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A House Divided: The Pearl Incident in Washington D.C. 

 
On April 15, 1848, seventy-seven runaway slaves boarded The Pearl and the ship left 

Washington D.C. for the north where the slaves would be freed. Among the seventy-seven slaves 

seeking their freedom were the Edmonson sisters, Mary and Emily, who would later become 

famous figures in the abolitionist movement. As the captains of the ship, Daniel Drayton and 

Edward Sayres, steered The Pearl out of the Potomac River, the wind died down and the tides 

halted their progress. Unable to escape the Potomac, the captains anchored in a protected region 

and waited for the wind to pick up. By then, slave owners in Washington had sounded the alarm 

and were on the lookout for their slaves. A steam boat with armed slaveholders and their agents 

set out into the river, stopping each ship and checking the holds for fugitives. When the steam 

boat approached The Pearl, the agents noticed that the hatches of the ship were closed, a sign 

that the captains were hiding something. The agents opened the hold, found the fugitive cargo, 

and apprehended Drayton and Sayres, ending the abolitionist expedition.1 

The captains and the runaways were transferred to a local jail in Washington D.C. The 

slaves were “sold south” where they would likely enter a more violent and oppressive form of 

slavery. The Edmonson sisters were among those sold south, displayed in showrooms to be 

bought by the highest bidders.2 Fortunately, their freedom was later purchased by an abolitionist. 

The fate of the captains would be determined in court. A handful of lawmakers and high-

powered lawyers, including Horace Mann of Massachusetts, set out to defend the embattled men. 

																																																								
1 Daniel Drayton, Personal Memoir of Daniel Drayton (Boston: Bela Marsh, 1853). 
2 Harriet Beecher Stowe, A Key to Uncle Tom’s Cabin (London: Sampson Low, Son, & Co, 2009), 393. 
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The nature of slavery, the treatment of runaways, and those who aided them were all at stake in 

the symbolic setting of the nation’s capital.  

The Pearl incident could set a precedent for the border states, who were experiencing 

difficulties preventing slaves from running away and bringing them back when they did so. In 

the late 1840’s, abolitionist intervention made it increasingly difficult for Southerners to retrieve 

what they saw as their private property.3 Thus, The Pearl incident would not only be litigated in 

the courts, but also in Congress, in the press, and amongst abolitionist and proslavery circles. 

These debates reveal the deep divides in the United States on the slavery question, existing long 

before the secession crisis. The sectional divisions were almost always centered on slavery, 

undermining the argument that the war was fought solely to preserve the Union. It was clear that 

the war would be fought on the question of slavery years before it started because the issues of 

intense disagreement in pre-war period were related to slavery. In other words, the animosity in 

legislative circles, the media, and activists, that eventually erupted into the secession crisis all 

had something to do with slavery and its role in American society. 

What changed between 1848 during The Pearl incident and 1861 when the county went 

to war was the level of animosity and the frequency of issues that further distanced the two sides. 

But the differences between southerners and northerners were already there. And the crisis 

provided insight into how the secession crisis would develop with violent and warlike rhetoric. 

As more issues surfaced and decisions were made that exposed sectional divisions, no amount of 

reconciliation and mediation could pave over their differences. A gradual descent into war 

ensued. In 1848, the country had not chosen war as did later in the sixties, but an analysis of 

congressional debates, national newspapers, and pro and anti-slavery advocates reveals how 

																																																								
3 Stanley Harrold, Border War: Fighting over Slavery Before the Civil War (Chapel Hill: UNC Press, 
2010), 6. 
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close the country was to crossing the Rubicon, thirteen years before the first shots were actually 

fired. Jefferson Davis, who would later become the president of the Confederacy, during The 

Pearl incident envisioned D.C. as the “ground upon the people of this Union may shed blood” 

and “If this be made the center from which civil war is let to radiate, let the conflict begin.”4 

For abolitionists, The Pearl affair represented a chance to strike at slavery in the nation’s 

capital, a symbolic backdrop. On the other hand, most lawmakers with antislavery sentiments 

were cautious not to denounce slavery outright since they believed the Constitution protected it. 

