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The American slavery system was a terrible abuse of human rights that targeted                                              

and treated other human beings very badly. But many people in America knew that our country 

would be a much better place without this evil system. The people, both black and white,      

bravely stood up and took action to help end it. 

This book takes a look at some of those special people who showed tremendous courage                          

and honor as they fought to make our country a better place for all who live here.                     

They did their parts to help make our country the great nation that it is today! 
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Let Freedom Ring! 

 

“Proclaim LIBERTY throughout all the Land unto all the inhabitants thereof.” 

Those are the words on this giant bell that is an important symbol of American freedom and 

independence. The abolitionists used this great bell as a symbol for their cause to end slavery and gain 

freedom for all people in America. The abolitionists are also credited with giving this bell the name                            

Liberty Bell in 1835, 82 years after it was first hung in Philadelphia, Pennsylvania in 1753. 



 6 

 

 

 



 7 

 

In the early days of America, the ancestors of African Americans were forced into a                       

terrible slavery system which became a way of life for them in our country for a long time. 

This slavery system was especially hard on African American children because, to their families, 

they were still in need of all the love, protection, happiness, and joy that all parents expect to 

provide to their children. But for children who grew up in the slavery system, they were denied 

many basic human rights such as freedom, safety, and protection from cruel treatment. They 

were also forced to do hard work without pay and were not allowed to get education. And sadly, 

they could be taken away from their parents at any time, never to see their families again. 

Enslaved people were considered property, just like a horse, which could be bought, sold, 

abused, or even killed!  

But many people knew that this system was very wrong and that America would be a much 

better place without this evil slavery system. The people, both black and white, banded together 

to end the slavery system in America. Many of them were known as abolitionists.  

Blacks who were enslaved wanted the freedom that they were entitled to as humans. And white 

Americans who got involved could have ignored this problem. Instead, they took brave and bold 

stands against it because they knew in their hearts that this system was morally wrong and unfair.   

Today, we don’t know much about many of those true American heroes. Let’s take a look at 

some of those special people who showed tremendous bravery and honor while they fought to 

make our country a better place for all people who live here. They all played important roles in 

helping to make America become the great nation that it is today. 
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The Quakers 

                                                                                                                                        

or Society of Friends, are a religious group                                                          

that started in the 1600s in England. They commit themselves                                       

to living their lives peacefully. They believe that all humans are created equal                          

and that slavery goes against their religious beliefs.   

At first, some Quakers were involved in the business of owning and trading 

enslaved people.  But their members slowly eliminated the slavery system from 

within their group and became the leaders of the abolition of slavery in America. 

                                                                                                                                  

Quakers such as Benjamin Lay (brown suit) and Lucretia Mott (green dress)                   

would argue for the immediate and unconditional end                                                    

to the slavery system in America. 

Other Quaker members such as John Woolman (green hat) would travel around               

to persuade people to free enslaved blacks who were working under forced labor. 

                                                                                                                                        

During the 1800s, Quaker members such as Levi and Catharine Coffin and 

Thomas Garrett became important leaders in helping enslaved blacks                           

gain their freedom using the Underground Railroad network. 
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Abolitionists in Colonial America 

 

Anthony Benezet was one of the first anti-slavery heroes in the earliest days of our country.             

He was a humble man who was known for being committed to educating and uplifting                           

the black community during his lifetime in Colonial America. 

He was a Quaker and a teacher who taught white Quaker students during the day. Then at night, 

he would teach the same subjects to black students. He was one of the few white men at that time 

in America’s history who truly believed that “all men were created equal”!                                                      

Mr. Benezet is quoted as saying that he knew the “genius” of the African students whom he 

taught for close to 50 years. He played a large part in the Quakers establishing a school for 

blacks in 1773. One of the black students he taught grew up to become a special man. His name 

was James Forten. He became a very successful businessman and dedicated abolitionist.             

Mr. Forten would continue the good fight to end the terrible practice of American slavery.   

When Mr. Benezet died, hundreds of people in Philadelphia’s free black community showed up 

at his funeral to pay their last respects to his life. 
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Benjamin Franklin was one of the greatest leaders in the days of Colonial America. He is 

well-known as one of America’s earliest and best scientist.  Many know him from the story of 

him flying a kite in a thunderstorm to prove that lightning is electric. He was also a signer of the 

Declaration of Independence and the other documents that formed the United States. But like 

many other white citizens during that time in America, he accepted the belief that “owning” 

enslaved African people was a way of life. 

However, his views that African people were less capable than white Europeans educationally 

started to change after he visited a school where young African children were being taught.         

In a letter that he wrote in 1763, he stated that “their apprehension seems as quick, their memory 

as strong, and their docility in every respect equal to that of white children.”    

