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Series Introduction
The Primary Sources in U.S. History series is designed to encourage a 

sense of connection to the past, an appreciation of different perspectives 
and cultures, and further investigation of the people who made history 
in the United States. Students take part in the analysis and interpreta-
tion of various types of documents, applying critical thinking skills to 
discover more about the major political, social, and economic movements 
in American history. They become active investigators who must defend, 
alter, or abandon their positions when confronted with new information. 
They are challenged to make sense of history using the raw materials of 
the discipline.

These lessons complement the material in The Center for Learning’s 
other U.S. history units; all may be used creatively in conjunction with 
any textbook or course of study to enrich and deepen the study of Ameri-
can history.

The Primary Sources in U.S. History series is organized chronologically 
and thematically. Each of the units covers a major epoch in American 
history. See the Center for Learning Web site (www.centerforlearning.org) 
for a complete list of titles.

Each unit contains one lesson on each of the following topics:

•	 Business and Labor

•	 Culture

•	 Everyday Life

•	 Immigration

•	 Larger World/Diplomacy

•	 Law and Society

•	 Minority Experience

•	 Politics

•	 Religion

•	 Women
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Goals and Assumptions
1.	 History is an evolutionary process. To appreciate the present and 

look to the future, students need to examine that process and in-
vestigate how and why changes occur.

2.	 History is comprised of recurring themes. To understand the place 
these themes have in the present, students must analyze them and 
draw conclusions about them.

3.	 Understanding American society requires students to recognize the 
interrelationship of political, social, and cultural issues.

4.	 Students need certain skills (reading, writing, questioning, speaking, 
and thinking), so instruction and practice in these areas must be 
provided.

Objectives
1.	 To provide students with a knowledge base in American history 

2.	 To enable students to read and digest factual information indepen-
dently, in small groups, and in large group settings, in order to 
employ higher-level thinking skills 

3.	 To develop the necessary skills in students that enable them to 
think clearly and communicate their ideas to others 

4.	 To make students aware of commonalities and differences in the 
American community that have developed over time 

5.	 To guide students in analyzing and assessing the point of view of 
historical actors 

6.	 To help students understand and think critically about crucial is-
sues and people in American history 

7.	 To give students more experience with questioning sources, evalu-
ating competing interpretations of facts, comparing and contrast-
ing perspectives, understanding causation, and making reasonable 
arguments based upon evidence 

Themes
1.	 Humans shape their behavior in response to universal human needs 

and values.

2.	 Conflict unresolved by compromise and change may lead to violence.

3.	 Cultures are constantly undergoing change.

4.	 Human behavior reflects adaptation to and modification of physical 
and human environments.

5.	 Individuals tend to interpret the past, present, and future in terms 
of their own values and points of view.

6.	 Specialization increases interdependence.

7.	 A democratic society encourages but does not insure equality.

8.	 Power can be used to achieve both constructive and destructive ends.

9.	 Through government and other institutions, humans modify and 
regulate their organizations to achieve goals of justice, stability, 
freedom, and growth.

10.	 Change is constant.
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Concepts

1. Confl ict
2. Commitment
3. Frame of reference
4. Opportunity
5. Freedom
6. Family
7. Causation
8. Evolution
9. Revolution
10. Historical interpretation
11. Equality
12. Government
13. Rights
14. Stability
15. Justice
16. Democracy
17. Participation
18. Nationalism
19. Dependence
20. Independence

21. Interdependence
22. Specialization
23. Behavior
24. Sectionalism
25. Work ethic
26. Leadership
27. Change
28. Reform
29. Culture
30. Industrialism
31. Urbanization
32. Cooperation
33. Environment
34. Decision making
35. Values
36. Expectations
37. Market economy
38. Wants and needs
39. Resources
40. Communication

Skills
1. Interpret what is read by drawing inferences.

2. Detect cause-and-effect relationships.

3. Assume the perspective of the other person.

4. Decode maps.

5. Read for a variety of purposes.

6. Interpret various forms of printed and visual materials.

7. Draw logical conclusions.

8. Evaluate sources of information.

9. Prepare summaries, position papers, and other written materials.

10. Identify bias in printed and visual materials.

11. Group data in categories according to appropriate criteria.

12. State relationships between categories of information.

13. Recognize the values implicit in issues and the possible courses 
of action that fl ow around them.

14. Predict likely outcomes based on factual information.

15. Identify instances in which more than one interpretation of factual 
materials is valid.

16. Extract signifi cant ideas from supporting, illustrative details.

17. Restate major ideas of a complex topic in concise form.

18. Form opinions based on critical examination of relevant information.

19. Communicate effectively both orally and in writing.

20. Listen carefully for information.
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Using Series Materials
In the Primary Sources in U.S. History series, students use many types 

of documents, including newspapers; letters; diaries; manuscripts; published 
tracts of political, social, or cultural significance; government documents; 
artwork; photographs; advertisements; and documents of everyday life, 
such as personal bills, report cards, and cookbooks. Activities for each 
lesson incorporate one or more of these sources to give students the fla-
vor of the era and to encourage independent, collaborative, and creative 
thinking, problem solving, and decision-making. Separate lessons from any 
unit in the series may supplement textbook readings on a selected topic. 
Lessons on a particular theme may be used in current issues courses as 
background material or integrated into various topical electives in history. 
Teachers may prefer to borrow the procedures of a lesson while substitut-
ing a document of their own choosing. Or, conversely, teachers may want 
to reproduce only the document and experiment with a different approach 
to teaching the lesson.

While this series focuses on the historical content or importance of 
primary sources, lessons do not guide students through a step-by-step 
examination of the source itself. The appendix of each unit contains 
primary source analysis worksheets from the Education Branch of the 
National Archives. Throughout the lessons, procedures recommend that 
the appropriate worksheet be reproduced and distributed to accompany 
the lesson. Using the worksheet will guide students through a brief ex-
amination of the source itself. The forms are not complicated or lengthy, 
and clearly set the stage for students to assume the role of historian. To 
this end, a sample lesson using an analysis form from the appendix is 
presented at the beginning of each unit in the series. The sample lesson 
should be examined carefully and then used to familiarize students with 
using primary sources.

Each lesson in the series contains at least one student handout as 
well as a primary source. The handouts provide either in-class activities or 
homework activities. In the handouts, the original spelling of the primary 
source has been maintained. To avoid distracting the reader, most of these 
are not marked [sic]. The lessons are intended to suggest meaningful class 
activities, but are in no way intended to substitute for textbook reading. 
Each lesson should always be correlated to the appropriate section of the 
class textbook. Finally, it is essential that the teacher read the lessons in 
advance to note appropriate assignments, to prepare needed materials for 
distribution, and to tailor the instruction to a particular class.
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Unit Introduction
This unit in the Primary Sources in U.S. History series contains ten les-

sons from 1840 to 1860. Each lesson is constructed around one or more 
primary sources of historical information on a specific topic. The intent 
of each lesson is for students to learn more about a specific topic of an 
era by studying a piece of actual history that relates to that particular 
topic. This learning method differs from a more traditional one of reading 
what a historian has interpreted, concluded, and presented for students to 
accept without question. In this process of learning history from primary 
sources, students use a variety of materials and approaches that promote 
critical thinking, reading, and writing, as well as other skills, in mastering 
the concepts of the lessons. 

Each lesson focuses on one of the ten topics that are consistent in this 
series. (See Series Introduction.) The ten lessons in this unit deal directly 
with some of the important topics in the history of America between 1840 
and 1860. Topics such as the birth of baseball, the Mexican War, the Irish 
potato famine and the immigration of the Irish, the development of religious 
movements, such as the Shakers, Mormons, Spiritualism, and Adventism 
during the 1840s, and the development of early businesses are found in 
this unit. Also included are lessons on the opening of Japan to American 
trade by Commodore Perry, on the Amistad, on American feminism, on 
life in the California gold fields, and on the fugitive slave law. 

Each lesson contains all needed teacher and student materials. Read 
the lessons in advance to note appropriate assignments and prepare needed 
materials for distribution for the class. Advance preparation also increases 
the opportunity to modify the lesson to suit your particular aims or needs.

Review the sample lesson and handout. Using the sample lesson to 
introduce primary sources to students is strongly recommended. The ap-
propriate analysis form should be used to aid the analysis of every primary 
source in the unit. At the very least, the forms should be used the first 
few times that students do the primary sources exercises. Using the forms 
will encourage students to raise important questions about the source with 
which they are working. Finally, always correlate the lesson and handouts 
to the appropriate sections of your basal classroom textbook.

Answers will vary unless otherwise indicated. Students may need ad-
ditional paper to complete some handouts.
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Cross-Reference Chart
This cross-reference chart provides an evaluation of the unit’s lessons 

based on the concepts, themes, and skills outlined in the Primary Sources 
in U.S. History series (see Series Introduction).  The chart offers an analy-
sis of the incorporation of major themes and concepts and details each 
lessons development of critical-thinking skills.

Lesson	 Concepts	 Themes	 Skills

1	 21, 22, 25, 30, 37, 38	 1, 6	 1, 5, 6, 8, 17	

2	 8, 17, 32, 36	 3	 5, 6, 8, 19

3	 4, 32, 33, 34, 37, 38, 39	 1, 4, 8, 9	 1, 3, 5, 6, 7, 8, 9,  
			   16, 18, 19	

4	 1, 4, 10, 19, 27, 33, 	 1, 4, 10	 1, 2, 3, 5, 6, 8, 17 
	 38, 39		

5	 4, 17, 21, 27, 32, 38, 40	 1, 3	 1, 5, 6, 7, 8, 16

6 	 1, 2, 4, 10, 11, 13, 15,  	 1, 2, 7, 8, 9	 3, 5, 6, 8, 9, 10, 13, 	
	 23, 26, 27, 28, 34, 35		  18, 19	

7	 1, 4, 5, 11, 13, 15, 34	 1, 7, 8, 9	 1, 5, 6, 7, 8, 9, 13,
			   18

8	 1, 7, 12, 34, 35	 2, 8	 1, 3, 5, 6, 7, 8, 17

9	 10, 17, 28, 29, 35	 1, 3	 1, 3, 5, 6, 7, 8, 16
			   17

10	 2, 3, 4, 5, 11, 13, 17, 23 	 5, 7	 1, 3, 5, 6, 8, 13, 16,  		
	 27, 34, 36, 40		  18, 19	
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	 Sample Lesson 

Getting Back What’s Mine

Objective
•	 To become familiar with a primary source 

through completion of a primary source 
analysis worksheet

Notes to the Teacher
This lesson’s primary source document 

is an “Application for Effects of a Deceased 
Member” from about 1910. The document 
shows that H. W. Tappe is going to apply for 
the effects of his father, August Tappe, who 
died August 5, 1910. 

Analysis of the form’s first page shows 
that August Tappe had been a member of the 
17th West Virginia Infantry (Civil War) and 
was residing at the Central Branch of the 
National Home for Disabled Volunteer Soldiers 
at the time of his death. From this it can be 
presumed that he was disabled. One can also 
presume that his wife preceded him in death, 
since a section of the form to be used for a 
claim by a widow is crossed out and his son 
is applying. The form shows that there were 
at least five children other than H. W. Tappe, 
four of whom are named—note the blanks for 
signatures at the bottom. Someone has written 
on the form for H. W. Tappe the signatures he 
will need (all children of August Tappe and the 
children of any deceased children of August 
Tappe) and not need (his own). The form also 
states on the side that the signatures must be 
witnessed by two persons. This was probably 
a practice form since it did not have all of the 
signatures, hadn’t been witnessed, and wasn’t 
turned in. Page two of the form, while not strictly 
necessary for the exercise, is provided. Much in-
teresting history can be gained from reading the 
formal document a son needed to file to receive 
the effects of his deceased father.

The form was found in a box in the attic 
of one of the authors of this series. August 
Tappe was his great-grandfather and Henry 
Wadsworth Tappe was his grandfather. Henry 
was one of thirteen children, seven of whom 
were no longer living by 1910. Four died before 
the age of one, one died at age five, and one 
died at age seven. The seventh, William, died at 
age 25 of yellow fever in the Philippines shortly 
after the Spanish-American War. The missing 
name by the 5 in the blanks for signatures was 
Louis Tappe; it is not known if he ever signed. 

Typical of studying historical documents, the 
question of whether or not Henry ever obtained 
his father’s effects is still unanswered.

Procedure
1.	 Begin by asking students if they know 

what a primary source in history is. After 
students have suggested definitions, ask 
them what they think of this definition: 

	 primary source—source created by people 
who actually saw or participated in an 
event and recorded that event or their 
reactions to it immediately after the event 

	 Point out that this definition ignores the 
type of source and focuses on what makes 
it primary. To complete the sample lesson 
in one class period, limit the discussion 
to five minutes.

2.	 Distribute Handouts 23 and A for students 
to study and complete. Monitor and assist 
as necessary.

3.	 Toward the end of class, share and discuss 
students’ answers, especially 6a and 6e. 
Ask students what else can be learned from 
the form. Refer to Notes to the Teacher.

4.	 Debrief by distributing Handout B. Help 
students compare the form they completed 
with Handout B.

5.	 Distribute another copy of Handout 23. 
Assign students to find a document from 
their family history and to complete a 
written source analysis for that document. 
Encourage students to involve their parents 
and others in this assignment. 

6.	 Conclude by asking volunteers to share 
their documents and completed forms.

Extension Activity
	 After sharing Notes to the Teacher in-

formation, ask students to theorize how 
six of thirteen children died as children. 
Some brief research may be necessary. 
(Responses could include medical care in 
the era, the value of having children in 
spite of the high incidence of childhood 
deaths, poverty and/or the role of women 
in such a society.) Have students list the 
signatures Henry Tappe needed to have 
his father’s effects returned.
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© COPYRIGHT, The Center for Learning. Used with permission. Not for resale.

Primary Sources, 1840–1860 Name ________________________________
Sample Lesson 
Handout A (page 1) Date ________________________________  

Getting Back What’s Mine

Read the following document and complete the appropriate document analysis form.
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Primary Sources, 1840–1860 Name ________________________________
Sample Lesson 
Handout A (page 2) Date ________________________________  
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© COPYRIGHT, The Center for Learning. Used with permission. Not for resale.

Written Document Analysis Worksheet*

1. Type of document (check one):

  ______ Newspaper _______ Map _______ Advertisement

  ______  Letter _______ Telegram _______ Congressional record

  ______ Patent _______ Press release _______ Census report

  ______ Memorandum _______ Report _______ Other _____________________________

2. Unique physical qualities of the document (check one or more):

  ______ Interesting letterhead _______ Seals _______ Other _____________________________

  ______ Handwritten _______ Notations 

  ______ Typed _______ “Received” stamp 

 

3. Date(s) of document: ________________________________________________________________________________

4. Author (or creator) of the document: ________________________________________________________________

 Position (title): ______________________________________________________________________________________

5. For what audience was the document written? __________________________________________________________

6. Document information (There are many possible ways to answer a-e.)

 a. List three things the author said that you think are important.

  1.

  2.

  3. 

 b. Why do you think this document was written?

 c. What evidence in the document helps you to know why it was written? Quote from the document.

 d. List two things the document tells you about life in the United States at the time it was written:

  1.

  2. 

 e. Write a question to the author that is left unanswered by the document:

   

    X request for deceased family 
   member’s effects 

         X

 death occurred August 5, 1910

    National Home for Disabled Volunteer Soldiers and H. W. Tappe

 

 addressed to the “Governor” Central branch of the NHDVS

 Tappe had to apply for his father’s effects.

 The father served in 17th West Virginian Infantry.

 All living children had to apply.

 to get his father’s effects

 title of form—application for effects of deceased member

 numerous branches for homes for disabled veterans of the Civil War

 large family of six children

 Did he fi le the form and obtain his father’s effects? 

Primary Sources, 1840–1860 Name ________________________________
Sample Lesson 
Handout B Date ________________________________  

*Adapted from worksheets developed by the staff of the Education Branch, National Archives, Washington, DC 
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Lesson 1—Business and Labor

Contracts in 
Mid-Nineteenth-Century Business

Objectives
• To examine a mid-nineteenth-century busi-

ness contract

• To understand the structure of a simple 
business contract

Notes to the Teacher
Beginning in the 1850s, American industry 

began to expand beyond the textile mills of 
New England, and a new method of trans-
portation was needed to meet the increased 
demand for a cheap and effi cient way to ship 
raw materials and fi nished goods. Railroads 
met that need. By the start of the Civil War 
in 1860, tracks crisscrossed the eastern half 
of the United States, and collateral industries 
to support the railroads began to develop. In-
dustries such as the manufacture of iron rails, 
locomotive boilers and engines, and switching 
equipment began to fl ourish. The Cuyahoga 
Steam Furnace Company, in Cleveland, Ohio, 
was originally founded to provide steam boil-
ers for ships on the Great Lakes. It was the 
fi rst true manufacturing plant to be founded 
in Cleveland, and was the fi rst to use steam 
power instead of horse power in the manu-
facturing process. By 1836 the company was 
producing 500 tons of castings and wrought 
iron a year and employed 70 workers. Produc-
ing land and blast furnace engines, boilers, 
mill gearing, hydraulic presses, and railroad 
construction equipment and locomotives, the 
company continued to produce marine furnaces 
and boilers, screw propellers, and cannon 
under contract with the United States govern-
ment. In 1849 the company produced the fi rst 
locomotive constructed west of the Allegheny 
Mountains. The Company contracted with 
numerous railroads between the Appalachian 
Mountains and the Mississippi to build both 
railroad construction equipment and railroad 
locomotive engines.

In this lesson, students examine and ana-
lyze a written contract between the Cuyahoga 
Steam Furnace Company and the Cleveland, 
Painsville, and Ashtabula Railroad Company. 
To conclude the lesson, students identify the 
standard elements of a contract in the con-
tract between Cuyahoga Steam Furnace and 
the railroad company.

Reminder to Teachers
• Decide if the appropriate primary sources 

analysis worksheets from the appendix will 
be used in this lesson.

• Assign those sections of the basal textbook 
that are relevant to this lesson.

Procedure
1. Using Notes to the Teacher as a guide, 

discuss the rise of new businesses in 
America in the period immediately prior 
to the Civil War.

2. Ask students if they or their parents have 
ever signed a contract. Ask students to give 
some examples of why a contract might be 
made (to purchase an item; to have repair 
work completed; to perform a specifi c job 
within a specifi c period of time). Distribute 
Handouts 1 and 23. Instruct students 
to read Handout 1 and use Handout 
23 to analyze the document. Discuss the 
document with students. If necessary, use 
the Teacher Resource Page for the text of  
Handout 1 set in modern type.

Suggested Responses, Handout 23:

1. memorandum of agreement

2. handwritten

3. August 1856

4. Cuyahoga Steam Furnace Company

5. written as agreement between Cuyahoga 
Steam Furnace Company and the Cleve-
land, Painsville, and Ashtabula Railroad 
Company
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6. a. 1. what the Cuyahoga Steam Fur-
nace Company agreed to do

  2. the specifi cations of the equip-
ment to be produced

  3. what the Cleveland, Painsville, 
and Ashtabula Railroad agreed 
to pay to the Cuyahoga Steam 
Furnace Company

 b. written as a contract to produce 
railroad construction equipment and 
a locomotive

 c. “That the said CuyaSteam Furnace 
Co for and in consideration of the 
payments to be made them by the 
said second party at the time and in 
the manner as hereinafter specifi ed, 
agree to construct of good material 
and workmanship, an Engine Boilers 
Lathe &c &c as follows to wit—”

 d. 1. Locomotive engines were expen-
sive and important pieces of 
manufactured goods.

  2. Even in the mid-nineteenth cen-
tury, contracts were important 
legal documents.

 e. When was the equipment to be 
completed? No date of completion 
is given in the document.

3. To conclude the lesson, distribute Handout 
2. Allow time after the handout has been 
completed for students to discuss their 
responses.

Suggested Responses:

Offer—to build a vertical high pressure 
engine for the Cleveland, Painesville, 
and Ashtabula Railroad Company, two 
steam boilers, and one lathe; offered 
by Geo. Teibout of the Cuyahoga Steam 
Furnace Company.

Acceptance—by A. Congden of the Cleve-
land, Painesville, and Ashtabula Railroad 
Company

Valid consideration—the delivery of the 
engine and lathes and the payment 
of $1,750, 9½¢ a pound for 2 steam 
boilers, 12½¢ a pound for wrought iron 
steam down and sheet iron Britches, 
and $2,250 for the lathe

Legal purpose—to build legal equipment

Competent Party—two legal companies

Extension Activities
1. Have selected students research local busi-

nesses during the mid-nineteenth century. 
Oftentimes, businesses maintain fi les of 
old records or sometimes donate them 
to the local historical society. Sometimes 
mid-nineteenth-century contracts were 
printed as legal notices in newspapers. 
Have students make a presentation on the 
growth and development of local businesses 
during the mid-nineteenth century.

2. Have students research the development 
of contract law. Contact a local law fi rm 
that specializes in contract law. Try to 
arrange a classroom presentation by a 
contract lawyer on the development of 
contract law.
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Cleveland Painsville & Ashtabula RR

This memorandum of agreement made this sixteenth day of August 
1856 by and between the CuyaSteam Furnace Co of the City of Cleve-
land of the first part and the Cleveland Painsville & Ashtabula Rail Road 
Company by their agent Albert Congden Master Mechanic of the second 
part—Witnesseth—

That the said CuyaSteam Furnace Co for and in consideration of the pay-
ments to be made them by the said second party at the time and in the 
manner as hereinafter specified, agree to construct of good material and 
workmanship, an Engine Boilers Lathe &c &c as follows to wit—

One Vertical high pressure Engine with cylinder (16) Sixteen inches di-
ameter & (24) twenty four inches stroke in all respects similar to the one 
furnished for the Toledo & Norwalk Rail Road Company with Fire fronts, 
grates, &c common length of Steam and feed pipes & Engine Shaft, fly 
Wheel, copper flue Heater, Govenor, Blow off cock &c for the sum of Seven-
teen Hundred & Fifty dollars (It is agreed to substitute a wrought iron crank 
shaft in the place of the straight wrought iron shaft usualy furnished, the 
difference in cost of material & labor on same to be added to the cost of the 
Engines as above stated)

Also Two Steam Boilers of 1/4 in iron twenty four feet long forty two inches 
diameter with two flues at nine & one half cents pr pound wrought iron 
Steam drum and Sheet iron Britches for same Twelve & one half cents pr 
pound.

One Large Lathe for turning drivers with simitar arrangements to the one 
now in use in the Locomotive Shop of said Company, for the sum of Twenty 
Two hundred & fifty dollars.

It is further agreed by the said first party to deliver the foregoing work on 
cars (to be frunished by said second party at the Locomotive Works of said 
Company) and to furnish a compentent Engineer to set up Engines & Boilers 
& put the same in successful operation, the said second party to furnish all 
the ncessary labor woodwork & masonry &c for same

In consideration of the foregoing the said second party hereby agrees to pay 
to the said first party the aforesaid several sums of money for Engine Boilers 
Machinery &c &c on completion and delivery of same

In witness whereof the parties hereunto have set their hand this day as aforesaid

CuyaSteam Furnace Co
pr Geo Teibout

C. P & A R R Co
pr A. Congden1

Primary Sources, 1840–1860 Teacher Resource Page
Lesson 1 
  

Building a Railroad: A Business Contract

1Cuyahoga Steam Furnace Co., Agreement between Cuyahoga Steam Furnace Co. and the Cleveland, Pains-
ville, and Ashtabula R.R., 1856, MSS 2525 in the collection of the Western Reserve Historical Society.

© COPYRIGHT, The Center for Learning. Used with permission. Not for resale.
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Building a Railroad: A Business Contract

Beginning in the 1850s, American industry began to expand beyond the textile mills of New 
England. Canals had moved raw materials and fi nished goods across the states of the North-
east, but by the midpoint of the nineteenth century, canals were being replaced by railroads. 
Railroads quickly and effi ciently carried passengers, raw materials, and manufactured items in 
the East. New companies were established to provide the necessary machinery. Read the follow-
ing document, complete the document analysis sheet, and be prepared for class discussion.

Primary Sources, 1840–1860 Name __________________________
Lesson 1 
Handout 1 (page 1) Date ___________________________ 

© COPYRIGHT, The Center for Learning. Used with permission. Not for resale.

Fig. 1.1.
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Primary Sources, 1840–1860 Name __________________________
Lesson 1 
Handout 1 (page 2) Date ___________________________ 

© COPYRIGHT, The Center for Learning. Used with permission. Not for resale.

Fig. 1.1. Cuyahoga Steam Furnace Co., Agreement between Cuyahoga Steam Furnace Co. and the Cleve-
land, Painsville, and Ashtabula R.R., 1856, MSS 2525 in the collection of the Western Reserve Historical 
Society.

Fig. 1.1.
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Elements of a Contract

In today’s complex world, contracts are written every minute of every day. Some contracts are 
simple and short, while others may be very complex and cover hundreds of pages. All con-
tracts, regardless of how simple or complex, are composed of fi ve elements: offer, or what the 
maker of the contract wants from the other party; acceptance, or the second party’s agreement 
to the terms of the offer; valid consideration, or what each party receives from the contract; 
legal purpose, or the concept that a contract to commit a criminal or illegal act is not valid; 
and competent parties, or that the two sides are both able to enter into a contract under the 
provisions of law. Identify each of these elements from the contract in Handout 1 between 
the Cuyahoga Steam Furnace Company and the Cleveland, Painsville, and Ashtabula Railroad 
Company.

Offer—

Acceptance—

Valid consideration—

Legal purpose—

Competent parties—

Primary Sources, 1840–1860 Name __________________________
Lesson 1 
Handout 2 Date ___________________________ 

© COPYRIGHT, The Center for Learning. Used with permission. Not for resale.
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Objectives
• To examine the beginning of baseball in 

American life

• To recognize the changes baseball under-
went during its early years

Notes to the Teacher   
Baseball is sometimes referred to as 

“America’s game,” implying that it was wholly 
American in origin. The truth is that baseball 
was based upon a variety of ball and stick 
games which had their origins in Europe. 
Some of these dated to the Middle Ages. The 
roots of baseball can be traced to Anglo-Saxon 
culture. Games such as “old cats” (a cat was a 
base), “stool ball” (stools were used as bases), 
and “goal ball” were played by children in 
England in medieval times. More sophisti-
cated versions of these children’s games were 
played by adults and called “rounders” and 
“cricket.” The games featured hitting, running 
bases, and pitching. Runs were scored and 
innings were played, all very familiar parts of 
today’s game of baseball. The single greatest 
infl uence on the formation of modern baseball 
was cricket. The founders of the game adopted 
cricket’s standardization of rules and scoring, 
the playing of matches between clubs, and 
the maintenance, at least in the beginning, 
of amateur status.

