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In sermons, speeches and editorials, northern ministers and leaders assured Americans that a sovereign God was 
using both sides in the conflict to purge the nation of sin. Protestants increasingly came to see slavery as the root 
cause of the nation’s intense suffering, a blight that had to be removed if all the sacrifice of life was to have 
ultimate meaning. For example, on the first anniversary of the Emancipation Proclamation, William Henry Hall, a 
leader in San Francisco’s black community, spoke at Platts Hall on Montgomery Street in San Francisco and 
described the Civil War as punishment for the nation’s sin of slavery. Hall also pays tribute to the radical 
abolitionist John Brown, who was executed in December 1859 after taking up arms against slavery in his raid on 
the federal arsenal at Harpers Ferry, Virginia, and had become a martyr to many abolitionists. 

 
The American people have committed a great national wrong, and, like other Nations and individuals, are now 
passing through a scourge, until the transgression is atoned for. They have departed from the maxims that made 
Plymouth Rock and the Pilgrims memorable; they have disregarded the deeds and ignored the spirit that made the 
men of ’76 known and revered throughout the habitable globe; they invaded the scared ordinance of ’87, and with 
vandal ferocity mutilated the germs of peace, by endeavoring to blend freedom and slavery together, within the 
jurisdiction of one people, one language and one Christianity, until the element most despotic has nearly prostrated 
the vitality of all that was good and beneficial. So aggressive was this fiendish power upon the spirit and design 
that brought the republic into existence, that immense sacrifices were conceded to appease its anger. Reflective 
men beheld the danger of the encroachment, but sealed their mouths and remained dumb, in the anticipation that 
the impending peril would be overcome…. Two hundred and eighty thousand slaveholders began to see their 
darling scheme in danger of being circumscribed, and its demoralizing contagion no longer to infect the air, or 
corrupt the virgin soil of Kansas, Minnesota, Washington, or Nevada Territories. The decrees of the past had 
dedicated this immense area to progress and civilization, and it was futile for any earthly power to attempt to 
reverse the unalterable ends of destiny; but desperate men resort to furious measures. Not content with 
compromises and the power of the Government (against the public opinion of the world) to uphold their system, 
not content with the subversion of law, not content with the corruption and debasement of the great national 
heart, not content with the humiliating devotion of dough-faceism, but it was impiously demanded that our country 
should perpetuate a dogma wrong in conception, false in fact and disastrous in circumstances; her refusal only 
revealed that the disguise of another Pisistratus was about to be thrown aside. The contention was no longer the 
freedom of the white man and the slavery of the black, but it was capital against labor, from the humblest 
mechanic to the towering attitude of the senatorial incumbent. The machines of destruction and death were 
unerringly aimed. The massacre of John Brown, whose sainted soul is now hovering over every battle-field of 
victory, magnetized the senses of the laboring masses in their dream of security; the dignity of independence was 
yielded to the supposed blessings arising from a unity with antagonistic interests; the cohesion of party 
appellations destroyed all sympathy for the despised negro; every court was open to establish his vassalage; every 
arm was ready to extinguish the spontaneous gush of freedom, misnamed insurrection; but Harper’s Ferry is the 
Bunker Hill of coming time. The spirit of Attucks will linger around its incidents, and the blood of martyrdom will be 
purified in the earth by the prayers and deeds of those it was shed to save. A monument, imposing and grand, will 
yet be reared upon the same spot, at the same hour, and on the anniversary of the same day, to the renown of John 
Brown, whose immaculate intentions are cherished everywhere. 

The great moral and physical revolution which is agitating the fibres of our political system, will 
accomplish a two-fold object, perhaps never conceived within the brain of man: the emancipation of the white race, 
from error and prejudice, and the regeneration and elevation of the black, from that debasement the want of 
intelligent contact has so long entailed. So grand an image could have emanated from no other source but that of a 
Creator, a God, a Ruler of the Universe.  
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