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“Why was ‘Free Speech’ so important to Florence?”
Charles Burleigh
Introduction

We stand before the grave markers for Charles and Gertrude Burleigh. Their house still stands
on the other side of Main Street, a little out of our way. We need to remind ourselves that the
struggle to abolish slavery lasted over forty years. One of those at the forefront, decade after
tumultuous decade, was Charles Burleigh. He was a travelling field agent for the American Anti-
Slavery Society (AAS). He delivered anti-slavery lectures across the North, organizing converts
to the cause into new chapters of the Society. Slave-owners clearly saw open dialogue and

the free expression of ideas as their enemy: they censored the mails in their home states and
forbade any discussion on slavery in the U.S. Congress — the notorious “gag rule”. Burleigh fully
embraced “free expression” as the cornerstone of democracy and of “true” religion. In this, he
was in full accord with bedrock principles held at the Northampton Association, which is why he
made Florence his home.

Who was Charles Burleigh?

—He was raised in eastern Connecticut, not far from where the Bensons, Stetsons and Hills lived
before they moved to Florence.

—What career did he give up as a young man in order to work full-time for the abolitionist
cause? Why did he do it?

—What talents did Burleigh bring to the work of convincing people that slavery needed to end?

—He refused to cut his hair or trim his beard until slavery was abolished in the U.S. This was a
highly unusual look for the time. What impression do you think this made? Why do you think
he did it? (Doc. A)

What was Burleigh’s work as a field agent for the AAS?

—Burleigh made Florence his home-base but continued almost constant travel on the lecture
circuit. What were some of the hazards he faced as a travelling field agent? Why do you think
he encountered so much hostility to his message and to himself personally? (Doc. B)

—Describe your impressions of Burleigh’s effectiveness as a speaker. (Doc. C)

—He described slavery as “the great question of the age”. Describe his reasons for why slavery
was the critical issue facing the U.S. and why it was so harmful. What was the Society’s overall
strategy for winning the struggle to end slavery? (Docs. C,D) Describe what “moral suasion” is.

What did “Free Expression” look like in Florence?

—The free expression of ideas was a cornerstone principle at the Association. Members and
invited guests were encouraged to openly speak their minds on religion, politics, social
arrangements, or any subject that concerned them. The hitch was that anyone who spoke out
then had to be prepared to defend her position using sound arguments. The Associationists
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loved nothing more than a robust debate on an important topic. A skilled debater was
expected to collect and organize evidence to support her position; to use logic to form a
cohesive argument using that evidence; and to apply rhetorical skills in presenting that
argument most effectively.

—The tradition of the free expression of ideas continued in Florence after the Association
folded. Burleigh played an important role in this. He was considered by many to be the most
skilled debater and public speaker living in America at the time. (Doc. E)

—His “Anti-Slavery Tracts” give us a sample of his strategy in debating issues surrounding
slavery. Can you describe his overall strategy for us? He attacked (with his words) what he saw
as pro-slavery’s use of what we today call “circular reasoning”. Explain this for us. Work with
your teacher on these answers. (Doc. F)

What did Burleigh do in Florence?

—Former members of the Association who remained in Florence founded the Free
Congregational Society (FCS) and Burleigh was its first “resident speaker.” In 1873 with
donations from members Samuel L. Hill and Alfred T. Lilly, Cosmian Hall was built. An imposing
structure that sat over 600 people in its upstairs auditorium, it was called a “Temple of Free
Speech.” What did the FCS stand for? What was Burleigh’s role there? (Doc. G)

—The Florence Lyceum continued a tradition that was started at the Association. What was
that? (Doc. H)

—In 1878, Charles Burleigh was struck and killed by a streetcar in Florence. His funeral service,
held at Cosmian Hall, was unlike any other event in Florence history. Can you describe it for
us? (Doc. K)

NOTES ON SOURCES

A. Excerpted from a short biography written by another Northampton abolitionist who
knew him well (1894).

B. From “Anti-Slavery Days in Florence”(1912), by Arthur Hill, who grew up in the
Community. (top) William Lloyd Garrison’s Eulogy to Burleigh,
delivered at Cosmian Hall, Florence (1878) (bottom)

C. From “An Anti-Slavery Agent: C.C. Burleigh in Pennsylvania, 1836—1837", by historian Ira

Brown (1981).

