
Colby College Colby College 

Digital Commons @ Colby Digital Commons @ Colby 

Senior Scholar Papers Student Research 

1998 

Elijah Parish Lovejoy the Man and the Myth Elijah Parish Lovejoy the Man and the Myth 

Scott Shirey 
Colby College 

Follow this and additional works at: https://digitalcommons.colby.edu/seniorscholars 

 Part of the History Commons, and the Political Science Commons 

Colby College theses are protected by copyright. They may be viewed or downloaded from this 

site for the purposes of research and scholarship. Reproduction or distribution for commercial 

purposes is prohibited without written permission of the author. 

Recommended Citation Recommended Citation 

Shirey, Scott, "Elijah Parish Lovejoy the Man and the Myth" (1998). Senior Scholar Papers. Paper 

234. 

https://digitalcommons.colby.edu/seniorscholars/234 

This Senior Scholars Paper (Open Access) is brought to you for free and open access by the Student Research at 
Digital Commons @ Colby. It has been accepted for inclusion in Senior Scholar Papers by an authorized 
administrator of Digital Commons @ Colby. 

http://www.colby.edu/
http://www.colby.edu/
https://digitalcommons.colby.edu/
https://digitalcommons.colby.edu/seniorscholars
https://digitalcommons.colby.edu/student_research
https://digitalcommons.colby.edu/seniorscholars?utm_source=digitalcommons.colby.edu%2Fseniorscholars%2F234&utm_medium=PDF&utm_campaign=PDFCoverPages
https://network.bepress.com/hgg/discipline/489?utm_source=digitalcommons.colby.edu%2Fseniorscholars%2F234&utm_medium=PDF&utm_campaign=PDFCoverPages
https://network.bepress.com/hgg/discipline/386?utm_source=digitalcommons.colby.edu%2Fseniorscholars%2F234&utm_medium=PDF&utm_campaign=PDFCoverPages


Elijah Parish Lovejoy 
The Man and the M"yth 

Scott Shirey 
May 15, 1998 



..
 

May 21, 1998 

Dear Nancy. 

My project has ended successfully! I wanted to thank you for all of your help and 

support. You took a sincere interest in my thesis and were always willing to help out. I 

know the task wouJd have been a great deal harder without all of the information in special 

collections. You often went beyond the call of duty, as in the case of the Lovejoy 

Convocation, or the Lovejoy book I needed, and I truly appreciated it 

Tam giving you a copy of my thesis, entitled Elijah Parish Lovejoy: The Man and 

the Myth. I hope you enjoy. Thanks again. It was great working with you. 
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Introduction 

Two dominant ideologies characterized America in the early nineteenth century, 

republicanism and liberalism. Republicanism, which had been the dominant ideology 

during the Revolution, is deftned by virtue, hard work, middling prosperity, and 

temperance. New England Puritan morals and ethics undoubtedly reinforced these values. 

The idea of republicanism in the)ate eighteenth and early nineteenth century also included 

the idea of self-sacrifice, or a willingness of the individual to sacrifice his or her needs for 

the good of the community. Finally, republicanism demanded "vigilance against the 

corruptions of power. II} It was this ultimate fear of power which drove many Americans to 

fear despotic rule, the Papacy, and eventually the institution of slavery. The Revolutionary 

period, however, also introduced a new ideology which conflicted with republicanism. 

democratic liberalism. 

After the Revolution, Americans slowly progressed away from the republican ideals 

of the late eighteenth centllry and turned towards a more liberal, individualistic, and 

capitalistic economy. Steven Watts wril.es; "Thus while the American revolution 

apotheosized republican ideals, its transforming force also fed a "contagion of liberty" that 

ultimately proved subversive."2 Along with instilling a love of liberty within Americans, 

the Revolution had released individualism, avarice. and ambition. Gordon Wood suggests 

that. "America had become a sprawling, materialistic. and licentious p~ular democracy 

unlike anything that had ever existed before. ProsperiLy replaced austerity, and the 

meaning of virn.Ie was transformed. "3 These new characteristics promoted 

entrepreneurialism, a market economy. and a growing commitment to capitalism. 

1 Robert E. Shalbope. "Republicanism and Early American Historiography," Willjam and Mary Quaoerly
 
Vol 39, 1982, 335.
 
2 Sleven Watts, The Renublic Reborn War and the Making of Liberal America. 1790-1820 (Baltimore.
 
The Johns Hopkins Universily Press. 1987), 12.
 
3 Gordon S. Wood, The Rising Glory of America. 1760-1820 (New Yorlc George Braziller, 1971),8.
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However, republican values did not all together disappear. Peopled who struggled 

with the social and political changes of the times often embraced republican rhetOric as a 

means of dealing with the rising liberalism. Watts argues that. "an arrangement of balanced 

republican government linked to social orders seemed more necessary than ever."4 

Americans wanted to believe that virttJe. family values. morality, and the principles of 

democracy would not give way to greed, deceit. and manipulation. Despite people's fears, 

the nation moved slowly away from republicanism and replaced it with individualism. 

extravagance, and disorder. Wood writes: "Everything seemed to be coming apan, and 

murder, suicide, and drunkenness became prevalent responses to the tenific burdens and 

the expectation of men were placing on men."s 

Religious movements attempted to deal with the changing nature of America. The 

"Second Great Awakening," which began in 1800, arose out of the decreasing religious 

and moral values at the end of the eighteenth century. Its Protestant teachings revived and 

promoted Puritan values, temperance, fidelity, and hard work. "The 'Second Great 

Awakening' in America," writes George M. Marsden, "was, however. far more than a 

series of revivals. It was a comprehensive program designed to Christianize every aspect 

of American life-spiritually, morally. and inteUectually."6 The new Protestants rejected the 

old Calvinistic order and believed that all individual souls could be saved. Presbyterians 

and Congregationalists, both of whom had roots in New England, led the revivals. These 

religious movements helped to defme and shape the country; Americans could rationalize 

industrialism and capitalism by accepting Protestant teachings. Marsden writes: "Either 

way-whether the evangelicals shaped the culture or the culture shaped the evangelicals-the 

result was a close identification of Protestant and American values. "7 Americans saw 

4 Watts. 41. 
5 Wood, 10.
 
6 George M. Marsden, The Evangelical Mind and the New School Presbv!erian Exoerience (New Haven:
 
Yale University Press. 1970),3.
 
7 Ibid, 231.
 



evangelicalism as supportive of the republican ideals which conficted with the more liberal 

ethos. 

Republicanism, liberalism, and' evangelicalism, shaped American society in the 

early nineteenth century. However, other forces had also developed by the 1830s; the 

evangelical movement strengthened anti-Catholic sentiments, immigration rapidly 

increased, the western frontier expanded. and the debate over slavery intensified. The 

nature of the anti-Slavery movement took on a new direction in the 18305. Most anti­

slavery societies had previously existed in the South. where they had little influence. While 

the southern groups began to dissolve in the thirties, northern resistance of the institution 

increased. Abolitionists began to make a stir. In 1834, the British ended slavery in their 

colonies, forcing many Americans to reconsider their own views on the subject; Americans 

acquired a new sense of urgency. Rising tensions belWeen Catholics. Protestants, 

immigrants, abolitionists, and slaveholders often resulted in violence. The differing social 

and economic forces reveal an unstable and changing America. 

Elijah Parish Lovejoy epitomized these times. He was born in Maine in 1802, the 

son of a Congregational minister and pious mother, and developed into an active, 

intellectual, and religious young man. In 1827, one year after graduating from Waterville 

College, Lovejoy headed West. He taught for a year in S1. Louis, Missouri before 

becoming an editor of the St. Loui.s Times, a political newspaper. Lovejoy returned East 

where he completed his education at the Princeton Theological Seminary and received his 

license to preach in 1833. Lovejoy once again returned to Sl Louis when Protestant 

businessman asked him to edit a religious newspaper called the St. Louis Observer; he 

readily accepted the challenge. As editor, Lovejoy began to attack Catholicism, preach 

morality, and advocate temperance. 

Lovejoy. however, soon made enemies due to his denouncements of popery. 

drinking and other "evils." He increased his unpopUlarity by argu.ing against slavery. The 

Missouri Compromise introduced Missouri to the Union as a slave state in 1820. The 
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state, therefore, witnessed an increase in the slave population from 25.091 to 58, 340 in 

the years between 1830 and 1840 and generally enjoyed tremendous growth. 8 The people 

of Missouri could tolerate anti-Catholicism but could not yet bear the discussion of slavery. 

A sympathetic article towards Frank McIntosh, a mulano cook taken from his jail cell and 

burned to death by a mob, enraged the people of St. Louis beyond repair. Lovejoy had 

chosen the wrong place to write on such "touchy" subjects; continual threats and an attack 

on his printing oftice in July of 1836 forced Lovejoy to move his press across the 

Mississippi River to Alton, illinois. 

lllinois was experiencing even more growth than Missouri; its population more 

than tripled every decade between 1910 and 1940.9 Alton's location on the Mississippi 

soon turned it into a major port and merchant town. Unlike Missouri, illinois was a "free" 

state (although some slavery did still exist in the state). Lovejoy sought a more sympathetic 

audience for his ideas and paper in Alton. He continued to anack Catholicism but also 

increasingly broached the issue of slavery. His support of colonization (the plan of ending 

slavery by sending all the slaves back to Nrica) turned to gradual abolition and increasingly 

progressed towards immediate abolition. His views were radical for the West, although 

conservative compared with eastern abolitionists. William Lloyd Garrison and others had 

advocal.ed immediate abolition as early as 1831, when Garrison published the ftrst edition 

of his anti-slavery journal, The Liberator. The formation of the American Anti-Slavery 

Society followed only two years later. However, these activities took place in the 

Northeast The West was not ready for Lovejoy's publications. 

Citizens of Alton continually threatened Lovejoy as his paper gained new 

subscribers and more influence. A mob had chased Garrison in 1835 through Boston; 

Lovejoy now faced the same danger. Mobs soon destroyed three of his printing presses by 

throwing them in the river. Refusing to submit to outside pressure. he had a fourth 

8 Dooald B. Dodd, 00., HiMorical Statistics of the Stales of the Unite<1 SU\(es: Two Cennrrie;<; of the 
Census. 1790-1990 (WeslpOrt, Conn.: Greenwood Press, 1993),51. 
91bid., 27. 
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printing press delivered to a warehouse in Alton. Lovejoy and a small group of supporters 

took up arms to defend the press. They engaged in a deadly battle with an angry mob on 

the night of November 7, 1837. Elijah Parish Lov~ioy feU dead after receiving five bullets, 

three in his chesl 

Lovejoy is remembered and celebrated today for his association with the free press 

and abolition. Much like the historic figures of John Brown and Paul Revere, Elijah Parish 

Lovejoy became more popular in death than in life. John Brown, although viewed 

somewhat as an irrational fanatic for his raid at Harper's Ferry and murders in Kansas, has 

become a martyr to abolition and a hero. The nation, with some help from Henry 

Wadsworth Longfellow and his poetry, has turned Paul Revere into the mythic midnight 

rider while all but forgetting about his partner, William Dawes. Americans embraced and 

transfonned Lovejoy's image, as they did with Brown and Revere. Senator Paul Simon, 

describes Lovejoy as "Freedom's Champion." Colby College, founded as Waterville 

College, reveres Lovejoy as their greatest graduate. The State of lllinois continues to 

celebrate the anniversary of his death year after year. Statues, poems, and stories keep all 

these figures alive, whether their contemporary images are mythic or realistic. 

The story of Elijah Parish Lovejoy and the myth that followed is representative of 

lbe myth-making process in America. The nation transformed his identity to represent 

American values; republicanism, free speech, and liberty. The making of a myth of 

Lovejoy has three different stages; his life and death. the development of his myth, and his 

myth. It is crucial to have an accurate understanding of Lovejoy's life, unimpaired by 

contemporary views, before the myth can be understandable. Modem celebrations derive 

Lovejoy's image mostly from the last month of his life, at a time when he was just 

beginning to develop concrete beliefs. The simple question, "Who was Elijah Parish 

Lovejoy?" must be answered. This will entail clarifying his moral. political, and religious 

viewpoints. He supported anti-Catholicism, anti-immigration. temperance, emancipation, 

and free speech. He was also a Presbyterian minister, an editor, a teacher, a husband, and 
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a father. It is necessary to place Lovejoy in an appropriate historical framework; modem 

day perceptions seem to view him as an abslract figure from the past. The characteristics of 

Lovejoy are inseparable froro the 1830s. 

Lovejoy's death and the nation's reaction to it create the second stage of the myth 

making process. The myth of Elijah Parish Lovejoy developed almost immediately after his 

murder on the night of November 7. 1837. His death shocked the abolitionist world and 

stirred the nation. It instigated meetings throughout the North, inspired journalists, and 

spurred the nation to action. Although some articles condemned the actions of Lovejoy 

and supported the mob, he almost instantly become a hero; most newspapers called him a 

martyr to abolition and a martyr to the free press. Little known before, Lovejoy suddenly 

become the topic of a nation. His death had raised him to the stams of a martyr and his 

legacy had begun. The question is, "Why?" 

The nation saw Lovejoy as representative of republican ideals; virtue. temperance. 

liberty, and self-sacrifice. Lovejoy had sacrificed his life for the Republic in defence of 

democratic values. Lovejoy was also a man who feared absolute power. It led him to 

despise Catholicism (under its Papal authority), fear immigration. and eventually despise 

the slaveholder. American's saw Lovejoy's stance against the mob as a truly republican 

act The Reverend Edward Beecher, President of Illinois College and close friend of 

Lovejoy, immediately recognized the significance of Lovejoy's death. The opening 

paragraph of his Narratives of Riots at Allan (1838) reads: 

It often happens that events in themselves of no great importance, are invested 
with unusual interest in consequence of their connection with principles of universal 
application, or with momentous results. Of this kind are the events which 
preceded and led to the death of the Rev. Elijah P. Lovejoy: the flfSt manyr in 
America to the great principles of the freedom of speech and of the press. to 

10 Reverend Edward Beecher, Narrative of Riots al Alton: 10 Cono«:lion with the Death of Rev. Elijah P, 
Loyejoy (Alton: George Holton, 1838), 5. 
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Reverend Beecher could not have been more correct People saw Lovejoy as an American 

hero. His death inspired John Brown, Frederick Douglass (the most influential black man 

of the nineteenth century), Ralph Waldo Emerson. and Harriel Beecher Stowe (who wrote 

Uncle Tom's Cabin, the novel that stirred and shocked the nation). These figures 

embraced Lovejoy as an American who defended republicanism in an age of moral decline 

and decreasing virtue. His defence of liberty and his sacrifice for the community had 

imponant connotations in a nation thal fostered individualism. The widespread impact of 

his death led President Abraham Lincoln to later declare that, "the death of Lovejoy was the 

most important event that ever has taken place in the western world." 11 

Lovejoy's myth took on new meaning following the Civil War. The survival of the 

Union was no longer in jeopardy. The institution of slavery had finally come to a close. 

Americans now focused on reuniting and becoming a stronger. more powerful nation in the 

late nineteenth c,entury. They sought to create a common past that would bind all 

Americans together. Lovejoy's myth became a pan of the American story. Allhough 

America was a far cry from the Republic the founding fathers had imagined, the nation 

continued to espouse republican values. There was a new and greater respect for American 

heroes who had fought for libelly. sacrificed their lives. and defended the Republic. 

Historical figures. like Paul Revere, Patrick Henry, and George Washington became 

widely celebrated. Lovejoy, or rather his myth, would also be remembered. 

The state of IDinois erected a permanent monument in Alton to honor Elijah Parish 

Lovejoy on November 8, 1897, sixty years after his murder. On the centennial celebration 

of his death, President Herbert Hoover spoke al Colby College, Lovejoy's alma mater 

(then Waterville College). Hoover's speech, which spoke of Lhe importance of a free 

press, left an indelible mark. The New York TimJ!s wrote; 

Mr. Hoover has by his cogent and spirited address lifted the celebration of the 
centenary of the death of Elijah Lovejoy at Colby College in Maine into a national 

11 Ernest Cummings Marriner. The Hjslorv of Colby CQlle~e (Waterville, ME: Colby College Pre~s. 
1963),42. 
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event. .. It is the daily, hourly battle of editors to discriminate between 
propaganda and the real news, between untruth and Lnlth. 12 

Americans continue to honor Lovejoy's name in a variety of ways. Colby College hegan 

presenting the Lovejoy award to esteemed journalislS and authors in 1952. David 

Halberstarn, who received his award in November of 1997, gained national recognition for 

his uncompromised reporting from Vietnam in the sixties. Lovejoy was elected to the 

Editors Hall of Fame on October 12, 1928,13 and the Elijah Parish Lovejoy Society 

continues to honor and celebrate his name today. In November of 1997, the Society 

sponsored the hundredth year rededication of the monument in Alton. In more ways than 

one, Lovejoy has remained a part of our culwre and heritage. 

12 Herbert Hoover, Addresses UWn the AwerjC1Ul Road: 1931-1938 (New York:: Charles Scribner's Son~,
 
1938), 24 of the inserted pamphlet
 
13 EdilOtS Hall of Fame (Memorial Booklet and Program of the Dedication and flfSl Unveiling on Fri. Nov.
 
21, 1930. Established by the Illinois Free Press Association).
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The Early Lovejoy 

Elijah Parish Lovejoy was born in Albion. Maine on November 9, 1802 at a lime 

when America rested on the brink: of change and expansion. Albion was much like the rest 

of Maine in 1790. a mere "uncultivated wilderness." when Lovejoy's grandfather, Francis 

Lovejoy, brought his family there. Due to white settlers seeking prosperity, independence, 

and a new life, Maine's population increased from 96.540 in 1789 to 228, 687 in 1810. 14 

(Maine. however, still remained part of the Commonwealth of Massachusetts). Despite the 

flood of emigration to the Maine frontier and settlers' hopes of prosperity, the Maine 

wilderness did not have much to offer. Opportunities for education were limited and 

opportunities for the educated were even less. Families who scraped out livings by 

fanning on small plots of land often found strength in religion. Elijah Parish Lovejoy's 

family was no exception. 

Religion dominated Lovejoy's life from the very beginning, at a time when a new 

evangelical spirit gathered momentum throughout the nation. 1800 marked the outset of an 

era of Protestant ref01111 known as the "Second Great Awakening." The Rev. Thomas 

Adams depicted a darkened age prior to this period while eulogizing Lovejoy's father 

Daniel: "[Daniel] was not brought into the kingdom of Christ., borne, as it were, on the tide 

of excitement, but it was when all was dark and cold around him, when professing 

Christians of any denomination were exceedingly rare..... 15 Life would differ for Elijah 

Lovejoy. The historian William McLoughlin has suggested that: 

The story of American Evangelicalism is the story of America itself in the years 
1800-1900. for it was Evangelical religion which made Americans the most 
religious people in the world. molded them into a unified. pietistic-perfectionist 
nation, and spurred them on to those heights of social reform, missionary 

14 John S.c. Abbott, The Hjst0O' of Maine (roro !be Earlje...,! Discovery of !.he Region by the 
Noahmen IInUI the PreseDl Time. (B.B. Ru~<;cII: Boston. 1875),397-425 

15 Ibid., 14. 
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endeavor. and imperialistic expansionism which constitute the moving forces of our 
history in that century.'6 

New denominations which recaptured the old New England Purilan religious and moral 

ethic began to flourish in the rust half of the nineteenth-century. They demanded a pure 

and virtuous lifestyle free from drinking. smoking, infidelity. and other sins. Unlike 

Protestants of the older Calvinistic order, who believed in predeter:rnined salvation, the new 

Protes~ts believed that salvation was obtainable for anyone who sought it Methodists, 

Baptists. Presbyterians, and Congregationalists attempted to spread the gospel and reform 

the nation's political and moral faults. 

