of supporters to adopt a different 

mindset towards the nature of slavery that would ultimately create the environment in 

which the NYMS would operate beginning in 1785. The most notable developments 

occurred at the time that America was debating the idea of liberty, freedom and 

independence from Great Britain, in the negotiations to end the war, from directives and 

actions undertaken by the Society of Friends in New York and Pennsylvania, acts of 

manumission passed by other states in the north during and after the war ended, and the 

establishment and growth of a network of abolition societies. 

Prior to the outbreak of the Revolutionary War, most of the academic debate in 

New York was found in newspapers and centered around the idea of oppression by the 

British government against the citizens in the American colonies as a form of bondage 

and an afront to human liberty and freedom. Alexander Hamilton, an early joiner of the 

NYMS wrote under a pseudonym in 1774 in James Rivington’s New-York Gazetteer, 

“that a non-importation and non-exportation are the only peaceable means in our power 

 
20 Smith, Revolting New York, 32. 
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to save ourselves from the most dreadful state of slavery.”21 Left out of the conversation 

about slavery to the British government, however, was a debate about the moral nature of 

chattel slavery: that those who called for the burden of slavery to the British were 

simultaneously denying the most basic of human rights in their own communities. 

The idea of what it meant to truly be a republican citizen began to firm up during 

and after the Revolutionary War. This enlightenment naturally concerned the rights of 

man, equality and property that was then extended to its application towards chattel 

slavery. As Winthrop Jordan states in White Over Black, “Americans came to realize that 

they were no longer Englishmen; at the same time they grew conscious of their own 

“prejudices” concerning Negroes.”22 For Enlightenment thinkers, slavery was the 

antithesis of the rational man and represented the most pressing debasement of the human 

spirit. The involvement of non-Quaker members of the NYMS, who participated with 

zeal in the activities of the Society and who put their livelihoods and political capital at 

risk through their support, can be attributed largely to the paradigm shift of what the good 

republican citizen meant as the country awoke to its newfound freedom along with 

citizens’ new responsibilities. The ideology of republicanism was holistic for its 

followers. Its adherents applied its concepts to government, political discourse, economic 

theory and many other facets of their lives. It was only natural that they would then apply 

this same deliberate thought to slavery. 

 
21 Alexander Hamilton, “A Full Vindication of the Measures of the Congress &c., [15 December] 1774,” 
Founders Online, National Archives, accessed September 10, 2024, 
https://founders.archives.gov/documents/Hamilton/01-01-02-0054. 
22 Winthrop D. Jordan, White Over Black: American Attitudes toward the Negro 1550-1812 (Chapel Hill: 
University of North Carolina Press, 2012), 270. 
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Some of the loudest cries for a change in laws relating to slavery throughout the 

1770s would come from the first president of the NYMS, John Jay. Jay was a slave 

owner and a King’s College educated lawyer who held an influential position in New 

York society through his family’s landownership and mercantile pursuits.23 Like 

Hamilton, Jay wrote privately and spoke publicly using comparisons between British 

control of America and that of chattel slavery. He believed fervently that America’s 

“prayers to Heaven for liberty will be impious” until measures were put into place that 

led the country towards a sunsetting of slavery.24 

The early government of New York State met upstate in Kingston and Fishkill, 

near the military supply depot located along the east bank of the Hudson River, while 

New York City was occupied by the British in 1777. On April 29 of that year, John Jay 

wrote to Robert R. Livingston and Governeur Morris, both slaveholders and members of 

the Convention of Representatives of the State of New-York, who were responsible for 

the drafting of the state’s first constitution. Jay had been absent a few days earlier due to 

his mother’s illness and expressed in writing his feelings of support about the inclusion of 

a clause “against the continuation of domestic slavery.”25 Morris, who came from a large 

slaveholding family, had made a recommendation to that effect that was passed by the 

Convention, yet was subsequently omitted from the state’s constitution.26 The burden and 

responsibility of ensuring the republican ideals of freedom was then shifted forward to 

 
23 Edward Countryman, “Jay, John (1745-1829), a revolutionary and politician in the United States of 
America,” Oxford Dictionary of National Biography, last modified September 23, 2004. https://doi-
org.ezp-prod1.hul.harvard.edu/10.1093/ref:odnb/68610. 
24 John Jay to Egbert Benson, September 17, 1780, In The Correspondence and Public Papers of John Jay 
vol. 1, ed. by Henry P. Johnston. New York: G.P. Putnam’s Sons, 1890-93. 
25 John Jay to Livingston and Morris, April 29, 1777, In The Correspondence and Public Papers of John 
Jay vol. 1, ed. by Henry P. Johnston. 
26 Richard Brookhiser, “The Forgotten Founding Father,” City Journal, Politics and Law, last modified 
Spring 2002, https://www.city-journal.org/article/the-forgotten-founding-father. 
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“the future Legislatures of the State to take the most effectual measures, consistent with 

the public safety and private property of individuals, for abolishing domestic slavery 

within the same, so that in future ages every human being who breathes the air of this 

State shall enjoy the privileges of a freeman.”27  

While the Convention of New York was debating the merits of including a clause 

on abolition, several other neighboring states28 moved to enshrine emancipation in their 

constitutions. Vermont moved first that year, with a constitution that included a clause 

that read, “That all mean are born equally free and independent… therefore, no male 

person, born in this country, or brought from over sea, ought to be holden by law, to 

serve any person, as a servant, slave or apprentice.”29 This was followed in 1780 by 

Pennsylvania, that included language specific to a gradual abolition of slaves over time. 

Massachusetts ruled in 1783 that slavery was inconsistent with its constitution of 1780 

and set free all the state’s slaves. New Hampshire, Rhode Island and Connecticut30 would 

all include acts of abolition with language similar in scope to Pennsylvania’s in the 

following years, leaving only New York and New Jersey in 1784 as the last states in the 

north without a codified approach to the abolition or manumission of slaves. 

While serving abroad as the Minister to Spain, John Jay expressed his thoughts on 

Pennsylvania’s proposal to gradually free slaves when he wrote to Egbert Benson, a 

 
27 Jay, The Correspondence and Papers of John Jay vol. 1, 136. 
28 Vermont was technically a republic until being admitted to statehood in 1791. 
29 “Vermont Constitution – 1777,” Vermont State Archives & Records Administration, Vermont Secretary 
of State, accessed September 15, 2024, https://sos.vermont.gov/vsara/learn/constitution/1777-constitution/. 
30 Despite the intention of the legislators in New Hampshire, Rhode Island, and Connecticut, free Black 
people continued to be treated with some level of disdain in those states. There was enough ambiguity in 
the constitution’s language that slave owners could still find opportunities to continue the practice. Rhode 
Island’s laws towards free Black people and slaves being “among the harshest in the colonies.” “Vermont 
1777: Early Steps Against Slavery,” Our American Story, National Museum of African American History 
& Culture, accessed September 17, 2024, https://nmaahc.si.edu/explore/stories/vermont-1777-early-steps-
against-slavery. 
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fellow New York representative to the Continental Congress and future NYMS member, 

on September 17, 1780, shortly before the Pennsylvania’s constitution was passed into 

law. In the letter, Jay remarked, “An excellent law might be made out of the Pennsylvania 

one for the gradual abolition of slavery. Till America comes into this measure, her 

prayers to Heaven for liberty will be impious… Were I in your legislature, I would 

prepare a bill for the purpose with great care, and I would never leave moving it till it 

became law or I ceased to be a member.”31 Jay’s inspiration from Pennsylvania’s 

inclusion of gradual abolition would inspire him during his time as President of the 

NYMS through his time as Governor of New York, a position he would serve in when 

New York State’s gradual manumission act was made into law in 1799.32 

An interesting circumstance arose during the Revolutionary War that forced at 

least some New York citizens to grow more comfortable with the idea of Black freedom. 

In the early years of the Revolutionary War, the upheaval and confusion caused by the 

occupation of various cities by the British, like New York City and Philadelphia, 

provided an opportunity for many slaves to free themselves from their masters and seek 

refuge in one of those cities.33 While the British were accommodating to these refugees, 

their status remained in limbo throughout most of the duration of the war. Many slaves 

viewed British General Sir Henry Clinton’s June 1779 Philipsburg Proclamation, which 

encouraged slaves to run away and enlist in the British lines, as a guarantee of 

 
31 Jay, The Correspondence and Papers of John Jay vol. 1, 407. 
32 “John Jay, Anti-Slavery, and the New-York Manumission Society: Editorial Note,” Founders 
Online, National Archives, accessed January 30, 2025, https://founders.archives.gov/documents/Jay/01-04-
02-0013. 
33 James Mackay, “Refuge in the British Lines”: Refugees from Slavery and Sanctuary Status in New York 
City, 1782-1783,” Slavery & Abolition 45, no. 3 (December 2023): 582, 
https://doi.org/10.1080/0144039X.2023.2292683. 



 

13 

emancipation in exchange for their service.34 Despite their beliefs, Clinton’s proclamation 

gave no guarantees of long standing protection or freedom at the conclusion of the war. 

So many slaves escaped from states like Georgia in anticipation that they would be 

granted their freedom that Clinton ordered many of them to return to their slave owners 

as the British had no practical way of accommodating all the escaped slaves.35 

The British had moved first to try to attract slaves to their cause. In response to 

growing disenchantment by Americans with the British government, on November 7, 

1775, the Royal Governor of Virginia, John Murray, the Earl of Dunmore, threatened the 

citizens of the province with martial law when he declared “all indented servants, 

Negroes, or others… free, that are able and willing to bear arms, they joining his 

Majesty’s troops.”36 Dunmore’s actions, as well as subsequent ones by British 

commanders, prompted the American military leadership to consider a similar proposal. 

About 5,000 Black people served in the Revolutionary War on the side of the Americans. 

While at least some percentage of these men would have been motivated by the idea of 

liberty, if not at least having a chance at securing their own freedom, many were enlisted 

by their owners to serve in their place.37  

In March 1779, with the outcome of the war still very much in doubt, Colonel 

John Laurens of South Carolina hatched and began to promote a plan to recruit slaves to 

fight on behalf of the American side. In a letter from Alexander Hamilton, who was then 

serving as an aide-de-camp to General George Washington, written to John Jay, at the 

 
34 Mackay, “Refuge in the British Lines,” 582. 
35 Mackay, “Refuge in the British Lines,” 582. 
36 “Dunmore’s Proclamation,” Pennsylvania Journal and Weekly Advertiser (Philadelphia, Pennsylvania), 
December 6, 1775.  
37 Adam E. Zielinski, “Fighting for Freedom: African Americans Choose Sides During the American 
Revolution,” American Battlefield Trust, last updated December 11, 2023, 
https://www.battlefields.org/learn/articles/fighting-freedom-african-americans-during-american-revolution. 
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time serving as the President of the Continental Congress, Hamilton endorsed the plan as 

a matter of both military necessity and as part of a longer-term plan to lay the 

groundwork for future emancipation. 

I foresee that this project will have to combat much opposition and self 
interest. The contempt we have been taught to entertain for the blacks, 
makes us fancy many things that are founded neither in reason nor 
experience… But it should be considered, that if we do not make use of 
them in this way, the enemy probably will; and that the best way to 
counteract the temptations they will hold out will be to offer them 
ourselves. An essential part of the plan is to give them their freedom with 
their muskets. This will secure their fidelity, animate their courage, and I 
believe will have a good influence upon those who remain, by opening a 
door to their emancipation. This circumstance, I confess, has no small 
weight in inducing me to wish the success of the project; for the dictates of 
humanity and true policy equally interest me in favour of this unfortunate 
class of men.38  

Despite Hamilton’s efforts to encourage General Washington to embrace Colonel 

Laurens’ plan of raising three thousand Black people for segregated battalions to be led 

by white officers, attempts at recruiting a Black regiment failed as a result of opposition 

in the South Carolina legislature.39 A further attempt by General Nathanael Greene in 

1781 was similarly rejected.40 

As a treaty was being negotiated in Paris to end the formal hostilities of the 

Revolutionary War, New York City was filled with many self-emancipated slaves who 

had sought protection as Loyalists serving the British. At the time, John Jay had been 

invited to participate in the negotiation and finalization of the treaty. Jay took the 

initiative to propose a provision in the treaty that would have prevented the further 
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39 “African Americans in the Revolutionary War,” South Carolina Encyclopedia, accessed February 17, 
2025, https://www.scencyclopedia.org/sce/entries/african-americans-in-the-revolutionary-war/. 
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importation of slaves into America by British slave traders, as well as to gain 

compensation for slaves taken by the British during the war. Despite Jay’s efforts, the 

importation ban was not enacted in the final version of the Treaty of Paris.41 

When word of the new treaty ending the war finally reached New York City, the 

many slaves who had found refuge within the city were likely horrified when they 

learned about Article Seven of the document. This article, which was written to free any 

remaining prisoners still held by either side and established that the British were to 

withdraw its “armies, garrisons, and fleets,” also specifically prohibited the British from 

departing with “any Negroes or other Property of the American inhabitants.”42 Refugees 

at the time were already subject to slave kidnapping and the Treaty seemed to encourage 

slave owner’s efforts to capture and re-enslave the refugees then in the city who were 

under the belief that they had secured their freedom.43 A Hessian officer stationed in the 

city reported that “almost five thousand persons have come into this city to take 

possession again of their former property.”44 This influx of slave owners into the city and 

the ease with which they operated under the sanction and encouragement of the Treaty 

and the Continental Congress would likely have a lingering impact on the minds of free 

Black people for years to come when it came to differences in interpretation of 

international treaties and local, state, and national laws. 

Perhaps the greatest influence on the establishment of the NYMS was the shifting 

attitudes of the Quakers concerning slavery and the treatment of their religion’s followers 
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who owned slaves. Concerns about the ownership of slaves by Quakers first emerged in 

Britian in the 1670s, not long after the Quaker movement was established.45 The 

movement in favor of abolition by American Quakers began to take root in Pennsylvania 

with published statements against slavery as being incompatible with their Christian 

beliefs. This did not mean that the Quakers were unified in their approach to slavery. 

Quakers were often significant slaveholders, however, it was not until 1758 that the 

Philadelphia Yearly Meeting, the organization composed of constituent meetings or 

churches in a geographic area, would prohibit slave owners or those engaged in the slave 

trade from holding a leadership position.46  

Slave ownership among the Quakers would effectively end by 1776. In that year, 

the Philadelphia Yearly Meeting made the decision to disown any members who still 

owned slaves, which ruling also applied to the Meetings in New Jersey, Delaware, and 

Pennsylvania.47 Despite their desire to promote the abolition of slaves, members of the 

Meeting expressed concerns that would be replicated in the minds of many New York 

citizens, as well as at least some of the founders of the NYMS, which were anxieties 

about the suitability of freedom without a social safety net for the newly liberated 

slaves.48  

Unlike Pennsylvania, the New York Meeting of Quakers was a much smaller 

group relative to the total population. The first registered attempt by the New York 

Quakers to discourage slave ownership was in 1693 that happened to coincide with the 
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publication of  “An Exhortation and Caution to Friends Concerning Buying or Keeping 

of Negroes” by George Keith.49 This publication was considered the first anti-slavery 

tract in America by the Quakers. Quakers were prohibited from voting in New York until 

the 1730s because of their inability to swear an oath. On some level, this must have 

enabled them to sympathize with other marginalized groups, slaves and free Black 

people, who were also disenfranchised. It was not until 1771, though, that the New York 

Quakers of the City and Long Island determined that they should not sell their Black 

people as slaves and that fellow Quakers should encourage members to manumit slaves 

that they felt were suitable for freedom.50 These Quakers began to make more vocal 

pronouncements in an attempt to influence others outside their religious community. In 

1769, the New York Meeting declared that enslaved Black people were “rational 

creatures” and were by natural rights born free.51 The New York Quakers would move 

slower than their Society of Friends brethren in other states. While the New York 

Meeting first advocated for the liberation of the enslaved in 1771, it would not be until 

1787 that the Quakers of New York would be free of slaveholders.52 

A direct lineage from the actions of the Quakers can be found in later activities of 

the NYMS. Beginning in 1776, the New York Meeting indicated its expectation that New 

York Quakers would manumit their slaves at the time that they reached adulthood. In 

addition, these freed slaves would need ongoing care.53 It was not enough just to simply 
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free them, the Quakers would also be responsible for educating young Black people and 

ensuring that manumitted slaves had an established place in society. 

At least one predecessor organization dedicated to promoting the liberation of 

slaves had been established in America for the NYMS to use as a framework for their 

own development. The “Pennsylvania Society for promoting the Abolition of Slavery and 

the Relief of Free Negroes, Unlawfully held in Bondage,”54 was brought into existence at 

Philadelphia on April 14, 1775.55 In a foreshadowing of what would take place ten years 

later in New York City, a small group of men, mostly Quakers, gathered to establish the 

organization’s aims and rules. In a similar vein, the organization chose a long name for 

the Society to reflect that their goals were not just limited to the abolition of slavery, but 

to prevent the kidnapping of free Black people who would be sold into enslavement. The 

Society there quickly lost traction due to the competing distraction of the impending 

revolution that led the organization’s leaders to suspend its activities until November 

1784, at which time it was reorganized.56  

 By late 1784, New York City was beginning to look at slavery in a much 

different way than in the years prior to the Revolutionary War. While the war provided 

slaves with a small window into what freedom could look like, with its ideas of 

enlightened liberty as a natural right, it became clear that the pathway to manumission 

and then emancipation would be a difficult and winding one. Taking the lessons and 

experience they learned from the war and its aftermath, lobbying by the Quakers, and 

newly refined ideas of the moral responsibility granted to those who were granted long 
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sought freedom from the British, the emerging founders of the NYMS would set their 

sights in late 1784 on forming a new organization in an attempt to influence the first 

major piece of legislation in New York concerning manumission. 
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Chapter II. 

Founding 

This most abominable trade of all trades has been much revived of 

late... and generally, the trade in human beings is lively. 

