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Their names were Charles Mason and Jeremiah Dixon. And they were the 
last best hope for peace. But little did they know what started as a mere 
border dispute would come to mark the greatest divide in American 
history.

Later in history, their names would become irrevocably linked with the 
boundary itself: the Mason–Dixon Line, best remembered today as the 
symbolic Civil War divide between North and South, the partition bet-
ween slave and free states. In human terms, the Mason–Dixon Line was 
the eighteenth century’s most ambitious border survey, a perfect curve of 
latitude, two hundred forty‐five miles from end to end.

The long war with France was over, but the costs had crippled the 
Exchequer. In London, the new Prime Minister was the unpopular Sir 
George Grenville, intent on reducing the war debt, and meeting the rising 
costs of maintaining the army in North America, by taxing the colonies. 
He was also rumored to be planning restrictions on settlement west of the 
Alleghenies to appease the restless Indians. In the frontier lands, far to the 
west, there was serious trouble and reports of massacres.

Seventeen sixty‐three was the year when every ship from England 
brought news of another tax or more stifling regulations to the American 
colonists, but for the small cluster of people gathered on the river quay at 
Marcus Hook, there was at least some good news. The Hanover Packet 
had just berthed with a cargo from England, and London merchants with 
an eye to business. Among the fifteen or so passengers disembarking that 
gray November day were the two young Englishmen, recently engaged by 
the landowners who held the royal grants, the so‐called proprietors of 
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Maryland and Pennsylvania. Their appointment had been a secret, a last‐
ditch attempt at ending eighty years of acrimony, bloodshed, and war. The 
men who finally solved the contentious border were not lawyers or politi-
cians, but astronomers; men of science.

In the Age of Enlightenment, when intellectuals across Europe and in 
North America were embracing reason, logic, and the concepts of civil 
freedom, where mathematicians and astronomers were beginning to make 
sense of the natural world, so religion and politics tried pulling it apart.

In the seventeenth century, the new English lords of America owed 
their good fortunes as much to their religious affiliations as they did to 
their enormous wealth. Tensions between Catholic and Protestant inter-
ests waxed and waned throughout the period as monarch succeeded 
monarch. Towards the end of the century, the Dutch Prince William of 
Orange became king and finally established in England the supremacy of 
Protestantism and Parliament, and the modern era began. British America 
grew apace as settlers poured into the territories, and vast new trading pat-
terns emerged. Colonial expansion outpaced the political processes and 
when Mason and Dixon stepped ashore in America in the gray chill of a 
November day, the land they found was substantially different from the 
one they expected.

In England, most people, and certainly most members of Parliament, 
regarded the North American colonies as if they were distant English 
shires. Unlike their English counterparts, qualifying colonists had neither 
the vote nor representation in Parliament. Discontent and anger were 
growing towards the way the British government, and especially King 
George III, was running American affairs.

At the time, the British Empire as such did not exist and the nineteenth‐
century plantation regime, with its exceptional brutality, was still in its 
infancy. To be sure, there were slaves in America, perhaps as many as a 
million, but not all the enslaved were black. The colonial broadsheets of 
the time contained almost as many advertisements requesting the appre-
hension of transported white convicts and indentured servants as they did 
for African runaways. Even so, the overwhelming majority of slaves were 
kidnapped West African natives and their progeny. In 1750, the African 
Company of Merchants, the last major London company engaged in the 
nefarious trade, began slaving out of Bristol. Also known as the Merchants 
Trading to Africa Company, it was the direct successor of the Company of 
Royal Adventurers Trading to Africa founded by James Stuart, Duke of 
York, later the despised King James II. Slaving was big business. In the 
year Mason and Dixon voyaged to America, the slave trade was at its 
height, with more than one hundred fifty ships transporting forty‐five 
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thousand Africans annually across the Atlantic to the American  colonies, the 
majority ending up in the middle and southern provinces; by 1763, nearly 
forty percent of Maryland’s population, working the tobacco fields, were 
forced labor.

Although at its peak in the colonies, slavery was becoming morally 
unacceptable, at least in England. In 1772, Lord Chief Justice William 
Murray, the Earl Mansfield, presided over the case of James Somersett, a 
fugitive Virginian slave who had escaped to England. In Somerset v. Stewart 
(1772) Lord Mansfield, whose decisions reflected the morals of the 
Enlightenment, ruled that:

The state of slavery is . . . so odious, that nothing can be suffered to support 
it, but positive law. Whatever inconveniences, therefore, may follow from 
the decision, I cannot say this case is allowed or approved by the law of 
England; and therefore [Somersett] must be discharged.1

No longer could a slave be repatriated forcibly to face retributive punishment 
at the hand of his master. The poet William Cowper was moved to write:

We have no slaves at home – Then why abroad?
And they themselves, once ferried o’er the wave
That parts us, are emancipate, and loos’d
Slaves cannot breathe in England; if their lungs
Receive our air, that moment they are free;
They touch our country, and their shackles fall.2

Within ten years of Murray’s judgment, the beginning of the true abo-
litionist movement was underway. However, all that lay in the future. 
During Mason and Dixon’s travels in America, slaves doing sweat labor in 
the fields would have been a familiar sight.

Apart from the imported slaves, there were also the indigenous American 
natives. Neither races were properly understood. Natural ignorance, per-
verted scripture, and fear led to bigotry and atrocity, and in this respect the 
settlers of British America were not unique. To understand the America of 
Charles Mason and Jeremiah Dixon, one has to cast away contemporary 
ideas of freedom and one‐man‐one‐vote; there was no vote for the half 
million emigrants who flooded annually into the coastal provinces. Their 
moral yardsticks they imported from the Old World, refashioned for a new 
world where men and women were carving a new land from the wilderness. 
It was a world where bravery and strength of spirit went hand in hand with 
the hardships of everyday life in an untamed environment. Such condi-
tions forged a fierce pride which, melded with the radical waves of the 
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Enlightenment, evolved into an article of faith. As an American friend 
once observed: “in the United States, freedom is mandatory and requires 
an excessive degree of expression.” In Europe, these ideas and values were 
to develop more slowly and more cautiously.

The fragile peace that followed the end of the French and Indian War in 
1763 was a time of transition that would ultimately lead to the transforma-
tion of the colonists from European vassals into American citizens. It was 
the era of the two Georges; George III and George Washington. To quote 
the 1851 edition of Charles Dickens’ A Child’s History of England:

It was in the reign of George the Third that England lost North America, 
by persisting in taxing her without her own consent. That immense country, 
made independent under WASHINGTON, and left to itself, became the 
United States; one of the greatest nations of the earth.

Ten years after Dickens wrote those words, the slaves in the cotton and 
tobacco fields had helped generate enough wealth to fund the most awful 
of civil wars, where the Mason–Dixon Line took on a darker, more sinister 
meaning.

Notes

1 The Somerset Case. In Howell’s State Trials, vol. 20, cols 1–6, 79–82 (1816). 
The National Archives online, http://www.nationalarchives.gov.uk/.

2 William Cowper, The Time‐piece, vol. II of The Task, 1785.
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