Evangelists were thus concerned with the increasingly insecure fate of Native 

Americans. Christians believed "Indians" could only achieve salvation by embracing !.he 

"civilized" world and leaving their "heathen" pasts behind. Missionaries attempted to 

convert the "savages" to Christianity and prepare them for a white man's world. The 

Reverend Daniel Lovejoy partook in several of these missions during Elijah's childhood. 

The Society for Propagating the Gospel among the lruJians and Others in North America. 

which assigned the Reverend one such "Missionary" in District No.5 of Maine in 1807. 

wrote out specific instructions for Daniel to follow: 

You will diligently improve all opportunities of communicating religious 
instruction, by publicly preaching the great doctrines and duties of our holy 
religion, visiting from house to house, and catechizing the children in schools. and 
at times and places specially appointed for the purpose. I? 

The missions unfortunately did linIe to allay the heightening tensions between the Native 

Americans and the European senlers on the frontier. White settlers increasingly conflicted 

with the natives and the "Indian" population steadily declined throughout the eighteenth 

16 WI.lliam Mcloughlin. ed.• The American EvangeliC3ls. 1800-1900 An Anthology (Gloucester. MA: 
Peter Smith. 1976). 1. 
17 Wick:eu-Wiswall Collection. 1807, June 1. Society for Propagating the Gospel among the Indians...to 
Daniel Lovejoy. 
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century. The Native American population in Maine had become all but extinct by 182018• a 

phenomena which Lovejoy presumably witnessed. 

Lovejoy observed several other changes throughout the country which undoubtedly 

influenced his childhood. The Louisiana Purchase of 1803, which enlarged the nation by 

nearly a third under the Presidency of Thomas JefIerson. made land easily attainable on lhe 

new frontier. Easterners and southerners flooding to the Midwest began new lives and 

pushed the Native Americans west of the Mississippi. Opportunity in the West appear~d to 

be endless. The introduction of the steam boat stirnulated even greater growth in the regions 

along the Mississippi and Ohio Rivers. "Where once it had taken four months to pole a 

keelboat upstream from New Orleans to LouisviUe. by 1819 the steamboat had cut travel 

time to seventeen days. II 19 The expansion of the frontier, however, forced the nation to 

confront the rising problem of slavery. Territories could not remain impartial. The issue 

arose in Missouri (Lovejoy's future home) when enough people had settled to qualify lhe 

area for statehood. The Missouri Compromise of 1820 provided a temporary solution by 

enabling Missouri to enter the nation as a slave slate, while allowing Maine, which had 

battled for separation from Massachusetts, to enter as a free state. 

Elijah Lovejoy most likely did not encounter slavery tirsthand growing up in Maine 

since Massachusetts had abolished slavery in 1788.20 (Maine claimed two slaves in the 

entire nineteenth century, both of which were from Kennebec County and only appear in 

the 1830 census.)2l However, slavery was flourishing in oLher parts of Lhe country. Eli 

Whitney's cotton gin had increased cotton producton in the SouLh 'and slaveholders' profits 

began to soar. Slaves became less expendable and souLhemers strove to strengthen Lhe 

institution. Meanwhile, moral disapproval of slavery in the North intensified throughout 

18 Abbott, 425.
 
19 Irwin Unger, These 1Jnj ted Slale<i; The Quesljons of Our Pasl . 6th ed. (New Jersey; Prentice Hall,
 

1995),236. 
20 Abboll., 399. 
21 Donald B. Dodd, HiMorical SWishes of the Stales of the lInjted Stales: Two Centuries of the Census, 

1790-1990 (Westpon, CT: Greenwood Press, 1993),39. 
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the 18205. Disputes between abolitionists and slaveholders, who now had to defend the 

institution. heightened the growing North-South division. The unsettled West found itself 

tom between the two sides and often became a battleground for conflicting views. Slavery, 

along with evangelicalism and expansion, gripped the nation during Lovejoy's life. 

Elijah spent much of his early years learning the gospel. The Reverend Daniel 

Lovejoy and his wife Elizabeth, pious as she was, instilled a strict religious and moral code 

in their son. He could read the Bible by the age of four and soon filled his days by 

working on the land and reading. His younger brothers, Owen and John, later described 

Elijah as a hardworking young man: "Throughout his youth, the ends of the day saved 

from the axe, the plough, and the scythe, were all employed in the diligent use of 

books." 22 Despite the work, Lovejoy found time. to enjoy outdoor activities with his 

sisters and brol.hers, most commonly swimming in what is now Lovejoy Pond. He 

excelled in his district and Sabbath schools where he was particul3f"ly fond of poetry and 

religious hymns. Lovejoy's exceptional talent allowed him to advance his education past 

the age of eighteen, an uncommon feat on the Maine frontier. He briefly studied at the local 

Academy at Monmouth before falling under the influence of Henry Stanwood at China 

Academy. Stanwood, a recent graduate of the Theological Seminary at Waterville College, 

recognized Lovejoy's abilities and convinced him to study at Waterville.23 

Waterville College (now Colby College) was chanered in 1813 as the Maine 

Literary and Theological Institution under Baptist direction. It expanded into Waterville 

College in 1821 under the leadership of Jeremiah Chaplin, a Baptist minister of Stricl 

Puritan virtues. The State had allowed the change pending a promise that it would admit 

students and faculty of any religious denomination. Lovejoy, a Congregationalist, entered 

as one of the only sophomores in the fall of 182::\ when he feU under the guidance of 

Chaplin. Despite their denominational differences, Chaplin's stringent religious teachings 

22 Owen and Joseph Lovejoy, Memoir of !:he Rev. Elijah P. Lovejoy: Who Was Myrdered in Defense of
 
the Liberty of the Press al Allon. Illinois. Nov. 7. 1837. (Jobn S. Taylor. New York. 1838), 17. cite(}
 

bereafter as Memoir.
 
23 Marriner, 118.
 



influenced Lovejoy. Chaplin spoke highly of his former student in a letter following 

Lovejoy's death: 

During this period, he made no pretensions to experimental religion ....he was never 
chargeable with making light of sacred things. or with favouring lhe cause of 
infidelity....his attendance on the services of the chapel was regular and 
respectful. 24 

A typical day at Waterville College during the 18205 began hefore sunrise and offered liUle 

free time for students, who were required to follow a rigorous course schedule. Religion 

could not be stressed enough. The day began with morning chapel, included three 

recitations, and only ended with evening prayer. Although he excelled in his classes. 

Lovejoy had few friends and avoided social festivities. A poem by Lovejoy entitled ~ 

Little SlaT conveys his feelings at the time: "Thus have I felt-Oh God! why was I born A 

wretch all friendless, hopeless and forlom"25 He graduated at the top of his class in 

September of 1826. Lovejoy clearly displayed int.eUigence. religious devotion, and 

detennination, but his life seemed to lack greater meaning and purpose. 

He briefly taught at China Academy but soon became dissCl:tisfied with Leaching in 

Maine.26 Lovejoy's ambitions. although still unclear, soon outgrew the limited 

opportunities of the Maine frontier and he decided to head west in May of 1827. The 

western frontier offered new and challenging opportunities where Lovejoy perhaps could 

find the excitement for which he yearned. His diary from his journey westward reveals a 

lonely man searching for order and meaning in his life. On May 30, Lovejoy stopped at the 

house of Josiah Bacon in Massachusetts where he wrote: 

24 Memoir, 298.
 
25 Memoir, 22.
 
26 Althougb ooe presumes thai Lovejoy became c.1issalisfied with teaching and longed for something more,
 
lbere is very little evidence of Lovejoy's exaci motives or reasons for heading we..~1. He, like many oilier
 
Easterners., beaded Wesl to find new opportunities. Lovejoy didn't know himself where he would end up.
 
apparently putting hi" trust in God.
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I was a stranger and he took me in hungry, and fed me; may the blessings of 
heaven descend upon him. Much fatigued and able to travel but slowly--know 
not what maybe my fate--but feel determined to persevere-.... The Lord only 
knows what is for me. I would fain have hope for the future. But shadows, 
clouds and darkness rest upon it. 27 

Despite becoming depressed, lonely, and sick, Lovejoy placed his trust in God and 

continued westward. He rested upon the belief of a divine destiny. A verse from a poem 

he wrote two months later on the shores of Lake Erie, entitled "The Wanderer," reveals a 

lost soul: 

Of all that knew him few but judged him wrong: 
He was of silent and unsocial mood: 

Unloving and unloved he passed along: 
His chosen path with steadfast aim he trod, 

Nor asked nor wished applause save only of his God. 28 

Lovejoy's sad and slow journey eventually ended in !.he fall of 1827 in St. Louis, 

Missouri, one of the most up and coming cities on the western frontier. Its location 

alongside the Mississippi River helped fuel its rapid development by drawing youthful 

emigrants from the East and South. Missouri's population rose from 66,557 to 140,455 

in the years between 1820 and 1830.29 However, Sl. Louis differed from larger, booming 

eastern cities such as Philadelphia, New York, or BosLOn. People on the frontier valued 

their independence and did not always accept the law, religion, or .morals. Lovejoy 

described their character in a letter to his mother: "At the same time, I must confess that 

there are some most lamentable exceptions, and doubtless many a Yankee has fled here, 

whose vices forbade him an asylum among the descendants of the Puritans. "30 Mobs often 

decided the fate of individuals and dictated the cities' laws. Many "civilized" easterners felt 

27 Elijah Parish Lovejoy, MemQrandum Book: Lovejoy Diary (Waterville, ME: Miller Library SpeciaJ
 
Collections)
 
28 Memoir, 30.
 
29 Dodd, 51.
 
30 Memoir, 33.
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disdainful of the rough and tumble frontier crowd. Lovejoy arove wiLh these same 

prejudices. 

Lovejoy began teaching after his arrival in St Louis hut. as he did in Maine. grew 

impatient with it He bought a half interest in the St. Louis Times from the fUlancially 

struggling TJ. Miller and began co-editing the paper with him on August 14. 1830. The 

Times was a political newspaper not atypical from any other paper on the western frontier; 

it engaged in political battles with competing newspapers. ran advertisements for the 

auction and sale of slaves, and look stands on local and national issues. Lovejoy 

supported Henry Clay, a Whig, and denounced the politics of President Andrew Jackson. 

His early political preferences reveal something of his character. Clay was a nationalistic 

leader who believed in a traditional republican government He feared the increasing power 

of the President and viewed President Jackson's vetoes, "with extreme aversion and 

disgust "31 Lovejoy would later regard this corruption of power With equal distrust 

During his tenure as co-editor, Lovejoy had his first close experience wiLh a slave. 

He used the slave William Wells Brown to do some extra work in his office. (It was noc 

abnonnal for slaveowners to rent out their slaves.) Brown later escaped slavery and 

became a popular novelist in England. He recounted the few days he spent with Lovejoy in 

his Slave Narratives. Brown described Lovejoy as. "a very good man. and decidedly the 

best master that I had ever had. I am chiefly indebted to him. and to my employment in the 

printing office. for what little learning I oblained while in slavery."n Lovejoy sent Brown 

back to his master after a rough and bloody encounter with a slave hating St. Louis 

resident Lovejoy apparently remained unaffected by the few days he spent with the slave 

and never mentioned the incident again. The Sf. umLf Times enjoyed a fair amount of 

success under Lovejoy's editorial pen. 

31 Clement EalOn, Heney Clay and the Art of American Politics (Boston: Little, Brown and Company,
 
1957),91.
 
32 Gilbert Osofsky, ed., Pullin' on Ole Massa: The Slave Narrative." of Henry Bibb. WiJliam Wells
 
Brown. and Solomon NoohuP (New York: Harper & Row, 1969). 185.
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A religious revival sweeping through St Louis beginning in the spring of 1831 

drew Lovejoy away from his post at the Times.33 Lovejoy, who had become a member of 

the First Presbyterian Church, took a deep interest in the revival, but., much to his dismay, 

could not be converted to the convenant of God. He wrote, in a lener to his parents on 

January 24. 1932: "I attended the inquiry meetings. and for some time really felt a delight 

in religious exercises. But gradually these feelings all left me, and 1 returned to the world a 

more hardened sinner than ever before. "34 Although a devout Christian by twentieth 

century standards. Lovejoy had longed for a conversion which would finally give meaning 

and purpose to his life. His inabiliry to dedicate himself fully-and unequivocably to the 

gospel had been a constant source of frustration. The talented Reverend David Nelson 

finally succeeded in transforming Lovejoy. amongst many others, on February 12, 1832.35 

Lovejoy shortly thereafter wrote to his parents: "I was, by divine grace, enabled to bring 

all my sins and all my sorrows, and lay them at the feet of Jesus, and to receive the blessed 

assurance that He had accepted me. all sinful and polluted as I was. "36 He decided that his 

future lay with religion and shortly thereafter headed to the Princeton Theological Seminary 

in New Jersey. 

The Seminary was founded in 1811 out of a struggling Princeton College with the 

intent of producing Presbyterian ministers as well as reforming the social ills of the college. 

Shortly after his arrival in March of 1832, Lovejoy sent a letter home announcing his plans: 

"And so 1am here preparing to become a minister of the everlasting gospel !"37 It was here 

that Lovejoy became an avid participant of the "Second Great Awakening." He left with a 

evangelical sense of purpose. ready to relieve the nation of its growing moral and religious 

flaws. After successfully completing the Theological Seminary, Lovejoy received his 

license to preach the gospel from the second Presbytery of Philadelphia. He briefly 

33 The last issue of the St. Louis 1l11U!S with Lovejoy's name appeared on February 18, 1832.
 
34 Memoir. 39.
 
35 Paul Simon, Freedom's Champion: Eliiah Lovejoy (Carbondale, TL: Soulhem Illinois University
 
Press, 1994), 20-21.
 
36 Memoir. 41.
 
37 Ibid., 47.
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preached in Newport, Rhode Island and at the Spring Slreet Church in New York City. 

However, Protestant businessman,(one of whom became the future governor of Missouri, 

Hamilton Rowan Gamble) looking to establish a weekly religious newspaper on the 

frontier captured Lovejoy's anention.38 Much like the evangelists. the businessmen 

wanted to reform the sinful ways of St Louis residents. Many religious papers had long 

existed in the East, such as the New York Observer. but few had taken root in the West. 

Lovejoy felt he could not bypass such an opponunity and once again headed west to Sc. 

Louis. His religious background and his editorial experience made him a perfect fit for the 

job. 

Lovejoy issued the first edition of The St. Louis Observer on November 22, 1833 

out of a small office in SL Louis. He clearly delineated his plans and aspirations for the 

paper in his first editorial: "One leading object of the Observer will be to diffuse 

information concerning the religious operations of the day, among Christians and other 

citizens of the West."39 Lovejoy and the SL Louis Observer intended to advocate 

Protestant refonn along the western frontier. Open and free discussion were essential to 

the paper and while Lovejoy sought no controversy, he claimed the right to print whatever 

he pleased. He wrote: "Peace will be its aim, as far as that is consistent with the defense 

of the Truth. Yet it will never shrink from the post of duty; nor fear to speak out lest some 

over sensitive ears should be pained. "40 Lovejoy had presumably found the role which he 

had sought since his youth. 

The early editions of the Observer avoided political issues and kept the topics 

simple, preaching the gospel and teaching good morals. A front page section entitled The 

Daily Bread. provided weekly teachings and explanations of the gospel. Contributing 

writers of differing denominations warmly engaged in religious disputes over 

interpretations of the Bible. The Observer printed reports from missionaries who were 

38 Paul Simon, freedom's Champion: Elijah LovejQY (Carbondale. Southern Illinois University Press, 
1994),23. 
39 Memoir. 69. 
40 Ibid., 69. 
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attempting to Christianize humanity all over the world; it was a new age of evangelical 

refonn and Lovejoy wanted to play his paIL Lovejoy expressed the evangelical spirit in an 

editorial entitled Conversion ofthe World: "Alexander, and Caesar, and Napoleon, 

conquered provinces and kingdoms; but the soldier of the cross is engaged in conquering 

the WHOLE WORLD."4t As news traveled slowly in early eighteenth cenruy America, the 

eastern religious papers. such as me New York Observer and the New York Evangelist, 

provided the Observer with much of its news. Continual reports about the attempt to 

Christianize the "heathens" of India, Asia Minor. and Africa frequently appeared in 

theObserver. The evangelical spirit that Lovejoy embraced led him to condemn alcohol and 

tobacco use. support missions to the Indians, and attack Catholicism. 

Presbyterians believed that only high morals and strict reform could guarantee 

salvation. Lovejoy advocated old New England PuriLan virtues which he had learned as a 

child and at Waterville College, temperance. hard-work, modesty. and fidelity. He 

admonished drunkards for poor and disruptive behavior on a weekly basis. Articles telling 

tales of drunkards' foolish behavior promoted temperance. Lovejoy also attacked smoking 

and chewing tobacco, habits he considered as bad as drinking. He preached passionately 

against the sins of gambling and the horrors of grog shops, which he associated with 

drinking. Lovejoy. however, was not always negative; he promoted the value of 

temperance and praised those who had recently reformed their ways. One subscriber 

struggling to pay his fee wrote: "I read [an article] and saw very plainly how I couId 

continue the paper. and suffer no loss by doing so, and that was to absLain from smoking 

tobacco."42 Lovejoy took every opportunity to promote the Protestant ethic. He joined the 

Missouri Tract Society and the Missouri Bible Society. pushed to ~trengthen education on 

the Western frontier, reported the progress of recently established Sabbath schools, and 

preached to various congregations throughout the Slate. 

4l M~oit, 79.
 
42 St, Louis Observer. 27 November 1834, 2.
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Many Melhodists, Presbyterians. Baptists, and Congregationalists took a sincere 

interest in the Native American's plight "Missionaries" lived with various tribes in an 

effort to convert the "Indians" to Christianity. The reformers believed that Native 

Americans' salvation was dependent upon their willingness to integrate into a white 

Christian world. Although Lovejoy never lived with Native Americans, he followed in his 

father's footsteps by supporting the missionaries efforts. He specifically spoke against the 

whites who subverted the missionaries' efforts by increasingly selling whiskey to the 

"Indians." Lovejoy wrote in 1835: "The offence of thus poisoning the poor Indians by 

wholesale is rank-it smells to heaven."43 The missionaries, however. knew little about 

tribal beliefs and therefore had little success with the Native Americans. Lovejoy's 

compassion for Native Americans, despite his use of the term "savages," was rare for the 

times. 

Lovejoy's Presbyterian faith not only led him to take part in the reform movements. 

but fostered a deep hatred for Roman Catholicism. Denouncing popery had become central 

to the reform movements of the "Second Great Awakening" just as the Proteslant 

Refonnation in Europe had attacked the Catholic Church in Europe. Protestants viewed 

popery as a threat to the republican ideals of the nation. They viewed the Pope as a 

manifestation of absolute power. and feared a conspiracy of Catholics would destroy the 

Republic. LOvejoy later declared. "that Popery and Freedom, whether civil or religious, 

are incompatible with each other-they cannot coexist "44 Lovejoy and the Observer freely 

denounced popery; criticism of transubstantiation. monasteries. and nunneries became 

centrallO the attack. 1be Observer. also frequently denounced Jesuits and Baptists. 