—Hezekiah Niles, abolitionist and newspaper editor.57 

The seeds for a new type of organization having been firmly planted in their 

minds, the first organizers of a new manumission society in New York came together on 

a Tuesday in late January 1785 to formally establish the organization and put its designs 

into action. The choice of meeting place for that day, the tavern of John Simmons located 

at 63 Wall Street, was more than a passing convenience.58 The tavern was located 

immediately adjacent to City Hall on Wall and Nassau Streets and was near the homes 

and offices of many of its initial members.59 The convenience of City Hall was that it was 

frequented during the day by lawyers and members of the legislature who would have 

likely spent at least some portion of their time at Simmons.60 During the day, his tavern 

would often serve as a gathering place for citizens and their representation in arbitrating 
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legal disputes.61 In the evening, the tavern would also host many of the city’s quickly 

growing educational and civic organizations including the trustees and student 

organizations of Columbia College, as well as meetings of the Society for Relief of 

Distressed Debtors.62 

The nineteen founders assembled that day represented a diverse set of 

professional and political backgrounds. Their religious affiliations, however, were 

heavily weighted towards the Society of Friends. Of the founders that have identifiable 

affiliations, ten were Quakers, three were Episcopalians, two Presbyterians and one 

Baptist.63 At least nine of the founders were merchants, importing and exporting goods as 

diverse as seeds to linen.64 Two members were attorneys, while the remaining members 

worked as a jeweler, doctor, hatter, and printer. Many of these members had some type of 

connection beyond familial or religious ones to draw them to the meeting. For example, 

William Shotwell worked in a mercantile partnership with Lawrence Embree. At least 

five of the nineteen served in some capacity during the Revolutionary War, including 

two, John Keese and James Cogswell, who served as part of General George 

Washington’s staff.65 

While each of the founders at the initial meeting were respected citizens in New 

York City, and some like the father and son John Murray, Sr. and John Murray, Jr. were 
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part of the mercantile elite, few could be described as a leading influencer in the 

legislative affairs on the state or national stage. At the time of its founding, only two 

members were representatives in the New York State Assembly: William Goforth from 

New York County, and Joseph Lawrence who was serving as an assemblyman from 

Queens County.66 The absence of several names from the New York City Directory of 

1786 indicates that a sizable minority of the first founders were living outside the sphere 

of influence of Manhattan and made their homes and livings near the community of 

Quakers in Flushing, Queens.67 

The founder’s decision to gather on a chilly day in an abnormally cold year was 

almost certainly motivated by the timing of the resumption of meetings of the New York 

State Legislature next door to Simmons’ tavern.68 The lower house of the New York 

State Legislature, the Assembly, had adjourned the previous November to meet again in 

January. While the initial meeting of the Assembly for the coming term was to be held on 

January 25th, a quorum could not be reached, and the meeting was rescheduled for two 

days later.69  

The second meeting of the Society had been prearranged to meet in the evening of 

Friday, February 4th. That it was specifically called for that night was unlikely to have 

been a coincidence, as the founders, particularly the Quakers, would have been aware of 

an upcoming petition that would be presented in the Assembly that they would eventually 

champion. Earlier that morning, Assemblyman Jonathan Lawrence of Queens introduced 
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a petition from one of his constituents, Edmond Prior, on behalf of the Quakers, with a 

valiant idea for a new piece of legislation.70 Prior’s petition put forth a call for the total 

emancipation of Black men, women and children in the State of New York who had been 

born since the Declaration of Independence in July 1776, as well as any who were 

brought into the state from other parts of the United States. In addition, the petition made 

a call to eliminate the requirement for owners to pay a £200 bond upon manumission, 

that in theory would make it easier for owners in New York to manumit their slaves.71  

The requirement of posting a bond for a manumitted slave had originally been 

introduced by worried New Yorkers in 1730 who were concerned about slave uprisings 

from those who were freed, along with a risk of the freed slaves being an ongoing burden 

on society, with the “Act for the [more] Effectual preventing and punishing the 

Conspiracy and Insurrection of Negroes and other slaves.”72 This half-century old act 

became a sticking point for the membership of the NYMS. The bond itself would be 

viewed as another validation that New York society believed freed slaves were incapable 

of caring for themselves independently and served as a barrier to manumission. While a 

petition for outright emancipation in New York may have been considered a long-shot 

request, the removal of the bond, a significant financial incentive to accelerate the 

number of manumissions, would have likely been within the desired, pragmatic tactics of 

the NYMS. 
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The introduction of the petition would be the first real test for the NYMS to 

advance their legislative agenda and it should be no surprise that Jonathan Lawrence, 

who introduced the petition in the Assembly, was recorded as an attendee and member at 

the second meeting of the Society.73 The initial members would have been keenly aware 

of the need for a prominent membership to lend gravitas to their legal and legislative 

efforts. The nineteen founders bolstered their rolls for the second meeting by adding a 

new group of sixteen co-founders that included New York statesmen that were known on 

a national stage like John Jay and Alexander Hamilton, along with respected and 

influential military leaders from the Revolution, like Major General Alexander 

McDougall, who also happened to serve in the New York State Senate at the time.74 The 

Society was quick to take advantage of their bolstered roster with more widely known 

members. Just a few weeks after the second meeting, the NYMS leveraged these 

additions by publishing the names of the members and officers of the Society, along with 

their principal responsibilities in the widely read New-York Packet.75 

Aside from the primary benefit of being able to influence legislation at the state 

and local level, the founders had an additional motivation in trying to attract a wider 

audience of notable New Yorkers with more diverse religious backgrounds to join their 

ranks as founders. At several points in the 1700s, the Quakers managed to arouse the ire 

of their fellow citizens by their lack of involvement in military campaigns. During both 

the French and Indian War and the Revolutionary War, many Quakers followed the ideals 
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of their Quaker theology, which advocated for pacifism. To violate this requirement put 

them at the risk of being expelled from their meetings. Quaker pacifism was not just 

limited to a philosophical opposition to joining the patriot military cause, they also 

refused to take oaths of allegiance, pay war-related taxes, and failed to disavow the 

British military and government.76 They believed that “the laws of men could not 

supersede the laws of God,” which included not adopting or using the Continental 

Currency of New York under the belief that “the money would be used to destroy human 

life.”77 Their willingness to be neutral, as well as to respect the British government as the 

central authority over their provinces, would leave harboring resentment in the minds of 

many Americans during and after the war.  

While Pennsylvania had been established by and for Quakers, with protections for 

their religious beliefs embedded in the province’s charter, New York had no such 

provision.78 One of the Society’s initial founders, John Murray, Sr., along with his 

merchant brother Robert, had tried to circumvent the 1775 nonimportation agreement 

against British goods agreed to by all the provinces in the Continental Association and 

New York’s Committee of Sixty. The brother’s defense of their family’s commercial 

interests had them permit two of their ships to dock and attempt to unload cargo in 

1775.79 The nonimportation agreement required them to return the imported goods 

forthwith and put them at odds with the Committee and the citizens of New York City 

who were determined to enforce the agreement. This left the Murrays with a reputation 
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for opposing the American cause that later almost resulted in their banishment from the 

province.80  

Although the petition for emancipation introduced in the Assembly came on 

behalf of the Quakers, who were the leading voice for the emancipation movement in 

New York and the northern states at this time, for the purposes of stature and continuity 

the Society’s members likely decided it was better off to not be identified as a solely or 

mostly Quaker institution. This probably attributes for the large influx in additional 

founders from the first to the second meeting as the Society was still growing by word-

of-mouth before it publicly announced its creation in New York City newspapers. The 

addition of members like Alexander McDougall to the rolls of the Society also may have 

signified to the city and state that there was a willingness to compromise with Quakers 

who had strayed from Revolutionary ideals before the war. In the case of John Murray 

and his son, for example, McDougall had served as one of the co-chairs of a committee 

before the Revolutionary War that was tasked with assigning an appropriate penalty to 

John Murray, Sr. for his attempts at breaking the importation ban.81  

The approach of attracting non-Quakers to the Society as a means of deflecting 

unwanted scrutiny from the public and broadening its appeal was likely borrowed from 

the tactics of the Pennsylvania Abolition Society (“PAS”) that had been reorganized in 

1784 in Philadelphia. The PAS had originally disbanded after four meetings in late 1775 

because of concerns that the Quaker-majority organization might be viewed negatively or 

discredited because of a growing opposition from the public towards Quaker pacifism in 

the wake of the Revolution. The Quaker membership needed to attend to their own 
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challenges of having their property confiscated and many opted to withdraw from any 

kind of public service.82 The PAS was called into service again by a few of its remaining 

original members after a failed intervention the previous year in the case of two Black 

men who were accused of being runaway slaves.83 Upon its reorganization by committed 

help of eighteen citizens, the PAS quickly grew to eighty-two members by 1786 and 

diversified into an organization of many religious and political backgrounds.84 

The introduction of Hamilton and Jay as members of the Society likely derived 

from an overture by founder Robert Troup. Troup was responsible for explaining to the 

members gathered at the first meeting what the motivation was for the founding of the 

Society, as well as his belief in how meetings should be run, and indicates that he was 

one of the principal architects of the organization.85 Troup, living just a few doors down 

from the respective meeting places of both the Society and government at No. 67 Wall 

Street, was a King’s College trained lawyer who had served as an aide-de-camp to Major 

General Horatio Gates during the Revolutionary War.86 Troup had first met Hamilton 

when they were roommates at King’s College and both served in the Corsicans, a New 

York City independent militia that had formed near the outbreak of the Revolution. They 

would continue their friendship and involvement in civic affairs until Hamilton’s 

untimely death in 1804.87  
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Robert Troup’s familiarity with John Jay also extended to a time before the 

Revolution. Jay’s introduction to the Society would ultimately help the NYMS utilize his 

influence to spread its message internationally to London and Paris and, at the end of the 

following decade, to the New York Legislature in Albany. Troup had studied with John 

Jay early in his legal career and he maintained an affection for Jay’s esteem, writing to 

Alexander Hamilton, “He is one of the worthiest of men—& independent of his character 

I owe him obligations which my heart tells me I never can discharge.”88 Jay provided the 

fledgling Society with a respected man of international stature who had helped negotiate 

and execute the Treaty of Paris in 1783. In addition, he harbored a strong, outward 

conviction against slavery and understood that pragmatism towards manumission would 

serve as an eventual pathway to abolition.89 

While the exact number of slave-owning founders from the first two meetings is 

unknown, it has been established that at least some continued the practice of buying and 

selling slaves after their efforts in the NYMS diminished, as well as several members 

who eventually manumitted their slaves and continued supporting them as part of their 

own households. Jay, Hamilton and Troup owned slaves and at least twenty-seven other 

members were slave owners.90 While several members, including Jay, were vocal in 

public about the need for emancipation, the Society would privately decline to enact a 

motion, after just over a year of formal meetings of the organization, on a requirement 
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that existing members, as well as potential members, manumit their slaves as a condition 

for membership in the Society.91  

From the first meeting, the founders of the NYMS began to work towards their 

goals in earnest. The Society quickly arranged a second meeting for the evening of 

February 4th that was organized at the Coffee House. The venue was alternately referred 

to as the Merchant’s Coffee House and was located at the end of Wall Street and Water 

Street.92 It was likely selected for several reasons including being the meeting place of 

several other civic-minded New York organizations and it also had a larger room that 

could support the thirty-two attendees. The symbolism of the meeting place was likely 

not lost on the Society’s members. The Coffee House was just steps from the old Slave 

Market that had originally been established by the New York Common Council in 1711 

and that had been closed by the city in 1762.93 The co-founders in attendance that night 

would represent one of the larger audiences in the history of the Society.94 Although it 

grew to almost three hundred recorded members through its life into the eighteenth 

century, the meetings that were held sparsely throughout the year typically had no more 

than fifteen members present on average.95 

The second meeting of the Society contained far more activity of substance than 

the first and would help establish a foundation to guide the organization through its early 

years. The first course of action was to elect John Jay as Chairman for the Society, a 

position he would briefly serve in until he was formally elected as President.96 While the 
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full name of the Society had been formally entered into the minutes of the first meeting, 

the second meeting gave Robert Troup, as representative of a committee selected to draw 

up rules and explain the character of the organization, the opportunity to elucidate to its 

new members the mission of the Society and reasons for its creation.97 

The opening paragraphs of their rationale for creation incorporates both 

Revolutionary ideals in their role as protectors of the enslaved ordained by both their 

religion and their status as leading citizens when they wrote that, “The benevolent 

Creator and father of Men having given to them all an equal Right to Life, Liberty and 

Property: no Sovereign Power, on Earth, can justly deprive them of either…. It is our 

Duty therefore, both as free Citizens and Christians, not only to regard, with Compassion, 

the Injustice done to those, among us, who are held as Slaves.”98 The writer of the 

opening lines tied civil and religious liberty in the new country as a divine act of 

Providence and an inalienable right that both Black and white citizens were equally 

entitled to freedom.  

The rationale went on to explain why the Society viewed free and enslaved Black 

people as helpless, destitute of friends and knowledge, and struggling with poverty. It 

was also decreed that the organization must intervene by “lawful ways and means” to 

help prevent the re-enslavement of free Black people in the city.99 This second mandate 

would be espoused by the Society, which would fight these violent attempts carefully and 

legally in the courtroom and the halls of city and state government throughout its life.  
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While the petition introduced by Edmond Prior on behalf of the Quakers in early 

January was what drew the membership together, developing a response and plan of 

action to the ongoing slave kidnapping in the city would have been an equally high 

priority in their minds. Just the year prior, city authorities were required to forcefully 

intervene to rescue a group of free Black people that had been “forced onto a ship” by 

“man-stealers” who were intent on taking them south towards “either Charleston or the 

Bay of Honduras.”100 In correspondence with John Jay, Richard Lushington of 

Charleston would inform him that, “many are kidnap’d and brou’t from NYork [New 

York] & sold ere, and I cou’d wish, some mode might be adapted to prevent and deter 

people from persuing so vilainous a practice.”101 The Society’s intervention, within the 

first few meetings of its creation, to free Black people who had been illegally withheld in 

the city would produce its first tangible victories on which to build momentum and raise 

awareness, as well as funding from like-minded citizens in other states.  

Robert Troup also introduced a set of thirteen rules for the Society, some of which 

were likely borrowed from the rules or bylaws of other civic societies in the city, to help 

address the procedures for who could be admitted as a member, what dues amounts 

would be, and what officer positions and responsibilities the Society would have. One of 

the most important, however, for the long-term success of the NYMS would be Rule No. 

Twelve that established a Standing Committee that would, “carry into Execution… the 

Orders given by the Society and generally to pursue such measures as appear to them best 

calculated to attain the Ends of the Society.”102 The deliberately broad language used to 
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empower this committee was likely included to counterbalance one of the other rules that 

stipulated the Society, perhaps in a nod to their Quaker founders, would only meet 

formally on a quarterly basis. From the time of the second meeting until the early 1800s, 

the Standing Committee would act as the standard bearer representative of the 

organization in courts, jails, and the seaport of New York, sometimes meeting and acting 

daily or weekly, to carry out the aims of the NYMS.103  

If freeing illegally held Black people in the city would ensure several fast 

victories, the petition introduced in the New York State Legislature that brought the 

Society into its formal existence would also prove to be one of the organization’s first 

failures. The bill that ultimately developed in the Assembly was less than desirable to the 

Society. It was also apparently less than acceptable to the legislators, as after several 

votes failed on revisions to the age limits as to when male and female slaves would be 

manumitted, an additional motion to include language that essentially allowed slave 

owners to manumit children below the threshold age and be cared for by the overseers of 

the poor of the town also failed.104 The implication behind this additional language was 

that while it incentivized the slave owner to release a child from bondage early on in life, 

it shifted the burden of responsibility to towns and cities that were already trying to 

compensate for under or unemployed free Black people.  

The same debate about the responsibility of slave owners towards both the 

enslaved and freed, however, likely provided the NYMS with ideas about how to make 

the early manumissions more amenable through the creation of a school and educational 
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system for Black children. A second clause was introduced, that was carried in the 

affirmative, read, “masters shall teach or cause their said servants, both male and female, 

to read,” as well as to send such children to a nearby writing school, be taught to write 

after the age of twelve, as well as providing them with clothing and a new bible when 

they reached the age when they were manumitted or released from indentured 

servitude.105 

The bill would fail that first day of March 1785 not because of upstate resistance 

to manumission, it would perish because of language used in support of the 

disenfranchisement of Black people who were already entitled to vote. The rallying cry of 

the Revolution of “no taxation without representation” served as the undoing of the 

efforts of the New York Senate and Assembly to gradually emancipate slaves. With the 

very real possibility that manumitted slaves would be able to vote in elections in the 

distant future, an amendment was introduced that stated, “no negro, mustee, or mulatto… 

shall be liable to be taxed for and during such time as they shall not be entitled to a vote 

as aforesaid.”106 The Assembly found the bill as having gone too far and refused to pass 

legislation that contained a provision allowing free Black people to vote, tacitly or 

explicitly. It was likely no coincidence that Peter W. Yates of Albany and Thomas 

Burling, who had introduced amendments and revisions of language in the bill attempting 

to secure voting rights for free Black people that took place throughout March, were 

present as two additional co-founders at the February 4, 1785 meeting of the NYMS.107 
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The reaction to the failed legislation by the public was indicative of the hostile 

environment then facing free Black people in the city and would serve as a harbinger of 

the resistance encountered by the Society early on in its efforts. The idea that freed slaves 

could potentially be citizens adorned with inalienable rights was something that many 

proslavery advocates pounced on. In a letter published in the New-York Packet on April 

4, 1785, a writer under the pseudonym of “American” produced a response to a letter 

previously published that had chastised New Yorkers for their contradictory failings of 

embracing the Declaration of Independence, with its call for universal equality, while at 

the same time falling short of promoting those ideals in not calling for the end of 

slavery.108 “American” attacked the writer, claiming that social and political equality 

could never be granted and reminded the readership of the Black soldiers who had taken 

up arms along with loyalists against Americans during the Revolutionary War.109 It was 

clear that the Society would need to go a long way to convince even a small amount of 

New Yorkers that manumission of slaves would create a better and more prosperous 

republic for everyone.  

Despite the initial legislative setback, in quick succession the NYMS developed a 

platform and began to execute on their strategic agenda of promoting emancipation 

through gradual manumission. Tactically, they did this by producing or reproducing 

literature to sway New Yorkers of the ills of slave ownership, lobbied and advocated in 

the legislature for a formal act of manumission, corresponded with and helped organize 

other domestic and international manumission societies, designed a school and 

educational curriculum to help promote the standing of Black people as equals in the eyes 
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of New York society, and intervened in legal efforts to prevent the kidnapping or re-

enslavement of free Black people.  
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Chapter III. 

Kidnapping 

The Violent Attempts lately made to seize, and export for Sale, several 

free Negroes… must excite the Indignation of every Friend to 

Humanity. 

—Extract from the Reasons for the Founding of the Society110 

New York’s porous borders adjacent to other provinces and states for both the 

exchange, as well as safe harbor, of slaves and free Black people predates the English 

government and can be traced back to the later stages of the New Netherland colony. By 

the mid-1600s, the Dutch West India Company had begun importing Black people 

directly from Africa for use as laborers throughout the city and along the Hudson River 

Valley.111 Provinces within close traveling distance, including Maryland and Connecticut, 

were controlled by the British who had an economic incentive to encourage slaves to 

escape their Dutch rivals. The British began to encourage runaway slaves to head to their 

borders where they would be offered refuge at which point the provinces would refuse 

New Amsterdam’s demands to return them. This eventually grew into a significant 

enough problem that in 1650 the Dutch Governor Peter Stuyvesant issued an ultimatum 
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to the British that New Amsterdam would begin to encourage runaways from the British 

provinces by offering them safe harbor in New York as a retaliation.112 

By 1785 and with the Treaty of Paris in effect, free Black people in New York 

were still at considerable risk of being abducted by slave kidnappers113 coming from the 

South and to force them into chattel slavery. Free Black people and manumitted slaves 

may have been more vulnerable than enslaved Black people in the city, as at least the 

enslaved had the advantage of an owner with a financial incentive to ensure that they 

stayed in place. Despite it being illegal in most states in the newly established republic, in 

practice there was little recourse through the legal system for kidnapped Black people.114 

Kidnapped Black people lived under the legal assumption that they were slaves until 

proven otherwise and if a slave was taken from New York and sold off to South Carolina 

or Louisiana, their claims for freedom would have been almost impossible to verify.115  

New York City had a long history and familiarity with forced seizures of citizens. 

Impressment, or the practice of seizing men to serve in the military, and particularly the 

British navy, had been widely accepted as a means of meeting quotas of qualified seaman 

onboard ships. During the 1790s through the War of 1812, New York faced an 

impressment crisis because of the increased demand for both merchant and naval 
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vessels.116 As the city was one of the leading ports along the eastern seaboard, in addition 

to being one filled with immigrants in which the idea of citizenship was still somewhat 

fluid and not yet fully defined, many sailors resorted to obtaining protection papers. 

These papers served as authenticated proof of citizenship and provided them with some 

buffer of protection along with granting them a legal ability to work.117 At the time, 

roughly twenty percent of American seamen were Black and, unlike their fellow white 

sailors, the ability to prove citizenship even when in possession of protection papers was 

a frequent challenge for them.118 

Just two years after the NYMS was established, the United States Constitution 

was written that included in its first Article, Section Nine, Clause One, that “Congress 

cannot prohibit the migration or importation of people before 1808” after a debate on 

slave trade that focused on slaves coming into the country.119 This clause essentially 

enjoined Congress from passing any sort of ban on the introduction of foreign slaves or 

captives until January 1, 1808. While this clause moved a serious national conversation 

about the “importation of people” from outside the United States by several decades, it 

had the effect of motivating slave traders, as it at least established in their minds that a 

timeline had been entered into by the government.120 The potential for an international 

ban, along with the Slave Trade Act that was entered into law in 1794, which prohibited 

the ownership, building or outfitting of ships in United States ports designed to carry 
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slaves to a foreign destination, put pressure on slave traders to build a network of 

increasing the domestic supply of slaves through kidnapping.121 

The proximity to the waterfront on the eastern, southern, and western perimeters 

of Manhattan made it relatively easy to take off with free Black people. Kidnappers used 

several methods to coerce or intimidate Black people to cooperate in the process. In some 

cases, kidnappers took Black people by incapacitating them forcefully. Some Black 

people were taken by deceit under the guise of being given a new job and others were 

slaves who were taken during brief periods where they had become separated from their 

owners. The kidnappers did not discriminate between children, who were easier to 

abduct, or adults. The act of engaging in kidnapping for profit was not limited to whites, 

either. Black men were found to have been kidnappers by using the ruse of entering into a 

marriage agreement with Black women with the intent of selling the women into 

ownership in the South.122 

The motivations of the kidnappers appear to have been purely economically 

driven rather than over any philosophical concerns about the status of free Black people. 

