
To Give the Gift of Freedom: 
Gift Books and the War on Slavery

Although once considered to be “volumes of ‘lighter literature’ and ‘beautiful 
specimens of art’” without much substance,1 recent scholarship in the fields of 
the history of the book and literary studies has begun to focus on the larger 
impact of gift books to nineteenth-century literary culture. A literary genre in 
their own right, gift books—also known as souvenir books or annuals—often 
raised financial and moral support for specific organizations and causes. Social 
activists, abolitionists and temperance workers among them, issued their own 
subsets of the gift book genre to raise attention, funds, and converts.
	 Two examples of the most successful gift books of the abolitionist move-
ment, the Liberty Bell, edited by Maria Weston Chapman, and Autographs for 
Freedom, edited by Julia Griffiths, far from being trifles full of “miscellanies,” 
were created and sold to support the American Anti-Slavery Society of William 
Lloyd Garrison, in particular, its National Anti-Slavery Standard, and Frederick 
Douglass’s newspapers. Each of these gift books was a source of ideas and 
a model of the visions their creators hoped to instill in America, as well as 
important sites for the continuing discussion of how best to end slavery and 
promote the role of women in public life. This research recovers the centrality 
of women to these enterprises in roles important to abolition. Furthermore, a 
study of these gift books contributes to a more nuanced understanding of how 
the print war on slavery was conducted and financed.
	 A comparison of the Liberty Bell and Autographs for Freedom reveals the 
regional and political differences between the Garrisonian and Douglass fac-
tions of the abolitionist movement as well as the different editing and activist 
styles of Chapman and Griffiths. The women’s shared appropriation of the 
sentimental, domestic gift book genre for activist ends emphasizes and trou-
bles the gender dynamics not only of the literary genre itself, but also of the 
abolitionist movement that, though politically male dominated, relied on the 
fundraising, editorial, and literary ingenuity of Chapman and Griffiths to stay 
afloat. The gift books also highlight the similarities and differences between 
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Garrison’s and Douglass’s politics and the political and literary elite who sup-
ported them. Because Autographs for Freedom was published only a few years 
after Douglass broke from Garrison, its comparison to the Liberty Bell gives 
insight into their conflict and productively exhibits how competing sides of 
the antislavery battle modified the gift book to raise funds and awareness for 
their specific political views.

Background

	 Gift books were already popular in Great Britain when the first Ameri-
can example was published in December 1825.2 Typically literary anthologies 
given as gifts during the holiday season,3 gift books consisted of short stories, 
essays, and poetry written by a variety of authors, ranging from the unknown 
to the famous. Contributors to what Meredith McGill calls the culture of re-
printing,4 gift book editors frequently reprinted unauthorized literary pieces 
“from a variety of sources,” choosing “prose and verse as struck their fancy,” 
as well as original, or never before printed, literary contributions.5 Gift books 
also showcased elaborate engravings that were “disproportionately valued by 
readers [and] hundreds of times more costly to publishers.”6 As Isabelle Lehuu 
notes, gift books had “multiple uses,” and, whether in society or displayed in 
the parlor, “reading or contemplating a giftbook was an emotional experience. 
Hence the act of offering giftbooks was part of an economy of sentiment, an 
exchange of beautiful luxury goods for memory and love.”7 The act of display-
ing the gift book was “both a moral and a social act, one that wrapped signs 
of social distinction in the banner of the crusade for social improvement and 
the power of sentiment.”8 Although often enjoyed by the entire family and 
proudly displayed in the drawing room, the gift book’s predominant audi-
ence consisted of white, middle-class women. As a result, they were generally 
purchased by friends and relatives, both male and female, often as part of the 
courtship process.9

	 Gift books were the product of converging social and technological forces. 
Wealth, leisure time, and literacy were expanding as the new republic’s middle 
class developed. At the same time, technology—steam-powered presses and 
stereotype printing plates in the publishing industry; expanding rail, ship, and 
postal lines for distribution—was making publishing faster, cheaper, and more 
easily accessible.10 The ornate appearance of the book, a quality that increased 
tremendously consumer interest in the product, differed from other literature 
on the market, especially as technology continued to develop and improve 
the quality and beauty of the bindings and illustrations. As Faxon describes 
them, “The ‘really truly’ gift-books had an appearance and make-up all their 
own, very different from any other volume. At first they were the small duo-
decimos, then octavos, and finally some of them appeared as quartos. Their 
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bindings were ornate, often to the point of gaudiness.”11 Though the price of 
the gift book seems to have varied by quality of bindings and content, they 
were generally “sold at all prices, some bringing a guinea in England, and $5.00 
in America.”12

	 The genre “coincided, moreover, with the American woman’s emergence 
into the world of letters.”13 Increasingly, women became active participants in 
the editorship and authorship of gift books.14 The genre “had several advan-
tages for American women in particular: it offered ‘the fluidity of an emerg-
ing medium; the premium it put on brevity and variety; and the profitability 
of a genre that sold well and required no financial investment by authors’.”15 
Nineteenth-century male authors often resented profiting from publications 
in the gift book due to its gendered, sentimental reputation. Women writ-
ers, on the other hand, “seem not to have been troubled by considerations 
of pride and self-respect when offered the opportunity of publishing in these 
volumes. . . . Whatever their private opinions may have been, women writers 
felt less uncomfortable with the public purveyance of the kind of restrictive 
domestic ideology which was the specialization of the annuals.”16 In fact, some 
women discretely flouted the conservative conventions of the genre, outwardly 
conforming to the feminine ideals embodied in gift book publications in order 
to ensure profitable sales, while also embedding opposing messages that they 
wished to impart to their readers within the literature.17 In many volumes, the 
gift book grew to be a space of subtle rebellion that challenged the norms that 
dictated what women should be reading and where they should be publishing.