For defenders of slavery, which included the District Attorney and a handful of prominent 

lawmakers including Alexander Stephens from Georgia, Henry S. Foote, and Jefferson Davis 

from Mississippi, the expedition undermined the security of their property and their way of life. 

At times, it seemed that the southerners were only trying to burnish their pro-slavery credentials, 

creating a ruckus out of event that they knew would turn in their favor. They responded with 

warlike rhetoric to any real and percieved encroachments on their way of life, presaging the fiery 

debates of the secession crisis. In an attempt to inject levity into the proceedings, Joseph M. 

Root, a congressman from Ohio, joked that southerners could channel rage and excitement at the 

drop of a pin.5 On the other side, the northern position on slavery would evolve over throughout 

the 1850’s and during the Civil War from a blind acceptance to a grudging one to a firm rejection 

of the peculiar institution. The evolution in the northern position occurred in part because of the 

successes of anti-slavery activists. The Pearl incident demonstrated the improved organizing 

power of abolitionists to fund expeditions like the Pearl, to tend to public sentiment, and to 

organize legal representation of the accused. The pressure from abolitionists and their growing 

																																																								
4 Jefferson Davis, The Papers of Jefferson Davis Volume 3, “Remarks on The Protection of Private 
Property.” 
5 Congressional Globe, 30th Congress, 1st Session, April 21st, 1848, 664. 
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influence in the North worried southern lawmakers who vehemently expressed their growing 

frustrations on the floor of the Congress.  

One may wonder why The Pearl incident did not cause the momentous change brought 

on by events like the 1857 Dred Scott ruling, widely regarded as a cause of the Civil War? Why 

did the debate in Congress end inconclusively, the opposite of Jefferson Davis’ “civil war” 

prediction? An answer to this question must first consider the stimulating influence The Pearl 

incident had on abolitionists and thus its indirect impact on the Civil War. Harriet Beecher Stowe 

was widely influenced by the event because she became very close to the Edmonson family, who 

escaped from their owners and boarded The Pearl. In the explanatory text to Uncle Tom’s Cabin, 

a novel that exposed the northern public to the trails and heartbreaks of slaves, Stowe details the 

trails of the sisters as they escaped, were caught, sold back into slavery, and finally were 

purchased out if it.6 The plight of the Edmonson sisters influenced Stowe’s work.  

The Pearl incident likely had an indirect impact on the crisis by motivating abolitionist 

work. On the other hand, the case did not lead to any major legislation or ruling that shifted the 

balance of power between the north and south. The slave owners recovered their property, 

Drayton and Sayres were found guilty and served terms in prison, and attention in Congress 

shifted to issues like the Mexican War and the controversial Wilmot proviso. No significant legal 

change arose directly from the proceedings, but soon thereafter in 1850 the Fugitive Slave Act 

was strengthened. The Fugitive Slave Act was likely not a direct response to this event. Rather, it 

was a reaction to the general trend of more slaves escaping from their masters, the difficulty of 

getting them back, and greater abolitionist influence in the north.  

																																																								
6 Stowe, Chapter IV. 
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All told, The Pearl affair demonstrated northern ingenuity in their attempts to undermine 

slavery, the length to which southerners would go to protect encroachments on slavery, and the 

role of public discourse in determining the impact of an event. I first describe the context in 

which the Congressional debate took place before exploring the debate more closely. I then 

explore the broader public debate in the north, including the portrayal of the incident in the press 

and abolitionists circles. Finally, I conclude and offer my thoughts on the larger significance of 

the event. 