(Lovejoy had come a long way from his religious training al Waterville. His conversion 

and training at Princeton had turned him into a hardened Presbyterian, often unforgiving 

and unaccepting of other denominations.) Lovejoy, however, only lOok a mild stance 

43 Sr, Louis Observer, 29 Ocl 1835, I.
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against Jesuitism and Catholicism in his first months as editor. His true opinions emerged 

later that year_ 

After months of discussing Catholicism and Jesuitism, Lovejoy took a more 

definitive position. On August 14, 1834 he wrote: "The evils produced by the JesuiL<> have 

been many and destructive_ "4S Lovejoy made his position against popery clear less than a 

month later: "We have broken our truce with this spirit of darkness. Hencefonh we stand 

in direct and unceasing. and uncompromising hostility to it "46 Lovejoy was antagonistic 

towards the Baptists in November when he wrote: "Should they ccntinue their evil ways, I 

will not promise to bold my peace. "47 Lovejoy's opposition to popery appeared commonly 

on the frontier; the historian Ray Billington has suggested thaI., "by the middle of the 

1830's newspapers, magazines. lecturers and propaganda agents were co-operating 

through a national society in spreading calumny against Rome."48 The Protestant 

movement took every oppommity to unite the world against the dangers of Catholicism. 

A hatted for immigrants arose from the anti-Catholic teachings of Lyman Beecher 

and Samuel FB. Morse. whose writings had influenced Protestants in the 18305. 

Billington writes: "Beecher agreed with Morse that the despotic nations of Europe had 

detennined to stamp out the republicanism of the Unil.ed SUltes by winning American 

converts and by sending popish immigrants to that country."49 Lovejoy feared immigrants 

arriving in America and penetrating into the West for those same reasons; he especially 

distrusted the Irish because of their Catholicism. Lovejoy, however, was more welcoming 

towards the Protestant Germans whom he viewed as hardy. frugal and industrious 

people.so Although Lovejoy spoke highly of the German character, his attitude remained 

far from egalitarian: "Many Germans too. of the laboring class, are settling in the county; 

45 51 Louis Observer. 14 August 1834. 2.
 
46 SI Louis Observer. 4 Sepl. 1834. 2.
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and though these will not much increase the intelligence. they will greatly add to the 

productive labor of the country."St 

Of all the issues, refonns, and changes The Observer advocated. none gripped the 

nation's anention with the same intensity as slavery. Tensions between anti-slavery 

proponents and slaveholders mounted throughout the thirties. Staunch defendants of 

slavery came into direct conflict with a small but increasing group of abolitionists. William 

Uoyd Garrison created a stir throughout the nation by advocating immediate abolition in his 

paper. The Liberator. One Washington slaveholder wrote to Garrison: "Your paper cannot 

much longer be tolerated....Shame on the Freemen of Boston for permitting such a vehicle 

of outrage and rebellion to spring into existence among them. "52 Garrison joined forces 

with Joshua Leavitt of New York. who published The EmnncipaUJr. Lewis and Arthur 

Tappan, and others to form the American Anti-Slavery Society in 1833. Although the 

increasing journals and anti-slavery societies slowly gained converts, most of the nation 

viewed the early abolitionists as incendiary fanatics and left them struggling for support 

Elijah Parish Lovejoy refuted Garrison's and Leaviu's positions of immediate abolition by 

using lhe phrase, "overheated brains of the Northern Aholitionists."S3 

Lovejoy, nevertheless, had come a long way from the days when he used Brown as 

a slave. His religious training had slowly changed his views and he supported colonization 

societies in his paper. Lovejoy complimented the Maryland Colonization Society in 

January of 1834 by saying: "We have no doubt that this enterprise will result, and at no 

very distant period too, in freeing Maryland from the curse of slavery."54 His religious 

beliefs led him to view slavery as morally wrong, but he feared dreadful consequences 

within the nation if the black race suddenly gained freedom. Lovejoy did not want to incite 

5t 51 Louis Observer, 19 June 1834. 1.
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slave rebellions or punish the slaveholders; he believed that slavery could only come to an 

end through the teaching of the gospel and through God's will. 

Lovejoy took greater interest in the issue as tensions rose throughout the nation, but 

claerly had difficulty taking a firm sl4nd. Lovejoy sometimes defended the abolitionists 

and other times attacked them but always cautiously approached the subject, "Not because­

as some of our Abolitionist brethren will charge us-we fear the truth, and are unwilling to 

peIfonn our duty," wrote Lovejoy in June of 1834, "but, because there is real difficulty in 

ascertaining what that duty is. "55 Lovejoy commented on the abolition movement in Great 

Britain and the West Indies in the same piece: "Still, we believe the Abolitionists have done 

good They have detected defects in the management of the Colonization Society. "56 

Lovejoy, while supponing colonization, tinished the editorial with the disclaimer: "We do 

not promise by any means, that we shall not become an Abolitionist, strictly, at some future 

day..."s7 One month later, Lovejoy harshly denounced the abolitionists as laboring, 

"under a lamentable, and to us unaccounl.able. hallucination,"58 but later added that he 

would be forced to turn towards abolition, if blacks did nOl soon receive proper religious 

instruction. Lovejoy, like so many others during the period. struggled to fmd a 

comfortable position within the battle. 

The debate over slavery came to a close in England on August I, 1834 when the 

British Parliament liberated the slaves in every part of the British dominion. Lovejoy's 

paper reported the news on August 21, albeit, through an excerpt taken from the New York 

Observer. Lovejoy prefaced the article with a call to his southern brethren: "Beloved 

brethren, it belongs to you to act first on this subject. as you are in the midst of slavery."S9 

He had difficulty W1derstanding why so many Christians participated in the missions 

around the world but neglected the slaves. In November of 1834, Lovejoy wrote: "There 

55 $1. Louis Observer. 19 June 1834. 3.
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is a great and very criminal apathy of feeling among !.he Christians of Missouri, as it 

respects the present and prospective condition of our slaves."60 He was clearly concerned 

more with the slaves' religious salvation !han their actual freedom. Lovejoy's opinions 

changed as news of the success of British emancipation slowly reached the states. He had 

feared immediate abolition, but Britain's example challenged him to reconsider his beliefs. 

He soon realized that he could not stand idly by while slaveholders and abolitionistS 

fervently argued. Lovejoy welcomed the discussion of slavery into his columns for the 

ftrst time in October of 1834 when he wrote: "We invite our frinds to take it up. But Jet 

such as intend writing remember, that the subject is a peculiarly exciting one, and that they 

must be especially on their guard not to make their pent too sharp nor dip it in galL"61 

Lovejoy spent most of his early years as a lost soul trying to tind a purpose in the 

world. The "Second Great Awakening" and the evangebcaJ spirit seemed to have taken 

hold of Lovejoy. He had found his niche in the world as editor of The Observer. through 

which he promoted strong Protestant values. Despite his efforts, Lovejoy spent the fIrst 

year getting deeper into debt.; The Observer had obtained only about 700 subscribers by 

July of 1834.62 Lovejoy. in a plea to his subscribers wrote: "The Observer' is falling into 

debt.; and at the present subscription list and rate of increase, it will have to stop, certainly 

by the end of the year. "63 However. Lovejoy's life would take on a new direction after 

1834. He would tum from being a man afraid of committing, to someone with a clear and 

defInitive purpose. His conversion in 1832 and his stance againsl Catholicism had led the 

way for a greater challenge. 

60 Sl Louis Observer, 27 November 1834. 3. 
61 SI Louis Observer. 30 October 1834. 2. 
62 St. Louis Observer. 17 July 1834. 2. 
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Lovejoy the Man 

Lovejoy's editorials became tighter and shaI1Jer throughout 1835; the paper featured 

better and more informative articles. Lovejoy heightened his attack against Papists, 

immigrants, drunkards, smokers, and others. The topics discussed in the paper became 

more secular and the editor shortened The Daily Bread segment until it finally disappeared. 

The increased discussion of slavery marked the single greatest change in the paper. 

Whereas before only the occasional article appeared, the topic of slavery began to ftllthe 

columns. Lovejoy began to take a turn which would lead him down a dangerous path. He 

would soon assert himself against the perils of power and anarchy. The paper continued to 

struggle economically. but, more importantly. Lovejoy had begun'to offend and aggravate 

Sl Louis citizens with his views. Despite increasing tensions, he continued to take an 

active role in the community. Lovejoy became the treasurer of me Missouri and Dlinois 

Tract Society, a stated clerk of me Sl Louis Preshytery. and preached to congregations 

throughout the state. He was chosen as the moderator of the St. Louis Presbytery in me 

spring of 1836 and received the honor of serving as a delegate from Dlinois for the 

Presbytery General Assembly. 

The most significant event in Elijah Parish Lovejoy's personal life was his maniage 

to Celia Ann French, which took place on March 4, 1835. Lovejoy's words. in a kner to 

his mother, best describe her: "She is twenry-one years of age last Augusl, is tall. well­

shaped. of a light, fair complexion, dark flaxen hair. large blue eyes, with features of a 

perfect Grecian contour. In short, she is very beautiful."64 The couple had a son, Edward 

Payson, in March of 1836. Very little is known of Lovejoy's private life. He rarely. jf 

ever. revealed his personal life in the Observer and kept his home life separate from his 

work. 

64 Memoir. 133-134. 
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Lovejoy continued his assault against Roman Catholics. Jesuits, and Baptists in a 

more aggressive manner than before. He restated, on June 11. 1835, the earlier position of 

The Observer taken against Catholicism: "We maintain our warfare against the principles 

and dogmas of Popery, because WE BELIEVE TIlE CAUSE OF HUMANITY. OF FREEDOM. OF 

VITAL PIETY. IN A WORD. TIlE CAUSE OF TRlJTH, DEMANDS IT. "65 Lovejoy saw 

Catholicism as a threat to democratic and republican principles. The Papacy represented 

unrestrained power and republicans, such as Lovejoy. feared nothing more. His attack 

became ruthless in 1835; he openly criticized communion, nunneries, and monasteries: 

"Read these and know that corruption. rank, and foul, has always steamed and is now 

steaming from the thousand monasteries. convents. and nunneries, that are spread, like so 

many plague spots, over the surface of Europe. "66 Lovejoy added that, "the Nunnery has 

generally been neither more nor less, than a seraglio for the friars of the monastery. "67 He 

despised the unchecked power of the friars. Lovejoy and other evangelists fell Catholicism 

threatened the republican nature of America. Billington writes: "[Catholic immigrants] 

would then rise in armed revolt and establish Popery and despotism jn America. "68 His 

increased interest in politics therefore had a strong religious tone. Lovejoy wrote: "We 

wish everyman when he votes, to do it in the fear of God; and that is what we call a union 

of religion and poliLics."69 

The anti-Catholic and anti-immigranl movements led by Morse and Beecher had 

influenced the frontier and Lovejoy. Lovejoy's fear of the foreign despotism which could 

destroy the Republic led him to condemn the mass of immigrants aniving in America.. 

Lovejoy vilified foreigners as he never had before in the August 27 edition of The St. Louis 

Observer. 

65 Memoir. 111. 
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What we warn our counUymen to be on !.heir guard against, is. the hordes of 
ignorant. uneducal.ed, vicious foreigners who are now flocking to our shores, 
and who. under the guidance of Jesuit Priests. are calculated, fitted and intended to 
subvert our liberties.7o 

Lovejoy believed foreigners did not possess the virtue which was necessary to maintain the 

Republic. Furthennore, Protestants could advance their cause and the ideas of liberty by 

instilling fear of Catholicism and Jesuitism into people. Lovejoy's harsh anack on 

foreigners stemmed from this fear of despotic power, and therefore the Irish, being mostly 

Catholics, bore the brunt of the insults. Lovejoy undoubtedly had the Irish in mind, a 

group he viewed as dirty and immoral, when he continually referred to the threat of foreign 

Papists. 

By the mid-1830s, Lovejoy had found another subject to protest against. Mohs 

and "lynchites" were becoming notorious throughout the country. An anti-Catholic mob 

had pillaged and burned the Ursuline Convent on August 11, 1834 in Charlestown, 

Massachusetts. Lovejoy mentioned the incident in his paper: 

Mobs-Mobs! - CHARLESTOWN, Mass., has been disgraced by a mob. In 
consequence of a repon. which turned out to be false. that a young lady was 
conftned against her will in the nunnery of that town, the mob proceeded to 
summary vengeance and burned the nunnery to ashes. The loss of property was 
great, not far from $50, 000.7L 

Another mob, angered by William Lloyd Garrison's inflammatory anti-slavery paper. 

caused a riot while anacking Garrison on Oct 2 J, JR35. 72 Mobs represented a break from 

civil authority and therefore threatened the Constitution. Bernard Bailyn writes that 

monarchy. aristOcracy, and democracy. "if unchecked. tended to degenerate into 

oppressive types of government-tyranny. oligarchy, or mob rule-by enlarging their own 
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rights at the expense of the others' and hence generation not liberty and happiness for all 

but misery for most "73 The actions of the mob, often dictated by drunken behavior, 

particularly displeased Lovejoy. Mobs were the antithesis of virtuous republicans. 

Lovejoy vilified all types of mobs, which included those attacking Catholicism, as in 

Charlestown. His hatred for violence compelled him to speak against mobs increasingly 

after 1835, when more often than not dispule.S arose over the slavery issue. 

Lovejoy supported gradual abolition throughout most of 1835. However, he 

demanded that all cruel and unusual treatment of the slave must stop immediately. He 

attacked his brethren for not more fervently condemning the institution of slavery and 

argued that slaves must be taught the GospeL Only then could they escape their "heathen" 

world and achieve salvation. In September of 1835. Lovejoy stated that, "it is impossible 

that a system can longer exist in this country, which thus deliberately shuts up immort.a.I 

minds in all the darkness of heathenism. "74 Lovejoy's attitude was not atypical amongsl 

evangelicals; Mark Noll suggests that. "the revival generated a highly charged sense of 

social responsibility in many of its converts, a passion to carry the message of life and love 

to others, including the slaveholder and the drunkard. "75 Lovejoy's changing view of 

slavery and abolition developed from his religious beliefs and a strong evangelical purpose. 

Despite Lovejoy's belief in gradual emancipation and religious education for the 

slave, his earlier views must not be misconstrued as egalitarian. Lovejoy initially 

subscribed to many of the prejudices which were commonplace for his period. He never 

imagined blacks and whites living together and described "amalgamation" as, "certainly an 

abhorrent thing even in theory, and a thousand times more so in practice,"76 He still 

viewed colonization as the best solution to the race problem as late as April 16, 1835 when 
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he wrote: "We only propose. that measures shall now be taken for !.he ABOLmON OF 

SLAYFRY, at such distant period of time as may be thought expedient, and eventually for 

ridding the country altogether of a coloured population."77 His prejudiced remarks 

continued throughout most of 1835. In an excerpt from a slave trader who stated, "I 

believe that more than half of them are as ignorant of the plan of salvation through a 

Redeemer, as the horses in their master's stables." Lovejoy added a note of his own which 

said. "We have no doubt that this is the literal fact. "78 

Nevertheless Lovejoy conveyed different sentiments less than one month later. in 

January of 1836. when he wrote that, "We maintain that neither a priori, nor from any 

known facts, is there any reason to conclude the colored race to he by nature, one whit 

inferior. mentally or physically, to their white brethren. "79 It appeared that Lovejoy's 

views were taking anolber decisive tum. England had shown the world that abolition was 

safe and economical by May of 1835; slave labor had become less profitable than wage 

labor. The surprising success of emancipation in the Brtitish West Indies and Lovejoy's 

more egalitarian attitude towards the black race soon convinced him that colonization was 

no longer a feasible option. Lovejoy wrote, of one failing colonization society. that "We 

regard the late Annual Meeting of this Society as decisive of it's fale. Henceforth it has 

nothing to do but to die as decently as possible. "80 Lovejoy slowly changed his prejudiced 

images of African-Americans and continued to harden his stance against slavery. 

Lovejoy's persistent discussion of slavery evoked violent threats from his 

community. The citizens of St. Louis held a meeting in October of 1835 to discuss 

Lovejoy and his paper, where they decided Ibat freedom of speech, "does not imply a 

moral right, on the pan of Abolitionists, to freely discuss the question of Slavery. either 

orally or through the medium of the press. "81 The community had now accused Lovejoy 
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of being an abolitionist, all.hough he consistently denied the charge. The citizens declared 

that, "we consider the course pursued by the Abolitionists. as one calculated to paralize 

every social tie by which we are now united to our fellow men. "82 They also accused the 

abolitionists of condoning amalgamation. which they saw as, "peculiarly baneful to the 

interests and happiness of sociely."83 The fmal resolution of lhe meeting stated. "that we 

consider Slavery as it now exists in the United States, as sanction~ by the sacred 

scriptures. "84 Lovejoy refused to respond to these warnings and threats, even when 

requests to lessen the discussion of slavery came from the owners of the paper.85 

Lovejoy defended himself and the freedom of press in an editorial on Nov. 5. 1835 

entitled "To My Fellow Citizens." He adamantly spoke against mob rule and lynch law. 

cited the section of the Missouri Constitution which enahled him to freely discuss any 

subject, and defended the abolitionists against the unworthy charges of amalgamation. 

Lovejoy also suggested thal the real reason for the recent threats to The Observer stemmed 

from his attack on popery rather than slavery; 

I repeat it, then. the real origin of the cry. 'Down with the Observer,' is La be 
looked for in its opposition to Popery. The ftre that is now blazing and crackling 
through this city. was kindled on Popish altars. and has been assiduously blown up 
by Jesuit breath.86 

Lovejoy feared nothing more than the attempt of Catholicism to undennine the vinue of the 

people and thereby destroy the Republic; he saw the attempt to silence the Observer as part 

of a larger Papal conspiracy. Lovejoy was determined to appeal to the laws and the 

Constitution La defend his right to free speech. Upon their failure. Lovejoy declared that he 

82 Memoir. 139. 
83 Ibid. 139. 
84 Ibid. 14{). 
85 Ibid.. 137-138. 
86 Ibid., 149. 
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would rest his case in the hands of God. He then took a [mal stand: "I openly and publicly 

throw myself into your hands. I can die at my post. but 1 cannot desert it. "87 

In a letter written to his mother one month later. Lovejoy wrote that, "the Lynchites 

are getting ashamed of their doings. The PapisLS, the Irish, and the pro-slavery Christians 

fmding that I am not to be driven or frightened away. are beginning to feel and act a little 

more reasonably. "88 He complained about Christians' apathy towards slaves and the poor 

state of the Observer. Lovejoy appeared confident, sincere. and detennined in this letter. 

However, things did not quiet down. Another public meeting held on Dec. 6, 1835 

showed Lovejoy that people's anger had not subsided. 

Tensions briefly subsided in the early months of 1836 but 'Lovejoy and the 

Observer soon pushed the people of St. Louis beyond their tolerance levels. On May 5. 

Lovejoy enraged many in St Louis when he editorialized upon the events of April 28. 

1836. A scuffle between two "boatmen" or sailors took place at the steamboat landing in 

St Louis on the 28th. A mulatto cook, Francis 1. McIntosh, from the steamboat Flora 

apparently impeded the attempt of Deputy Sheriff George Hammond and Deputy Constable 

William Mull when they attempted to arrest the bickering "boatmen" for a breach of peace. 

The two deputies arrested McIntosh who, after learning he would receive five years of 

imprisonment.. "broke loose from the officers, drew a long knife and made a desperate 

blow at Mr. Mull, but unfortunately missed him." The cook made a second attempt., "with 

the same savage violence," and landed a jah in Mull's side. Hammond grabbed McInLOsh 

to restrain him, but the cook turned and fatally stabbed the deputy in the neck, "cutting the 

jugular vein and the larger arteries." Townsfolk. alarmed by shouts from Mull. "secured 

the bloodthirsty wretch and lodged him in jail."89 

That evening. a mob of the sort that Lovejoy continually reprobated, entered the SL 

Louis jail and kidnapped McIntosh. "All was still; men spoke to each other in whispers, 

87 Ibid.. 154.
 
88 Memoir, 159. (Lovejoy in a letter to his moLher llatW Nov. 23. 1835)
 
89 Ibid., 169. (includes all quotations (rom the paragraph)
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but it was a whisper which made the blood curdle to hear it, and indicated the awful energy 

of purpose. with which they were bent upon sacrificing the life of .their intended victim. "90 

The mob chained McIntosh to a nearby locust tree after they sent the guard away in fear. 