Antislavery Gift Books and Political Fundraising

	 To date, scholars have recovered seven titles of antislavery gift books.18 
Most were published in single volumes—Lydia Maria Child’s The Oasis in 1834; 
Richard Sutton Rust’s Freedom’s Gift and John Greenleaf Whittier’s The North 
Star, both in 1840; and two published by women’s organizations, the Massa-
chusetts Female Emancipation Society’s Star of Emancipation in 1841 and the 
Providence Ladies’ Anti-Slavery Society’s Liberty Chimes in 1845.19 Two titles, 
however, were published in multiple annual volumes. Maria Weston Chap-
man edited the Liberty Bell for fundraising fairs benefitting the American Anti-
Slavery Society (1839–1858), and Julia Griffiths edited Autographs for Freedom 
for the 1852 and 1853 fairs of the Rochester Ladies’ Anti-Slavery Society.20

	 In terms of longevity, the most successful of the antislavery gift books 
was the Liberty Bell, which had fifteen volumes, but Autographs for Freedom 
commands attention both for its similarities and differences when compared 
with the senior annual. Both followed the general organizing principles of gift 
books, both were edited by women, both were associated with annual antislav-
ery bazaars, and both were devised to provide financial support to antislavery 
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newspapers. However, these books supported men, who as newspaper editors, 
orators, and activists had very different ideas about ending slavery, and in their 
respective gift books one sees a contest for celebrity authors and, in a broader 
sense, competition for support of very different perspectives.
	 Chapman founded the Bell to support a number of Garrisonian initiatives. 
Chapman, of Boston, was a major figure in the Garrisonian camp, active in 
organizing and conducting the frequent antislavery conventions of the 1830s, 
1840s, and 1850s and speaking at various antislavery rallies. In 1834, Chap-
man and other Garrisonian women, including her sister Caroline Weston and 
sister-in-law Anne Warren Weston, organized the first antislavery fair in Bos-
ton.21 A popular means of women’s fundraising during this period, fairs, also 
called bazaars, brought in donations of handicrafts and other goods that were 
then sold to raise money for various social causes.22 At the 1839 Massachusetts 
Anti-Slavery Fair, Chapman presented the inaugural Bell, and it remained an 
annual feature until Chapman ended the fair and the book in 1857.23 As chair 
of the annual Boston fair, Chapman actively solicited support from women’s 
antislavery societies around the country and abroad.
	 Although as early as January 1837, Garrison had been forced to plead for 
financial help from the Massachusetts Anti-Slavery Society,24 proceeds from 
sales of the Bell were chiefly intended for other Garrisonian newspapers, such 
as the American Anti-Slavery Society’s National Anti-Slavery Standard, and the 
pamphleteering that was part of AASS’s war on slavery.25 Thus, Douglass was 
immediately in competition with Garrison and his supporters for finite re-
sources once he launched his North Star in Rochester on December 3, 1847.26

	 The North Star was not quite a month old when Douglass’s own financial 
woes loomed.27 On January 30, 1848, Douglass wrote to his Rochester friend 
Amy Kirby Post of his visit to seek support from antislavery women in West 
Winfield, in central New York. “I made a fair statement of the facts, and in-
formed of our desire to have their cooperation with the Western New York 
Antislavery Society—and something as I expected proves to be the case,” he 
reported. “While Mrs. Green was in Boston, Mrs. [Maria Weston] Chapman 
exacted a promise from her that the proceeds of the fair should go to the sup-
port of the National Antislavery Standard. This promise has somewhat—if not 
completely—tied the hands of the committee though I hope that we shall share 
some of the proceeds of the bazaar as there was quite a division of opinion in 
the committee respecting the matter.”28 The battle for resources had begun.

Conflict Within the War on Slavery

	 The fight for resources and recognition between the Liberator and the North 
Star took place within a larger contest. In antebellum America, abolitionists 
were polarized over how best to end slavery. Garrison’s followers rallied to 
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the Liberator’s motto, “No Union With Slaveholders,” and pushed for separa-
tion from the slaveholding states of the South. Garrisonians believed that the 
Constitution was a proslavery document and that organized religion supported 
slaveholders. They advocated “moral suasion” and marshalling public opinion 
rather than democratic political participation to end slavery.29

	 Shortly after escaping to freedom in 1838, Douglass had come to the at-
tention of Garrison, who mentored and enlisted him in his cadre of antislavery 
speakers. In establishing his own newspaper, however, Douglass went against 
Garrison’s advice and wishes. Moreover, by 1850, Douglass had broken with 
Garrisonian tenets and aligned himself with the founders of the Liberty Party, 
men who called themselves political abolitionists and saw slavery’s resolution 
through governmental means.30

	 Garrisonians blamed Douglass’s defection in part on Julia Griffiths, who, 
on hearing of Douglass’s financial problems, had sailed from England to join 
him in Rochester in 1849. She stayed at his side for six years as one of his most 
devoted followers and, from a business and organizational sense, his most able 
lieutenant. When she left Rochester in 1855, Douglass told readers:

[W]e know not which to make most prominent for admiration, her 
earnest, zealous, and tireless cooperation for the support for our pa-
per, her energetic and vigilant assistance to fugitive slaves, on their 
way to Canada, or the almost heroic position she has been able (un-
der God) to maintain against that malignant and all-pervading spirit 
of caste, which this country, dooms to reproach and social isolation 
any white person (especially a woman) who practically, and without 
reservation or qualification, acknowledges the Unity and Brother-
hood of the human family.31

	 Autographs for Freedom was published under Griffiths’s editorship by the 
Rochester Ladies’ Anti-Slavery Society. A hybrid of the highly popular auto-
graph album and the standard gift book form,32 Autographs contained gener-
ally brief statements by leading abolitionists, with the novelty of including a 
facsimile of the signature of each contributor to its pages. Intended to be a 
multivolume annual, Autographs was published in 1852 and in a second edition 
the next year in both the United States and the United Kingdom.
	 While Chapman certainly could count on Garrison’s editorial favor and 
had helped edit the Liberator and Anti-Slavery Standard, Griffiths had the advan-
tage of interlocking roles as Douglass’s close business and editorial assistant 
at the newspaper, as editor of Autographs, and as founding secretary of the 
Rochester Ladies’ Anti-Slavery Sewing Society, later renamed the Rochester 
Ladies’ Anti-Slavery Society. Given Griffiths’s close relations with Douglass—
and the talk of impropriety they aroused—it is interesting to note Douglass’s 
hesitant formality in a preface to his contribution. “Dear Madam,” he wrote, 
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“If the enclosed paragraph from a speech of mine delivered in May last at the 
anniversary meeting of the American and Foreign Anti-Slavery Society, shall 
be deemed suited to the pages of the forthcoming annual, please accept it as 
my contribution.”33 In fact, Griffiths adopted an epistolary pose as editor, and 
many of the entries carry the salutations and prefatory notes of letters, along 
with closing signatures in facsimile form.34