The price for slaves continued to increase from 1780-1807 at a percentage rate higher 

than the commodities that the slaves produced.123 While there is evidence of occasional 

acts of prevention by civil servants, there was little motivation for the public to intervene 

in preventing kidnapping. In some cases, residents participated in the schemes to make 
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additional money, as well as turning a blind eye through indifference in their belief that 

the kidnapping would help remove what they perceived as a drain on their government 

coffers or an eyesore on the area. A Natchez, Mississippi newspaper described a mix of 

apathy and disdain regarding the business of kidnapping when they wrote, “humanity, 

requires that our citizens take every measure in their power to assist in restoring these 

unfortunate beings to their homes, and their families,” while at the same time writing, 

“for the most part free negroes are the worst description of people that could ever be 

willingly brought among us.”124 While residents of New York may have wanted free 

Black people to establish some degree of permanence and utility in their community, the 

instability associated with the constant threat of being kidnapped along with limitations 

on the jobs that they could work at, ironically most of which were relegated to crew jobs 

on private ships along the waterfront were they were most at risk of being kidnapped, 

exacerbated the difficulty of voluntary mobility and economic independence. 

From the outset the NYMS, which operated under the belief that its efforts at a 

gradual manumission process would never fully be embraced if the manumitted slaves 

were subsequently being absconded and taken outside of the city, adopted the cause of 

intervening legally to protect those who were unlawfully held in bondage. The inclusion 

of the dual-purpose mission was almost certainly taken from one of the aims of the 

previously established Pennsylvania Abolition Society. In fact, the NYMS had sent a 

deputation to Philadelphia “for information, and to procure a copy of its constitution,” 
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that helped the NYMS provide a framework for possible intervention in situations in 

which free Black people had been kidnapped.125  

The bulk of the work in preventing slave kidnapping fell on the Society’s 

Standing Committee. The committee members worked for years after the founding to 

prevent kidnappers from leaving the city on ships with free Black people onboard, to 

intervene in situations where slaves were being improperly treated by their owners, and 

forced jailers in the city to release those who had been illegally detained.126 The 

Committee also played an important role in educating slaves who had passed the terms of 

their manumission that they were free and under no further obligation of service to their 

owners. A frequent problem encountered by the Committee involved situations where 

owners, according to their wills, agreed to release their slaves upon the owner’s death, 

only to have the will ignored by the owner’s widow who was determined to keep the 

slave in their household to avoid having to support the slave if he ever became unable to 

care for himself.127 

The Standing Committee moved quickly to try and abate the increasing cases of 

kidnapping in the city. Ironically, as manumissions became more frequent in Philadelphia 

and New York City, the environment provided an abundance of opportunities for 

kidnappers. As the number of free Black people in the city consistently increased, 

including more than tripling from 1790 to 1800,128 the likelihood of a corresponding 
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number of kidnappings increased that provided the members of the NYMS with a sense 

of urgency to act. As early as the May 12, 1785 meeting, the Standing Committee, 

consisting of Melancton Smith, Lawrence Embree, William Goforth, and James 

Cogswell, reported that they had already “relieved several slaves.”129 Although the main 

body of the NYMS met quarterly, the Standing Committee committed to meet much 

more frequently, often on a weekly basis. 

The following, or second report of the committee, briefed the officers of the 

NYMS with an update that described their early victories, which in some cases involved 

convincing slave owners who had shown cruelty to their slaves to manumit them. 

That a variety of cases have been presented and much success had in 
relieving slaves from their intolerable hardships. That the Efforts of the 
Committee to procure freedom for many have been attended with 
Complete Success; and several persons have been persuaded to Manumit 
their Slaves. That many others appear to be affected with the injustice and 
Cruelty of their former Conduct in regard to their Negros and it is to be 
hoped will be induced… to Liberate them.130 

 
Despite the initial success at relieving slaves illegally held in bondage, the 

NYMS, and the Standing Committee, met with fierce resistance from some of their 

fellow citizens. They stood fast in their long-standing belief that their efforts would 

eventually help put an end to the entire practice of slavery. As the committee wrote in 

their report, “a great number of persons are violently opposed to the Emancipation of 

their slaves; yet it is the opinion of this Committee that the good Examples set by others, 

of more Enlarged and liberal Principles, and the force of true Religion, will, in time, 

dispel the mist which, Prejudice, self Interests and long Habit have raised; and that the 
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Period of compleat Freedom, tho’ considerably Remote, is still to be Expected.”131 There 

was resistance from citizens who turned to the city’s newspaper publishers to openly 

voice their grievances. Newspapers, at the time, were second only to the spoken word in 

the form of importance in relaying public opinion and early in the life of the NYMS 

citizens published their letters and opinions that challenged the Society’s beliefs about the 

incompatibility of slavery with that of an enlightened republic.  

The NYMS realized early on that they had little else other than their word when it 

came to intervening to prevent the kidnapping of free Black people or those held in city 

jails who were on their way to being removed from the city and sold into slavery. To 

maintain a consistent way of logging the records of slaves who had been manumitted that 

could then be used to prove their right to freedom and thereby mitigate kidnappings, the 

Standing Committee formed a centralized registry. This registry would be formed when 

“all such persons as have Manumitted or shall Manumit Slaves to transmit their names 

and the ages” and was being done so that “the Society be better Enabled to detect 

attempts to deprive such manumitted persons of their Liberty.” 132 The NYMS Registry 

included a standardized page that included the full name of the owner, the full name of 

the slave, the date, seal and language that empowered the manumitted slave with “all and 

singular the liberties, rights, privileges, and immunities” of a free person.133 Perhaps most 

importantly, the Registry entries frequently had the signatures of the mayor, as well as the 

recorder, of the City of New York to lend gravitas to the claims of manumission.  

 
131 Meeting Minutes of the N.Y.M.S., N.Y.H. Library and Archives, 22. 
132 Meeting Minutes of the N.Y.M.S., N.Y.H. Library and Archives, 28. 
133 Register of Manumissions of Slaves in New York City, June 18, 1816, New-York Manumission Society 
Records, New York Historical Library and Archives, New York City. 



 

44 

The creation of a centralized registry became a necessary action, as a standardized 

mode of recognition had yet to be universally accepted by New York Society and Black 

people had little other credentials in the way of proof of their existence, let alone their 

freedom.134 Both free Black people and slaves occasionally had birth certificates created, 

which were typically written by their owner and contained only a first name, a date of 

birth, and the first name of their mother, assuming that she was still enslaved by the same 

owner. It was not until 1799 that printed manumission deeds were made more widely 

available as being standardized in language and formatting and with the requirement of 

multiple witness signatures.135 Even if free Black people carried their manumission 

papers consistently on them, it would likely not have been enough to prevent a motivated 

kidnapper, jailor, sea captain, or citizen from simply ignoring or seizing the document. 

The success of the initiative to register slaves was debatable, as there are few references 

in the archives of the NYMS that specifically credit the production of a slave’s 

manumission papers or their recorded information in the register as suitable for granting 

their release directly from a kidnapper. It is more likely that the kidnapper failed to 

contest a legal challenge by the NYMS knowing that such a register existed that made it 

worth their time to continue the initiative. 

In 1785, the Standing Committee made a bold proposal to the NYMS officers. A 

committee made up of William Goforth, Elijah Cock, Willet Seaman, and William 

Shotwell, proposed that, with some exceptions, the members of the NYMS who owned 
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slaves should manumit them. In addition, slaves who had lived in the families of any of 

the members were similarly to be manumitted over a period of five years.136 In the eyes 

of the committee, there could be no more powerful message to New York citizens who let 

kidnappers weave among them in the shadows that the NYMS was confident enough to 

have its members manumit their slaves and that those who were freed would be protected 

by the organization.  

Historians of slavery in New York, such as Leslie Harris, have asserted that the 

failure of the committee’s resolution to pass that evening, as a motion was made to 

postpone a vote on it until the next quarterly meeting of the Society, as being 

representative of the Society’s lukewarm attempts at truly bringing about a gradual 

manumission movement that would lead to abolition legislation.137 The committee that 

evening, however, proposed several resolutions, one of which was that the slaves to be 

manumitted by the members would have their pertinent details and descriptions recorded 

among the first entries in the register so that they were “published for general Information 

in Order to Enable, as well the Members of this Society, as others to detect attempts to 

deprive the Slaves so manumitted of their Liberty.”138 The intent of the manumission 

resolution for Society members was that publication of the details of the manumitted 

slaves to the city would serve as an accelerant for other citizens to provide the Society 

with their manumitted slave information. That the Society chose to table the matter that 

evening was likely more a reflection of their concerns about the mechanics and risks of 
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en masse publication of their slaves’ pertinent details than any serious philosophical 

misgivings about the manumission of their slaves over the following years. 

Each new report at the quarterly meetings of the NYMS from the Standing 

Committee typically included that they intervened and brought happy relief to kidnapped 

slaves who were about to be transported from the city. Despite their earnest efforts, the 

kidnapping appeared to be hard to stamp out. At the first meeting of the Society in 1786, 

marking slightly over a year since its inception, the committee consisting of White 

Matlack, William Shotwell, and Jacob Seaman reported that, “they have met with a 

variety of cases wherein the most glaring Oppression hath been attempted.”139 Expressing 

regret about the impact of their efforts, they were also “Sorry to inform you that the 

practices of Shipping those unhappy People to the Southern States is still Continued, nor 

can we rest satisfied without recommending it to this Society to endeavour to procure a 

Law to prevent that iniquitous Practice.”140 

A few months later, the Standing Committee again made their report about the 

deteriorating condition of slave kidnapping in the city. Their report stated, “That a 

number of Cases of Oppression have presented since last quarter which have claimed 

their attention – particularly the number of Slaves shipped off to the Southern States are 

very considerable: among whom we have every reason to suppose were several free 

men.”141 The committee also stated that they were informed that there were several 

people in and around New York State who were chiefly responsible for promoting the 

kidnapping.142 While there is no further evidence in the meeting minutes of a deliberate 
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attempt by the committee to intervene in other parts of the state, it would be reasonable to 

believe that they corresponded with other sympathetic contacts to alert them of the 

identified kidnapping rings. For example, the same report by the committee informed the 

members that a society similar to the NYMS in scope was “likely to be established in 

Providence [Rhode Island].”143  

The tide seemed to have turned by the February 15, 1787 quarterly meeting of the 

Society, as the committee cited specific incidents of success in building momentum to 

curb slave kidnapping in the city through their efforts. One intervention involved the case 

of a free man, who had a wife and several children, who was taken from his residence in 

Norwich, Connecticut and brought to the city jail in New York for the purpose of being 

sent off to the slave market in South Carolina. The committee enacted the legal technique 

of a writ of habeas corpus, which is a legal remedy allowing someone unlawfully 

detained to be released, to the ship’s captain and then brought the captured free man to 

the Chief Justice.144 The ship’s captain is believed to be James Tinker, “who was 

notorious for kidnapping free Black people in New York and selling them into slavery in 

Charleston.”145 Upon seeing his condition, the justice discharged him, as no person 

appeared to dispute the free man’s testimony. The committee reported that they collected 

a sum for the free man, returned him to his family and that there were several other cases 

on hand that the committee members believed they could provide similar relief to.146  
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The intervention efforts of the Standing Committee and the NYMS on behalf of 

Black people were not limited to those held in bondage. The committee would 

occasionally and often rapidly heed the call to support other actions that were adjacent to 

freeing kidnapped Black people if there was an opportunity to promote the activities of 

the Society to the citizens of the city. One example of such activity occurred in early 

January 1788, when the Society’s general membership was convened in a Special 

Meeting after being alerted to a disturbing practice then taking place in Lower 

Manhattan.147  

Slaves and free Black people were treated as an inferior class by New York 

citizens throughout their lives and that year the manner of treatment extended into death. 

New York had one school of medicine as a part of Columbia College and one hospital 

along Broadway.148 The training of young medical students required operating on 

cadavers for dissection, while at the same time, the leading citizens of New York looked 

down on the process of obtaining bodies for post-mortem examinations. 149 The paupers 

burying ground located a bit north of the habitable city limits150 and the Negroes Burying 

Ground located near Chambers Street, provided an ample source of bodies for the 

students for experimentation purposes that were unlikely to arouse the ire of their fellow 

citizens. The students, however, began aggressively removing bodies in a haphazard 
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manner from the Negroes Burying Ground during the winter at a time when bodies were 

unlikely to decompose as fast as they would during other seasons.151  

Possibly before any other competent authority was alerted, the NYMS had been 

tipped off of the situation by free Black people who were aware of the Society’s Standing 

Committee and likely felt a more favorable outcome would arise by bringing it to the 

Committee’s attention. At the January 15, 1788 Special Meeting of the Society, with John 

Jay present as President, it was agreed to that a committee of three be appointed to 

“enquire to and Collect Proofs respecting the Outrages committed by some Persons in 

taking up and Carrying away the Free People of negroes Buried in this City… to prevent 

any further abuse of the kind.”152 The committee must have not met with much success, 

as the incident had no further mention in the records of the Society and on February 3rd a 

group of free Black people petitioned the city’s Common Council to prevent further 

desecration of the burial ground. They explained that “Under cover of the night… they 

dig up bodies of our deceased friends and relatives… carrying them away without respect 

for age of sex.”153 The free Black people went on to clarify that they would be amenable 

to dissection of bodies for medical purposes, if at least the process was conducted with 

decency and solemnity.154  

This petition did not bring about the end of graverobbing of deceased Black 

people nor the end of involvement for members of the NYMS. By April, concerns over 

graverobbing reached a crescendo when a recently widowed white citizen discovered that 
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his deceased wife had been one of the bodies snatched by the students.155 A mob of angry 

citizens surrounded the hospital while some of the students and medical professors fled 

the building. By the time some of those in attendance broke into the building to 

investigate the extent of the grave robbing and condition of the bodies, the mob outside 

grew to over 2,000.156 The students and physicians were placed in the jail for their own 

safekeeping, which temporarily mollified the crowd. The mob returned the next morning 

with an even larger crowd at which point John Jay and Alexander Hamilton were called 

upon to “provide soothing words.”157 Having been some of the first to learn of the 

graverobbing in January and being determined to intervene and investigate the matter, 

they were natural choices to address the crowd. Their efforts failed and both “were pelted 

with bricks and stones.”158 The crowd refused to disburse, grew more agitated and 

somewhere between two and twenty citizens were killed when the militia opened fire on 

the mob in an incident that has come to be known as the 1788 New York Doctor’s 

Riot.159   

The success of the Standing Committee would wax and wane throughout the 

Society’s existence. In Isaac Hopper’s 1827 analysis of former slaves that were freed by 

the NYMS, he recorded that beginning with the year 1791, the Society freed no slaves. 

The following year, the Society recorded two freed slaves with the peak being twenty in 

1797. The momentum does not seem to have been sustainable, though, as the following 

year the committee was only able to free one person. The significant changes from year 
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to year in the number of successful interventions would continue throughout the life of 

the Society.160 The yield of slaves ultimately freed from those who were unlawfully held 

was never remarkably high. Meeting minutes from the Standing Committee throughout 

1797 make references to the discovery of thirty to thirty-three slaves in between 

meetings, with typically only one or two being freed with the rest of the cases listed as 

pending.161  

Although it took roughly a year and a half of execution, the Standing Committee’s 

efforts did begin to have a positive effect, something that the committee acknowledged in 

their written report to the Society at its August 16, 1787 meeting. The committee wrote 

that, “with peculiar Pleasure inform the Society that, owing to the Exertions of its 

Members, the spirit of kidnapping has much abated and the practice of selling Negroes at 

Auction and otherwise greatly Discountenanced by many of the good Citizens of this 

State who in Fact are not Members of this Society.”162 The frequent trips to the city’s 

docks by the committee on the lookout for ships about to depart with free Black people 

bound for the South were beginning to disrupt the lucrative business of slave kidnapping. 

By the August 1788 meeting of the Society, the Standing Committee reported that there 

were only a few cases in which they had to intervene in the prior three months.163 

The daily activity of the Standing Committee in forcibly and legally preventing 

slave kidnapping began to have a spillover effect in the perception of slavery in the city 

that helped fulfill one of the intended aims of the Society’s leadership since the inception 
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52 

of the organization. The committee was happy to report at the February 21, 1788 

quarterly meeting of the Society, that “With pleasure we inform the Society that the 

practice of exposing Negroes at public Sale, whereby they are made a bait to avarice, and 

more liable to be separated from endearing connections: is becoming infrequent and 

although we find some individuals who consider this colour of the Human Species but 

little better than the irrational part of the Creation: we believe more liberal principles are 

gaining on the Community at large.”164 While the slave market located at the corner of 

Wall and Water Street had effectively ceased to operate in 1762, slave sales continued in 

various places along the docks located on the eastern waterfront of lower Manhattan.165  

Word of both the Society and the Standing Committee’s ability to intervene 

forcefully in deterring and preventing slave kidnapping had spread to the major port 

cities. Samuel A. Otis, then a member of Congress from Massachusetts, wrote to the 

Society and relayed the story of how the master of the sloop Ruby, Solomon Babson, had 

managed to capture three free Black people in Boston by luring them to his ship with the 

promise of repair work, trapping them in the hold, and then sailing to the West Indies.166 

Through the efforts of Boston citizens and the French consul in the West Indies, the three 

were successfully returned to their homes, however, Babson was not captured, tried or 

convicted.167 This reflected a greater problem that the Society was never able to 

successfully deter. As most kidnappers simply refused to show up for a court hearing in 
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which the matter at hand only concerned the legal status of the kidnapped Black people, 

there were no means to penalize or punish the kidnapper.168 While this alleviated the 

short-term concern of freeing those wrongfully held in bondage, it provided the ship 

captain with further attempts days, weeks, or months away at once again kidnaping free 

Black people, only now the captains were equipped with more information about how to 

avoid the Standing Committee of the Society. Perhaps the Society recognized that they 

could not overextend themselves in attempting to prosecute the captains at the expense of 

directing less resources in preventing the kidnappings.  

The undertaking of a mission of such important consequence by the Standing 

Committee members, nor their social standing in the city, made them immune from the 

very real threat of physical violence by highly motivated slave kidnappers. The job 

requirements of a slave kidnapping mariner made them inherently ruthless.169 These were 

men that faced death if slaves were to stage an uprising onboard their ships, they risked 

great fortunes if slaves died or jumped overboard while in transport, they faced uprisings 

along the coast of Africa, attacks from British ships during the Revolutionary War, and 

frequently needed to resort to killing or maiming slaves as an example to others.170 

Insurance contracts from this time are filled with amendments written by captains to shift 

the responsibility for deaths on board to the underwriters “showing that investors in the 
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slave trade had learned to expect resistance from the Africans they embarked.”171 Given 

these risks, it is surprising that there are no specific references in either the Society 

records or the Standing Committee of retribution or attacks by the slave kidnappers on 

the committee members. The most frequent response given by captains when confronted 

onboard their ships by the Standing Committee members was to provide them with a 

fictitious claim about the length of time that he had been in possession of the slaves.172 

The Standing Committee typically quickly invalidated those stories and discovered which 

of those held in bondage were slaves or simply kidnapped free Black people. A writ 

would be issued against the captain that would often cause them to immediately depart 

from the city. Perhaps in the case of slave kidnapping, the cache of being associated with 

the powerful lawyers and merchants of the city was enough of a deterrent to the 

kidnappers to refrain from physical violence against the committee members. 