The mob threw down kindling wood unlil it reached the height of McIntosh's knees and lit 

a ftre. McIntosh, admist the flames, begged for someone to shoot him and then 

commenced with singing a hymn. After the hymn, silence prevailed. The mob assumed he 

had died until Mcintosh, through the flames, shouted. NNo. no; I feel as much as any of 

you. I hear you all; shoot me, shoot me."9L After the mob dispersed, two young boys. 

who had witnessed the scene. "commenced amusing themselves by throwing stones at the 

black: ud disfigured COllJse."92 Lovejoy condemned the actions of the mob and the spirit 

behind -mobism" in his editorial: 

In Charlestown it burns a Convent over the head of a defenseless women; in 
Baltimore it desecrates the Sabbath, and works all that day-m demoljshing a private 
citizen's house; in Vicksburg it hangs up gamblers. three or four in a row; and in 
St Louis it forces a man-a hardened wretch certainly, and one that deserved to die. 
but not thus to die-it forces him from beneath the aegis of our constitution and 
laws. hurries him to the slake and burns him alive!93 

Lovejoy saw the actions of the mob as a threat to the constitution; he viewed the mob as 

pan of a conspiracy trying to destroy the Repuhlic. 

Lovejoy's vilification of the mob and his sympathy for McIntosh angered the 

people of Sl Louis beyond repair. A shortened version of the Observer on June 9. 1836, 

explained that, " someone forced his way into our office between Saturday night and 

Monday morning last, and so completely battered and upsel our type that it was found 

impossible to issue our sheet in its usual size. "94 Lovejoy was anending the Presbytery 

90 Ibid., 170. 
91 Memoir, 17l.
 
92 Ibid.
 
93 Ibid., 172.
 
94 51. Louis Observer. 9 June 1836. 2.
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General Assembly in Cincinnati during the incident (The Presbytery indefinitely 

postponed discussion of the slavery issue. which was beginning to cause serious rifts 

amongst the Presbyterians. Lovejoy spoke harshly againstlhe decision of the Assembly in 

his paper.)95 In light of the events that had occurred in his ahsence, he decided to transfer 

The Observer across the Mississippi River and head upstream to Alton. Dlinois upon his 

return. There, he hoped to gain a more receptive audience and avoid further victimization 

of the mob. 

In the fmal issue that was printed in 51. Louis. on July 21, 1836, Lovejoy 

unleashed his attack on Circuit COUI1 Judge Luke E. Lawless. Lawless had presided over 

oials that followed the McIntosh incidenL96 Lawless's decision freed the mob from 

culpability and, therefore, sanctioned "mobism" in the eyes of Lovejoy. He condemned 

Lawless as foreigner who received. "his notions of government amidst the turbulent 

agitations of Ireland,"97 as a Papist, and saw him as a threat to republican virtue: 

Judge Lawless is a Papist; and in his Charge we see the cloven foot of Jesuitism, 
peeping out from under the veil of almost every paragraph in the Charge. What is 
Jesuitism but anther name for the doctrine that principles ought to change according 
to circwnstances'!98 

Lovejoy's anger towards Lawless clearly stemmed from more than the judge's court 

decision; characters like Lawless would destroy the vinuous Republic. 

A mob enraged over the criticism of Lawless prevented Lovejoy from peaceably 

removing his press to Alton. Lovejoy recounted the events in an Observer Extra dated 

August 10,1836. A mob entered his office on Thursday evening (July 21); they upset the 

type and threw it into the street, thereby causing approximately 700 dollars in damage. 

Lovejoy still planned to move to Alton in spite of the inconvenience. The steamboat 

95 St. Louis Observer. 14 July 1836, 3. 
96 Very little infonnation concerning Ibe acrual trials is availahle.
 
97 Memoir, 175.
 
98 Ibid., 176.
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carrying the press landed in Alton on the Sabbath. Lovejoy had instructed to have it arrive 

on the following day. "About two o'clock at night.., a few persons unknown, not eceeding 

five, made an attack upon lhis property, broke and destroyed the press, type, &C. and cast 

them into the river. "99 The mob may have come from SL Louis or Alton. In a meeting 

held the following night.. citizens of Alton revealed their displeasure over the incident and 

expressed their fears of having an abolitionist paper in town. 100 

Alton, an up and coming city in minois. had caught Lovejoy's eye from St. Louis 

during the spring of 1835. A detai.led description of the city appeared in The Observer on 

Dec. 29, 1836. The population of about 2000 consisted largely of New Englanders. New 

Yorkers, some Southerners, and only about twenty or thirty"colored persons." (Lovejoy 

later called Dlinois the New England of the West, complimenting its virtues.) 101 The 

town's ideal location upon the Mississippi River had recently caused it to expand. 

"Scarcely a town site could have been selected on the Mississippi more unpromising in its 

appearance; and yet in five years, probably. it will attract the admiration of every beholder," 

predicred the Observer. There were four newspapers in Alton; the Alum Telegraph, a semi­

weekly newspaper, the Alton Observer and the Alum SpecralOr, both weekly papers. and 

the minois Temperance Herald, a monthly publication. The Observer claimed to have 

about 1500 subscribers and the Herald, the largest of the papers, had approximately 5JXXI. 

The town was quite religious; nearly all the people closed their shops on the Sabbath and, 

"the foundations of prosperity are laid on the broad basis of public morals and Christian 

benevolence."t02 Lovejoy, who valued Christian morals, hoped to have bener success 

preaching religious reform here than he had in St Louis. 

Lovejoy printed the first issue of the Alton Observer on Sept 8, 1836. It 

continued along the same course it had taken St. Louis, preaching religious reform. 

99 Observer Extra. 10 Aug. 1836. 1. 
100 AItOD Observer. 8 Sepl. 1836,3. 
101 AIIOD Observer, 23 March 1837.3. 
102 Alton Observer, 29 Dec. 1836.3. 
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discussing slavery, and denouncing popery. Lovejoy was activ~ in Alton; he continued to 

serve as a representative to the Presbytery General Assemhly and became the 

ChainnanlPresident of the Upper Alton Lyceum in November of 1836. The Alton 

Observer gained more than a handful of new subscribers each week (averaging about forty 

per week), due to a recent expansion of material. Although religion and Protestant reform 

continued to be the primary focus of the paper, Lovejoy now included more politics, 

economics. and other daily news. Slavery continued took upon greater and greater 

importance as welL Despite Lovejoy's persistent criticism of slavery and Catholicism, the 

winter and early spring of 1836/37 were relatively uneventful for the Observer. 

Lovejoy's attack against slavery became harsher; he now openly criticized 

slaveholders and defended the slaves. He spoke emphatically, with quite a bit of cynicism 

in his tone, against a decision in Louisiana to sentence a slave to death for hitting a white 

citizen in October of 1836: 

That is, for one man in Louisiana to strike another under certain circumstances is 
DEATH! These "certain circumstances" are 

1st The man must be black. 
2<1. He or his ancestors must have been stolen from Africa. and forcibly brought 

to this country. 
3d. He must be retained in slavery against his wil1. 103 

Positive repom on emancipation kept coming from England; plantations in the British Wesl 

Indies were now more easily and less expensively run. 104 More importantly, the evidence 

that blacks and whites were getting along influenced Lovejoy. He prefaced a headlining 

article discussing slavery, a position once tilled by daily scripture lessons or religious 

arguments, with an advanced view for his times: 

Truth is surely, though alas! too slowly gaining a victory over the mighty 
prejudices that have so long existed in the minds of the whites, in respects to the 
coloured race. Facts like those which follow cannot be resisted, and this lordly 
arrogation to himself by the white man of superiority over his coloured brother, and 

103 Alton Obseryer, 27 OcL 1836, 2. 

104 Alton Observer. 13 Ocl 1836.2. 
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on which assumption he has based the right to enslave the negro, must be yielded 
up. lOS 

The Alton Observer covered the history of the black race and highlighted their great 

accomplishments; the ancient Egyptians were often the focus. Lovejoy's notions of 

African-American inferiority had begun to dissolve while his disdain for slavery and 

slaveholders had grown. 

Lovejoy took bolder stands on issues of slavery and race as the question of slavery 

within the nation became more heated. He defended Aholitionists against charges of 

"amalgamation" and declared that the offense was already prevalent throughout the nation: 

"Is not the Vice President of these United States. [Richard M. Johnson] and one of your 

own citizens, an 'amalgamator,' as you phrase it?" 106 Allhough Lovejoy still did not 

support immediate abolition and denied the charges of being an abolitionist.. his views and 

the attitude of his paper had substantially changed. One angry citizen who had mistakenly 

subscribed to Lovejoy's paper. wrote of the Observer : 

I was induced to subscribe for it-sin.ce I have seen one nUJ!lber. I am fully 
determined never to take another Out of the office. and whether you are willing or 
not.. you may discontinue it for the future-I never will pay for it.. and the only wish 
I have upon the subject is that you, your press and your agent. were all in heU.107 

Lovejoy, in a Jetter to his mOlher. over a year earlier. wrote: "Mr. Adams of BrunswiCk, 

told me at the General Assembly. that he thought that I was doing more to pur down 

Slavery than any other man in the United Slates." 108 His impact was certainly being felt. 

Despite Lovejoy's optimism about his future in Alton, financial and economic crisis 

plagued the city in the spring of 1837; the nation plunged inw the Panic of 1837. Local 

lOS Alton Observer, 22 Dec. 1836. 1. 
106 Lovejoy, 200. Lovejoy claimed the Vice Presidenl hall several d:\Ughtcn; of mixed race. He a.l$o said
 
that there were few remaining with a pure African complex.
 
107 AltOR Observer, 4 May 1837, 3.
 
108 Memoir. 187. (In a letter 10 his mother dated August 31. 1836 from Allon.)
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western banks which had operated unmonitored by any state or federal regulation began to 

fail The land boom that had fueled the economy also collapsed. These two factors 

contributed to financial crisis and economic depression of 1837. 

Lovejoy reprimanded the behavior he felt had caused the depression, gambling, 

greed. and extravagance. These were not the charaCLerisLics of virtuous republicans who 

believed in temperance, hard-work, and frugality. Lovejoy had even suggested Lhe 

[onnation of an Anti·Extravagance Society in Illinois in early 1837. He gave his own 

rendition of the financial crisis in a piece entiL1ed "The Bubhle Burst., .. which appeared in 

the Observer of May 25, 1837. Lovejoy, not surprised hy Lhe economic collapse. blamed 

those whose driving force was money: 

The love of money is an earth-born, grovelling propensity, and it debases 
proverbially all whom it intluences, in the precise proportion as they are under it's 
sway. How completely callous to all the dictates of conscience and humanity, and 
how shamelessly sordid it has rendered this nation, let the history of the last two 
years testify. 109 

Lovejoy clung to the republican ideals of middling prosperity and Lhe importance of 

community. It is clear that he was reacting against a more liberal and capitalistic society 

where the greed of an individual superceded hislher sacrifice to the community. Lovejoy 

indicted the scramble for money and material possessions as the source of luxury and 

licentiousness, both of which tended threatened classical repuhlicarusm. Lovejoy blamed 

the love of money for slavery and all the evils associal.ed with it; he now saw the 

slaveholder as an example of corrupted power. The slaveholder and the Pope became 

symbols of absolute power which had the ahility to destroy the Republic. Lovejoy 

rulhlessly attacked the slaveholder: 

109 Memoir. 189. 
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Men were either too busy in making money themselves, Of too desirous to get a 
share of that earned by the forced labor of the poor slave, to hear his groans. 
His tears, mingled with his blood drawn by the whip of the merciless taskmaster. 
fell Wlheeded to the ground; and what cared they if the soil he tilled were thus 
enriched. so that they were permitted to share in the profits of the crop? 110 

Lovejoy had criticized the abolitionists for spreading such "lies" only a year or two before. 

In a letter to his brother Joseph dated Nov. 21, 1834. he wrote of Garrison, "He has been 

in a slave state. and he is therefore a dishonest man. How can you hold communion with 

such a foul-mouthed fellow. "III Lovejoy was now attacking slavery and slaveholders as 

vehemently as any abolitionisL 

Lovejoy fought hard for the anti-slavery cause as a delegate from lllinois to the 

Presbytery General Assembly. He reprimanded his brethren for their apathy towards the 

slaves while they focused much anention on "heathens" around the world. The General 

Assembly of 1837 could no longer avoid discussion of slavery, which they had postponed 

the year before. The members of the General Assemhly struggled to find a middle ground 

throughout several meetings. The differences amongst the southerners, northerners. and 

westerners (a mixed bag) forced the Presbyterian Church to divide into a "new school" 

anti-slavery faction and an "old school" pro-slavery faction. Lovejoy was disgusted by the 

process and stated that the General Assembly had "died as the fool dieth. "112 This break 

tore the church in half, and became known as the schism of 1837. Lovejoy and his beliefs 

had epitomized many of the united refonn efforts before lhe break; temperance, fidelity, 

and revivalism. I13 

Lovejoy pushed the people of Alton. who were already frustrated wilh their 

worsening fmancial situation. over the edge on July 6, 1837. He finally decided to 

promote the formation of an Illinois Anti-Slavery Society. which his friend Edward 

J10 Ibid., 190.
 
III Elijah Lovejoy in leuer to Joseph Lovejoy dated Nov. 21, lR34. Wickeu-Wiswall CoUection.
 
lt2 Alton Observer. 22 June 1837.3.
 
113 For information on the the differences that led to the schism see, Fred J. Hood, RefQnned America
 
(Alabama: Tbe University of Alabama Press. 1980).
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Beecher, the President of Dlinois College. had urged him to support in his paper. The 

citizens blamed lovejoy for conceiving the idea, which was anything but true. I14 On the 

same day that Lovejoy advocated the anti-slavery society, he printed an article which 

vehemently attacked lhe nation's July four!.h celebration: 

Alas! what bitter mockery is this. We assemble to thank God for our own 
freedom, and to eal and drink wilh joy and gladness of hean. while our feel are 
upon the necks of nearly THREE MILLIONS of our fellow men! Not all our shouts 
of self-congratulation can drown their groans-even the very flag of freedom that 
waves over our heads is fonned from materials cultivated by slaves, on a soil 
moistened wil.h their blood drawn from !.hem by the whip of a republican task­
master. IIS 

Lovejoy now saw slavery. much like he viewed popery, as incompatible with freedom and 

the Republic. 

Five nights later, concerned citizens of Alton held an anti-abolition meeting to 

discuss Lovejoy and his paper, referred to as the "Market House Meeting." The citizens 

reiterated their disapproval of Lovejoy and his paper and appointed a comminee of five men 

to confer with Lovejoy)I6 The committee sent a lener to Lovejoy on July 24 which 

requested him to drop the subject of abolition. He responded: "By doing so, I should 

vinually admit that the libeny of the press and freedom of speech. were rightfully subject to 

other supervision and control, than those of the land. But this I cannot admit" 117 Lovejoy 

did not intend to agitate the people. but the discussion of slavery, he claimed. "necessarily 

agitated." Lovejoy's fmal stance had left the citizens of Alton with little choice, as they saw 

114 Edward Beecher wrote in regards the lbe Anti-Slavery-Sociery, "Of lhis mea.<;ure, too, Mr. Lovejoy is 
regarded as the aulbor and prime mover; and he is suppo.-.ed to have urged il on without consideration and 
judgemenl The!rulb is, it was W"ged on his allention hy olbers ill different p.trts of the state; and wa.." by 
him from time 10 lime delayed." Beecher,20. 
115 Alton Observer. 6 July 1837, 2. 
116lbe committe consisted of B.K. Hart, LJ. Clawson. N. Buckmaster, A. Olney, a.nd john A. 
Halderman. They were all well respected citizens wihin the conununity. Lovejoy, 227. 
117 Memoir, 228. 



it; a mob entered Lovejoy's office on August 21 and deslroyed his press and threw the 

remains in the river. I is 

Lovejoy and friends of the Observer immediately decided to order a third press. In 

a letter to his mother dated September 5. he wrOle: "Do not think. mother. that 1am 

disheartened or discouraged. Neither is true. I never was more convinced of the 

righteousness of the cause, and the certainty of its ultimate triumph." 119 Lovejoy noticed, 

however, that his brethren friends had not unananimously supported him. On September 

II, 1837, in a letter addressed to the Friends of the Redeemer in Alton, he wrote: "Most 

cheerfully will I resign my post, if in your coUective wisdom you think the cause we aU 

profess to love will thereby be promoted." He added. "I had, at first, intended to make an 

unconditioTUJL surrender of the editorship into your hands. Bul...1 have, by the advice of a 

beloved brother, determined to leave the whole matter with you." 120 Lovejoy appeared 

unusually willing to resign as editor for someone who usually wrote with conviction and 

detennination. The proprietors decided that the paper must continue in Alton with Lovejoy 

as the editor, despite his concerns. 

The mob destroyed Lovejoy's third printing press on the night of its arrival in 

Alton, September 21. Members of the moh, apparenLly seeking more than the destruction 

of the press, followed Lovejoy to his mother-in-law's house a few nights later. They 

entered the house and took hold of Lovejoy. Lovejoy's wife ente..-ed the room, where, 

"one 'chivalrous' southerner actually drew his dirk upon her. Her only reply was to strike 

him in the face with her hand, and then rushing past him, she flew to where I was, and 

throwing her anns around me, boldy faced the mobites, with a fortitude and self-devotion 

which none but a woman and a wife ever displayed."12\ The "energetic measures" of 

Lovejoy's wife, along with the help of her mother and sister, temporarily dispersed the 

mob. Lovejoy escaped out a back door and headed to a friend's house before the mob 

118 This was Ibe lasl. date that the Observer was issued with Lovejoy's name on it. 
119 Memoir. 232. 
120 Ibid.• 248-249. 
121 Ibid.• 253. 
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could return. (Lovejoy decided to run only after a great deal of convincing from his family;
 

he thought it went against his principles.) Lovejoy made the crucial decision to take up
 

arms the following evening. The decision represented a break in the editor's paciftst
 

beliefs. Lovejoy wrote to Brother Leavitt, "A loaded musket is standing at my bed-side,
 

while my two brothers, in an adjoining room, have three others. together with pistols,
 

cartridges, &C. And this is the way we live in the city of Alton !"I22
 

Despite his fears, Lovejoy planned to remain in Alton and help reestablish the 

Observer. Citizens held a public meeting on November 2 in order, "to take into 

consideration the present excited state of public sentimet in this city, growing out of the 

Abolition question."l23 Reverend Edward Beecher proposed several resolutions in 

Lovejoy's and the free press's favor. However, the crowd at the meeting, consisting of 

respectable Alton citizens, adamantly rejected Beecher's ideas and replaced them with a 

new set of resolutions on the following afternoon. The fouth resolution stated that, "it is 

deemed a matter indespensable to the peace of and harmony of this comm unity that the 

labours and influence of the late Editor of the 'Observer' be no longer identified with any 

newspaper establishment in this city." 124 Lovejoy responded with a passionate plea: 

I plant myself, sir, down on my unquestionable rights. and the question to be 
decided is, whether I shall be protected in the exercise, and enjoyment of those 
rights-that Mthe question, sir;-whether my property shall be protected, whether I 
shall be suffered to go home to my family at night without being assailed, and 
threatened with tar and feathers. and assassination; whether my afflicted wife, 
whose life has been in jeopardy, from continued alarm and excitement, shall night 
after night be driven from a sick hed into the garrel to save her life from the 
brickbats and violence of the mobs; that sir, i~ the question. 125 

Lovejoy broke into tears at this poinl He managed to finish his appeal with the prophetic 

remarlc "If the civil auLhorities refuse to protect me, I musllook to God; and if I die. I 

122 Memoir, 258. 
123 Ibid., 268-269. 
124 Ibid.• 274. 
125 Ibid.• 280. 



41 

have determined to make my grave in Alton."126 Despite this speech. the mob remained 

unaffected and tensions mounted. All eyes focused on the anivaI of the new press. 

