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Background 

In both Britain and the United States, Quakers were among the first to denounce slavery in the 18th 
century. This was due to the efforts of Quaker abolitionist leaders such as John Woolman. Born in 
New Jersey in 1720, Woolman was a tailor and shopkeeper. Continual encounters with slavery in his 
own neighborhood—notably an incident in which his employer asked him to write out a bill of sale 
for a slave—convinced him that he could not, in good conscience, continue to have anything more 
to do with slavery. In 1756, the year he began his journal, he gave up most of his business to devote 
himself to anti-slavery. This selection from Woolman’s journal, published in 1774 after his death, 
records a trip in May 1757, through Maryland and Virginia, to spread his anti-slavery message among 
fellow Quakers.  

 

Document 

Soon after I entered this province [Maryland] a deep and painful exercise came upon me, which I 
often had some feeling of, since my mind was drawn toward these parts, and with which I had 
acquainted my brother before we agreed to join as companions. As the people in this and the 
Southern Provinces live much on the labor of slaves, many of whom are used hardly, my concern 
was that I might attend with singleness of heart to the voice of the true Shepherd and be so 
supported as to remain unmoved at the faces of men…  

Ninth of fifth month.—A Friend at whose house we breakfasted setting us a little on our way, I had 
conversation with him, in the fear of the Lord, concerning his slaves, in which my heart was tender; 
I used much plainness of speech with him, and he appeared to take it kindly. We pursued our 
journey without appointing meetings, being pressed in my mind to be at the Yearly Meeting in 
Virginia. In my travelling on the road, I often felt a cry rise from the centre of my mind, thus: “O 
Lord, I am a stranger on the earth, hide not thy face from me.” On the 11th, we crossed the rivers 
Patowmack and Rapahannock, and lodged at Port Royal. On the way we had the company of a 
colonel of the militia, who appeared to be a thoughtful man. I took occasion to remark on the 
difference in general betwixt a people used to labor moderately for their living, training up their 
children in frugality and business, and those who live on the labor of slaves; the former, in my view, 
being the most happy life. He concurred in the remark, and mentioned the trouble arising from the 
untoward, slothful disposition of the negroes, adding that one of our laborers would do as much in a 
day as two of their slaves. I replied, that free men, whose minds were properly on their business, 
found a satisfaction in improving, cultivating, and providing for their families; but negroes, laboring 
to support others who claim them as their property, and expecting nothing but slavery during life, 
had not the like inducement to be industrious.  

After some further conversation I said, that men having power too often misapplied it; that though 
we made slaves of the negroes, and the Turks made slaves of the Christians, I believed that liberty 



was the natural right of all men equally. This he did not deny, but said the lives of the negroes were 
so wretched in their own country that many of them lived better here than there. I replied, “There is 
great odds in regard to us on what principle we act”; and so the conversation on that subject ended. 
I may here add that another person, some time afterwards, mentioned the wretchedness of the 
negroes, occasioned by their intestine wars, as an argument in favor of our fetching them away for 
slaves. To which I replied, if compassion for the Africans, on account of their domestic troubles, 
was the real motive of our purchasing them, that spirit of tenderness being attended to, would incite 
us to use them kindly that, as strangers brought out of affliction, their lives might be happy among 
us. And as they are human creatures, whose souls are as precious as ours, and who may receive the 
same help and comfort from the Holy Scriptures as we do, we could not omit suitable endeavors to 
instruct them therein; but that while we manifest by our conduct that our views in purchasing them 
are to advance ourselves, and while our buying captives taken in war animates those parties to push 
on the war, and increase desolation amongst them, to say they live unhappily in Africa is far from 
being an argument in our favor. I further said, the present circumstances of these provinces to me 
appear difficult; the slaves look like a burdensome stone to such as burden themselves with them; 
and that if the white people retain a resolution to prefer their outward prospects of gain to all other 
considerations, and do not act conscientiously toward them as fellow-creatures, I believe that burden 
will grow heavier and heavier, until times change in a way disagreeable to us. The person appeared 
very serious, and owned that in considering their condition and the manner of their treatment in 
these provinces he had sometimes thought it might be just in the Almighty so to order it.  

 

Source: John Woolman. The Journal of John Woolman (New York: Houghton Mifflin, 1909), 209–217. 

 