From “Anti-Slavery Tracts — Slavery and the North”, by Charles C. Burleigh (1856).

From “Reminiscences” (1894) by former Community member Frances Judd.

See D.

“Articles of Agreement” (1863) drawn up at the formation of the Free Congregational

Society in Florence.

History of Florence Massachusetts (1894).

Map of Florence, 1873.

Photo of Cosmian Hall in Florence.

Newspaper article in the New York Tribune, June 17, 1878.
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CHARLES C. BURLEIGH.
By Seth Hunt,

As a logical thinker and an eloquent public
speaker, Charles C. Burleigh probably surpassed
any one that ever lived in Northampton. Few
men, anywhere, could so readily and ably ex-
temporize in a public speech as that brave
champion of civil and religious freedom. Some
of his most brilliant and effective speeches were
made on the spur of the moment. In discussing
any question he was noted for stating the
strongest points of his opponents, and effectually
answering them, so that when he had finished
it seemed that nothing more could be said. The
arguments on both sides would be exhausted. His
diction was clear and finished.

Mr. Burleigh had early fixed upon the legal profession for his life vocation.
When he was admitted to the bar in Windham County, Conn., in January, 1835,
his examiners were surprised at the extent of his acquirements, and he was
pronounced the best prepared candidate that had been admitted to the bar in that
county within the memory of those then practicing there. But, notwithstanding all
his bright prospects of success and fame in his chosen profession, when he was
asked to engage as lecturer in the anti-slavery cause, and while fully aware of the
hardships and persecutions that would befall him, he replied: “This is not what |
expected or intended, but it is what | ought to do; | will accept the invitation.”

His personal appearance was striking. He had a fine, animated countenance,
mirroring an active mind and a great soul. He was tall and his frame bore the
impress of great physical strength and endurance. Of no one could it be more
truthfully said, that “he had the courage of his convictions.” What he deemed
proper to do, whether in matters of dress, of personal appearance and habits, or
in regard to political, social, or religious concerns, he unhesitatingly carried out,
however strange his course might appear to those with whom he came in contact.
| remember his wearing a full beard, long before such a practice was considered
becoming or proper. He also wore his hair long and in ringlets.
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Charles C. Burleigh came here to live and made this place his headquarters,
starting out from here on his many anti-slavery pilgrimages. He had the usual
exciting experiences of a reformer, being mobbed and assaulted with over-ripe
eggs. On one occasion, he wiped the mess from his clothes calmly, saying, “Friend,
your arguments are unsound.” On another occasion the schoolhouse in which
he was speaking in Westfield West Farms was burned over his head, he escaping
with his life. After holding a meeting in Springfield, he walked from there on the
railroad to Northampton, not having money to pay his fare in the cars. He fell
into a cattle-guard hole in Northampton meadows and was rendered insensible,
being found there the next morning. He was struck and killed by a locomotive at
Florence depot.

WILLIAM LLOYD GARRISON’S EULOGY TO BURLEIGH,
delivered at Cosmian Hall, Florence (1878)

“For more than forty years he was almost constantly in the lecturing field,
during which period he travelled many thousands of miles, addressed hundreds
of thousands of hearers, cheerfully encountering every hardship, serenely
confronting mobocratic violence, shrinking from no peril, heedless of unescapable
ridicule (stimulated and intensified by the non-conformity of the outward man
in the matter of dress, the wearing of his hair and beard); yet evincing such a
mastery of his subject, such powers of argument and persuasion, such force

of intellect and breadth of mind, such copiousness of speech and fertility of
illustration on every question discussed, as made it an easy task for him to
confront and vanquish all opponents. Indeed, he never found "a foe worthy of
his steel’... At the bar, before a jury, he would hardly have found his peer; in the
judicial bench he would have been chief”
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In the issue of December 31, 1836, the National enquirer took special note of the work
of Charles C. Burleigh, who had been “a short time in this city” and had delivered seven
lectures, all except the first and second to “overflowing houses.” Since leaving Philadelphia
he had lectured. more than thirty times in rural communities in the counties adjacent to
Philadelphia. Lundy remarked that Burleigh was “an able and popular speaker—in fact he is a
‘thunderer’.” He was not only drawing large audiences, wherever sufficient advance notice of
his lectures was given, but he was also “generally and emphatically greeted with the expressive
approbation of his hearers.” His lectures averaged nearly two hours in length—"every minute
of which is usefully employed.” Lundy advised all proslavery advocates, especially “ultra
colonizationists” to keep away from his meetings unless they were prepared to be converted to
abolitionism.”