The fi rst organized baseball clubs were 
founded in New York City in the 1840s. These 
clubs were founded by members of an emerg-
ing professional and middle class. The clubs 
sponsored games, which were both amateur 
and gentlemanly. Its members were mostly 
white-collar workers in the Manhattan fi nan-
cial district. Alexander Cartwright, one of the 
founders of the fi rst organized team, the New 
York Knickerbockers, wrote the fi rst rules for 
baseball. In July 1846 the fi rst inter-team 
game between the Knickerbockers and the New 
York Nine was played at the Elysian Fields in 
Hoboken, New Jersey. The price of real estate 
in New York proper had become too expensive 
for the teams to maintain a playing fi eld in 
New York. The New York Nine won the game, 
which lasted four innings and ended when 
the winning team scored twenty-three runs. 
The Knickerbockers popularized the idea of 

Lesson 2—Culture

The Birth of Baseball

wearing identical clothing while playing the 
game. They adopted long white pants, a polo 
shirt, and a straw hat as their uniform. The 
umpires dressed in somewhat more formal 
attire. They wore long coats, top hats, and 
carried a cane. Each area of the country played 
its own version of the game, but in 1857 the 
fi rst convention was held in New York City 
and resulted in a more standardized version 
of the game. The Knickerbockers, who had 
dominated the game in its beginnings, faith-
fully kept to their amateur status and were 
quickly overtaken by better teams. In 1860 
the Excelsiors, a team from Brooklyn, New 
York, were the acknowledged champions of 
the world. They participated in a barnstorm-
ing tour of the Northeast, which served to 
popularize the form of baseball played in New 
York. As many as 3,000 spectators appeared 
to watch the Excelsiors play against local 
teams. The Civil War helped to popularize 
the game across the country. On December 
25, 1862, an estimated 40,000 Union soldiers 
watched a baseball game between two teams 
comprised of their fellow soldiers. The war 
helped to spread the game into the South, 
when southern soldiers witnessed northern 
prisoners of war playing the game for exercise 
and amusement in southern prison camps. 

Numerous fi gures stand out in the early 
days of the game. Albert Spaulding, a pitcher 
for a Boston team, later founded the Spauld-
ing Sporting Goods Company and is credited 
with spreading the game to Latin America. He 
also promoted the use of innovative equipment 
such as the catcher’s mask and the fi elding 
glove. Henry Chadwick did not play the game 
of baseball. Instead, he reported on it for New 
York newspapers. Chadwick is credited with 
developing the modern box score, the keeping 
of game statistics, and the use of the term 
innings in reference to a round of “outs.” 

In 1907 Spaulding, as a publicity stunt, 
planted a newspaper story attributing the 
invention of baseball to Abner Doubleday. 
Doubleday, a distinguished war hero (he fi red 
the fi rst shot at Fort Sumter), was credited 
with playing the fi rst baseball game in Cooper-
stown, New York, in 1839. The only problem 
with Spaulding’s story was that it was untrue. 
Chadwick wrote several newspaper articles 
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attempting to debunk Spaulding’s claim, but 
it was so widespread that he fi nally gave up. 
By the end of the Civil War, the amateur 
status of baseball was to become a thing of 
the past. In 1869 the fi rst professional team, 
the Cincinnati Red Stockings was formed, and 
by 1875 a “national league” of professional 
teams was formed.1

In this lesson, students read a copy of the 
rules used when the fi rst game of organized 
baseball was played in America and determine 
how the rules of the original game differ from 
those used today. Students then conclude the 
lesson by creating an advertisement for the 
fi rst baseball game. 

Reminder to Teachers
• Decide if the appropriate primary sources 

analysis worksheets from the appendix will 
be used in this lesson.

• Assign those sections of the basal textbook 
that are relevant to this lesson.

Procedure
1. Ask students if they know who invented 

baseball. (Someone will probably guess 
Doubleday.) Explain to students that the 
invention of a game cannot be attributed 
to any one person. Explain that games 
change and develop over time and distance. 
A game of the same name played in one 
area of the country is not necessarily the 
same as a game played under the same 
name in a different area. Using Notes to 
the Teacher, discuss with students the 
origins of baseball.

2. Divide the class into equal groups of fi ve 
or six students. Distribute Handout 3, 
and explain that the handout contains the 
rules used when the fi rst formal baseball 
game was played. Instruct students to 
read the rules and list three ways the 
game rules have changed since 1846. Give 
students approximately fi fteen minutes to 
complete this portion of the lesson. Have 
student groups share their answers with 
the class.

Suggested Responses:

1. Game is decided after nine innings, not 
twenty-one aces.

2. A fl y ball cannot be caught on a bounce 
for an out.

3. Underhand pitching is not permitted.

3. To conclude the lesson, review the informa-
tion about the fi rst game of baseball from 
Notes to the Teacher. Then have students 
create an 11" x 17" poster advertising the 
fi rst baseball game. The poster should in-
clude the location and date. Students may 
use information from the class discussion 
to illustrate the poster. Students who do 
not draw well might use a book on the 
history of early baseball to obtain photo-
copies or tracings of players, etc. Display 
some of the completed student posters.

Extension Activities
1. Have students research other important 

fi gures in the early years of baseball and 
prepare reports. Have selected students 
share their reports with the class.

2. Have students contact the National Base-
ball Library at the National Baseball Hall 
of Fame in Cooperstown, New York, for 
more information about the fi rst baseball 
game.

1David Nemec and Saul Wisnia, Baseball: More Than 150 Years (Lincolnwood, Ill.: Publications Interna-
tional Inc., 1996), 8–20, passim.
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Rules for Baseball’s First Game

In 1845 Alexander Cartwright drew up the fi rst rules for what was to become the modern 
game of baseball. On June 19, 1846, Cartwright’s team—the New York Knickerbockers—met 
the New York Nine in the fi rst formal baseball match in Hoboken, New Jersey. The New York 
Nine won the game in four innings by a score of 23 to 1. Below you will fi nd a copy of the 
fi rst baseball rules. Read the rules. Then list three ways in which modern baseball and the 
original game differ. 

Section 1. The bases shall be from “home” to second base, 42 paces, from 
fi rst to third base 42 paces, equidistant.

Section 2. The game shall consist of 21 counts or aces, but at the end an 
equal number of hands must be played. (First team to score 21 runs in 
equal opportunities wins. Changed to nine innings in May 1857.)

Section 3. The ball must be pitched and not thrown for the bat. (The ball 
had to be thrown underhand.)

Section 4. A ball knocked outside the range of fi rst or third base is foul.

Section 5. The three balls being struck at and missed and the last one 
caught is a hand out; if not caught is considered fair and the striker 
[batter] bound to run.

Section 6. A ball being struck or tipped and caught either fl ying or on the 
fi rst bounce is a hand out.

Section 7. A player running the bases shall be out if the ball is in the hands 
of an adversary on the base, and the runner is touched by it before he 
makes the base; it being understood, however, that in no instance is a 
ball to be thrown at him.

Section 8. A player running who shall prevent an adversary from catching 
or getting the ball before making his base is a hand out.

Section 9. If two hands are already out, a player running home at the time 
a ball is struck cannot make an ace if the striker is caught out.

Section 10. Three hands out, all out. (Three outs and the inning is over.)

Section 11. Players must take their strike [bat] in regular turn.

Section 12. No ace [run] or base can be made on a foul strike.

Section 13. A runner cannot be put out on making one base when a balk 
is made by the pitcher.

Section 14. But one base allowed when the ball bounds out of the fi eld 
when struck.

Section 15. All disputes and differences related to the game to be decided 
by the umpire, from which there is no appeal.1

Primary Sources, 1840–1860 Name __________________________
Lesson 2 
Handout 3 Date ___________________________ 

© COPYRIGHT, The Center for Learning. Used with permission. Not for resale.

1“Rules for Baseball’s First Game,” in Words That Made America Great, Jerome B. Agel, ed. (New York: 
Random House, 1997), 169.
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Objectives
•	 To examine the impact of the California 

Gold Rush on the United States and the 
world

•	 To use excerpts from contemporary accounts 
and letters to develop an understanding 
of what life was like in the California gold 
fields

Notes to the Teacher
	 Between 1848 and 1855, millions of dol-
lars of gold were mined from the streams 
and mountains of California. Before 1848, 
California was inhabited mostly by Californios 
(California landowners of Spanish descent), 
Native Americans, and a scattering of white 
merchants, ranchers, and farmers. In 1846, 
with the help of an American militia under the 
leadership of John C. Fremont, the Californios, 
who were disenchanted with the government 
of Mexico and emboldened by the outbreak of 
the Mexican War, overthrew Mexico’s control 
and established the Bear Flag Republic. By 
1850 the Gold Rush had pushed California 
at dizzying speed toward statehood. 

	 In 1848 James Marshall was employed to 
build a sawmill on the American River by John 
Sutter, a Swiss immigrant. During construction, 
Marshall found small nuggets and flakes of 
gold in the river bottom. Sutter tried to keep 
the discovery a secret because he feared that 
it would destroy his dream of establishing an 
agricultural empire in the fertile valleys of 
California. Sutter’s workforce was devastated 
when most of his employees left to pan for 
gold in the river. Soon the news reached San 
Francisco on the coast. When President James 
K. Polk officially acknowledged the discovery 
in an address to Congress, thousands of men, 
women, and children set out to make their 
fortunes. Miners came from east of the Mis-
sissippi River, from Latin America, Europe, 
Australia, and New Zealand. They came from 
China, Hawaii, and Mexico, especially from the 
mining region of Sonora. They came by ships 
on a journey around Cape Horn, across the 
continent on the California Trail, from Asia 
and Australia by way of Hawaii. By 1852 the 
population of San Francisco had risen from 
200 in 1846 to over 36,000, as hundreds of 

merchants, ships’ captains, and opportunists 
flocked to the city to profit from the discovery. 
Merchants and manufacturers such as Levi 
Strauss made fortunes providing services to 
miners.

	 In the beginning, most miners used large 
metal pans to search for gold in the cold waters 
of California’s rivers. Eventually, additional 
methods were introduced, including the use of 
a wooden and mesh cradle by which diverted 
river water was used to wash gravel and soil 
from the river bottom. As the water sluiced 
away the sediment, the heavier gold could be 
seen among the small rocks and stones that 
remained in the mesh of the cradle. Soon 
other methods were introduced, including hard 
rock mining in which the ore was extracted 
from crushed quartz rock either by heating 
or by the application of chemicals such as 
arsenic. More expensive and technological ad-
vances, such as hydraulic mining, used water 
under high pressure to blast away at hills 
and mountainsides to release gold and other 
minerals into the surrounding waterways. As 
the mining operations became more and more 
expensive, the individual miners worked for 
large companies rather than for themselves. 
As gold became more difficult to extract, state 
legislators passed laws that imposed on foreign 
miners a tax of twenty dollars per month, the 
equivalent of over five hundred dollars in mod-
ern money. This was aimed at protecting the 
profits of American miners and mine owners. 
Foreign miners, especially those from China 
and Latin America, were attacked and driven 
from camps. Native Americans whose hunting 
grounds intersected with mining claims were 
also attacked and killed in large numbers. 
The spread of diseases such as smallpox, the 
poisoning of streams and rivers by hydraulic 
mining, and starvation helped to decimate the 
Native Americans further until as much as 90 
percent of the population was wiped out. 

	 There were no laws regarding property 
rights in the gold fields, and disputes were 
often settled with violence. A system of stak-
ing a claim was established; a miner could 
claim ownership for a mining site as long 
as he was actively working the claim. If he 
abandoned the site, another miner could seize 

Lesson 3—Everyday Life

Life in the Gold Fields
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it and stake a claim. Often miners worked 
claims for a brief time. If they did not discover 
a strike almost immediately, they moved on 
to another site. Once hydraulic mining was 
introduced, many of these abandoned claims 
proved to be very profitable to the individuals 
and mining companies who could afford to 
build a hydraulic system. 

	 Miners lived in canvas tents and small 
shanties made out of scrap wood. Even though 
the gold fields were surrounded by forests, 
lumber was too expensive for housing and was 
needed for the construction of water runs and 
sluices. Many small camps sprang up across 
the fields; they had names such as Dutch Flat, 
Rough and Ready, Hangtown, Angels Camp, 
Jackass Hill, and Chinese Camp. Because 
law in California was sketchy at best before 
statehood, most camps developed systems of 
justice for their inhabitants. Justice was often 
swift, violent, and brutal. Life in the camps 
was the subject of stories by such popular 
authors as Bret Harte and Mark Twain. 

	 Without the Gold Rush, California would 
not have moved to statehood at such a high 
speed. The population of California grew as 
thousands of individuals brought a mix of 
cultures into the area when they came in 
search of gold. Large-scale agriculture was 
introduced to the state to produce the food 
necessary to feed the large influx of gold seek-
ers. Roads, churches, schools, and political 
organizations were introduced into the state. 
Improved transportation, in the form of the 
transcontinental rail system, opened California 
to further settlement and provided the rest of 
the country with access to California cattle, 
sheep, and vegetable produce, while cutting 
travel time across the country to days instead 
of weeks and months. Steamship development 
made the upper reaches of California’s rivers 
accessible and provided a way to move passen-
gers, mail, and goods quickly along California’s 
coast to Panama and across the isthmus to 
the Atlantic side. The world’s economy was 
stimulated by the Gold Rush. Farmers in Latin 
America developed new markets for their food. 
Manufactured goods were sold at high prices 
in the camps; new jobs were created. 

In this lesson, students discuss the Cali-
fornia Gold Rush and its impact on the United 
States and the world. They read and discuss 

excerpts from letters and firsthand accounts 
of life in the gold fields. They assume the per-
sona of a newspaper reporter who is writing 
about life in the gold fields, and they write 
an article about what miners could expect to 
encounter in their search for gold. 

Reminder to Teachers
•	 Decide if the appropriate primary sources 

analysis worksheets from the appendix will 
be used in this lesson.

•	 Assign those sections of the basal textbook 
that are relevant to this lesson.

Procedure
1.	 Ask students what precious metal has 

been the most sought after over the cen-
turies (gold). Ask where most of the gold 
mined today comes from (Russia, Africa, 
and China). Explain that at the time of the 
California Gold Rush, gold was a scarce 
commodity. Most of the gold in the world 
had come from Spanish mining operations 
in the New World. Silver was used more 
for coinage than gold. This changed with 
the finds in California, which resulted in 
millions of dollars of gold being available 
to the government. Stress that there were 
a number of areas which were affected.

2.	 Divide the class into small groups, and 
give them ten minutes to brainstorm and 
develop a list of effects they believe the 
discovery of gold in California had on the 
United States and the world. Ask each 
group to present their list. (Transportation 
improved; population increased as a result 
of immigration; new markets in the United 
States and around the world opened up; 
Native American population was reduced 
when disease was introduced and mining 
interfered with hunting patterns; California 
became a state, and law and government 
were introduced; schools and churches were 
established; ranching and agriculture ex-
panded; antiforeigner sentiments developed; 
huge amounts of gold became available to 
the federal government.)

3.	 Distribute Handout 4, and have students 
read each excerpt. Have them make a list 
of the hardships the miners and their 
families had to endure and the obstacles 
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they encountered. Have students share 
their responses.

Suggested Responses:

•	 Poor living conditions often resulted in 
sickness.

•	 Some were lucky enough to have hous-
ing made of logs with dirt floors, while 
others lived in canvas tents which did 
little to protect them from the cold.

•	 Women sometimes established busi-
nesses such as boardinghouses, kitchens, 
laundries, and bakeries to provide ser-
vices to the miners.

•	 All of the miners’ possessions, food 
stuffs, and weapons were stored in 
their dwellings.

•	 Most miners made little or no money, 
and frequently people returned home 
empty-handed.

•	 Goods and services were scarce and 
expensive, but as new methods of trans-
portation developed, larger quantities 
of goods became available and pushed 
prices down.

•	 Laws were nonexistent in pre-statehood 
California. Justice in the camps was 
generated by the miners themselves 
and was often brutal, cruel, and swift. 

4.	 Have students assume the persona of a 
newspaper reporter and use the list of 
problems encountered by miners to write 
an article about life in the camps. Ask 
students to share their completed articles.
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Letters and Personal Accounts from California

Read the following excerpts, and make a list of the hardships the miners and their families 
had to endure and the obstacles they encountered. Be prepared to share your ideas.

Document 1

William Swain was a farmer from New York. He left his family and journeyed 
to California to find his fortune. His letters to his family give a good picture of 
life in the gold fields. This letter was written to his brother George.

January 6, 1850
South Fork of Feather River
25 miles from Long’s Trading Post, and
16 miles above Bidwell’s Trading Post

Dear George,

	 . . . The swollen river prevented the miners from operating near its bed 
where gold is found most abundantly. Generally they were doing no more 
than boarding themselves, though occasionally one would make a lucky hit 
and find his thousands. . . .

	 You may have some curiosity to know something about our location and 
dwelling. Our house is a log cabin, sixteen by twenty feet. It is covered with 
boughs of cedar and is made of nut pine logs from one to two feet in di-
ameter, so that it is quite a blockhouse. It has a good door made of cedar 
boards hewn out of cedar logs, but no window. It faces the south and is on 
the north side of the river. In the east end is a family fireplace, in which 
large backlogs are burning night and day. At the west end is a bedstead 
framed into the logs of the cabin and running from side to side. The cords 
of the bedstead are strips of rawhide, crossing at every three inches, thus 
forming a bottom tight enough to hold large armfuls of dry breaks gathered 
from the sides of the mountains, which make a substitute for feather beds. 
On these are our blankets and buffalo skins. Altogether it makes a comfort-
able bed. Moore has a bunk in one of the other corners. Over the fireplace 
are our rifles, which are ever ready, cocked and primed, and frequently yield 
us good venison. In the other corner may be seen our cupboard with its 
contents, which consist of a few wooden and tin dishes, bottles, knives and 
forks and spoons, tin frying pan, boiler, and coffee pot. 

	 Around the sides of the cabin at various points are the few articles of 
clothing belonging to the different members of the company. Under the bed 
are five cakes of tallow [rendered animal fat], under the bunk are three or 
four large bags of flour. Along the point of the roof is a line of dried beef 
and sixty or seventy pounds of suet. And out at the corner of the house in 
a large trough made of pine may be found salt beef in the pickle [brine], in 
abundance. . . .

	 . . . The following is a list of prices current per pound when we arrived 
at Long’s Bar: pork, $1.25; beans from 75 cents to $1; sugar, 75 cents; cof-
fee, 50 cents; tea, $2.50; saleratus [a baking powder used to leaven bread], 
$6; vinegar, $5; pickaxes and tin pans, $8 apiece; coffee pots, $6 to $8; fry-
ing pans $6.

Primary Sources, 1840–1860	 Name___________________________
Lesson 3	
Handout 4 (page 1)	 Date____________________________

© COPYRIGHT, The Center for Learning. Used with permission. Not for resale.
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	 These prices were caused by the rains which commenced six weeks ear-
lier this year than last and consequently found the merchants in the mines 
without having laid in their winter’s stock.

	 . . . There was some talk between us of your coming to this country. 
For God’s sake think not of it. Stay at home. Tell all whom you know that 
are thinking of coming that they have to sacrifice everything and face dan-
ger in all its forms, for George, thousands have laid and will lay their bones 
along the routes to and in this country. Tell all that “death is in the pot” 
if they attempt to cross the plains and hellish mountains. Say to Playter [a 
Youngstown resident] never to think of the journey; and as for you, stay at 
home, for if my health is spared, I can get enough for both of us. . . .

January 16

	 The rapidity with which this country is settling is only equaled by the 
change being made by Yankee enterprise. Three weeks ago but one steam-
boat plowed its way across San Francisco Bay and but one traversed the 
Sacramento River. Now four steamers may be seen making their regular 
trips from San Francisco to Yuba City, and flour which was then selling at 
75 cents is now worth 40 cents per pound, as I have just heard from Mr. 
Hutchinson, who has come home from Long’s Trading Post.

	 When we first located on this stream, no more than six houses were 
built on it. Now, within a distance of ten miles, 150 dwellings are built. . . .

	 I send this by a man who is going to Sacramento City and to San Fran-
cisco on purpose for mails. . . . I shall probably get my letters by him, 
paying $2 apiece for bringing them up. . . .

	 Give my love to Sabrina and kiss little Cub for me.

Goodbye George,
William

	 P.S. I have wafered in some samples of gold found on the main branch 
of the Feather River. The coarse is a fine specimen found on this fork, but 
gold found here is often as coarse as a hickory nut. 

	 P.S. An onion in the mines is worth a dollar, and boots $40 per pair. I 
have paid $8 for a jar of pickles.

	 P.S. All well, and I have sent this to San Francisco by a Mr. Tolles by 
paying 50 cents.1

Primary Sources, 1840–1860	 Name___________________________
Lesson 3	
Handout 4 (page 2)	 Date____________________________

© COPYRIGHT, The Center for Learning. Used with permission. Not for resale.

1Excerpts from letters by William Swain, quoted by J. S. Holliday, The World Rushed In (New York: Simon 
and Schuster, 1981), 312–29.



16

Document 2

Hundreds of women accompanied their husbands to the gold fields. They of-
ten encountered extreme conditions and sometimes worked the mines alone. Mary 
B. Ballou accompanied her husband to California to mine for gold. She became a 
cook in a boardinghouse for miners.

October 30, 1852

My Dear Selden:

	 . . . Well I suppose you would like to know what I am doing in this gold 
region. Well I will try to tell you what my work is here in this muddy Place. 
All the kitchen that I have is four posts stuck down into the ground and 
covered over the top with factory cloth no floor but the ground. . . . 

	 . . . Well somtimes I am washing and Ironing somtimes I am making 
mince pie and Apple pie and squash pies. . . . Somtimes I am feeding my 
chickens and then again I am scareing the Hogs out of my kitchen and 
Driving the mules out of my Dining room. You can see by the description of 
that I have given you of my kitchen that anything can walk into the kitchen 
that choeses to walk in and there being no door to shut from the kitchen 
into the Dining room you see that anything can walk into the kitchen and 
then from kitchen into the Dining room so you see the Hogs and mules can 
walk in any time day or night if they choose to do so. . . . Sometimes I am 
taking care of Babies and nursing at the rate of Fifty Dollars a week but I 
would not advise any Lady to come out here and suffer the toil and fatigue 
that I have suffered for the sake of a little gold neither do I advise any one 
to come. . . . 

	 . . . There I hear the Hogs in my kitchen turning the Pots and kettles 
upside down so I must drop my pen and run and drive them out. So you 
[see] this is the way that I have to write—jump up every five minutes for 
somthing and then again I washed out about a Dollars worth of gold dust 
the fourth of July in the cradle [a more efficient method for removing gold 
from a stream bed] so you see that I am doing a little mining in this gold 
region but I think it harder to rock the cradle to wash out gold than it is to 
rock the cradle for the Babies in the States. . . .

	 . . . I must close soon for I am so tired and almost sick. Oh my Dear 
Selden I am so Home sick. . . . It seems as though my heart would break 
when I realise how far I am from my Dear Loved ones. This from your affec-
tionate mother,

Mary B. Ballou2

Primary Sources, 1840–1860	 Name___________________________
Lesson 3	
Handout 4 (page 3)	 Date____________________________

© COPYRIGHT, The Center for Learning. Used with permission. Not for resale.

2Excerpts from an 1852 letter by Mary B. Ballou, quoted by Nancy Woloch, ed., Early American Women: 
A Documentary History, 1600–1900 (New York: McGraw-Hill, 2002), 196–98.
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Document 3

Hiram Dwight Pierce was a successful blacksmith in Troy, New York, and went 
to the gold fields in 1849. He wrote about life in the camps in letters to his wife, 
Sara Jane.

San francisco	 Oct 18th 1849 
pleasant valley

My Dear & faraway Wife Janey. 

	 .  .  . I will briefly describe the look of things around me. I am sitting in 
the tent a Box covered with a cloth is our eating Table on which I write. at 
the back end is piled our beds on either side is Hard ware of all descrip-
tions from Steam Cylendor to a paper of Tacks.  .  .  . Out Side are casks of 
Codfish Meal &c.  .  .  . Our fire place is close by with a Small stove.  .  .  . 
Just beyond is the beach A little to the right they are building a Steam 
boat, & all round is the Sound of hamer on boat House or Iron. Clothing of 
all descriptions strews the Ground all over. left by those that have camped 
here & gone to the mines Shirts never worn but once or twice are thrown 
away rather than pay for washing. 50 cts is the charge for washing a piece 
or $6. per dozen & no less—so collars Boosoms &c are thrown away indis-
criminately. I have Seen pants whole & sound & but little soiled thrown 
away.——

	 In front at the distance of 1/3 of a mile the Shipping begins & extends 
for 2 miles in a boddy of Some mile & 1/2 in breadth. it is a swamp of 
Spars & Masts shutting out the vision as far as water extends from a point 
of rocks close by on my right to the point on the left.  .  .  . There is Some 
4 or 500 ships in the Harbour and all most every Tide brings in others. & 
multitudes of Emigrants are Constantly ariveing Showing as I think that 
the Dupes are not all dead yet.  .  .  . I expect that the mines will be literly 
crowded but I need not anticipate.  .  .  .3

Document 4

Oxford educated, George Goddard left his home in England and embarked on 
a six-month journey around Cape Horn to reach California. While unsuccessful 
in the gold fields, he established himself as a government surveyor and civil engi-
neer. He wrote this letter to his brother Augustus to describe problems he had in 
securing payment for work he had completed.

San Francisco, April. 1851.

My Dear Augustus=

	 .  .  . Well, there was nothing for me to do and so the agent said I would 
better go to the boarding house and remain until Colonel [John C.] Fremont 
arrived who was then expected and in the meantime make some views of the 
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3Excerpts from a letter from Hiram Dwight Pierce to his wife Janey, October 18, 1849. MSS-VA: Box 281 
(folder 5). California History Room: Vault Manuscripts: Hiram Dwight Pierce Letters, 1849–1881. Courtesy 
of the California History Room, California State Library, Sacramento, California.
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country as the Colonel had once wanted some. So accordingly I employed 
myself in this manner for nearly six weeks, indeed until a week after Christ-
mas, always waiting the arrival of the Colonel. Finding then that he did not 
come I set to work digging for a week and got about two dollars of gold in 
that time altho my expenses were $14 per week. I then got an order for a 
colored drawing of the Ava Maria Valley, the next one to Mariposa, with the 
quartz works of Stockton Aspinwall and Co., which brought me in 80$ but 
still being in arrears with my board I had to set to work digging again, and 
as one can’t manage alone, I got a partner and we started to Coloraos’ dig-
ging about five miles from Mariposa where I borrowed an old tent and we 
set to work in regular miners style of which I will try to give you some de-
scription.  .  .  . 

	 Well, after having sold off all the baggage I had at Mariposa, I paid my 
bill. I left on foot for Agua Fria. I sold my things very well. My rifle, pistols, 
and mattress I sold for $100, and I thus managed to sell sufficient to pay 
my expenses and set off to return to San Francisco on foot, carrying blan-
kets and making sketches as I came down. After a day or two spent at Agua 
Fria, I heard that Col. Fremont had come to Mariposa, so I returned there. I 
saw him but he had no money and said he did not intend having the survey 
done,— That the mine would not be in operation and as to the drawings I 
had made he did not want them, that his agent had no authority from him 
to order them and at any rate the matter must be left over until the return 
of his agent from the States, which would not be for three months. He was 
very sorry I should be inconvenienced by it and all the rest, but could do 
nothing.

