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FILLMORE AND SUMNER.

A LETTER FROM WILLIAM LLOYD GARRISON.

FROM THE BOSTON JOURNAL, MARCH 19th, 1874.

BOSTON.

FILLMORE AND SUMNER.

To the Editors of The Boston Journal:

Now that all that was mortal of our great Senator has been consigned to! kindred dust, and the
funeral solemnities are consummated, permit me to relieve my mind of a burden that is resting
upon it.

With but two exceptions in our national history—Washington and Lincoln—the death of no public
man has been so universally deplored, or has elicited such tokens of public honor and appreciation,
as that of Charles Sumner. Never before has Boston presented such an impressive and august
spectacle as at his obsequies, nor Massachusetts sounded through all her towns and villages such a
knell of bereavement, nor the country manifested such heartfelt expressions of grief over a common
loss. What a memorable gathering that was in Faneuil Hall on Saturday last of the citizens of Boston,
without distinction of party, to pay their homage to his memory, and to give their approval to the
warmest encomiums upon his character and labors! On Sunday what throngs poured into the lower
hall of the State House, in a continuous, inexhaustible flood like that of Niagara at its brink, to surge
around his bier, and then find an outlet in quick and billowy succession! On Monday, the day of
burial, how all industrial and mercantile pursuits were suspended as by a paralytic stroke—what a
sabbatical gravity and quietude pervaded the city—what a vast ingathering of persons from all parts
of the State, and far beyond its limits, either as participants in the mournful rites or as sympathizing
spectators! It was the blending of interment and coronation in one act—of “farewell” and “all hail”
in the same breath. And what a fortunate concurrence, that the Legislature of the Commonwealth
should be in session, prompt to take honorable notice of his sudden departure, and in appropriate
resolutions to express the feelings of the people of Massachusetts in view thereof!
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It would be superfluous for me to pay an additional tribute to his merits, or to throw another garland
upon his grave. Finis coronat opus.

My object is to call attention to an act of flagrant inconsistency and shameful laudation, and to
record my indignant protest against it.

By a striking coincidence, only five days before Mr. Sumner's translation the signer of the Fugitive
Slave Law, Millard Fillmore, was summoned to the bar of eternal justice. For that most iniquitous
deed he was held in abhorrence by the friends of freedom throughout the world, and, having
“died and made no sign” of shame or regret, deserves to go “unwept, unhonored and unsung.” He
could have vetoed what Mr. Sumner truthfully described as an enactment “most cruel, unchristian,
detestable, devilish, heaven-defying; setting at naught the best principles of the Constitution and the
laws of God;” and, therefore, he is ever to be held responsible for all the woes and horrors arising
from its enforcement. But for him there had been no merciless slave-hunters prowling through
the North for their prey, carrying consternation and unutterable anguish into every negro family,
rendering insecure every free colored person as well as every veritable fugitive, and compelling a
heart-breaking exodus of multitudes to a foreign territory and an inhospitable clime. But for him
there had been no pitiless Slave Commissioners, before whom the kidnappers could bring their
impious claims, and, through intimidation, bribery, favoritism or summary authority, secure an
approving verdict, and drag their terror-stricken victims to torture, stripes and hopeless bondage; all
right of trial by jury (which would have been accorded to the seizure of a horse) denied, and nearly
all chance of successful defence cut off. But for him there had been no arrest of a Shadrach, a Sims,
and an Anthony Burns in our very midst; no turning the Court House into a slave prison, encircling
it with chains, and under them ignominiously obliging the judges to stoop to gain entrance to their
chamber; no military companies quartered in Faneuil Hall, to be in readiness to shoot down the
people in case of an attempt at rescue; no regiment of Massachusetts infantry, first posted on the
Common, and afterward so placed as to guard every street, lane and other avenue leading to Court
street, State street, &c., the route through which the slave procession was to pass; no occupancy of
Court square by two companies of United States troops, a large field piece, fully charged and primed,
being drawn into the centre; no mounted Massachusetts troops taking the lead when the line of
march to the wharf was taken up, the field piece aforesaid to the front, and any amount of brute
force following after. At such an hour as this, shall it be forgotten that Millard Fillmore, in an official
proclamation as President of the United States, countersigned by Daniel Webster as Secretary of
State, because a black man claimed as a fugitive slave was, uninjuriously to any one, hustled out of
the court room by some colored sympathizers present and enabled to make his escape to Canada,
directed that “prosecutions be commenced against all persons who shall have made themselves
aiders or abettors in this flagitious offence,” or who shall “have harbored or concealed such
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fugitive contrary to law,” so that they might be “brought to immediate and condign punishment!”
Furthermore, not content with the crushing power already in his hands, he forthwith sent a message
to Congress, suggesting to that body the expediency of passing a law empowering the President to
call out the militia in such an emergency without the previous formality of a proclamation! One of
the most active Whigs of the country publicly declared, respecting his administration, “no Whig could
have any influence with it unless he was bathed in negroes' blood. ” And for ten long years after its
passage—even up to the hour that Fort Sumter was treasonably tired upon—the Fugitive Slave Law
continued to be actively enforced in various sections of the country, whereby bond and free were
hurled into captivity; all who dared to give food or shelter to the hunted fugitive were menaced, and
not seldom visited with fine or imprisonment; and contempt was poured upon the Divine command
—“Execute judgment; make thy shadow as the night in the midst of the noon-day; hide the outcasts;
bewray not him that wandereth; let mine outcasts dwell with thee; be thou a covert to them from
the face of the spoiler.” And also upon that other command—“Thou shalt not deliver unto his master
the servant which is escaped from his master unto thee: he shall dwell with thee, even among you, in
that place which he shall choose, in one of thy gates, where it liketh him best: thou shalt not oppress
him.”