	 Plans for Autographs began at least as early as spring 1852 when represen-
tatives of the Rochester abolitionists contacted John P. Jewett & Co., publisher 
of Harriet Beecher Stowe’s Uncle Tom’s Cabin.35 The annual made its debut in 
December 1852, at the second festival of the Rochester Ladies’ Anti-Slavery 
Sewing Society. Its name derived from the editorial plan to showcase brief 
works that would feature facsimile signatures of the authors. Stowe herself 
was an enthusiastic early supporter and contributor. In June 1852, she swarmed 
Susan Farley Porter, president of the Rochester group, with an extensive list of 
suggestions for the work, including a number of possible contributors: “Your 
plan strikes me as a very happy one—I shall with great pleasure add what I 
can to your collection.”36

	 Wondering whether the word “antislavery” had been overused, Stowe 
also urged Farley to reconsider the proposed title of the annual:

May I also be pardoned a suggestion about your letter—I remember 
at one time, that we had “antislavery,” every thing even down to anti-
slavery holders of which a good lady of my acquaintance kept one la-
beled thus, very conspicuously over her mantel piece—The term thus 
became rather antiquated hacknied [sic]—one wants in this changing 
world something less in form, occasionally if not in fact—Suppose 
that we have Liberty Autographs—or “Autographs for freedom”—or 
what if you get some of your poet sponsors to baptise [sic] it by some 
poetic name that shall express the thing with grace.37

Stowe’s suggestion stuck. In announcing its upcoming fair, the Rochester so-
ciety reported that “It was first designed to name the book ‘The Anti-Slavery 
Autograph’; but the gifted authoress of ‘Uncle Tom’s Cabin,’ has christened it 
‘Autographs for Freedom’; and we willingly accept her baptism for the forthcom-
ing volume.”38

	 Requests went out to potential contributors, with some eager to be in-
cluded and others not. Poet and Unitarian minister John Pierpont was quick 
to send a contribution.39 Poet Henry Wadsworth Longfellow declined, saying:

It is very difficult for me to say “Nay” to such a request as yours, but 
still more difficult to say “Yes.” I am so pressed and discomforted 
by numerous and very imperative calls upon my time that I fear it 
will not be in my power to send you the communication you desire.
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	 I should feel less at liberty to decline, had I not already publicly 
made known my views on the subject of Slavery. But as I have al-
ready published “Poems on Slavery,” both separately and in the col-
lected editions of my writings I think no one who cares about the 
matter will be at any loss to discover my opinions on that subject.40

	 An October letter from W. H. Wardwell, president of John P. Jewett & Co., 
the publisher, to Rochester bookseller Dellon M. Dewey, who had been enlisted 
to shepherd the project, gives a glimpse of the book in process and the pressure 
on all concerned. “In order to have the book out by the Holidays we must have 
the manuscript by Nov. 1,” he wrote, with only weeks to go. Without expla-
nation but, no doubt, with an eye to expense and production time, Wardwell 
discouraged several ideas for illustration, suggesting that “three engravings 
besides the frontispiece will be sufficient,” although only two appeared. Finally, 
and again without explanation, Wardwell said, “We should prefer not to have 
Mrs. Stowe’s portrait used in the book.”41 It was not.

Contributors and Content

	 Another pleasure of the gift book was not just its association with the gift 
giver but also with the “writers and distinguished artists” of the volume.42 Gift 
books were “vivid galleries of arts and letters that offered a range of celeb-
rities to be associated with.”43 The contributors to the antislavery gift books 
were luminaries in the abolition movement in the United States and abroad, 
chiefly the United Kingdom. Reflecting the strength of abolitionist thought 
in New England, the Bell’s author list is decidedly Boston-centric, with two 
Lowells, a Cabot, and John Quincy Adams among contributors. For the Roch-
ester women’s group, which Griffiths had steered from Garrisonian ideas to 
philosophies more in tune with the political abolitionism of the Liberty and 
nascent Republican parties,44 Autographs drew both locally from upstate New 
York and also from a wider geopolitical sphere. Appearing in Autographs were 
such political and civic leaders and social reformers as William H. Seward, 
twice governor of New York state (1838–1842), U.S. senator from New York 
(1848–1860), and future U.S. secretary of state (1861–1869); millionaire philan-
thropist and congressman Gerrit Smith; pioneering educator Horace Mann; 
Oberlin-trained Antoinette L. Brown, the first woman ordained to the ministry 
in the United States; the poet John Greenleaf Whittier; abolition leader and 
philanthropist Lewis Tappan; Senator Charles Sumner of Massachusetts; New 
York Tribune editor Horace Greeley; and journalist, abolitionist, and women’s 
rights advocate Jane Grey Swisshelm.
	 Some contributors, such as the poet Ralph Waldo Emerson and Revs. Ed-
gar Buckingham, S. J. May, and T. W. Higginson, appeared in both books when 
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the annuals were roughly cotemporaneous. Stowe, too, was represented in both 
Autographs volumes and in the 1856 Bell. The pages, however, also reflect the 
divide in the abolitionist movement of the day. The Bell was not published for 
1854 or 1855, but for the years 1852 and 1853 the polarization is fairly clear, 
with entries by leading Garrisonians such as various Westons and Chapmans, 
Wendell Phillips, Parker Pillsbury, Charles K. Whipple, and, of course, Garri-
son himself. The political lineup in the two volumes of Autographs is likewise 
reliably and heavily Liberty Party or anti-Garrison, including Seward, Tappan, 
Greeley, Smith, and Douglass.
	 Garrison and Douglass, of course, were featured in the books that sup-
ported their views, and during the time he was a Garrisonian, Douglass’s work 
also appeared twice in the Bell. In 1844 Douglass contributed “The Folly of 
Our Opponents,” telling the editor that “my literary advantages have been so 
limited. . . . I looked exceedingly strange in my own eyes, as I sat writing. The 
thought of writing for a book!—and only six years since a fugitive from a South-
ern cornfield—caused a singular jingle in my mind.”45 His demurrer masked 
that the first of his three autobiographies would be published in 1845, as well. 
Douglass returned to the pages of the Bell in 1848 with “Bibles for the Slaves,” 
a scathing indictment of the American Bible Society’s campaign for funds to 
give Bibles to slaves, whose illiteracy would prevent them from reading them.46