	 Well, I consulted a lawyer who agreed to bring an action against the 
Colonel for $200 for the drawings I had done for him, and not to charge 
me if we failed, but after thinking it all over, I determined not to bring the 
action as I should have been detained there three weeks and been thus at 
living expenses all the time without much chance of making money in the 
meantime, and if I gained the action, expenses would have pretty well taken 
up all the profits and I should have been out of pocket the drawings which 
have been admired by every body and I have been so strongly recommended 
to publish them in lithography and I have been told that I shall sell enough 
to make a large sum by them in the States that I determined to keep all I 
had and not bother about Col. Fremont any more and so I once again start-
ed for this place, making several interesting views as I came down. In Bear 
Valley Col. Hayden made me remain at his place a week and I made views 
of his works and the quartz run and some others, views from which I can 
make proper drawings, for, not having drawing paper with me, I could not 
finish them there. He has given me an order for three drawings for which he 
is to give me $125, but as he has no money at present I shall not do them 
until I see if his works succeeds. I made a sketch map of Bear Valley which 
altogether brought me in $25, so here I am, worse off as far as money goes 
than when I went to the mines.  .  .  . 
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	 I must now conclude this as I am in the midst of packing up and sell-
ing off things previously to going to the mines for another campaign, which I 
trust will be more successful than the last.

	 So adieu once more—
	 Yours affly [affectionately]
	 George H Goddard4

Document 5

Lucius Fairchild came to California at the age of seventeen to work in the gold 
fields. His letter is printed with all of the misspellings common to the period.

To J. C. Fairchild and Family 
Cosumnes River 
March 17th/50 

	 The only reason I can give for writing such letters as this is, that the 
uncirtainty of having an oppertunity of sending them to the P.M. hinders me 
from closing them, as I wish you to hear all the news I can pick up—When 
I began this letter about a month ago we thought the rainy season was over 
but it has rained a great deal scince and we have not made much but it is 
clear now & I am in hopes that the weather will settle as we are nearly out 
of provisions and will be obliged to send for more or leave for the city. I do 
not think we will leave here a month yet. I have been to Weaverville & saw 
Capt. Waters & Co also Eavens of Mil[waukee] They were all well. Stuart of 
Dane Co. was here a day or two ago on his way south in serch of better 
digings 

	 The last I heard of Smidth [Smith?] he was dealing Monte at Hangtown 
Don’t tell that because gambling is thought no sin here. Many are working 
hard every day for the Monte & Faro banks. Such will never go home with 
much, if they ever go at all. There is a great rush for the Tuly lakes [Tulare 
Lake?] about two hundred miles south where it is said, some very rich dig-
ings have been discovered & I suppose it is so but I shall not go and will 
try to get every one I can to go. That is the way with all the miners who 
are going in any direction to try and get the crowd the opposite way I have 
not heared from Beng. scince he was here. I suppose he is in the mountains 
where the snow is deep. I got a letter for him from John T. No 1 dated Aug. 
19th containing about the same general news as yours. I have recieved noth-
ing from you scince your first letters but heared the result of the election 
which pleased me much. Henry Abby is working on Mormon island about 20 
miles from here. I have not seen him but hear he is doing well. The Mineral 
Point boys on the Stanislaus have done well this winter. Young Tilly & three 
others have taken out over Eighty pounds of gold but hold—you do not hear 
of those who worked all winter and hardly paid their board, nor do I but I 
[know] there are hundreds in that fix. . . .
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dard, 1851–1861. Courtesy of the California History Room, California State Library, Sacramento, California.
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	 I thought some of sending you a draft for 5 or 600.00 dollars but the 
shave is so great that it looks like throwing away money. They can be 
bought for 3 per cent but they only give $16 per ounce for gold which is 
worth over $18 in the states which is a large per centage yet if I thought 
you were in want of Money I would send it, and if, during the summer you 
should be cramped or like[ly] to be so you shall have all I can raise as soon 
as I can get it to you as I have no use for it here. Libby Gordon is with you 
now I suppose & Harriet Dean all having a good time I hope give them both 
my respects I showed Ed sisters letter and the whole family (our family here) 
have harped on the pretty girl from Ohio ever scince, ain’t that rich! . . . 

	 I remain Your affectionate Friend, Son, & Brother. . . .5

Document 6

Mrs. Louise Clappe, the wife of a physician, lived in the mining area known as 
Indian Bar which bordered the Feather River in northern California. In the period 
from 1851 to 1852, she wrote a number of letters to her sister in Massachusetts 
describing her experience. These letters were originally published in Pioneer Maga-
zine (1854–55) and then as a book in 1922. A copy of this book resides in the 
Library of Congress.

In a letter written on December 15, 1851, Louise describes how the mining 
community established its own form of law and order.

	 The facts in this sad case are as follows. Last fall, two men were ar-
rested by their partners on suspicion of having stolen from them eighteen 
hundred dollars in gold-dust. The evidence was not sufficient to convict 
them, and they were acquitted. They were tried before a meeting of the min-
ers, as at that time the law did not even pretend to wave its scepter over 
this place.

	 The prosecutors still believed them guilty, and fancied that the gold was 
hidden in a coyote-hole [a shaft dug into the bank of a river or stream to 
find a vein of ore] near the camp from which it had been taken. They there-
fore watched the place narrowly while the suspected men remained on the 
Bar. They made no discoveries, however, and soon after the trial the acquit-
ted persons left the mountains for Marysville.

	 A few weeks ago, one of these men returned, and has spent most of the 
time since his arrival in loafing about the different barrooms upon the river. 
He is said to have been constantly intoxicated. As soon as the losers of the 
gold heard of his return, they bethought themselves of the coyote-hole, and 
placed about its entrance some brushwood and stones in such a manner 
that no one could go into it without disturbing the arrangement of them. In 
the mean while the thief settled at Rich Bar, and pretended that he was in 
search of some gravel-ground for mining purposes.

© COPYRIGHT, The Center for Learning. Used with permission. Not for resale.

5Excerpts from a letter by Lucius Fairchild, quoted by Joseph Schafer, ed., California Letters of Lucius 
Fairchild (Madison: State Historical Society of Wisconsin, 1931), 63–66. 
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	 A few mornings ago he returned to his boarding-place, which he had left 
some hour earlier, with a spade in his hand, and, as he laid it down, care-
lessly observed that he had been out prospecting. The losers of the gold 
went, immediately after breakfast, as they had been in the habit of doing, 
to see if all was right at the coyote-hole. On this fatal day they saw that 
the entrance had been disturbed, and going in, they found upon the ground 
a money-belt which had apparently just been cut open. Armed with this 
evidence of guilt, they confronted the suspected person and sternly accused 
him of having the gold in his possession. Singularly enough, he did not at-
tempt a denial, but said that if they would not bring him to a trial (which 
of course they promised) he would give it up immediately. He then informed 
them that they would find it beneath the blankets of his bunk, as those 
queer shelves on which miners sleep, ranged one above another somewhat 
like the berths of a ship, are generally called. There, sure enough, were six 
hundred dollars of the missing money, and the unfortunate wretch declared 
that his partner had taken the remainder to the States.

	 By this time the exciting news had spread all over the Bar. A meeting of 
the miners was immediately convened, the unhappy man taken into custody, 
a jury chosen, and a judge, lawyer, etc., appointed. Whether the men who 
had just regained a portion of their missing property made any objections to 
the proceedings which followed, I know not. If they had done so, however, it 
would have made no difference, as the people had taken the matter entirely 
out of their hands.

	 At one o’clock, so rapidly was the trial conducted, the judge charged the 
jury, and gently insinuated that they could do no less than to bring in with 
their verdict of guilty a sentence of death! Perhaps you know that when a 
trial is conducted without the majesty of the law, the jury are compelled to 
decide not only upon the guilt of the prisoner, but the mode of his punish-
ment also. After a few minutes’ absence, the twelve men, who had consented 
to burden their souls with a responsibility so fearful, returned, and the fore-
man handed to the judge a paper, from which he read the will of the people, 
as follows: That William Brown, convicted of stealing, etc., should, in one 
hour from that time, be hung by the neck until he was dead.

	 By the persuasions of some men more mildly disposed, they granted him 
a respite of three hours to prepare for his sudden entrance into eternity. 
He employed the time in writing, in his native language (he is a Swede), to 
some friends in Stockholm. God help them when that fatal post shall arrive, 
for, no doubt, he also, although a criminal, was fondly garnered in many a 
loving heart.

	 He had exhibited, during the trial, the utmost recklessness and noncha-
lance, had drank many times in the course of the day, and when the rope 
was placed about his neck, was evidently much intoxicated. All at once, 
however, he seemed startled into a consciousness of the awful reality of his 
position, and requested a few moments for prayer.

© COPYRIGHT, The Center for Learning. Used with permission. Not for resale.
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	 The execution was conducted by the jury, and was performed by throw-
ing the cord, one end of which was attached to the neck of the prisoner, 
across the limb of a tree standing outside of the Rich Bar graveyard, when 
all who felt disposed to engage in so revolting a task lifted the poor wretch 
from the ground in the most awkward manner possible. The whole affair, 
indeed, was a piece of cruel butchery, though that was not intentional, but 
arose from the ignorance of those who made the preparations. In truth, life 
was only crushed out of him by hauling the writhing body up and down, 
several times in succession, by the rope, which was wound round a large 
bough of his green-leaved gallows. Almost everybody was surprised at the 
severity of the sentence, and many, with their hands on the cord, did not 
believe even then that it would be carried into effect, but thought that at 
the last moment the jury would release the prisoner and substitute a milder 
punishment.

	 It is said that the crowd generally seemed to feel the solemnity of the oc-
casion, but many of the drunkards, who form a large part of the community 
on these bars, laughed and shouted as if it were a spectacle got up for their 
particular amusement. A disgusting specimen of intoxicated humanity, struck 
with one of those luminous ideas peculiar to his class, staggered up to the 
victim, who was praying at the moment, and, crowding a dirty rag into his 
almost unconscious hand, in a voice broken by a drunken hiccough, tearful-
ly implored him to take his “hankercher,” and if he were innocent (the man 
had not denied his guilt since first accused), to drop it as soon as he was 
drawn up into the air, but if guilty, not to let it fall on any account.

	 The body of the criminal was allowed to hang for some hours after the 
execution. It had commenced storming in the earlier part of the evening, and 
when those whose business it was to inter the remains arrived at the spot, 
they found them enwrapped in a soft white shroud of feathery snowflakes, 
as if pitying nature had tried to hide from the offended face of Heaven the 
cruel deed which her mountain-children had committed.6
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Objectives
• To examine the reasons behind the mas-

sive immigration from Ireland to the United 
States in the mid-1840s

• To appreciate the hardships the potato 
famine caused in Ireland and the diffi cul-
ties encountered by the Irish during their 
journey to America

Notes to the Teacher
Many Irish made the journey across the 

seas to America beginning in the mid-1820s. 
Fleeing poverty and British oppression, many 
came to America to work on the construction 
gangs building canals and later railroads across 
the eastern United States. Working at tasks 
which many native Americans refused to per-
form, the Irish quickly established themselves 
in cities along the Atlantic Coast, such as New 
York and Boston. Poorly-educated, and often 
speaking Gaelic rather than British English, 
Irish immigrants soon found themselves fac-
ing signs in shop windows stating, “No Irish 
Need Apply.” Shortly, a catastrophic event in 
Ireland was to cause millions more to leave 
their homes and undertake the perilous jour-
ney to the United States and Canada.

Beginning in 1846, a horrible plant disease 
struck the potato, the principal cash crop 
of Ireland. Unable to feed their families and 
failing to pay their tenant rents, an estimated 
750,000 Irish died. Two million more were 
forced to leave their homeland, triggering what 
was to become one of the greatest migrations 
in history. Between 1840 and 1860, 4.3 mil-
lion immigrants came to America, mostly from 
Ireland, Germany, and Scandinavia.1 Many 
who remained found themselves sent to the 
poorhouses of Ireland, which could barely 
support them. The famine in Ireland affected 
the lives of both tenant farmers and landown-
ers. Landowners tried to help their tenant 
farmers, but soon they were overwhelmed. 
Frequently, estate agents were given the task 

of providing food and shelter for the poor. 
They soon realized that the cost of keeping 
an Irish peasant in the poorhouse was more 
expensive than sending that same peasant to 
Canada, and began to subsidize the $17 fare 
across the Atlantic to North America. The pas-
sengers on these “coffi n ships” were treated 
horribly. They were provided with little more 
than a small space in which to live for the 
extent of the journey, and promises of sup-
plies and water often went unfulfi lled. Living 
in close, dirty quarters where vermin thrived, 
many immigrants succumbed to ship’s fever 
(typhoid) and other diseases. In 1847 alone, 
approximately 40,000 immigrants died at sea. 
Many immigrants landed in Canada before 
they settled in America, and hundreds lie 
buried in unmarked graves at Grosse Isle, the 
Canadian equivalent to Ellis Island. 

In this lesson, students read a short 
excerpt from The Rambler in America, a col-
lection of observations written by Charles 
Latrobe in 1836, and answer questions for 
discussion. After reading an account from 
the diary of Elizabeth Smith, the wife of an 
Anglo-Irish landowner, students imagine they 
are Irish tenant farmers and write a letter to 
American relatives describing the conditions 
in the country and pleading for famine relief. 
Students also read and discuss an excerpt 
from the diary of William Smith, an Irish 
emigrant, describing his journey to America. 
To conclude the lesson, students imagine 
they are Irish immigrants and write a poem 
or song describing to their relatives in Ireland 
their journey to America. 

Reminder to Teachers
• Decide if the appropriate primary sources 

analysis worksheets from the appendix will 
be used in this lesson.

• Assign those sections of the basal textbook 
that are relevant to this lesson.

Lesson 4—Immigration

The Coming of the Irish

1David Brion Davis and Steven Mintz, eds., The Boisterous Sea of Liberty: A Documentary History of America 
from Discovery through the Civil War (New York: Oxford University Press, 1998), 449–50.
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Procedure
1.  Have students defi ne famine (a wide-reach-

ing food shortage that affects the majority 
of the population). Then ask students to 
respond to the following:

• Give examples of modern incidents of 
famine (Somalia, Bangladesh).

 • What could cause a famine? (drought, 
damage from storms, extreme heat or 
cold, plant disease, lack of stability in a 
government, inability to distribute food 
supplies)

 • What could be the results of a famine? 
(massive starvation, migration to another 
area where food is available)

 Tell students that they are going to study 
a group that came to America to escape 
famine in the homeland. 

2.  Ask students what the origin of Ameri-
ca’s fi rst immigrants was (British Isles). 
Explain to students that the Irish had 
come to America in the 1820s to work on 
the construction of the canals and later 
railroads in America. Distribute Handout 
5 to students. Have students read the 
handout and complete the questions for 
discussion.

Suggested Responses:

1. poorly dressed, brandishing cudgels, 
drunken brawlers who ended up in 
jail

2. The Irish immigrants helped build canals, 
railroads, and public works projects.

3. The thriftier immigrants saved their 
money and moved westward.

4. They vanished from the surface of 
America.

5. Without them, some types of work would 
not be done; the children are good 
citizens; when educated and properly 
controlled, the Irish had great powers 
of the mind and body.

6. their love and concern for the members 
of their families who remained in Ire-
land, to whom they sent large amounts 
of money

 Ask students if they believe that most im-
migrant groups faced the same problems 
and attitudes that the Irish faced (yes). 
Why? (The people who had already settled 
feared the arrival of immigrants who would 
bring change and might eventually challenge 
their position of power and strength.)

3. Distribute Handout 6. Explain to students 
that English landowners were brought into 
Ireland beginning during the time of Henry 
VIII. The Irish landowners were pushed 
out, and harsh laws were passed to con-
trol the conquered Irish. Most of the Irish 
became tenant farmers on British-owned 
land. Elizabeth Smith was typical of most 
Anglo-Irish landowners. Instruct students 
to read the account from her diary. After 
students have read the handout, ask the 
following:

• Describe Elizabeth Smith’s view of 
the conditions in Ireland in November 
1846. 

  (Potato failure had been exaggerated; 
rents were being paid; partial failure of 
the potato crop was offset by an excel-
lent corn crop; people feared for their 
money and withdrew large amounts 
from the banks.)

• How had Smith’s views changed by 
January 1847? 

  (She fed a large number of people; she 
took care of pensioners; beyond the 
boundaries of her land, conditions were 
terrible; soup kitchens had been set up 
and funds collected for food and cloth-
ing.) 

• How did Smith view the Irish peas-
ants? 

  (mean feeling; live on charity in idleness, 
but won’t go to the poorhouse where 
they would be forced to work) 

• What did Smith say many did to avoid 
going to the poorhouse? 

  (They had themselves certifi ed as ill 
so that they could get relief in their 
homes.) 
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 After completing the discussion, have 
students imagine they are Irish tenant 
farmers suffering during the famine. Tell 
students to write a letter to relatives in 
America pleading for famine relief. Have 
selected students share their letters with 
the class. 

4. Ask students if they have ever traveled 
long distances. Then ask students to 
name some of the problems they might 
encounter on a long journey (boredom, 
physical discomfort, hunger, sleeplessness). 
Distribute Handout 7. Instruct students 
to read the selection from William Smith’s 
diary. Ask students to identify some of 
the hardships that immigrants traveling to 
America from Ireland encountered. (They 
were mistreated by the crew; often the 
crew ate the passengers’ extra food and 
drank most of the fresh water before they 
left port; often ship’s crews did not provide 
the rations of food and water to which 
passengers were entitled.) Ask students 
what passengers feared the most (storms 
and ship’s fever). After a discussion of the 
reading, instruct students to imagine they 
are immigrants from Ireland journeying to 
America. To conclude, have students write 
poems or songs describing their journey 
to America. Have selected students share 
their writings with the class.

Extension Activities
1. Have selected students research other 

aspects of the journey made by the Irish 
to America during the famine years and 
prepare short reports or pictorial displays 
for presentation to the class. A good source 
for information is Robert Whtye’s 1847 
Famine Ship Diary: The Journey of an Irish 
Coffi n Ship, ed. James J. Mangan (Dublin: 
Mercier Press, 1994).

2. Have students research the roots of nearby 
Irish communities and prepare a pictorial 
display.
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The Coming of the Irish

Most people assume that the Irish did not come to America until the terrible Potato Famine of 
the late 1840s; in reality, Irish immigration began in the mid-1820s. Fleeing poverty and Brit-
ish oppression, many came to America to work on the construction gangs that built the canals 
and later railroads across the eastern United States. The following is an observation recorded 
by Charles J. Latrobe in 1836. He describes the Irish as “swarming” over America. Read the 
selection, and complete the questions for discussion.

Here comes a shipload of Irish. They land upon the wharfs of New York 
in rags and open-knee’d britches, with their raw looks and bare necks. They 
fl ourish their cudgels [clubs], throw up their torn hats, and cry, “Hurrah for 
Gineral Jackson!” They get drunk and kick up a row, lend their forces to any 
passing disturbance, and make early acquaintance with the interior of the 
lock-ups [jails].

From New York they go in swarms to the canals, railroads, and public 
works, where they perform that labor which the Americans are not inclined 
to do. Now and then they get up a fi ght among themselves in the style of old 
Ireland, and perhaps kill one another, expressing great indignation and sur-
prise when they fi nd that they must answer for it though they are in a free 
country. By degrees, the more thrifty get and keep money, and diving deeper 
into the continent, purchase lands; while the intemperate and irreclaimable 
vanish from the surface.

The Americans complain, and justly, of the disorderly population which 
Ireland throws into the bosom of the Union, but there are many reasons why 
they should be borne with. They, with the poor Germans, do the work which 
without them could hardly be done. Though the fathers may be irreclaimable, 
the children become good citizens—and there is no fi ner race in the world, 
both for powers of mind and body, than the Irish, when favored by education 
and under proper control.

In one thing the emigrant Irish of every class distinguish themselves above 
the people of other nations, and that is in the love and kindly feeling which 
they cherish towards their native land, and towards those whom they have left 
behind—a fact proved by the large sums which are yearly transmitted from 
them to the mother country, in aid of their poverty-stricken relatives.1

1. How did Charles J. Latrobe view the Irish?

2. Where did the Irish work?

3. What did the more thrifty do?

4. What did Latrobe say happened to the intemperate?

5. Why did Latrobe believe the Irish were to be tolerated?

6. What distinguished the Irish from all other people?

Primary Sources, 1840–1860 Name __________________________
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1C. J. Latrobe, The Rambler in North America (London: R. B. Seeley and W. Burnside, 1836), 222–23.
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The Irish Potato Famine, 1846–48

Beginning in 1846, thousands of Irish emigrated to the United States and Canada. A horrible 
plant disease had struck the potato, the principal cash crop of the Irish. Unable to feed their 
families and failing to pay their tenant rents, many found themselves sent to the poorhouses 
of Ireland, which could barely support them. Elizabeth Smith, the wife of an Irish landowner, 
recorded her observations concerning the potato famine in Ireland and the effect this blight 
had on the lives of Ireland’s tenant farmers and landowners. Read the selection, and be pre-
pared for class discussion.

The Diary of Elizabeth Smith

5 November 1846. Hal has just brought in two damaged potatoes the first we 
have seen of our own for on our hill few have been found as yet.

6 November. Another blustering day after a stormy night, however as there is 
no rain it will dry the potatoes finely.

11 November. Mr Darker much afraid of this second potato field. The first 
had hardly a bad potato so that he was unprepared for this.

13 November. Half the potatoes in the new field are tainted, some very badly.

16 November. This had been a regular rainy day, the river all over the mead-
ows. The papers still occupied with the potato disease though Lady 
Odela Villiers and her well managed elopement has been a God-send 
to them the last few days . . .

30 November. Mr Robinson came down yesterday to collect the rents, the 
Tennants paid well, were in good spirits, made no complaints, not 
even of their potatoes, were well dressed, so that altogether it was 
a most comfortable gale day [rent day]. The potato failure has been 
much exaggerated, the disease is by no means so far spread as was 
supposed and the crop so over abundant that the partial failure 
will be less felt, particularly as the corn harvest was excellent. But 
people were much frightened and this caused a run on the Savings 
Bank which might have encreased the evil, that too is luckily over 
so that the prospects for the winter are brightening. John Robinson 
said nothing could more fully prove the encreasing prosperity of the 
country than the multitudes whom this panick proved to have been 
saving, the very poorest looking people drawing out their fortys, fif-
tys, hundreds. The crowds were immense and so excited that horse 
and foot police were necessary to guard their lives.

Primary Sources, 1840–1860  Name __________________________
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12 January 1847. . . . we make daily a large pot of soup which is served 
gratis to 22 people at present. It is ready at one o’clock and I 
thought it quite a pretty sight yesterday in the kitchen all the work-
men coming in for their portion, a quart with a slice of beef; half 
of them get this one day for dinner with a bit of their own bread; 
the other half get milk and the cheap rice we have provided for 
them. Next day they reverse the order. The Colonel is giving them 
firing [heat] too; so they are really comfortable; there are twelve of 
them and ten pensioners, old and feeble men and women, or those 
with large families of children; some of them no longer living on our 
ground yet having been once connected with us we can’t desert them. 
So far well; but beyond our small circle what a waste of misery; how 
are we to relieve it? Such a dense population squatted here and 
there upon neglected properties, dying with want, wretched every year 
but ruined this. At the Relief Committee yesterday it was resolved 
to institute soup kitchens at proper stations for general relief, to be 
supported by subscription, each subscription to have a certain num-
ber of tickets. I think the gentlemen are doing this, the ladies must 
combine for a clothing fund. The rags are hardly coverings for decen-
cy; beds and bedding there are none, among the mob, I mean; such 
miseries crush hope, yet hope I will . . .

16 January. We then went on to Jem Doyle’s. Most wretched it was, though 
very clean, he must go to the poor-house, he and his family. He has 
an ulcer on his leg, which will prevent his working for weeks and 
they will starve during this month, that there is no relief going. Wid-
ow Mulligan is also starving. So are the widow Quin and fifty more. 
They must be forced into the poor-house for they cannot otherwise be 
supported. They are the meanest feeling people ever were, they will 
accept of charity from anyone, live on it in idleness, but they won’t 
go to the poor-house.

10 October. Sunday. Little in the papers but failures. Cattle dealers in Dub-
lin have gone and caused immense distress, in fact paralysed the 
markets; not an offer for a beast of any sort at any of the late fairs. 
Banks, merchants, brokers, agents, all are bankrupt in all places. 
John Robinson has lost seven thousand pounds by bad debts, trust-
ing people who have failed to pay; he must pay the millers who sent 
him the flour he so imprudently parted with out of his former profits, 
his capital, and learn wisdom by this shake.
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17 October. Sunday again—the 17th—I hardly know how the week has 
gone—not a creature has entered the house but the Doctor. We have 
been as quiet as possible, indeed the country generally is very dull; 
people are oppressed by this frightful amount of bankruptcies, al-
most everyone either themselves or their friends affected by some of 
these numerous failures. Then the winter prospects look very gloomy. 
The destitution is expected to be wider spread than last year for the 
very poor will be nearly as ill off while the classes above which then 
relieved them are all this year in serious difficulties. No money any-
where; the little hoards of cash and goods all spent and nothing to 
replace either. The ministry says the land must support the people 
on it. Half the country having been left untilled for want of means 
to crop it while a million of money was squandered in destroying the 
roads, much of it finding its way into pockets full enough before. 
The Queen [Victoria] has ordered the begging box to go round all the 
English churches for us!

31 January 1848. 6 inches of snow lying evenly over the country. Except 
that it stops the outwork, we ought to be glad to see it to keep 
the ground warm, purify the air, and drive fever away. Spite of the 
worthlessness of our fine peasantry one can’t help grieving for their 
sufferings. We in this district never would give any out door relief 
while there were vacancies in the poor-house at any rate; at Bally-
more they gave it and it was abused beyond idea. The Government 
Commissioners have put a stop to it, taken another house in Naas 
and refused all aid except under what people consider imprisonment. 
A report got about that only the able bodied would be forced into the 
poor-house, that the aged, sickly, etc. would be relieved in their own 
homes; crowds therefore presented themselves to the Doctor to beg 
certificates of decrepitude; hale and hearty men and women assur-
ing him they were suffering under every ill that flesh is heir to. This 
description of consciences last year when only the able bodied were 
accepted for certain relief works were equally anxious to make them-
selves out in the rudest health whatever infirmities they had. They 
are all again beginning to beg, of course, because some are so fool-
ish as to give. We are little teased, we never refuse a bit of bread, we 
never give anything else, and they leave us in quiet, for it is money 
they want, pennies for tobacco and snuff and tea and whiskey.1

Primary Sources, 1840–1860 Name __________________________
Lesson 4 
Handout 6 (page 3) Date ___________________________ 

© COPYRIGHT, The Center for Learning. Used with permission. Not for resale.

1David Thomson and Moyra McGusty, eds., The Irish Journals of Elizabeth Smith, 1840–1850 (Oxford, 
U.K.: Clarendon Press, 1980).



30

The Quality of Life on a Famine Ship

Read William Smith’s account of his journey across the Atlantic to America in 1850. Like many 
others, Smith’s journey was a perilous one. 