Later in Ben Franklin’s life, he was a vocal opponent of slavery.  He became the leader of an 

abolitionist group called the Society for Promoting the Abolition of Slavery and the Relief of 

Negroes Unlawfully Held in Bondage which was founded by Quakers. In 1790, the group 

presented a formal written request to our government to eliminate the slavery system in America.   

Before he died, he freed the people who were enslaved under him.  
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Some of America’s earliest and most important leaders                                                                

were against the terrible slavery system    

                                                                                                                                                                 

John Jay is considered one of our country’s “Founding Fathers.”  These were the men who were 

most responsible for the development of our country in its beginning years. He was born in 1745 

and was the son of one of the largest slaveholders in New York. He too was a slaveholder, but he 

began to free those enslaved under him in their adult years. He helped start the New York 

African Free School in 1787. The school’s mission was to educate black children so that they 

could compete fairly with white American children. John Jay became the governor of New York 

and passed a law that resulted in the abolition (end) of slavery in that state.                                                                                                                             

                                                                                                                                                      

Gouverneur Morris was born in 1752 and he became one of the most important men in early 

America. He was a very smart boy and began his college studies at the age of 12. He was the 

author of large parts of the United States Constitution and one of its signers. He was firmly 

against the slavery system and was one of the few “Founding Fathers” to openly speak out 

against it. He foresaw that the slavery system would eventually tear our country apart, which               

it ultimately did years later during America’s most deadly war, the Civil War.                                                                                                                                                         

                                                                                                                                                                    

Dr. Benjamin Rush is also considered a “Founding Father” of our country. He was born in 

1746. He was the leading doctor in early America and one of the signers of the Declaration of 

Independence.  His father was a slave-owner, and he became a slave-owner too. But despite 

some of his negative opinions of blacks, he became an ally to the black community. He worked 

with free black leaders such as Minister Richard Allen. He also wrote a pamphlet for the leading 

white abolitionist Anthony Benezet, which harshly criticized the slavery system.  He was a 

member of the Pennsylvania Abolition Society whose goal was to end slavery in America.                                                                                                                                                                             

                                                                                                                                                                       

Aaron Burr Jr. was not the most popular leader during the early days of America. Some even 

believed that he was a traitor! But, he was also considered a hero in the American 

Revolutionary War. He became a very successful lawyer and was the 3
rd

 vice president of the 

United States of America under President Thomas Jefferson. But at a time when the slavery 

system in America was legal and widely accepted, Aaron Burr Jr. was firmly and absolutely 

against it. He was also one of the earliest believers in the equal treatment of women in America. 
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                    Jay                Morris                 Rush                        Burr 

“Slavery is the curse of heaven on the States where it prevails.”                                              
- Gouverneur Morris in 1787 
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Important free black leaders also stood up and spoke out against slavery 

Paul Cuffee was born a free man in Massachusetts in 1759. He grew up to become one of the 

most important black leaders in the early days of America. He fought in the American 

Revolutionary War to help our country gain independence from Great Britain. After that war,    

he became the owner of a shipyard, where he owned and built ships. He was also a very good 

businessman. He was one of the wealthiest African Americans of his day. He became a member 

of the Quakers. He promoted the idea of helping free blacks relocate back to the African 

continent, specifically to the West African territory of Sierra Leone. 

                                                                                                                                                    

Richard Allen was born into slavery in Pennsylvania in 1760. When he was young, his mother 

and siblings were sold away from his family, and he never saw them again. When he grew older, 

he was able to buy his freedom from a man who offered those enslaved under him the 

opportunity to buy their freedom. He then became an educator and minister and founded the 

African Methodist Episcopal Church, which has a very long history in America of providing 

safety, shelter, and support to African Americans. He was very passionate about educating 

African American children. He was one of the most important black leaders in early America.  

                                                                                                                                                                 

Dr. James McCune Smith was born free in New York to parents who were former slaves.  

James was a very smart boy, but he soon found out that he could not go far in education in the 

United States because of racial discrimination. So he ended up going to the country of Scotland, 

where he was able to earn a medical degree.  He was the first black doctor in the United States 

and the first to own a pharmacy. He was passionate about ending the slavery system. He worked 

with the great black abolitionist Frederick Douglass to help end the slavery system.                                                                                                                                                                     

                                                                                                                                                            

James Forten was an extraordinary man. He was born a free black man in Pennsylvania in 1766.  

He attended a Quaker school that was operated by the pioneer white abolitionist Anthony 

Benezet. John’s father died when he was a young boy, and he had to start working to help his 

family. He fought in the American Revolutionary War when he was a teenager. After that war,              

he became the owner of a sail-making business. He invented items that improved sailing. His 

business did so well that he became one of the wealthiest people in the country. He was also a 

keen investor in real estate and other financial ventures. He was well respected by many people, 

both black and white. He used his wealth to help others, and he bought the freedom of enslaved 

blacks. He was also an important ally to the great white abolitionist William Lloyd Garrison. 
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