An African American Advocates Radical Action in 1829

Background: David Walker was a free African American who operated a second-hand clothing shop in
Boston and spoke out on abolition. Unlike many abolitionists, Walker advocated violent action, the
rebellion of slaves, and the killing of masters. The following account, from Walker’s pamphlet An
Appeal to Blacks, illustrates a small rebellion that Walker proposed for the entire South. Fear by slave
holders in the South brought the banning of the pamphlet, and even the closing of black churches for fear
the slaves would hear Walker’s ideas and take them to heart.

To show the force of degraded ignorance and deceit among us some farther, | will give here an extract
from a paragraph, which may be found in the Columbian Centinel of this city, for September 9, 1829, on
the first page of which, the curious may find an article, headed “AFFRAY AND MURDER.”
“Portsmouth, (Ohio) Aug. 22, 1829. “A most shocking outrage was committed in Kentucky, about eight
miles from this place, on 14th inst. A negro driver, by the name of Gordon, who had purchased in
Maryland about sixty negroes, was taking them, assisted by an associate named Allen, and the wagoner
who conveyed the baggage, to the Mississippi. The men were hand-cuffed and chained together, in the
usual manner for driving those poor wretches, while the women and children were suffered to proceed
without incumbrance. It appears that, by means of a file the negroes, unobserved, had succeeded in
separating the iron which bound their hands, in such a way as to be able to throw them off at any moment.
About 8 o'clock in the morning, while 100 proceeding on the state road leading from Greenup to
Vanceburg, two of them dropped their shackles and commenced a fight, when the wagoner (Petit) rushed
in with his whip to compel them to desist. At this moment, every negro was found to be perfectly at
liberty; and one of them seizing a club, gave Petit a violent blow on the head, and laid him dead at his
feet; and Allen, who came to his assistance, met a similar fate, from the contents of a pistol fired by
another of the gang. Gordon was then attacked, seized and held by one of the negroes, whilst another fired
twice at him with a pistol, the ball of which each time grazed his head, but not proving effectual, he was
beaten with clubs, and left for dead. They then commenced pillaging the wagon, and with an axe split
open the trunk of Gordon, and rifled it of 5 110 the money, about $2,400. Sixteen of the negroes then took
to the woods; Gordon, in the mean time, not being materially injured, was enabled, by the assistance of
one of the women, to mount his horse and flee; pursued, however, by one of the gang on another horse,
with a drawn pistol; fortunately he escaped with his life barely, arriving at a plantation, as the negro came
in sight; who then turned about and retreated.

“The neighbourhood was immediately rallied, and a hot pursuit given which, we understand, has resulted
in the capture of the whole gang and the recovery of the greatest part of the money. Seven of the negro
men and one woman, it is said were engaged in the murders, and will be brought to trial at the 120 next
court in Greenupsburg.”

Here my brethren, | want you to notice particularly in the above article, the ignorant and deceitful actions
of this coloured woman. | beg you to view it candidly, as for ETERNITY! ! I I Here a notorious wretch,
with two other confederates had SIXTY of them in a gang, driving them like brutes—the men all in
chains and hand-cuffs, and by the help of God they got their chains and hand-cuffs thrown off, and caught
two of the wretches and put them to death, and beat the other until they thought he was dead, and left him
for dead; however, he deceived them, and rising from the ground, this servile woman helped him upon his
horse, and he made his escape. Brethren, what do you think of this? Was it the natural fine feelings of this
woman, to save such a wretch alive? 1 130 know that the blacks, take them half enlightened and ignorant,
are more humane and merciful than the most enlightened and refined European that can be found in all
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the earth. Let no one say that | assert this because | am prejudiced on the side of my colour, and against
the whites or Europeans. For what | write, | do it candidly, for my God and the good of both parties:
Natural observations have taught me these things; there is a solemn awe in the hearts of the blacks, as it
respects murdering men:* whereas the whites (though they are great cowards) where they have the
advantage, or think that there are any prospects of getting it, they murder all before them, in order to
subject men to wretchedness and degradation under them. This is the natural result of pride and avarice.
But I declare, the actions of this black woman are really insupportable. For my own part, | cannot think it
was any thing but servile deceit, combined with the most gross ignorance: for we 140 must remember that
humanity, kindness and the fear of the Lord, does not consist in protecting devils. Here is a set of
wretches, who had SIXTY of them in a gang, driving them around the country like brutes, to dig up gold
and silver for them, (which they will get enough of yet.) Should the lives of such creatures be spared? Are
God and Mammon in league? What has the Lord to do with a gang of desperate wretches, who go
sneaking about the country like robbers—Iight upon his people wherever they can get a chance, binding
them with chains and hand-cuffs, beat and murder them as they would rattle-snakes? Are they not the
Lord's enemies? Ought they not to be destroyed? Any person who will save such wretches from
destruction, is fighting against the Lord, and will receive 150 his just recompense. The black men acted
like blockheads. Why did they not make sure of the wretch? He would have made sure of them, if he
could. It is just the way with black men eight white men can frighten fifty of them; whereas, if you can
only get courage into the blacks, | do declare it, that one good black man can put to death six white men;
and | give it as a fact, let twelve black men get well armed for battle, and they will kill and put to flight
fifty whites.—The reason is, the blacks, once you get them started, they glory in death. The whites have
had us under them for more than three centuries, murdering, and treating us like brutes; and, as Mr.
Jefferson wisely said, they have never found us out—they do not know, indeed, that there is an
unconguerable disposition in the breasts of the blacks, which, when it is fully awakened and put in
motion, will be subdued, only with the destruction of the animal existence. Get the blacks started, and if
you do not have a 160 gang of tigers and lions to deal with, | am a deceiver of the blacks and of the
whites. How 60 of them could let that wretch escape unkilled, I cannot conceive — they will have to suffer
as much for the two whom, they secured, as if they had put 100 to death; if you commence, make sure
work — do not trifle with you — they want us for their slaves, and think nothing of murdering us in order to
subject us to that wretched condition — therefore, if there is an attempt made by us, kill or be killed. Now,
I ask you, had you not rather be killed than to be a slave to a tyrant, who takes the life of your mother,
wife and children, and answer God Almighty; and believe this, that it is no more harm for you to kill a
man, who is trying to kill you, than it is for you to take a drink of water when thirsty; in fact, the man who
will stand still and let another murder him, is worse than an infidel, and if he has common sense, ought
not to be pitied.

Questions to Consider:

1. Many have wondered why more African Americans did not rebel. Walker gives several reasons.
What are they? What other reasons might have there been?

2. Why were slave owners in the south so afraid of this pamphlet? Why would they have kept slaves
from learning to read and write? What are the limitations to a culture that communicates orally,
rather than through the written word?
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