An Emigrant’s Narrative, 1850

 The day advertised for sailing was the 12th of [November 1847], but in 
consequence of not having got in the cargo, which consisted of pig iron and 
earthen-ware, we were detained ten days . . . and one day to stop a leak. . . .
The immigrants . . . having left Ireland a week, some a fortnight, before the
day fi xed for sailing, this detention of eleven days was severely felt by those 
poor creatures, many of them having consumed half of their provisions, with-
out the means of obtaining more. . . . On Friday, November 26, 1847, we set 
sail. . . .

 [A] storm commenced[;] it rained so heavily the whole day we could not 
make a fi re on deck to cook our victuals with. . . .

 About midnight, a number of boxes and barrels broke loose . . . break-
ing the water cans and destroying everything capable of being destroyed by 
them. . . . In a few minutes the boxes and barrels broke to atoms, scattering 
the contents in all directions—tea, coffee, sugar, potatoes, pork, shorts, trows-
ers, vests, coasts, handkerchiefs &c., &c. were mingled in one confused mass. 
The cries of the women and children was heart-rending; some praying, others 
weeping bitterly, as they saw their provisions and clothes (the only property 
they possessed) destroyed. The passengers being sea sick, were vomiting in all 
parts of the vessel. . . .

 We had been at sea four weeks. . . . I felt sure . . . that however good the 
motives were which induced the captain to take a southerly passage, that the 
dreadful scourge, the ship fever, (which was already on board our ship) would 
be increased by it; an opinion . . . verifi ed by the number of cases and deaths 
increasing. . . .

 Most of those who died of ship-fever were delirious, some a day, others 
only a few hours previous to death. . . .

 When we had been at sea a month, the steward discovered the four 
hogsheads [for water], by oversight or neglect, had not been [fi lled]. On the fol-
lowing morning . . . our water was reduced from two quarts to one quart per 
day for an adult and one pint for a child. . . . My provisions were consumed, 
and I had nothing but ship allowance to subsist upon, which was scarcely 
suffi cient to keep us from perishing, being only a pound of sea biscuit (full 
of maggots) and a pint of water. . . . I was seized with the ship-fever; at fi rst 
I was so dizzy that I could not walk without danger of falling; I was suffer-
ing from a violent pain in my head, my brains felt as if they were on fi re, my 
tongue clove to the roof of my mouth and my lips were parched with excessive 
thirst. . . .

 This disastrous voyage . . . [came] to an end, after an absence of exactly 
eight weeks from the shores of my native land, (the day we arrived at Staten 
Island being Friday, the 21st of January, 1848). My whole lifetime did not 
seem so long as the last two months appeared to me. . . . 1
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Objectives
• To examine the importance of the open-

ing of trade with Japan to the growing 
American nation 

• To discuss how American and Japanese 
artists produced very different views of 
the same event

Notes to the Teacher
For centuries Japan had existed isolated 

from close contact with the West. Japan’s rul-
ers believed that contact with the West would 
produce the downfall of Japanese society. At 
the same time, they desired to maintain a 
favorable trade climate with western nations. 
In order to do so, the Japanese restricted 
foreign contact with foreigners to two small 
areas on the southern coast of Hokkaido, the 
main island of Japan. Dutch and Portuguese 
traders had maintained limited contact and 
trade agreements with the Japanese since 
the sixteenth century. During the early nine-
teenth century, the American traders from 
New England sought to establish what was 
called the “China Trade.” Using fast clipper 
ships, Americans traded manufactured items 
such as cloth and machinery to the Chinese 
for porcelain, tea, and silks. After reinforcing 
the idea of Manifest Destiny by successfully 
waging war against Mexico, America began to 
look beyond the boundaries of the continent 
and sought to establish favorable trade agree-
ments in the East.

In 1853 Commodore Matthew C. Perry ar-
rived in Japan with a fl eet of American ships 
and sought to establish a favorable trade 
agreement with the Japanese government. 
Perry seemed to be the ideal candidate for the 
job of opening Japan to American trade. The 
brother of Oliver Hazard Perry, the hero of the 
Battle of Lake Erie during the War of 1812, 
Matthew had fought beside his brother as a 
young offi cer in the fl edgling American navy. In 
the decade before his journey to Japan, Perry 
had helped the American forces in Mexico take 
the coastal city of Vera Cruz at the start of the 
Mexican War. He was noted for his pioneering 
efforts to establish steam-powered vessels in the 

United States Navy, commanding The Fulton, 
one of America’s fi rst steam-powered ships. 
Perry believed in the importance of shipboard 
artillery in battle and conducted the fi rst gun-
nery school in U.S. Navy history. Perry was 
appointed by President Millard Fillmore to 
undertake the mission to Japan. Instructed 
by Fillmore to negotiate the rights to buy coal, 
wood, water, and other necessary items from 
the Japanese, Perry also sought protection 
for American ships and for American sailors 
shipwrecked in Japanese territory. Lastly, Perry 
was to petition the Japanese government for 
permission to allow American ships to trade in 
Japan. Perry had hoped to persuade Fillmore 
to add the acquisition of a Japanese island 
as a coaling station for American ships, but 
Fillmore rejected the idea. 

Perry arrived in Japan in July 1853 with 
four ships and letters to the Japanese em-
peror. After much negotiating, Perry failed to 
arrange a meeting with the emperor and left. 
Sailing to the China coast, Perry intercepted an 
American naval force of three additional ships. 
In February 1854 Perry returned to Japan, 
where he put on a display of American naval 
power for Japanese offi cials, who were awed 
by the power and force of America’s ships. 
The Japanese government agreed to negotiate 
and sign a treaty granting the United States 
trading privileges in Japan. Perry returned to 
the United States with the Treaty of Kanagawa 
in hand. Congress authorized the payment of 
$20,000 to Perry, who wrote a detailed report 
that he submitted to Congress. 

In this lesson, students answer discussion 
questions on excerpts from the report sub-
mitted by Perry to the United States Senate 
regarding the negotiations prior to the sign-
ing of the Treaty of Kanagawa. Students then 
read and analyze selections from the Treaty 
of Kanagawa. The concluding activity requires 
students to examine the reasons why American 
and Japanese artists viewed the same event 
differently. Each student creates a drawing of 
a person or event in the Japanese style, using 
the examples in Handout 10 as a guide.

Lesson 5—Larger World/Diplomacy

Commodore Perry Opens Japan
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Reminder to Teachers
• Decide if the appropriate primary sources 

analysis worksheets from the appendix will 
be used in this lesson.

• Assign those sections of the basal textbook 
that are relevant to this lesson.

Procedure
1. Instruct students to locate Japan on a 

map of the world or on a globe. Explain 
to students that Japan is an island nation 
with few natural resources. Ask students 
if and why they think it was important to 
Japan to establish trade with foreign coun-
tries (yes, because few natural resources 
made industry unlikely; the Japanese would 
have to look elsewhere for manufactured 
goods). Ask students why, prior to the 
Civil War, the United States would be so 
interested in trade with Japan. (American 
industry was in its infancy and was com-
peting with already established industry 
in Great Britain and with Britain’s great 
navy.) Distribute Handout 8 to students. 
Instruct students to read the handout and 
complete the discussion questions. Debrief 
students’ answers to the questions. Allow 
approximately twenty minutes to complete 
this part of the lesson. 

Suggested Responses:

1. the provincial governor, Kayama 
Yezaiman

2. to speak with a high-ranking offi cer of 
the Empire of Japan; to present a let-
ter to the Emperor from the President 
of the United States

3. A building would be erected on shore 
for the reception of Perry and his of-
fi cers; a high offi cial personage would 
be in attendance to receive the letters; 
but no answer would be given in Yedo 
Bay, but rather in Nagasaki, through 
Dutch offi cials.

4. Perry refused to turn his letter over to 
anyone but the Emperor himself or his 
secretary of foreign affairs and commu-
nicated that his country was insulted 
by the proposal. Perry would send only 
copies of the letter to the Emperor; he 
wanted to deliver the original in person. 
Perry demanded that the offi cer who 
would receive the letter be of proper 
rank.

5. as well-bred, educated, acquainted with 
the general principles of science and 
facts of the geography of the world

2. Use Notes to the Teacher to explain to stu-
dents the purpose of Perry’s visit to Japan. 
Divide the class into small groups of four 
or fi ve. Distribute Handout 9, and assign 
students one or more articles to read and 
analyze. Some of the articles are short, so 
more than one article may be assigned to 
a group. If there are many groups in the 
class, some groups may analyze the same 
articles. Allow approximately ten minutes 
for students to complete this task. Direct 
students to prepare a fi fty-word summary 
of their article. Have each group present 
its summary. Conclude this part of the 
lesson by asking students if they believe 
Perry’s visit was successful and why (yes, 
because he was able to negotiate every-
thing he was told to obtain for the United 
States).

Suggested Responses:

1. Article I.—There will be peace and 
amity between the United States and 
Japan.

2. Article II.—U.S. ships may dock at two 
ports, Shimoda and Hakodate, where 
they will receive supplies, which will 
be paid for in gold and silver.

3. Article III.—Shipwrecked American sail-
ors will be taken to Shimoda or Hakodate 
without compensation to Japanese for 
helping them.
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4.	 Article IV.—Shipwrecked sailors will be 
free but subject to Japanese laws.

5.	 Article V.—Americans shall have com-
plete freedom to go wherever they want 
in Shimoda.

6.	 Article VII.—The United States may 
exchange goods for gold and silver and 
other goods and may take whatever 
they do not sell with them when they 
leave Japan.

7. 	Article VIII.—Officials appointed by the 
Japanese shall sell wood, water, provi-
sions, coal, and goods to the Americans.

8.	 Article IX.—Privileges granted to an-
other country will also be granted to 
the United States.

9.	 Article X.—U.S. ships would be confined 
to Shimoda and Hakodate harbors un-
less there was bad weather.

10.	Article XI.—The United States will appoint 
consuls after eighteen months to live in 
Shimoda if the Japanese and Americans 
agree the action is necessary.

3.	 To conclude the lesson, distribute Handout 
10. Discuss the differences between the 
European and Japanese styles of paint-
ing in the nineteenth century. (European 
painting was detailed and realistic, while 
Japanese painting was flowing and sug-
gestive rather than realistic.) Have students 
discuss the differences between the portrait 
and photograph of Samuel Wells Williams. 
(Style of images are different. Japanese art-
ist does not use as much detail and is not 
as realistic. American image of Williams is 
a photograph, while the Japanese image is 
a drawing in the Japanese style.) Instruct 
students that they are to select a famous 
American and illustrate that person in 
the Japanese style. Display examples of 
students’ work in the classroom. 

Extension Activities
1.	 One of the results of the establishment 

of Nagasaki as a trade port for the Dutch 
and Portuguese was the formation of a 
large Christian community. Have students 
research the spread of Christianity in Ja-
pan and prepare a report to be presented 
to the class.

2.	 Have students research the importance of 
sea power in the establishment of America’s 
place in world trade. Have students prepare 
and present a report to the class.
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Commodore Perry Opens Japan

In 1853 Commodore Matthew C. Perry was sent to meet with representatives of the Japanese 
government to negotiate an agreement that would allow American ships to dock at Japanese 
designated ports and, in effect, “open” Japan to American trade. Perry met with Japanese 
representatives, and an agreement was reached. Printed below is an excerpt from the offi cial 
report submitted to the United States Senate by Perry regarding his meeting with the Emperor’s 
representative. Read the selection, and answer the discussion questions.

  The day appointed for the reception of a reply from Yedo [now Tokyo] 
Tuesday, July 12, 1853, had now arrived. Accordingly, at about half past 
nine o’clock in the morning, three boats were seen to approach the steamer 
Susquehanna from the shores of Uraga. . . . The crews were numerous, there 
being thirty in the largest boat, and thirteen in each of the others, and their 
great swarthy frames were clothed in the usual uniform of loose blue dresses 
slashed with white stripes.

 The boat in advance was distinguished, in addition to the government 
mark of a horizontal black stripe across her broad sail, by the black and 
white flag, which indicated the presence of some officers of distinction, and 
such in fact were now on board of her. As she approached nearer to the 
ship, the governor, Kayama Yezaiman, in his rich silken robes, was recog-
nized, seated on mats spread in the centre of the deck of the vessel, and 
surrounded by his interpreters and suite.

 The advance boat now came alongside, leaving the other two floating at 
some distance from the Susquehanna. His highness Kayama Yezaiman, with 
his two interpreters . . . were admitted at once on board, and, having been 
received with due formality, were ushered into the presence of Captains Bu-
chanan and Adams, who were prepared to communicate with them.

 The Commodore had previously to the arrival of the governor, written the 
following letter to the Emperor:—

To his Imperial Majesty the Emperor of Japan.

 The Commander-in-chief of the United States naval forces 
in these seas, being invested with full powers to negotiate 
treaties, is desirous of conferring with one of the highest of-
ficers of the Empire of Japan, in view of making arrangements 
for the presentation of the original of his letter of credence, 
as also the original of a letter with which he is charged, ad-
dressed to his Imperial Majesty by the President of the United 
States [Millard Fillmore].

 It is hoped that an early day will be appointed for the 
proposed interview.

 The governor’s first statement was to the effect that there had been 
misapprehension as to the delivery of the translations of the papers before 
the originals had been received. Although the Commodore was certain that 
there had been no such misunderstanding, nevertheless he, on the second 
interview in the course of the afternoon, consented, after much discussion, 
to deliver the translations and originals, and also a letter from himself to 
the Emperor, at the same time, provided the latter should appoint a suitable 
officer to receive them directly from the hands of the Commodore, who re-
peated that he would consent to present them to no other than a Japanese 

Primary Sources, 1840–1860 Name __________________________
Lesson 5 
Handout 8 (page 1) Date ___________________________ 

© COPYRIGHT, The Center for Learning. Used with permission. Not for resale.



35

dignitary of the highest rank. The governor then said that a building would 
be erected on shore for the reception of the Commodore and his suite, and 
that a high official personage, specially appointed by the Emperor, would 
be in attendance to receive the letters. He, however, added that no answer 
would be given in the bay of Yedo, but that it would be transmitted to Naga-
saki, through the Dutch or Chinese superintendents. This being reported to 
the Commodore, he wrote the following memorandum and directed it to be 
translated into Dutch, and fully explained to the governor:—

 “The Commander in chief will not go to Nagasaki, and will receive no 
communication through the Dutch or Chinese.

 “He has a letter from the President of the United States to deliver to the 
Emperor of Japan, or his secretary of foreign affairs, and he will deliver the 
original to none other: if this friendly letter of the President to the Emperor 
is not received and duly replied to, he will consider his country insulted, 
and will not hold himself accountable for the consequences.

 “He expects a reply of some sort in a few days, and he will receive such 
a reply nowhere but in this neighborhood.”

 The governor, in accordance with his promise on leaving in the morn-
ing, returned in the afternoon accompanied, as usual by his interpreters and 
suite. Captains Buchanan and Adams were in readiness to receive the party; 
the Commodore still preserving his seclusion and communicating with the 
Japanese only through others. The conversation is here given verbatim as
reported:

 Present Captains Buchanan and Adams, Lieutenant Contee, Flag Lieuten-
ant, and Yezaiman, governor of Uraga, and interpreters.

YEZAIMAN: As it will take a great deal of time to send up the 
copies of the letters first, and the originals and the copies be 
delivered together, when the high officer comes. The governor 
and the high officer will do their best to entertain the Admiral 
and give him a suitable reception.

CAPT. BUCHANAN: That is not the object of the Commodore; he 
wishes these communications to go because there is among 
them a letter to the Emperor himself, which he desires to 
send to Yedo with the copies. The reply to the President’s let-
ter is not of so much consequence just now. We want a reply 
to the Commodore’s letter which is in the package.

YEZAIMAN: If you send the original letter we will reply to it as 
soon as possible. We are here for the purpose of receiving the 
letter from the President to the Emperor, but now you speak 
of a letter from the Admiral to the Emperor. 

CAPT. B: The letter from the admiral is in the package containing 
the copies of the President’s letter. It states that he has in his 
possession the original letter of the President, and is empow-
ered by the President to deliver it in person to the Emperor, 
or to a high officer of equal rank with himself, appointed by 
the Emperor.
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YEZAIMAN: We are very sorry that you separate the two; it would 
be better to send the originals at once with the copies.

CAPT. B.: That is impossible. The letter of the Admiral states that 
he has the original letter of the President, and is empowered 
to deliver it, either in person or to an officer of his own rank; 
when the emperor is aware of the fact that the Admiral has 
the letter, then he will appoint an officer of the same rank to 
receive the original, and the Admiral will return at some fu-
ture day to receive the answer.

YEZAIMAN: Can you not contrive to manage it in such a way that 
the original letter be sent with the copies?

CAPT. B.: It cannot be done.

	 [Captains Buchanan and Adams left to speak with Perry, 
then returned.]

CAPTAIN B.: Captain Adams and I have just had a conversation 
with the Commodore. He says that, since you appear to have 
wholly misunderstood the matter about the letter, if you can 
show proof that an officer of proper rank is appointed to re-
ceive them, he will waive the matter in dispute, and deliver 
the original at the same time with the copies. But he requires 
strict evidence that the officer who shall meet him shall be of 
the necessary rank, and that he has been specially appointed 
for the purpose by the Emperor. . . .

	 Though always preserving a certain gentlemanly aplomb and that self-
cultivated manner which bespeaks high breeding, these Japanese dignitaries 
were disposed to be quite social, and shared freely and gayly in the conver-
sation. Nor did their knowledge and general information fall short of their 
elegance of manners and amiability of disposition. They were not only well-
bred, but not ill-educated, as they were proficient in the Dutch, Chinese, 
and Japanese languages, and not unacquainted with the general principles 
of science and of the facts of the geography of the world. When a terrestrial 
globe was placed before them, and their attention was called to the delin-
eation on it of the United States, they immediately placed their fingers on 
Washington and New York, as if perfectly familiar with the fact that one was 
the capital and the other the commercial metropolis of our country.1
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1. Who was sent to represent the Japanese government?

2. What had Perry asked for in his letter to the Japanese emperor?

3. What was the Japanese governor’s reply to Perry?

4. How did Perry react to the Japanese governor’s desire to communicate through the Dutch 
or Chinese?

5. How did the American offi cers describe the Japanese?
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The Treaty of Kanagawa—1854

Read the excerpts from the treaty negotiated by Commodore Perry with the Japanese govern-
ment, and write a summary of the articles assigned to you.

Article I

 There shall be a perfect, permanent, and universal peace, and a sincere 
and cordial amity, between the United States of America on the one part, 
and the Empire of Japan on the other, and between their people, respective-
ly, without exception of persons or places.

Article II

 The port of Shimoda, in the principality of Izu, and the port of Hako-
date, in the principality of Matsumae, are granted by the Japanese as ports 
for the reception of American ships, where they can be supplied with wood, 
water, provisions, and coal, and other articles their necessity may require, as 
far as the Japanese have them. The time for opening the first-named port is 
immediately on signing this treaty; the last-named port is to be opened im-
mediately after the same day in the ensuing Japanese year. 

 Note: A tariff of prices shall be given by the Japanese officers of the 
things which they can furnish, payment for which shall be in gold and silver 
coin.

Article III

 Whenever ships of the United States are thrown or wrecked on the coast 
of Japan, the Japanese vessels will assist them, and carry their crews to 
Shimoda or Hakodate, and hand them over to their countrymen appointed 
to receive them. Whatever articles the shipwrecked men may have preserved 
shall likewise be restored, and the expenses incurred in the rescue and sup-
port of American and Japanese, who may thus be thrown upon the shores of 
either nation, are not to be refunded.

Article IV

 Those shipwrecked persons and other citizens of the United States shall 
be free as in other countries, and not subjected to confinement, but shall be 
amenable to just laws.

Article V

 Shipwrecked men, and other citizens of the United States, temporarily 
living at Shimoda and Hakodate, shall not be subject to such restrictions 
and confinements as the Dutch and Chinese are at Nagasaki; but shall be 
free at Shimoda to go where they please within the limits of seven Japanese 
miles [or ri] from a small island in the harbor of Shimoda, marked on the 
accompanying chart, hereto appended: and shall in like manner be free to go 
where they please at Hakodate, within the limits to be defined after the visit 
of the United States squadron to that place.
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Article VII

 It is agreed that ships of the United States resorting to the ports open 
to them shall be permitted to exchange gold and silver coin, and articles 
of goods, for other articles of goods, under such regulations which shall be 
temporarily established by the Japanese government for that purpose. It is 
stipulated, however, that the ships of the United States shall be permitted to 
carry away whatever articles they are unwilling to exchange.

Article VIII

 Wood, water, provisions, coal, and goods required shall only be procured 
through the agency of Japanese officers appointed for that purpose, and in 
no other manner.

Article IX

 It is agreed, that if, at any future day, the government of Japan shall 
grant to any other nation or nations privileges and advantages which are not 
herein granted to the United States and the citizens thereof, that the same 
privileges and advantages shall be granted likewise to the United States and 
to the citizens thereof without any consultation or delay.

Article X

 Ships of the United States shall be permitted to resort to no other ports 
in Japan but Shimoda and Hakodate, unless in distress or forced by stress 
of weather.

Article XI

 There shall be appointed by the government of the United States consuls 
or agents to reside in Shimoda at any time after the expiration of eighteen 
months from the date of the signing of this treaty; provided that either of 
the two governments deems such arrangement necessary. . . . 1

Primary Sources, 1840–1860 Name __________________________
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House, 1997), 443–44.
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Same Subject, Different Views

Discuss the differences between the portrait and the photograph of Samuel Wells Williams.

Primary Sources, 1840–1860 Name __________________________
Lesson 5 
Handout 10 Date ___________________________ 
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Fig. 5.1. Peter Boothe Wiley, “Portrait of Samuel Wells Williams by a Japanese Artist,” “Photo of Samuel 
Wells Williams,” Yankees in the Land of the Gods: Commodore Perry and the Opening of Japan (New York: 
Penguin Books, 1990), 150.

Fig. 5.1.
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Objective
•	 To investigate the circumstances and 

outcome of the Oberlin-Wellington Slave 
Rescue and determine its relationship with 
the Fugitive Slave Law of 1850

Notes to the Teacher
	 In 1787 Congress passed the Northwest 
Ordinance, which reorganized the lands of 
the Northwest Territory. Article 6 of the law 
banned slavery from any state created from 
the territory and led to the presence of a 
strong abolitionist faction in these states.

	 Many abolitionists in Ohio aided fugitives 
in their flight north to freedom in Canada, 
where slavery was forbidden. In 1793, under 
pressure from southern slave owners, Congress 
passed a Fugitive Slave Law, which made it 
illegal for anyone to give aid to a fugitive slave. 
The law was very difficult to enforce. Several 
northern states passed personal liberty laws, 
which made it almost impossible for a slave 
catcher to recover a runaway. Eventually, as 
part of the Compromise of 1850, Congress 
passed a new Fugitive Slave Law, one which 
reinforced the property rights of the slave 
owners, who wanted a law with more teeth 
to help them recover their property.

	 During the antebellum period, Ohio was 
a divided state. Legislators and judges from 
southern Ohio had a tendency to support the 
positions of the slave owners of their nearest 
neighbor, Kentucky. The northern part of Ohio 
was an abolitionist stronghold, and many of its 
citizens regarded the law as unconstitutional 
and were openly defiant in opposing it. 

	 Located about twenty-five miles west of 
Cleveland, Oberlin is the site of one of the 
first colleges to admit women and African 
Americans. Havens to runaway slaves and free 
blacks, Oberlin and nearby Wellington were 
able to protect their residents and keep slave 
catchers at bay. In 1856, shortly after the ar-
rival of a young runaway slave named John 
Price, slave catchers accompanied by a federal 
marshal from the state capital, Columbus, 
captured Price and planned to return him to 

Kentucky. As word spread in Oberlin about 
what had happened, a group of men—college 
students and professors, free blacks, fugi-
tives, and ordinary citizens—left Oberlin and 
headed to Wellington, where the slave catch-
ers, marshal, and John Price were waiting for 
the afternoon train to Columbus. The Oberlin 
men freed Price and took him back to Ober-
lin, where they hid him. Later they spirited 
him off to Canada. Many thought this would 
be the end of the incident, but that was not 
the case. A federal grand jury in Cleveland 
indicted and jailed the rescuers; eventually, 
two rescuers—Charles Langston, the grand-
father of poet Langston Hughes, and Simon 
(sometimes spelled Simeon) Bushnell—were 
tried and convicted for having violated the 
Fugitive Slave Law. Later, during an appeal, 
the Ohio Supreme Court ruled that the slave 
law was constitutional. 

	 In this lesson, students review the main 
points of the Fugitive Slave Law of 1850. 
They examine the relationship between 
the Fugitive Slave Law and the trial of the 
Oberlin-Wellington rescuers and construct 
an information organizer of the events using 
a selection of primary sources. To conclude, 
students assume the persona of a newspaper 
or magazine reporter covering the events of 
the trial and write an article about the trial 
and its outcome. Students should understand 
the meaning of the following terms: 

•	 nolle contendre (a no contest plea entered 
by the accused in a trial; neither a guilty 
plea nor a not guilty plea)

•	 nolle prosequi (a legal action by a prosecut-
ing attorney which drops charges against 
a defendant; in the case of the Oberlin-
Wellington rescuers, two of the men charged 
were not participants in the rescue)

•	 posse comitatus (the authority of a police 
officer to conscript others to aid him in the 
execution of his duties)

Students should be aware that in some cases 
spellings contemporary to the time period are 
used, rather than modern spelling.

Lesson 6—Law and Society

The Oberlin-Wellington Rescue and 
the Fugitive Slave Law
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Reminder to Teachers
•	 Decide if the appropriate primary sources 

analysis worksheets from the appendix will 
be used in this lesson.

•	 Assign those sections of the basal textbook 
that are relevant to this lesson.

Procedure
1.	 Ask for examples of the issues that con-

fronted the leaders of the new nation (trade 
and tariffs, power of the states versus fed-
eral government, taxation, slavery). Explain 
that in the years immediately following 
the American Revolution, the new federal 
government needed to organize the west-
ern lands of the new Northwest Territory. 
Explain that the first Fugitive Slave Law of 
1793 was weak and was difficult to enforce. 
As the number of slaves increased in the 
South to meet the demand for labor in the 
expanding cotton industry, slave owners 
began to insist on stronger measures to 
deal with the loss of what they regarded 
as a valuable property, runaway slaves. 
Runaways often fled north, heading to 
the states where slavery was not tolerated 
and the Fugitive Slave Laws were ignored, 
or to Canada, where slavery was banned. 
Explain that the Fugitive Slave Law portion 
of the Compromise of 1850 was included 
to satisfy the demands of southern slave 
owners for a more effective law. 

2.	 Divide the class into small groups of three 
or four students, distribute Handout 11, 
and have students complete it as directed. 
Review responses.

Suggested Responses:

•	 Courts could order ordinary citizens 
to aid in the capture of fugitive slaves 
as part of a group called the posse 
comitatus. 

•	 Federal marshals were appointed to 
execute warrants and return runaway 
slaves to their owners even if the fugi-
tives were living in states or territories 
created from lands in the Northwest 
Territory.

•	 A federal marshal who refused to ex-
ecute a warrant as ordered by the court 
could be fined $1,000.

•	 If a fugitive slave escaped from the 
custody of a marshal, that marshal had 
to pay roughly $1,500 to the owner of 
the slave as compensation for his loss.