But not only was Millard Fillmore as mad in the work of hunting the flying fugitives, and of inflicting
penalties on all who gave them assistance, as was Saul of Tarsus in “persecuting the saints unto
strange cities,” but in all things, while occupying the Presidency, his servility to the Slave Power was
abject and absolute, enabling it to lengthen its cords, strengthen its stakes, and increase its mastery
over the nation. When the rebellion broke out, and during the long and fearful struggle as between
life and death, no proffers of assistance, no patriotic appeals, no censures of the traitors came
from his lips or pen; and when the conflict was over, and, by an amendment of the Constitution,
liberty was “proclaimed throughout all the land to all the inhabitants thereof,” it was not in his heart
to utter any congratulations. At no time did Mr. Lincoln receive his sympathy, or look to him for
support; at no time did Jefferson Davis see cause to deprecate his influence as against the Southern
confederacy.

Thus he lived, and thus he died. Now see the eulogy which the present Legislature of Massachusetts,
with an inconsistency truly astounding, has seen fit to bestow upon him!

In the Senate, on the 10th inst., the following resolutions from the Special Committee were reported
by General Banks, and unanimously adopted by a rising vote:

“ Resolved, That the Legislature of Massachusetts receives with profound sensibility and regret
information of the death of Millard Fillmore, the 13th President of the United States.
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Resolved, That as representatives of the people of the State, we deem it to be our duty to express
in their name their regard for the various important public services in the humblest as in the most
exalted official positions which distinguished his official life, and to mark with appropriate honors
the purity of his character, the integrity of his administration, his firm adherence to his convictions
of duty, and the calm Christian dignity that attended the close of his earthly career, which entitle him
to the affectionate remembrance of the American people, and an honorable place in the long line of
their illustrious public servants.

Resolved, That His Excellency the Governor be requested to transmit copies of the foregoing
resolutions to the family of the late President Fillmore, and to the Senators and Representatives of
Massachusetts in the Congress of the United States.”

These resolutions were, doubtless, from the pen of Gen. Banks, and it is certain that he pronounced
an elaborate eulogy upon Mr. Fillmore, speaking of the prominent features of his administration, and
of the distinguished men in his cabinet. The next instant he hurries to burn incense at the shrine of
Charles Sumner!

In the House of Representatives, the resolutions, having been read, were also unanimously adopted
by a rising vote, that body—as the Senate had done—immediately adjourning as a token of respect!