While the Society had success in legally confronting kidnappers in New York, an 

act of Congress in 1793 corresponded with a noticeable increase in the number of 

interventions required by the Standing Committee. Congress passed “An Act Respecting 

Fugitives from Justice, and Persons Escaping from the Service of Their Masters,” more 

popularly known as the Fugitive Slave Act, in 1793.173 The law gave slaveholders the 

ability to cross state lines to seize runaway fugitive slaves. The act was mainly put into 

place by Congressmen from the South over the objections of northern legislators who 
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feared that the act was a violation of the state’s personal liberty laws. The vague nature of 

the mechanism for enforcing the act led to the genuine concern that kidnappers would 

simply abscond with free Black people, claim that they were fugitives, and sell them into 

slavery.174 Prior to this time, the kidnappers had little in the way of a legal rationale to 

support their activities that often led them to walk away from challenges in court by the 

NYMS. With the introduction of the act, it became far more likely that they would 

entertain litigation when confronted by the representatives of the NYMS.  

The validation of the fears expressed by the Congressmen from the northern states 

are reflected in the meeting minutes of the Society. New York City had seen an influx of 

freedom seekers as a response to the introduction of gradual abolition in several states in 

the north, as well as a gradual increase in the number of free Black people. The 1793 

Fugitive Slave Act put the onus on the slave owner (or his or her representative) to return 

the fugitive slave.175 Previous reports of the Standing Committee made vague references 

to their successful interventions, only sharing the specific details of a single case if it was 

noteworthy. By the second meeting after the passage of the act, a higher frequency and 

more descriptive account of interventions was being recorded. For example, the July 30, 

1793 meeting minutes report of a case in Bedford, New York; one of a man named Esop 

abducted from Connecticut, who was also being held in Bedford; a case of a free man 

named Dublin Grooms who was being held as a slave in Brooklyn, New York; and the 

case of a child who was born free being sold as a slave in Richmond, Staten Island, New 
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York.176 The meeting minutes of the Standing Committee throughout the remainder of 

1793 are almost exclusively devoted to specific incidents in which the Standing 

Committee intervened or where their intervention was requested.177  

The efforts of the Standing Committee were not limited to the geographic 

boundaries of New York City. Multiple examples exist in the form of correspondence 

from concerned citizens in New York State and abroad asking for the Society’s aid in 

intervening in cases on behalf of improperly enslaved Black people. In April 1797, 

Ambrose Spencer of Albany, New York wrote to Thomas Eddy of the Society and asked 

for assistance in providing relief to Elizabeth Brown, a free Black woman who was born 

a slave in Hartford, Connecticut and was freed at eighteen years old, having then worked 

for Sir William Johnson of Johnstown, New York and being paid fifty pounds per year to 

do so.178 At some point in 1777, she was taken by the Commissioners of the Tryon 

Committee of Safety, likely seized as retribution for the loyalist sympathies of Johnson’s 

son, Sir John Johnson. Spencer wrote that he had exhausted all his options and that he 

sought the Society’s aid in helping a destitute human being who had been improperly 

enslaved for twenty years.179 

Despite the valiant efforts of the Standing Committee, slave kidnapping would 

persist for decades in New York City. As the committee had more success and the 

number of interventions required abated, kidnappers resorted to increasingly risky 
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strategies in absconding with free Black people. In one example, from April 25, 1800, the 

Standing Committee reported that there had been a practice of kidnapping free Black 

people in New York and the sending them to Norfolk, Virginia and thence to Savannah, 

Georgia and finally onwards to the West Indies to be sold. 180 This strategy made it 

virtually impossible for the committee or the government to intervene once the kidnapped 

person made their way into international waters. Just a few days prior to the committee 

meeting, on the 18th, the members received word that “a number of black People were 

confined in a House in Pearl Street by certain Frenchmen” for the purposes of removing 

them from the city.181 By the following day, the kidnappers had taken twenty more 

victims and put to sea in a vessel that had not received clearance from the city’s maritime 

authorities to depart. Later, the committee had received a tip from an informant about 

slaves being held on a ship near Corlears Hook along the east side of Manhattan where 

the East River meets Wallabout Bay from Brooklyn.182 Upon the committee’s boarding 

of the vessel, a sailor cried out that the ship had “been discovered” and the captain 

released four free Black people from a hidden compartment in the hold.183 

The NYMS’s forceable intervention into matters of free Black people being held 

in bondage produced tangible results. While the committee admitted that they were only 

successful in addressing a minority of incidents in the ongoing kidnapping trade in the 

city, their presence was enough to deter at least some of the activity and helped bring to 

light the plight of free Black people being exported to the horrors of chattel slavery to the 
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indifference of New York citizens. Their deliberate efforts established a repeated 

template for success, not only for the NYMS but for other abolition societies ranging 

from Delaware to North Carolina. 
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Chapter IV. 

The African Free School 

That the African race…, [are] endowed by the same almighty power 

that made us all, with intellectual capacities, not inferior to any of the 

greater human family. 

—Extract of a speech by New York African Free School student 

Margaret Addle.184 

The founders of the NYMS struggled internally and externally with the 

frustratingly deep-rooted problem of the perception of Black people in New York society. 

Their belief was that a change in perception by citizens about Black people would be a 

prerequisite for the enactment and acceptance of wide-scale manumission. The Society 

felt that legislation enacting gradual manumission would not be entered and passed until 

their perception shifted, slightly, with respect for the ability for free Black people to care 

for themselves without becoming indigent wards of the state. In their minds, this did not 

mean parity in terms of inherent aptitude, it meant that their vocational prospects were no 

longer directly dependent with that of their current or former owners. The Society 

recognized that overcoming the perception as being key to their strategic platform early 

in its life, in 1785, when it went so far as to order its members to “keep a watchful eye 

over the Conduct of such Negroes as have been or may hereafter be Liberated; and that 
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they be requested to prevent them, as far as in their Power, from running into practices of 

Immorality or Sinking into Habits of Idleness.”185 Long standing stereotypes about the 

differences in physical and cognitive ability between Black people and whites were 

embraced by both the upper and lower class of New York society, as well as the educated 

and uneducated. Although the Society believed in republican ideals, those same ideals 

invoked the responsibility of a citizen to be gainfully employed and contributing in a way 

beneficial to society.186 This logic worked against the Society’s goals, as many citizens 

operated under the belief that the inability for free Black people to attain meaningful 

work made them less of a citizen in the new republic.  

One example of the Society’s uphill challenge in converting the hearts and minds 

of New York citizens took place across the East River in Kings County, which had a 

seventy-five percent ownership of slaves relative to households at the time. It was there 

that a local rector of the Dutch Reformed Church, Peter Lowe, entertained a petition of a 

group of Black men in 1788 who requested to become full members of his church. Lowe 

advocated for admitting them to the parish, which was met with widespread hostility 

from his congregation.187 The congregation’s objections to Lowe included “that black 

people have no souls” and that “they are a species very different from us – witness their 

nauseous sweat, complexion, manners.”188 Without overcoming these stereotypes, the 

NYMS founder’s reasoned, through a gradual process of changing the perception that 

free Black people could be brought to something akin to parity in education, manners, 
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and employment prospects, their efforts to enable a manumission act would likely be 

drug out by decades. One of their earliest efforts would be in the form of a selective 

system of education overseen by a group of trustees chosen from among the NYMS 

membership. 

Ironically, in a broadside to the public in 1789, the Pennsylvania Abolition 

Society succinctly laid out the case for why emancipation was important, yet at the same 

time managed to further imbed in the minds of its readers that free Black people were in 

need of special attention as a result of “the galling chains that bind his body, do also fetter 

his intellectual faculties.”189 The broadside, signed by its President Benjamin Franklin on 

behalf of the Society, went on to make connections between being bound in servitude for 

a long period of time with the corruption of the human brain. The PAS pondered the 

dangers of what might happen if a slave was emancipated without a societal safety net 

with claims such as, “Under such circumstances, freedom may often prove a misfortune 

to himself, and prejudicial to society.”190 The broadside concluded by emphasizing the 

necessity of instructing, advising, and qualifying those who had their freedom restored as 

imperative to the mission of the Society. The Society would provide the freed slaves with 

suitable employment and would “procure their children an education calculated for their 

future situation in life.”191 The pamphlet, designed to help raise funds from the public, 

introduced parallels between the Philadelphia and New York Society’s approach to the 
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establishment of, and support for, an educational system designed expressly for the 

purposes of tutoring the children of free Black people. 

The Society found it necessary to control the perception of Black people to 

achieve their long-term goals and there was no better way of doing that than by owning 

and operating a free school that Black children could attend where their ongoing 

education was predicated on their behavior and that of their families. The idea of creating 

a free school for free Black people and the children of slaves was not invented by the 

NYMS. Perhaps in the same way that the Quakers of New York borrowed from the 

template of the PAS for other aspects of organizing the NYMS, the Society’s motivation 

for a new free school in the city was likely influenced by the work of influential 

Philadelphia teacher, author, and abolitionist Anthony Benezet. Benezet was a Quaker 

who was born in France, lived in London and emigrated to Pennsylvania with his family 

in 1731.192 While there, he taught at a Quaker school and emphasized personal 

development, piety, and virtue in his teaching philosophy. In 1770, Benezet convinced 

the Society of Friends Meeting that they should establish a free day school for Black 

people that would expand on the prior efforts he undertook years before in offering 

informal instruction to free and enslaved Black people in his home at night. This school, 

also known as Benezet’s School or the Raspberry Street School, found success in 

accepting and educating over two hundred and fifty free and enslaved children. Years 

after it was established, a visitor from London of African descent, Olaudah Equiano, 

remarked upon viewing the school and observing its curriculum, “It rejoiced my heart 
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when one of these friendly people took me to see a free school they had erected for every 

denomination of black people, whose minds are cultivated here, and forwarded to virtue; 

and thus they are made useful members of the community.”193 The African free school in 

Philadelphia was a success in proving to skeptical Philadelphian’s that free Black people 

and children of the enslaved could be educated and develop useful skills. Much like the 

larger umbrella organization of the PAS, the Philadelphia school almost certainly served 

as a model for the NYMS.  

 Included in the meeting minutes of the Society from May 11, 1786 situated 

between a lengthy petition to the New York Legislature and a vote of an admission of 

members, a motion was made whereby a committee was formed in which John Murray, 

Jr., James Cogswell, and John Keese were appointed with the objective of establishing “a 

free school in this City for the Education of Negro Children.”194 There is no additional 

notation about the motivations for creating a free school, although the general tone of the 

meeting was a somber one given the news from the Standing Committee about the 

alarming increase in the number of free Black people being taken to the South to be sold 

as slaves. The minutes state that the NYMS was “Anxious to promote the Happiness of 

the poor Africans… we are encouraged to hope that a liberal annual contribution may be 

raised for this purpose.”195 The Society then ordered that its committee apply for a charter 

of incorporation that would make it easier for the annual contribution to be received 

without any challenges to its charitable purpose.  
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 At the next meeting of the Society, on August 10, 1786, the committee charged 

with establishing a free school in the city presented a lengthy plan to the NYMS 

membership. This plan included a set of eight points laying out how to finance the 

operations, what the students should study, how the school should be governed, and who 

the school should admit.196 The Society set out to establish a fund that would support free 

education for Black children through a subscription to be paid either at the time of 

subscribing or at another convenient time for the member. Once they had raised enough 

subscription funds, a new committee would be appointed to find a suitable teacher for the 

students with the rudimentary curriculum requirements of reading, writing, and 

arithmetic. In addition to finding a teacher, the Society would annually elect trustees from 

among the membership to superintend the school. Lastly, the school would not be 

restricted only to the children of free Black people, but to any citizen who owned or had 

Black children as members of their household and wanted to provide them an education. 

For this, the school would charge a tuition fee.197  

 By May of the following year, the Society’s committee to raise funds for the new 

school had done well enough, raising £800, that they recommended disbanding the 

committee and forming a new one with a different purpose. Their request to disband 

seems to have been a bit premature, as by the next meeting the committee reported that it 

had not “met with the encouragement we wished” financially, although the committee 

members appear to have closed the gap between what was subscribed to and what was 

collected from the members.198 Despite the inadequacies of the finances, the committee 
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pressed ahead, stating that they believed the Society should immediately move forward 

with opening the school. The Society agreed and decided to form a new committee that 

would be responsible for finding a proper lot for a school, managing the expenses, and 

for planning the construction of a schoolhouse.199  

 By mid-November, the committee had already moved forward with opening a 

school. The members had solicited the Corporation of Trinity Church, one of the largest 

landowners in New York City, about using one of their lots for the purposes of 

constructing a schoolhouse.200 The committee had also hired a schoolmaster who they felt 

was a suitable person and who was willing to serve in the position because of his 

sentiment towards the principals and aims of the NYMS. The schoolmaster they 

contracted for six months, at the affordable sum of sixty pounds, was Cornelius Davis, 

who was so eager to get started in “devoting his time to the descendants of Africans” that 

he dismissed the “School of White Children” that he was previously instructing in the 

city and traveled to Philadelphia to observe how the African free school there operated.201  

 The faster than expected opening of the school with a dozen free Black boys and 

girls on November 1 of that year prompted the NYMS to establish rules about who 

should be admitted, as well as what regulations should be imposed upon their behavior. It 

is within these regulations that the principal motivations for the establishment of a free 

school by the Society were revealed.202 Explicitly and implicitly, the rules exert a great 
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deal of control about who was to be admitted and how they should behave to avoid 

disturbing the impression that the Society was attempting to cultivate.  

The meeting minutes record that “although the Society had concluded to admit the 

Children of Slaves into the School yet in the opinion of the Committee the attention 

ought principally to be directed especially at first to those of free Negroes.”203 The 

children of free Black people, as opposed to the children of slaves who themselves faced 

a possible lifetime of servitude, stood the greatest chance of preventing recidivism and 

therefore the greatest opportunity of being welcomed by a changing New York citizenry. 

Taking things a step further, the committee wanted a preference in admission for children 

that came from families “which are most regular and orderly in their Deportment and 

That no Child be admitted as a Scholar but upon a written order to the Master, signed by 

two of the Committee.”204 The two committee members would only be able to 

recommend the student if they had personally visited the home of the family and 

determined that they were suitable for an education at the free school. 

 To enforce moral and social control, bolster the school’s legitimacy in the 

community and thereby help white citizens grow more comfortable with the idea of an 

educational system devoted to an all-Black student body, the Society, in opposition to 

their instructor Cornelius Davis, assembled a codified set of rules. The rules included 

requirements on grooming, that “the Scholars cometh to School decently washed and 

combed” and that they “come to and go from school soberly, without offending or 

hurting any Person or Creature, and that they do not make any indecent noise.”205 The 
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rules went on to enforce silence while the children arrived and seated themselves, that 

they were not to leave the schoolhouse without permission, that they not take books away 

from the school that did not belong to them, and that they not quarrel with others. Those 

students who failed to comply with the rules would have to answer to the Trustees of the 

African Free School (“AFS”) in which case “orders shall be taken for their 

Dismission.”206 The rules gave the trustees a great deal of latitude in controlling their 

image and that of the school in the eyes of the public that seemed to be the primary 

concern at the launch of the first class. The NYMS believed that a deficiency by one of 

the Black students would reflect poorly on the school and generally derail its ability to 

shape the narrative of the conversation over manumission. 

 As activity at the AFS grew, the report from the trustees of the school was most 

often the issue of primary importance to the NYMS at its quarterly meetings, which is 

reflected with its prominence as consistently being the first one delivered to the Society 

each evening. The careful oversight that the trustees provided allowed the school to admit 

more pupils faster. Within a year of its existence, the school had fifty students enrolled.207 

The AFS had consistent growth in the number of children enrolled throughout the end of 

the eighteenth century. From forty-seven students in 1788, the AFS grew to 128 in 1797 

before declining to a total of eighty in 1799 and 1800, with the decline possibly coming 

because of the yellow fever outbreaks in the city.208 In 1792, the trustees felt comfortable 

enough financially to become patrons of a separate school composed exclusively of girls 

 
206 Meeting Minutes of the N.Y.M.S., N.Y.H. Library and Archives, 85. 
207 Meeting Minutes of the N.Y.M.S., N.Y.H. Library and Archives, 153. 
208 A List of Members of the New York Manumission Society, New-York Society for Promoting the 
Manumission of Slaves, and Protecting Such of Them as Have Been, or May Be Liberated. 



 

68 

that were taught by the wife of Cornelius Davis. The trustees agreed that the student’s 

tuition at that school would be paid out of their funds.209  

 All the efforts by the trustees and the NYMS with respect to the school were done 

with the goal of attempting to secure a well-educated and self-sufficient free Black 

community that would not be a drain on New York’s white citizens. This, they believed, 

would ultimately help increase their chances of having the New York State Legislature 

one day enact a gradual abolition law. This was at least transparent to some members of 

the community, as former AFS schoolmaster Charles C. Andrews wrote, “Emancipation 

to the slave, was the watch word of the Society, and Education was with equal zeal, 

imparted to as many of the objects of their solicitude, as could be brought with the 

compass of their means.”210 By convincing citizens that free Black people and children of 

slaves were capable of conforming to a behavior comparable to that of white citizens in 

the city, slave owners might be more willing to manumit their slaves at a faster pace.211 

The AFS was part of a larger effort by the NYMS to influence those citizens who 

believed in the inferiority of the Black race that through a controlled educational model, 

the fundamental equality of Black people and whites could be proven. The Society was 

impressed with their early results. At the November 1788 quarterly meeting of the 

NYMS, just one year after the opening of the AFS in the city, John Murray, Jr. as a 

representative of the trustees of the school, delivered a highly complementary report to 

the Society: 

The Trustees… Report that they have attended the monthly examination of 
the Scholars, and are pleased to find their Improvements fully answers 
their best expectations; and not inferior to those of fairer complexions; 
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either in acquiring a knowledge of Letters or in a pleasing or orderly-
behavior in both sexes, their situation considered, which we hope will ere 
long be evident event to such as may at present be unfavourably 
prejudiced and cause them to acknowledge that Genius is not confined to 
Colour, nor rectitude of Conduct to Symetry of Features.212 

 
 The report of the trustees was accurate at least in their perception of educational 

progress by the students. Recent scholarship has indicated that the curriculum was 

heavily deficient in promoting valuable skills that would translate into real-world 

vocational opportunities.213 The schoolwork was Eurocentric in its approach and often 

neglected to take into consideration the environment and communities in which the 

children lived. The students were taught reading, writing, arithmetic and elements of 

geography and the female students were instructed in sewing. Thoughts on the choice of 

curriculum was largely left up to the instructor and assistant instructor and the trustees 

generally never seemed to indicate displeasure with the course of instruction, only that it 

was sufficient and that the students were continually making progress.  

 Once the school was firmly established and students were receiving instruction, 

the Society felt that it was necessary to procure a plot of land on which to build a physical 

schoolhouse. It was clear that a great deal of thought was put into the procurement of 

land and its location in the city, along with the design of the schoolhouse. It can be 

inferred that the Society believed that by having a well-designed building, it would serve 

as an outward manifestation of the noble aims of the Society to citizens and would 

promote the idea that children inside the building were every bit as worthy of instruction 

as white children who were attending schools at the time. To this end, the committee 
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responsible for obtaining a plot of land petitioned the Rector of Trinity Church in Lower 

Manhattan with a request for a parcel in 1787.214 Trinity was one of the largest 

landowners in the city at the time and would have had enough land to spare for the 

Society. Despite their efforts, the trustees experienced some difficulty early on in 

working with Trinity on procuring a tract of land, as they were not able to secure their 

first choice which is believed to have been behind St. Paul’s Chapel on Broadway. This 

seems to have been one of the few examples in the history of the early Society where it 

was not able to leverage the important political and social connections of its membership 

to its advantage in securing a schoolhouse. In 1796, the committee ultimately landed on a 

plot of land on Cliff Street and funds were raised to help complete the building, as the 

trustees needed to rent out parts of the building not being used to help defray the costs.215 

The trustees of the AFS were in a constant search for proper funding for the 

school throughout the remainder of the 1790s. They eventually needed to find a 

replacement for the school’s instructor after Cornelius Davis, as well as his replacement 

William Pirrson, left their positions at which point the Society allocated funds to hire 

John Teasman as headmaster in 1799.216 Teasman was a Black former slave from New 

Jersey and had served Pirrson as an assistant teacher for a period of time. The 

appointment of Teasman was designed to help renew interest by the Black community in 

the AFS by increasing enrollment, as well as potentially help heal any rifts from a 

growing chorus of members of the Black community who had begun to question the level 
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of control that was being exerted over Black students by an all-white Society and all-

white instructors, a claim that would persist throughout the life of the AFS.217  

The exertion of control was never far from the minds of the trustees of the AFS or 

the Society. A committee had been appointed to tackle the perceived wider problem of 

considering the “Ways and means to prevent the irregular Behaviour of free negroes” in 

the city.218 The committee determined that one of the best ways of controlling the image 

of free Black people was to leverage the admission and ongoing patronage of students 

enrolled in the AFS. This was likely of great consequence to free Black people in the city. 