  

A Dead Letter and The Debate in Congress 

The 1840’s was marked by bold abolitionist organization, the enactment of personal 

liberty laws that protected runaways, and other challenges to slavery. Slaves were taking their 

chances and seeking freedom more than ever, aided by these outside forces.7 Senators from 

Kentucky and Virginia estimated that they lost on average $30,000 and $200,000, respectively, a 

year in runaway slaves.8 Many free states enacted personal liberty laws in direct response to the 

Fugitive Slave Act of 1793, granting escaped slaves the right to a trial and providing them with 

attorneys.9 These laws provided critical protection for slaves and stemmed the kidnapping of 

freedmen. In doing so, these laws undermined the mechanisms for returning escaped slaves to 

the south so much so that the Fugitive Slave Act of 1793 was regarded as a “dead letter.”10 

Without a strong Fugitive Slave Act, slaveholders or their agents had to venture into the north, 

locate their slaves, contend with local legislation, counter abolitionist aggression, and drag them 

																																																								
7 R.J.M. Blackett, The Captive’s Quest for Freedom (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2018), 4. 
8 Ibid., 4. 
9 Ibid. 36. 
10 Ibid., 6.  
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back to the South.11 Often times, the cost of recovering a runaway was greater than the benefit of 

selling the captured runaway on the market. This was often referred to as a “tax,” which hit 

border states especially hard.12 Successful runaways also influenced more slaves to run away, a 

force that slaveholders did not want to encourage. These frustrations would influence Senator 

James Mason of Virginia as he crafted a strengthened version of the Fugitive Slave Act in 1850. 

In short, southern politicians were anxious and frustrated, lashing out on what they saw as 

attacks on their private property.  

After Daniel Drayton and Edward Sayres were placed in custody, Representative Josh 

Giddings of Ohio, an opponent of slavery, visited the runaways and the captains in jail. Giddings 

was alerted by guards that his safety could not be guaranteed as a large pro-slavery mob had 

gathered around the jail with the intention to injure Drayton, Sayres, and their guest.13 Appalled 

by what he saw as a threat to his safety and the use of a public jail to hold runaway slaves, 

Giddings demanded to know why public property was used to harbor runaway slaves if they had 

not been indicted with a specific crime.14 They should be let go, he argued. In doing so, Giddings 

raised the argument that was frequently made by anti-slavery advocates: taxpayers with 

antislavery sentiments were funding the agendas of slaveholders, and thus public property like 

prison should not be used to house slaves as they awaited their transfer south.15 This argument 

did not fly with southern Congress members and was quickly shut down. Giddings then 

suggested that he could not interfere with the law of the land whether it be the Constitution or the 

local D.C. laws.16 At the same time, he offered an impassionate defense of the natural right of 

																																																								
11 Ibid. 
12 Ibid., 7. 
13 Congressional Globe, 30th Congress, 1st Session, April 21, 1848, 664. 
14 Josephine Pacheco, The Pearl: A Failed Escape on the Potomac (Chapel Hill: UNC Press, 2005), 169. 
15 Ibid. 
16 CG, 30th Congress, 1st Session, April 21, 1848, 654. 
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slaves to be free: “I say that the slaves of this District, when they felt the hand of oppression 

bearing on them, possessed before the universal world and before God himself the right to free 

themselves by any means God has put into their power.”17 Giddings was known for his honesty 

and candor so his impassionate defense was not an exaggeration of his beliefs, but such a naked 

attack on slavery infuriated Southern lawmakers, lighting up the debate and making even 

moderate turning the focus of the debate on slavery. 

A colleague of Giddings, John Palfrey from Massachusetts proceeded with a different 

strategy forward, introducing a resolution to investigate the “lawless mob,” which had 

“committed acts of violence, setting at defiance the laws and constituted authorities of the United 

States, and menacing individuals of this body and other persons residing in this city.”18 After 

Giddings defense of the rights of slaves to free themselves, any resolutions relating to the 

Washington incident were likely a dead letter on arrival. The resolution before the House piqued 

the attention of the members, especially southern lawmakers. In pledging to investigate the mob 

and their threats on Giddings, Palfrey was subtly attacking slavery by pledging to investigate its 

supporters and protecting an abolitionist Congressman. Southern politicians did not overlook this 

subtlety, unleashing a torrent of criticism and in so doing, heightening the stakes of the debate. 