Mark the language of the resolutions! First, the Legislature “receives with profound sensibility and
regret” the intelligence of the departure of the signer of the Fugitive Slave law, as though it were a
public calamity! Second, in the name of the people of Massachusetts, the Legislature would “mark
with appropriate honors” his decease, by expressing unqualified regard “for the integrity of his
administration, his firm adherence to his convictions of duty, (!) his various important public services,
and the calm Christian dignity that attended the close of his earthly career.” Third, all which “ entitle
him to the affectionate remembrance of the American people, and an honorable place in the long line of
their ILLUSTRIOUS PUBLIC SERVANTS.”

Now, deeply regretting the occasion which imposes such an obligation, I feel bound, by every
consideration of justice and humanity, to brand these resolutions as highly discreditable to the
committee that reported and the Legislature that adopted them. If, as it may be pleaded, they were
passed only as a matter of form, in accordance with usage, then they are hollow and worthless, and
in derogation of the dignity of a deliberative assembly. If they were passed as a sincere tribute to the
“illustrious” character of Mr. Fillmore, and the excellence of his administration, then they turn into
mockeries the eulogies bestowed by the same body, almost simultaneously, upon Charles Sumner
as the great champion of equal rights, deserving of all the honors that a grateful nation can pay to
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his memory. The praise of the one is the condemnation of the other. No two public men could be
more unlike in their principles, purposes and efforts. To represent them as animated by the same
patriotic spirit, or seeking the same noble ends, is to put no difference between the clean and the
unclean, and to confound all moral distinctions. They bear the same resemblance to each other
that light does to darkness, and glorious freedom to the most dehumanizing oppression that ever
cursed a hapless race. Their antagonism was constant, ardent, unyielding. The one exerted all his
personal influence and official power to keep the millions in bondage at the South beyond all chance
of escape or hope of succor; the other was ready to lay down his life to secure their liberation and
full endowment with all the rights and immunities of unrestricted American citizenship. Fillmore and
Sumner legislatively crowned in the same hour as equally “illustrious,” in the name of the people of
Massachusetts!

“Hyperion to a satyr! That it should come to this!” And not a man was found in Senate or House of
Representatives to record his vote or enter his protest against such indiscriminate glorification! No,
not a solitary dissentient, though among the members are to be found some of my old abolition
coadjutors, who should have seized the opportunity to “cry aloud and spare not,” as in other days!
Even my worthy friend, and the grateful and admiring friend of Mr. Sumner, J. B. Smith, Esq., the
only colored Representative in the House, failed in vigilance and sagacity, and allowed the Fillmore
resolutions to pass without a syllable of dissent; merely remarking that, although he had been a
victim of some of the cruelties of that Fugitive Slave law which Millard Fillmore signed, and his heart
had bled to see the members of his race in chains, and the streets of Boston lined with soldiers to
ensure their rendition to bondago, yet he could say, “Father, forgive him!” It was not a question of
forgiveness or magnanimity, but of panegyric and “illustrious” recognition! While properly disavowing
all feelings of animosity toward the author of such terrible sufferings, he should have exclaimed,
“Mr. Speaker, before I give my vote for the adoption of these resolutions, may my tongue cleave to
the roof of my mouth, and my right hand forget its cunning!” Perhaps if he had thus emphatically
borne his testimony, an unreflecting House might have been brought to its senses, and on his
motion, the resolutions either tabled or indefinitely postponed. At least his manly “NO!” would have
saved the legislative record from the shameful words “UNANIMOUSLY adopted by a rising vote.” But
unfortunately the golden opportunity was allowed to pass unimproved.