The press arrived on Sunday, Nov. 5. Lovejoy and friends, who had prepared for 

its arrival, quickly placed it behind the thick walls of the warehouse of Godfrey, Gilman & 

Co. Several volunteers guarding the warehouse left after two uneventful nights and twelve 

defenders stayed behind, including Lovejoy, On the night of Nov. 7, 1835 at about ten 

o'clock in the evening, "the drunkeries and coffee-houses began to belch forth their 

inmates, and a mob of about thiny individuals. anned, some with stones, and some with 

guns and pistols. fonned themselves into a line on the south end of the store," William 

Carr, the leader of the mob, demanded to have the press. The mob, which consisted of 

many respectable citizens l27, grew restless and began throwing stones and sticks at the 

windows of the warehouse. "After throwing stones for some time, the mob fired two or 

three guns into the building, without however wounding anyone." The defenders 

responded with shots of their own, mortally wounding one man, Lyman Bishop. The mob 

temporarily dispersed to intoxicate themselves some more. 128 

.. After a visit to the rum-ShOps. they returned with ladders and other materials to set 

ftre to the roof of the warehouse. shouting with fearful imprecations and curses, 'Bum 

them ouL. burn them ou1."'129 The mob now numbered between 150 to 300. 130 The 

mayor of Alton, John Krum, arrived on the scene. "He was then asked [by the defenders] 

if they should defend their property with anns, he replied as he had repeatedle before, that 

they had a perfect right to do so, and that the law justified that course." 13t Krum made a 

short and rather weak attempt to keep the peace, but fled the scene after having no success. 

Armed defenders of the press emerged from the building and fired shots at a man on a 

126 Ibid., 28t. 
127 There were alleasl Lhree physicians, one of whom. Dr, Hope. later oecame mayor of AlIOD. Other
 
members included James Rock. Dr, Beat nd Dr. Jennings. Simon, 141.
 
128 The story of tlJe fight is laId in Memoir. 2R4-293.
 
129 Memoir, 289.
 
130 Simon, 126.
 
131 Memoir, 290
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ladder who was trying to light the roof on fire. Upon a second attempt to tire the roof, 

Lovejoy stepped out armed wi!.h two others following behind. "Several of the mob had in 

!.he meantime, concealed themselves behind a pile of lumber that lay at a short distance. 

One of them had a two-barrelled gun and fired." In Lovejoy received three balls in his 

breast, one in the abdomen, and one in his left arm. After exclaiming. "Oh God, I am shot. 

I am shot/ he died on !.he steps of !.he warehouse. 133 The other defenders quickly 

dispersed and the mob threw the press in the river for the fourth time. Elijah Parish 

Lovejoy was buried on Nov. 9, 1837, on his thirty-fifth hirthday. 

132 Ibid.. 291. 
133 One accowtt of the Slory by John Wesley Harned, cWmed that the murderers were not actually behind 
lhe wood pile but, "bidden behind piles of pig lead thiny or forty paces below lhe building." Hamed aha 
stated that Lovejoy was unarmed when be emerged [rom the building, although it is most likely that be held 
a weapon. Killing of E1iiab Loyejoy Recalled hy Eyewitness. Lov 6 H3. Miller Library, Waterville. ME. 
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The Myth Begins 

The story in Alton was a sad one; the immediate reaction to Lovejoy's death in 

illinois appeared to be at best trivial. Cheers which celebrated the victory of the Alton mob 

greeted Lovejoy's body as friends carned it through the city streets the morning after his 

murder. His funeral attracted no more than a few friends. l ?t4 His family lived in fear of 

the mob who had threatened to kill every abolitionist in the city, Lovejoy being but one of 

them. The attempt to reestablish the Observer under the new editorial leadership of Elisha 

W. Chester in Cincinnati lasted only four months. Court trials in January which placed the 

defenders of the press on the stand only added insult to injury.l35 No one was convicted 

for Lovejoy's murder. The apathy in Alton prompted abolitionist Theodore Dwight Weld 

to write: "Where are the murderers of Lovejoy? 'Free;'- going at large with law for a 

volunteer escort, holding up their bloody hands along the streets of Alton, and telling how 

they killed him."136 It appeared that Lovejoy had died in vain. 

Americans struggled to find an identity throughout the first half of the nineteenth 

century. They grappled with changing economic and social conditions while striving to 

maintain a successful democracy. Americans of the Revolutionary period had valued 

republican ideals of virtue, independence, and liberty. Robert E. Shalhope writes that., 

"republicanism meant maintaining public and private virtue, internal unity, social solidarity, 

and vigilance against the corruptions of power." 137 It was this corrupted power that 

134 Paul Simon. Freedom's Chamnion' Bliiab I.oy~oy (Carbondale and Edwardsville: Southern Ulinois 
University Press. 1994). 135 
t35 l1le city charged the owner of the warehouse. Winthrop Gilman, wilh the offence of inciting rio~. The 
jury. bowever. acquitted Gilman afler they beard several wime..;ses inculpate the mob for ftring lhc fIna 
shots. The city anorney acquiued Lhe eleven other defenders with no trial. The People also brought 
members of the mob, including Frederick Bruchey. William Carr and lames Rock lO trial for the same 
charge. Despite strong evidence against them. the jury pronounced them not guilty in court trials beld Oil 

January 21, 1838. Taken from Alton Telegraph, Jan. 24, 1838, found in, Memoir, 285-289 
136 Theodore Weld in a letter 10 S. Webb and Wm.. H. SOO(t. datetllan. 3, 1838 found in: Gilben H. 
Barnes and Dwighl L. Dumond, eds.• I.eufmj to Theodore Dwight Weld, Angelina Grimke Weld. and Sarah 
Grimke 1822-1844 (Gloucester, MA: Peter Smilh, 1(65),512. 

137 Robert E. Sbalhope. -Republicanism and Early American Hisloriography." William and Mary 
Quanerly Vol. 39, 1982.335. 
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Americans feared would destroy the Republic. They looked to lhe ancient Roman 

Republic, which had wrned into an empire and ultimately failed when power had ended up 

in the wrong hands. as an example. Classical republicanism also included industry or hard 

work., middling prosperity, frugality, temperance, and liberty. Most essential to 

republicanism was the idea of self sacrifice; an individual must have the willingness to 

sacrifice his or her needs and desires for the good of the community, or the 

commonwealth. A republic would invariably fail without the participants' willing 

concessions of personal goals to larger communal goals. 138 

The Revolution had, however. produced a second major ideology which manifested 

itself in the late eighteenth and early nineteenth century. The republican ideology so 

espoused at the turn of the century began to conflict with an arising democratic liberalism. 

Steven Watts defmes this liberal ethos as a devotion to, "individual expression, social 

mobility, pragmatic self-interest.., and protection of propery rights. "139 The opportunity for 

advancement superceded pennanent class distinctions and the individual became more 

important than the community. Steven Watts writes: "Under pressure from changing social 

conditions and cultural values, the idealized figure of the independent republican producer 

changed shape into the striving self-made man." 140 Americans embraced free markets, 

competition, and expanded trade. IndusLry grew larger due to rapid population growth, 

new technology, and the drive for profit. A new American full of greed, ambition, and 

individuality began to replace the old republican neighbor expounding virtue, community, 

and self-sacrifice. The realities of a capitalislic and indusuializing nation destroyed 

Jefferson's dream of a nation full of virtuous yeoman fanners. 141 

138 RObert S,balbope, Sleven Walts, and Bernard Bailyn, The Ideological Origins of the American 
ReyOlution (Cambridge: The Belknap PreS-';. 1967), Joyce Appleby, Lihemlism and Republicanism in the 
HisloricalilmaginalioD (Cambridge: Harvard University Pre.-.s. 1992), and InLro<.luction to Godon S. Wood, 
ed., The Rising Glory of America. 176O=1R20 (New York: George BwjUer,l971) all provide goo<1 
information on republicanism. 
139 Watts, xv. 
140 Watts., 14. 
141 See Waus, Appleby, Shalhope, and Wood. 
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Despite this change, America appeared to be thriving as a democracy in the early 

nineteenth century. Yet, it had by no means eliminated the possibility of failure. Changing 

social cultural, and economic conditions left America in a less than stable position. "So 

while many Americans sought the freedom of the liberal ethos after the revolution," writes 

Watts., "they searched Simultaneously for new means to stabilize its centrifugal momentum 

and avoid chaos." 142 Americans still feared the possibility of cOffilpted power; virtue, 

temperance, and self-sacrifice became crucial to the survival of the Republic. Religious 

movements of the Second Great Awakening adopted and transfonned secular republican 

values. Gordon Wood writes that, "religious groups and others responded to the cause of 

virtue with a stridency and zeal that went beyond what any classicist in 1776 could have 

imagined possible." 143 "He continued, "temperance, for example, that self-control of the 

passions so valued by the ancients, became largely identified with the elimination of 

drunkeness."l44 At the same time, Americans espoused classical republicanism. They 

needed to promote these republican ideals. which included virtue, temperance, middling 

prosperity, and industry. They turned to the founding fathers or the patriots as those who 

embodied republicanism. 

George Washington was one of !.he first founding fathers whom Americans 

embraced. His prestige and popularity, earned during the Revolution, led Americans to 

elect him the flfSt President. Americans venerated him for the republican values he 

represented, liberty, virtue, and self sacrifice. Washington had sacrificed his own well­

being to serve the nation several times; he had fought for the country at Valley Forge, led 

troops across the Delaware, and came out of retirement to serve the nation as Presidenl 

Stories of Washington soon turned into national myLhs; Mason Weems' biography of 

Washington in 1800 rnrned the President into a mythic hero. He told the familiar story of 

Washington as a young boy and the cherry tree. Washington's most famous line: "I can't 

142 Wau.s, 14. 
143 Wood, 12. 

144 Wood. 13-14. 
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tell a lie, Pa; you know I can't teU a lie," originated in Weems' mythic tale. 145 The story, 

which teaches Americans of virtue, independence, and honesty, reveals much about our 

desired national character. The tale has thereby survived generation after generation and, 

as Robertson writes, "shows little sign of decay."146 

Mythic images of John Adams, Patrick Henry, Paul Revere. and Thomas 

Jefferson, all of whom exemplified republicanism. soon followed. Robertson writes that, 

"the function of these myths, and the reason for the annual ritual celebration, is to project 

specifically American ideals as imperatives in all Americans." In the early nineteenth 

century, republicanism was the "specitically American ideal" which myths tended to 

promote. Americans were the most virtuous, hard-working, and liberty prone people in the 

world. Patrick Henry is best remembered for his dramatic words, "Give me liberty or give 

me death '''147 Eb Stiles, a Yankee bard, composed a poem about Paul Revere in 1795. that 

exaggerated his feats to create a unique and powerful hero. Stiles depicted Revere's deed 

as an act of self-sacrifice. Revere had put his life on the line in order to save the colonists 

from the British. David Hackett Fisher writes. "It was in the nature of a mythic hero to 

transcend the limits of mundane facL So it was with Eb Stiles' poetic image of Paul 

Revere."148 Similar cases would soon follow for Jefferson and olhers. 

These popular "legends" of the late eighteenth and early nineteenth cenrury had all 

passed away by the 1830s. However, tales and myths of their lives touched all Americans, 

who venerated the "founding fathers" for their virtue and integrity. The new generation 

needed to search for heroes fining to their own age, ones that could demonslrate that 

morals, virtue, community, "vigilance against corruptions of power", and sacrifice 149 had 

not been perverted by capitalism. But how could anyone live up to the reputation of the 

fIrst patriots and founding fathers? The myths of Paul Revere, Washington and others 

14S James Oliver Robertson, American Mytb. American ReaUty (New York: Hill & Wang, 1980), 11.
 
146 Ibid.. 15.
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148 David Hackett Fisher, Paul Revere's Rille (New York: Oxford University Press, 19(4),328.
 
149 Shalbope, 335.
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ingrained a sense of perfection in Americans. No one could be as courageous as Paul 

Revere, as brilliant as Jefferson, or as pauiotic as Washington. Yet, Americans would try. 

Elijah Parish Lovejoy became one of the heroes Americans soughL He 

represented moral responsibility, integrity, and righteousness in an age of declining 

republicanism. Lovejoy had promoted the republican ideals of temperance, vlltUe, and 

community. Roben E. Shalhope suggesLS thaL. N a people practicing frugality, industry, 

temperance. and simplicity were sound republican stock, while those who wallowed in 

luxury were corrupt and would corrupt others." [50 More importantly. Lovejoy had 

epitomized many of the social and intellectual forces which defined his generation. 

evangelicalism, anti-Catholicism, anti-immigration, and anti-slavery. all of which were 

associal.ed wilh republican values. Americans saw the Pope and slaveholder as examples 

of power that had the ability to undermine the virtue of the people and ulitimately destroy 

the Republic. Immigrants, often ponrayed as minions of the Papacy, did not possses the 

American values necessary for sustaining a repuhlic. Furthennore. evangelicalism had 

tong associated itselfwilh patriotism; Protestants promot.ed temperance, fidelity. and 

frugality. Wood writes that, in the early nineteenth century, "the republican citizen had 

become a Christian democraL"151 An ideal republican lay at the hean of Lovejoy. 

Americans. therefore. adopted Lovejoy as an American hero. much like Washington or 

Revere. They would celebrate his actions and tell mythic tales of his heroism. 

His myth, or new identity, developed hetween his death and the Civil War. 

however the end of his life had set the stage for his martyrdom. Lovejoy increasingly 

spoke against slavery throughout his tenure as editor of the Observer. Although the 

primary purpose of the paper continued to be religious, the slavery issue dominated the 

columns by 1837. The citizens of Alton attacked Lovejoy for being an aholitionist and 

blamed him for conceiving the idea of the Illinois Anti-Slavery Society. Lovejoy reacted to 

the citizens' grievances and revealed his true sentiments in an editorial entitled. "What are 

I5() Sbal.bope, 335. 
IS I Wood, J4. 
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the Doctrines of Anti-Slavery Men?" It appeared in the Observer of July 20, 1837, less 

than one month before the final issue of the Observer. Lovejoy justified his changing 

attitudes: 

In respect to the subject now to be discussed, the writer frankly confesses no one of 
his readers can possibly be more prejudiced, or more hostile to anti-slavery 
measures or men, than he once was. And his, too, were honest, though, alas! how 
mistaken, prejudices. lS2 • 

He defended the abolitionists and united the cause of abolition with the founding principles 

of the nation. Lovejoy linked the freedom of the slave to the repuhlican ideals of the nation: 

..Abolitionists hold that 'all men are born free and equal, endowed by their Creator with 

certain inalienable rights, among which are life. LIBERTY. and the pursuit of 

happiness...•153 He continued. "[Abolitionists) do not believe that these (rights] are 

abrogated. or at all modified by the colour of the skin, but that they extend alike to every 

individual of the human farnily."t54 Lovejoy never before had sounded so egalitarian. His 

editorial appealed to America's love of repuhlicanism and me founding famers: he 

mentioned Washington, Warren, Adams, and Hancock; those who fought for liberty, 

equality, and justice. His character would soon lake on these same values. 

Lovejoy's death was the genesis of his myth. "Death, like any other human 

endeavor, is an art, and if martyrs are to prevail, they must die, to use Sylvia Plath's 

expression. 'exceptionally well .... 155 writes Lacey Baldwin Smith. The timing and mode 

of Lovejoy's death could not have been hetter planned. Furthermore, the scene at the 

warehouse solidified Lovejoy as a republican hero. Lovejoy fought against the mob, a 

group which represented the antithesis of good republican behavior; mob rule would 

destroy the Republic. Lovejoy had also displayed his willingness to sacrifice his life in 

In Memoir, 235. 
153 Ibid.. 235-236. 
154 Ibid.• 236. 
155 Lacey Baklwin Smith. Fools. MartyrS. Iraiwrs: The Story of Manyrdom in !.he Western World (New 
York: Alfred A Knopf. 1997). 11. 
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order to guarantee the American libenies of free speech and freedom of the press. 156 

Lovejoy made the ultimate sacrifice when his stance led to his own murder. "Since 

funhering the public good-the exclusive purpose of republican government-required the 

constant sacrifice of individual interests to the greater needs of lhe whole," writes 

Shalhope, "the people. conceived of as a homogenous body (especially when set against 

their rulers), became the great detenninant of whether a repuhlic lived or died." 157 

Republicanism necessitated putting the virtue of the community before oneself. Lovejoy 

had sacrificed himself in an age seemingly devoid of republican virtue. 

The nation's reaction to Lovejoy's death was a far cry from the response of AJton 

citizens; Americans immediately championed him as a martyr to abolition and a martyr to 

freedom of the press. However, Americans needed to mold Lovejoy before they could 

fully embrace him. TIley needed to forget ahout his negative attributes and celebrate his 

positive qualities. The historian William H. McNeill identifies this as "pattern recognition." 

He writes: "Only by leaving things out., i.e.• relegating them to the status of background 

noise deserving only to be disregarded. can what matters most in a given situation become 

recognizable."158 Slowly the hero loses any negative traits and becomes flawless in the 

eyes of the beholder. Americans ignore the fact that Jefferson owned slaves, that 

Washington was elitist., and Adams was pompous. The mylh which promotes certain 

qualities or ideals is thereby successful. 

Americans molded Lovejoy into an American hero possessing American values by 

stripping him of any unneccassary attributes. The nature of republicanism. however, had 

changed in the years following Lovejoy's death. The Presbyterian schism had 

weakenedthe evangelical refonn movement and the period of the "Second Great 

Awakening" came to a close. Fred J. Hood suggests that, "the schism between the Old 

156 Free speech was by no means secme in 1837. as we lend to think it is today.
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School and New School Presbyterians in 1837 symbolized the end of an era."159 

Furthermore, although anti-Catholic sentiment did not fade away, united movements 

against the Papacy slowly declined throughout the 1840s.16o The issue of slavery would 

take precedence over all other concerns in the years preceding the Civil War. Americans 

shaped Lovejoy's myth accordingly. Evangelicalism, anti-Catholicism, and anti­

immigration, ideals which were no longer pertinent to republicanism, faded from Lovejoy's 

character. The myth making process transformed Lovejoy from, primarily, a religious 

figure into a secular, republican hero. He became the ftrst martyr to the freedom of the 

press and the first martyr to abolition. 

The press played a crucial part in the myth making process. Lovejoy was relatively 

unknown to the nation before his death. The Observer was small by eastern standards; it 

had reached only two thousand subscribers before its demise. The press, therefore. had 

the power to shape Lovejoy's image throughout the nation. It coul.d belittle his importance 

by defending the mob and presenting him as a fanatic. By venerating Lovejoy. the press 

could immortalize him. It chose the laner option and embraced Lovejoy as someone who 

embodied republicanism. It molded Lovejoy into a virtuous republican and ignored his 

stance against Catholicism. his disdain for immigration, and his preaching of religious 

reforms. The press celebrated his stance against slavery and his defense of a free press. 

