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Elijah Lovejoy became a martyr for the aboli­
tionist cause. 

"Endangering the Peace of Society": 
Abolitionist Agitation and Mob Reaction 

in St. Louis and Alton, 1836-1838 

BY BONNIE E. LAUGHLIN* 

In his groundbreaking study of Jacksonian America's anti-abolition 
mobs, Leonard Richards discovered a correlation between the rising anti-
slavery movement and the increasing instances of mob action in the 1830s. 
He noted that although mobs were a "pervasive feature of American life" at 
the time, it was "particularly noteworthy" that the climax for both anti-aboli­
tion and other mob activity occurred during the summer of 1835, when 

*Bonnie E. Laughlin is an instructor at St. Louis University High School. She received 
the M.A. degree in history from the University of Missouri-St. Louis. 
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"organized antislavery was unquestionably the paramount issue of the day."1 

As antislavery agitation began to systematically organize under radicals like 
William Lloyd Garrison, Northern communities became increasingly appre­
hensive about how the abolitionist rhetoric and proposed social changes 
would disrupt their lives. A flood of antislavery publications spread these 
incendiary ideas throughout the nation, and prominent citizens in Alton, 
Illinois, Cincinnati, Ohio, and Utica, New York, felt compelled to form mobs 
and chase abolitionist editors—and the seditious influence that their anti-
slavery ideology wielded—away from their communities. In his work, 
Richards focused on mob attacks against newspaper editors Garrison, James 
Birney, and Elijah Lovejoy to demonstrate that the twin fears of racial assim­
ilation with and economic competition from freed African Americans and 
other groups prompted those with the highest stake in the current society to 
resort to violence.2 To "gentlemen of property and standing," Richards con­
cluded, "the American Anti-Slavery Society became a monster, representing 
an overt threat to their beloved Republic."3 

Richards substantiated his argument solely by examining mob action 
against abolitionist editors; however, other mob actions took place in the era, 
and these provide additional insight into the tensions that played out in ante­
bellum communities. One such instance took place in April 1836, when 
Francis Mcintosh, a free mulatto, was killed by a St. Louis mob. A second 
more widely publicized incident occurred in November 1837 when Lovejoy, 
an abolitionist editor, was killed by an Alton mob.4 A close analysis of both 
actions and their consequences demonstrates that in St. Louis and Alton in 
the 1830s, "gentlemen of property and standing" did resort to mob action to 
preserve their community from the perceived abolitionist threat to the social 

1 Leonard Richards, "Gentlemen of Property and Standing": Anti-Abolition Mobs in 
Jacksonian America (New York: Oxford University Press, 1970), 14, 16. 

2 Ibid., 54. 
3 Ibid., 169-170. 
4 The use of the adjective "abolitionist" in front of Lovejoy's name is perhaps simplistic, 

as his views on slavery changed during his lifetime. When Lovejoy began his newspaper 
career, he supported the colonization movement and gradual emancipation, but his views grad­
ually conformed more closely to the abolitionist line. Russel Nye offers a detailed analysis of 
the modification of Lovejoy's views in Fettered Freedom: Civil Liberties and the Slavery 
Controversy, 1830-1860 (East Lansing: Michigan State College Press, 1949), 145-149. Despite 
the complexity and fluctuation of Lovejoy's views, most of the community viewed him simply 
as an "abolitionist." This perception, rather than the reality of his views, proved crucial to the 
responses he received in both St. Louis and Alton. As John Pratt effectively summarizes, 
"Neither the mild conciliatory tone of his anti-slavery editorials nor his frequent attacks upon 
other anti-slavery writers could placate the angered pro-slaveryites." John Pratt, "Elijah and 
Owen Lovejoy: A Dual Study in Abolitionism" (master's thesis, Oklahoma Agricultural and 
Mechanical College, 1951), 10. 
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order. This rationale, rather than their geographical proximity, links the 
Mcintosh and Lovejoy killings. 

The first incident occurred in the heart of today's downtown St. Louis. 
In 1836, St. Louis was a town of sixteen thousand residents and, according 
to historian Janet Hermann, "had only recently made the transition from a 
frontier trading post to a self-conscious center of western traffic." The com­
munity boasted several churches, a courthouse, and a post office, as well as 
a half-dozen newspaper offices.5 There were relatively few slaves in St. 
Louis and a substantial free African American population, many of whom 
(like Mcintosh) worked on the river. 