The ability to send one’s child to a reputable school with a dedicated instructor and a 

curriculum that emphasized reading and writing would not have been a trivial loss if their 

child was barred or disenrolled because of the behavior of the larger family. The 

committee reported that all of the students taken under their patronage be recorded in a 

book that would be maintained by the Trustees. The book would contain information like 

the names, ages, places of living, occupations of the parents and the number of male and 

female siblings. It would also be a requirement for the parents to report to the trustees any 

time that their physical address changed, as well as when a family member was born or 

died. If the families of Black children were unwilling to comply with the registration 

requirements, they would be denied admission.  

The trustees exercised authority over the lives of the entire family by making it a 

requirement that the benefit of admission was only available to those who maintained 

“good Characters for Industry, Honesty, and Sobriety,” who refrained from admitting 
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slaves into their households or from buying anything from them, as well as avoiding 

dancing or “any noise or merriment in their Houses,” so as not to disturb the tranquility 

of the neighborhood.219 To further emphasize the importance of this dictate, the 

committee recommended publishing these regulations in a newspaper to reach a wide 

audience and that “one or two of the more discreet negroes may be advantageously 

employed in this Business,” indicating that they would be responsible for helping spread 

the word to the Black community, but also responsible for reporting on transgressions of 

the rules of the Society among that same community.220 Finally, the committee 

recommended that it should find one person who forfeited the patronage of the Society so 

that “a stigma might be fixed upon him, and others thereby deterred from following his 

bad example.”221 This person would have their case written up and prominently displayed 

at the AFS so that parents and students would be reminded of the importance of the 

respect towards the Society. 

There are no reports in the records of the Society through 1799 that indicate 

formal protests by the Black community about the heavy-handed sense of paternalism 

displayed by the Society and the Trustees of the AFS that frequently occurred in the years 

after the 1799 gradual manumission became law. Perhaps they felt that the tradeoff of a 

high-quality education that materially improved the prospects of their children’s lives or 

increased the likelihood of their own manumission superseded concerns over the 

regulation of their personal lives. In some instances, parents and guardians of the students 

were invited to observe the examinations of the students which gave the trustees a 
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platform for showcasing how great the benefit was to their children being provided by the 

NYMS.222  

The Society seemed continually concerned about the influence of their behavior 

on those of the surrounding community, irrespective of how they viewed the success of 

the school. In fact, there seems to be a high correlation with increased reports of success 

and advantages to the pupil by attending the school as reported by the trustees with 

references in the minutes of the Society being appointed to investigate the conduct of free 

Black people and the development of plans to regulate their activities. As the school grew 

more successful, the Society became increasingly concerned about the reputation of the 

school and the families of its attendees. While the Society petitioned the Corporation of 

the City for New York on “ways and means to prevent the irregular behavior of Free 

Negroes” on at least one occasion, by May 1789, the Society decided to break with its 

previous policy of having families avoid interaction with slaves and decided to admit 

children who were slaves “free of expense provided they have attained the age of nine 

and are capable of spelling words of one syllable.”223  

This policy change was a large step for the Society in terms of loosening some of 

the control over attendees of the school and while no explicit reason was given for this 

change, the Society did not shy away from it, as it requested that news of this new 

admission policy be published in one or more newspapers to inform the public. By early 

1797, the trustees began their patronage, or financial support, of an evening school that 
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was also run by Pirrson and consisted of forty-one students, bringing the total number of 

students under the patronage of the Society that year to 166.224 

 The importance of the AFS to the mission and ultimate aims of the NYMS cannot 

be understated. At the American Convention of Abolition Societies in 1828, the Society 

wrote, “What is the first and most important requisite in paving the way for the total 

abolition of slavery? We should answer, education. What is the second? And the third? – 

our answer would still be as before – education.”225 More so than preventing kidnapping 

of free Black people or attempting to influence legislation, the records of the Society 

indicate that the membership consistently believed that the AFS was of primary 

importance of all its activities.  

 The AFS would continue its service to the Black community in New York City as 

a nondenominational free school for many years after the 1799 gradual manumission act. 

In late 1797, the Corporation of the City of New York was authorized to establish public 

schools, of which the AFS was under consideration to be included.226 The trustees 

acknowledged that if the AFS was included as part of the public school network, they 

would have to relinquish some degree of control to the newly appointed commissioners 

responsible for overseeing the school. This, more than anything else, was the primary 

point of debate about whether the Society should allow the AFS to be part of this public 

school network. For the NYMS, there was a constant need to exert control over the Black 
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community to achieve its aims, although its members found that regulating the admission 

and attendance of students was the only practical way that they could do so.  

While the Trustees of the AFS consistently praised the students and instructors 

and reported on their remarkable progress academically, there is no documentation that 

indicates how much that progress equated towards a change in the perception of equality, 

or at least the ability to be self-sufficient with acceptable moral behavior, by either the 

Society or the trustees. The school’s continued use and growth in the wake of the 1799 

gradual manumission act is indicative that, if nothing else, the ability to have a free 

institution of learning from qualified instructors was valued by both the Black and white 

communities in New York City. The school would continue until 1834, when the Society 

determined that other educational agencies were better positioned to finance the ongoing 

operations of the AFS.227  
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Chapter V. 

Communication & Correspondence 

It was only necessary that the Torch of Truth should be lighted to flash 

conviction in the face of Humanity. 

—Granville Sharp, Chairman of the Committee of The Society for 

Effecting the Abolition of the Slave Trade at London, to the Officers 

of the NYMS in May 1788.228 

As with the other goals of its platform to promote gradual manumission, the 

Society moved expeditiously to execute on a public relations initiative designed to plant 

seeds in the minds of New York citizens about the possibility of emancipation through 

manumission. The NYMS’s actions would not be limited to just New York City and 

within a few years of its founding, the Society was playing a larger role in the global 

effort to eradicate the slave trade through its correspondence and influence with the 

societies at Paris and London and through its efforts to organize the American 

Convention For Promoting The Abolition Of Slavery And Improving The Condition of 

the African Race at home. 

One of the first recorded acts of the Society was to spread the message of its 

activities which occurred in the month following its establishment. At the February 10, 

1785 meeting, the Society took the initiative of ordering the Standing Committee to 
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“publish the Proceedings of the Society in such Manner as they may judge most proper 

for the Information of the Publick.”229 The Society’s impetus to publish its proceedings in 

a broadside that consisted of the officers led by John Jay and members of the Standing 

Committee, was designed to establish the legitimacy of the organization in the eyes of 

New York citizens. It also served as a powerful recruiting tool, as the committee was also 

charged with receiving membership subscriptions from citizens who were not able to 

attend the meeting that evening. The Standing Committee went quickly about its work, as 

by the following quarterly meeting, in May, the members reported that they had written 

to citizens in New York and other states to “explain the real Intention and design of the 

Society,” which they followed up by printing several of the Rules of the Society for 

distribution.230  

As in the case of the African Free School and the framework of the mission of the 

Society, the leadership of the NYMS looked south to Philadelphia for inspiration for its 

outreach efforts. Anthony Benezet, a founder of the Pennsylvania Abolition Society, was 

a frequent writer of pamphlets in which he challenged the notion that Black people were 

inferior to whites. Until his death in 1784, he would frequently intersperse references to 

ideas of liberty to sway his audience in Philadelphia about their responsibilities as 

enlightened citizens in the new republic.231 Benezet was a correspondent with John Jay 

before the Society was established and had sent Jay a few of his pamphlets as examples 

in February 1779, including one entitled Serious Considerations on several important 
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subjects… Observations on Slavery.232 The relative ease of distributing pamphlets 

between correspondents allowed for the recipient to reproduce the work in their city’s 

newspapers or be sent out to members of their network or abolition or manumission 

societies. Pamphlets would provide an effective way of relaying key issues and 

disseminating competing ideas between the societies in America, Great Britain and 

France. 

Perhaps foreshadowing the larger, international movement to promote 

emancipation through manumission, the French Consul to the United States at New York 

City, Hector St. John233, requested membership in the Society through correspondence 

read out at the May 12, 1785 meeting.234 St. John would have been well-known by many 

of the well-read members of the Society because of his status and presence in the city. It 

was St. John who, in the year before assuming his post, wrote and published his 

collection of observations on American society in a work entitled, Letters from an 

American Farmer.235 His collection of twelve letters provided definition as to “What then 

is the American, this new man?” and what his responsibilities might be. His ninth letter, 

concerning his thoughts on slavery in Charlestown, South Carolina, provided the greatest 

argument for the abolition of slavery. St. John described the horrors of slavery and 
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contrasted it with the ambivalence of the Charleston planter aristocracy. St. John 

concluded the chapter with a graphic experience in which he encountered a slave being 

hung and left to die on the plantation where St. John was to have dinner with the owner 

that day.236 His writing left the reader pondering the general review of human nature 

contrasted with an examination of what exactly a civilized society was. His membership 

in the Society was quickly approved at the following meeting on August 11, 1785.237 

While St. John was an American by this time, his admission into the Society likely paved 

the way for members to be more amenable a few years later to accepting honorary 

members from abroad who were sympathetic to their cause and who could provide 

international gravitas. 

The outreach efforts of the Standing Committee to citizens around the country 

began to pay off by the August 1785 meeting. The committee reported that it had 

“received Letters from Gentlemen of high Characters… which they applaud the humane 

intention of the Society in Terms which plainly show how much they are Interested in its 

Success…”238 Despite its success in corresponding with notable citizens of the republic, 

financial donations to support its emerging activities seem to have encountered some 

resistance owing to the lack of where and to whom to send funds. 

For an organization that operated financially on a meeting-to-meeting basis from 

dues subscriptions by its membership, the ability to accept donations from its outreach 

network would become a priority for the Society that culminated a year later in its 

application for a Charter of Incorporation to receive charitable donations.239 The efforts 
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to provide more structure around the finances, including appointing five trustees over the 

organization, led to the Society’s first donation of twenty pounds that came from abroad 

by Lindley Murray, the noted Quaker lawyer, author and grammarian and the brother of 

the Treasurer, John Murray, Jr.240 

The Society’s correspondence network would grow quickly in response to its 

national outreach efforts. One of the first official acts was to send a number of pamphlets 

on Samuel Hopkins’ A dialogue concerning the slavery of the Africans that the Society 

had printed and perhaps were not able to fully distribute back to Hopkins, along with a 

letter containing the thanks of the Society to him for his laudable efforts.241 Several 

months later, a new pamphlet arrived in Philadelphia that would be put to use by the 

Society. Thomas Clarkson, an Anglican from Great Britain, had delivered a prize-

winning dissertation in Latin at Cambridge University in 1785. The following year, his 

writing was translated and printed for distribution to a wider audience. It would be the 

first of many anti-slavery tracts by Clarkson and was entitled An Essay on the Slavery 

and Commerce of the Human Species, particularly the African.242 Clarkson’s dissertation 

of eleven chapters addressed the history of slavery, along with the regressive and 

barbarous cruelty of the slave trade that influenced readers on both sides of the Atlantic. 

After writing the dissertation and traveling to London, Clarkson became a fervent 

proponent of the abolition movement and would cofound London’s abolition society in 

1787.243   
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During the same meeting at which Clarkson’s pamphlet was agreed to be 

reproduced and distributed, the Society proposed a bold outreach initiative for an 

organization with limited funds.244 The NYMS would sponsor an oratory contest at 

Columbia College’s commencement the following spring in which the winning recipient 

would receive a gold medal. The medal, which was to be procured at a cost of forty 

dollars, would be given to the winning orator “who shall deliver the best Oration… 

exposing, in the best Manner, the injustice and Cruelty of the Slave Trade; and the 

oppression and ill Policy of holding Negroes in Slavery.”245 The attitude of the faculty at 

Columbia seemed to have turned towards indifference to slavery in the wake of the 

Revolutionary War. The college and its faculty had been reactivated by the New York 

State Legislature in 1784 and perhaps the Society felt that it was its responsibility to 

inject a fresh and invigorating debate about the evils of slavery into the college’s 

collective awareness at its first commencement ceremony after the resumption of its 

activities following the war.246 The motion seconding support for the procurement of the 

gold medal was done by member Robert Harpur who was also a professor of mathematics 

and natural philosophy at Columbia College.247 Taking up the challenge, at least one 

student delivered an address on the evil of “holding your fellow men… in hopeless and 

perpetual slavery.”248  

The Society’s generous donation of a gold medal to the winning orator was not 

completely altruistic. A high-quality address delivered at a commencement before some 
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of the leading citizens of New York would have left an impact on those in attendance. In 

addition, the Society could procure a copy of the speech, have it printed for reproduction, 

and then sent out to New York citizens, prospective Society members, and other 

influencers abroad. Ultimately the initiative to provide a gold medal was postponed, as at 

the May 17, 1787 meeting, the committee formed to procure the medal and work with the 

faculty on obtaining the oration was delayed after consulting with several professors from 

the college.249  

This temporary postponement was not an end to the Society’s sponsorship of 

public orations on the evils of slavery and the necessity of the enlightened republican 

citizen to advocate for its end. A public oration, at the time, was superior to that of 

newspapers in disseminating a discourse, something that the Society would have been 

acutely aware of.250 At the November 9, 1786 meeting of the Society, it was remarked 

that the members were aware of the progress being made towards awareness of the cause 

of emancipation and that orations had taken place, which were “received with great 

Applause at the Stage… in which the injustice of holding Africans in Slavery hath been 

depicted in the most striking Terms that young Eloquence and elegant Imagination could 

form,” in New Haven, Connecticut; Princeton, New Jersey, and in Cambridge, 

England.251 Beginning in 1794, the Society would resume the practice of supporting an 

annual oration in New York to be held on the third Tuesday of every November that 

would be delivered before the Society’s members and the public on the subject of slavery 
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and the slave trade.252 A primary and backup orator would be chosen annually, with the 

first selection being William Johnson and William Dunlap, members of the NYMS. 

Dunlap was a well-known producer, playwright, actor and painter and his selection, even 

as a backup, would have been enough to have drawn a large crowd.253 The public oration 

provided the Society with two benefits: the speakers typically drew a large crowd that 

helped reinforce the prominence of the Society in New York City’s civic and social 

affairs and the NYMS could then print out for widescale distribution the oration delivered 

that November, providing its readers with a fresh perspective and new ideas as the 

reception towards emancipation changed with each passing year. The delivery of orations 

would continue as an annual event of the Society through the 1799 gradual manumission 

act.254  

The development and growth societies dedicated to advocating for emancipation 

through manumission was not limited to just the northern states of America. A growing 

movement was also taking place abroad, including at London where Quakers had been 

advocating for a ban on slavery for at least a decade. In 1772, a court decision referred to 

as the Somerset Case ruled that it was unlawful to transport an enslaved African out of 

the country.255 The ruling prohibited the removal of James Somerset, who had been 

purchased in Virginia, then lived in freedom for a few months in England, and was 

finally kidnapped and re-enslaved with the intent of being sent to Jamaica and sold. This 

was widely viewed by citizens and emancipation societies on both sides of the Atlantic as 
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a de facto abolition on the slave trade in England. After the Somerset Case court decision 

was entered, a channel of correspondence and an exchange of ideas opened between 

Granville Sharp in England and Anthony Benezet and Benjamin Rush in Philadelphia 

that resulted in a sharing of perspectives about the best way to end the international slave 

trade.256 

Sharp was an author and antislavery activist who was born in Durham, England in 

1735. His devotion to the cause of abolition began in the mid-1760s and he published 

several antislavery works that drew on deep legal research concerning the nature of 

property.257 One of Sharp’s most notable activities in the English effort to disrupt the 

African slave trade was his attempt at instituting a private prosecution for the murder of 

over one hundred slaves that were aboard the British slave ship Zong in 1781. The 

owners of the ship had taken out insurance against the cargo, which were the slaves, and 

when drinking water became scarce the captain of the Zong threw the slaves overboard. 

The subsequent trial, in 1783, held that in some circumstances insurers could be required 

to pay for slaves who had died even when those slaves had been murdered.258 While 

Sharp was unsuccessful in attempting to bring prosecution, his efforts and writing on the 

matter drew international attention to the horrors of the Middle Passage of slaves to the 

West and in turn increased his profile among supporters of the abolition movement.259  

By 1787, Sharp had been working with the Quakers to advocate before Parliament 

for the abolition of the slave trade. The Quakers had formed two committees to work 
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against the slave trade in England.260  The first was an official committee known as the 

London Meeting for Sufferings. The other was more of an informal publicity group 

working behind the scenes that later evolved into the Society for Effecting the Abolition 

of the Slave Trade and was formally established by Granville Sharp, Thomas Clarkson, 

and ten others, most of whom were Quakers. Much like the NYMS, the initial approach 

of their society was measured and while they fervently opposed slavery, they recognized 

that it was pragmatic to advocate against the end of the slave trade in England from a 

legislative perspective.261  

One of the cofounding Quakers of the Society in England was Samuel Hoare, Jr. 

Hoare was a banker and writer who believed strongly in the abolition of the slave trade in 

his country.262 Hoare, who was serving as Treasurer of the Society for the Abolition of 

the Slave Trade, began corresponding with the NYMS when a letter of his arrived and 

was read out at the May 17, 1787 meeting.263 Hoare included twenty dollars towards the 

activities of the NYMS and the Society resolved to form a committee to respond to 

Hoare, with correspondence that was to be signed by the President of the Society.  

Apparently before the NYMS Committee had time to respond to Hoare’s letter 

and donation, another letter arrived from Hoare and was read out and entered into the 

minutes at the November 15, 1787 meeting. This letter formally announced the 

establishment of the society in London formed for the “purpose of Promoting the 

Abolition of the Slave Trade” and expressed the society’s desire to communicate with the 
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NYMS on an ongoing basis.264 Enclosed within the letter from Hoare was a transcription 

of the meeting minutes of the London Society from July 17, 1787. The minutes were 

clear in that the London Society felt that it would be more advantageous for both groups 

to accomplish their goals if they worked in concert with one another through 

correspondence. In response, the Society created a committee of nine members, led by 

John Jay, that was formed to answer the letter from the London Society.265  

In response to the increased correspondence as part of its strategy, the NYMS 

formed a committee that was led by John Jay and took the appropriate name of the 

Committee on Correspondence.266 Its responsibilities would be formally documented at a 

meeting of a committee formed in 1788 to update the Society’s rules. This committee 

consisted of six members and would be responsible for answering all letters addressed to 

the Society. 