	 Despite the acrimony between Garrison and Douglass and the Garrisoni-
ans’ particular vilification of Griffiths, the 1854 Autographs was described favor-
ably in the Liberator, possibly in a puff, as a “large, handsome volume . . . an 
improvement upon that of last year, both in size and appearance.”47 Garrison 
even republished on page one a submission to Autographs from Congressman 
Joshua R. Giddings, a staunch abolitionist and a founder of the Republican 
Party.48 Advertisements for the Autographs were taken out in the Liberator by 
the 1853 publisher, Jewett, several times during 1854.49

	 Both sides played to foreign readers in their quest for moral, political, and 
financial support, though with the advantage of more years in print, the Bell 
was distinguished by its international contributors. Chapman’s good friend, 
the English writer Harriet Martineau, was a regular contributor, and none other 
than Frenchman Alexis de Tocqueville was among its authors. Meanwhile, Au-
tographs’ content included such authors as Samuel Wilberforce, bishop of Ox-
ford and son of British abolition icon William Wilberforce, and Joseph Sturge, 
who founded the British and Foreign Anti-Slavery Society. From London, 
George Howard, seventh Earl of Carlisle, wrote that he “should be very sorry 
indeed to refuse any request addressed to me from ‘the Rochester Ladies’ Anti-
Slavery Association’ [sic],” but he nonetheless begged off anything original, 
being “at a loss what to send.” Instead, he submitted a copy of a letter he had 
written to Stowe. It was published in Volume 1.50 Other contributors to Auto-
graphs included leading British antislavery activists such as Wilson Armistead, 
Rev. William Marsh, and Rev. Dr. William Brock.
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	 The disparity of fifteen Bells to two Autographs highlights that, although 
black abolitionists Douglass, William Wells Brown, and Charles Lenox Remond 
had written for the Bell at one time or another, comparatively more African 
Americans appeared in Autographs during its short run. Besides Douglass, Vol-
ume 1 included work by James McCune Smith, the first African American 
to earn a medical degree. Black contributors to Volume 2 included Douglass, 
lawyer and educator George Vashon, abolitionist lecturer William Wells Brown, 
James McCune Smith, and Oberlin-trained lawyer and activist John Mercer 
Langston. Although the extent of black readership is unknowable, the fact that 
African Americans contributed to the books underscores that they were known, 
even prized, among free blacks. Moreover, Douglass’s black correspondents 
praised Autographs in letters published in Frederick Douglass’ Paper.51

	 With some frequency, content from the gift books migrated to the news-
papers they served. Douglass’s 1848 Bell entry, “Bibles for the Slaves,” was 
republished in Garrison’s Liberator and by Douglass himself in the North Star.52 
Douglass’s only known fiction, a novella titled “The Heroic Slave,” featured in 
the first Autographs, was serialized over four weeks in Frederick Douglass’ Paper 
in March 1853.53 Poetry from both annuals showed up from time to time in the 
newspapers.54

	 Both annuals featured the work of celebrated writers, such as the poets 
Whittier, James Russell Lowell, Henry Wadsworth Longfellow, Emerson, who 
had two entries in the 1851 Bell, and Elizabeth Barrett Browning, who contrib-
uted “The Runaway Slave” for the 1848 Bell and “A Curse for a Nation” for 
the 1856 volume. However, many of the volumes included pieces by relatively 
unremembered writers and abolitionists, whose writing styles ranged from 
passionate abolitionist rhetoric to overtly sentimental language.

