
Events in the History of James W. C. Pennington (1807-1870)

At this time, the state of things was extremely critical in New York. It was just two years after the
general emancipation in that state. In the city it was a daily occurrence for slaveholders from the southern
states to catch their slaves, and by certificate from Recorder Riker take them back. I often felt serious
apprehensions of danger, and yet I felt also that I must begin the world somewhere.

I was earning respectable wages, and by means of evening schools and private tuition, was making
encouraging progress in my studies. Up to this time, it had never occurred to me that I was a slave in
another and a more serious sense. All my serious impression of mind had been with reference to the
slavery from which I had escaped. Slavery had been my theme of thought day and night.

In the spring of 1829, I found my mind unusually perplexed about the state of the slave. I was
enjoying rare privileges in attending a Sabbath school; the great value of Christian knowledge began to be
impressed upon my mind to an extent I had not been conscious of before. I began to contrast my condition
with that of ten brothers and sisters I had left in slavery, and the condition of children I saw sitting around
me on the Sabbath, with their pious teachers, with that of 700,000,  now 800,440 slave children, who had
no means of Christian instruction. . . .

Slavery. . .  seemed now as I looked at it, to be more hideous than ever. I saw it now as an evil under
the moral government of God--as a sin not only against man, but also against God. The great and
engrossing thought with me was, how shall I now employ my time and my talents so as to tell most
effectually upon this system of wrong! . . .

At length, finding that the misery, ignorance, and wretchedness of the free coloured people was by the
whites tortured into an argument for slavery; finding myself now among the free people of colour in New
York, where slavery was so recently abolished; and finding much to do for their elevation, I resolved to
give my strength in that direction. . . . .

Eventually my mind fixed upon the ministry as the desire of my whole heart. . . . Walking on the
street one day, I met a friend, who said to me, “I have just had an application to supply a teacher for a
school, and I have recommended you. . . .” Two weeks afterwards, I met the trustees of the school, was
examined, accepted, and agreed with them for a salary of two hundred dollars per annum; commenced my
school, and succeeded. This was five years, three months, and thirteen days after I came from the South. .
. .

There is one sin that slavery committed against me, which I never can forgive. It robbed me of my
education; the injury is irreparable; I feel the embarrassment more seriously now than I ever did before. It
cost me two years' hard labour, after I fled, to unshackle my mind; it was three years before I had purged
my language of slavery's idioms; it was four years before I had thrown off the crouching aspect of
slavery; and now the evil that besets me is a great lack of that general information, the foundation of
which is most effectually laid in that part of life which I served as a slave. When I consider how much
now, more than ever, depends upon sound and thorough education among coloured men, I am grievously
overwhelmed with a sense of my deficiency, and more especially as I can never hope now to make it up.