On April 28, 1836, Mcintosh, a free mulatto steamboat steward, was 
arrested during an altercation among several workers. What began as a minor 
dispute soon developed into a major incident and held tremendous ramifica­
tions for both Mcintosh and the nation. After his arrest, Mcintosh was 
escorted to a local jail by officers William Mull and George Hammond. 
When the prisoner asked what his punishment would be, Hammond, in cruel 
jest, told him that he would most likely be hanged. Believing Hammond, 
Mcintosh reached for a knife and broke free, stabbing Mull in the abdomen 
and slicing Hammond's jugular vein. While Hammond lay dying in the 
street, a group of fifteen or twenty observers chased Mcintosh and eventual­
ly trapped him in an outhouse on Market Street.6 

John Darby, mayor of St. Louis at the time, recalled in his memoirs that 
the news of the event "spread like wildfire throughout the town" and result­
ed in a boisterous crowd gathering around the jail.7 George W. Brockway, a 
Vermont salesman traveling through St. Louis on the fateful day, wrote home 
to his wife, "Both sheriffs [sic] were men of families and in the morning of 
life and were among the most respectable citizens of St. Louis. The feelings 
of the gathering crowds on this occasion were wrought up to such a degree 
of revenge that a mob of about five or six hundred men, many of them well 
armed and led by some of the first men in the place, marched forward to the 
jail and demanded the prisoner."8 When the jailer refused their demand, busi­
nessman and observer Giles Filley recalled, the mob used sledgehammers to 

5 Janet S. Hermann, "The Mcintosh Affair," Missouri Historical Society Bulletin 26 
(January 1970): 123. 

6 Richard Dowling, "Recollection of Mcintosh Affair," Brauckman Scrapbook Small No. 
2, Mcintosh Vertical File, Missouri Historical Society, St. Louis. 

7 John F. Darby, Personal Recollections of Many Prominent People Whom I Have Known, 
(St. Louis: G. I. Jones and Company, 1880), 240. 
8 Florence Doll Cornet, "The Experience of a Midwest Salesman in 1836," Missouri 

Historical Society Bulletin 29 (July 1973): 235. 
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break into the jail, grabbed Mcintosh, and dragged him toward Chestnut 
Street.9 Richard Dowling, another prominent St. Louisan of the day, added, 
"As they stood on Chestnut Street a little east of Sixth, a man in the crowd 
cried out 'Don't hurt him, burn him!'"—which the crowd proceeded to do.10 

Members of the mob used a chain to bind Mcintosh to an oak, gathered 
wood, and piled it around the prisoner, who, after asking once to be shot, fell 
silent as the crowd prepared his funeral pyre. In his reminiscence, Dowling 
recalled that after the wood had been collected around Mcintosh, "a boy four­
teen years old, said to have been George Hammond's son, brought some 
shavings and kindling and started the fire."11 St. Louisan L. U. Reavis report­
ed that as the flames grew higher, "some of the more tender-hearted in the 
crowd cried out to 'shoot him and end his misery,' which was answered by 
others, 'if you do, we will put you in his place.'" During the ten or fifteen 
minutes it took Mcintosh to die, Reavis noted that "in sullen and unpitying 
silence they stood round the fire and watched the agonies of their victim." 
Forty or more men stood guard.12 With Mcintosh dead, the crowd dispersed 
rapidly, and by nine o'clock that night, the city was again silent except for the 
"rabble of boys" who, reported Elijah Lovejoy in the St. Louis Observer, 
"commenced amusing themselves by throwing stones at the black and dis­
figured corpse, as it stood chained to the tree. The object was to see who 
should first succeed in breaking the skull."13 

Few people in St. Louis responded with outrage to the news of the lynch­
ing; most seemed to feel that justice had been served. On May 16, 1836, a 

9 Giles F. Filley, "Recollection of Mcintosh Affair," Brauckman Scrapbook Small No. 2, 
Mcintosh Vertical File. 

10 Dowling, "Recollection." 
11 Ibid. 
12 L. U. Reavis, "St. Louis . 

both in Mcintosh Vertical File. 
13 Joseph C. and Owen Lovejoy, eds., Memoir of the Rev. Elijah P. Lovejoy (New York-

John S. Taylor, 1838), 171. 