Editorial Techniques and Tactics

	 Despite the similarities of Chapman’s and Griffiths’s use of the gift book 
format as a political fundraising opportunity, their approaches to editing their 
respective volumes were decidedly different. One contrast was in the amount 
of personal work each contributed. Whereas Griffiths confined her efforts to 
the introductions for each volume of Autographs, Chapman’s own work ap-
peared regularly in the Bell. Sharon M. Harris observes that for some women 
editors such as Margaret Fuller, Ann Stephens, Pauline Hopkins, and Kate 
Field, “editorial work was a means of self-expression,” and they became major 
contributors to their periodicals as well as editors, often “helping to establish 
the quality of its literary sections as well as edit them.”55 Chapman appears 
to follow in this tradition, as her own writings appear in eleven out of fifteen 
volumes of the Bell, with many of the volumes containing multiple pieces au-
thored by Chapman.
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	 The 1853 volume, published for the same year as the first volume of Au-
tographs, contains two travel narratives written by Chapman. In “The Sculptor 
of the Torrid Zone,” Chapman carefully balances the cultural and feminine 
norms of the genre with a subversive political agenda that questions the capi-
talist economic system that perpetuates slavery and, at times, replaces anti-
slavery action with passive consumerism within the abolitionist movement. 
The piece details a quest, undertaken by Chapman while traveling in Paris, to 
enlist Cumberworth, the sculptor of a striking statue of an African woman, to 
send his work to America. Chapman feels that the American body politic des-
perately needs to see an example of an African “out of whom they have not 
trampled the beauty and the grace of life, that they forget how differently the 
very same being would appear to them under different circumstances.”56 After 
struggling to procure information about Cumberworth, she realizes “a means 
which, here, proved as effectual to promote my object as it would have done 
in the United States to defeat it.”57 She continues, “I told a dealer in bronzes, 
in whose window the statuette was displayed, that I was an American Aboli-
tionist, and wished, for the sake of my colored countrymen, to see Monsieur 
Cumberworth, that I might suggest to him the idea of sending some of his 
beautiful works to the Northern States.”58 Chapman’s public identification as 
an American abolitionist enacts respect and “feelings of humanity” from the art 
dealer, resulting in his shared information regarding Cumberworth’s lodgings. 
It also seeks to make her American readers recognize the irony of Chapman’s 
need to travel across the Atlantic in order to find public acceptance as an abo-
litionist.59 Chapman’s comments highlight the progressive political opinions of 
Europe and stress America’s stubborn and anachronistic prejudices, not just 
toward the enslaved, but toward female abolitionists as well.
	 Although in “The Sculptor of the Torrid Zone” Chapman ultimately 
wields her abolitionist identity to further her cause, she chooses to conceal 
that identity in her second travel narrative, “The Young Sailor,” published in 
the 1853 volume. Here, she uses the gift book as an active space in which to 
critique and dismantle the contemporary proslavery rationale more explicitly 
than in public, social discourse. Chapman begins “The Young Sailor” by de-
scribing the various proslavery arguments of a young man she encounters in 
Massachusetts, who rants that the abolition of slavery would “put a stop to ag-
riculture, ruin commerce, impoverish the master, distress the Slave, turn back 
civilization, bring back barbarism, and thus destroy the prospects of liberty in 
the United States and thus throughout the world.”60 Upon hearing these argu-
ments, Chapman admits, “It seemed absurd, indeed, to offer a refutation to all 
this contradictory nonsense,” concluding, “It is worse than useless to indulge 
men of this stamp with a reply; I meekly inquired whether, if the three mil-
lions of blacks could be suddenly turned white, he would venture to present 
a single one of these considerations for keeping them in Slavery.”61 Chapman’s 
initial response to the man’s comments, aside from indignation, is simply not to 
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reply, as a public confrontation on the political issue of slavery between a man 
and a woman would most likely be viewed as socially inappropriate. Instead, 
Chapman “meekly” chastises the man on his prejudice, using the feminine 
sentimentality expected of her gender to question his morals in place of his 
politics.62

	 However, it is clear through her portrayal of the event within the Bell that 
Chapman merely performs the societal role expected of her in public, ultimate-
ly mocking and applauding her feigned meekness. By using characteristics of 
the travel narrative in her contributions, Chapman enhances her representation 
of the political and cultural progressiveness of other nations toward abolition 
while also heavily critiquing America’s continued perpetuation of the slavery 
system and rampant prejudice toward both African Americans and abolition-
ists. Throughout “The Young Sailor,” Chapman hides and then exalts in her 
abolitionist identity, hiding it when necessary in public and then glorifying it 
through her writing in the Bell. By assuming two essentially different charac-
ters, the traveling woman and the activist, Chapman manipulates her travel 
experiences to critique proslavery arguments and to disagree with male opin-
ions while publicly retaining her femininity.
	 Chapman’s outspokenness about her abolitionist identity in one travel 
narrative, and her subsequent denial of it when speaking with an American 
sailor on her voyage to Haiti in another, suggests a complicated criticism of 
the public sphere. She mediated this duality through the gift book, a space 
that allowed her to speak freely from abroad to illustrate the progressiveness 
of other cultures and to emphasize America’s shortcomings, without enduring 
the social repercussions that disrupted her life in America and that forced her, 
in part, to travel to Paris.
	 Chapman’s work within the Bell is markedly different from Griffiths’s 
mode of editing Autographs. Chapman resisted labeling herself as editor, in-
stead attributing authorship of the Bell to all contributors, or “Friends of Free-
dom,” of the gift book. By marking her work within the Bell through the au-
thorship of individual contributions such as “The Sculptor of the Torrid Zone” 
and “The Young Sailor,” Chapman merged more wholly into the volume, align-
ing her work seamlessly with that of other abolitionists in place of claiming 
individual editorship. Chapman’s avoidance of the title of editor in place of 
group authorship suggests a desire to promote unity not only within the gift 
book but within the Garrisonian American Anti-Slavery Society, as well, not 
to mention British benefactors. Her unmarked editorship linked the text to the 
AASS more explicitly and allowed readers to identify the Bell more closely 
with its political faction than with Chapman’s individual activism. Because 
of the longevity of the Bell, Chapman’s audience would have been aware of 
her work behind the gift book, making a specific statement of her editorship 
redundant and counterproductive to the text’s purpose of fundraising for a 
cohesive AASS. The strategy also helped blur the connection between the Bell 
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and Garrison’s at times heretical views on religion and slavery. In a report of 
the 1851 antislavery fair in Boston, Ann Weston Chapman, “with regret,” ex-
plained that “the funds of the Boston bazaar are given almost exclusively” to 
the Standard and distances the bazaar from Garrison and his Liberator as “the 
sole property of one man, and for its doctrines and maintenance, he, and he 
alone, is responsible.”63

	 Whereas by channeling bazaar and book proceeds into the AASS, Chap-
man appeared only to indirectly support Garrison, Griffiths was direct and 
open in her work’s support of Douglass. Nearly reversing Chapman’s approach 
to the gift book, Griffiths claimed editorship of Autographs but did not contrib-
ute literature to the gift book, allowing her voice to exist solely in the prefaces 
of each volume. Although Griffiths did not write for the collection, both vol-
umes include several letters and short essays that respond directly to Griffiths 
and her call for contributors, marking her strong presence within the volumes 
despite the absence of her own antislavery opinions and writing. Griffiths’s 
initial absence in the table of contents of Autographs matured into a persistent 
editorial omniscience that dominated the text and allowed both her editorial 
voice and her antislavery beliefs to be implicated and revealed through the 
work and addresses of more powerful antislavery speakers. Griffiths worked 
in an in-between space within the gift book, creating an effective and diverse 
editorial rhetoric that expanded the role of female gift-book editorship.
	 A considerable amount of correspondence included in the gift book di-
rectly addressed Griffiths and came from the pens of distinguished abolition-
ist figures, as can be seen in the letter from the Bishop of Oxford included in 
the first volume of Autographs. The bishop writes, “Madam:—I readily comply 
with your desire. England taught her descendents in America to injure their 
African brethren. Every Englishman should aid the American to get rid of this 
cleaving wrong and deep injury to his race and nation. I am ever yours.”64 An 
asterisk by the bishop’s name designates him, evidently through a rare glimpse 
of Griffiths’s voice within the collection, as “A son of that distinguished friend 
of humanity WILLIAM WILBERFORCE.”65

