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AT A CROSSROADS IN HISTORY: ABBY KELLEY IN MILLBURY, MA

BY Karen Board Moran

All of Millbury wondered, “Would Abby speak in Millbury before a promiscuous audience (a mixed audi-
ence of men and women)?” Their own outspoken Abby Kelley was organizing the August 1841 quarterly
meeting of the Massachusetts Anti-Slavery Society (MASS). Two years earlier (June 25, 1839) the Second
Congregational Church had avidly and frequently discussed “the propriety of women’s speaking in meeting”
until it was “voted that the whole subject be indefinitely postponed.” Now, Abby had just returned from a

_ three-week lecture tour in New Hampshire and the term “Abby Kelleyite” had been coined to identify women
who stepped out of their place as assigned by 19" century society.

Abby’s family had only lived in town for six years, since her father Wing Kelley bought a 100-acre farm
from Aaron Trask, just north of today’s intersection of Howe Avenue and Millbury Avenue on March 17,
1835. With Millbury’s increasing industrial growth, the First Congregational Church moved from the Old
Common to Bramanville that same year, but seven years earlier forty members including Asa Waters II and
Aaron Trask had built the Second Congregational Church on Main Street, today’s Federated Church of Meth-
odists and Congregationalists. Millbury had been a “thinking” town since 1820 when the Lyceum was formed
and heard many prominent speakers on a variety of topics. The anti-slavery society was formed in town by
many of those members including Samuel Waters and Deacon Tyrus the month the Kelleys moved to town.
Had they been moved by William Lloyd Garrison as Abby had back in 1831?

Wing Kelley passed away just nine months later on December 17 and was buried 14 miles away in the Ux-
bridge Friends Cemetery, leaving his 22-year-old son Albert and widow Diana to run the farm with his two
unmarried daughters- Abby, almost 25, and 16-year-old Lucy just finishing boarding school. Based on the

- comments in the Town History, Abby probably was teaching in District 6 later called Park School in the rela-
tively new Park Hill district or in the Union District on School Street. It is also possible that she may have
been needed in one of the other four districts in Millbury. The family owned a chaise and horse, but she could
have easily walked 1 to 5 miles to the above mentioned schools or taken short cuts across fields. Another re-
former, Clara Barton, taught in West Millbury School that

used to stand where Union Chapel stands today. HELP WANTED

Following her father’s death, Abby took a teaching po-
sition at a Quaker school in Lynn, MA and became active
in the Lynn Female Anti-Slavery Society. Committed to

antislavery, peace, and woman'’s equality, she soon found anyone with an interest in sharing history and
herself unable to sit silently as dictated by 19" century so- the work of the Worcester Women’s History
cial mores. Abby was inspired and encouraged by two Project with both children and adults. For in-
grim-faced women—Angelina and Sarah Grimké—found | formation, e-mail Emily Thomas at:

in most history texts today. Besides being proper Victori- | emily.thomas@nichols.edu or call 508-987-
ans sitting unsmilingly for a photo shoot, they had a seri- 8156.

We are looking for volunteers to join the Edu-
cation Committee. You do not need to be an
educator to join this committee. We welcome

ous concern and commitment to end slavery in the nation,
including the slaves owned by their family in South Carolina.

During their 1837 lecture tour in New England, they claimed the right to speak in public against slavery.
When Abby met the Grimké sisters in Worcester at the October 1837 MASS quarterly meeting, she invited
them to back to her home in Millbury. After Angelina addressed the Massachusetts legislature on February 21,
_ 1838, Abby decided to resign her teaching position to become a lecture agent for the American Anti-Slavery
Soc1cty (AASS) and Angelina Grimké Weld became her mentor as evidenced in her letter of February 1838
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