•	 A marshal could arrest any person who 
obstructed the capture or tried to free 
a runaway, and that person could be 
fined $1,000 and sentenced to up to 
six months in jail if convicted.

3.	 Explain that northern towns helped runaway 
slaves to reach Canada and freedom; some-
times runaway slaves settled in northern 
towns. Using Notes to the Teacher, provide 
students with some background information 
on John Price. Have students again form 
small groups. Distribute Handout 12, and 
have each group complete the handout as 
directed. Review students’ responses. 

Suggested Responses:

John Price Arrives in Oberlin—Runaway 
slave comes to Oberlin, an abolitionist 
town in northern Ohio. Slave catchers 
and a federal marshal arrive, take him 
into custody, and proceed to Wellington 
to catch the train and take him back 
to Kentucky.

Citizens of Oberlin Demand Price’s Re-
lease—Citizens of Oberlin and Wellington 
demand and obtain the release of John 
Price; they take him back to Oberlin and 
later to Canada.

Federal Grand Jury Indictments—Federal 
Grand Jury in Cleveland indicts thirty-
seven men for violating the Fugitive 
Slave Law.

Warrants Are Served—Fifteen men are served 
warrants in Oberlin. All plead not guilty 
and demand an immediate trial.

Indicted Men Refuse Bail—Fifteen men 
are released on their own recognizance 
when they refuse to pay bail, but twenty 
remain in Cuyahoga County Jail.

Conviction—Simon Bushnell and Charles 
Langston are found guilty. Bushnell is 
fined $600 and costs and sentenced 
to sixty days in jail, Langston is fined 
$100 and costs and sentenced to twenty 
days in jail.
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Federal Marshal Arrested—Federal Marshal 
is arrested in Grafton, Ohio, and indicted 
for kidnapping by the Lorain County 
Court. He is later released.

Appeal to the Supreme Court—Both Bushnell 
and Langston appeal their convictions 
to the Ohio Supreme Court. The Court 
ruled 3-2 that the law is constitutional.

4.	 Distribute Handout 13. Have students read 
and discuss the excerpts in the handout. 
Students should understand the difference 
between straight news reporting and an 
opinion or editorial piece. Explain that in 
the nineteenth century flamboyance and 
exaggeration were common in news reports. 
For a concluding activity, have students 
assume the persona of a newspaper or 
magazine reporter covering the events of 
the trial and write an article about it, the 
outcome, and its relationship to the Fugi-
tive Slave Law of 1850.
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The Fugitive Slave Law of 1850

Summarize the main points of the following sections of the Fugitive Slave Law of 1850. Be 
prepared to apply them to the Oberlin-Wellington Rescue.

Section 4

	 . . . [J]udges of the Circuit and District Courts of the United States, . . . 
and the judges of the Superior Courts of the Territories, . . . shall grant 
certificates to such claimants, upon satisfactory proof being made, with au-
thority to take and remove such fugitives from service or labor, under the 
restrictions herein contained, to the State or Territory from which such per-
sons may have escaped or fled.

Section 5

	 .  .  .  [ I ] t  shal l  be the duty of  al l  marshals and deputy mar -
shals to obey and execute all warrants and precepts issued under the 
provisions of this act, when to them directed; and should any marshal 
or deputy marshal refuse to receive such warrant . . . or to use all 
proper means diligently to execute the same, he shall, on conviction 
thereof, be fined in the sum of one thousand dollars . . . ; and after ar-
rest of such fugitive . . . should such fugitive escape, whether with or 
without the assent of such marshal or his deputy, such marshal shall 
be liable, on his official bond, to be prosecuted for the benefit of such 
claimant, for the full value of the service or labor of said fugitive [ap-
proximately $1,500] in the State, Territory, or District whence he escaped: 
and the better to enable the said commissioners, when thus appointed, 
to execute their duties faithfully and efficiently, . . . they are hereby au-
thorized and empowered . . . to execute all such warrants and other 
process . . . , to summon and call to their aid the bystanders, or posse  
comitatus of the proper county . . . ; and all good citizens are hereby com-
manded to aid and assist in the prompt and efficient execution of this law, 
whenever their services may be required. . . .

Section 6

	 . . . [W]hen a person held to service or labor in any State or Territory 
of the United States, . . . shall hereafter escape into another State or Terri-
tory of the United States, the [slave owner or his representative] may pursue 
and reclaim such fugitive person . . . by procuring a warrant . . . [and may] 
use such reasonable force and restraint as may be necessary, under the cir-
cumstances of the case, to take and remove such fugitive person back to the 
State or Territory whence he or she may have escaped as aforesaid. In no 
trial or hearing under this act shall the testimony of such alleged fugitive be 
admitted in evidence; and the certificates in this and the first [fourth] sec-
tion mentioned, shall be conclusive of the right of the person or persons in 
whose favor granted, to remove such fugitive to the State or Territory from 
which he escaped, and shall prevent all molestation of such person or per-
sons by any process issued by any court, judge, magistrate, or other person 
whomsoever.

Primary Sources, 1840–1860	 Name___________________________
Lesson 6	
Handout 11 (page 1)	 Date____________________________
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Section 7

	 . . . [A]ny person who shall knowingly and willingly obstruct, hinder, 
or prevent such claimant, his agent or attorney, or any person or persons 
lawfully assisting him, her, or them, from arresting such a fugitive from 
service or labor, . . . or shall rescue, or attempt to rescue, such fugitive 
from service or labor, from the custody of such claimant, his or her agent 
or attorney, or other person or persons lawfully assisting . . . shall . . . be 
subject to a fine not exceeding one thousand dollars, and imprisonment not 
exceeding six months, by indictment and conviction before the District Court 
of the United States for the district in which such offence may have been 
committed, or before the proper court of criminal jurisdiction, if committed 
within any one of the organized Territories of the United States; and shall 
moreover forfeit and pay, by way of civil damages to the party injured by 
such illegal conduct, the sum of one thousand dollars for each fugitive so 
lost. . . .

Section 9

	 . . . [I]t shall be the duty of the officer making the arrest to retain such 
fugitive in his custody, and to remove him to the State whence he fled, and 
there to deliver him to said claimant, his agent, or attorney. And to this 
end, the officer aforesaid is hereby authorized and required to employ so 
many persons as he may deem necessary to overcome such force, and to re-
tain them in his service so long as circumstances may require. . . .

Section 10

	 . . . [W]hen any person held to service or labor in any State or Territory, 
or in the District of Columbia, shall escape therefrom, the party to whom 
such service or labor shall be due . . . may apply to any court of record 
therein . . . and make satisfactory proof to such court . . . of the escape 
aforesaid, and that the person escaping owed service or labor to such party. 
Whereupon the court shall cause a record to be made of the matters so 
proved . . . and a transcript of such record, authenticated by the attestation 
of the clerk and of the seal of the said court, being produced in any other 
State, Territory, or district in which the person so escaping may be found, 
and being exhibited to any judge, commissioner, or other office, authorized 
by the law of the United States to cause persons escaping from service or 
labor to be delivered up, shall be held and taken to be full and conclusive 
evidence of the fact of escape, and that the service or labor of the person 
escaping is due to the party in such record mentioned. . . .

Primary Sources, 1840–1860	 Name___________________________
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The Abduction and Recovery of John Price  
and the Resulting Trial of Oberlin Residents

Read each of the following documents, and write a short summary of the content. Use the 
summary to complete the information organizer. Be prepared for class discussion. 

Document 1

The Slave Hunt

	 . . . In these undertakings [the capture of a runaway slave, John Price] 
there was no approach to success until stratagem and treachery were re-
sorted to. On Monday, Sept. 13, a young man residing two or three miles 
from town was hired to decoy a colored man [John Price] from the village, 
upon the pretence of employing him in labor. As they were riding on the way 
to the work, as the colored man supposed, about two miles from the village 
he was seized by three men—one an official from Columbus, the others Ken-
tuckians—and hustled into a carriage. They drove at once to Wadsworth’s 
Hotel in Wellington. A resident of Oberlin met them on the way and reported 
in town his suspicions that an arrest had been made. Companies of men, 
students and citizens, armed and unarmed, at once followed in pursuit and 
were joined on the way by others. At Wellington they found the hotel already 
surrounded by crowds of people, while the man-hunters with their victim 
had taken refuge in the garret and had barricaded the passages. The gather-
ing increased hourly and the excitement grew more intense, until at last the 
doors themselves gave way before the moral force that was brought to bear 
upon them, and the poor fugitive walked forth to the crowd who bore him 
off in triumph. Not a shot was fired, nor a blow struck, nor a bolt broken. 
It was not possible to resist the demand for the release in the name of the 
Higher Fugitive Law, backed by such an executive force. . . .1

Document 2

Rescuing a Fugitive Slave—Thirty-Seven Indictments

	 . . . The recollection of the affair [the seizure of John Price from the 
slave catchers] has mostly died away, but its history is revived by the recent 
act of the United States grand jury at Cleveland, who have brought their la-
bors to a close, by finding true bills against thirty-seven of the ringleaders 
in this affair, including the Rev. Henry Peck, Professor in Oberlin College, 
the Rev. James M. Fitch, formerly Missionary to Jamaica, several theological 
students, five fugitive slaves, and thirty other persons, including eleven free 
colored persons.

	 The two clergymen and eleven others are indicted for aiding and abet-
ting the rescue of the slave, and the remaining twenty-four are indicted for 
the rescue itself. It is surmised that whatever course the white men and free 
negroes indicted may adopt in regard to exposing themselves to trial, the fu-
gitive slaves among the indicted will at least disappear from the scene and 
take the underground railroad for some secure retreat.2

Primary Sources, 1840–1860	 Name___________________________
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2“Rescuing a Fugitive Slave—Thirty-Seven Indictments,” Charleston Mercery [Mercury], December 14, 1858.
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Document 3

The Wellington Rescue Case

	  . . . Dec. 7 the U.S. Marshall came to Oberlin, called on fifteen gentle-
men and left with them each his paper, inviting them to appear before the 
court forthwith. Accordingly they repaired to Cleveland next day, unat-
tended, and answered “not guilty” to the charges made in the indictment. 
Through their counsel, Judge Spaulding, they signified their readiness and 
desire to proceed at once to trial. But the Prosecuting attorney was by no 
means ready. Then came up the question what should be done with the 
indicted parties. The Judge said five hundred dollars each could not be con-
sidered excessive bail. Some remarks having been made about lodgings in 
jail, Judge S. suggested to his honor the Judge, whether it would appear 
well to immure fifteen free citizens of Ohio for two weeks in an Ohio jail for 
the accommodation of two slave-holders of Kentucky. The gentlemen indicted 
then withdrew to consult together, and soon decided not to give bail. The 
court then accepted their own recognizance, and they returned quietly to 
their homes to await the convenience of the court on the second Tuesday of 
March, 1859. . . .3

Document 4 

The Trial of the Thirty-Seven

	 Citizens of Lorain Co., indicted by the U.S. District Court for Northern 
District of Ohio, commenced on Tuesday last.

	 As we said in our last issue, the Jury is entirely drawn from one politi-
cal party and that one much the smallest of the two which divide the people 
of Northern Ohio. We are glad, however, to be able to say that the personal 
appearance of the Jury is respectable. We cannot but hope that its verdict 
will prove that it is candid as well as intelligent.

	 The testimony for the prosecution is not yet closed. We are unable there-
fore to form any opinion as to the result of the trial.

	 The case furnishes a fair field for professional conflict, and the able 
counsel with which both the prosecution and defence is managed, is mak-
ing its utmost endeavors at every point. We think the closing arguments will 
present a forensic tournament, which the thoughtful and curious may well 
desire to see.

	 As being connected with the matters now in court, we may say here, 
that Jacob Lowe Esq., Deputy U.S. Marshall for the Southern District of 
Ohio, was, on Monday evening, arrested at Grafton, and taken to Elyria, 
where he gave bonds to answer, at the next term of the Lorain Co. Court, to 
an indictment for kidnapping.

	 April 7th.4
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4“The Trial of the Thirty-Seven,” The Oberlin Evangelist, March 16, 1859.
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Document 5 

	 Progress of the Oberlin Rescue Case

	 Friday, April 15, closed with the verdict of guilty, founded by the jury 
against Simeon Bushnell; the order of the Court that the same jury should 
try the remaining cases; the protest of counsel for defence against this 
mockery of justice, and their decided refusal, if this policy is persisted in, 
to make any attempt to defend before such a jury; the indicted remanded 
into close custody of the Marshall and imprisoned in the county jail. These 
twenty men, among the best citizens of Oberlin and Wellington, yet (April 
22) remain—their condition being made as comfortable as legal confine-
ment within precincts so narrow can well be made by the genuine and 
noble-hearted kindness of Sheriff Wightman and his family, by the earnest 
sympathy of hosts of friends and above all, by the consciousness of being 
in the path of duty to God and man. Their hearts are moreover sustained, 
as we have reason to know, by the hope that incidentally, these pains and 
penalties inflicted for doing right, may help to open the eyes of the nation to 
the enormous iniquity inherent in slavery itself, since it must demand for its 
support perpetual outrages upon the most sacred rights of man.5

Document 6

	 Speech of Charles Langston  
before the United States District Court

	  . . . The law under which I am arraigned is an unjust one, one made 
to crush the colored man, and one that outrages every feeling of humanity, 
as well as every rule of right. I have nothing to do with its constitutional-
ity—about that I care but little. I have often heard it said by learned and 
good men, that it was unconstitutional; I remember the excitement that pre-
vailed throughout all the Free States when it passed; and I remember how 
often it has been said by individuals, conventions, communities and legisla-
tures, that it never could be, never should be, and never was meant to be 
enforced. I had always believed until the contrary appeared in the actual 
institution of proceedings, that the provisions of this odious statute would 
never be enforced within the bounds of this State. . . .6

Document 7

	 The Oberlin-Wellington Rescue Case

	 . . . Simeon Bushnell, against whom a verdict of guilty has been found 
by the jury but whose sentence by the Court is still withheld, remained qui-
etly in jail with his fellow prisoners one week; was then induced by false 
pretences to go into the United State’s Court building, inveigled into the 
Marshal’s room and locked up. He was kept there, under close confinement 
one week, obviously through fear that a writ of Habeas Corpus might be 
granted to take him from their hands. When it became known that this writ 
would not be granted at present, he was permitted to return to his fellow 
prisoners in the jail.

5“Progress of the Oberlin Rescue Case,” The Oberlin Evangelist, May 11, 1859.
6Speech of Charles Langston before the United States District Court (as reported in the Cleveland Leader), 
The Oberlin Evangelist, May 25, 1859.
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	 Next after the case of Bushnell, came on that of Chas. Langston. This 
has progressed slowly—the Court having had several adjournments. Up to 
this time the testimony for the prosecutor is unfinished.

	 The point of absorbing interest during the past week has been the ap-
plication to the Supreme Court of Ohio for a writ of Habeas Corpus. The 
petition for this writ was rested especially on the ground that the Fugitive 
Slave Law[s] of 1793 and of 1850 are unconstitutional and therefore void. 
The Court, however, have evaded any decision upon this point, their decision 
being that the application for a writ is premature, the prisoners with one ex-
ception, not having had their trial, and therefore it should be presumed still 
that the U.S. Court will do them justice.

	 It does not therefore yet appear with certainty what this court will do if 
applied to after the trials are over. . . .

	 We need not say that we regard this question as one of immense impor-
tance. None greater has arisen since our Federal Government was organized. 
We condemn the Fugitive Slave Act.7

Document 8

	 Progress of the Oberlin Rescue Case

	 A portion of our history prepared for the last No. [edition] was acciden-
tally omitted, and hence we have fallen far behind in time.

	 During the four weeks in which the case of Langston was on hand, (in-
cluding adjournments) application was made to the Supreme Court of Ohio 
(in bank) for a writ of Habeas Corpus to bring all the indicted before them. 
After hearing a full and able argument, especially on the unconstitutional-
ity of the Fugitive Slave Act, the Court refused the writ on the ground that, 
then, none of the prisoners had received their sentence and therefore the 
time had not come for the writ to issue, since it should still be presumed 
that the Court would do them justice. In this decision, the Court excusing 
themselves fro this on the ground that no case demanding this opinion; was 
yet before them.

	 Several of the Wellington prisoners have entered the plea of “nolle conten-
dere” by which, without acknowledging themselves guilty, they simply forbear 
to maintain their innocence and appeal to the court for mercy. These have 
received a uniform sentence—one day’s imprisonment, twenty dollars fine, 
and costs of prosecution. One man from Wellington—Mr. Gillett, a patriarch 
of seventy four years—the prosecution sent home, manifestly because it was 
not profitable to keep his venerable locks and dauntless spirit in jail any 
longer. None now remain in jail save Oberlin me[n], twelve awaiting trial, 
and two enduring their terms of imprisonment.

	 Simeon Bushnell is sentenced to sixty days imprisonment, six hundred 
dollars fine, and costs of prosecution, estimated at above two thousand.

	 Mr. C. H. Langston is to [b]e imprisoned twenty days, fined one hundred 
dollars, and pay costs.

7“The Oberlin-Wellington Rescue Case,” The Oberlin Evangelist, May 25, 1859.
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	 The further trial of these cases is adjourned until July 12, despite the 
earnest protestations of the prisoners against this delay.

	 Meantime the four men concerned in the seizure of John Price—namely, 
Jennings and Mitchell from Kentucky, and Lowe and Davis, Deputy Marshals 
from Columbus, are under indictment from kidnapping, and await their trial 
before the Court of Common Please [sic] in Lorain County.

	 Judge Scott of the Supreme Court of Ohio has granted a writ of Habeas 
Corpus to bring Bushnell and Langston—the only rescuers yet sentenced—
before him. He invites the other Supreme Judges to sit on the case—the day 
set being May 25.

	 Meanwhile a Mass Convention of the friends of Liberty is called to as-
semble at Cleveland on the 24th inst.

	 The four men indicted for kidnapping are to have their trial at Elyria 
during the present term of Court.8

Document 9

	 Important Decision

COLUMBUS, OHIO, MAY 30.—The Supreme Court of the State this morn-
ing delivered an opinion in the case of Bushnell and Langtree [Langston], 
now under sentence, by the U.S. Court of this district, for rescuing slaves 
at Oberlin. The court remanded the prisoners to the custody of the United 
States Marshal. Justices Swan, Peck and Scot sustained the constitutionality 
of the fugitive slave law, and Justices Brinkerhoff and Sutliff dissented.9

8“Progress of the Oberlin-Rescue Case,” The Oberlin Evangelist, May 25, 1859.
9“Important Decision,” Weekly Standard, June 8, 1859.
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Other News Accounts

Read the following excerpts from the newspaper of the southern Ohio town of Portsmouth, 
which were less favorable in their view of the rescue. Compare them to the accounts from the 
newspapers in Handout 12. Be prepared to share your insights.

Document 1

	 Oberlin

	 This hot-bed of radicalism is just now under some sort of subjection 
to the powers that be. A hurdle load of crazy fellows have been on trial 
at Cleveland for forcible resistance to the fugitive slave act. One of them, 
Bushnell, has been convicted, but not yet sentenced. —The rest were, on 
Saturday a week, offered their parole, but declining it, had to go to jail, of 
course. They wanted to play the martyr badly, but as they had gone to pris-
on of their own choice they only succeeded in acting the fool.1

Document 2

	 Treasonable Avowal

	 . . . If the Marshals in a conflict with a mob for the custody of their 
prisoner kill some of the rescuers, it will be justifiable homicide, and 
any judge charging a jury to the contrary, ought to be and would be im-
peached. If any of the rescuers kill a marshal, it will be murder, and the 
whole gang will be accomplices. The hanging of the ringleaders would follow; 
for the people of this State will no longer tolerate a little fanatical squad 
in Oberlin, in resisting the United States laws, and setting the Constitu-
tion at defiance. We are convinced, that all this threatening and blowing on 
the part of the Oberlinites and Abolitionists is resorted to conceal their 
trepidation. It ought, however, to increase the firmness and resolution 
of the Court, the jury and the officers. They are armed in the invincible 
and invulnerable panoply of the law; and if the Abolitionists are deter-
mined to proceed to violent extremities against it, the sooner the better.2 

1“Oberlin,” Portsmouth Times, April 26, 1859.
2“Treasonable Avowal,” Portsmouth Times, May 3, 1859.
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Lesson 7—Minority Experience

The Amistad Case
Objectives
• To examine the role played by John Quincy 

Adams in the Amistad case

• To understand the importance of the 
Amistad case in the establishment of the 
idea that slaves had certain rights

Notes to the Teacher
The question of the abolition of slavery was 

fi rst raised when the Declaration of Indepen-
dence was written, but because of opposition 
from the representatives of the Southern 
colonies, the question was tabled. By 1808 
Congress had made it illegal to bring slaves 
directly from Africa into the United States. 
Slavery was to be limited to the descendants 
of those Africans who had originally been 
brought to America in chains. For almost 
twenty-fi ve years, the question of the total 
abolition of slavery festered under the surface 
in America. By the 1830s, however, militant 
Northern abolitionists again began to raise 
the idea of abolishing slavery.

Even though international law had pro-
hibited the direct importation of slaves from 
Africa starting in 1820, thousands of Africans 
were still being smuggled into islands of the 
Caribbean, particularly Cuba. In 1839 fi fty-
three Mendi men, women, and children from 
Sierra Leone were taken illegally as slaves to 
Cuba. Aboard the ship the Amistad enroute 
from Havana, Cuba, to Guanaja, Cuba, the 
Africans, under the leadership of Joseph Cinque, 
seized control of the vessel and killed two crew 
members. They forced the other crew members 
to alter the ship’s course to return to Africa. 
The crew members altered the course during 
the day, but at night changed the course to 
head in a northeasterly direction, hoping to 
come in contact with an American or British 
naval vessel. Eventually, the Amistad was 
stopped by an American naval vessel off the 
coast of Long Island, New York. The Spaniards 
who had enslaved the Africans were freed 
from their captors, and the thirty-nine men 
and four children on board were imprisoned 
in Connecticut. A hearing was held, and the 
Africans were charged with mutiny, piracy, and 
murder and imprisoned for eighteen months 
in a jail cell twenty by thirty feet in size.

The cause of the Africans was quickly taken 
up by militant abolitionists in New England. 
Many in America believed the Africans should 
be extradited to Cuba. Almost as many believed 
that the Africans were entitled to a trial in an 
American court. President Martin Van Buren 
was advised by the U.S. district attorney for 
Connecticut and Secretary of State John C. 
Forsyth that the federal government had no 
jurisdiction in the case. However, Van Buren, 
whose family had held slaves in New York, 
and who needed the southern support for his 
reelection bid, was determined to continue 
the case. The administration intentionally 
misled the district court in Connecticut by 
mistranslating Spanish documents regarding 
the international slave trade. Van Buren at-
tempted to order the Amistad captives turned 
over to the United States Navy before the court 
rendered its verdict. In a federal district court 
in Hartford, Connecticut, a federal magistrate 
ruled that the Africans were not responsible 
for their actions since they had been enslaved 
illegally. Since they had been born free, they 
could not be considered property and should 
be returned to Africa. The U.S. Circuit Court 
of Appeals upheld the verdict of the District 
Court, and the case went to the United States 
Supreme Court. Former President John Quincy 
Adams was called upon to defend the Amistad 
captives. For nine hours over two days, Ad-
ams argued that the Africans were entitled to 
their freedom because they had been illegally 
enslaved. Adams was facing a court dominated 
by a Southern majority, but illness on the 
part of one Justice and the death of another 
changed the odds in Adams’ favor. The Court 
agreed that since the international slave trade 
was illegal, persons who had been enslaved 
illegally were to be considered free if they 
escaped. Private donations allowed the slaves 
of the Amistad to return to Africa. 

In this lesson, students read and discuss 
an opinion written by John Forsyth, Secre-
tary of State under Van Buren, outlining an 
argument to support Van Buren’s position. 
Students read and discuss a letter written by 
Kale, an eleven-year-old Mendi boy, in which he 
pleads with Adams to help make the Amistad 
captives free. Students then read an excerpt 
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from Adams’ argument before the Supreme 
Court and answer questions for discussion. 
To conclude the lesson, students write a let-
ter to the office of the president in support 
of the rights of the Amistad captives.

Reminder to Teachers
•	 Decide if the appropriate primary sources 

analysis worksheets from the appendix will 
be used in this lesson.

•	 Assign those sections of the basal textbook 
that are relevant to this lesson.

Procedure
1.	 Explain the circumstances of the Amistad 

incident to the students. Ask students to 
give an example of instances in recent 
history in which the American government 
had to make a decision about the rights of 
people from other nations (the boat people 
of Southeast Asia; refugees from Cuba and 
Haiti; refugees from warfare in the Balkans). 
Ask students who makes the majority of 
these decisions today (depending on the 
circumstances, any of the following: Im-
migration and Naturalization Service; the 
State Department; the President). Distribute 
Handout 14. After students have read the 
handout, ask them what Forsyth’s argu-
ments were for supporting the extradition of 
the               captives. (Even though slavery 
was unjust and immoral, some nations still 
permitted it; one nation could not impose 
its laws on another nation; the slave trade 
was still considered legal in some countries; 
the United States could not decide a legal 
case that involves the citizens of another 
country.) Ask students what conclusions 
Forsyth drew from the case. (The United 
States was to consider the captives as the 
property of citizens of Spain; the United 
States could not prosecute the Spaniards in 
American courts for events that happened 
on the high seas and are not governed by 
American law; the Spaniards had broken 
no American laws; the captives were being 
charged under Spanish law and should 
be tried in a Spanish court; the argument 
concerning the captives’ freedom should be 
argued in a Spanish court.)

2.	 Distribute Handout 15. Have students 
read the handout aloud in class, and then 
use the following questions to facilitate 
discussion. 

•	 What were Kale’s arguments in support 
of his plea for freedom? (The Spaniards 
had lied about the origin of the captives; 
the Mendi should not be kept in prison 
because they did nothing wrong; they 
only tried to gain their freedom and 
return to Africa.)

•	 How did Kale say Americans regarded 
the Mendi? (He said Americans thought 
the Mendi were crazy because they 
did not speak English. Kale said if the 
Americans did not speak Mendi, could 
the Mendi consider the Americans to be 
crazy.)

	•	 Why did Kale say the Mendi took ac-
tion against the crew? (They killed the 
cook because he threatened to kill and 
eat the Mendi.)

3.	 Distribute Handout 16. Explain to stu-
dents that John Quincy Adams was asked 
to argue the case of the Amistad captives 
before the United States Supreme Court, 
and that while he was not an abolitionist, 
he believed in the right of abolitionists to 
be heard. Have students read the handout 
and complete the questions for discussion.

Suggested Responses:

1.	 He said they were persons, enjoying 
the rights set forth in the Constitution 
and held the performance of duties 
(responsibilities).

2.	 The captives had been kidnapped in 
Africa; they were not Spanish and did 
not have Spanish names; they were not 
correctly described in Spanish documents; 
and they were therefore entitled to their 
liberty.

3.	 He tried to get the captives out of the 
country before the District Court in Con-
necticut made a decision.

4.	 to Harmodius and Aristogiton, who 
overthrew and killed a tyrant in an-
cient Athens

Amistad       
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5. He asked them to remember those jus-
tices who had gone before them and to 
make a decision with honor.