Southerners viewed a resolution to protect Giddings as condoning his abolitionist work.19 In 

other words, if Congress protected Giddings while he visited Drayton and Sayres to talk anti-

slavery strategy, Congress would be endorsing the personal work of a Congressman which it had 

no business doing. Further, this personal work was anathema to what they believed in. The 

debate turned to whether the Congressman was engaging in personal acts or fulfilling his 

																																																								
17 Ibid. 
18 CG, 30th Congress, 1st Session, April 20, 1848, 649. 
19 Ibid., 653. 
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personal duties. The outcome on this question was relatively unimportant to the fate of slavery, 

but as they so often did, southern lawmakers unleashed a set of warlike arguments that would 

presage those they would use in the secession crisis. Any challenge to slavery was never left 

unanswered. It seemed like slavery was always on their minds.  

As lawmakers undermined the resolution to protect members like Giddings, they began to 

directly attack Giddings and his anti-slavery beliefs. William T. Haskell of Tennessee insinuated 

that “under the garb of philanthropy and love of human liberty, [Giddings and Palfrey] had been 

endeavoring to perpetrate felonies for which they ought to swing as high as Haman.” He added 

the men made the “deliberate attempt to scatter the seeds of insurrection and insubordination, if 

not rebellion, among the salves in this district.”20 Haskell was not only accusing Giddings and 

Palfrey of treason, but suggesting that they should be hung for it. There was no greater attack on 

a Congressman than questioning his loyalty to country and stating that he committed treason. 

This style of attack was often considered worse than threatening the life of another 

Congressman. As a result, attacking a member’s integrity and loyalty to country could incite 

more rage than threatening the life of another member.  

In Haskell’s comments, we see the commitment of slaveholders to clamp down on all 

forms of resistance. The strength of the South in the federal government during this period was 

on display. Democratic lawmakers and supporters of slavery largely retained control of all three 

branches of government, giving them a power to effectively counter any proposals that could 

affect slavery like protecting members of Congress who undertook their official duties. To a 

certain extent, everything was seen through the lens of slavery, and southern members reacted as 

if their livelihoods were at stake, which in a way they were. 

																																																								
20 Ibid., 653. 
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Other defenses of slavery took on a less confrontational approach, basically asking for the 

northerners to look the other way and let southerners conduct their own personal business. This 

argument was made by Abraham W. Venable, a representative from North Carolina, in response 

to Haskell’s diatribe. He first deplored the “fanaticism which would authorize men to right what 

they considered a wrong, without ever thinking of the wrong they would inflict; that spirit of 

fanaticism which would never stop short of heaven or hell; which knew no middle ground, and 

which, when once fastened on a man’s heart, led him to trample on all that is sacred and holy.” 

He continued that no “subject could be introduced into this House—even a resolution of a people 

throwing off the yoke of a tyrant—without having this firebrand thrown into this House.”21 

Venable directly condemned the comments of Haskell. Most importantly, Venable realized that 

this type of rhetoric was dangerous. Running to the extreme led to no sort of compromise. With 

warlike rhetoric, the outcome of a resolution was never the average or a compromise between 

two views. More often than not, it was no compromise at all.  

While Venable attacked Haskell’s comments, he felt the same way about northern 

lawmakers who objected to slavery. Haskell still “saw the South as persecuted, taunted, harassed, 

held up to odium to the world—continually held up—until he had received from his own district 

and section of country urgent appeals.”22 Slavery in his eyes was a “matter that belonged to the 

South” and that it “asked no favors” in managing its own affairs. Fredrick Stanton of Tennessee 

also held this view: “The slavery institution, right or wrong, is ours—whether it be protected, or 

whether it be destroyed…Its continuance could not be prevented so long as it was found to be 

profitable.”23 These comments obscured reality because slavery relied on northern cooperation 

																																																								
21 Ibid., 653 
22 Ibid., 653. 
23 CG, 30th Congress, 1st Session, April 21, 1848, 658. 
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for returning fugitive slaves, something that many northerners refused to provide. Haskell then 

contradicted his statement on the independence of the institution, arguing that northerners were 

complicit in the establishment of slavery in the U.S. “Massachusetts and Rhode Island could tell 

us about it. It had rung from their vessels and that inhuman traffic had been the source of their 

wealth,” Venable added.24 These debates became more complicated as blame and culpability 

spread. Who could claim purity to tackle the inhumane institution and was it even needed as the 

country confronted a wrong? These philosophical questions of purity and morality persist to this 

day in American discourse. Nevertheless, pointing that opponents may be complicit in the 

establishment of slavery did not imply that Republicans could not counter it: they would do so 

without compunction. 