	 The bishop’s letter, in particular, not only softens the tone of England’s 
insistently acclaimed moral superiority66 by allowing England to actually share 
the blame of American slavery, but it also encourages English activists to re-
main persistent in their endorsement of the American antislavery cause, a plat-
form Griffiths sought to promote throughout her time in Rochester.67 Griffiths 
most clearly emerges in the bishop’s contribution when noting his genealogy 
as the son of the “distinguished” British abolitionist, William Wilberforce.68 
Revealing her editorial presence in this particular moment signifies Griffiths’s 
alignment with the bishop’s transatlantic politics and beliefs. Because William 
Wilberforce was a symbol of British abolitionism, Griffiths’s emphasis on the 
bishop’s relation to him brings England’s abolitionist successes to the forefront 
of the entry. Although the bishop speaks generally about the need for British 
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support in the American abolitionist movement, it is clear that he is directly 
encouraging Griffiths in her efforts abroad, allowing her to hover beneath the 
veneer of his words without directly commenting on or endorsing transatlantic 
abolitionism. Ultimately, Griffiths allows the bishop to justify her work abroad 
at a moment when she no doubt was smarting from sharp and continuing criti-
cism in American culture of her personal and professional relationship with 
Douglass.69

	 The overall content of Autographs is striking in its cultural, national, and 
political diversity. Griffiths worked to accumulate as many celebrity contribu-
tions as possible in order both to increase consumer interest in the collection 
and to set Autographs apart from the more traditional gift book format as seen 
in the Bell. “The beauty of its exterior will commend it as a suitable Christmas, 
or New Year’s gift,” Griffiths wrote Emerson in soliciting a contribution for the 
first Autographs, “while its contents, we hope, will abound with earnest and 
truthful appeals to the humane sentiments and Christian principles of the read-
er unalloyed with the trifling matter which too often fills the pages of Christ-
mas books.”70 In the process, however, Autographs evolved into a contradictory 
compilation in which readers on one page encountered work that glorified 
Harriet Beecher Stowe, whose famous novel concludes with her protagonist 
seeking to emigrate to the American Colonization Society’s Liberian colony,71 
followed by a piece that condemned colonization on the other, in which major 
work by Frederick Douglass existed in the same volume as a submission from 
a rival, William Wells Brown.
	 Unlike Chapman, whose work on the Bell was so closely aligned with her 
Garrisonian politics that it is virtually impossible to ignore the political impli-
cations within the text, Griffiths claimed no direct political affiliation for the 
fledgling Rochester Ladies’ Society and thus freed the collection from miring 
itself in partisan loyalty, even with a strong representation of Douglass sup-
porters dotting the pages. Chapman’s Bell was heavily organized through the 
political cohesion of its contributions that more or less consistently promoted 
Garrisonian beliefs and that, at times, was designed specifically to soften Garri-
sonian radicalism and to make his politics more palatable for moderate readers. 
By refusing to be present within the gift book, Griffiths allowed the collection 
to run free with as many antislavery opinions as formats for the contributions, 
effectively dismantling the organizing principles of the antislavery gift book 
genre that Chapman espoused.

Income and Outgo

	 Although fundraising was no small part of their purpose, parsing the ex-
act finances of the gift books is difficult because, despite their creators’ glow-
ing reports of sales, precise details are hard to obtain. In Boston, the Bell was 
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underwritten by the fairs, and it is reasonable to assume that the RLASS simi-
larly met upfront costs of Autographs. In an accounting of the 1847 fair in Bos-
ton, Chapman noted contributions “received by M. W. Chapman, for the Bell, 
and the general purposes of the Bazaar. 1847–8,” ranging from fifty cents to 
50 dollars.72 In the years examined here, the proceeds from the annuals were 
folded into the overall financial reports of the bazaars. Book sales at the second 
Rochester festival were reported at $132.62, but what part of that total came 
from Autographs sales was not specified, and other publications were sold at 
the same time.73 Further clouding the revenue picture is that, though aimed for 
holiday giving and timed to sell at the bazaars, the annuals were advertised 
and sold through much of the year, so the income stream is difficult to locate. 
Thompson questioned Caroline Weston’s claim that “the funds raised by this 
book [the Bell] are always paid into the fair . . . and it always doubles the money 
invested in it.”74 He felt that “the public sale of the volumes could not have 
been large, for they were not intended to amuse, and their format was not 
sufficiently elaborate to be in itself an attraction. In all probability, the annual 
lost money for its publishers.”75

	 Depending on the quality of the paper and other embellishments, the 
prices of these annuals varied. An 1839 notice in the Liberator advertised the 
Bell at “50 cts. single—37 1–2 dollars a hundred.”76 Autographs was advertised 
at “plain bound copies 75 cents. Those in gilt, one dollar.”77 If not purchased 
at the festival, Autographs could be obtained at two booksellers’ shops and at 
the Douglass newspaper office in Rochester, as well as from vendors in New 
York City and elsewhere. At first, buyers were asked to pay any postage: “In 
sending it persons should forward fourteen cents more than the price, to pre-
pay the postage. Post Office stamps will be most convenient.”78 The second 
volume of Autographs was advertised at “the extremely low price of $1.25 in 
plain muslin; 1 50 [sic] gilt edges; $2 full gilt sides and edges.”79 On the other 
hand, “Anyone sending by mail $1.50 shall receive a copy of the work.—postage 
free.”80 Soon after, however, Douglass began what he called “a liberal offer to 
our subscribers”: “As a means of extending the circulation of Frederick Douglass’ 
Paper, we propose to send one copy of the new and beautiful book Autographs 
for Freedom, (postage free) to every friend who will send us the names to three 
new yearly subscribers; together with the subscriptions for the same.”81