SLAVERY—WHAT IT DOES.

The question of slavery is undeniably, for this country at least, the great question of the
age. On the right decision of it depend interests too vast to be fitly set forth in words. Here are
three millions of slaves in a land calling itself free; three millions of human beings robbed of
every right, and, by statute and custom, among a people self-styled Christian, held as brutes.
Knowledge is forbidden, and religious worship, if allowed, is clogged with fetters; the sanctity
of marriage is denied; and home and family and all the sacred names of kindred, which form
the dialect of domestic love, are made unmeaning words. The soul is crushed, that the body
may be safely coined into dollars. And not occasionally, by here and there a hardened villain,
reckless alike of justice, law and public sentiment; fearing not God nor regarding man; but on
system, and by the combined strength of the whole nation. Most men at the North, and many
even at the South, admit that this is wrong,—that it is a gross injustice to the slave, a serious
evil to the master, a great calamity to the country; that it belies the nation's high professions,
brings deep disgrace upon its character, and exposes it to unknown perils and disasters in the
time to come.

Perhaps no place of its size has had so much of interest in its history as Florence. The best
speakers on every subject have been heard here. There has always been a platform to which
all reforms have been welcomed, and an opportunity given to all to hear the best thought
on every subject. This opportunity has been well improved. Those who have enjoyed the rich
treats which have been provided have been strengthened and enriched thereby. The seed thus
sown has not been lost. Not all fell upon good ground, but enough did to make Florence the
home of free thought, and of great tolerance of the diversity of views which necessarily prevail
in such a community.
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ANTI-SLAVERY TRACTS. No. 10.
SLAVERY AND THE NORTH.
CHARLES C. BURLEIGH.
SLAVES NOT UNFIT FOR FREEDOM.

They are ignorant and stupid, it is said; a brutish race, not fit for freedom.
True, —in part—and partly false. No doubt the slaves are ignorant and
degraded. So any race would be, if wronged as they have been, and through
so many generations. What else could be expected from men weighed down
by ages of oppression, forbidden to use the key of knowledge, —letters—
allowed no hope of bettering their state, nor any motive to exert their
minds or to improve their morals? But it is not true that they are only fit
for slavery; fit only to be kept under the very influences which now debase
them. The bad effect is no good reason for continuing the cause, but rather
shows the need of its immediate removal. What!—shall we enslave men,
because slavery makes them base? Keep the burden on their backs because
they stoop beneath its weight; the fetter on their limbs because their gait,
with it, is awkward; their dungeon closely locked because its darkness dims
their sight? Is this manly?—just—or wise?

Published for gratuitous distribution, at the Office of the AMERICAN ANTI-SLAVERY
SOCIETY, No. 138 Nassau Street, New York. Also to be had at the Anti-Slavery Office,
No. 21 Cornhill, Boston, and No. 31 North Fifth Street, Phila.

126



G

"We, the undersigned, inhabitants of Florence and its vicinity, in the town of
Northampton, wishing to avail ourselves of the advantages of associate effort for our
advancement in truth and goodness, and for the promotion of general intelligence, good
morals, and liberal, religious sentiments, do hereby agree to form ourselves into a body
corporate, under the name of the ' Free Congregational Society of Florence.

"Respecting in each other—and in all—the right of intellect and conscience to be
free, and holding it to be the duty of every one to keep his mind and heart at all times
open to receive the truth and follow its guidance, we set up no theological condition of
membership, and neither demand nor expect uniformity of doctrinal belief ; asking only
unity of purpose to seek and accept the right and true, and an honest aim and effort to
make these the rule of life. And, recognizing the brotherhood of the human race and
the equality of human rights, we make no distinction as to the conditions and rights of
membership in this society, on account of sex, or color, or nationality."

For some years previous to the organization of the society, Mr. C. C. Burleigh was a
regular lecturer, supported by private enterprise, and he remained the resident speaker
after its organization, for ten years.