The Committee on Correspondence met and replied in a lengthy letter that was 

read out and inserted into the minutes of the February 21, 1788 meeting of the NYMS.267 

The letter indicated that the committee had reached out to the abolition societies in the 

various states in America to gather information about their efforts up to that point, 

although it had not yet heard anything back. The committee members wrote that the 

Legislature of Rhode Island had implemented a law in October 1787, designed to prevent 

the slave trade. It further went on to explain that New York had a law on its books that 

effectively prohibited the slave trade or at least made it difficult to increase the number of 

slaves in the state. The committee wrote that “our Society will be the means of gradually 
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abolishing that which has already taken place. This was our original and principal design 

which has been prosecuted with as much order as the laws of Providence.”268 The 

committee also wrote about its efforts to establish a school in the city as its way of 

overcoming prejudices formed by society about the inferiority of Black people. The 

Committee was quick to follow that it had high admission standards and children would 

only be accepted and educated if they came from orderly families. The letter concluded 

that the societies should remain in correspondence with one another to share mutual 

stories of where they were having success in their efforts.269  

One advantage of the informal partnership between the society in New York and 

the one in London was the exchange material in the form of letters, books and pamphlets 

between the two. In the case of the London society, it had sent so many books and 

pamphlets that by October 1788, the NYMS had too many left over.270 To alleviate the 

Society of the excess material, as well as to use it to the greater good of trying to 

influence the citizens, the Society sent duplicate copies to the Governor of Connecticut, 

Samuel Huntington, with the intention that he would distribute them to the General 

Court271 of his state. The Society enclosed a note commending Huntington for his 

character and felt that “by a Confidence that the Liberality of Sentiment and Attention to 

the natural Rights of Men which pervade Connecticut, would render this small Tribute of 

Respect acceptable…”272 Still, more pamphlets remained. The Committee on 
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Correspondence was directed to send them to the clerks of the New York State Senate 

and Assembly with enough for each member of those bodies and that any leftover from 

that effort could be sold to the general citizenry at a price to be determined by the 

committee members.273  

The August 21, 1788 meeting introduced a letter from a new abolition society at 

Paris modeled on the ones in London and New York. It was in that year that the Societe 

des Amis des Noirs (Society of the Friends of the Black) was formed to abolish slavery in 

French colonial possessions, as well as the end of French involvement in the slave 

trade.274 The Society resolved “with great pleasure” to establish a fraternal relationship 

and general correspondence between the two. While a copy of the letter was not entered 

into the minutes of the NYMS that day, the following paragraph seems to indicate that 

the Society was called on to help Monsieur de Warville’s275 journey to America and to 

testify as to his personal character.276 De Warville was one of the co-founders of the 

Societe des Amis des Noirs and an advocate for revolution in France. He did arrive in 

America and wrote about his experiences in a book that was published entitled New 

Travels in the United States of America Performed in 1788.277 The French abolition 

society would not last long, as their mission had been accomplished with the passage of 

the February 1794 law to end the slave trade and provide equal rights to the formerly 

enslaved in France. De Warville, who was a leading member of the Girondins during the 

French Revolution was ultimately arrested and executed in October 1793.278  
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Capitalizing on their newfound international correspondence, along with the 

gravitas of the leading luminaries of both the Paris and London societies, the NYMS 

resolved at its meeting a few days later on August 25th to extend honorary membership to 

several members of those societies. The Society chose the Marquis de la Fayette, 

Granville Sharpe, Monsieur de Warville, Thomas Clarkson and Samuel Hoare, Jr. as its 

first honorary members.279 Several days later, John Jay was instructed to write them 

letters notifying them of their membership. Jay acted quickly, as by September 1st he had 

written and sent the letters onwards to the respective honorary members. Jay wrote to 

each of them that the “Talents and Philanthropy you have displayed in advocating the 

Cause of the oppressed Africans, induced the Society established in this city from 

promoting the Manumission of Slaves, at their last Meeting to admit you an honorary 

member of it; as you will perceive by the enclosed Extract from their Minutes.”280  

The addition of the Marquis de la Fayette as an honorary member was included in 

the minutes without any additional context. Whereas the other choices seemed more 

obvious for their involvement in the establishment of their respective abolition societies, 

la Fayette stood alone as having not been a previous correspondent. He was a committed 

abolitionist prior to the end of formal hostilities during the Revolutionary War in 

America. Prior to his joining the Societe des Amis des Noirs, La Fayette unveiled a plan 

to General George Washington in early 1783 that involved the two purchasing land and 

Washington moving his slaves to work as free, paid tenant farmers.281 La Fayette 
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believed that the involvement of someone so august and well-respected in America would 

compel other slave owners to go along with the plan. Most of Washington’s reply to La 

Fayette was spent dodging his plan and he instead chose to flatter the Marquis and 

mentioned the ambiguity still yet facing the young nation about what institutions would 

develop.282 As to the plan, Washington deferred making a judgement and wrote, “The 

scheme my dear Marqs which you propose as a precedent, to encourage the emancipation 

of the black people of this country from the Bondage in wch they are held, is a striking 

evidence of the benevolence of your Heart. I shall be happy to join you in so laudable a 

work; but will defer going into a detail of the business, ’till I have the pleasure of seeing 

you.”283  

La Fayette did move forward with his ambitious plan and, two years later, had his 

attorney purchase land in French Guiana, an overseas territory of France in the 

northeastern part of the South American continent. He wrote to Washington on February 

6, 1786 that, “I Have purchased for Hundred And twenty five thousand French livres a 

plantation in the Colony of Cayenne and am going to free my Negroes in order to Make 

that Experiment which you know is My Hobby Horse.”284 Washington, in his response, 

again politely demurred about following along with La Fayette in his plan to free his 

slaves by repatriating them to La Fayette’s plantation in South America.285 La Fayette 

would eventually make his way back to America the following year and would visit 

 
282 “From George Washington to Marie-Joseph-Paul-Yves-Roch-Gilbert du Motier, marquis de Lafayette, 5 
April 1783,” Founders Online, National Archives, Accessed November 7, 2024, 
https://founders.archives.gov/documents/Washington/99-01-02-10998. 
283 “From George Washington to Lafayette, 5 April 1783.” 
284 “To George Washington from Lafayette, 6 February 1786,” Founders Online, National Archives, 
accessed November 7, 2024, https://founders.archives.gov/documents/Washington/04-03-02-0461.  
285 “From George Washington to Lafayette, 10 May 1786,” Founders Online, National Archives, accessed 
March 1, 2025, https://founders.archives.gov/documents/Washington/04-04-02-0051. 



 

91 

Mount Vernon. In his remarks before the Virginia House of Delegates, he urged for the 

end of slavery with the delivery of his speech, the “liberty of all mankind.”286 

The Society would go on to add several honorary members during its years of 

existence, including Dr. Ezra Stiles, the President of Yale College and the Reverend 

Samuel Hopkins of Newport Rhode Island.287 Many of the members after the first wave 

of international honorary members were born in the United States. The initial group of 

honorary members stood out for the abolition efforts and widespread notoriety 

throughout the northern states and were likely selected to bolster the reputation of the 

NYMS, as well as to help solidify a coordinated plan across continents where each 

country’s respective legislatures could be informed or influenced by one another. 

A month after George Washington was inaugurated in New York City as the first 

President of the United States, ushering in a new era in America’s development, the idea 

of creating a distinct area in Africa where free Black people could be resettled was 

introduced by Granville Sharp of London at the May 1789 meeting.288 In 1787, Sharp and 

other abolitionists in London established a colony in Sierra Leone, a territory on the 

southwest coast of Africa, under the name the “Province of Freedom” with about 400 free 

Black people. This initiative was ostensibly about the ability to show that free Black 

people could support themselves and ensure their freedom by running the government of 

a new colony, however, it served the more practical purpose of removing free Black 

people from a pro-slavery London society that believed they disproportionately 

committed crime and were unable to care for themselves, remarks that were similar to 
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complaints in New York City. The reception to this idea by free Black people in the 

United States appears to have been tepid at best, with many acknowledging the 

difficulties of an organized removal coupled with an environment in America in which 

they believed the inevitability of freedom “is fulfilling daily for us.”289 

The response by the NYMS to Sharp’s plan was similarly muted. The Society 

took no action in response to his letter about the Sierra Leone initiative, as the 

membership was likely convinced that at that point in time in New York City, if a wide 

scale migration were to occur, slaveholders and citizens would probably choose or 

encourage the most sick, elderly or destitute Black people to send to Africa and that 

slavery would continue to perpetuate in the city unabated. Throughout 1796 and 1797, 

the Society and the Committee on Correspondence periodically reviewed letters from the 

Sierra Leone Company’s President and Vice President and responded after committee 

members reviewed plans of the company, however, no substantive or decisive action was 

taken, and it seems that the matter was not credibly entertained in the 1790s.290  

One of the bolder actions of the Society took place at a meeting on May 15, 1792. 

The Society’s efforts had largely been self-restricted to the borders of Manhattan. While 

efforts were made to correspond with like-minded individuals around New York State, as 

well as to influence legislators from all locations in the Senate and Assembly, each state 

was on its own with respect to a manumission society – either one evolved, usually using 

the template of the Pennsylvania Abolition Society, or the state had already passed a 

comprehensive manumission law. The Standing Committee represented that evening that 

the noble aims of its organization were far more diffuse than just individual acts when it 

 
289 Polgar, Standard Bearers of Equality, 278. 
290 Meeting Minutes of the N.Y.M.S., N.Y.H. Library and Archives, 208. 



 

93 

stated that “a general diffusion of the principles on which they act is as much conducive 

to the public welfare as any an actual protection of liberated Black people is in an 

individual case.”291 This diffusion of principles “ends in this City & State” and that they 

had not endeavored to promote similar principles in New Jersey in an organized manner. 

The committee had on a case by case basis been presented with individual acts of slave 

kidnapping in New Jersey, however, it was unable to make much progress in those cases 

given that it did not have an effective network of “persons on the spot who would 

willingly advocate the cause of an oppressed.”292 

 Problems arising in New Jersey were complicated by the fact that the goals and 

designs of the Society had been significantly misrepresented in the state, such that its 

efforts and usefulness in obtaining the release of kidnapped Black people were 

obstructed.293 The committee made a series of recommendations that evening that 

included founding a likeminded society in New Jersey using the same principles as the 

NYMS and electing members to this new society in all the towns of the state.294 The 

proposed course of action would make the NYMS a much more powerful organization. 

No longer would it be relegated to just one city, it would essentially have a network 

ranging from Brooklyn to the Pennsylvania border, even if it was under the auspices of 

another state’s manumission society. Its members would be able to influence New Jersey 

legislators, advocate for the enslaved and those held illegally in bondage, and work 

towards diffusing its sentiments on the citizens of New Jersey. After that evening, 

however, there was no further mention of attempts at forming a New Jersey society 
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modeled after the NYMS. By the following year, the New Jersey Society for Promoting 

the Abolition of Slavery had formed in the state largely through the influence of the 

Pennsylvania Abolition Society and there was no further need by the NYMS to direct 

efforts to organize there. 

Having had some experience with trying to convince its membership to organize a 

likeminded society in New Jersey, the Society made a motion and resolution at the 

November 20, 1792 meeting in which the Committee on Correspondence was directed to 

write letters to the several manumission societies then in existence, as well as to 

prominent individuals in states where societies did not yet exist, and directed it to appoint 

delegates to appear in person at a convention that would be held in Philadelphia in early 

January 1794 for the purposes of organizing a national confederation of societies 

dedicated to promoting the abolition of slavery.295 This circular letter would go on to help 

establish one of the Society’s greatest initiatives, one that had not been in the original 

designs of the NYMS, but would have a great effect on the national abolition movement 

for years to come. 

By the May meeting, the Society had heard back from several of the societies in 

other states responding favorably to the idea of a convention in Philadelphia and at the 

November meeting, four of the Society’s most active members, John Murray, Matthew 

Davis, Thomas Franklin and William Dunlap, were appointed to represent it the 

following January.296 A ‘Convention of Delegates From the Abolition Societies’ took 

place in Philadelphia from the first through the seventh of January. Connecticut, New 
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Jersey, Pennsylvania, New York,297 Delaware, Wilmington (Delaware), Maryland, and 

Chestertown (Maryland) all had delegates in attendance representing their respective 

societies. The initial meetings in the first week of January were mostly relegated to 

establishing the aims of this new national organization, however, a plan for outreach to 

Congress and each state’s respective legislature about creating a law that would end the 

slave trade in America was also presented, as well as a national address to the citizens of 

the United States that was filled with language appealing to their new found liberty and 

freedom and asking for their support of the same legislation.298  

The delegates at the convention agreed to meet the following January to again 

advance their coordination of affecting change on a national level. This annual meeting of 

representatives of the different manumission societies eventually became known as the 

American Convention for Promoting the Abolition of Slavery and Improving the 

Condition of the African Race and would continue meeting though 1837.299 The early 

years of these conventions were done mostly to disseminate information about what was 

happening around the country. For example, in 1797, the convention addressed issues of 

enslavement in North Carolina in previously manumitted slaves, sending memorials and 

petitions to Congress urging for their intervention in disrupting the slave trade, as well as 

the direction of correspondence with the Sierra Leone Colony.300 The convention 
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delegates believed that each individual society might be better equipped to effect change 

at its state and local level if it had an understanding of what other societies were doing, as 

well as being able to benchmark its progress on an annual basis in a form of 

accountability with one another. The convention also established a centralized point of 

communication with the London and Paris societies, making it easier for the delegates to 

share information about the progress of emancipation in the United States.301 The NYMS 

would faithfully send delegates to each annual convention through the rest of the decade 

and the delegates would report back on the activities that took place and distribute printed 

copies of important memorials drafted at the convention, although little other context was 

provided in the meeting minutes of any decisive action required by the Society. 

Of the primary angles of attack used by the Society to weaken the argument for 

slavery and to build support for a manumission act, the method of correspondence and 

communication was arguably the most flexible of its goals in the sense that it was both 

reactive and continued to evolve throughout the life of the organization. Out of the other 

pillars of the Society’s platform towards gradual manumission including preventing 

kidnapping and influencing legislation, its efforts at communication and correspondence 

were most likely the most effective in accomplishing its goals. The Society’s leadership 

well understood the power of the press and that frequent correspondence with the public 

would help to repeatedly put the Society in front of citizens. It may not have changed 

their minds, but it did reinforce that the Society was not going away and that its members 

were prepared for a long fight towards emancipation. The Society also understood that 

despite having successfully thwarted the British in the Revolutionary War, Great Britian 
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still commanded outsized influence and was looked to as being the model of what a well-

governed and enlightened country should aspire to be. The decision to build an 

international network with London and Paris, as well as to build a homegrown network of 

societies in the respective states, helped to solidify the movement and emphasize to New 

York legislators that this was not a localized movement, but an impending national 

priority.  
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Chapter VI. 

Legislation 

That your Memorialists have long contemplated, with Pain and horror, 

the inhuman Traffic carried on to the coast of Africa for the 

importation of Slaves. 

—Memorial to Congress from a Committee of the New-York 

Manumission Society, December 14, 1790.302 

Legislation being proposed before the New York Senate and Assembly had been 

the original impetus that helped motivate the nineteen founders to come together and 

breathe life into a new society designed to benefit the relief of slaves and free Black 

people in bondage in New York. The Society’s defeat in its first attempt at enacting 

legislative change at the state level in early 1785 would not deter its member’s zeal for 

someday ending the cruel act of forced servitude. Emboldened by success in intervening 

in slave kidnappings, encouraged by the gathering movement of leading citizens 

domestically and internationally against the slave trade, and gaining long-term traction 

with the establishment and growing enrollment of the African Free School, the Society 

would continue to chip away towards a substantive act that would promote the gradual 

manumission of slaves as a segue towards emancipation. 

With two months having passed after the first push to influence the initial 

legislation, the Society met on May 12, 1785 where it was announced that the Standing 
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Committee of the Society had “drawn up a Petition to the Legislature of this State, 

praying an act for the gradual Abolition of Slavery in this State, and have procured a 

great number of respectable Person to Subscribe the same.”303 It was later clarified that 

evening that although the committee had not achieved as many signatures as it had 

wished, they recognized that it was another step in the right direction for the Society. The 

petition presented that evening was delivered to the Legislature before the conclusion of 

its last meeting for the year.  

The following year, the Ninth New York State Legislature’s session formally 

ended on June 30, 1786 without having enacted either a gradual abolition act or any 

meaningful legislation on slavery in the state.304 In the interim, however, the NYMS was 

at work trying to influence New York’s lawmakers to take up introducing a gradual 

manumission act that would pass. While there were members of the Society active in the 

Assembly, it needed to ensure that an act would have enough votes to pass, otherwise 

another setback might deter a legislator from taking up the cause for an even longer 

period.  

At the February 8, 1786 quarterly meeting of the Society, a motion was made and 

seconded to create a committee that would procure an “Act of the Legislature to prevent 

the exportation of any Slaves from this State.”305 One of the ways that the Society could 

affect legislative change would be to chip away at various aspects and arguments in 

support of slavery to make it practically more difficult to sustain as an institution. If an 

act was passed that would prohibit slaves already in New York from being sold outside 
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the state, it would potentially slow the influx of slave traders entering the city from the 

southern states or the West Indies. An act like the one suggested would also reduce the 

emotional strain on breaking up families when one or more of the family members were 

sold out of state. In addition, a motion was made and resolved that evening that the 

Standing Committee would distribute pamphlet copies of Samuel Hopkins’ A Dialogue 

on the Slavery of the Africans to members of Congress, then meeting in New York City, 

as well as to the New York Senate and Assembly.306  

The petition to the legislature was finalized by early March. It described the 

practice of exporting slaves as akin to “Cattle, and other Articles of Commerce” and 

reiterated that slave kidnappings of manumitted slaves were continuing in the state.307 

The Society’s members made a final appeal to the legislators through the use of 

descriptive language when they compared the treatment of slaves in New York to that of 

other, harsher climates. Whether aspects of this were true or not, the Society wanted to 

impress upon the Senate and Assembly that to export a slave out of New York, legally or 

not, was to send them to a life “so repugnant to humanity and so inconsistent with the 

Christan principles which now distinguish a free and enlightened People.”308 As opposed 

to the 1785 attempt, this petition had almost the entire active membership of the Society, 

along with many notable citizens of New York City, lending their 132 signatures to it.  

On March 13, the Society published two items in Samuel Loudon’s309 New-York 

Packet. The first was a memorial that was signed by Alexander Hamilton and other 
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members of the Society, recording that they had submitted a petition to the New York 

Legislature urging the end of the slave trade.310 The Society’s promotion of the petition, 

as well as subsequent newspaper inclusions, were expressly designed to raise the public’s 

awareness that action was not being taken by their lawmakers despite the efforts of 

citizens and advocacy groups like the NYMS. The timing of the petition, as well as the 

notification to the public in a medium that was typically published and distributed in 

several cities along the eastern seaboard, coincided with momentum taking place in 

neighboring New Jersey. On March 2, 1786, the New Jersey Legislature passed an act to 

prevent the importation of slaves into that state, authorized the manumission of slaves 

under certain conditions, and included language designed to prevent the further abuse of 

slaves.311 While New Jersey would be the last state in the North to pass a gradual 

abolition law in 1804, this ban on the importation of slaves was an important step in the 

process towards that law and the momentum generated by this ban would serve as 

propaganda for the Society and an impetus for action by New York’s lawmakers. 

The second insertion in Loudon’s newspaper that day was an “Extract of a letter 

from a gentleman in Charleston to his friend in this city” that had originally been sent in 

full from Richard Lushington to John Jay.312 Lushington, a Quaker, merchant and owner 

of a distillery in Charleston, wrote about the kidnapping of a free Black man from New 

York named George Morris who was offered for public sale to the highest bidder a few 
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days prior at the notorious South Carolina slave marts. The insertion stated that some of 

the members of the Society, after being informed of the situation in the letter, launched 

an investigation into the matter. The members found sufficient proof, brought it to the 

attention of the New York authorities, and had one of the perpetrators confined with 

another released on bail, adding to the newspaper reprint that “There is no doubt but such 

miscreants, as have been accessory to this violation of the laws [of] God and the laws of 

man, will shortly meet with their just deserts.”313 Lushington, at the time, was also 

serving in the South Carolina General Assembly and was well-known as a Quaker who 

set aside his faith’s pacifist requirements to take up arms as an officer in his local militia 

company during the Revolutionary War where he was eventually captured by the 

British.314 The Society’s use of Lushington’s prominence and involvement as a legislator 

served as a subtle pressure for the growing national and international calls for the 

abolition of slavery. 

The petition introduced to the New York Legislature that March was credited to 

John Jay and Robert R. Livingston, the two first signers of the document, and found some 

success in the Senate. The petition became a bill that was called “An Act to Prevent the 

Exportation of Slaves, and the Kidnapping of Free Negroes and Mulattoes” that was 

passed by the Senate on April 22, 1786 after its third reading.315 Unfortunately for the 

Society, the Assembly took up the matter and assigned it to “a Committee of the Whole 
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House” which then took no further action on the proposed legislation.316 The members of 

the Committee who were responsible for taking up the matter reported at the May 11 

meeting of the Society that “we are informed by a member of the Assembly, [that the 

bill] would have passed that branch of the Legislature also, had they sat two or three days 

longer than they did.”317 The committee members felt their efforts were incomplete, 

however, more attention was now being paid “to the unhappy Situation of the oppressed 

part of our fellow Creatures” by citizens who believed they would eventually become 

their advocates.318 Despite their efforts that Spring, an act to prevent the exportation of 

slaves from New York would ultimately not be voted into law until 1788.  