4. Conclude the lesson by instructing the 
students to write a letter to the offi ce of 
the president supporting the rights of the 
Amistad captives. Have selected students 
share their letters with the class.

Extension Activities
1. Have students view the fi lm Amistad after 

they have engaged in a class discussion 
about the case.

2. Have students further research the Amistad 
case. Have the students fi nd out what hap-
pened to the surviving captives after they 
left America. There are several excellent 
sources on the Amistad case, including, 
Black Mutiny: The Revolt of the Schooner 
Amistad, William A. Owens (New York: 
Penguin Publishers, 1997). Also available 
is a novelization of the Amistad case, 
Amistad, David Pesci (New York: Marlow 
and Company, 1997). Have selected stu-
dents present their reports to the class. 
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John Forsyth, Secretary of State, 1839

John Forsyth was Secretary of State under President Martin Van Buren. At the time of the 
Amistad incident, Forsyth testifi ed before Congress regarding the status of the slaves on board 
the ship and their claims to freedom. Read the following excerpt from that testimony, and be 
prepared for class discussion. 

 . . . It is true, by the treaty between Great Britain and Spain, the slave 
trade is prohibited to the subjects of each; but the parties to this treaty or 
agreement are the proper judges of any infraction of it and they have created 
special tribunals to decide questions arising under the treaty; nor does it be-
long to any other nation to ajudicate upon it, or to enforce it. . . . In the case 
of the Antelope . . . this subject was fully examined, and the opinion of the Su-
preme Court of the United States establishes the following points:

1. That, however unjust and unnatural the slave trade may be, it is not con-
trary to the law of nations.

2. That having been sanctioned by the usage and consent of almost all civi-
lized nations, it could not be pronounced illegal, except so far as each 
nation may have made it so by its own acts and laws; and these could only 
operate upon itself, its own subjects or citizens; and, of course, the trade 
would remain lawful to those whose Government had not forbidden it.

3. That the right of bringing in and adjudicating upon the case of a vessel 
charged with being engaged in the slave trade, even where the vessel be-
longs to a nation which has prohibited the trade, cannot exist. The courts 
of no country execute the penal laws of another. . . .

 In the case now before me, the vessel is a Spanish vessel, belonging exclu-
sively to Spaniards, navigated by Spaniards, sailing under Spanish papers and 
fl ag, from one Spanish port to another. It therefore follows, unquestionably, that 
any offence committed on board is cognizable before the Spanish tribunals, and 
not elsewhere.

 These two points being disposed of—1st. That the Government of the United 
States is to consider these Negroes as property of the individuals in whose 
behalf the Spanish minister has put up a claim; 2d. That the United States 
cannot proceed against them criminally;—the only remaining inquiry is, what is 
to be done with the vessel and cargo? the Negroes being part of the latter.

 . . . The claimants of these Negroes have violated none of our laws. . . . They 
have not come within our territories with the view or intention of violating the 
laws of the United States. . . . They have not introduced these Negroes into the 
United States for the purpose of sale, or holding them in servitude within the 
United States. . . . It therefore appears to me that this subject must be disposed 
of upon the principles of international law and the existing treaties between 
Spain and the United States. . . .

 These Negroes are charged with an infraction of Spanish laws; therefore, it 
is proper that they should be surrendered to the public functionaries of that 
Government, that if the laws of Spain have been violated, they may not escape 
punishment. . . .

 These Negroes deny that they are slaves; if they should be delivered to 
the claimants, no opportunity may be afforded for the assertion of their right 
to freedom. For these reasons, it seems to me that a delivery to the Spanish 
minister is the only safe course for this Government to pursue.1

Primary Sources, 1840–1860 Name __________________________
Lesson 7 
Handout 14 Date ___________________________ 

© COPYRIGHT, The Center for Learning. Used with permission. Not for resale.

1Africans Taken in the Amistad, U.S. 26th Cong., 1st Sess., H. Exec. Doc. 185 (New York: Blair and Rives, 
1840), 57–62.
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“Make Us Free”

Kale, one of the youngest of the Amistad captives, was chosen to write this letter to John Quincy 
Adams, appealing to him to help them by representing them when their case was heard in the 
United States Supreme Court. Read the following excerpt, and be prepared for discussion.

Kale to John Quincy Adams, Jan. 4, 1841

 I want to write a letter to you because you love Mendi people, and you 
talk to the grand court. We want to tell you one thing. Jose Ruiz [one of 
the two surviving whites on the Amistad] say we born in Havana, he tell 
lie. We stay Havana 10 days and 10 nights. We stay no more. We all born 
in Mendi—we no understand the Spanish language. Mendi people been in 
America 17 moons. We talk American language a little, not very good. We
write every day; we write plenty letters. We read most all time. We read all 
Matthew, and Mark, and Luke, and John, and plenty of little books. We love 
books very much. We want you to ask the Court what we have done wrong. 
What for Americans keep us in prison. Some people say Mendi people crazy, 
Mendi people dolt, because we no talk American language. American people 
no talk Mendi language. American people crazy dolts? They tell bad things 
about Mendi people and we no understand. Some men say Mendi people very 
happy because they laugh and have plenty to eat. Mr. Pendleton [the jailer] 
come and Mendi people all look sorry because they think about Mendiland 
and friends we no see now. Mr. Pendleton say we feel anger and white men 
afraid of us. Then we no look sorry again. That’s why we laugh. But Mendi 
people feel bad. O, we can’t tell how bad. Some people say, Mendi people no 
have souls. Why we feel bad, we no have no souls? We want to be free very 
much.

 Dear friend Mr. Adams, you have children, you have friends, you love 
them, you feel very sorry if Mendi people come and take all to Africa. We 
feel bad for our friends, and our friends all feel bad for us. Americans not 
take us in ship. We were on shore and Americans tell us slave ship catch 
us. They say we make you free. If they make us free they tell truth, if they 
not make us free they tell lie. If America give us free we glad, if they no 
give us free we sorry—we sorry for Mendi people little, we sorry for America 
people great deal because God punish liars. We want you to tell court that 
Mendi people no want to go back to Havana, we no want to be killed. Dear 
friend, we want you to know how we feel. Mendi people think think, think. 
Nobody know. Teacher, he know, we tell him some. Mendi people have got 
souls. We think we know God punish us if we tell lie. We never tell lie; we 
speak the truth, What for Mendi people afraid? Because they have got souls. 
Cook say he kill, he eat Mendi people—we afraid—we kill cook. Then captain 
kill one man with knife, and cut Mendi people plenty. We never kill captain 
if he no kill us. If Court ask who bring Mendi people to America, we bring 
ourselves. Ceci hold the rudder. All we want is make us free, not send us to 
Havana. Send us home. Give us Missionary. We tell Mendi people Americans 
spoke truth. We give them good tidings. We tell them there is one god. You 
must worship him. Make us free and we will bless you and all Mendi people 
will bless you, Dear friend Mr. Adams.1

Primary Sources, 1840–1860 Name __________________________
Lesson 7 
Handout 15 Date ___________________________ 

© COPYRIGHT, The Center for Learning. Used with permission. Not for resale.

1Simon Baldwin, “The Captives of the Amistad,” papers of the New Haven-Colony Historical Society, vol. 
IV (1888), 354–55.
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John Quincy Adams for the Defense

John Quincy Adams was elected president of the United States in 1824. After serving a single 
term, Adams served in the House of Representatives beginning in 1831. He was not known 
as an abolitionist but defended their right to be heard in the House chamber. The Southern-
dominated House passed a gag rule, which prohibited Adams from bringing the petitions to 
the fl oor. Even when threatened with censure and expulsion, Adams continued to defend the 
constitutional right of the abolitionists to be heard. It was no accident that Adams was asked 
to appear before the United States Supreme Court to represent the Amistad captives. Below is 
an excerpt from the argument delivered by Adams to the Supreme Court. Read the selection, 
and answer the discussion questions. 

John Quincy Adams Speaks before the 
United States Supreme Court on Behalf of the Amistad Captives

 . . . I appear here on the behalf of thirty-six individuals, the life and lib-
erty of every one of whom depend on the decision of this Court. . . . Three 
or four of them are female children, incapable, in the judgment of our laws, 
of the crime of murder or piracy, or, perhaps, of any other crime. Yet, from 
the day when the vessel was taken possession of by one of our naval of-
ficers, they have all been held as close prisoners, now for the period of 
eighteen long months. . . .

 The Constitution of the United States recognizes the slaves, held within 
some of the states of the Union, only in their capacity of persons—persons 
held to labor or service in a State under the laws thereof—persons con-
stituting elements of representation in the popular branch of the National 
Legislature—persons, the migration or importation of whom should not be 
prohibited by Congress prior to the year 1808. The Constitution no where 
recognizes them as property. The words slave and slavery are studiously ex-
cluded from the Constitution. Circumlocutions are the fig-leaves under which 
the parts of the body politic are decently concealed. Slaves, therefore, in the 
Constitution of the United States are persons, enjoying the rights and held 
to the performance of duties. . . .

 The persons aforesaid, described as slaves, are Negroes and persons of 
color, who have been transported from Africa in violation of the laws of the 
United States. . . . The Court should enable the United States to send the 
Negroes home to Africa . . . in pursuance of the law of Congress passed 
March 3, 1829, entitled, “An act in addition to the acts prohibiting the slave-
trade.”

 The President . . . signed [an] order for the delivery of MEN to the con-
trol of an officer of the navy to be carried beyond sea. . . . The District 
Judge, contrary to all [the] anticipations of the Executive, decided that the 
thirty-six Negroes . . . brought before the Court . . . were FREEMEN; that 
they had been kidnapped in Africa; that they did not own . . . Spanish 
names; . . . that they were not correctly described in the passport, but were 
new Negroes . . . fully entitled to their liberty.

 Well was it for the country—well was it for the President of the United 
States himself that he paused before stepping over this Rubicon! . . . The in-
dignation of the freemen of Connecticut, might not tamely endure the sight, 
of thirty-six persons, though Africans, fettered and manacled in their land of 
freedom, to be transported beyond the seas, to perpetual hereditary servitude 

Primary Sources, 1840–1860 Name __________________________
Lesson 7 
Handout 16 (page 1) Date ___________________________ 
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or to death, by the servile submission of an American President to the inso-
lent dictation of a foreign minister. . . . 

 [President Van Buren informed his subordinates that] if the decree of the 
Judge should be in our favor, and you can steal a march upon the Negroes 
by foreclosing their right of appeal, ship them off without mercy and with-
out delay: and if the decree should be in their favor, fail not to enter an 
instantaneous appeal to the Supreme Court where the chances may be more 
hostile to self-emancipated slaves.

 Was ever such a scene of Lilliputian trickery enacted by the rulers of a 
great, magnanimous, and Christian nation? Contrast it with that act of self-
emancipation, by which the savage, heathen Barbarians Cinque and Graveau 
liberated themselves and their fellow suffering countrymen from Spanish 
slave traders, and which the Secretary of State . . . denominates lawless 
violence. . . . Cinque and Graveau are uncooth and barbarous names. Call 
them Harmodius and Aristogiton, and go back for moral principle three thou-
sand years to the fierce and glorious democracy of Athens. They too resorted 
to lawless violence, and slew the tyrant to redeem the freedom of their coun-
try. . . . 

  I said, when I began this plea, that my final reliance for success in this 
case was on this Court as a court of JUSTICE; and in the confidence this 
fact inspired, that, in the administration of justice, in a case of no less 
importance than the liberty and the life of a large number of persons, this 
Court would not decide but on a due consideration of all the rights, both 
natural and social, of everyone of these individuals. . . . I have avoided, 
purposely avoided . . . a recurrence of those first principles of liberty which 
might well have been invoked in the argument of this cause. I have shown 
that [the Amistad ’s crew members] . . . were acting at the time in a way 
that is forbidden by the laws of Great Britain, of Spain and of the United 
States, and . . . that these Negroes were free and had a right to assert their 
liberty. . . .

 On the 7th of February, 1804, now more than thirty-seven years past, 
my name was entered, and yet stands recorded, on both the rolls, as one 
of the Attorneys and Counsellors of this Court. . . . I stand before the same 
Court, but not before the same judges—nor aided by the same associates—
nor resisted by the same opponents. As I cast my eyes along those seats of 
honor and public trust, now occupied by you, they seek in vain for one of 
those honored and honorable persons who indulgence listened then to my 
voice. Marshall—Cushing—Chase—Washington—Johnson—Livingston—Todd—
Where are they? . . . Gone! Gone! All gone! . . . In taking, then, my final 
leave of this Bar, and this Honorable Court, I can only ejaculate a fervent 
petition to Heaven, that every member of it may go to his final account with 
a little of earthly frailty to answer for as those illustrious dead. . . .1

Primary Sources, 1840–1860 Name __________________________
Lesson 7 
Handout 16 (page 2) Date ___________________________ 

© COPYRIGHT, The Center for Learning. Used with permission. Not for resale. 

1Argument of John Quincy Adams, before the Supreme Court of the United States, in the Case of the 
United States, Apellants, vs. Cinque, and Others, Africans, Captured in the Schooner, Amistad, Delivered 
on February 24, and March 1, 1841. Gilder-Lehrman Collection, Pierpont Morgan Library, MSS. GLC 
3809.
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1. How did John Quincy Adams argue the status of the captives under the Constitution?

2. On what did the District Court base its decision?

3. What did Martin Van Buren try to do?

4. To whom did Adams compare Cinque and Graveau?

5. What did Adams ask the justices to do when they made their decision?

Primary Sources, 1840–1860 Name __________________________
Lesson 7 
Handout 16 (page 3) Date ___________________________ 

© COPYRIGHT, The Center for Learning. Used with permission. Not for resale.
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Objectives
•	 To examine America’s involvement in the 

war with Mexico and its results

•	 To discuss Americans’ opposition to the 
war

Notes to the Teacher
The principle of Manifest Destiny was 

advanced by John O’Sullivan, who proposed 
that it was America’s destiny to extend its 
boundaries from the Atlantic to the Pacific. For 
years after the Texas War for Independence, 
the independent Lone Star Republic had lob-
bied Congress for admission to the Union. 
American claims to western territories were 
being challenged by Mexico in the southwest 
and Great Britain in the northwest, and hos-
tilities escalated as American troops were sent 
to patrol the disputed borderlands along the 
Rio Grande del Norte. In May 1846 American 
soldiers under the command of General Zachary 
Taylor fought Mexican troops near the city of 
Matamoros, on the banks of the Rio Grande 
del Norte. This incident caused President 
James K. Polk to appear before Congress to 
request a declaration of war against Mexico. 

While many Americans enthusiastically 
supported the war with Mexico, others did not. 
The Massachusetts legislature condemned the 
war in a resolution passed in 1847. Neverthe-
less, the United States went to war and won. 
The treaty of Guadalupe Hidalgo legitimized 
America’s presence in the Southwest and 
removed Mexico’s threat to the realization of 
a United States that spread from sea to sea.

In this lesson, students read an excerpt 
from the diary of President James K. Polk, 
and from Polk’s message to Congress prior 
to the declaration of war. Students also read 
excerpts from the journal of William Seaton 
Henry, who served with Zachary Taylor’s 
army at Matamoros, and imagine themselves 
as a soldier writing a letter home to his or 
her parents describing the events of the war. 
Students then conclude the activity by read-
ing an excerpt from the resolution passed by 
the Massachusetts legislature condemning the 
war and draw a political cartoon in opposi-
tion to the war.

Reminder to Teachers
•	 Decide if the appropriate primary sources 

analysis worksheets from the appendix will 
be used in this lesson.

•	 Assign those sections of the basal textbook 
that are relevant to this lesson.

Procedure
1.	 Ask students what the difference is between 

a just and unjust war. (A just war is one 
fought with a moral purpose, i.e., a war 
to remove a tyrant, to stop oppression, to 
free a people; an unjust war is one fought 
for aggressive reasons, which will benefit 
the aggressor, i.e., to conquer and add 
territory to a country’s possessions.) Ask 
students to give an example of a war in 
America’s history which was opposed by 
some members of society (Vietnam). Ask 
students what Americans did to oppose 
the Vietnam War (violent and nonviolent 
protest; burn draft cards; petition Congress). 
Explain that frequently the decision as to 
whether a war is just or unjust depends on 
which side is making the decision. Explain 
to students that when the Mexican War 
was fought in the mid-nineteenth century, 
it was not universally supported and that 
many openly opposed the war. 

2.	 Distribute Handout 17, and instruct stu-
dents to read the handout and answer the 
discussion questions.

Suggested Responses:

1.	 if the Mexican army was guilty of an 
act of hostility against Taylor’s army

2.	 The Mexican army crossed the Rio Grande 
and attacked, killed, or captured two 
companies of dragoons.

3.	 Grievances by Americans against the 
Mexican government had not been 
resolved; merchants were unable to 
trade freely, and this hurt commerce; 
Mexican officials extorted money from 
the American merchants; Mexico repeat-
edly threatened to make an attempt to 
reacquire Texas.

Lesson 8—Politics

The Mexican War



62

4.	 Mexico invaded U.S. territory and de-
clared war on the United States.

3.	 Distribute Handout 18. Instruct students 
to read the selection from William Henry 
Seaton’s diary and complete the questions 
for discussion. 

Suggested Responses:

1.	 They had abandoned their main camp.

2.	 No, large numbers of Mexicans were 
later found further along the riverbank 
preparing to fight.

3.	 An estimated five hundred enemy sol-
diers had been killed or wounded, many 
of them by artillery fire; wounded lay 
on the battlefield without water; Ameri-
can troops provided water for Mexican 
wounded; Henry observed a dog staying 
at the side of his dead master; empty 
saddles and dead horses and mules 
were spread across the battlefield.

4.	 No, they had made camp for the night, 
slaughtered animals, and were cooking 
food.

	 Allow time to review student responses. 
Then instruct students that they are to 
imagine themselves as soldiers in the army 
of Zachary Taylor and write a letter home 
to their parents describing the events they 
have experienced. Have selected students 
share their letters with the class.

4.	 Distribute Handout 19. Instruct students 
to read the selection and to be prepared 
for class discussion. Ask students what 
actions were taken by Zachary Taylor that 
the legislature regarded as wrong. (He 
moved into disputed territory; established 
a camp and artillery battery; blockaded the 
mouth of the Rio Grande, cutting off supplies 
to the people of Matamoros.) Ask students 
what the legislature believed started the 
war with Mexico (the annexation of Texas). 

Ask students why the legislature believed 
Texas was annexed to the United States 
(to extend slavery into lands where it was 
already prohibited by Mexican law; to allow 
the southern slave states to gain control of 
the government). What did the legislature 
urge Americans to do about the war? (with-
hold supplies and voluntary contributions; 
call for the withdrawal of American troops)

5.	 To conclude the lesson, instruct students 
to draw a political cartoon that expresses 
the attitude of the Massachusetts legislature 
towards the Mexican War. Display selected 
students’ cartoons in the classroom.

Extension Activities
1.	 Have students research and prepare re-

ports on the army leadership during the 
Mexican War. Many of those who were 
junior officers during the Mexican War 
served as generals during the Civil War 
(Robert E. Lee, Ulysses S. Grant, George 
Pickett). An excellent reference is The Class 
of 1846: From West Point to Appomattox: 
Stonewall Jackson, George McClellan, and 
Their Brothers by John C. Waugh (New 
York: Warner Books, 1994). Have selected 
students present their reports to the class.

2.	 Many Irish immigrants who came to the 
United States to escape the potato famine 
in the mid-1840s served in the American 
army in Mexico. Few Americans realize 
that some Irish immigrants fought on the 
side of the Mexican army. Have selected 
students research this little known fact 
about the Mexican War and present a 
report to the class. An excellent source 
is Shamrock and Sword: The San Patrick’s 
Battalion in the U.S. Mexican War by Rob-
ert Ryal Miller (Norman: The University of 
Oklahoma Press, 1989).
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President Polk Asks Congress to Declare War

The principle of Manifest Destiny was advanced by John O’Sullivan, who proposed that it was 
America’s destiny to extend its boundaries from the Atlantic to the Pacifi c. For years after the 
Texas War for Independence, the independent Lone Star Republic lobbied Congress for admis-
sion to the Union. American claims to western territories were being challenged by Mexico in 
the southwest and Great Britain in the northwest. Hostility between the Mexican government 
and American troops sent to patrol the disputed borderlands along the Rio Grande del Norte 
broke out into open warfare in May 1846, when American soldiers under the command of 
General Zachary Taylor fought Mexican troops near the city of Matamoros, on the banks of 
the Rio Grande del Norte. Upon notifi cation of this incident, President James K. Polk appeared 
before Congress to request a declaration of war against Mexico. Read the following selection, 
and answer the discussion questions.

James K. Polk’s Message to Congress

 The grievous wrongs perpetrated by Mexico upon our citizens through-
out a long period of years remain unredressed, and solemn [claims] treaties 
pledging her public faith for this redress have been disregarded. A govern-
ment either unable or unwilling to enforce the execution of such treaties 
fails to perform one of its plainest duties.

 Our commerce with Mexico has been almost annihilated. It was formerly 
highly beneficial to both nations, but our merchants have been deterred from 
prosecuting it by the system of outrage and extortion which the Mexican au-
thorities have pursued against them, while their appeals through their own 
government for indemnity [compensation] have been made in vain. Our for-
bearance has gone to such an extreme as to be mistaken in its character. 
Had we acted with vigor in repelling the insults and redressing the injuries 
inflicted by Mexico at the commencement, we should doubtless have escaped 
all the difficulties in which we are now involved.

 Instead of this, however, we have been exerting our best efforts to propi-
tiate her good will. Upon the pretext that Texas, a nation as independent as 
herself, thought proper to unite its destinies with our own, she had affected 
to believe that we have severed her rightful territory, and in official procla-
mations and manifestoes has repeatedly threatened to make war upon us for 
the purpose of reconquering Texas. In the meantime, we have tried every ef-
fort at reconciliation.

 The cup of forbearance had been exhausted even before the recent in-
formation from the frontier of the [Rio Grande] Del Norte. But now, after 
reiterated menaces, Mexico has passed the boundary of the United States, 
has invaded our territory, and shed American blood upon the American soil. 
She has proclaimed that hostilities have commenced, and that the two na-
tions are now at war.

 As war exists, and, notwithstanding all our efforts to avoid it, exists by 
the act of Mexico herself, we are called upon by every consideration of duty 
and patriotism to vindicate with decision the honor, the rights, and the in-
terests of our country.1
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1. Under what circumstances did the Cabinet recommend a declaration of war?

2. What action caused Polk to decide to ask for a declaration of war?

3. What actions or events led up to the confl ict with Mexico?

4. What action was the immediate cause of the war?

Primary Sources, 1840–1860 Name __________________________
Lesson 8 
Handout 17 (page 2) Date ___________________________ 
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Campaign Sketches of the War with Mexico

Men from many walks of life journeyed to the Southwest as part of Zachary Taylor’s army. 
Many were Irish and German immigrants who found life in the big cities of the east coast as 
unfulfi lling as their lives across the sea. William Seaton Henry journeyed to the Southwest as 
part of Zachary Taylor’s army. Henry’s journal provides an interesting picture of the battle that 
marked the beginning of the war. Read the following selection, and complete the questions for 
discussion. Be prepared to discuss your answers.

 . . . On the 7th, General Taylor issued the following order:

Headquarters, Army of Occupation,
May 7, 1846.

The army will march to-day at 3 o’clock, in the direction of Matamo-
ras. It is known the enemy has recently occupied the route in force. 
If still in possession, the general will give him battle. The command-
ing general has every confidence in his officers and men. If his orders 
and instructions are carried out, he has no doubt of the result, let 
the enemy meet him in what numbers they may. He wishes to enjoin 
upon the battalions of Infantry that their main dependence must be 
in the bayonet.

   Signed, W. W. S. Bliss,
      Assistant Adjutant-general.

. . . [O]ur scouts under Captain Walker reported the camp of the enemy de-
serted. From that it was generally believed they would decline battle. The 
march resumed shortly after sunrise. Upon our arrival within a short 
distance of our last camp, previous to our reaching the Rio Grande, the 
advance reported the enemy in force. . . . the masses of the enemy were ap-
parent, less than a mile distant, and occupying a front of nearly a mile and 
a half. . . . 

 At daybreak on the 9th the enemy were seen moving along the edge of 
the chaparral toward the road, and the prevailing impression was that they 
intended occupying the road in force . . . Shortly after sunrise the army was 
again formed in line of battle, and marched forward. The wounded were left 
behind to be sent to Point Isabel. . . . The army was halted near a pond, 
and General Taylor rode back to the train to send off his first bulletin, to 
cheer the desponding at home, and to awaken American glory and patrio-
tism. While there, Lieutenant Blake . . . accidently shot himself. It was a sad 
occurrence; he had behaved with distinguished gallantry on the 8th. I took 
advantage of the halt to go over the field of battle. It was a truly shocking 
sight; our Artillery had literally mowed them down. There were heaps of dead 
lying hither and yon, with the most ghastly wounds I ever saw; some had 
died with a smile on their countenance; others, in the agony of death, with a 
fierce convulsive struggle had caught at the rank grass, and died with their 
hands clenched firmly in it, looking defiance at the enemy. It was a shocking 
picture. The number killed could not be accurately ascertained, but of killed 
and wounded we are safe in claiming five hundred. . . . The prisoners taken 
acknowledged they were badly whipped, and confirm us in our belief of the 
strength of their army. 
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 As we were advancing we came across a poor fellow who was wounded, 
and who, without a drop of water, had passed the night upon the battle-
field. He gave us to understand he wanted bread and water. Colonel Twiggs 
exclaimed, “Men, give this poor fellow something to eat and drink.” In an 
instant the haversacks and canteens of a company were at his service. Such 
acts of generosity threw a flickering sunbeam over the deep shades of the 
battle-field. On the field was found a dog lying by the dead body of his mas-
ter; no entreaties could prevail upon him to leave the body of him who in 
life had caressed him. . . . 

 [After engaging the enemy,] the empty saddles, and horses writhing in the 
agony of death, marked the spot where the struggle occurred.

 The huge packs of the enemy were arranged with great regularity upon 
the ground; mules, some with packs, were scattered about; beeves were 
killed, their camp-fires lighted, and their meals cooking. They evidently ex-
pected to have been undisturbed that night. On, on we went, keeping up 
a run, and yelling like mad! The enemy now and then gave symptoms of a 
stand, but were driven on, . . . availing themselves of every trail that led to 
the river. . . .

 Our brave general had gained a glorious victory over the best-appointed 
army Mexico ever sent into the field; confident of success, in an almost im-
pregnable position, and with an overwhelming force, at least three to one
. . . . All General Arista’s [the Mexican commander] private baggage and papers 
fell into our hands, from which much important information was obtained. 
. . . The loss of the enemy in killed, wounded, and missing can not be less 
than two thousand. It was a victory achieved by the army proper, and, as 
such, doubly dear to us. . . .1
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1. Why did the Americans believe the Mexicans wouldn’t fi ght?

2. Was this belief correct? Why?

3. Describe William Seaton Henry’s tour of the battlefi eld.

4. Did the Mexicans expect to be attacked? Why?

Primary Sources, 1840–1860 Name __________________________
Lesson 8 
Handout 18 (page 3) Date ___________________________ 
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The Massachusetts Legislature Condemns the Mexican War

While many Americans enthusiastically supported the war with Mexico, many did not. The Mas-
sachusetts legislature condemned the war in a resolution passed in 1847. Read the following 
selection, and be prepared for class discussion. 