The minister is not, like the minister or pastor of most religious societies, pledged to
advocate and defend a formal statement of faith. He is under no intellectual bonds. He is at
liberty to express freely his latest thought, and it is understood he speaks only for himself.

THE FLORENCE LYCEUM.
By JUDGE DANIEL W. BOND.

No history of Florence would be complete without an account of the Florence
Lyceum. It was not uncommon at this period, during the winter months, for nearly
every school district to have its debating society. Everybody attended, and the
old men and young took part in the exercises. Some districts were more favored
than others with resident debaters, but every district contained some who had
ideas upon the various questions discussed and were sufficiently interested to
prepare themselves for the debates, and who could express their thoughts with
force and oftentimes with elegance. After the debate by the debaters who had
selected, or been appointed upon, the affirmative or negative of a question, an
opportunity was. given for "volunteers." The time from seven to ten and sometimes
till eleven o'clock was occupied. For days after the meetings they were the topic of
conversation throughout the district, —the weight of the argument, the methods
and manners of the speakers, the merits of the question, all came in for a share of
attention and were talked over. No old time singing school could "hold a candle " to
the village lyceum, for the general interest the meetings created.

127



RIS
: ik

| m

9 B

_egriersy o5 o corp et ﬁ% s

%
LAV}

. SN RS
Qe w\\.\.i\b@.\ué 1

Bt
T .
a8 AN N

SO

e watl
O

wsod 'S |

qunH’S

aro0f N M

YIUL Y) B) PIRT KNy PR

NOLJNVHLHON 10 NMO L g L

40 LYVd HLYON

128



Cosmian Hall

Photographs courtesy Florence History Museum

129



—_——————
TRIBUTES OF RESPECT TO THE MEMORY OF AN OLD
ADBOLITIONIST AND EARNEST WORKER.
[BY TELEGRATH TO THE TRIBUKNE.]

FLorENCE, Mass.,, June 16.—More than a
thousand persons attended the funeral of the Rev.
Charles C. Burleigh, this afternoon, at Cosmian IIall,
coming from mauy adjoining towns. Hundreds lingered
outside, unable to get in, Addresses were made by the
Rev. Samuel May, William Lloyd Garrison, Elizabeth
Towell Bond and others, Liberal and orthodox men and
women united in tributes to his pure, broad life. Iresh
laurel and other flowers were abundautly contributed.
Mr. May sketched his characteristics as shown to him
during a long acquaintance ; Mr. Garrison dwelt upon
Mr. Burleigh’s qualitics of head and hoart, as exhibited |
in his private and public life. Lettcrs of regret wore !
read from Edward M. Davis, the Rev. John W. Chas-
wick, Theodoro D. Weed and John G. Whittior, the last
referring to Mr. Burleiglh’s sork with lim, and to the

fust thinning ranks of old abolitionists,
In speaking of the deceased, Mr, Garrison said:

He ocamo often to my home; we felt that he was @
part of our household. He made a great sacrifice at
rwenty-five years of age, in leaving the profession of
law, with the promise of a brilliant career. By
mind follows him from village to _village, always
laughed at, enlled fanatie, lunatic, and everywhore re-
ceiving brickbats, rotten eggs, otc. Dnt he wasal-
ways confldent that his cause would triuuaph. We aboli-
tionists had no one 80 ahle to disecuiangle the sophistries
of our opponeunts, and we regard him as one ot the ablest
men the country has produced. I doubt if any other
man has spoken so many times for the cause. IS char-

acter bore no stain.

My, Whitfier wrofe: .
One of the ablest and most self-sacrifieing of the num-
ber, now sudly depleted, who compelled the reluctant
people to see the sin and danger of slm'erly. * ® %
As o debater, I have rarely s8ccu his equnl,
o seemed in his best momeuts to combine the impetu-
ous cloquence of a Henry with the severe logic ot a Cal-
houn. One after another, in rapid succession, the pio-
nocrs of the great movoment are paasing on—remember
William Goodell and Judge Sutleff, who just preceded him.
¢ Like ¢louds that rake the mountam suwmit,
Like waves that know po guiding hand,
So swift hns brother followed brother
From suushine to the suuless land.”
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