Not satisfied with the lack of action from the Legislature, where the New York 

Assembly had finished up its business for the year and would not resume its labors until 

the following January, the Society devised a new legislative strategy. At the November 9, 

1786 meeting, the Standing Committee was appointed to procure and present a new 

petition to New York legislators. This petition would differ in one way from the effort 

earlier that year. It would again call for an act for a prevention of the exportation of 

slaves in the state and it would be introduced early in the ensuing session so that it would 

have the least risk of being delayed by other business and would allow the Society the 

greatest amount of time to properly organize support.319 Soon after the meeting took 

place, the committee met with Alexander Hamilton and Robert Troup about drafting a 

new petition to give to the Legislature. Hamilton and Troup disagreed with the committee 
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recommendation as they felt that the previous petition was sufficient and that it should be 

introduced in much the same way as before, but this time by bringing it forward as early 

as possible.320 

A new matter came before the New York Legislature in early 1787 that would 

cause the Society to temporarily refocus its political efforts. A Special Meeting of the 

Society was called for and opened on April 10, 1787. The action that brought the 

members together outside of their usual cadence was the introduction of a proposal in the 

New York Senate to amend an act that had previously been passed on May 12, 1784 that 

would now allow slaves who had previously been owned by loyalists to be re-enslaved.321  

New York had been one of the most aggressive of the former provinces in 

pursuing the confiscation of the estates as a punitive measure of those citizens who 

remained passive or ardent loyalists or who took up arms on behalf of the British during 

the Revolutionary War. Beginning in 1777, New York’s provisional government 

authorized the confiscation and sale of loyalist property both to legitimize themselves in 

the eyes of New York citizens, as well as to raise funds for their treasury.322 This was 

codified two years later in the state’s Forfeiture Act, which indicated that loyalists had 

forfeited their right to property and that they would be later banished from the state. 

While the Assembly did not concur with the Senate on their proposed amendment in 

 
320 Meeting Minutes of the N.Y.M.S., N.Y.H. Library and Archives, 60. 
321 The meeting minutes of the Society state that slaves had been manumitted because of the 29th Section of 
an Act of the New York Legislature on May 1, 1786, although it unclear why the issue was being raised 
almost a year later at the April 1787 meeting. The Assembly, over the objections of the Council of 
Revision, passed an act on May 12, 1784 which was entitled An Act for the speedy sale of the confiscated 
and forfeited Estates within this state. Journal of the Assembly of the state of New-York, at their first 
meeting of the seventh session, begun and holden at the city-hall in the city of New-York, on Tuesday the 
sixth day of January, 1784 (New York: Elizabeth Holt, 1784), 167. 
322 Mark Boonshoft, “Dispossessing Loyalists and Redistributing Property in Revolutionary New York,” 
New York Public Library, last modified September 19, 2016, 
https://www.nypl.org/blog/2016/09/19/loyalist-property-confiscation. 



 

105 

1787, the idea that at least one half of the legislature had apparently reversed course as to 

what constituted the property of loyalists prompted the Society to take measures for 

causing the slaves to be liberated and to do so with the guidance of legal counsel.323 The 

dispute over what constituted loyalist property would be periodically evident in the 

meeting minutes of the Society for several years. 

The Society again experienced a setback in its efforts to prevent the exportation of 

slaves from the state when the Legislature failed to enact a law banning the practice in its 

1787 sessions. The Standing Committee reported that an act had been “drafted and twice 

read in the Legislature,” however, for a reason unknown, the act was not passed into 

law.324 The Society’s luck began to change with the next legislative session when its 

multi-year campaign to bring about meaningful legislation on slavery in the state was 

fulfilled. The Society continued to put on a full press of legislators with petitions and 

publications in newspapers. At a Special Meeting held on January 15, 1788, the Society 

appointed twelve of its most influential members and effective writers, including 

merchants and Benjamin Moore, the assistant rector of Trinity Church in Lower 

Manhattan, to draft a new petition to the New York Legislature in an attempt to prevent 

the exportation of slaves from the state.325 The committee moved quickly to draft the new 

petition, had a number of leading citizens sign it, and presented it to the Legislature in 

February.  
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On February 22, 1788, New York passed a new act concerning slaves.326 The act, 

as codified, presented the Society with a significant win in the aggregate, however, there 

were at least some aspects of the act that could be considered disadvantageous to the 

cause of gradual abolition in the state. The act was partially done to clean up the various 

existing laws regulating slave behavior and consolidating them into one. The most 

notable gain for the Society was that the act prevented the importation of slaves into the 

state and it also discouraged the sale of Black people or slaves brought into the state 

retroactive to June 1, 1785 that made it a public offence by the seller and made them 

liable for a significant fine. In addition, any person that was brought into the state under 

false pretenses with the intention of being sold as a slave would automatically be granted 

their freedom. Section five of the act also prevented the exportation of slaves from the 

state, making the penalty the same as for importing slaves in situations where a slave was 

purchased with the intent of removing them from the state. Free Black people and slaves 

were also now eligible to have a trial by jury in capital cases, owners of slaves under the 

age of fifty could now manumit them if they were self-sufficient or the owner could post 

a £200 bond. Additional aspects of the act that the Society likely found disappointing 

were the continued codification of laws long since on the books of the state. The act’s 

biggest obstructions towards a path to gradual manumission was that it enacted a fine for 

harboring or concealing someone’s slave, either a runaway slave or someone coerced into 

working for another citizen, and that existing slaves remained enslaved for life. This 

extended to the children of enslaved mothers, which were automatically considered 
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slaves unless they were manumitted, ensuring that at least another generation of people 

would be considered slaves unless freed by an even broader sweeping act by the 

legislature.327 

As a result of the 1786 Senate proposal, the Society felt that it might be better 

positioned to influence legislators if the organization was informed with the various city 

codes and state acts that had been incorporated since British rule.328 A committee 

consisting of John Jay, Matthew Clarkson, and Nathaniel Lawrence was formed that was 

charged with not only identifying the different laws then on the books, but also how they 

could be applied in the context of new petitions that the Society was drafting to help 

influence an act for preventing the exportation of slaves in the state.329 The committee 

later reported that it had identified which laws had been passed in New York relative to 

slavery and that a law passed in Massachusetts on March 26, 1788 that was designed to 

“to prevent the Slave Trade, and for granting Relief to the Families of such unhappy 

Persons as may be Kidnapped or decoyed away from this Commonwealth” would be one 

that the committee could draw inspiration from.330 

Anticipating a measurable gain in their legislative efforts at the state level, the 

Society now broadened its scope to a national level where the campaign to ratify the 

Constitution was taking place in Philadelphia. Delegates to the Convention, including 

member Alexander Hamilton, gathered from all states to address the weaknesses of the 

Articles of Confederation, passed in 1777 to help enable the war effort, and create a new 
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constitution for the United States. The Society appointed a committee on August 16, 

1787 to draft a memorial to the Federal Constitutional Convention that would promote 

the advancement of the purposes of the Society.331 The NYMS met again the following 

evening, when the committee appointed for the purposes of writing a memorial reported 

that the members had prepared one, however, they were informed that it was likely that 

the Convention would not take up the reading of the memorial.332 While the minutes do 

not reflect why the committee was discouraged, it was presumably due to the Convention 

ending the following month.    

Once the New York act concerning slaves was adopted, the Society shifted its 

legislative efforts in the direction of coming up with practical ways to enforce the new 

law. The Society’s officers and members must have realized the act, while designed to 

prevent the importation of slaves, as well as exporting them with an intent to sell them in 

another state, lacked a mechanism for enforcement outside of a fine. The £100 fine, while 

substantial relative to the average price of a slave in New York at the time which ranged 

from about £50-70 depending upon the gender and health, was not a strong enough 

deterrent to obviate the incentives that slave traders had in continuing their practice.333  

At a meeting held on November 19, 1789, a letter was received that helped set in 

motion the long-term goal of the Society of a gradual emancipation law enacted in New 

York State.334 The letter, penned by John Jay and in which he resigned his office as 

President of the NYMS, was sent to Matthew Clarkson, the Vice President of the Society 
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and for whom he had high regards.335 Jay had served as president throughout the entire 

duration of the Society’s life and now had to step away due to his increasing 

responsibilities on the national stage. Jay had been serving as the Acting United States 

Secretary of Foreign Affairs since July 27, 1789 before he became Acting United States 

Secretary of State on September 15th.336 He then became the first Chief Justice of the 

United States Supreme Court on October 19th.337 While Jay was certainly adept enough at 

handling multiple professional responsibilities, these new positions, coupled with a 

relocation of the federal government to Philadelphia looming the following year, proved 

too much for Jay to continue as President of the Society. Jay would be elected Governor 

of New York in 1795 and ten years after resigning as President, would be the one to sign 

into law a gradual abolition act for the state. Jay’s personal conduct mirrored that of the 

Society’s actions which were to operate within the law while working towards 

incremental changes to local, state, and national legislation. The Society ordered Doctors 

John Bard, John Mason, and Rodgers to wait on Jay and inform him that the Society 

accepted his resignation with great regret and thank him for his efforts as President of the 

Society.338 

Throughout 1790, the Society’s efforts at influencing legislation revolved around 

coming up with ways to enforce the state act of 1788 and the developing national 

conversation with respect to slavery. For the former, a committee was appointed to record 

the number and description of Black people working along the waterfront, as well as 
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recording the names of the owners and commanders of ships.339 This was done to keep a 

watchful eye in cases where ship owners might be tempted to violate the 1788 act and 

continue with the importation and exportation of slaves from the city. On the national 

stage, correspondence with the Pennsylvania Abolition Society helped produce a petition 

to Congress advocating for the end of the national slave trade.340 

In 1789 and 1790, several different groups of Quakers petitioned Congress to use 

federal power to end slavery and the slave trade.341 In 1790, Benjamin Franklin 

composed a petition that was sent to Congress on behalf of the Pennsylvania Abolition 

Society.342 Franklin was then serving as president of the organization and, in one of his 

last public acts, attempted to use his gravitas in asking Congress to end the slave trade 

and for the abolition of slavery in the United States. Franklin had previously been a slave 

owner in his youth and published slave sale advertisements in his newspapers, however, 

towards the end of his life he condemned the practice of slavery in his private 

correspondence and became more vociferous that the slave trade needed to end.343 

Franklin’s memorial to Congress was an appeal to the lawmakers’ sense of responsibility 

in the new republic as standard bearers for perpetuating the idea of liberty as a rallying 

cry from the time prior to the Revolution. He wrote: 

From a persuasion that equal liberty was originally the Portion, and is still 
the Birthright of all Men, and influenced by the strong ties of Humanity & 
the Principles of their Institution, your Memorialists conceive themselves 
bound to use all justifiable endeavors to loosen the bonds of Slavery and 
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promote a general Enjoyment of the blessings of Freedom. Under these 
Impressions they earnestly entreat your serious attention to the Subject of 
Slavery, that you will be pleased to countenance the Restoration of liberty 
to those unhappy Men, who alone, in this land of Freedom, are degraded 
into perpetual Bondage, and who, amidst the general Joy of surrounding 
Freemen, are groaning in Servile Subjection, that you will devise means 
for removing this Inconsistency from the Character of the American 
People, that you will promote Mercy and Justice towards this distressed 
Race, and that you will step to the very verge of the Powers vested in you 
for discouraging every Species of Traffick in the Persons of our fellow 
Men.344 

 
Franklin’s petition was received by mid-March and was introduced by the House 

and Senate, then meeting at New York. The memorial from one of America’s founding 

fathers and most influential statesmen went nowhere. It met resistance in the Senate from 

pro-slavery senators and was sent to a committee in the House of Representatives that 

reported a few weeks later that the Constitution constrained lawmakers from banning the 

importation of slaves or emancipating them until 1808.345 Franklin died the following 

month and the Pennsylvania Abolition Society believed that the NYMS would be in the 

best position to try Congress again with a different memorial. 

A memorial to Congress was drafted by a committee of the NYMS and presented 

to the full Society on December 14, 1790.346 The committee approached Congress with a 

different tack than the Pennsylvania Abolition Society’s approach when the Society 

wrote a response to the House Committee that had elected to not entertain Franklin’s 

memorial in March. Instead of appealing to the legislators’ sense of liberty, it instead 
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exerted pressure by pointing out how much further along Europe was in dealing with the 

idea of the abolition of the slave trade. 

Your Memorialists regret, that the powers of the general Government are 
so limited, on this head, as to prevent their totally inhibiting, for the 
present, this disgraceful Traffic. But, as the manner of conducting it is 
attended with circumstances of injustice and cruelty for remedy of which 
the powers of Congress are competent, your Memorialists humbly confide 
that these powers will be exercised to alleviate as much as possible, an evil 
which cannot, as yet, be entirely prevented. Your Memorialists hope that 
while a number of the greatest and best Men in two of the first Nations in 
Europe are assiduously employed in endeavoring to banish this 
dishonorable Trade from their own Countries, that the rulers of the United 
States of America, who have set these Nations so fair an example of 
respect for the rights of human Nature, will not fail to do all in their power 
to lessen the miseries of the wretched Africans whose rights, by this 
practice, are so outrageously violated.347 

 
The stage was set for a final push to influence the New York Legislature to enact 

a law for gradual abolition. The Society, at their December 15, 1791 meeting, ordered 

that a committee consisting of Willett Seaman, Robert Bowne and Lawrence Embree 

“confer with such of the Members of the Legislature of this State as they may judge 

proper, on the means of promoting the End of this Institution, and that this Committee 

request a special Meeting of the Society.”348 Roughly a year later, however, the 

Committee still had not taken action. At the November 20, 1792 meeting of the Society, 

concerns were raised about the ongoing issue related to the confiscation of loyalist 

property and its effects on the loyalist’s slaves, as well as act that prohibited the 

exportation of slaves from New York.349 As a result, a new committee was appointed to 

investigate both of those matters, as well as consider petitioning the Legislature to pass a 

law for the abolition of slavery in New York.  

 
347 Meeting Minutes of the N.Y.M.S., N.Y.H. Library and Archives, 148-149. 
348 Meeting Minutes of the N.Y.M.S., N.Y.H. Library and Archives, 156. 
349 Meeting Minutes of the N.Y.M.S., N.Y.H. Library and Archives, 172-173. 
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The appointed committee eventually made a report about three of the legal issues, 

however, the Society took no further action in attempting to influence the legislative 

agenda on slavery. Attempts at convincing the Society to petition the Legislature took 

place in 1795 and again in 1796, although its efforts seemed to lose momentum and 

began to shift more time and resources towards the African Free School in New York and 

organizing a national convention of abolition societies to enact a federal change to the 

Constitution on slavery as 1808 approached.350  

In 1798, the emancipation of slaves held by the Quakers was legalized by New 

York law.351 Quakers had been manumitting slaves in a manner that generally would not 

be considered in strict accordance with the process prescribed by the state and questions 

had begun to arise as to the legitimacy of whether the slaves, as well as their offspring, 

were truly manumitted. The Legislature made that ambiguity clear in law on March 9, 

when it passed “An Act concerning Manumissions of Slaves, heretofore made by the 

people commonly called Quakers and others.”352 The passage of this act helped pave the 

way for one the following year that would finally bring some semblance of emancipation 

to the borders of New York State. 

On March 29, 1799, the New York Legislature passed “An Act for the Gradual 

Abolition of Slavery.”353 This act established a timeline for the emancipation of enslaved 

New Yorkers, although it was not an act of truly universal abolition of slavery. The act 

established that children born of slaves in New York as of July 4, 1799 would be deemed 

 
350 Meeting Minutes of the N.Y.M.S., N.Y.H. Library and Archives, 214; Meeting Minutes of the 
N.Y.M.S., N.Y.H. Library and Archives, 227. 
351 Laws of the State of New-York Passed at the Twenty-First Session of the Legislature, Begun and Held at 
the City of Albany, The Second Day of January, 1798 (Albany: Loring Andrews & Co., 1798), 289-290. 
352 Laws of the State of New-York Passed at the Twenty-First Session of the Legislature, 289-290. 
353 “Act for the Gradual Abolition of Slavery, 29 March 1799,” Founders Online, National Archives, 
accessed March 1, 2025, https://founders.archives.gov/documents/Jay/01-07-02-0011. 
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to have been born free, however, the child would still be required to be a servant of his or 

her mother’s owner for a period of time. If the child was a male, he would have to serve 

until the age of twenty-eight years old or 1827 or if the child was a female she would 

have to serve until the age of twenty-five or 1824.354 The continued servitude of the 

children of slaves was likely done to appease upstate slave owners by giving them a 

period to transition to account for the economic losses that would have been encountered 

had the slaves been simply set free as of July 4, 1799. While the act was imperfect, it also 

allowed for slave owners to manumit their slaves by a certificate and under seal in a 

manner that likely hastened an accelerated pace of manumissions in the city and state.355 

While the legislation of 1785 was doomed at least in part by the inability or lack of desire 

by legislators to debate the notion of manumission from that of the electoral rights of all 

citizens, the 1799 act made no requirement for political disenfranchisement on free Black 

people. 

There is no substantive mention in the records of the Society about its reception, 

positive or negative, to having finally achieved a gradual emancipation law, as imperfect 

as it was, that it had fought for throughout its entire existence. Throughout 1799 the 

minutes seem to indicate that the Society continued to quietly go about its work, by 

lawful ways and means, to manage the day-to-day affairs of the African Free School, to 

print out pamphlets and continue its efforts at working towards a national law 

emancipating slaves and ending the slave trade.356

 
354 “An Act for the gradual abolition of slavery, March 29, 1799, NYSA_13036-78_L1799_Ch062,” 
Department of State - Bureau of Miscellaneous Records, New York State Archives, Albany, 
https://digitalcollections.archives.nysed.gov/index.php/Detail/objects/10815. 
355 An Act for the gradual abolition of slavery, March 29, 1799, New York State Archives. 
356 Meeting Minutes of the N.Y.M.S., N.Y.H. Library and Archives, Vol. 7, 19-26. 
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Chapter VII. 

Conclusion 

The time, I trust, is not far distant, when there shall be no slavery to 

lament – no oppression to oppose in the United States. 

—Samuel Miller, A Discourse Delivered at the Request of the NYMS, 

April 12, 1797.357 

With the legislation passed on March 29, 1799, New York became the second to 

last state in the north to enact a gradual manumission law. New Jersey would be the last 

state to enact similar legislation, which had also been largely influenced by Quakers who 

had helped establish the New Jersey Society for Promoting the Abolition of Slavery in 

Burlington, New Jersey in 1793 not long after the NYMS had decided upon a similar 

angle of attack.358 These Quakers had been members of the Pennsylvania Abolition 

Society, located across the Delaware River in Philadelphia. In contrast to Pennsylvania 

and New York, the Quakers faced internal challenges between residents located in the 

geographic east and west of the state who had different opinions about how manumission 

should be enacted. Despite a doubling of the slave population in the state from 1772 to 

1800, New Jersey slaves were granted gradual emancipation with the February 15, 1804 

legislation entitled “An Act for the Gradual Abolition of Slavery” that provided a 

 
357 Samuel Miller, A Discourse Delivered April 12, 1797, At the Request of and Before the New-York 
Society for Promoting the Manumission of Slaves, and Protecting Such of Them as Have Been or May be 
Liberated (New York: T. and J. Swords, 1797), 34.  
358 Geneva Smith, “Legislating Slavery in New Jersey,” Princeton & Slavery Project, accessed December 
12, 2024, https://slavery.princeton.edu/stories/legislating-slavery-in-new-jersey#. 
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glideslope to freedom based on the age and sex of the slave that formally began on July 4, 

1804.359 The New Jersey Abolition Society would die out of existence in 1809 due to a 

combination of having achieved its aim in a gradual emancipation act and a lack of public 

support.360 

In contrast to its like-minded friends in New Jersey, the NYMS would persist 

until 1849.361 The nature of manumission societies in the north gradually gave way to 

societies that were interested in colonization, or returning free Black people to Africa in 

the same vein as the Sierra Leone Company, as well as societies that took more of an 

activist approach in their calls for immediate abolition across the northern and southern 

states.362 The NYMS largely continued its operations in the same manner as before the 

1799 Act, although the Society began to shift more of its efforts towards supporting the 

growth of the African Free School and placed less emphasis on actively petitioning or 

persuading the New York State Legislature to take additional action. 