' Pittsburgh Commercial; L. A. Parks, "Reminiscences," 
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grand jury declined to indict the members of the mob after Judge Luke 
Lawless instructed them that if they found the act to be that of a multitude, it 
would be deemed unpunishable by common law. Community newspapers 
downplayed the incident. The St. Louis Bulletin and the Missouri Argus 
defended the crowd while a few daring radical papers, including Lovejoy's 
and the German Anzeiger des Westens, spoke out against the actions of the 
mob.14 The St. Louis Missouri Republican, for example, described the lynch­
ing as a "revolting spectacle" that could "damage the fair fame of our town" 
but argued that the incident was "understandable" and could have happened 
anywhere. The Republican added that a "veil of oblivion" should be drawn 
over the incident, and most of the city's newspapers attempted to accomplish 
this by refusing to identify the key members of the mob.15 Despite the efforts 
of St. Louisans to erase the memory of the incident, however, there was an 
outraged national response to the lynching—and to the lack of legal conse­
quence for those who participated. 

The mild response of the St. Louis community to the grand jury verdict 
stood in sharp contrast to the vehement national outcry. In the Observer, 
Lovejoy reported that the sentiment of the nation did not reflect that of his 
town. "Having travelled somewhat extensively of late, we have had oppor­
tunity of learning the impression made abroad by recent occurrences in this 
city," Lovejoy wrote. "And," he continued, "we know that the feeling excit­
ed by this charge of Judge Lawless, is far more unfavourable than that con­
sequent upon the burning of MTntosh. For that, say they, was the act of an 
excited mob, but here is the Judge on his bench, in effect sanctioning it!!"16 

Throughout the North, abolitionists and even moderates exhibited open out­
rage. Abolitionist Theodore Weld used the Mcintosh lynching to draw sup­
port for the antislavery cause. He included the case in American Slavery As 
It Is, a collection of firsthand accounts emphasizing the institution's bar­
barism. After briefly describing the Mcintosh incident, Weld attacked 
Lawless and criticized St. Louis and Missouri. He wrote: 

Lest this demonstration of "public opinion" should be regarded as a sud­
den impulse merely, not an index of the settled tone of feeling in that com­
munity, it is important to add, that the Hon. Luke E. Lawless, Judge of the 
Circuit Court of Missouri, at a session of that Court in the City of St. Louis, 
some months after the burning of this man, decided officially that since the 
burning of Mcintosh was the act, either directly or by the countenance of a 

14 Barbara Layenette Green, "The Slavery Debate in Missouri, 1831-1855" (Ph.D. diss., 
University of Missouri-Columbia, 1980). 

15 James Primm, Lion of the Valley: St. Louis, Missouri (Boulder, Colo.: Pruett 
Publishing, 1981), 183. 

16 Lovejoy and Lovejoy, Memoir, 177-178. 
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Abolitionists accused Judge Luke E. 
Lawless of influencing the decision of the 
jury in the Mcintosh trial 
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majority of the citizens, it is "a case which transcends the jurisdiction" of 
the Grand Jury! Thus the state of Missouri has proclaimed to the world, that 
the wretches who perpetrated that unspeakably diabolical murder, and the 
thousands that stood by consenting to it, were her representatives and the 
Bench sanctifies it with the solemnity of a judicial decision.17 

Like Weld, the Quarterly Anti-Slavery Magazine published an article 
condemning the acquittal of the mob at the urging of Judge Lawless. In out­
lining the details of the Mcintosh case, abolitionist Elizur Wright emphasized 
that the civil authorities had done little to prevent the attack and noted that 
"some of the Aldermen of the city, and many distinguished citizens, were 
seen actively engaged in perpetrating this horrid piece of savagism." Wright 
lambasted the grand jury's acquittal of the mob, stating, "But dangerous as is 
the prevalence of mob-law and 'lynch-law,' and the impunity with which they 
are almost every where practised [sic], there is still another step in the downward 
road to anarchy. And it has remained for a Missouri judge, very appropriately 
named Lawless, to take it. It is one thing to let mobs escape unpunished, by a 
mere empty show of authority, and another to proclaim from the bench of jus­
tice the principle, that mobs, even the most atrocious, are not to be punished." 