	 Supporters in the United Kingdom were important to both annuals, both 
for content and for readership. Both books were shipped overseas, and Griffiths 
even arranged for an English edition to be published in London.82

Illustrations and “Embellishments”

	 While antislavery gift books maintained the format of the literary mis-
cellany, neither the Bell nor Autographs showcased elaborate bindings or il-
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lustrations. Focusing on the practicality of the gift book as a way to promote 
abolitionist propaganda, editors such as Chapman and Griffiths were more 
concerned with the antislavery message that was portrayed inside the gift 
books than with expensively produced decorative bindings. Moreover, the fri-
volity of ornate bindings on an antislavery gift book could potentially detract 
from the seriousness of the cause, inappropriately emphasizing the wealth and 
leisure of privileged white readers in comparison to the plight of the enslaved. 
While there appears to have been somewhat of a range of gift book printings 
for the Bell, with a few editions more elaborately bound than others “so that 
purchasers might buy according to their abilities,” the majority of Chapman’s 
volumes are exceedingly plain in appearance.83

	 Volume 1 of Autographs, following Jewett & Co.’s wishes, was graphically 
spare. Volume 2, under a different publisher, was better illustrated, featuring 
portraits of many of the writers (including Stowe—finally—and several of the 
African-American authors). Other than the glowing reviews republished oc-
casionally from other antislavery sheets84 and the presumption that as slavery 
was a contested issue even in the North, these publications would have had 
critics as well as supporters, we have little evidence of how the gift books were 
received.
	 Ironically, one of the few glimpses of reaction to the books emerged not 
from the rhetoric of abolitionism they contained but from one of the portraits 
in Autographs. In an era when women’s roles were being negotiated, sometimes 
combatively, an engraving in Volume 2 touched off a small storm in one up-
state New York village. A longtime abolitionist tried to sow reformist libraries 
in rural communities by selling, for fifty cents, a small collection of reformist 
books to subscribers. As recounted by William P. Green in a letter to Frederick 
Douglass’ Paper, “I called on the Rev. Z. Eddy, who also took a share and paid 
fifty cents. On his observing the likeness of the Rev. Antoinette L. Brown in the 
Autographs for Freedom, he wished me to exclude the Autographs from the 
library, saying that the whole Woman’s Rights movement was anti-Christian; 
that he himself was Orthodox and wished me to erase his name, and refund 
the money.”85 A small row ensued, leading to Green being harassed in several 
of the neighboring communities. His letter to Douglass includes several of the 
critical notices published in Orleans and Wyoming counties in western New 
York State.
	 Interestingly, although the contributors’ autographs remained the design-
ing feature of the annual, advertisements and individual comments referred 
more often to the several pictures of the contributors. “Ethiop,” one of Doug-
lass’s regular correspondents, wrote in a long letter from Brooklyn, “This vol-
ume is a much finer one than its predecessor. It contains admirable likenesses 
of [Ohio congressman Joshua R.] Giddings, Gerrit Smith, Douglass, [educator 
Charles L.] Reason, Brown, Greeley, [the Rev. Henry Ward] Beecher, and Mrs. 
Stowe, which of themselves are worth the price of the book.”86
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Final Volumes

	 The Bell, like the Boston fair itself, was discontinued after 1857, “ended, as 
one associate rather testily put it, simply because Mrs. Chapman and her sisters 
would do no more for them.”87 Chapman explained, “Fairs are like an Excise; 
good only if no other mode is practicable.”88 Although the Rochester women 
did not publish an annual for 1855, they had begun collecting material for a 
third volume of Autographs to come out in 1856, reporting in January 1855:

The Society desire to state, that, though they have not deemed it 
expedient to issue the third volume of Autographs for Freedom dur-
ing the past year, there are at the present time, numerous manu-
scripts prepared for it in the hands of the Secretary, and several fine 
daguerreotypes of distinguished friends of the cause, await the en-
graver. They preferred to suspend the publication for a season, in the 
hope of presenting to their friends and the public, a larger array of 
foreign contributions to the volume.89

However, Griffiths sailed for England on June 18, 1855, never to return. With-
out her leadership, the third volume was never published, though the Roch-
ester society continued to hold fairs for several years.

Conclusions

	 Although acknowledging the book’s “impressive means of propaganda” 
and its usefulness “in keeping alive interest in the fairs,”90 Ralph Thompson 
questions the overall value of the Bell: “Very little could have been accom-
plished from a utilitarian point of view . . . for like all unadulterated reform 
literature, the Liberty Bell circulated among those people who already knew and 
accepted the tenets it upheld. The annual may have created a greater zeal on 
the part of the abolitionists themselves, but it could hardly have made many 
converts.”91