Lovejoy's legend took linle time to spread. much like those of the founding 

fathers. The St. Louis Bulletin, an anti-abolitionist paper, feared the worst for their cause: 

"Be the offenses of Lovejoy what they may-if he has violated every law of the land, and 

outraged every feeling of society, and every principle of moral and social duty," (which we 

know he did noO. "~the end of his unfortunate career-the mode and measure of his 

punishment.., has changed the offender to a martyr, and the presuming, daring sinner to an 

159 Fred J. Hood. &cronned America: The Middle and Southern States. 1783-1837 (Alabama.: The 
Universil)' of Alabama Press. 1980), 169. 
t60 Ray Allen Billington. The Protestant Crusade provides information on the decline of a united anli­
Catholic movement 
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apostle of righteousness and a sainL "161 The Bulletin's prediction was right. Newspapers 

overwhelmingly sympathized with Lovejoy and turned him into the first martyr to the free 

press and the first martyr to abolition. The papers in the East, mosLly in New England. 

veneraled Lovejoy as a truly republican hero. The Vermont Branleborough Phoenix wrote 

of Lovejoy: "As a patriot., a lover of the constitution and laws of his country, and the rights 

of freemen, his name should be written beside those venerable compeers who have battled 

with the minions of corrupt power, and the doctrines of man's inferiority." 162 The Maine 

Wesleyan Journal crowned Lovejoy the flISt martyr in the cause of abolition 163 and the 

Belfast Journal called him, "a martyr in the cause of liberty of speech and the press. "164 

The press changed the image of Lovejoy. The New York Journal ofCommerce called him 

an aboloitionist who was. "determined to publish an AholitioniSl paper in Alton."165 As 

Lovejoy's heroic image became greater and greater. the disdain for the mob grew worse 

and worse. Americans transformed the respectable citizens of the mob into dirty, cruel, 

and immoral charcters. The Brattleborough Phoenix described the mob as, "cold-blooded 

villians, whe were daily threatening to trample. rough shod, upon the rights of property 

and life."166 These newspapers began the myth of Lovejoy. 

The Eastern abolitionists also championed Lovejoy as a martyr, although some 

lamenled Lovejoy's decision to take up arms. Abolitionists promoted the doctrines of 

republicanism, which included temperance, liberty, and vigilance against power. The 

instition of slavery undermined the nature of the Republic. They too realized Lhe 

importance of self-sacrifice and knew that Lovejoy's death could advance their cause. The 

anti-slavery proponent William Channing wrote: "One, kidnapped. murdered Abolitionist 

would do more for the violent destruction of slavery than a thousand [Abolitionist] 

161 New York Observer. 25 Nov. 1837. (article reprinted from !.he 51 Louis Byllelin) 
162 Memoir. 326-327.
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societies."167 The Belfast ]ouTTUlI stated: "[Lovejoy's murder] will do more for the 

Abolition cause, than could a score of presses and a hundred missionaries."I68 The 

American Anti-Slavery Society officially celebrated Lovejoy's martyrdom. They issued 

writing paper with a memorial crest an each page. Within !.he crest were the words. 

"LOVEJOY the fIrst MARTYR to American LIBERTY. MURDERED for asserting the 

FREEDOM of the PRESS. Alton Nov. 7, 1837" 169 The Society's decl amtion linked 

Lovejoy to the Freedom of the Press and thereby republicanism. Despite a few dissenting 

voices, the abolitionists, which included Leavitt, Wright. and Wendell Phillips, supported 

the Society's declaration. 

William Lloyd Garrison had more reservalions than his contemporaries. He 

mourned Lovejoy's death despite previous differences belween the two. Garrison's first 

editorial in the LiberaJOr foUowing the murder Slated: 

The amiable, benevolent, intrepid LOVEJOY is no more! In his martyrdom he died 
as the representative of Philosophy, Iuslice, Liberty, and Christianity; well 
therefore. may his fall agitate all heaven and eanh! That his loss wiU be of 
incalculable gain to the noble cause which was so precious in his soul, is certain. PO 

Aside from Garrison's grievances, he condemned Lovejoy's use of firearms. Garrison 

was a strict pacifist; he suggested that Lovejoy might have lived if he had placed his trust in 

God, rather than taking up weapons. His personal leners are less celebratory than his 

public statements, and regret the fact thal Lovejoy may have been amurderer before a 

victim. 171 Garrison, however, as much as he disagreed with violence, supported 

Lovejoy's right to guard his press. The civil authority-the mayor-had aUlhorized 

167 William Channing quoled in: Smith. 251.
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Lovejoy's warehouse stance. Garrison saw Lovejoy's sLance as legitimate under the laws 

and Constimtion of the country. In the end. Garrison could not ignore the opportunity to 

publicly defend Lovejoy despite their personal differences. He respected Lovejoy's 

allegiance to the freedom of the press and realized that Lovejoy had fought to uphold 

republican ideals. 

Abolitionists Sarah and Angelina Grimk6 also privately lamented over Lovejoy's 

decision to arm himself. The Grimke Sisters, however, were much less forgiving Lhan 

Ganison in their personal letters. In They wrote. in a letter to Theodore Dwight Weld, "I 

read with sorrow Lhe resolutions of the A.A.S.S .. not even a regret expressed that violence 

had been resorted to."I73 The Grimkes feared that the great moral cause of abolition had 

taken a tum for the worst. They continued to write that, "the dealh of brother L. has given 

a deadly wound to abolition as a Christian enterprise; it is an hour of darkness and 

gloominess to me."174 The Grimkes refused to sanction violence of any means. although 

they too acknowledged that the mayor had sanctioned Lovejoy's defense. The Grirnk6s 

and Garrison did not represent the more popular view. 175 

The news of Lovejoy's death quickly spread throughout the nation. The myth 

impressed Americans in inumerable ways. They saw him as the American hero for which 

they had been longing. One of those Americans was Ralph Waldo Emerson. Emerson 

was a long time advocate of free speech. high morals. temperance. and other republican 

values but had yet to publicly attack slavery. His failure to support the anti-slavery cause 

In The Grimk~ like Garrison. were absolUle pacifist<;, believing only in the authority of God.
 
173 Sarah and Angelina in a letter to Weld dared Nov. 30. 1837 found in: Gilben H. Barnes, and Dwight
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by the time of Lovejoy's murder left him guilt-stricken. In late November. Emerson wrote 

in his jownal: 

The brave Lovejoy has given his breast LO the bullet for his part and has died when 
it was better not LO live. He is absolved. There are always men enough ready to die 
for the silliest punctilio; to die like dogs who fall down under each other's teeLh, but 
I sternly rejoice. that one was found to die for humanity & the rights of free speech 
& opinion. 176 

Emerson, shonty thereafter, decided to join the anti-slavery cause; he could not bear the 

guilt of remaining silent while others. like Lovejoy. willingly sacrificed their life. Lovejoy 

had provided a link: between abolition and the free press, and thereby gave abolition a new 

found respecL Emerson could no longer avoid taking a stance. Len Gougen, biographer 

of Emerson. writes: ..After describing Lovejoy in his journal as an authentic hero.... 

[Emerson] decided to take a public stand."I77 Emerson gave his first of many antislavery 

lectures near the end of that November in the vestry of the Second Church in Concord. 

Emerson lectured on Heroism at the Masonic Temple in Boston two months later 

on January 24, 1838. The lecture revealed Emerson's belief that il)dividuals should place 

the community above themselves, and his respect for self-sacritice. Emerson's thoughts 

were surely on Lovejoy as he spoke: 

Our culture, therefore. must not omit the arming of the man. Let him hear in 
season, that he is born into the state of war. and that the commonwealth and his 
own well-being, require that he should not go dancing in !.he weeds of peace, but 
warned, self-collected, and neither defying nor dreading the thunder, let him take 
both reputation and life in his hand, and with perfect urbanity, dare the gibbet and 
the mob by the absolute uuth of his speech, and the rectitude of his behavior. 178 

176 Merton M. SeallS, Jr., ed., The Journals and Mi1'celJanl:(lU~ NOlebooks of Ralph Waldo Emerson 
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Emerson drove his point home about the importance of self-sacrifice, vitrtue, and liberty: 

"Human virtue demands her champions and manyrs. and the trial of persecution always 

proceeds."179 He then venerated Lovejoy in words which echoed hisjoumal entry. 

Emerson felt a connection to Lovejoy because of the strong republican values they shared. 

Beyond the press, Lovejoy's death and the Alton riots prompted meetings and 

discussions throughout the nation. The country responded to the evenlS in Alton with 

anxiety and fear. Citizens filled town halls and churches as if lhe fate of the nation rested 

upon their immediate actions. Would mob rule be allowed to continually undellTline the 

authority of the Constitution? Would freedom of speech be lost forever? These questions, 

along with the debate over slavery, had taken on new significance in light of the events 

which had transpired over the past few years; a mob attacked Garrison and his press in 

1835. the House of Representatives adopted the anti-abolitionist "gag rule" in 1836 1RO• 

and another mob burned the Ursuline Convent in Charlestown. Mass. in 1834. It appeared 

thal the nation was slipping further and further away from sound republican values; mobs 

who attempted to limit free speech were the antithesis of republican virtue and democracy. 

Meetings around the nation inspired citizens to react against the rising forces of mobs and 

slavery. 

Citizens concerned with the attack on lihell)' decided to hold one such meeting in 

Boston. Dr. William Ellery Channing. an anti-slavery evangelist. organized a meeting in 

Fanueil Hall on Dec. 8. 1837 with the intent of discussing Lovejoy's death. People packed 

the hall on the designaie.d evening; Channing's introductory speech protested against all 

fonns of violence. particularly mob violence. The Han. James Trecothick Austin. Attorney 

General of the Massachusetts CommonwealLh, rose to speak afl.er a few brief speeches. He 

attacked and criticized Lovejoy's conduct; a position which differed from the previous 

remarks. Austin attempted to validate and defend the Alton mob by comparing them to the 

"founding fathers" and the Boston Tea Party_ He believed the mob had rightfully 

179 Ibid.. 338
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persecuted Lovejoy. who had "died as the fool dieth." The crowd· grew resLless and 

disturbed while Austin made his bold assertions. No one in lhe audience sat more stunned 

and dismayed than Wendell Phillips, a practicing lawyer and orator. He despised nothing 

more than disorder and mob violence, much the same as Lovejoy did. Friends urged 

Phillips to reply. although he was unprepared to speak. After pushing his way through the 

crowd, he obtained a spot at the podium and stood ready to respond to Austin, who had put 

the crowd into a frenzy. 

Wendell Phillips was born in Boston into an upper-class family and received his 

education from Harvard. It was here. "he had discovered a way to express his deep 

attachment to the republican political values of individual liberty and social order...and his 

unremitting hostili£)' to unregulated power, to 'artificial' hierarchy. and to every evidence of 

unchecked passion in society."ISI Phillips stuggled as a lawyer after school. but more 

importantly felt ill at ease about his position in society. He found himself increasingly 

amongst abolitionists, one such being his future wife Ann Greene. and further away from 

his upper~lass roots. "Nevertheless," writes Stewart. "his classmates would still have 

recognized him as the 'first' Wendell Phillips. the Harvard conservative."182 Lovejoy's 

murder would perrnanetly change his life. 

Phillips expected the Fanueil Hall meeting to condemn all violence and defend !.he 

free press and republican institutions of America. The speech of Austin, a man of civil 

authority himself. shocked Phillips who spoke to dispel lhe views Austin had put forth: 

A comparison has been drawn between !.he events of the Revolution and the tragedy 
at Alton. We have heard it asserted here. in Fanueil Hall, that Great Britain had a 
right to tax the Colonies. and we have heard the mob at Allon. the drunken 
murderers of Lovejoy, compared to those patriot fathers who threw the tea 
overboard.183 

18t James Brewer Sl.ewart. Wendell Phillips' Libeny's Hero (Balon Rouge: Louisiana Slate University 
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Phillips argued that Constitutional rights protected Lovejoy's right to defend the press and 

described Lovejoy and his allies as, "the police of the city resisting rioters,--civil 

government breasting itself to the shock of lawless men." 184 Lovejoy was not just 

protecting his press, but freedom and liberty throughout the counlry. Phillips also turned 

the mob into an evil band of "drunken murderers." He took control of the crowd which 

Austin had set in disarray and his brilliant speech ended the meeting as no one wished to 

nor could follow such a stirring performance. 

Phillips rejuvenated his own struggling career shortly after his speech at Fanueil 

Hall. He closed his law fmn in 1838 and dedicated his life to abolition. Stewart writes 

that. "for Phillips, republican axioms were to prove most adaptable to a crusade against 

slavery."185 Phillips also became a staunch advocate for several women's rights, 

temperance. labor unions, Indian justice. and economic and social equality. Reflecting 

upon his own reputable career, Phillips, who had only known of Lovejoy through the 

press, later wrote: "The gun which was mmed at the breast of Lovejoy brought me to my 

feel I can never forget the agony of that moment" 1&6 While PhiUips revered Lovejoy, his 

own allusion to Lovejoy's republican virtue reinforced the myth and further stimulated the 

myth making process. He had helped tum Lovejoy into a secular hero. by ignoring his 

religious motivations. Phillips remained an asset LO the cause of abolition, the cause of 

liberty. and many other reforms throughout his life. 

Meetings similar to the one held at Fanueil Hall occurred in the West as well. One 

of the earliest and most memorable of these meetings LOok place in Hudson, Ohio. In 

November of 1837. Laurens P. Hickok, Professor of Theology at Western Reserve 

College. excitedly assembled students and faculty to inform them of Lovejoy's murder. 

He planned to hold an additional meeting a few days laler. During the next gathering. 

Hickok aggresively raised the questions which troubled the nation: "The crisis has come. 

184 Smith. ed., 386. 
185 Stewart, 31. 
J&6 Ibid.• 58. 
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The question now before the American citizens is no longer alone. 'Can the slaves be made 

free?' but. 'Are we free or are we slaves under Soulhem mob law'?'" 187 Hickok demanded 

freedom for the slave and freedom for the naLion. He sleSSed the importance of 

Constitutional law and its triumph over "mobism." He ended his passionate speech with a 

call to reestablish the press in Alton; he volunteered himself as editor if no one else would 

step forth. Several oilier individuals gave speeches and presented resolutions which the 

assembled group readily passed. The most significant resolutions called for upholding the 

law and denouncing slavery.'&8 

A thiny seven year old man sitting tOwards lhe hack of the church, whose tanning 

business had failed during the fmancial panic. had been listening intently throughout the 

evening. He arose just before the close of the meeting and proclaimed: "Here. before 

God., in the presence of these witnesses. from this time, I consecrate my life to the 

destruction of slavery!"I89 The young man's name was John Brown. John Brown's 

father. Owen. closed the meeting at Hudson with a fervent prayer. The image of Lovejoy 

created at that meeting animated John Brown throughout his life. Brown saw Lovejoy as 

someone who had died for the liberty of the slave. He was now prepared to free the slaves 

at such a COSL Brown. like Phillips. had never known Lovejoy except as a martyr to anti­

slavery and the free press; they never had to respond to Lovejoy's anti-Catholic or anti-

immigration positions. Lovejoy's myth gave them courage and de.termination. 

In 1851, John Brown reacted to the Fugitive Slave Law of 1850. which gave slave 

catchers new power in the free Slates. 190 He formed a Springfield. IL branch of the United 

States League of Gileadites with the intent of honding African-Americans together to resist 

the slave catchers. Brown wrote to the blacks. "think: of the number who have been 

187 1. Newton Brown, "The Beginning of John Brown'!, Career," The Na!jon, xcvm, No. 2537 (1914): 
157. Also in Smith, 234.
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mobbed and imprisoned upon your accounl Have any of you seen the Branded hand? Do 

you remember the names of Lovejoy and Torrey?" 191 Lovejoy's name provided a call to 

arms and served as inspiration. Brown revered his act of self sacrifice and told the 

Gileadites that., "nothing so channs the American people as personal bravery."I92 The 

Kansas-Nebraska Act of 1854 further frustrated John Brown, who had had little success in 

his life.l 93 Fearing that Kansas would become a slave state, Brown decided to take action 

on May 24, 1856. In Kansas, Brown. his three sons, and three others viciously murdered 

five pro-slavery settlers in their sleep, none of whom actually owned a slave. Brown 

miraculously escaped punishment. He made his famed stance three years later at Harpers 

Ferry, Virginia.. where he had intended to seize the federal annory. round-up support from 

blacks. and begin a series of slave insurrections throughout the state-and perhaps the 

country. The state suppressed his feeble attempt in October of 1959 with little difficulry 

and eventually persecuted Brown for his endeavors. However Brown's impact had been 

made. He, like Lovejoy, died a rnartyr.194 

Lacey Baldwin Smith writes: "Undeniably. martyrs rarely appear singly. They are 

usually a group phenomenon, taking strength from their sense of collective identity and 

representing, in their defiance and denial of the existing order and judicial code, serious 

rifts within society. II 195 Lovejoy and Brown were associated with the abolition movement 

and freedom for the slaves, they both turned to religion and God, and their deaths 

heightened tensio~ arising over the slavery issue. Smith continues: "Unbalanced and 

unstable societies experiencing a process of culLural, economic, and political restructuring 

obviously generate martyrS." 196 The nation grappled with many social and economic 

tensions prior to the Civil War. The riots at AJton and John Brown's raid were precursors 

191 Oswald Garrison Villard, John Brown 1800-1859: A Biography Am Years After (Boston: Hough/on
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to the Civil War. Lovejoy and Brown bolh fell to the major social force generating this 

strife, slavery. 

Lovejoy and Brown, however, were radically differenl Lovejoy respected the law 

and appealed to it whereas John Brown willingly commined treason. Lovejoy feared slave 

insurrections, and most likely would have despised Brown's radical plans. Lovejoy 

believed emancipation could only be successful if the masters willingly freed their slaves. 

In his editorial entitledWhat are the Doctrines ofAnti-Slavery Men? from July 21, 1837, 

Lovejoy wrote that, "emancipation, to be of any value to the slave, must be the free, 

volw'It:ary act of the master, perfonned from a conviction of its propriety."I97 Brown's 

raid at Harpers Ferry and his ruthless murders in Kansas conflict wilh Lovejoy's creed, 

who was a pacifist until a month before his murder. And even then, he had secured the 

consent of the civil authoriLy. Funhermore, Brown probably would not have embraced 

Lovejoy with such enthusiasm if he had known some of Lovejoy's earlier beliefs towards 

the African-American race. 198 Brown's understanding of Lovejoy, due to the myth 

making process. had strengthened his desire to take radical action. In rum, Brown's 

actions helped shape Lovejoy's myth into one of a radical abolitionisl Both Lovejoy and 

Brown were products of the myth making process. In life lhey were very different; in 

American mythology they blended togelher as republican heroes who had fought for the 

liberty of the slave.l99 

Elijah Parish Lovejoy's myth had far reaching implications. Lovejoy had a major 

influence the Beecher family, all of whom banled against slavery. The Reverend Edward 

Beecher, Lovejoy's close friend and President of Illinois College, was close to his sister, 

197 Memoir. 238. 
198 "Missouri will DOl, perhaps. I~ bUI she will assuredly follow KenlUcky•...• in the glorious 
achievemems of freeing the great West from the stain and curse of slavery. and a black population." from 
St, Louis Observer. 30 Oct 18:l4. 2. 
199 Princetoo Professor of Philosophy Comel West, in his Race Matters from 1994. wriles~ "This white 
supremacist ventwe was. in the end, a relative failure-lhanks 10 the courage and creativity of millions of 
black people and bundreds of exceptional white folk like John Brown. Elijah Lovejoy, Myles Horton, 
RusseU Banks, Anne Bradeo, and others." Comel West, Race Maners (New York: Vintage Books. 1994), 
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Harriet Beecher (Stowe). Harriet. who lived in Cincinnati at the time of Lovejoy's death, 

had often heard horror stories associated with slavery. News of the riots at Alton brought 

the shocking rumor that the mob had taken her brother Edward's life in addition to 

Lovejoy's. (Edward Beecher had actually left town the night before the murder. believing 

the press had been secured.) Milton Rugoff, biographer of the Beecher family, describes 

the tragedy in Alton as a poignant moment in Harriet Beecher's life: 

And for one hean-ehilling moment-before word carne that Edward had left Alton 
just before the anack-the monster that was slavery seemed to have struck the 
Beechers themselves. It had certainly come dose. And it was the kind of incident 
that. more than any argument. would light a flame of anger in Harriet Beecher 
Stowe's hearL200 

The young Harriet would not take action for nearly another twenty-five years. 

