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Walking between the 150-year-old tombstones in the northeast section of the small Cicero, New York, cemetery you come upon an unusual inscription.  Along with the standard biblical sentiment, Hezekiah Joslyn has emblazoned on his tombstone the words “AN EARLY ABOLITIONIST.”  While many claimed to have been an abolitionist by the time slavery had become recognized as a terrible blot on the country’s conscience, Hezekiah Joslyn wanted it remembered forever that he was one of the few who had really been there at the beginning, when the Rev. Elijah Parish Lovejoy was murdered by a mob in Alton, Ill., and William Lloyd Garrison was dragged through the streets of Boston with a rope around his neck by a mob intent on hanging him because these “godless lawbreakers” (as they were called by respectable society) opposed slavery. 

Hezekiah Joslyn prided himself on being one of the 7,000 founders of the Liberty Party,  a “revolutionary party of 1776 reborn and dedicated to the separation of the government from slavery.”  Elected town supervisor of Cicero on the Liberty Party ticket, Hezekiah Joslyn stood for the “restoration of equality of rights among men” by any means necessary, including breaking the law to protect fugitive slaves. 

“I think I was born with a hatred of oppression,” Hezekiah’s daughter, Matilda Joslyn Gage, reminisced.  She recalled how, “in my father’s house,” which “was one of the stations on the underground railway, I was trained in the anti-slavery ranks. Well I remember the wonder with which, when a young girl, I looked upon Abby Kelly, when she spoke of the wrongs of black women and black men.  Then I remember, before the Round House in my city of Syracuse was finished, a large and enthusiastic anti-slavery convention was held there, attended by thousands of people who all joined in singing William Lloyd Garrison’s song, ‘I’m an Abolitionist and glory in the Name,’ and as they rang out that glorious defiance against wrong, it thrilled my very heart, and I feel it echoing to this day.” 

In her childhood “home of anti-slavery speakers,” she remembered hearing Gerrit Smith, William Lloyd Garrison, Frederick Douglass, Unitarian minister Samuel J. May and the African American head of the Underground Railroad in Syracuse, the Rev. Jermain Loguen.   

Matilda married a man with like sentiments, and she and Henry named their son, Thomas Clarkson, after a famous English abolitionist. She was a young mother of two and pregnant with her third when the federal government passed the 1850 Fugitive Slave Act, which made it a crime punishable by six months in jail and a $1,000 fine (about $25,000 in today’s money) for harboring slaves who had taken their freedom.  Despite the risk, she did not hesitate when the Rev. Loguen visited her Fayetteville home to see if she would offer it as a station, as she later told the story: 
“One of the proudest acts of my life; one that I look back upon with most satisfaction is that when Rev. Mr. Loguen … went to the village of my residence to ascertain the names of those upon whom run-away slaves might depend for aid and comfort on the way to Canada, I was one of the two solitary persons who gave him their names. Myself and one gentleman of Fayetteville, were the only two persons who dared thus publicly defy ‘the law’ of the land, and for humanity’s sake rendered ourselves liable to fine and imprisonment in the county jail, for the crime of feeding the hungry, giving shelter to the oppressed, and helping the black slaves on to freedom.”  

This Underground Railroad station at 210 East Genesee Street welcomed Wendell Phillips, Gerrit Smith, Susan B. Anthony, Elizabeth Cady Stanton and Charles Sumner among the abolitionists who visited the home. Matilda’s oldest child, Helen Leslie, said that one of her “earliest remembrances is that of a black man on his knees before her mother, thanking her for a chance of life and liberty.” Julia Gage Carpenter, another daughter, told a newspaper reporter that her mother continued to shelter slaves until the close of the Civil War, despite threats that she should discontinue the practice.  Gage’s niece, Blanche Weaver Baxter, and her daughter, Ramona Baxter Bowden, told a newspaper reporter that Mrs. Gage “was known as being the only person in Fayetteville to affix her signature to a statement saying that she would give aid to any slave who was seeking to gain his liberty, and for that reason was under constant surveillance by the authorities.”

Gage continued to speak against slavery throughout the Civil War as she supported the war effort, preparing hospital supplies for Union soldiers and holding teas and social gatherings at her home to raise funds for the Union cause. In 1862, Gage was chosen by the women of Fayetteville to present a flag on their behalf to the 122nd Regiment of New York State Volunteers. At a time when the administration maintained that the war was being fought simply to preserve the Union, Gage stated in her flag presentation speech that the war’s purpose was far more important. This war, she asserted, was to end slavery, predicting that “There can be no permanent peace until the cause of the war is destroyed. And what caused the war? Slavery! And nothing else. That is the corner stone and key stone of the whole. The cries of down-trodden millions arising to the throne of God.”

In 1863, when Abraham Lincoln issued the Emancipation Proclamation, Henry Gage’s dry goods store was ornamented in red, white, and blue bunting, with a large handbill prominently displaying the command to “Proclaim Liberty throughout all the land unto all the inhabitants thereof.” The courageous acts of freedom seekers and abolitionists like Matilda Joslyn Gage had won the victory, and with the 13th Amendment to the Constitution slavery was legally abolished in the United States of America.

In her flag presentation, Gage had roused the Fayetteville soldiers to their duty: “Let each one of you feel the fate of the world to be upon your shoulders, and fight for yourselves, and us, and the future.” We are that future. 


While we as a nation welcome the first African-American president into the White House, we are proud that the Gage Home in Fayetteville is listed both state and federally as an official Underground Railroad site, the only home in Onondaga County offered as an Underground Railroad station that is currently open to the public.  

We also invite you to visit the Onondaga Historical Association during February, Black History month, to view a film portraying the legendary visit of the Rev. Jermain Loguen to the home of Matilda Joslyn Gage.

SIDEBAR ANNOUNCEMENT: 

In conjunction with the Syracuse University South-Side Initiative, The Matilda Joslyn Gage Foundation and the Black History Preservation Project, the Onondaga Historical Association is proud to announce “A Local Black History Exhibit” that will run the entire month of February.  The exhibit will open Sunday, February 1, 2009, at 2 p.m., with entertainment by Kuumba Dancers, Step Team and a Youth Choir.  This exhibit will offer highlights from the area’s rich and intriguing African-American story, beginning with an actual bill of sale for a slave brought to Skaneateles during the first decade of the 19th century.  Images of the legendary African-American neighborhood of the mid-20th century, the Fifteenth Ward, will be included along with handful of artifacts associated with notable Black Syracusans.  This exhibit is free and open to the public.
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