	 While a lack of information regarding how many volumes of abolitionist 
gift books were sold and to whom is limiting for the researcher, Thompson’s 
assumption that the gift book only succeeded in correlation with its conversion 
rates limits an understanding of the complexity of the volumes. Although it is 
difficult to conjecture whether or not the gift books circulated outside of the 
abolitionist sphere, our hunch is that they did, even if in limited capacities. 
Moreover, Thompson minimizes the importance of the gift books to the aboli-
tionists, missing their value in building and maintaining a sense of community 
through shared visions and continually reaffirmed ideals. Most importantly, in 
terms of the success of the abolitionist gift books, one must keep in mind that 
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they were designed to raise funds for the cause no matter who bought them, 
and that their proceeds ultimately supported Garrison’s and Douglass’s politics 
in tangible ways.
	 Whether or not these print products converted people to the antislavery 
cause, they contributed substantially in other ways. For instance, studying mar-
ginalia on the pages of a number of gift books, Cindy Dickinson found a dia-
logic, at times dialectic, relationship between owners and their gift books. She 
claims, “Whatever a publisher’s reasons for creating a gift book or a giver’s in-
tentions for presenting such an object, it gained new meaning in the recipient’s 
realm.”92 Dickinson’s point gains salience when we discover that, in April 1889, 
Frank Barker of Rutland, Vermont, wrote on the flyleaf of his copy of Voices 
of Freedom, an 1880s reissue of the 1854 Autographs, “A present from my S. S. 
teacher Mrs. Shedd.”93 Although there are no other notes in Barker’s volume, 
it is noteworthy that, in the post-Civil War era, a leading New York publisher 
still believed Griffiths’s second volume would sell, that a small Vermont book-
seller would stock it,94 and that Mrs. Shedd would think possessing it would be 
useful for young Frank’s development. Though no direct corroboration comes 
from other ephemera associated with either the Bell or Autographs, the Rutland 
case suggests these volumes might have been seen as having a timeless ability 
to instill progressive ideas among the young, an example of intertextuality in 
time and space over generations.
	 It is also misleading to dismiss the entries simply as redundant or static. 
Important issues were being debated in a time when race and gender roles 
were neither given, stable, nor secure. Jean Fagan Yellin points out that prose 
and poetry in the Bell were negotiating “disputes within the antislavery ranks” 
over the extent women could assume public activist roles in the movement, 
not to mention the hegemonic consequences of organized religion on women’s 
activism.95 Nor was it just the public roles of women that were in flux. Their 
place and rights even within the privacy of the family were being negotiated 
as well. Historian Karen Sánchez-Eppler notes, for instance, that, by 1836, the 
writing of Lydia Maria Child, a frequent contributor to the Bell and editor of 
the Anti-Slavery Standard in the 1840s, was equating slavery with what women 
might encounter in marriage.96 It would be a continuing examination, as the 
antislavery annuals show.
	 There were other consequences to the associations that formed as a re-
sult of the gift books. Deborah A. Logan points out that the influential Brit-
ish writer, journalist, and thinker Harriet Martineau, whose work appeared in 
virtually every volume of the Bell, formed a long and close relationship with 
Chapman. “Chapman’s regular letters and newspapers proved to be essential 
to Martineau’s later success as an American affairs expert in Britain’s periodi-
cal press,” she observes.97 That influence was recognized by Sir John Robinson, 
editor of the Daily News, who “eulogized Martineau as the British reporter who 
alone ‘kept public opinion on the right [pro-North] side’ throughout this tense 
period [the late antebellum years]. The point is a crucial one since, as the earlier 
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jockeying for her political favor during the American tour demonstrated, Har-
riet Martineau—with her public influence, in print, and her private influence, 
through networks of political and social connections—directly influenced that 
sympathy.”98

	 The existence of the gift books and the fairs with which they were associ-
ated were a material demonstration to women and men alike of women’s abili-
ties to participate in public political events. These products were emblematic 
of the vision they sought to instill. In the Bell and in Autographs, particularly 
the 1854 edition that featured engraved portraits of several contributors, were 
demonstrations of whites and blacks, men and women, in equality. The pro-
duction of the gift books and the fairs were important constituents in creating 
and maintaining communities of antislavery activists.
	 As Julie Roy Jeffries puts it, “Whether responding to criticism or reflect-
ing on the meaning of their commitment, abolitionist women proved adept at 
exploiting, subverting, and contesting conservative definitions of appropriate 
female behavior. Even when they did not agree among themselves, antislav-
ery women blurred distinctions between private and public, expanded the pa-
rameters of ‘woman’s sphere,’ and suggested alternative meanings to gender 
norms.”99 Likewise, if one could deny the persuasive power of the abolitionist 
gift books, it is harder to make the case that the fairs and women’s groups that 
produced both were ineffective in spreading their messages. Jeffries notes, for 
instance, that “the fair was not just a public fundraiser but a complex event 
with many purposes and levels of meaning. Holding a fair, for example, al-
lowed . . . (a female antislavery society) to recruit women to antislavery and 
to solidify the ties of both newcomers and old hands to the movement. Their 
early appeal for donated goods helped to secure the necessary articles to sell 
but also was a way of providing women with antislavery sympathies a purpose 
and perhaps, if they worked in groups, to heighten their zeal and give some 
basic instruction in abolitionism.”100

	 The setting in which women gathered to produce goods for sale at the 
fairs often had one woman reading to her sisters as they worked. In some re-
ports, they read the Bible, but the Rochester women were said to have read the 
manuscripts that came in for Autographs as they sewed and did other handi-
work for the festivals they produced. It was clearly a setting in which the dis-
cussions amplified and were energized by the ideas that some of the leading 
abolitionist figures in America and Europe contributed for these gift books.
	 That the gift books contributed to the transatlantic conversation on race 
and slavery is underscored by an item in Douglass’s paper in 1853, which reads:

The Rochester Ladies’ Anti-Slavery Society may well feel gratified 
to know that the little work upon which they expend so much labor 
is not confined to the United States. It has been re published [sic] in 
England. The following appreciating notice of the “Autographs for 
Freedom” is from the British Banner:
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	 Miss Julia Griffiths—an English lady and one whose zeal on be-
half of the slave took her across the Atlantic some years ago—has 
been the leading spirit in this admirable enterprise. The Rochester 
Ladies’ Anti-Slavery Society, whose Secretary [sic] she is, have ad-
opted this method of promoting the freedom of the oppressed. Many 
of the writers, we observe, are English, who have contributed to the 
work, giving at the same time their autographs. This book is deeply 
interesting, and, as presenting the aggregate of liberal sentiment from 
cultivated and enlightened minds, possesses a singular value.101

	 It is inaccurate, then, to dismiss the prose and poetry of these gift books 
merely as preaching to the converted. If the participants in the discussion were 
uniform in their hatred of slavery—even that a dubious claim if comparing, 
say, the ferocity of Douglass’s rhetoric with the literature of Emerson—they 
were agreed on little else. Not race. Not equality. Not methods. Not outcomes. 
The pages of the gift books provided yet another important forum for a strug-
gle of ideas and, at the same time, a source for creating social capital.
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