In 1850, while Congress considered the Fugitive Slave Act, Harriet Beecher StOwe 

visited her brother Edward and his wife Isabella in Boston. "True to the memory of their 

martyred friend Elijah Lovejoy," the Beechers spoke harshly of the proposed bill.201 

Congress unfortunately passed the Act only a few months later as part of the Compromise 

of 1850. Isabella soon after wrote a letter to Harriet stating, "Hattie, if I could use a pen as 

you can, I would write something that will make this whole nation feel what an accursed 

thing slavery is."202 Harriet read the lener, stood up, and declared, "1 wiLl write 

something. I will if I live."203 Harriet Beecher Stowe, true to her words, went to work on 

creating her ftrst major publication, Uncle Tom's Cabin. The first installment of the novel 

appeared on the front page of the Narional Era on June 5. 1851. l~ than one year after 

Isabella's letter. The book in its entirety shocked the nation with horrifying tales of 

slavery. 

200 Miltoo Rugoff, The Bmbers: AD American Family in the Njneleeolh CeDlury (New Yori:.: Hary>er & 
Row, 1981), 233. 
201 Ibid.• 318. 
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Lovejoy's murder affected no one more than his bro!.her. Owen Lovejoy. Owen 

left Albion, Maine in 1836 and headed west to help his brother with the printing press. 

Although absent the night of the riots, he found his brother lying dead in the warehouse the 

following morning. On the day of Lovejoy's funeral. Owen leaned over his brother's body 

and vowed, "I shall never forsake the cause that has been sprinkled with my brother's 

blood."204 Owen Lovejoy soon became a popular abolitionist speaker and political figure in 

lllinois, due in no small pan to his brother's fame. The Western Citizen wrote in 1846: 

"When Owen Lovejoy shall fill a seat in Congress by the votes of the people of Dlinois, 

then let it be said that illinois has repented. "205 The people elected him as a Republican to 

the 35th Congress in 1856. Owen fought relentlessly for the rights of slaves and African-

Americans throughout his tenure; he became one of the staunchest abolitionist to ever hold 

a seat in Congress. He. too. had seemingly forgonen about his brother's evangelicalism, 

anti-Catholicism. and anti-immigration sentiments. Owen linked republican virtue with 

abolition when he frequently faced Congressional slave owners with words such as: "I will 

not give up the Declaration of Independence which comes {o us baptized in the blood of the 

purest patriots that ever lived, because there is a miserable prejudice against the colored 

man."206 He continua.lly fruslrated Congress with his persistence and became a close 

adviser to President Abraham Lincoln during the 18605. Owen fell to Bright's disease on 

March 25, 1864. before he could see his dream of emancipation fulfilled. 

Owen's greatest tribute to Lovejoy was his Memoir of the Rev. Elijah P. Lovejoy; 

Who Was Murdered in Defense of the Liberty of the Press, at Alton, Dlioois, Nov, 7 . 

.lB.ll, which he put together with his brother, Joseph c., in 1838. The ex-President John 

Quincy Adams wrote the inlroduction to the book, in which he hailed the creation of the 

American Republic as one of the greatest Christian accomplishments. Adams saw !.he 

institution of slavery as being adverse to Christianity and indicative of tyrannical and 

204 Edward Magdol, Owen Loyejoy: Abolitioojsl in Con~ress (New Brunswick: RUlgers University 
Press, 1967). 24. 
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oppresive governments. He wrote of Lovejoy, "that an American citizen, in a state whose 

Constitution repudiates all Slavery, should die a martyr in defense of the freedom of the 

press, is a phenomenon in the history of this Union."207 He championed Lovejoy for his 

republican ideals and finished his compelling introduction by calling Lovejoy, "the fIrst 

American Martyr to TIlE FREEDOM OF THE PRESS AND TIlE FREEDOM OF THE SLAYE." 

This is how the nation would remember Lovejoy. 

Lovejoy's name inspired many prominent figures in the years between his death 

and the end of the Civil War. "Lovejoy, a noble martyr. in defense of a free press and a 

free gospel," spoke Frederick Douglass in 1855, "weltered in his warm blood at Alton. A 

brother of his, as true an Abolitionist, is now a member of the Legislature of the state, 

which received this bloody baptism."208 These intluential characters played in an integral 

role in the development of Lovejoy's myth. They embraced the republicanism which 

Lovejoy symbolized. The Union's victory in 1865 brought an end to the debate over 

slavery and an end to one era of American history. It also ensured Lovejoy a permanent 

place in United Slates history. Lovejoy's myth would take on new meaning and 

significance after 1865. 
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Myth, America, and Lovejoy 

The nation went through significant changes in the years following the Civil War. 

The North's victory ensured the survival of the Union and the destruction of slavery. Prior 

to the war, there had been little assurance that the Constitution would survive, that 

democracy would not fail, or that America would not crumble from internal pressures. The 

outcome of the Civil War proved to the world that democracy was successful; the Republic 

had survived its greatest conflict The people of United States could now focus on 

improving America as a whole and creating a united nation. Regional differences became 

subordinate to national goals; what was good for the South became good for the North and 

what was good for the East became good for the West Arthur Meier Schlesinger suggests 

that. "the overthrow of the Confederacy in 1865 had not only insured the geographic unity 

of the COWltry, but it had also strengthened the sense of national consciousness. "209 

People began to work for the common good of the nation for the first time since the 

Revolution. (This is not to say that the nation was free of resenttnent and animosities.) 

This new nationalistic attiwde played a central role in the development of myths. 

James Oliver Robertson writes: "The nation and its destiny, its independence and its 

expansion, its mission to the world were challenged and tested in the Civil War. And out 

of that war came many of the fundamental myths which have supported and directed 

American nationalism since."210 Myths helped to create a national sense of identity. A 

common national past bound Americans together in one country and helped to overcome 

regional differences; myths of the founding fathers and their heroics seemed more potent 

than ever before. Regional heroes quickly became national heroes. William McNeill 

argues that, "consciousness of a common past, after all. is a powerful supplement to other 

209 Arthur Meier Schlesinger, Political and Social Growth of the American People 1865-1940. 3d ed.
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ways of deflning who 'we' are. "211 National myths revere the qualities that are 

supposedly inherent in all Americans. a love for liberty. virtue, and independence. The tale 

of George Washington and the cherry tree celebrates these characteristics. Americans 

accept this tale as part of their national heritage and take pride in the fact that, they too, may 

possess those same attributes. 

Myths also serve a more practical purpose; they teach lessons. The simple message 

of George Washington and the cherry tree is not to tell a lie. However, myths often have 

connotations that extend far beyond a simple moral lesson. They provide precedents for 

people who fInd themselves in predicaments; a country without national myths invariably 

does not know how to act in crisis situations. McNeill explains that. "a nation or any other 

hwnan group that knows how to behave in crisis situations because it has inherited a heroic 

historiographical tradition that tells ancestors resisted their enemies successfully is more 

likely to act together effectively than a group lacking such a tradition."212 These national 

myths, whether they are true or not, provide people wilh courage.. Carl Becker insists that 

the founding fathers, "were able to act the pan of virtuous republicans much more 

effectively because they camed around in their heads an idea, or ideal if you prefer. of 

Greek republicanism and Roman virtue."213 Elijah Lovejoy was prepared to sacrifice his 

life and play the part of a virtuous republican because he invariahly knew the stories of the 

founding fathers. John Brown acted the part of a martyr because of his heroic image of 

Lovejoy. These were people who were prepared to sacrifice their lives for the nation. 

Myths thus regenerate themselves. The retelling of these Slories will hopefully inspire 

others to act as bravely as their predecessors. 

Popular myths of founding fathers and other legends had started (0 take on new 

significance before the end of the Civil War. Henry Wadsworth Longfellow's mythic 
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poem of Paul Revere in 1861, Paul Revere's Ride, helped transform the "midnight rider" 

from a local hero into a national hero. His rendition of the famous night has become 

popular in schools across America. Children continue to memorize these lines today: 

Listen my children. and you shall hear,
 
Of the midnight ride of Paul Revere
 
On the eighteenth of April, in Seventy-five;
 
Hardly a man is now alive
 
Who remembers that famous day and year214
 

The poem leaves Americans with a sense of pride. Longfellow dramatizes Revere's 

heroics and capture's the essence of self-sacrifice. He writes: "The fate of the nation was 

riding that night"215 Longfellow depicts Revere as a brave republican hero who had 

risked his life to save the country. He also celebrates the courage of the virtuous republican 

farmer and presents the British as cowards: "You know the rest In the books you have 

read, How the Bitish Regulars fled,- How the farmers gave them ball for balL ..And only 

pausing to fire and load."216 The poem, although full of inaccuracies, survived generation 

after generation and created Paul Revere's immortal image. The North's victory in the war 

undoubtedly aided the spread of his myth. 

However, the traditional myths which espoused republicanism chnaged following 

the Civil War, new elements were added and while others were taken away. In other 

words, myths changed to coincide with !.he new values of the society. Carl Becker 

suggests that as much as the present is a product of the pasl, the past is a product of the 

present "We build our conceptions of history partly out of our present needs and 

purposes. The past is a kind of screen upon which we project our vision of the future; and 

indeed it is a moving picture, borrowing much of its form and color from our fears and 

214 Davtd Hackea Fischer, Paul Revere's Ride (New York: Oxford University Press, 1994),331 
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aspirations." 2t7 Americans espoused a new type of character in the late nineteenth century. 

It was an age of the self-made man, industrialization, and power. Americans 

looked to real life figures like Andrew Carnegie, who had worked their way 1O riches from 

poverty. They read the fictional tales of Horatio Alger; his stories glorified "underdogs" 

who rose to success in a harsh, industrialized world. Robenson writes that, "the stories of 

the new heroes, the new models for the individual pursuit of happiness, included elements 

of that modem industrial world which helped transform the older myths."218 Americans 

wanted to feel they could achieve endless heights of glory. Ai; the individual, now 

governed by new impersonal forces, actually hecame less and less of a force in the late 

nineteenth cenuuy, the image of the solitary hero became more popular. David Hackett 

Fisher writes: "From Captain John Smith to Colonel Charles Lindbergh, many American 

heroes have been remembered in that way, as solit.ary aclOrs against the world:'219 

Longfellow failed to even mention Revere's partner, William Dawes. Americans would 

begin to portray Lovejoy in a similar fashion, as a man against a multitude, and soon forget 

about his worthy companions. 

After the nation had struggled to reunite during "Reconstruction" between 1865 and 

1877, it focused it's energies on expansion and nationalism. The newly united America 

shifted from an isolationist policy to one of imperialism. Now a successful democracy, it 

strove to become a world superpower; America ranked third in the world as a sea power by 

1900.220 Myths told Americans how great they were and that America was destined to 

become a world leader. The end of slavery and shift to induslfy allowed Americans to 

more aggressively pursue economic enterprise. "Meanwhile." writes Schlesinger, "the 

Economic Revolution. by knitting the country together with bonds of steel and ties of 

mutual business interest, caused men to disregard Slate boundaries and think in terms of the 
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nation as a whole. "221 Standardization, of both indusLry and parts. allowed Americans to 

unite further. It made the development of railways possible, which connected the East 

coast to the West coast and the North to the South. Railway construction exploded after the 

Civil War and linked the counlry together. symbolically as well as physically. Industry and 

capitalism had never been so powerfuL222 

Standardization did not just apply to industry; it influenced all aspects of American 

life. including education. Education was steeped in regionalism during the ftrst half of the 

nineteenth century. The children of the North received an education far different from 

those in the South and the children of the frontier received even little to no formal 

education. A nationalized school system united people from suhslantially different 

backgrounds. Schools became tax supponed in 1860 and. "by 1880:' writes historian 

Bessie Louise Pierce, "legal and legislative objections to the establishment of high schools 

had succumbed to the conviction that education was essential in the new social and 

industrial order."223 The number of free public high schools increased from five hundred 

in 1870 to six thousand in 1900.224 Public schools taught children how to be good 

Americans; regional divisions had previously prevented this type of national education. 

Pierce, in her Puhlic Opjnion and The Teaching of United States HistoI}' . writes: "Those 

subjects in the curriculum tending to promote patriotism and good citizenship received Lhe 

sanction of the educator. "225 History. thereby. took on more and more importance and 

mythic images of the past certainly influenced education. The rapidly increasing number of 

immigrants to the United States funher encouraged the teaching of history. Schlesinger 

suggests that.. "it was the democratic school system that brought !.he influences of the new 
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land into the immigrant home." Immigrants and their children would soon, "accept 

American ways and ideals so zealously as wholly to forget their alien cultural heritage."226 

The study of history had eamed enough support following the Civil War to become 

widely accepted by the 1880s. The American Historical Association was founded in )884 

and incorporated five years laler by Congress. 227 The Association aspired to create a 

national history, one in which all Americans could take pride. Historians used myths to 

illustrate a common, thematical past However, white males were the only Americans who 

could take pride in this new nationalized past. William H. McNeill. in discussing 

mythistory. writes: 

Thus, the founding fathers of the American Historical Association and their 
immediate successors were intent on facilitating the consolidation of a new 
American nation by writing history in a WASPish mold, while also claiming 
affiliation with a tradition of Western civilization that ran back through modem and 
medieval Europe to the ancient Greeks and Hebrews.22R 

The historians of the era, thereby, left out huge pans of hisLOry in order to capture the 

virtue of Americans, or the inevitability of America's greatness. McNeill describes the 

history of the United States as often adopting the "good guy" versus the "bad guy" 

scenario. The characters of the past were simply divided into one of the two categorie..,. 

Those who represented virtue, morality, self-sacrifice, and temperance were placed into the 

"good-guy" category while those who symbolized corrupted power, lack of civilization, 

and moral ineptitude were the "bad-guys." Longfellow's poem faces the virtuous farmers 

against the evil British soldiers. "The result is mythical," writes McNeill. "the past as we 

want it to be, safely simplified into a contest between good guys and bad guys, 'us' and 

'them.'''229 The myth of Lovejoy, which had been insured in the years leading up to the 
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Civil War, would become part of this American story. Lovejoy, the lone editor who fought 

preserve freedom of speech, became the"good guy" and the drunken mob turned into the 

un-American "bad guys." In reality. the story was not so simple. 

Scholars and historians began to rewrite the history of the United States in this 

"good-guy" versus "bad-guy" manner. James Schouler's History of tbe United States of 

America Under the Constitution. published in 1880. consisted of eight volumes which 

traced the years between 1783 and 1877. Although Schouler intended to avoid "'sonorious 

metal' or martial pomp, "230 as he states in his introduction. his writing style and text 

suggest a different message. Schouler. whether intentionally or not. adopted the "good 

guy" versus the "bad guy" scenario. His description of Lovejoy and Alton is far from 

accurate: "Alton. lllinois. that little savage of a remote western town. reeked with the blood 

of our first anti-slavery martyr, who was murdered for emulating Garrison's press. "231 

The mob actually consisted of several respectable citizens, and Lovejoy had initially praised 

Alton for its good Christian character. Lovejoy, funhennore, did not try to emulate 

Garrison's press but had described him as a, "foul-mouthed fellow. "232 Schouler 

continues: "His exasperated enemies soon applied the torch to lhe building; lhey were fIred 

upon by the defenders. and Lovejoy then stepping out to the door, perhaps to pacify or 

explain, feU pierced with five balls expiring almost immediately. "233 Although no one 

truly knows what happened on the night of November 7, 1837. most first-hand accounL<; 

reveal that Lovejoy held a gun and intended to fire. He certainly was not stepping out to 

"pacify" given his determined stance. Schouler absolves him of this crime and creates a 

figure more susceptible to martyrdom. Schouler's brief story of Lovejoy paints a fond, but 

inaccurate. picture. 
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The I DOth year anniversary of the Declaration of Independence, added to the 

national pride of the late nineteenth century. Americans had much"to celebrate during this 

period; democracy had survived a century. industry was booming. and America was fast 

becoming a world superpower. Schlesinger writes: 

As the republic reached the centenary of its birth. the heightened pride of nationality 
exulted in a series of patriotic celebrations. beginning with the anniversary of 
Concord and Lexington in 1875 and the Centennial Exhibition at Philadelphia in 
1876. and continuing year after year until the setting up of the Supreme Court was 
commemorate in 1890 with due acclaim. 234 

Andrew Carnegie celebrated the times in 1886 with his hook entitled Triumphant 

Democracy. He spoke highly of a people who had the ahilily to govern themselves.23) 

The Centennial year of 1876 included unprecedented celebrations of American democracy 

and libeny. Docwnents such as the Declaration of Independence and the Constitution took 

on new significance. Robertson suggests that. "the myth of the birth of the nation provides 

the structure through which Americans understand their history."236 Historians de-

emphasized the years before the Revolution and reintrepreted 1776 as the beginning of 

American history. The Centennial celebration reglorified legends and myths of American 

heroes and provided Americans with a greater sense of national pride. Americans began to 

remember their heros with monuments and statues; the city of Boston honor Paul Revere 

with an equestrian monument in 1885.237 

TIle state of lllinois decided to erect a permanent monument in Alton which would 

recognize and celebrate Elijah Parish Lovejoy. Citizens conceived of the idea in 1867, but 

lack of funds and iniative prevented immediate action" The project was revived in 1885 

under the name of the Monument Association, which received a certificate of Incorporation 

234 Schlesinger, 245. 
235 Ibid. 
236 Robertson, 54. 
237 Fischer. 334. 
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in 1886. After falling short of fWlds for a second time, the Association renewed the project 

with success in 1894. The State Senate allocated $25.000 to the project, and citizens raised 

an additional $5.000. The project began in 1896 under the guidance of designer Robert P. 

Bringhurst and architect Louis Mulgurdt.23R 

Today the monument stands as one of the tallest and grandest monuments ever 

constructed to honor an individual. It consists of a ninety-three foot high granite column 

topped with a seventeen foot high bronze statue of the winged goddess of victory, Vie. 

The column has three sections weighing sixteen to eighteen tons each. and the statue adds 

an additional 8. 700 pounds. The monument stands upon an elevaLed circular granite 

terrace, forty feet in diameter. Two thirty foot high granite sentinel columns, topped with 

bronze eagles sland, on the sides of the terrace. ''The sculptor's intent in the design was to 

convey the feeling of ultimate triumph of the cause for which it was erected. The winged 

victory crowing the main shaft and the eagles mounted on each side express an idea of 

victory finally achieved. "239 Four bronze plaques decorate the base of the column. 

Each plaque conveys a different message which holds cenain connotations for 

Lovejoy's myth. The front plaque is decorated by a medallion of Lovejoy above the words 

"A Manyr to Liberty." A quote by Lovejoy under the medallion reads, "I have sworn 

eternal opposition to slavery. and by the blessing of God. I will never go back." The back 

plaque. entitled "Champion of Free Speech." has an engraving of a press and a statement 

by Lovejoy in which he asserts his write to speak, publish, and write wha.tever he desires. 