The debate in the Senate took on a more violent turn than when Stephen Hale from New 

Hampshire introduced a similar measure to protect lawmakers from mobs like those that attacked 

Giddings. Based on what was said in the Senate, it would not have been surprising if the Civil 

War erupted in 1848. Jefferson Davis immediately denounced the law as one that served the 

“protection incendiaries and kidnappers.”25 Henry S. Foote from Mississippi implied that the 

federal government had no business interfering in a state institution. “The attempt to legislate 

directly upon this subject in the national councils is at war with the Constitution…and violative 

of all sentiments of patriotism,” he declared. He then sanctioned the actions of the mob: “when 

the arm of the law of the is too short to reach such a criminal, he may be justly punished by a 

sovereignty not known to the law.”26 Foote’s speech is remarkable because he encourages 

outside groups to act outside the law and commit violent acts. He also exercised a set of common 

																																																								
24 CG, 30th Congress, 1st Session, April 20, 1848, 654. 
25 CG, Appendix, 30th Congress, 1st Session, April 20, 501. 
26 Ibid. 
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arguments that were later widely used in the secession crisis. Foote was essentially saying that 

the national government could not interfere with a state institution, and if they did, the 

government would not only trample state rights they would also violate property rights, which 

were protected by the Constitution.  

Then came the threats of war, which made Jefferson Davis remark that the Senate would 

be the ground for which a “civil war is to radiate.”27 Foote first accused Hale of “attempting to 

set up a sort of civil war in the country” and seeding the country with “insurrection and 

incendiarism.”28 “He may bring about a result which will end in the spilling of human blood,” 

Foote inveighed. Foote was furious by what he saw as an attack on the private property and the 

Constitution. He saw himself as a patriot, willing to go toe to toe with any challengers of slavery, 

but his temper did not help his advocacy. Foote unleashed a threat to personally assist in the 

lynching of Hale if he ever set foot in Foote’s home state of Mississippi: “He could not go ten 

miles into the interior, before he would grace one of the tallest trees of the forest, with a rope 

around his neck, with the approbation of every virtuous and patriotic citizen.”29 This comment 

cemented Foote’s recognition as “Hangman Foote” in antislavery papers, fueling the urgency to 

combat slavery in the North and undermining Foote’s advocacy in the Senate.30 

The vitriol from Southern lawmakers and the fact that northern lawmakers could not 

make as bold pronouncements on the floor likely strengthened the northern position. Northern 

lawmakers and those who supported abolition sounded more reasonable in comparison to their 

southern counterparts. Stephen Douglass noted that the stronger the reaction of Southern 

lawmakers, the more it would help the opposition. “I must congratulate the Senator from New 

																																																								
27 Davis, Remarks on The Protection of Private Property 
28 CG, Appendix, 30th Congress, 1st Session, April 20, 502. 
29 Ibid. 
30 John C. Waugh, On the Brink of Civil War (Wilmington: Scholarly Resources, 2003), 125. 
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Hampshire [Hale] on the ascension of five thousand votes,” Douglass proclaimed on the Senate 

floor.31 Foote’s incendiary advocacy emboldened his opponents. Moderates realized that fire-

breathing senators were endangering the very institution they sought to protect. This made 

moderates dangerous players because their compromises further sustained slavery, pathing over 

wound after wound.   

