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Moses Brown and Benjamin Lay
Moses Brown

Moses Brown was a Rhode Island wealthy slave owner who began to question the practice in the late 1760’s when his family’s slave ship lost more that half of its 200-person human cargo to disease, suicide and a failed insurrection.  The tragedy weighed heavily on Brown’s conscience, and by 1774, he had converted to Quakerism and renounced slavery.  After setting his slaves free, Brown cut ties with he family and their business and became an ardent abolitionist.  He assisted in court cases involving blacks unfairly held in bondage, distributed pamphlets against slavery, donated land for black schools ad campaigned tirelessly for the abolition of the African slave trade.  Even after Rhode Island banned the slave trade in 1787, he founded the Providence Society for the Abolition of Slavery to help prosecute those who violated the new law.  Before his death in 1836, Brown had a personal meeting with William Lloyd Garrison. Even though he stood just 4 foot, 7 inches tall and had a hunched back, Benjamin Lay loomed large among 18th century abolitionists. The Quaker dwarf first developed a hatred for slavery in the 1720s while working as a merchant alongside sugar plantations in Barbados. Upon moving to Philadelphia a few years later, he launched a crusade to convince his fellow Quakers that the “peculiar institution” was incompatible with their faith. He interrupted Quaker gatherings to lecture on abolitionism, refused to eat food or wear clothes made by slave labor and published a 278-page screed titled “All Slave-Keepers that Keep the Innocent in Bondage, Apostates.”

Benjamin Lay

Lay was best known for staging bizarre pieces of antislavery theater. For one stunt, he stood outside with one bare foot in the snow to show the suffering of slaves “who go all winter half-clad”; for another, he briefly kidnapped a slaveholding Quaker’s child to illustrate the injustice of separating Africans from their families. In 1738, Lay took the floor at annual Quaker meeting, drew a sword and stabbed a hollowed-out Bible filled with red-colored juice, spraying some of it on the crowd. “Thus shall God shed the blood of those who have enslaved their fellow creatures,” he proclaimed. Lay’s radicalism made him an outcast for much of his life, but he eventually achieved a small success in 1758, when the Quakers voted to exclude slaveholders from their business meetings. Upon hearing the news, the elderly dwarf supposedly rose from his chair and said, “I can now die in peace.”