Mr. Smith might have pertinently read, in justification of his dissent and as a cogent reminder to the
House, the following extract from a speech made some years ago, under a similar test of principle,
by as eloquent, as devoted, as uncompromising an advocate of the enslaved as has ever lived,
Wendell Phillips:
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“Mr. Hale, the head of the Free Soil movement—after a six years' course which entitles him to the
respect and confidence of the Anti-Slavery public—can put his name, within the last month, to an
appeal from the city of Washington, signed by a Houston and a Cass, for a monument to be raised
to Henry Clay, whose mighty influence was always cast into the scale against the slave! If that be
the test of charity and courtesy, we cannot give it to the world. Some of the leaders of the Free Soil
party of Massachusetts, after exhausting the whole capacity of our language to paint the treachery
of Daniel Webster to the cause of liberty, and the evil they thought he was able and seeking to
do—after that could feel it in their hearts to parade themselves in the funeral procession got up
to do him honor! In this we allow we cannot follow them. The deference which every gentleman
owes to the proprieties of social life, that self-respect and regard to consistency which is every
man's duty, these, if no deeper feelings, will ever prevent us from giving such proofs of this newly-
invented Christian courtesy. We do not play politics; Anti-Slavery is no half-jest with us; it is in terrible
earnest, with life and death, worse than life or death, on the issue. . . . . If these things be necessary
to courtesy, I cannot claim that we are courteous. We seek only to be honest men, and speak the
same of the dead as of the living. If the graves that hide their bodies could swallow also the evil they
have done and the example they leave, we might enjoy at least the luxury of forgetting them. But
the evil that men do lives after them, and example acquires ten-fold authority when it speaks from
the grave. We will gibbet the name of every apostate so black and high that his children's children
shall blush to bear it. Yet we bear no malice—cherish no resentment. In our necessity, we seize this
weapon in the slave's behalf, and teach caution to the living by meting out relentless justice to the
dead.”

Is not this to be grandly consistent and inflexibly upright? Truly says the wisest of men, “It is net good
to have respect of persons in judgment. He that saith unto the wicked, Thou art righteous, him shall
the people curse, nations shall abhor him; but to them that rebuke him shall be delight, and a good
blessing shall come upon them. Every man shall kiss his lips that giveth a right answer.”

My tried friend, Mr. Smith (whose election to the Legislature is honorable to Cambridge), often
refers, with profound satisfaction, to the fact that, from the time of the delivery of Mr. Webster's
seventh of March speech in the United States Senate, in defence of slavery, Fugitive Slave Law and
all, to the close of Mr. Webster's life, he steadily refused to provide any banquet in his line as the
prince of caterers, for the “Great Expounder.” If he had cherished the same righteous indignation
toward the unrepentant signer of the Fugitive Slave Law, the Fillmore resolutions could not have
passed the House without the most strenuous resistance on his part.

Of that infamous statute, Mr. Sumner said: “Like Juggernaut, it is driven over prostrate victims. It is a
sacrifice to slavery in its most odious form. It is difficult to speak of it with moderation. Conceived in
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utter defiance of the Constitution and in utter disregard of every sentiment of justice and humanity,
it should be regarded as an outlaw. It may have the form of legislation, but it lacks every essential
element of law.” Millard Fillmore gave to it his hearty sanction and its operative power. Can there
be a greater affront shown to the memory of Mr. Sumner than the unanimous adoption by the
Massachusetts Legislature of the laudatory resolutions respecting Mr. Fillmore? That body made
haste to rescind certain resolutions passed by a former Legislature, unjustly impeaching the motives
of Mr. Sumner concerning the battle flags of the country. It can confer additional honor upon his
memory and purge itself of an utter disregard of all the principles of freedom, only by promptly
rescinding its own resolutions in lavish praise of Mr. Fillmore and his evil administration. “The
memory of the just is blessed, but the name of the wicked shall rot.” Those resolutions are equally
undeserved and untruthful The people of Massachusetts—regenerated Massachusetts—did not
“receive with profound sensibility” the intelligence of Fillmore's death; they had not a single heart-
throb awakened by it: they do not consider him entitled to “the affectionate remembrance of the
American people,” or to “an honorable place in the long line of their illustrious public servants.” In
all this they are shockingly misrepresented. But their grief at the loss of Charles Sumner is real and
profound, and matched only by their exalted appreciation of what he attempted and achieved in the
service of his country and the cause of all mankind. “Honor to whom honor is due.”

Respectfully yours, WILLIAM LLOYD GARRISON.

Boston, March 18, 1874.