 

The Public Debate 

The press closely followed The Pearl incident, reprinting the Congressional debates and 

offering commentary on the momentous events. For example, The Liberator cheerfully reported 

about an “Exciting Debate in Congress…No Union with Slaveholders!” on its front page32 The 

Pennsylvania Freeman reminded its readers to focus on “the condition of the Slave,” not 

Drayton and Sayres.33 On the other hand, the Washington Union published a piece titled “The 

Abolition Incendiaries” criticizing Hale and Giddings. The paper wrote that the lawmakers 

“calculated to fester the wounds and embitter the feelings of Americans…we are sick of the 

whole subject.”34 In terms of The Pearl’s impact on literature, Harriet Beecher Stowe, a 

prominent abolitionist, included the story of the Edmonson sisters, who escaped on The Pearl, in 

a widely read companion to Uncle Tom’s Cabin. While this paper focuses primarily on the 

debate in Congress, and is by no means an exhaustive exploration of The Pearl’s coverage in the 

media and literature, the evidence examined is suggestive of The Pearl’s influence on society 

beyond the halls of Congress. 

																																																								
31 CG, Appendix, 30th Congress, 1st Session, April 20, 506. 
32 The Liberator, May 5, 1848 
33 Pennsylvania Freeman, January 2, 1851. 
34 Reproduced in The Liberator, May 5, 1848. 
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In a Key to Uncle Tom’s Cabin, Stowe portrays Washington D.C. as a beacon of 

humanitarian sentiment in mid-April of 1848. The news of the successful French Revolution of 

1848, which saw the overthrow of another monarchy, had just reached Washington. “The trees in 

the avenue were fancifully hung with many colored lanterns...The houses of the President and 

other high officials…and join in the shouts of liberty that rent the air.”35 Lawmakers from the 

north and south were gave speeches on the “progress of universal freedom.” Even Henry Foote 

and Frederick Stanton gave speeches in support of liberty and equality. Stowe paints a picture of 

a progressive Washington, one that she immediately contrasts with the capture of the seventy-

seven slaves and their treatment as they are “sold South.” As Stowe makes clear, the high-

minded speeches given by politicians were quickly forgotten and a spirit of vengeance filled the 

city.  

Stowe shared a special connection with the Edmonson sisters, who joined other slaves on 

The Pearl. She discusses how the parents of the girls, who remained in slavery, faced the news 

that their children would be sold South: they did not eat for days.36 The girls were separated from 

their brothers, measured, inspected, and put on display for sale.37 The dehumanizing treatment 

that Stowe depicts in her novel stoked outrage against slavery and support for the abolitionist 

cause. Stowe masterfully juxtaposes the kindness of strangers who aided the sisters with the 

ferocity of those who maintained the institution. A Key to Uncle Tom’s Cabin was written to 

counter the claims that Uncle Tom’s Cabin was fictional.38 More importantly, it can also be 

understood as a treatise against slavery and a call to action. Stowe’s writing, and the coverage in 

																																																								
35 Stowe, 385. 
36 Stowe, 390. 
37 Ibid. 
38 Stowe, title page. 
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The Liberator and The Pennsylvania Freemen exemplify public forms of advocacy, taking 

events and presenting them in a certain light in order to influence the public.  

 

Conclusion 

The Pearl incident demonstrated the north’s ingenuity in devising attacks on slavery and 

the south’s aggressiveness in responding to them. Increasing slave unrest and abolitionist 

intervention frustrated slaveholders because they felt their way of life was threatened, which they 

believed the Constitution protected. In response to these challenges, Southerners rehearsed a set 

of arguments that they would employ during the secession crisis, including private property and 

state rights arguments. The political atmosphere was so charged that a young Jefferson Davis 

predicted that a civil war would break out, thirteen years before the actual war broke out. The 

Pearl affair did not lead to any major legislation and was overshadowed by the Mexican War and 

other debates in Congress, but it did leave a lasting mark on politicians and activists. For a time, 

it seemed like the sides were rehearsing for war, at least in terms of rhetoric, unsheathing swords 

that they would use later in the Civil War. Clearly, the event exposed the deep sectional tensions 

and the lengths to which Northerners and Southerners would go to protect their interests. A war 

on the slavery question was looming on the horizon. 
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