 This was the state of things when . . . General Taylor was directed, 
by the President of the United States, to occupy the east bank of the Rio 
Grande, being the extreme western part of the territory claimed by Texas, 
the boundaries of which had been designated an “open question,” to be de-
termined by “negotiation.” General Taylor broke up his quarters at Corpus 
Christi on the 11th March, and, proceeding across this disputed territory, 
established his post [camp], and erected a battery [artillery defenses], di-
rectly opposite the Mexican city of Matamoros, and, under his directions, the 
mouth of the Rio Grande was blockaded, so as to cut off supplies from the 
Mexican army at Matamoros . . .

 These were acts of war, accomplished without bloodshed. But they were 
nevertheless acts of unquestioned hostility against Mexico. Blockade! and 
military occupation of a disputed territory! These were the arbiters of the 
“open question” of boundary. These were the substitutes for “negotiation.”

 It is not to be supposed that the Mexican army should quietly endure 
these aggressive measures, and regard with indifference cannon pointed at 
their position. . . . On the 26th of April a small body of American troops, 
under the command of Captain Thornton, encountered Mexican troops at a 
place twenty miles north of General Taylor’s camp. Here was the first colli-
sion of arms. The report of this was hurried to Washington. Rumor, with a 
hundred tongues, exaggerated the danger of the American army under Gen-
eral Taylor, and produced an insensibility to the aggressive character of the 
movement. . . .

 It was under the influence of this feeling that the untoward act of May 
13th was pressed through Congress, by which it was declared that “war ex-
ists by the act of Mexico.” . . . The passage of this act placed the whole 
country in hostile array against Mexico, and impressed upon every citizen of 
the United States the relation of enemy of every citizen of Mexico. This di-
sastrous condition still continues. War is still waged; and our armies, after 
repeated victories achieved on Mexican soil, are still pursuing the path of 
conquest. . . .

 Resolves. Concerning the Mexican War, and the Institution of Slavery.

Resolved, That the present war with Mexico has its primary origin in the 
unconstitutional annexation to the United States of the foreign state of Texas 
while the same was still at war with Mexico; that it was unconstitutionally 
commenced by the order of the President, to General Taylor, to take military 
possession of territory in dispute between the United States and Mexico, 
and in the occupation of Mexico; and that it is now waged ingloriously—by 
a powerful nation against a weak neighbor—unnecessarily and without just 
cause, at immense cost of treasure and life, for the dismemberment of 
Mexico, and for the conquest of a portion of her territory, from which slav-
ery has already been excluded, with the triple object of extending slavery, 
of strengthening the “Slave Power,” and of obtaining the control of the Free 
States, under the Constitution of the United States.
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Resolved, That such a war of conquest, so hateful in its objects, so 
wanton, unjust, and unconstitutional in its origin and character, must be re-
garded as a war against freedom, against humanity, against justice, against 
the Union, against the Constitution, and against the Free States; and that 
a regard for the true interests and the highest honor of the country, not 
less than the impulses of Christian duty, should arouse all good citizens to 
join in efforts to arrest this gigantic crime, by withholding supplies, or other 
voluntary contributions, for its further prosecution; by calling for the with-
drawal of our army within the established limits of the United States; and 
in every just way aiding the country to retreat from the disgraceful position 
of aggression which it now occupies towards a weak, distracted neighbor and 
sister republic.

Resolved, That our attention is directed anew to the wrong and “enor-
mity” of slavery, and to the tyranny and usurpation of the “Slave Power,” 
as displayed in the history of our country, particularly in the annexation of 
Texas and the present war with Mexico. . . .1
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Objectives
•	 To examine the development of nonmain-

stream religions during the nineteenth 
century

•	 To determine the reasons why Mormonism 
and Adventism were able to survive as 
mainstream religions and why Shakerism 
and Spiritualism did not

Notes to the Teacher
The mid-nineteenth century was a time 

of revival and reform among mainstream re-
ligions in America. The religious leadership 
of America’s churches saw themselves as 
the voice of the various reform movements, 
such as abolitionism, women’s rights, and 
temperance. The development of new reli-
gious movements outside the boundaries of 
mainstream religion took place at this time. 
Some religious movements, like Shakerism, 
reached their height, while others, such as 
the Church of Jesus Christ of the Latter-
Day Saints (the Mormons) and the Adventist 
Church (the Millerites), were in their infancy. 
Other, even more nontraditional movements, 
such as Spiritualism, also began to develop at 
this time. Further information regarding the 
development of these four religious movements 
may be found in this lesson’s handouts.

In this lesson, students examine the devel-
opment of Spiritualism, Shakerism, Adventism, 
and Mormonism in groups, prepare a summary 
of the history of the assigned religion, and 
share the information with class members. 
Students then read four accounts dealing 
with the development of the aforementioned 
religions and discuss the reasons why Mor-
monism and Adventism were able to survive 
as mainstream religions and why Shakerism 
and Spiritualism did not. To conclude the 
lesson, students complete an essay compar-
ing and contrasting any two of the religions 
discussed in class.

Reminder to Teachers
•	 Decide if the appropriate primary sources 

analysis worksheets from the appendix will 
be used in this lesson.

•	 Assign those sections of the basal textbook 
that are relevant to this lesson.

Procedure
1.	 Ask students to define Christianity (any 

religious movement that follows the teachings 
of Jesus Christ ). Explain to students that 
Christianity is a general term that can be 
applied to many different religious beliefs, 
all of which have the belief in Jesus Christ 
at their cores, but which may differ dramati-
cally in the practice of the religion and in 
other beliefs. Ask students to list different 
kinds of Christianity on the board (Roman 
Catholic, Eastern Orthodox, Presbyterian, 
Episcopalian, Baptist, Methodist, Church 
of Christ, Pentecostal, Church of God, etc.). 
Explain to students that during the 1840s 
and 1850s new religions were developing 
in the United States, such as Mormonism 
and Adventism, and that sometimes move-
ments were called religions when they did 
not fit the usual definition of a religion 
(specific beliefs in a supreme being, which 
are either personal or institutionalized).

2.	 Distribute Handout 20. Divide the class 
into small groups of four or five, and assign 
each group a section of the handout. In a 
large class, there may be more than one 
group assigned to each section. Instruct 
each group to read its assigned section 
and use the information to write a short 
summary of the history of its assigned 
religious group. Direct each group to se-
lect a spokesperson to read the group’s 
summary. Allow about twenty-five minutes 
for students to complete this part of the 
lesson. 

Lesson 9—Religion

Religious Reform in the 
Mid-Nineteenth Century
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3. Distribute Handout 21, and direct each 
group to read and answer the discussion 
questions that correspond to their assigned 
history.

Suggested Responses:

 A. Spiritualism

 1. Raps indicated letters to be used to 
space out the words and sentences.

 2. Nichols could discover no source for 
the raps.

 3. Each spirit had its characteristic 
rap. Some were energetic; others 
were slight and infantile.

 4. The lady did not make them by 
any visible method, and he could 
not tell who did. He failed to detect 
any collusion, slight of hand, decep-
tion, or machinery used to make 
the noises. People who allegedly 
communicated with their deceased 
loved ones were convinced of the 
truth of the manifestations.

B. Adventism/The Millerites

 1. They sold their houses, gave away their 
personal effects, shut up their busi-
nesses, and vacated their houses.

 2. A furious hurricane struck and 
strengthened their faith and struck 
an awful terror into the souls of 
the timid, destroying shipping and 
demolishing homes.

 3. The Bridegroom (Jesus Christ) was to 
come, a rain of fi re was to descend 
from the heavens, and the Saints 
(the Millerites) were to be gathered 
up in a whirlwind.

 4. They dispersed in despair and slunk 
away silently and downcast to their 
homes.

C. The Shakers

 1. to receive “the gift”

 2. They began whirling like a top.

 3. that Mother Ann has sent two angels 
to inform the group that there were 
Indians outside who wanted to be 
taken in

 4. He didn’t have enough faith to see 
the baskets of fruit, so he did noth-
ing.

D. The Mormons

 1. (a) the belief in prophecy; (b) the or-
ganization of the church was based 
on what Joseph Smith called the 
“Primitive Church” or as he defi ned 
it, the Christian church as originally 
founded; (c) the establishment of a 
“New Zion”; and (d) belief in the Book 
of Mormon as part of the Bible

 2. the remission of sin

 3. the gift of tongues; visions; the lay-
ing on of hands to heal

 4. a paradise on earth, in which the Ten 
Tribes of Israel would be reunited 
and over which Jesus Christ would 
reign personally

 5. They wanted to worship God accord-
ing to their own conscience and to 
allow others the same privilege. 

 After students have completed the assign-
ment, ask them to consider the following 
questions:

• How did these religions differ from 
the mainstream religions of the time? 
(Their services and beliefs were not tra-
ditional; they either had a hierarchical 
organization that was different or, as in 
the case of Spiritualism, no hierarchical 
organization at all.)

• Why were Mormonism and Adventism 
able to survive, while Shakerism and 
Spiritualism did not? (Shakerism’s in-
ability to survive was primarily due to 
its belief in the celibate separation of 
men and women—which made recruit-
ment diffi cult—as well as its dependency 
on orphan children as new members. 
Spiritualism had no organized religious 
beliefs or hierarchy. Many people who 
practiced Spiritualism also belonged 
to mainstream churches and did not 
regard Spiritualism as a “new religion” 
but rather as an extension of the per-
sonal Christian beliefs. Mormonism (the 
Church of Jesus Christ of the Latter-Day 
Saints) was organized with a specifi c 



73

creed of beliefs (the Articles of Faith), 
which were not all that different from 
other organized religious beliefs of the 
time. The Mormons were industrious 
and hard-working, and their settlements 
were successful, prosperous, and easily 
attracted new members. Adventism was 
founded on the belief that the end of the 
world was coming, a belief which was 
shared by some mainstream religious 
groups. They were also well-organized 
and used the printed word to spread their 
beliefs through the use of conventions, 
camp meetings, and reading rooms.)

4.	 To conclude the lesson, have students 
write an essay on the following topic:

	 Which religion would you most likely join 
and why? Base your answer on factual, 
historical information from the readings. 
Cite information from the readings and 
from knowledge gained during class 
discussion.

	 Have selected students share their essays 
with the class. 

Extension Activities
1.	 Have selected students research the devel-

opment of the following twentieth-century 
religious movements—Evangelicalism, Pen-
tecostalism, and the Jehovah’s Witnesses. 
Have students prepare reports for presen-
tation to the class. Students might also 
research “new age” religions and their roots 
in Spiritualism and examine the question 
as to whether these new age beliefs are 
really religions.

2.	 Divide the class into groups, and have 
each group develop a new religion. Instruct 
each group to prepare a presentation to 
the class. Students might use material 
such as charts, pictures, specially written 
songs, etc., to illustrate their religion. 
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American Religious Movements in the Mid-Nineteenth Century

This handout consists of four sections that summarize the history of the founding of the Spiri-
tualists, Shakers, Adventists, and Mormons. After you fi nish reading the assigned section, write 
a short summary (fi ve or six sentences) of the history of the religious group. Be prepared to 
share your summary with the class.

Spiritualism

 Spiritualism is the belief in the survival of an individual’s soul beyond 
death, and the ability of the dead to communicate with the living. The ques-
tion of whether spiritualism was or is a religion is often debated because it 
had no administrative hierarchy or organized religious ceremonies. Begin-
ning in the 1850s, spiritualism began gaining in popularity, as hundreds of 
Americans went to seances and experienced the table tipping, rapping, and 
channeling of spirits, which have come to be associated with it. The seance 
provided a means to communicate with deceased loved ones and an oppor-
tunity to be consoled, without interfering with a person’s specific religious 
beliefs. Many attended out of curiosity, in search of entertainment, or in an 
attempt to understand those forces of nature that could not be readily or 
logically explained. Some professed to be “spiritual physicians” and believed 
that they were able to cure the ills of the body through the use of spiritual 
forces. Mary Baker Eddy later would establish the Christian Scientist religion 
based on this belief. 

 Much of the leadership of the spiritualist community was drawn from 
among Quakers, Universalists, and Unitarians. Few came from the Pres-
byterians, Lutherans, or Congregationalists, and almost none from the 
Episcopalian church. Spiritualists developed a bias against formal churches 
and formal creeds and doctrines, which often put them directly at odds with 
organized religion in the mid-nineteenth century. 

 By the late 1850s, spiritualists had become extremely well-organized. 
The Banner of Light, a major periodical of the spiritualist movement, out-
wardly encouraged a separation from orthodox Christianity. Summer camps 
and conventions were held regularly, and soon, the religious beliefs of the 
spiritualists began to take shape. A single heaven did not exist; nor did hell. 
Salvation was instead a progressive state in which the soul traveled through 
seven spheres which corresponded to different levels of spiritual perfection. 
While traveling through these levels, the soul was able to communicate with 
loved ones still alive on earth. 

 Spiritualism also had another side. It championed unpopular causes, 
such as temperance, the antislavery movement, and women’s rights. Believers 
claimed that spirits supporting their movements had offered encouragement 
and enlightenment to them. Individuals active in these areas were often 
drawn to spiritualism. It could be considered the liberal theology of its day.1
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Adventism

 Adventism is the belief in the imminent second coming of Jesus Christ. 
William Miller, a resident of upstate New York, began to receive invitations 
to preach to various congregations in the area. Miller’s message was simple. 
He sought to warn the world and its inhabitants of the need to prepare for 
the second coming of Christ, an event that Miller insisted was soon to occur. 
Miller’s preachings were confined to church congregations that invited him to 
speak, until early 1840, when Joshua V. Himes became the chief promoter 
and publicist of Millerism. Himes aggressively promoted Miller’s message; by 
renting halls and erecting tents to provide a venue for Miller’s preaching. In 
February 1840, the first of a series of Millerite newspapers, The Sign of the 
Times, was published in Boston and was quickly followed by a second paper, 
The Midnight City, in New York City. These papers were to provide a means 
of communication for the Millerites and served to unify the movement. 

 In October 1840, a convention was held at which the Millerites clari-
fied and unified their beliefs. An agreement was reached that the leadership 
would publish a statement of beliefs and establish a press to circulate books 
and pamphlets while establishing libraries and reading rooms in every town 
and village. A conference and committee system was set up, and bible class-
es were to be established for the purpose of studying the second coming. 
Social meetings were to be held to provide the opportunity for prayer and 
reflection, and believers were expected to work within the framework of exist-
ing churches to bring them in line with the Adventist teachings.

  Miller’s followers began to prepare for the end of the world, which was 
to come on March 21, 1844. Encouraged to sell their property, many follow-
ers bought the white robes Miller told them to wear when they were taken 
up into heaven. One of Miller’s followers, S. S. Snow, carefully studied the 
Scriptures and stated that there had been a miscalculation and that the cor-
rect date was October 22, 1844. When October 22 came and went, and the 
world did not end, Millerites were anxious, but still believers. Later, in 1863, 
William Miller and Ellen Gould White founded the Seventh Day Adventists. 
Most of the Adventists’ followers had been Millerites. Within a short period 
of time, the Adventists numbered two-thirds of a million followers.2
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The Shakers

 The Shakers were founded by Mother Ann Lee in Manchester, England, 
during the latter part of the eighteenth century. Mother Ann had been a 
member of a branch of the Society of Friends known as the “shaking Quak-
ers.” She told her friends that in a vision God told her that lust was the 
source of all sin and that men and women should live separate and celibate 
lives. In 1774, Mother Ann and some of her followers left England and came 
to the United States and settled in New Albany, New York. By 1822 there 
were over 4,000 members of the “Shakers” in more than a dozen communi-
ties stretching from Canterbury, Maine, to Pleasant Hill, Kentucky. Living 
a communal lifestyle as an extended family, the Shakers abolished private 
property for its members, regulated all behavior, and imposed mandatory 
confessions. Men and women were kept segregated and celibate, and the 
group relied on converts and the adoption of orphan children to maintain 
their numbers. Trembling, speaking in tongues, and falling in trances char-
acterized the strong emotional release that the intense religious services of 
the Shakers produced. 

 The Shakers reached their peak in the late 1830s, when they numbered 
between five and six thousand followers. During this time, the Shakers es-
tablished businesses to support their communes. Using the adage, “that form 
follows function,” the Shakers became known for their simple, functional 
furniture designs. Inventions such as the clothes pin, the flat broom, and a 
revolving oven were developed by the Shakers. Herbal medicines from Shaker 
workshops were ordered through the mail across the country as were pack-
aged vegetable and flower seeds. By the end of the nineteenth century, the 
Shaker communities began to disappear. The lack of converts, the availability 
of fewer orphan children, and the imposition of celibacy caused many com-
munities to die out, until only one was left in Maine. 

 During the 1840s, John Humphrey Noyes lived with the Shakers for a 
period of time. Noyes wrote his observations in a journal that he later
published.3
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The Mormons

 In 1830 a young farmer named Joseph Smith, living in Fayette, New 
York, had a series of visions and dreams, which led him to establish the 
Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-Day Saints, or the Mormons. In the spring 
of 1830, a compilation of the instructions Smith received from the Angel Mo-
roni were published as the Book of Mormon. Smith described his beliefs as a 
return to the more primitive church, which Jesus and his followers had es-
tablished. To the Mormons, God was a personal being, and Jesus Christ was 
his literal son and prophet. At the head of the church was a Prophet, who 
was appointed through the direct intervention of God. This divine leadership 
by an appointed male controlled a lay priesthood. The Mormons accepted the 
Old Testament and New Testament of the mainstream Christian churches 
and added the Book of Mormon and the revelations made, through divine 
guidance, to the Prophet. 

 By 1835 there were over 5,000 Mormons. The belief that only the godly 
(i.e., the Mormons) were capable of running a government, the Mormons’ ag-
gressive missionary work, and their practice of polygamy constantly resulted 
in conflict with their more orthodox neighbors. And the Mormons were driven 
successively out of New York, Ohio, and Missouri. 
 Eventually, they arrived at Nauvoo, Illinois, where Joseph Smith and his 
followers set out to create the perfect city. In Nauvoo, Smith established a 
well-planned city with shops and mills to support its growing population. 
Construction of a temple, the single most important structure in Mormon 
society, was begun. The success and prosperity of Nauvoo owed much to 
the industriousness of the Mormons and soon attracted nonbelievers, who 
quickly challenged Smith’s leadership. In 1844 Joseph Smith and his brother 
Hyrum were murdered by a mob in Nauvoo. 

 Within weeks, Brigham Young, one of the Mormon elders, was sustained 
as the Prophet. By 1846 the Mormons began abandoning Nauvoo, choosing 
to move westward into an unsettled area in the Great Basin. This area in 
what would become Utah was outside the boundaries of the United States 
in 1844, and the Mormons believed that they could establish their Eden on 
earth without conflict. By the winter of 1847–48, over 2,000 had reached 
the Salt Lake Valley. Approximately 3,000 emigrants arrived yearly until a 
total of 16,000 Mormons had made the journey. By 1860 the population of 
Mormon settlements in Utah had reached 40,000. Shortly thereafter, after 
abandoning polygamy, the Mormon settlements of the Great Basin entered 
the Union as the state of Utah.4
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Searching for the Way: Developing Religious  
Movements in Midnineteenth-Century America

Read the assigned section, and briefly summarize the history of the religious group.

Spiritualism: Beyond the Grave—“Rochester Rappings”

Beginning around 1850, Katherine and Margaret Fox, of Rochester, New York, became popular 
celebrities in the spiritualist world. Their “Rochester Rappings” have become some of the most 
famous of the spiritualist events in the mid-nineteenth century. Read the following account, 
and answer the discussion questions. 	

	 About 1850, there began to appear in the newspapers accounts of 
strange phenomena in the Fox family, in Western New York. There were a 
mother and three daughters, fifteen to twenty years old; persons of moder-
ate intelligence and decent position, getting their livelihood by their needles. 
The manifestations consisted of loud rappings on floors, furniture, on the 
walls, doors, &c.; violent opening and shutting of doors and drawers, and 
the movement or throwing about of furniture and smaller articles, as if the 
house had been possessed by the spirits of mischief.

	 The women, according to their own statements, were first frightened, 
then annoyed, and then so overwhelmed by the natural curiosity of the 
public, that they locked their doors. This could not last. People would be 
admitted, and they were compelled to gratify their desire to penetrate the 
mystery.

	 What makes the noises? What moved furniture? were natural ques-
tions. One, bolder than the rest, asked these questions and got answers, 
not very intelligible at first, but they led to an understanding. Their “who?” 
or “what?” were answered by raps. Finally some one suggested the use of 
the alphabet, and the raps, by indicating letters, as they were called over, 
spelled out words and sentences. It was but a short time before there were 
in various places, hundreds of miles apart, scores and hundreds of so-called 
mediums, and a variety of manifestations.

	 I went, one evening, with a party of friends, to see one of the “Fox girls.” 
We sat around a long dining-table in a well-lighted room in New York. I 
chanced to sit next to the medium, as fair, plump, and pleasant lady, who 
was suffering from a swollen face, which her spirit-friends had neglected 
to cure. She conversed easily about the weather, the opera, and whatever 
happened to be the topic, and appeared to pay very little attention to the 
manifestations. While they were going on, and persons were asking questions 
and receiving answers, she was giving me an animated and amusing descrip-
tion of the early experiences of herself and her family, some which I have 
already mentioned.

	 The raps were loud, percussive poundings, or explosions, which appeared 
to be upon or within the table. I looked upon and under it. I listened to 
them carefully. I watched every person present: I am certain the raps were 
not made by the lady beside me. As long as there were one, two, or three 
raps, she kept talking. If there were five, she interrupted our conversion to 
call over the alphabet, which she did very rapidly until letters enough had 
been selected to spell out a sentence. The person interested took it down. 
She did not seem to mind what it was.

Primary Sources, 1840–1860	 Name___________________________
Lesson 9	
Handout 20 (page 1)	 Date____________________________

© COPYRIGHT, The Center for Learning. Used with permission. Not for resale.



79

 The raps, I observed, varied. Each professed spirit had its own character-
istic rap. Some were more loud and energetic than others. The raps which 
purported to come from the spirits of children were slight and infantile. The 
messages were, I believe, of the usual character. They seemed intended only 
to satisfy the inquirers of the identity of the spirits and their good wishes. 
They appeared to satisfy the circle of inquiring friends.

 After we had risen from the table, and I was still talking with and watch-
ing carefully the medium, she said the rapping often came upon the doors, 
when she stood near them; and, approaching a door, but still standing at a 
few feet distance, I heard loud knocks as of a person striking with a heavy 
mallet. I opened the door, so that I could see both sides of it at once. The 
thumps continued. I felt the vibrations of the invisible blows, percussions, 
or explosions. It is very certain that the lady did not make them by any vis-
ible method, and that I cannot tell who did. I failed to detect the slightest 
sign of deception, collusion, machinery, sleight of hand, or anything of the 
sort; and, truly, the metaphysical manifestations—communications to fifteen 
or twenty persons, strangers to the medium and to each other, from what 
purported to be their departed friends, with satisfactory evidences to each of 
the identity of the communicating spirit—were, if possible, more difficult to 
account for than the physical phenomena.1

1. How were the raps interpreted?

2. Who made the raps?

3. How did the raps differ?

4. What was the conclusion reached by Thomas Nichols about the rappings?
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The Millerites—Waiting for the End of the World

In 1844 followers of William Miller, the founder of the Adventist movement in America, gathered 
together across the eastern United States to await the end of the world. Below is an account 
of a group of Philadelphia Millerites and their anticipation of this event. Read the selection, 
and answer the discussion questions.

October 22, 1844
Philadelphia

 The excitement in Philadelphia had been growing for two or more years, 
and by the summer of 1844 it was indescribable. The Millerite Church was on 
Juliana Street, between Wood and Callowhill, and there Miller’s followers met 
night and day, and watched the stars and sun, and prayed and warned the 
unrepentant that the “Day of Judgment was at hand.”

 Many of them began to sell their houses at prices which were merely 
nominal. Others gave away their personal effects, shut up their business, or 
vacated their houses. On a store on Fifth Street, above Chestnut, was a plac-
ard which read thus:

 “This shop is closed in honor of the King of Kings who will appear about 
the 20th of October. Get ready friends to crown Him Lord of all.” . . . People 
laboring under the excitement went mad.

 On one occasion all the windows of a meeting-house were surrounded at 
night by a crowd of young fellows, and at a given signal the darkness and 
gloom were made lurid by fl aming torches, and the air resounded with the roar 
of fi recrackers. The Saints inside went wild with terror, for they thought the fi -
ery whirlwind was come.

 The Sunday before the fi nal day was an eventful one. The Juliana Street 
Chapel was crowded. A mob of unbelievers on the pavements stoned the win-
dows and hooted at the worshippers. The police of Northern Liberties, and 
Spring Garden, and a sheriff’s posse, headed by Morton McMichael, were 
on hand to quell the threatened disturbance. The members of the congrega-
tion repaired to their homes, and after, in many cases, leaving their doors 
and windows open, and giving away their furniture, set out for the suburban 
districts. A large number went over into New Jersey, but their chief party as-
sembled in Isaac Yocomb’s fi eld on the Darby Road, three miles and a half 
from the Market Street bridge. While here a furious hurricane strengthened 
the faith of the Millerites and struck awful terror to the souls of the timid. It 
swept over the city, destroying shipping and demolishing houses. . . .

 The crowd at Darby was gathered in two tents, but so great was it that 
the children for two days were obliged to run about the fi eld, exposed to the 
pelting of a pitiless storm, and crying for their parents. The parents, clad in 
their white ascension robes, were almost exhausted for want of food, slept on 
the cold wet ground, and prayed and hymned and groaned incessantly.

 At midnight on the 22d, the Bridegroom was to come, and a rain of fi re 
was to descend from the heavens, and the Saints were to be gathered up in a 
whirlwind. There they stood on that black, tempestuous October night, shiver-
ing with cold and fear—their faces upturned, and every eye strained to catch 
a beam of the awful light piercing the clouds. The morning broke, and with it 
came the end of the delusion. The assemblage dispersed in despair, and slunk 
away silently and downcast to their houses.2
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1. What did Miller’s followers do to prepare for the Day of Judgment?

2. What happened when the Millerites met in Isaac Yocomb’s fi eld?

3. What was to happen on October 22?

4. How did the Millerites react when the prophecy was not fulfi lled?
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The Shakers—’Tis a Gift to Be Simple

The Shakers were known for their communities based on celibacy and strict segregation of male 
and female members. The Shakers were a self-sustaining community, which produced simple 
manufactured goods, furniture, plant seeds, and herbal medicinal remedies. Noted for their 
exuberant religious services in which the community members performed what can be described 
as “sacred dancing,” the Shakers were one of the most successful religious groups in America 
during the 1840s. Read the following selection, and answer the discussion questions.

The Dancing Meetings.

