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A Virginian responds to Dunmore's
Proclamation

From the Virginia Gazette (Dixon and Hunter), November 5, 1775.

As you read...

BLAMING THE BRITISH FOR SLAVERY

This letter was published in the Virginia Gazette, in Williamsburg. The author argues that Lord Dunmore’s
proclamation is self-serving and not made for the good of blacks, since it frees only slaves who can serve
Dunmore in the army. He goes on to point out that slaveholders will take out their anger on the slaves left
to them — which, while possibly true, hardly seems Dunmore’s fault.

The rest of the letter is an argument that Americans have actually fought against slavery. It was popular
at the time to blame the king and British merchants for slavery — in fact, the first draft of the Declaration of
Independence blamed King George Il for slavery. ("He has waged cruel war against human nature itself,
violating it's most sacred rights of life & liberty in the persons of a distant people who never offended him,
captivating & carrying them into slavery in another hemisphere, or to incur miserable death in their
transportation thither.”) Since it was American colonists who bought and owned the slaves, though, this
argument is hard for anyone today to swallow.

Finally, the author concludes with a warning to slaves that “whether we suffer or not, if you desert us,
you most certainly will.” Both sides in this conflict might claim to have African Americans’ interests at heart,
but it’s clear that neither really did.

The second class of people, for whose sake a few remarks upon this proclamation seem
necessary, is the Negroes. They have been flattered with their freedom, if they be able to
bear arms, and will spedily join Lord Dunmore’s troops. To none then is freedom promised
but to such as are able to do Lord Dunmore service: The aged, the infirm, the women and
children, are still to remain the property of their masters, masters who will be provoked to
severity, should part of their slaves desert them. Lord Dunmore’s declaration, therefore, is a
cruel declaration to the Negroes. He does not even pretend to make it out of any tenderness
to them, but solely on his own account; and should it meet with success, it leaves by far the
greater number at the mercy of an enraged and injured people. But should there be any
amongst the Negroes weak enough to believe that Dunmore intends to do them a
kindness, and wicked enough to provoke the fury of the Americans against their
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defenceless fathers and mothers, their wives, their women and children, let them only
consider the difficulty of effecting their escape, and what they must expect to suffer if they
fall into the hands of the Americans. Let them farther consider what must be their fate,
should the English prove conquerors in this dispute. If we can judge of the future from the
past, it will not be much mended. Long have the Americans, moved by compassion, and
actuated by sound policy, endeavoured to stop the progress of slavery. Our Assemblies have
repeatedly passed acts laying heavy duties upon imported Negroes, by which they meant
altogether to prevent the horrid traffick; but their humane intentions have been as often
frustrated by the cruelty and covetousness of a set of English merchants, who prevailed
upon the King to repeal our kind and merciful acts, little indeed to the credit of his
humanity. Can it then be supposed that the Negroes will be better used by the English, who
have always encouraged and upheld this slavery, than by their present masters, who pity
their condition, who wish, in general, to make is as easy and comfortable as possible, and
who would willingly, were it in their power, or were they permitted, not only prevent any
more Negroes from losing their freedom, but restore it to such as have already unhappily
lost it. No, the ends of Lord Dunmore and his party being answered, they will either give up
the offending Negroes to the rigour of the laws they have broken, or sell them in the West
Indies, where every year they sell many thousands of their miserable brethren, to perish
either by the inclemency of the weather, or the cruelty of barbarous masters. Be not then,
ye Negroes, tempted by this proclamation to ruin yourselves. I have given you a faithful
view of what you are to expect; and I declare, before cop, in doing it, I have considered
your welfare, as well as that of the country. Whether you will profit by my advice I cannot
tell; but this I know, that whether we suffer or not, if you desert us, you most certainly will.

On the web

Missing Pieces of the Puzzle: African Americans in Revolutionary Times
http://www.sog.unc.edu/programs/civiced/resources/docs/AfricanAmericansRevWar.pdf

In this lesson from the North Carolina Civic Education Consortium, students will learn how
blacks were contributing to colonial society, making active choices to survive their bondage and
striving to shape and control their own lives amidst the Patriots’ struggle for political freedom.
Students will explore the roles of blacks during the Revolutionary War, gaining an
understanding of the contradiction of a nation seeking independence while simultaneously
denying freedom to those enslaved.

More from LEARN NC

Visit us on the web at www.learnnc.org to learn more about topics related to this article,
including African Americans, American Revolution, Declaration of Independence, Lord
Dunmore, slavery, and war.
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