17 Theodore D wight Weld, American Slavery As It Is: Testimony of a Thousand Witnesses 
(New York: American Anti-Slavery Society, 1839), 157. 
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Wright continued in a chillingly prophetic statement, asking, "Does it not fol­
low from this lawless charge, that if the citizens of St. Louis could with 
impunity burn the deluded Mcintosh, much more might they burn with 
impunity the Rev. E. P. Lovejoy, the editor of the St. Louis Observer?"18 

Indeed, Lovejoy would soon find death at the hands of an enraged mob. 
Part of the provocation to the Alton mob lay in the fact that he, unlike other 
members of the community, continued to criticize the actions of the St. Louis 
mob and offer especial condemnation of Lawless. In the July 21, 1836, St. 
Louis Observer, a religious weekly that he had been publishing since the 
autumn of 1833, Lovejoy criticized Lawless's charge to the grand jury, thun­
dering, "In this charge the ground is openly taken that a crime, which if com­
mitted, by one or two, would be punishable with death, may be perpetrated 
by the multitude with impunity!!!" Lovejoy quoted Lawless's statement at 
length (punctuated with an angry twelve exclamation points) and attacked 
him for both his "monstrous doctrines" and his Catholicism.19 As Janet 
Hermann sardonically stated, "This strong criticism was not calculated to 
endear him to an already suspicious citizenry."20 

Lovejoy soon felt the fallout from his attacks upon Lawless and the St. 
Louisans who had participated in the Mcintosh lynching. Threats and attacks 
upon him and the Observer office were made. In a letter to his brother 
Joseph, Lovejoy commented that he had "the honour of being mobbed at last" 
because he "dared to comment upon the charge of Judge Lawless—an article 
so fraught with mischief and falsehood; the mob, which I chose to call his 
officials, tore down my office. What a comment upon the freedom of our 
institutions!"21 Faced with this destruction (much of his office furniture was 
thrown into the Mississippi River), Lovejoy, at the urging of numerous 
friends, moved north of St. Louis to Alton, Illinois. In the July 21, 1836, 
Observer, the editor offered his chief rationale for the move. "There is no 
doubt," he noted, "the paper will be better supported there than it now is, or 
is likely to be, remaining in St. Louis."22 This proved to be an inaccurate 
assessment of sentiment in Alton, a multifaceted community composed of 
immigrants from both the South and New England. 

18 Elizur Wright, Jr., "Judge Lawless vs. Law," Quarterly Anti-Slavery Magazine 1 (July 
1836): 402, 403, 406. 

19 Lovejoy and Lovejoy, Memoir, 174-176. Lovejoy's many prejudices have recently cap­
tured the attention of historians. Most prominent among them were his nativist and anti-
Catholic views, which he utilized freely in his attack on the Irish-born, Catholic Lawless. 

20 Hermann, "Mcintosh Affair," 133. 
21 Lovejoy and Lovejoy, Memoir, 181. 
22 Ibid., 179. 
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Elizur Wright was one of several abolitionists 

who responded with outrage to the acquittal of 

the St. Louis mob. 

Die. ofAmer. Port., 
courtesy Prof. Quincy Wright 

Despite Lovejoy's move from slave soil onto free soil, his opinions did 
not find a more receptive audience. As William Breyfogle noted, 
"Northerners could be just as humorless and intransigent as Southerners."23 

Upon his arrival in Illinois, the editor launched increasingly vehement attacks 
on slavery. In his first issue of the Alton Observer, he advocated the 
Garrisonian doctrine of immediate emancipation without compensation to 
slaveowners. But, as Ernest Kirschten noted, "A doctrine which would not 
go down in Boston . . . would not go down in Alton more readily than in St. 
Louis."24 An early indication that Lovejoy's optimism concerning his new 
location was misguided came when, soon after his arrival, his press was 
destroyed. Lovejoy initially dismissed the incident, writing to his brother of 
the "few miscreants" who "undertook to follow the example of St. Louis."25 

He soon discovered, however, that the residents of Alton—much like those of 
St. Louis—could be violent when their ire was aroused. 

