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VI
N ance’s trials were referred to the December 1827 

term of the Illinois State Supreme Court. Nance Cox, 
a Woman of Color v. John Howard, 1827, had become a high-
profile slavery case. The historic trial was to be championed 
by the state’s leading antislavery against proslavery advocates. 
The antislavery men included former governor Edward Coles, 
supreme court justice Samuel Lockwood, and the court clerk 
Reverend Charles Matheny.  Thomas Cox’s lawyer was Samuel 
McRoberts, a future US senator, and Howard’s lawyer was 
future governor John Reynolds.  Both had served as proslavery 
judges, and both had owned slaves. 

Justice Samuel Lockwood asked a simple but important question 
in law: “How old was Nance?” By law Nance must have reached 
the age of legal consent, just like in a marriage contract, or she 
would have to be treated by the court as an orphaned child.
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N A N C E :  T R I A L S  O F  T H E  F I R S T  S L A V E  F R E E D  B Y  A B R A H A M  L I N C O L N

Jane Cox had said Nance was a teenager but did not say if Nance 
had reached the age of legal consent. Howard told Justice 
Lockwood that Nance’s records would be found in the old capi-
tol, Kaskaskia, over a hundred miles away. Lockwood had no 
choice but to delay the trial a year to get proof of Nance’s birth in 
the state of Illinois and her actual age. Meanwhile, Nance lived 
in the Taylor household while they awaited the appeal.

Justice Lockwood’s notes showed that he wanted to free Nance, 
but he had to consider the apparent conflicting laws; Nance’s 
age; fairness to Cromwell and Taylor, who had lost money; and 
how to collect Cox’s back taxes. So the complicated legal entan-
glements forced the justice to forward the case to the full Illinois 
Supreme Court session docketed as “Nance, a girl of Color v. John 
Howard” in December 1828.