Both quotes help to identify Lovejoy as a true American hero, who defended liberty, and 

the freedom of speech. A side plaque has the quote: .off the laws of my country fail to 

protect me 1appeal to God. and with him I cheerfully rest my cause. I can die at my post 

but I cannot desert it "240 Lovejoy's prophetic statement ironicaJly appeared in the 

Observer of Nov. 5, 1835. six months before he lefl St. Louis for Alton. The last plaque 

238 Charlene Cannoo, presented in the Madison County Historical Society Fall Meeting of OcL 4, 1987. 
Found in Lovejoy Collection. Miller Library. Waterville, ME. Q..ovejoy 8 A4)
 
239 Ibid.
 
24() 51. Louis Observer. 5 Nov. 1835.
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celebrates the other defenders of the press who, according to the plaque, "made the first 

armed resistance to the aggressions of the slave power in America. "24 L Joseph and Owen 

Lovejoy, in the Memoir describe all the defenders, "not as Abolitionists but as citizens. "242 

Clearly they were citizens protecting Lovejoy's property and not defending the institution 

of slavery. The plaques convey what Americans want to see and read. It is not the actual 

history that concerns people, but rather the myth. Americans come to the monument to 

celebrate and take pride in their past 

The column itself is representative of republican and democratic ideals. Robert 

Mill's design for the Washington Monument in Baltimore most likely set the precedent for 

the Lovejoy Monument. Mill's column, complel.ed in 1829, was the first major civic 

monument in the United States. Mill's monument was, "inspired by the Nelson Column 

in London, the Vendome Column in Paris. and ultimately by Trajan's Column in 

Rome."243 The Romans used the column, as well as the arch, to mark great moments or 

events. Americans of the early nineteenth century embraced Greek and Roman architectural 

fonns to promote democratic and republican ideals. The buildings of Washington D.C.. 

civic buildings. Thomas Jefferson's Monticello. and national monuments reflect this fact 

Whether or not the United StateS ttuly reflects these ancient cultures is not pertinent; we 

aspire to their ideals by connecting ourselves to their foons. Lovejoy's monument, thus. 

stands as an appropriate marker for someone who defended democratic and republican 

notions. His myth teaches that he fought to uphold freedom of speech and the liberty of 

man.244 

241 The descriptions of the plaque and quote.., are fount! in DedicatioD of the Lovejoy Monument Alton,
 
Illinois November 8th. 1897 (Alton, OJ: Chas Holden. Printer, 1897), 29.
 
242 Memoir, 284.
 
243 Alan Gowans, lmaees of American Living. Four Cenryries of Architecture and Fyrniture as Culrurnl
 
Expression (Pbiladelphia.: J.B. Lippincott Company, 1964),268.
 

244 Alan Gowans does a good job of describing the symbolism behind classical architecrure in Amelia!.
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The dedication of the monument took place on Nov. 8, 1897, sixty years after 

Lovejoy's murder. Frank C. Riehl of Alton began the ceremonies by reciting a poem he 

had written. 

Such was our Lovejoy;
 
So he braved
 
When none would dare advise,
 
The darkest consequence. and saved
 
His country's rarest prize.245
 

Riehl, in true mythic fashion, presented Lovejoy as a lone individual who fought for a 

higber cause. Riehl's poem suggeslS that Lovejoy single handedly saved the freedom of 

the press. It also depiclS a man who was willing to sacrifice his life for the good of the 

nation. The republican values still hold powerful connotations. Poems have often proved 

to be a powerful medium in presenting myth, as the case of Longfellow and Revere. 

Stephen Vincent Benet's epic poem of John Brown and the Civil War, entitled 1o.hD. 

Brown's Body helped lift Brown to everlasting fame. The lines in poetry are short, sweet, 

and to the point making their imagery much easier to remember and often more powerful 

Speeches which followed Riehl's poem continued to venerate Lovejoy and 

reinforce his myth. The Honorable Thomas Dimmock of Sl. Louis, who had initiated the 

project., spoke of lhe monument's value. Dimmock argued that Lovejoy, "does need this 

monument It is we who need to give it to him."246 Americans needed Lhe monument to 

remember Lovejoy's courage, his heroic stance, and his act of self-sacrifice. Dimmock 

continued: "Then, if not before, we may remember Lovejoy; and, taking courage from his 

heroic example we shall-I hope and I believe-stand up as he did, and, if need be, die as he 

did, in defense of the 'unquestionable rights' denied to him."247 The myth serves its 

245 Taken from poem of Frank c. Riehl found in Dedjcalion of the I.QV~oy MonllweUl Alton, IIJjoojs,
 
November 8tb, 1897 (Alton, Ill: Chas Holden, Prinler. 1897), 3.
 
246 Taken from address of Thomas Dimmock found in Dedication. II.
 
247 Ibid., 16.
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function as a lesson. Followers of the myth. as McNeill suggesLS. will know how to act 

during crises. 

The pastor of the A.M.E. Church. Mr. Wilkerson. represented African-Americans 

at the dedication service. His speech anempt.ed to instill pride in all Americans. regardless 

of their color or status. "The monument that we dedicate to-day represents the ideal 

American citizen. Elijah P. Lovejoy, who laid down his life for the rights that belonged to 

him; not him only, but the rights of every American citizen, be he rich or poor; white or 

black.. ft24S Lovejoy was clearly not the egalitarian hero that Wilkerson described. His 

bigotry towards Catholics and immigrants do not represent the ideals of an American hero. 

He certainly did not lay down his life for Catholics. immigrants. and drunken mobs as Mr. 

Wilkerson suggested Wilkerson's speech stripped Lovejoy of his negative attributes and. 

much like the "founding fathers," Lovejoy had become faultless. The dedication of the 

monwnent ignored the uncomfortable flaws of Lovejoy's character and focused on creating 

a national hero. The myth was once again what was importanL 

Colby College played no small part in the development and preservation of Elijah 

Parish Lovejoy's myth. Waterville College, Lovejoy's alma mater. had struggled as an 

institution prior to the Civil War. "In 1857 Waterville College had only three buildings. in 

bad repair. and an endowment fund of less than $15,000."249 In 1865, Mr. Gardner 

Colby of Newton. Massachusetts permanently changed the direction of Colby by donating 

$50, 000 to the school. (His total donations later reached $200,000.) The school's pride 

had also been restored by the Union soldiers who had graduated from the institution. 

Waterville College adopted the name of Colby in 1867 and soon became a respectable and 

thriving institution. Colby uses the myth of Lovejoy to promote iLS own ideals. Lovejoy 

possesed virtue, intellect, and honor. The schoo! portrays his characteristics as a reflection 

248 Taken from address ofMr. Wilkerson found in DedicaljPD. 18.
 

249 Edwin Carey Whittemore. Colby Colle~e 1820-1925 An Account of It:; Beginnings ProgreSS and
 
~ (Waterville, ME: Southworth Press, 1927),80.
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of their own values. Colby considers Lovejoy their first American hero to graduate from 

the institution. 

The college paid particular interest LO Lovejoy during its centennial celebrations in 

1917 and 1918, which reflected, in many ways, the nation's centennial celebration. Colby 

acknowledged the great men of their past, who instilled pride in not only the school but the 

nation. TIle centennial celebration. which LOok place in the midst of World War I, 

especially respected and honored those who had fought and died for their country. Self­

sacrifice and republicanism had more potency; American IrOOPS w~re being sent to Europe 

to uphold democracy. Becker suggests that.., "we huild our conceptions of history partly 

out of our present needs and purposeS."250 Colby Iransformed Lovejoy's myth to coincide 

with the times. His stance against slavery was no longer important; his defence of free 

speech and his sacrifice for the country were. Mrs. George Hopkins of Alton. Lovejoy's 

niece, offered Lovejoy's bookcase to Colhy for lhe celebration. Norman Bassen, at the 

dedication, stated: 

Let our boys and girls. day after day, take from, read, and restore to its tender 
embrace, these books, inspiring symbols of the freedom of the press, for which he 
lived and died, and as night draws on and shadows fall, there will come with 
noiseless feet the spirits of noble sons and daughters of Colby who have gone on 
before us, they who have, in peace and war, toiled and wrought and wrestled and 
fought in Lhe service of man and Lhe service of God. and reverently they will look 
upon the spirit of Elijah Parish Lovejoy. the noblest of them all, lakeD from his 
humble but shrinelike home. 251 . 

Although Bassen is overly sentimental, his speech epitomizes the myth of Lovejoy. His 

thoughts suggested an overwhelming concern of World War 1. He reveres Lovejoy's 

dedication to and sacrifice for the nation. The hookcase remains a cherished part of 

Colby's collection today, almost as if it has mythic power itself. 

250 Snyder, 00., 58-59. 
251 Whiuemore, 166. 
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Colby College celebrated the l00th anniversary of Lovejoy's murder by inviting the 

ex-President Herbert Hoover to give a speech in Memorial Hall. His address. given on 

November 8th. 1937. marked another decisive moment in the preservation and 

transfonnation of Lovejoy's myth. Hoover's address made nalional news and helped to 

establish Lovejoy as a nationally known figure. However, Lovejoy's myth took on quite a 

different context in Hoover's speech. By the 1930s. the significance of Lovejoy's stance 

against slavery had decreased while the importance of his defence of the press and free 

speech increased. Colby, today, celebrates this aspect more than any other. Hoover's 

speech was shaped by the political and social realities of his times. 

The fear of Communism developed in America after the Russian Revolution of 

1917. The end of World Warl had left both Russia and Gennany in tunnoil. which 

allowed powerful leaders to emerge in the thirties. Hitler and Stalin. Americans saw 

Communism as a threat to democracy around the world. Robertson argues that, "central to 

the belief in the Cold War was the perception which had flourished since 1917 that 

Communism, embodied in the Soviet Union. was a threat to American success and 

existence in the world. "252 Americans took every opportunity to defend the principles 

behind democracy, most importantly free speech. Hoover's lecture was no different 

Although he never directly addresses Communism, he implicated it through his discussion 

of free speech: "But in the past fifteen years increasing darkness has descended upon free 

expression and free criticism in the world. That light has been put OUL in more than half the 

so-called civilized earth."253 Hoover slreSSed the need to ballie these "untruths" with 

uuths. and thereby sent a powerful anti-Communism message to his countrymen. He 

added that, "half truLh can be defeated wiLh Lhe whole truth. This -antidote works with 

discouraging slowness at times. but unless we maintain faith in our medicine civilization 

will despair. "254 Hoover had used Lovejoy and his myth, which once battled slavery, to 

252 Robertson. 336.
 
253 Herbert Hoover, Addresses upon The Amerigm Road 193~-1918 (New York; Charles Scribner's Son~,
 
1938),276.
 
254 Ibid.. 280.
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fight "undemocratic" enemies around the world. Lovejoy now only represented a hero to 

free press. Hoover's speech ended with a quote from Lovejoy which said: "As long as I 

am an American citizen I shall hold myself free to speak, LO write and publish whatever I 

please on any subject., holding myself amenable to the laws of my .COW1lry for the 

same."255 

Colby College developed the Lovejoy Fellowship award in 1952 LO honor, "a 

member of the newspaper profession who continues the Lovejoy heritage of fearlessness 

and freedom. "256 Recipients of the award, which began with James Soule Poupe in 1952, 

have included Arthur Hayes Sulzberger, John Hay Whitney, A.M. Rosenthal, 1. Anthony 

Lewis. and most recently David Halberstam. In 1987, Colhy College released a book, 

entitled Elijah Parish Lovejoy: A Remembrance. which highlighted segments of the 

speeches given by the winners. President William Cotter, in the introduction, wrote: "As 

Colby seeks to honor its illustrious graduate on the sesquicentennial of his martyrdom, it is 

especially fitting that, from the ranks of our frnest contemporary journalists, we have 

gathered writings that reflect upon the forces that still threaten and 'protect the liberties of the 

First AmendmenL "257 Cotler's modem day concerns include free expression. 

Colby's single greatest tribute to Lovejoy occurred in 1959. The college moved its 

campus from a spot alongside the Kennebec River to Mayflower Hill in WatelVille. The 

second largest academic building received the name of Lovejoy; its dedication occurred on 

November 30, 1959. A letter from President Dwight Eisenhower to President Bixler 

which recognized the building, is encased in the ground tloor entranceway to "Lovejoy." 

Eisenhower writes: "Named for an heroic defender of America's lradition of freedom of 

speech and of the press, this building is a filting addition (0 the campus of a college 

dedicated to the teaching of the truth--especially to the college from which he graduated 

255 Ibid. 
256 TaJc:en from the program for The 45£h Eliiah Parish Lovejoy ConvClaltiQIf held at Colby College on
 
Nov. 13, 1997.
 
257 Elijab Parish Loyejoy A Remembrance (Walerville. ME: C.olby College. 1987), 11.
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long ago." Eisenhower's letter, which echoes the speeches given at the dedication of the 

monument in Alton, states: "Lovejoy gave his life in recognition of !.he hard fact lhat to 

preserve freedom a man must Sland bravely for it against all enemies." Lovejoy's myth 

continues to represent the ideals of republicanism, especially those of self-sacrifice and 

liberty. 

Lovejoy's myth has manifested itself in innumerable ways !.hroughout the twentieth 

century. One can find thousands of references to Lovejoy which can be found in anything 

from books to magazine articles. Americans love their heroes; Colby College houses a jar 

that contains clay from lhe farm in Albion where Lovejoy was born. The Editor's Hall of 

Fame, established by the illinois Press association, elected Lovejoy as the third inductee on 

Oct 12, 1928.258 The Association revealed a marble bust statue of Lovejoy, done hy 

Oskar J.W. Hansen, only two years later. Radio scripts and plays dramatizing Lovejoy's 

life have appeared on air more than once. Lovejoy's story has even managed to enter into a 

Sunday School lesson. Today, Presbyterian Minister Roberl Tabscott of SL Louis heads 

the Elijah Parish Lovejoy Society. They rededicate the Lovejoy monument every ten years, 

provide scholarships yearly, and celehrate the myth of Lovejoy. 

258 EdiIOr's Hal! of Fame (Memorial Bookle! and Program of lhe Dedication and First Unveiling on Fri. 
Nov. 21, 1930. Established by the illinois Free Press Association) found in Lovejoy Collection, Miller 
Library, Waterville, ME. 
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Conclusion 

The issue, of course, is to whom do heroes and martyrs belong? To themselves 

and the historica.l reality out of which they emerged, or to fiction as it has been preserved 

and used over the centuries? This question was debated in an unlikely and curious 

encounter between Richard Marius, one of [Sir Thomas] More's most perceptive and 

persuasive biographers, and Mario Cuomo, then the governor of New Yark. The governor 

complained that he did not "want to hear that Horatius was a secret shareholder in the 

bridge company, or that Lincoln was chronicaly constipated," or that "Thomas More was 

obsessed sexually." "I don't need to see his warts. I'm surrounded by people with warts; 

I have my own warts." Cuomo pictured his More standing eternally "a prisoner on a 

scaffold, joking with the sheriff, forgiving his executioners, dying the 'bng's good servant 

but God's first:" He wanted to preserve Sir thomas as the most comforatble of all martyrs 

who could remind him "how easy it is to lose your head. And lhat sometimes it may be 

worth it It In response Marius answered as any historian must: he liked and admired More 

"so much that I want him to appear in history as he was in life. Human beings have a right 

to their character."259 

Throughout my study of Lovejoy. I struggled to tind an answer to the debate which 

Lacey Baldwin Smith just described. I was not trying to discredit Lovejoy and prove that 

he is not worthy of his myth or his manyrdom. Nor did I want this to be a celebration of 

Lovejoy as a true American hero. I realized that r. too, had the power to shape Lovejoy's 

image. I could tum him into a bigot who hated Catholics and immigrants. I could describe 

him as a selfish man, who was just trying to protect his property and had no interest in !.he 

good of the Commonwealth. However, I did not want to hecome too cynical; I did not 

want to reject heroism and lessen faith in humanity. My goal was "not to present !.he 

nation's past as a pack of lies. So instead, I could have focused on Lovejoy's noble 

characteristics and attempt to instill pride in people. I could have described him as a truly 

egalitarian hero who fought for the liberty of lhe slave. defended free speech, and battled 

259 Smith. 151. 
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for the good of the Republic. However, I lhough that the reader and writer would become 

too skeptical. I didn't want to portray Lovejoy as perfect 

In lhe end. I think Richard Marius's response to Cuomo provides the best answer. 

I wanted to depict Lovejoy as he was. The audience and the author could then decide 

whelher they love, hate, or are indifferent to the character. By presenting the past as 

accurately as possible, the writer reduces lhe possihlity of cynicism and skepticism. The 

past becomes more believable, more exciting, and more real. Learning about Lovejoy's 

disdain for Catholicism and immigrants is at first a dissappoinunent and the power of his 

myth is lost However, Lovejoy becomes more understandahle as a figure in the early 

nineteenth century; his real life provides better insight into the social, political, and religious 

forces of his period. I believe that Lovejoy comes alive when his true self is uncovered. 

He becomes a fascinating character in history who reveals the complexities of his times. 

Furthermore, Lovejoy's flaws allow us to see him as human. We have trouble relating to 

him without his imperfections; his myth makes his status unattainable and his heroics 

unachievable. I attempted to leave Lovejoy with a "right to his ch<i.racter" by portraying 

him as neither evil or angelic, but as a man. 

However, I do not want to suggest that myths are useless or unimportant. It is true 

that history is often more exciting and more informative than the myth, but I believe myths 

playa crucial role in our society. The help create and strengthen national pride. The teach, 

as McNeill suggests, nations how to behave in crisis situations. Nations that lack national 

myths have difficulty uniting. It is our perceptions of the past lhat help us define who we 

are. These common myths help to distinguish Americans from British and Chinese from 

Japanese. Each country has their own heroes which invariably playa part in their culture 

and society. Carl Becker writes: "Whether the general run of people read history books or 

not, they inevitably picture the past in some fashion or other. and this picture, however 

little it corresponds to the real past, helps to determine their ideas about politics and 
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society."260 Myths teach us about ourselves. They lell us what qualities we respect and 

what characteristics we despise. Myths reflect the world in which we want to live. They 

provide us with a sense of pride and vigor. Myths helps us to remember that liberty, free 

speech, and equality were not always guaranteed, and are still not. They remind us that it 

did take self-sacrifice and heroism (0 preserve and create the freedom we enjoy. 

Although history and myth often appear to be quite dissimilar. I believe they can 

work together. While learning about our heroes flaws does take away from the mythic 

image, Americans should continue to remember and celebrate them. I still feel pride when I 

hear stories of the patriots during the Revolution. The image of Paul Revere racing through 

villages on his horse to warn the colonists of the British is still meaningful, as is Thomas 

Jefferson writing the Declaration of Independence, or George Washington crossing the 

Delaware. The fact that many of the founding fathers were slaveholders does not destroy 

their heroics. We should champion their great deeds but remember their flaws. Without 

the reality, national myths have the potential of being misused or falling flat. The fact that 

our heroes and martyrs were complicated men and women in a complex period gives 

history a whole new fascination. Elijah Parish uwejoy was just a man, with good and had 

qualities. But his heroic defence of the press and his fight against slavery created a myth 

far more powerful and useful than his life could ever have been. . 

Though dead he still speaketh; and a united world can never silence his 
voice. Ten thousand presses, had he employed them all, could never have done 
what the simple tale of his death will do, Up and down the mighty streams of the 
west his voice will go: it will penetrate the remotest comer of our land: will be heard 
to the extremities of the civilized world. 261 

-Reverend Edward Beecher on Lovejoy (1838) 

260 Becker. 61. 
261 Beecher. 102. 
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