23 William Breyfogle, Make Free: The Story of the Underground Railroad (Philadelphia: 
J. B. Lippincott, 1958), 193. Breyfogle continued, "If a vigorous response was what he want­
ed, he found it [in Alton] in full and overflowing measure. Unlike the Roman Catholic Church, 
slavery lashed back at him savagely. It is no more than fair to record that he had plenty of warn­
ing. Friends and financial supporters tried in vain to reason with him, to get him to confine his 
writings to matters of religion. Lovejoy had tried the strong drink of abolition, and liked the 
taste. He would no more listen to well-wishers than he would yield to the mobs that later rose 
up against him" (p. 194). 

24 Ernest Kirschten, Catfish and Crystal: The Story of St. Louis, U. S. A. (St. Louis: Patrice 
Press, 1989), 183. 

25 Lovejoy and Lovejoy, Memoir, 181. 
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As the publisher's denunciations grew stronger, threats against him 
mounted. Four Observer presses were destroyed during his fifteen-month 
tenure in Alton, and angry residents often confronted him on his evening 
walks home. Once he was forced to flee through the back door of his home, 
leaving his wife to deal with a group of angry men. Citizens of the town met 
to denounce Lovejoy, and as talk of an Illinois antislavery society made its 
way around Alton, his presence was increasingly unwelcome to the anti-abo­
litionist majority. 

After Lovejoy's third press was taken from a warehouse and dumped into 
the river, residents, in an angry meeting, called for an end to the Observer. 
When a fourth press arrived on November 7, 1837, friends of Lovejoy and his 
brother Owen (later a prominent abolitionist in Congress) organized to guard 
it overnight in the warehouse of Godfrey, Gilman, and Company. Henry 
West, who owned a store near the warehouse, described the events of the 
night during the trial that soon followed. Hearing rumors of mob activity, 
West testified that he had approached the warehouse to speak to Gilman and 
was there when around twenty men arrived: "The mob came while I was in 
the warehouse—a stone was thrown against the door. I think Gilman went to 
the garret door, opened it, and asked them what they wanted. The mob 
replied, the press. Gilman said it did not belong to him, it was stored with 
them, and he should defend it. The mob said they would have it, and started 
off round the corner to the other front of the store." 

In the chaos that ensued, one member of the mob was killed. Soon after, 
Elijah Lovejoy was shot as he attempted to descend a ladder from the build­
ing. Following his death, those guarding the warehouse released the press to 
the mob. Joseph Greeley, one of the warehouse defenders, recalled: "I was 
present at its destruction—saw it knocked in pieces. The behavior of the mob 
engaged at the work was orderly—it was done in a quiet sort of way. They 
seemed to be happy while engaged in breaking it in pieces. Soon after the 
press was broken up I went home."26 Their work completed, the crowd, like 
the mob attending the Mcintosh lynching, quietly dispersed. 

As with the Mcintosh incident, the meek response of the local commu­
nities stood in sharp contrast to an outraged national reaction, particularly in 
the North. John Quincy Adams, former president turned antislavery con­
gressman, identified Lovejoy's death as "the most atrocious case of rioting 
which ever disgraced this country."27 Warehouse defender Henry Tanner later 

26 John Fowler Trow, Alton Trials of Winthrop S. Gilman . . . Enoch Long . . . [and oth­
ers] (New York: J. F. Trow, 1838), 15, 23. 

27 Michael K. Curtis, "The 1837 Killing of Elijah Lovejoy By An Anti-Abolition Mob: 
Free Speech, Mobs, Republican Government, and the Privileges of American Citizens," UCLA 
Law Review 44 (April 1997): 1161. 
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After the death of his brother, Owen Lovejoy went 
on to represent Illinois in Congress and was an 
early supporter of Abraham Lincoln. 