The NYMS deliberately chose not to attack the issue of abolition head on and 

instead operated on the periphery, organizing its work through a concerted series of 

efforts on the side of an institution that controlled the lives of a sizable percentage of 

New York’s population. Moderation seems to have been the right approach for an 

organization that, while composed of many influential citizens, was still reasonably 

small, had low long-term membership retention, and little in the way of finances. The 

Society’s leadership was judicious in where its spent their time and resources. Meeting 

 
359 Melissa F. Weiner, “Unfreedom: Enslaving in New Jersey Through Gradual Abolition and 
Emancipation,” Slavery & Abolition 43, no. 3 (2022): 617, 
https://doi.org/10.1080/0144039X.2022.2072732. 
360 Geneva Smith, “Legislating Slavery in New Jersey.” 
361 Moseley, “A History of the New-York Manumission Society,” 366. 
362 Wilson, Freedom at Risk, 99. 
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quarterly, the bulk of the work was given to the respective committees who often met 

several times a week to intervene in kidnapping or to stop by the AFS to observe the 

progress of the students. This decentralized approach to governance was largely one of 

the reasons that the NYMS was successful. The committee members did not have to wait 

long to act with the leadership establishing the priorities early on and that allowed for a 

great deal of autonomy in the way in which the Trustees of the AFS and the various 

committees executed. This flexibility enabled the Society to thrive in an environment that 

was constantly changing. While the time covered in this analysis ranged from 1785-1799, 

a period of just fourteen years, the city and state of New York, along with the United 

States of America, went through dramatic shifts. Shifting laws on slave ownership, the 

cost of slave ownership, multiple rounds of yellow fever, the drafting and adoption of the 

Constitution and the Bill of Rights, and the movement of the federal government from 

New York City to Philadelphia were just a few of the significant events that took place 

during this time.  

What made organizations like the NYMS and Pennsylvania Abolition Society 

unique, though, was their foresight into how to channel their efforts in a way that would 

gradually shift the mindsets of their fellow citizens in 1785. They were also acutely 

aware that their individual and collective plans would take years or possibly decades, so 

much so that they were willing to invest in long-term plans to educate the children of free 

and enslaved Black people to create multi-generational change. That the leadership of the 

Society, with Jay at the helm, was able to accomplish as much as it did is a testament to 

its incremental and steadfast approach to working towards a clear goal – that of a gradual 

manumission act which would eventually lead to emancipation. Apart from the 
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correspondence and communication efforts, which naturally allowed for more dynamism, 

the efforts to intervene in kidnapping, to work to influence legislative acts, to develop a 

free school for Black children, were methodical and consistent throughout the fourteen 

years from inception to gradual manumission act. 

Ultimately, the success of the NYMS can be measured by its ability to have 

helped influence a diverse set of stakeholders – slave owners with economic motivations, 

citizens concerned about Black inferiority or the inability for free Black people to care for 

themselves, and legislators in the state that needed to balance the interests of both upstate 

and downstate constituents – into enacting a gradual manumission law that would pave 

the way for a more extensive abolition law in 1827.363 In this effort it was unquestionably 

successful. Historians may have taken issue with the means used to achieve the end, but 

the end remains the same and by the early 1820s, slavery was effectively over in New 

York State.  

In recent years, historians have begun to question or quantify how much of an 

impact the activities of the NYMS had on the gradual abolition law of 1799. While there 

is a general agreement that the abolition of slavery was heavily influenced as a result of 

white organized opposition, historians such as David Gellman posit that Black New 

Yorkers exercised considerable agency on their own after the Revolutionary War through 

acts like running away in increased numbers, prodding slave owners to accelerate their 

release through individual litigation, and by forming a tightknit community of free Black 

people as a support network in the city.364 This would likely have come as a shock to the 

membership of the NYMS which was constantly worried throughout the 1780s and 1790s 

 
363 White, “Somewhat More Independent, 53-54. 
364 Gellman, Emancipating New York, 9. 
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about the perception of Black people in the community. The overarching belief of the 

Society’s leadership was that without heavy-handed and direct influence on their lives, 

Black people would never be able to achieve anything approaching freedom. 

A fair criticism made by scholars was that many of the Society’s members were 

active slaveholders and, in some cases, failed to manumit their own slaves, even with the 

encouragement of the Society. The Census of 1790 clearly indicates that members owned 

slaves.365 Critics also point to the failure by the Society to enact a proposed rule that 

members be required to manumit their slaves which had been presented early in the life 

of the organization. John Jay, perhaps the most visible member of the Society as 

President for many years, as well as the sitting governor who helped enact the 1799 

gradual manumission law, continued to own slaves throughout the course of his 

lifetime.366 While Jay and the Jay family’s relationship to slavery is a complex and 

nuanced one, his outsized influence as a leading statesman in New York City has 

typically drawn the most criticism aimed at the NYMS for the contrast between the 

Quaker and post-Revolution ideology of its members and the reality that so few of them 

exercised their ability, coerced or not, to manumit their own slaves. 

It would also be a fair criticism to account for how little consideration was given 

by the Society on how to assimilate free Black people who were fortunate enough to be 

freed quickly into a society that had deep-rooted uncertainty about what exactly equality 

meant. According to republican ideology, their previous roles as slaves put them at an 

inherent disadvantage in seeking equality, status and employment because slaves were 

 
365 North, Heads of Families At the First Census Taken in the Year 1790. 
366 David Gellman, “Mastering Paradox: John Jay as a Slaveholding Abolitionist,” The Gotham Center for 
New York City History, last modified March 18, 2021, https://www.gothamcenter.org/blog/mastering-
paradox-john-jay-as-a-slaveholding-abolitionist. 
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considered “property and property was supposedly the foundation of liberty.”367 Ongoing 

or previous association with slavery was a symbol of dependency, and the low-status jobs 

that free slaves worked in tended to devalue them in the eyes of their fellow citizens.368 It 

was a popular ideology by Americans to assign the title of a menace to society by 

someone who was an idle rogue or unemployed vagabond, that encouraged an 

impressment into involuntary servitude as a means of decreasing the threat to society.369 

While the Society tried to educate children of slaves and Black people for many years, 

free Black people were woefully unequipped for the realities of transitioning into 

occupations when they were manumitted. Aside from a half-hearted correspondence with 

the Sierra Leone Company about a long shot attempt to move free Black people from 

Nova Scotia, London or New England, no real thought was put into helping freed slaves’ 

transition, either individually or en masse, into a society that was at best lukewarm to 

their freedom. Similarly, a harder push for equality or even enfranchisement in or after 

the 1799 gradual manumission act could have been adopted by the NYMS. On these 

fronts, the Society failed. 

Perhaps part of the reason that the Society was so successful was because it had 

myopic focus on the four pillars that it knew would help them gradually win over a 

legislature into promoting an act. Adding another task of trying to establish a platform for 

a successful transition for free Black people would have likely been too much to bear. 

The NYMS was able to endure for so long while swapping in and out new committee 

members at almost every meeting was that it had developed a repeatable system to 

 
367 David Brion Davis, The Problem of Slavery in the Age of Revolution, 1770-1823 (New York: Oxford 
University Press, 2023), 267. 
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intervene in kidnappings, to petition the legislature, to correspond with other likeminded 

individuals and societies, and to establish and finance the operations of the AFS. The 

system ensured that a new committee, or even a new member of the Society, could 

contribute effectively without having much of a lag time or being forced to make too 

many decisions. Adding another task to these four, including trying to build relationships 

with merchants, shop owners, and homeowners to hire the newly freed slaves, would 

likely have throttled its other efforts, especially as many of those merchants and owners 

were the same citizen slave owners that the Society was trying to convince to manumit 

their slaves.  

Some historians have remarked that the death of slavery would have come about 

eventually on its own in New York regardless of whether the NYMS intervened, as the 

gradual manumission act coincided with an influx of cheap labor into New York City in 

the form of European immigrants. As Leslie Harris points out in Slavery, Emancipation, 

and Class Formation, “new wage laborers were cheaper than owning and housing slaves” 

and “white employers hired European immigrants in positions in which they might have 

previously used slave labor.”370 The implication being that slavery may have declined in 

interest as a result of economic circumstances and manumissions may have increased 

with the introduction of cheap immigrant labor and not by a societal shift in thinking in 

the wake of the 1799 act. Similar to Harris, Shane White in Somewhat More Independent 

also believed that slavery as an institution was likely to decline irrespective of the 1799 

act as a result of an economic transformation in New York City.371 
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Critics of the actions of the Society are correct in pointing out that it adopted a 

rigid paternalistic approach to free Black and slave self-improvement through education, 

that its legislative efforts early on failed to gain much traction, and that it had limited 

success in changing the deeply rooted attitudes of New Yorkers towards slaves. The 

Society essentially held hostage families that wanted a high-quality education, or any 

kind of education comparable to what a white student would receive. In exchange for that 

chance at an education, the students and their families had to stay carefully in line and 

avoid any infraction that the trustees deemed as being inconsistent with the Society’s 

beliefs on how they should behave to help possibly gain the tacit approval of white 

citizens. This heavy handed paternalism, though, likely helped ensure longevity and 

financial support for the AFS and the trustees likely subconsciously believed that they 

were operating from a place of duty and charity. 

The NYMS’s consistency in its approach to weakening the institution of slavery 

and encouraging gradual manumission and social change through incrementalism as a 

pathway to abolition is, more than any other tangible action, the attribute most 

responsible for the organization’s success. Placed in the larger construct of republican 

ideals that defined the standard for a citizen in the United States after the Revolutionary 

War, the actions of the NYMS adhered closely to what responsibilities came along with 

that new sense of republican freedom. The Society had a seat at the table in the larger 

national and international manumission and anti-slavery efforts, it served as a model for 

other state manumission societies that were created after 1785, and developed a 

repeatable system for intervening in slave kidnappings that likely prevented several 

hundred free Black people from being re-enslaved and re-exposed to the horrors of 
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Southern chattel slavery. While its leaders and members were imperfect men, the New-

York Manumission Society’s concern and actions to advocate for the manumission of 

slaves and the protection of free Black people who had suffered innumerable cruelties 

was genuine. 
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Appendix 1. 

Founders & Members of the NYMS as Recorded by the Secretary 

The below table is a list of founders and members who were recorded by the 

Secretary of the NYMS as being present at either the first meeting of the Society on 

January 25, 1785, or present at the second meeting of the Society on February 4, 1785, in 

the order recorded by the Secretary taking the meeting minutes. The table also contains a 

list of members who either signed the minutes or whose names were recorded by the 

Secretary beginning at the bottom of page eight of the Society’s Meeting Minute Book. 

This represents the best list of who the early members were during the time period under 

examination for this thesis. The letter (a) represents being present at the first meeting, the 

letter (b) at the second meeting (for the first time) and the remainder have a numerical 

order given by the Secretary that does not necessarily correspond to the Society’s 

chronological order of participation. Beginning with number sixty, which corresponds 

with Moses Rogers, the Secretary indicated that the member had not subscribed or paid 

their membership dues. 

Meeting or 

Number 
Name 

Meeting or 

Number 
Name 

(a) 12 Melancton Smith (a) 37 Elijah Cock 

(a) 48 Robert Bowne (a) 107 Joseph Lawrence 

(a) 8 Samuel Franklin (a) 28 William Keese 

(a) 16 John Murray, Sr. (a) 5 John Murray, Jr. 
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Meeting or 

Number 
Name 

Meeting or 

Number 
Name 

(a) 1 Robert Troup (a) 19 Effingham Embree 

(a) 3 Lawrence Embree (a) 40 Thomas Bowne 

(a) 20 William Goforth (a) 32 Edward Lawrence 

(a) 14 Willet Seaman (a) 26 James Cogswell 

(a) 22 William Shotwell (a) 4 Ezekiel Robins 

(a) 27 John Keese (b) 7 John Jay 

(b) 44 Alexander McDougall (b) 51 Alexander Hamilton 

(b) 52 John Lawrence (b) 108 Peter Yates 

(b) 15 
John Lawrence, Sr. 

(Merchant) 
(b) 109 Ebenezer Burling 

(b) 45 White Matlack (b) 35 Jacob Seaman 

(b) 49 Rev. John Gano (b) 110 Zebulon Barton 

(b) 111 Matthew Vicher (b) 34 William Backhouse 

(b) 112 William Carman (b) 47 Thomas Burling 

(b) 23 Leonard M. Cutting 2 Jacob Watson 

6 James M. Hughes 9 James Duane (Judge) 

10 John Blagge 11 Jon Matther 

12 Robert Murray 15 Effingham Lawrence 

21 Hercules Mulligan 24 Jacob Hallet 

25 Undiscernible 29 Charles Tillinghast 

30 Charles M. H 31 Augustus Sidell 
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Meeting or 

Number 
Name 

Meeting or 

Number 
Name 

33 Robert Townsend 36 Noah Gardner 

38 Jacob Mott 41 Thomas Pearsall 

39 Richard Davis 43 Thomas Barrow 

42 Nicholas Delaplaine 46 Andrew Law 

50 Richard Lawrence 53 George Bond 

54 Matthew Clarkson 55 Streatfield Clarkson 

56 Richard Platt 57 Levinus Clarkson 

58 Mason F. Cogswell 59 Noah Smith 

60 Moses Rogers 61 John Bard 

62 Thomas Franklin 63 Nathaniel Hawxhurst 

64 William B. Delaplaine 65 Joseph Clement 

66 Egbert Benson 67 George Taylor 

68 Cornelius Davis 69 John Bleecker 

70 Gilbert Willett 71 Joseph Winter 

72 Robert Harpur 73 William Malcom 

74 James Nicholson 75 Thomas Tredwell 

76 Rev. Abraham Beach 77 Rev. John Mason 

78 Rev. John Rogers 79 Rev. George Wright 

80 Rev. Elkanah Holmes 81 Walter Minto 

82 Andrew Cragie 83 Joseph Young 

84 William Pitt Smith 85 Samuel L. Mitchell 



 

127 

Meeting or 

Number 
Name 

Meeting or 

Number 
Name 

86 Ebenezer Hazard 87 Gilbert Livingston 

88 Jeffery Smith 89 Anthony Rutgers 

90 William Cochran 91 James Hardy 

92 John Patterson 93 James Mitchell 

94  John Wiley 95 Isaac Cock 

96 Jeramiah Akerly 97 John Bedient 

98 John Duffy 99 Abijah Abbott 

100 Matthias Crane 101 Ebenezer Kilburn 

102 John Baldwin 103 Thomas Jenkins 

104 George Fox 105 St. John De Crèvecœur 

106 Nathaniel Lawrence 113 Jesse Hallock 

114 Joseph Lancaster 115 Valentine Jenkins 

116 Reed Ferris 117 Wing Kelly 

118 Rev. William Lynn 119 James Chrystie 

120 Robert Graham 121 Thomas Sloe 

122 Rev. John Standford 123 John Bard, Jr. 

124 William Bowne 125 Rev. John McDonald 

126 Daniel Hitchcock 127 Archibald McLane 

128 John Kemp 129 Francis Childs 

130 Andrew Hammersly 131 Leake Hunt, Sen. 

132 William Durell 133 Hugh Montgomery 
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Meeting or 

Number 
Name 

Meeting or 

Number 
Name 

134 
The Marquis De La Fayette 

(Honorary) 
135 

Granville Sharpe 

(Honorary) 

136 
Jacques Pierre Brissot de 

Warville (Honorary) 
137 

Thomas Clarkson 

(Honorary) 

138 
Samuel Hoare, Jun. 

(Honorary) 
139 Rev. Benjamin Moore 

140 Thomas Vail 141 William Smith 

142 William Duer 143 Morgan Lewis 

144 Robert Boyd 145 Frederick Jay 

146 Benjamin Egbert 147 John Wood 

148 Rev. Benjamin Foster 149 Robert Hodge 

150 Dr. John R. B. Rodgers 151 Isaac Norton 

152 James Renwick 153 Malcom Campbell 

154 Josiah Parker 155 Carlile Pollock 

156 William W. Woolsey 157 Cornelius Fisk 

158 Thomas Vail 159 Peter Jay Munro 

160 Richard Hallett 161 Matthew W. Clarkson 

162 Isaac Sharpless 163 Joseph Byrd 

164 John Barrow 165 William Dunlap 

166 Abraham Franklin 167 Samuel Bowne 

168 William Minturn 169 John Ming 
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Meeting or 

Number 
Name 

Meeting or 

Number 
Name 

170 Joseph Pearsall 171 Nathaniel Miles (Honorary) 

172 Cadwallader D. Colden 173 Thomas H. Brantingham 

174 William Johnson 175 Thomas Mumford 

176 Gad Ely 177 Robert Wardell 

178 John Wardell 179 Daniel Seamsbury 

180 Isaac Hicks 181 Martin Wilkins 

182 Rhea Wing(?) 183 Caleb Sutton 

184 John M. Pintard (Honorary) 185 E. H. Smith 

186 George M. Woolsey 187 Timothy Green 

188 Joseph Townsend 189 Young (Honorary) 

190 John Townsend 191 Jacob Doty 

192 Isaac Doty 193 Francis Lynch 

194 Noah Webster, Jr. 195 John Coffin 

196 Henry Haydock, Jr. 197 Richard Lawrence 

198 Walter Bowne 199 Charles Baldwin 

200 Jonathan Drake 201 George Suckley 

202 George Gosman 203 Renier Jan van den Broek 

204 Daniel Cromwell 205 Levi Wayland 

206 William Allum 207 John Aspinwall 

208 Robert W. Menomy 209 George Townsend 

210 Andrew Cock 211 Mott Hicks 
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Meeting or 

Number 
Name 

Meeting or 

Number 
Name 

212 Richard Loines 213 John Campbell 

214 Norman Butler 215 Benjamin Townsend 

216 Benjamin Pell 217 Robert Mott 

218 John Hone 219 Gabriel Furman 

220 Robert L. Bowne 221 Thomas Eddy 

222 Thomas Clarke 223 
Hezekiah L. Hosmer 

(Honorary) 

224 Samuel Boyd 225 David Jones 

226 William Milns 227 Charles Adams 

228 John Cock 229 James Byrd 

230 Benjamin Minturn 231 William Doughty 

232 Valentine Seaman 233 Willet Hicks 

234 Thomas Garnin 235 Aaron Baldwin 

236 James Kent 237 Edward Mitchell 

238 Hugh Gaine 239 William Cook 

240 Samuel Burling 241 James Robertson 

242 Solomon Grant 243 Mordecai Hale (Honorary) 

244 John Knox 245 William Lawrence 

246 John Franklin, Jr. 247 Samuel Tallman 

248 Michael Bull 249 William Pierson 

250 John Brown 251 Isaac Wright 
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Meeting or 

Number 
Name 

Meeting or 

Number 
Name 

252 Edward Miller 253 Richard Underhill 

254 Samuel Rudd 255 Allen Clapp 

256 Joseph King 257 David Cunningham 

258 Joseph Grettew(?) 259 Peter Burtsell 

260 James Wortman 261 Joseph James 

262 Joseph Kinsbury(?) 263 Thomas Buckley 

264 Samuel Underhill 265 William Henry Pike 

266 Robert Pearsall 267 Joseph Paynes(?) 

268 John Champlin 269 Robert Abbot 

270 Samuel B. Embree 271 Ebenezer Mack 

272 Henry Pott 273 Nehemiah Allen 

274 Alexander Somerville 275 Robert P. Lee 

276 Peter A. Marisick(?) 277 Donald Frazer 

278 John McKnight 279 Jacob Waldon 

280 William Boyd 281 Jacob Brown 

282 Daniel D. Waters   
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