 At half past seven p.m. on the dancing days, all members retired to 
their separate rooms, where they sat in solemn silence, just gazing at the 
stove, until the silver tones of the small tea-bell gave the signal for them to 
assemble in the large hall. Thither they proceeded in perfect order and sol-
emn silence. Each had on thin dancing shoes; and on entering the door of 
the hall they walked on tip-toe, and took up their positions as follows: the 
brothers formed a rank on the right, and the sisters on the left, facing each 
other, about five feet apart. After all were in their proper places the chief El-
der stepped into the center of the space, and gave an exhortation for about 
five minutes, concluding with an invitation to them all to ‘go forth, old men, 
young men and maidens, and worship God with all their might in the dance.’ 
Accordingly they ‘went forth,’ the men stripping off their coats and remaining 
in their shirt-sleeves. First they formed a procession and marched around 
the room in double-quick time, while four brothers and sisters stood in the 
center singing for them. After marching in this manner until they got a little 
warm, they commenced dancing, and continued it until they were pretty well 
tired. During the dance the sisters kept on one side, and the brothers on 
the other, and not a word was spoken by any of them. After they appeared 
to have had enough of this exercise, the Elder gave the signal to stop, when 
immediately each one took his or her place on an oblong circle formed 
around the room, and all waited to see if anyone had received a ‘gift,’ that 
is, an inspiration to do something odd. The two of the sisters would com-
mence whirling round like a top, with their eyes shut; and continued this 
motion for about fifteen minutes; when they suddenly stopped and resumed 
their places, as steady as if they had never stirred. . . .

 On some occasions when a sister had stopped her whirling, she would 
say, ‘I have a communication to make;’ when the head Eldress would step to 
her side and receive the communication, and then make known the nature 
of it to the company. The first message I heard was as follows: ‘Mother Ann 
has sent two angels to inform us that a tribe of Indians has been round 
here two days, and want the brothers and sisters to take them in. They are 
outside the building there, looking in at the windows.’ I shall never forget 
how I looked round at the windows, . . . when this announcement was made 
. . .

Spiritual Presents.

 At one of the meetings, after a due amount of marching and dancing, 
by which all the members had got pretty well excited, two or three sisters 
commenced whirling, which they continued to do for some time, and then 
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stopped suddenly and revealed to us that Mother Ann was present at the 
meeting, and that she had brought a dozen baskets of spiritual fruit for her 
children; upon which the Elder invited all to go forth to the baskets in the 
center of the floor, and help themselves. Accordingly they all stepped forth 
and went through the various motions of taking fruit and eating it. You 
will wonder if I helped myself to the fruit, like the rest. No; I had not faith 
enough to see the baskets or the fruit; and you may think, perhaps, that 
I laughed at the scene; but in truth I was so affected by the general grav-
ity and the solemn faces I saw around me, that it was impossible for me to 
laugh.3

1. What was the purpose of the dance?

2. What did the two sisters do?

3. What was the message the sisters gave to the Eldress, who passed the information on to 
the other members of the community?

4. What was John Humphrey Noyes’s reaction to the invitation to help himself to the spiritual 
fruit?
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The Mormons—“Toward a New Zion”

Shortly after the arrival of the Mormons in Missouri, a newspaper reporter who was a friend 
of Joseph Smith asked him to write down the specific religious beliefs of the Church of Jesus 
Christ of the Latter-Day Saints. These “Articles of Faith” later appeared in a history of the 
Mormon Church written by Joseph Smith. Read the following selection, and answer the dis-
cussion questions.

Articles of Faith

1.	 We believe in God, the Eternal Father, and in His Son Jesus Christ, and 
in the Holy Ghost.

2.	 We believe that men will be punished for their own sins, and not for Ad-
am’s transgression [original sin].

3.	 We believe that through the Atonement of Christ, all mankind may be 
saved, by obedience to the laws and ordinances of the Gospel.

4.	 We believe that the first principles and ordinances of the Gospel are: 
first, Faith in the Lord Jesus Christ; second, Repentance; third, Baptism 
by immersion for the remission of sins; fourth, Laying on of hands for 
the gift of the Holy Ghost.

5.	 We believe that a man must be called of God, by prophecy, and by the 
laying on of hands by those who are in authority, to preach the Gospel 
and administer in the ordinances thereof.

6.	 We believe in the same organization that existed in the Primitive Church, 
namely apostles, prophets, pastors, teacher, evangelists, and so forth.

7.	 We believe in the gift of tongues, prophecy, revelation, visions, healing, 
interpretation of tongues, and so forth.

8.	 We believe the Bible to be the word of God as far as it is translated cor-
rectly; we also believe the Book of Mormon to be the word of God.

9.	 We believe all that God has revealed, all that He does now reveal, and 
we believe that He will yet reveal many great and important things per-
taining to the Kingdom of God.

10.	We believe in the literal gathering of Israel and in the restoration of the 
Ten Tribes; that Zion (the New Jerusalem) will be built upon the Ameri-
can continent; that Christ will reign personally upon the earth; and, that 
the earth will be renewed and receive its paradisiacal glory.

11.	We claim the privilege of worshiping Almighty God according to the dic-
tates of our own conscience, and allow all men the same privilege, let 
them worship how, where, or what they may.

12.	We believe in being subject to kings, presidents, rulers, and magistrates, 
in obeying, honoring, and sustaining the law.
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13.	We believe in being honest, true, chaste, benevolent, virtuous, and in do-
ing good to all men; indeed, we may say that we follow the admonition 
of Paul—We believe all things, we hope all things, we have endured many 
things, and we hope to be able to endure all things. If there is anything 
virtuous, lovely, or of good report or praiseworthy, we seek after these 
things.4

1.	 In what ways did the Mormon Church differ from mainstream Christian religions of the 
time?

2.	 What did the Mormons believe baptism by immersion accomplished?

3.	 What beliefs of the early Mormons are compatible with some of the beliefs of fundamentalist 
and Pentecostal religions today?

4.	 What was the Mormons’ vision of heaven?

5.	 What evidence is given in “The Articles of Faith” that the Mormons were tolerant of other 
religions?
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Objective
•	 To examine the writings of Margaret Fuller

Notes to the Teacher
	 Feminism in America was not born in 
the 1960s, but rather in the 1840s. One of 
the founders of the feminist movement in 
America was Margaret Fuller, who was born 
in New England in 1810. She was considered 
by many to be the best-read individual in 
the country. A journalist, critic, poet, and 
women’s rights advocate, she was active in 
the transcendentalist movement, even though 
she herself shunned the label. Educated in 
her early years by her father, who was active 
in politics and a member of the U.S. House 
of Representatives, she later attended several 
schools for young women in New England; 
she then resorted to self-education at home, 
where she taught herself the classics and 
several modern languages. Recognized for her 
scholarship, she was the first woman permit-
ted to use the library at Harvard University.

	 In 1840 Fuller became the first editor of 
the transcendentalist magazine The Dial. While 
she was promised a salary of a hundred dol-
lars a year, she was never paid, and after two 
years, she began to look for other employment. 
Horace Greeley offered her a position, at five 
hundred dollars a year, as the first female book 
reviewer at the New York Tribune. She wrote 
more than two hundred and fifty columns, 
which were often unsigned. Fuller supported 
the creation of a truly American identity and 
the establishment of an American literature. 
She was a frequent visitor to the communal 
experiment at Brook Farm, although she never 
lived there. While there, she was exposed to 
the plight of Native Americans, who lived in 
the Finger Lakes region of New York, and 
wrote about her experiences in Summer on the 
Lakes (1844). In 1845 she published Woman 
in the Nineteenth Century, her most important 
work. Outlined as an argument supporting the 
cause of female education, the book is a col-
lection of her thoughts on the rights of women 
and her belief in their lyrical and intellectual 
sides. Fuller conducted a series of what she 
called “conversations.” She invited groups of 

women to meet for discussions which sought 
to compensate for the lack of educational op-
portunities for adult women. They discussed 
fine art, history, literature, mythology, and 
nature. Known for her independence, prickly 
personality, and fiery temper, Fuller was the 
model for several characters created by Na-
thaniel Hawthorne, including Hester Prynne 
in The Scarlet Letter.

	 In 1846 Fuller was sent to Europe by 
Greeley as a journalist and correspondent for 
the Tribune. Fuller met the exiled Giuseppe 
Mazzini in England and was impressed by 
Mazzini’s call for the establishment of a 
republican government which would unite 
Italy into a single cohesive nation. Through 
Mazzini, Fuller met Giovanni Ossoli, whose 
parents had disowned him when he chose to 
ally himself with Mazzini. Fuller and Ossoli 
began an affair which resulted in the birth of 
their son, Angelino. There is some question 
as to whether Fuller and Ossoli ever married. 
No evidence has been found to support that 
they were. Fuller herself advocated for inde-
pendent women who were not tied to marriage. 
When Mazzini returned to Italy, Fuller and 
Ossoli accompanied him. Fuller reported on 
the revolutionary movements in Europe and 
interviewed prominent authors such as George 
Sand and Thomas Carlyle. In 1850 Fuller and 
Ossoli began a long ocean voyage to return 
to America. It was an ill-fated trip. Smallpox 
spread throughout the ship, and Angelino 
contracted the disease but recovered. The 
captain of the ship was not so lucky. When 
he perished, the command of the ship was 
turned over to the inexperienced first mate. 
As the ship neared the port of New York, a 
storm drove it onto sandbars off the coast of 
Fire Island. Less than a hundred yards from 
shore, Fuller, Ossoli, and Angelino were swept 
overboard and drowned. Fuller and Ossoli’s 
bodies were never recovered, but Angelino was 
found and buried in New England. 

	 Fuller supported prison reform, especially 
for women. She advocated providing help for 
the homeless and for those mired in poverty. 
She equated the struggle of the abolitionist 
movement with that of women’s rights. After 
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her death, some of her writings were edited 
and rewritten. Her editors did not believe that 
her works would survive over time and did 
not promote the sale of her books and poems. 

	 In this lesson, students read and summa-
rize selections from Margaret Fuller’s writings. 
They then write a letter telling Fuller about 
the changing role of women since antebellum 
America. 

Reminder to Teachers
•	 Decide if the appropriate primary sources 

analysis worksheets from the appendix will 
be used in this lesson.

•	 Assign those sections of the basal textbook 
that are relevant to this lesson.

Procedure
1.	 Ask when feminism became an important 

movement in the United States. (Most 
will answer during the 1960s.) Explain to 
students that the women’s movement in 
the United States began during the mid-
nineteenth century and resulted in the 
Declaration of Women’s Rights in 1848. 
Explain that women were not as formally 
well educated as men and were often self-
educated. Using Margaret Fuller as an 
example, stress that during antebellum 
America some women managed to cir-
cumvent the proscribed rules of behavior 
and became intellectual leaders. Use the 
information in Notes to the Teacher to give 
students some background information on 
the life of Margaret Fuller. Explain that the 
abolitionist movement provided support to 
the women’s movement. 

2.	 Distribute Handout 22, and have students 
read Greeley’s introduction to the reprint 
of Fuller’s most prominent work, Woman in 
the Nineteenth Century and Kindred Papers 
Relating to the Sphere, Condition, and Du-
ties of Woman. Explain that Greeley was 
an active supporter of Fuller and her work. 
Ask why Greeley admired Fuller. (She spoke 
with conviction, was observant and forceful 
in her arguments, and advocated placing 
women in their rightful places in society.) 
Divide the class into small groups, and 
have them read the remaining excerpts 
and answer the questions for discussion. 
Review students’ responses. 

Suggested Responses:

1.	 Men—her father, brothers, husband, 
and in the event of widowhood, her 
sons—have complete control over a 
woman’s life. The law is on the side 
of the men. Her husband may spend 
whatever money she brings into the 
marriage. Her husband may take away 
her children if she attempts to leave or 
defies him. He may resort to low vices, 
over which she has no control. She may 
be exposed to bodily danger from which 
she has no recourse.

2.	 When she is a child, she is to learn the 
duties of a woman in the family. She is 
limited in her exposure to literature and 
science, except for what she needs to 
know to educate her children. She does 
not need to know anything about the 
future plans of her husband. Her job 
is to keep house and use the needle. 
Ornamental accomplishments should be 
displayed to the best advantage. The 
male is to provide her with protection 
and a home, and she is never permitted 
to stand alone, have a job, or support 
herself and her children. She is to teach 
her daughters to assume the same role. 

3.	 Many women in England were becoming 
the breadwinners, and the husbands 
were staying home to care for the 
children.

4.	 Women need to break down the arbi-
trary barriers that have been put up to 
keep them in their place. “What Woman 
needs is not as a woman to act or rule, 
but as a nature to grow, as an intellect 
to discern, as a soul to live freely and 
unimpeded, to unfold such powers as 
were given her when we left our com-
mon home.”

5.	 If the slave has a soul and therefore 
should be free and not held in involun-
tary servitude, then women should be 
accorded the same right. 

3.	 Conclude by having students write a letter 
to Margaret Fuller, telling her about all of 
the changes that have affected women in 
American society over time.
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The Position of Women in the Nineteenth Century

Read the following selections from Woman in the Nineteenth Century, and answer the questions. 
Be prepared for class discussion.

Excerpt 1

	 The writer of the following pages was one of the earliest as well as 
ablest among American women, to demand for her sex equality before the 
law with her titular lord and master. Her writings on this subject have the 
force which springs from the ripening of profound reflection into assured 
conviction. She wrote as one who had observed, and who deeply felt what 
she deliberately uttered. Others have since spoken more fluently, more vari-
ously, with a greater affluence of illustration; but none, it is believed, more 
earnestly or more forcibly. It is due to her memory, as well as to the great 
and living cause of which she was so eminent and so fearless an advocate, 
that what she thought and said with regard to the position of her sex and 
its limitations, should be fully and fairly placed before the public. For sev-
eral years past her principal essay on “Woman,” here given, has not been 
purchasable at any price, and has only with great difficulty been accessible 
to the general reader. To place it within the reach of those who need and 
require it, is the main impulse to the publication of this volume; but the ac-
companying essays and papers will be found equally worthy of thoughtful 
consideration.

H. Greeley1

Excerpt 2

	 It may well be an Anti-Slavery party that pleads for Woman, if we con-
sider merely that she does not hold property on equal terms with men; so 
that, if a husband dies without making a will, the wife, instead of taking 
at once his place as head of the family, inherits only a part of his fortune, 
often brought him by herself, as if she were a child, or ward only, not an 
equal partner.

	 We will not speak of the innumerable instances in which profligate and 
idle men live upon the earnings of industrious wives; or if the wives leave 
them, and take with them the children, to perform the double duty of moth-
er and father, follow from place to place, and threaten to rob them of the 
children, if deprived of the rights of a husband, as they call them, plant-
ing themselves in their poor lodgings, frightening them into paying tribute 
by taking from them the children, running into debt at the expense of these 
otherwise so overtasked helots. Such instances count up by scores within 
my own memory. I have seen the husband who had stained himself by a 
long course of low vice, till his wife was wearied from her heroic forgiveness, 
by finding that his treachery made it useless, and that if she would provide 
bread for herself and her children, she must be separate from his ill fame—
I have known this man come to install himself in the chamber of a woman 
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who loathed him, and say she should never take food without his company. 
I have known these men steal their children, whom they knew they had no 
means to maintain, take them into dissolute company, expose them to bodily 
danger, to frighten the poor woman, to whom, it seems, the fact that she 
alone had borne the pangs of their birth, and nourished their infancy, does 
not give an equal right to them. I do believe that this mode of kidnapping—
and it is frequent enough in all classes of society—will be by the next age 
viewed as it is by Heaven now, and that the man who avails himself of the 
shelter of men’s laws to steal from a mother her own children, or arrogate 
any superior right in them, save that of superior virtue, will bear the stigma 
he deserves, in common with him who steals grown men from their mother-
land, their hopes, and their homes.2

Excerpt 3

	 Much has been written about woman’s keeping within her sphere, which 
is defined as the domestic sphere. As a little girl she is to learn the lighter 
family duties, while she acquires that limited acquaintance with the realm of 
literature and science that will enable her to superintend the instruction of 
children in their earliest years. It is not generally proposed that she should 
be sufficiently instructed and developed to understand the pursuits or aims 
of her future husband; she is not to be a help-meet to him in the way of 
companionship and counsel, except in the care of his house and children. 
Her youth is to be passed partly in learning to keep house and the use of 
the needle, partly in the social circle, where her manners may be formed, 
ornamental accomplishments perfected and displayed, and the husband 
found who shall give her the domestic sphere for which she is exclusively to 
be prepared.

	 Were the destiny of Woman thus exactly marked out; did she invariably 
retain the shelter of a parent’s or guardian’s roof till she married; did mar-
riage give her a sure home and protector; were she never liable to remain a 
widow, or, if so, sure of finding immediate protection from a brother or new 
husband, so that she might never be forced to stand alone one moment; and 
were her mind given for this world only, with no faculties capable of eternal 
growth and infinite improvement; we would still demand for her a for wider 
and more generous culture, than is proposed by those who so anxiously 
define her sphere. We would demand it that she might not ignorantly or friv-
olously thwart the designs of her husband; that she might be the respected 
friend of her sons, not less than of her daughters; that she might give more 
refinement, elevation and attraction, to the society which is needed to give 
the characters of men polish and plasticity,—no less so than to save them 
from vicious and sensual habits. But the most fastidious critic on the de-
parture of Woman from her sphere can scarcely fail to see, at present, that 
a vast proportion of the sex, if not the better half, do not, cannot have this 
domestic sphere. Thousands and scores of thousands in this country, no 
less than in Europe, are obliged to maintain themselves alone. Far greater 
numbers divide with their husbands the care of earning a support for the 
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family. In England, now, the progress of society has reached so admirable a 
pitch, that the position of the sexes is frequently reversed, and the husband 
is obliged to stay at home and “mind the house and bairns,” while the wife 
goes forth to the employment she alone can secure.3

Excerpt 4

	 We would have every arbitrary barrier thrown down. We would have every 
path laid open to Woman as freely as to Man. Were this done, and a slight 
temporary fermentation allowed to subside, we should see crystallizations 
more pure and of more various beauty. We believe the divine energy would 
pervade nature to a degree unknown in the history of former ages, and 
that no discordant collision, but a ravishing harmony of the spheres, would 
ensue.

	 Yet, then and only then will mankind be ripe for this, when inward and 
outward freedom for Woman as much as for Man shall be acknowledged as 
a right, not yielded as a concession. As the friend of the negro assumes that 
one man cannot by right hold another in bondage, so should the friend of 
Woman assume that Man cannot by right lay even well-meant restrictions on 
Woman. If the negro be a soul, if the woman be a soul, apparelled in flesh, 
to one Master only are they accountable. There is but one law for souls, 
and, if there is to be an interpreter of it, he must come not as man, or son 
of man, but as son of God.

	 Were thought and feeling once so far elevated that Man should esteem 
himself the brother and friend, but nowise the lord and tutor, of Wom-
an,—were he really bound with her in equal worship,—arrangements as to 
function and employment would be of no consequence. What Woman needs 
is not as a woman to act or rule, but as a nature to grow, as an intellect 
to discern, as a soul to live freely and unimpeded, to unfold such powers as 
were given her when we left our common home. If fewer talents were given 
her, yet if allowed the free and full employment of these, so that she may 
render back to the giver his own with usury, she will not complain; nay, I 
dare to say she will bless and rejoice in her earthly birth-place, her earthly 
lot.4
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1.	 What points does Margaret Fuller raise about the position of women in society and the 
problems associated with it?

2.	 What does Fuller say that women are expected to do inside the domestic sphere?

3.	 What was the difference between American society and that of England?

4.	 What does Fuller want to see happen to the position of women in American society?

5.	 How does Fuller compare the abolitionist’s view of the slave with that of women?
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Written Document Analysis Worksheet*

1. Type of document (check one):

  ______ Newspaper _______ Map _______ Advertisement

  ______  Letter _______ Telegram _______ Congressional record

  ______ Patent _______ Press release _______ Census report

  ______ Memorandum _______ Report _______ Other _____________________________

2. Unique physical qualities of the document (check one or more):

  ______ Interesting letterhead _______ Seals _______ Other _____________________________

  ______ Handwritten _______ Notations 

  ______ Typed _______ “Received” stamp 

 

3. Date(s) of document: ________________________________________________________________________________

4. Author (or creator) of the document: ________________________________________________________________

 Position (title): ______________________________________________________________________________________

5. For what audience was the document written? __________________________________________________________

6. Document information (There are many possible ways to answer a–e.)

 a. List three things the author said that you think are important.

  1.

  2.

  3. 

 b. Why do you think this document was written?

 c. What evidence in the document helps you to know why it was written? Quote from the document.

 d. List two things the document tells you about life in the United States at the time it was written:

  1.

  2. 

 e. Write the author a question that is left unanswered by the document.

   

*Adapted from worksheets developed by the staff of the Education Branch, National Archives, Washington, DC 20408.
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Map Analysis Worksheet*

1. Type of map (check one):

  ______ Raised relief map _______ Satellite photograph/mosaic _______ Artifact map

  ______ Political map _______ Weather map _______ Pictograph

  ______ Natural resource map _______ Topographic contour-line map _______ Other _____________

  ______ Bird’s-eye view _______ Military map

2. Physical qualities of the map (check one or more):

  ______ Compass _______ Title  _______ Notations

  ______ Date _______ Legend (key) _______ Name of mapmaker

  ______ Scale _______ Handwritten _______ Other _____________________________

3. Date of map: _______________________________________________________________________________________

4. Creator of map: _____________________________________________________________________________________

5. Where was the map produced? _____________________________________________________________________

6. Map information

 a. List three things in this map that you think are important:

  1.

  2.

  3. 

 b. Why do you think this map was drawn?

 c. What evidence in the map suggests why it was drawn?

 d. What information does the map add to the textbook’s account of this event?

 e. Does the information in this map support or contradict information that you have read about this   
 event? Explain.

 f. Write the mapmaker a question that is left unanswered by this map.

   _________________________________________________________________________________________________

*Adapted from worksheets developed by the staff of the Education Branch, National Archives, Washington, DC 20408.
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Visuals Words (not all cartoons include words)

1. Identify the cartoon caption and/or title.

2. Locate three words or phrases used by 
the cartoonist to identify objects or people 
within the cartoon.

3. Record any important dates or numbers 
that appear in the cartoon.

4. Which words or phrases in the cartoon 
appear to be the most signifi cant? Why do 
you think so?

5. List adjectives that describe the emotions 
portrayed in the cartoon.

1. List the objects or people you see in the 
cartoon.

2. Which of the objects on your list are 
symbols?

3. What do you think each symbol 
means?

 Cartoon Analysis Worksheet*
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a. Describe the action taking place in the cartoon.

b. Explain how the words in the cartoon clarify the symbols.

c. Explain the message of the cartoon.

d. What special interest groups would agree/disagree with the cartoon’s message? Why?

*Adapted from worksheets developed by the staff of the Education Branch, National Archives, Washington, DC 20408.
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Photograph Analysis Worksheet*

*Adapted from worksheets developed by the staff of the Education Branch, National Archives, Washington, DC 20408.

Step 1. Observation

a.	 Study the photograph for 2 minutes. Form an overall impression of the photograph and then examine 
individual items. Next, divide the photo into quadrants and study each section to see what new details 
become visible.

b.	 Use the chart below to list people, objects, and activities in the photograph.

	 People	 Objects	 Activities

Step 2. Inference 

	 Based on what you have observed above, list three things you might infer from this photograph.

Step 3. Questions

a.	 What questions does this photograph raise in your mind?

b.	 Where could you find answers to them?

Primary Sources, 1840–1860	 Name_ ________________________________
Appendix	
Handout 26	 Date_ ________________________________ 	

© COPYRIGHT, The Center for Learning. Used with permission. Not for resale.



98

*Adapted from worksheets developed by the staff of the Education Branch, National Archives, Washington, DC 20408.

Poster Analysis Worksheet*

1. What is the message of the poster?

2. What is the purpose(s) of the poster?

3. What symbols (if any) are used in the poster?

4. If a symbol is used, is it

 a. clear (easy to interpret)?

 b. memorable?

 c. dramatic?

5. Are the messages in the poster more visual or verbal?

6. Who do you think is the intended audience for the poster?

7. What does the poster hope that the audience will do?

8. The most effective posters use symbols that are unusual, simple, and direct. Is this an effective poster?
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Primary Sources, 1840–1860	 Name_ ________________________________
Appendix	
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Step 1. Pre-viewing

a.	 Title of film:_________________________________________________________________________________________

	 Record Group source:________________________________________________________________________________

b.	 What do you think you will see in this motion picture? List three concepts or ideas that you might expect 
to see based on the title of the film. List some people you might expect to see based on the title of the film.

Concepts/Ideas	 People

1.	 1.

2.	 2.	

3.	 3.

Step 2. Viewing

a.	 Type of motion picture (check where applicable):

	 _______	 Animated cartoon	 _______	 Combat film	 _______	 Training film

	 _______	 Newsreel	 _______	 Documentary film	 _______	 Other______________________________

	 _______	 Theatrical short subject	 _______	 Propaganda film 

	

b.	 Physical qualities of the motion picture (check where applicable):

	 _______	 Music	 _______	 Animation	 _______	 Background noise

	 _______	 Special effects	 _______	 Narration	 _______	 Dramatizations

	 _______	 Live action	 _______	 Color 

c.	 Note how camera angles, lighting, music, narration, and/or editing contribute to creating an atmosphere 
in this film. What is the mood or tone of the film?

*Adapted from worksheets developed by the staff of the Education Branch, National Archives, Washington, DC 20408.

Motion Picture Analysis Worksheet*
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Sound Recording Analysis Worksheet*

Step 1. Pre-listening

a. Whose voices will you hear on this recording?

b. What is the date of this recording?

c. Where was this recording made?

Step 2. Listening

a. Type of sound recording (check one):

  ______ Policy speech _______ Arguments before a court _______Press conference

  ______ News report _______ Panel discussion _______Campaign speech

  ______ Entertainment broadcast _______ Congressional testimony _______Other ____________________

  ______ Convention proceedings _______ Interview

b. Unique physical qualities of the recording

  ______ Music _______ Live broadcast _______ Narrated

  ______ Special sound effects _______ Background sound

c. What is the tone or mood of this sound recording?

Step 3. Post-listening (or repeated listening)

a. List three things in this sound recording that you think are important:

 1.

 2.

 3.

b. Why do you think the original broadcast was made and for what audience?

c. What evidence in the recording helps you to know why it was made?

*Adapted from worksheets developed by the staff of the Education Branch, National Archives, Washington, DC 20408.
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*Adapted from worksheets developed by the staff of the Education Branch, National Archives, Washington, DC 20408.

Artifact Analysis Worksheet*

1. Physical qualities of the artifact

 Describe the materials from which it was made: bone, pottery, metal, wood, stone, leather, glass, paper, 
cardboard, cotton, wool, plastic, other material.

2. Special qualities of the artifact

 Describe how it looks and feels: shape, color, texture, size, weight, movable parts, anything printed, 
stamped, or written on it.

3. Uses of the artifact

 a.  What might it have been used for?

 b.  Who might have used it?

 c. Where might it have been used?

 d. When might it have been used?

4. What the artifact tells us

 a. What does it tell us about technology of the time in which it was made and used?

 b. What does it tell us about the life and times of the people who made it and used it?

 c.  Can you name a similar item used today?

5. Bring the artifact (or a sketch or photograph of the artifact) to class.
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