Die. ofAmer. Port. 

wrote that "no single event in the early history of the progress of the anti-
slavery sentiment in the United States produced a more profound impression, 
at the time, than the successive destruction, by mobs, of the four printing-
presses which belonged to Mr. Lovejoy, and in the defense of the last of 
which, under the sanction of civil authority, he sacrificed his life."28 

Following the abolitionist editor's death, many Northern ministers offered 
commemorative sermons, the American Anti-Slavery Society embraced him 
as a martyr, and Northern newspapers condemned the Alton mob. The 
American Peace Society also responded. One pamphlet, simply titled The 
Alton Tragedy, detailed the events surrounding Lovejoy's death and com­
pared the editor and the defenders of the warehouse to "our revolutionary 
heroes."29 Because of all this, Lovejoy biographer Merton Dillon argued that 
"probably no other event produced so great an impact on northern opinions 
before the execution of John Brown in 1859."30 

Nevertheless, most residents of Alton and St. Louis remained oblivious 
to this impact. Dillon noted, "If throughout most of the North there was hor­
ror at his [Lovejoy's] murder, there was little contrition in Alton itself 
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even four years afterward an abolitionist visiting the city felt compelled to 
report that 'Lower Alton still glories in blood.' Men could be found in later 
years who would even boast that they had fired the shot that killed Lovejoy."31 

Majority sentiment in Alton and St. Louis concurred that Lovejoy had gotten 
what he deserved. The St. Louis Missouri Republican wrote that although the 
"unfortunate occurrence" was regrettable, "the guilt of the transaction will 
ever rest with those who madly and obstinately persisted in the attempt to 
establish an abolitionist press there." The Republican editor noted that 
Lovejoy and his supporters "were warned time after time of the conse­
quences, and urged to every consideration, not to press the attempt, but in all 
they turned a deaf ear, and public opinion will hold them responsible for the 
fatal consequences."32 It thus came as little surprise when the eleven men 
who had allegedly participated in the mobbing of the warehouse and the 
killing of Lovejoy were acquitted by an Alton jury in January 1838. 

While it is not unexpected that some in St. Louis felt threatened by the 
presence of free African American laborers, the almost enthusiastic move­
ment of a crowd of prominent citizens to brutally kill Mcintosh seems incred­
ible. And while it is not particularly shocking that many in the St. Louis and 
Alton communities were not receptive to Lovejoy, the resort to violence can­
not be lightly dismissed or explained away. The lack of legal ramifications 
further muddies the water. 

After the lynching, St. Louis residents were largely unforgiving of 
Mcintosh but sympathetic to those who took part in his murder. Coverage in 
the moderate Missouri Republican offers some suggestion as to why the St. 
Louis crowd seemed to welcome his execution. After its initial report of the 
lynching, the Republican published several follow-up articles that focused on 
the murders committed by Mcintosh while ignoring the actions of the mob. 
Two days after the lynching, the paper referred to Mcintosh as "a most des­
perate villain. It is understood that he committed a murder in New Orleans 
less than a year since; and not long ago he stabbed the mate of the steam boat 
Pawnee." The same article memorialized Hammond, praising his "sound 
judgment, cool temperament and tried courage." A week later, on May 7, the 
Republican pointed out how "extraordinary circumstances," the brutal mur­
der of a law enforcement officer, had incited the mob to act. Another edition 
highlighted Constable Mull's recovery and mentioned that collections had 
been made for Hammond's widow and children.33 

Was this simply a posthumous justification for an impulsive act, an 
attempt to salvage St. Louis's reputation as a fair and moderate city? This 
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seems a possible explanation, except for the fact that a grand jury declined to 
even chastise the participants, an act that would have better served to recon­
cile St. Louis and the nation. As abolitionist Elizur Wright wrote in the 
Quarterly Anti-Slavery Magazine: "The newspapers of St. Louis had strenu­
ously contended that the act of the murderers was not to be charged upon the 
city. The response was, We shall see what you do with the criminals."34 

Lawless's charge to the jury demonstrates that the lynching both occurred 
and was pardoned because it served to alleviate fears stirred up by the anti-
slavery movement in communities—especially border communities—across 
the country. Despite Hermann's assertion that the Mcintosh case "was only 
indirectly connected with the slavery problem at this time," Lawless's charge 
makes it clear that he and the assenting members of the St. Louis communi­
ty found the affair to be vitally linked to the slavery problem and abolitionist 
agitation—an agitation whose resolution threatened to permanently alter the 
community.35 
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