
THE CHRISTIANA RIOT

Its Causes and Effects, from a
Southern Standpoint

In order to write history well, it is
necessary that we shall do something
more than merely record accomplish-
ed facts and deeds of note; we must
let the reader understand the condi-
tions that then existed, the environ-
ment of the time and place, the be-
liefs and prejudices, the customs and
habits of the peo ple that may have
had vital influence upon or been the
very causes and formed the ends of
these notable deeds and achieve-
ments.

Therefore, to properly value and
appreciate the full meaning of the
little tragedy that took place at Chris-
tiana on September 9, 1851, and to
know why it became a great national
event of such importance, surrounded
by, and as it were set, in greater and
more momentous things that filled
the stage of our national existence,
and one of those that soon after led
to that terrible tragedy of the Civil
War, of which the 'Christiana riot was
but a shadowy prelude, we must pre-
sent those side views and environ-
ments.

That a man or two was killed or a
few slaves should have escaped and
fled, or the actors therein have been
tried and failed of conviction, gives
little enlightenment to the inquiring
mind that asks why such trifles
drove a great people into rebellion
and fratricidal war.



If we would study and know broad-
ly and understandingly we must go
far outside of this little whirlpool, and
get a true knowledge of the preceding
and surrounding facts and conditions
in the land of slavery.

There was, of necessity, two sides
to it. My hearers of the Lancaster
County Historical Society,in the main,
have heard but one, or, if they have
heard the other, it has been darkly
and through glasses of long-standing
contrary beliefs, so dark and thick
that the full light could not enter.

I have, therefore, set for myself the
task of putting before you the side
of the slave holder, the Southern
man, to this controversy; and I shall
try to do it fairly and without preju-
dice. You, no doubt, may feel that I
have overdrawn the picture in favor
of the Southerner's position; I can as-
sure you it will not be half so strong
ly put as were the real beliefs, feel-
ings and doctrines that possessed the
minds of those whose property and
interests were most vitally affected
by the underground railway, and its
resultant corollary, the Christiana
riot.

Therefore, let us go back to the ear-
lier days of slavery first, and see why
the institution did not seem to them
the exceedingly reprehensible institu-
tion that many Northerners held it to
be.

They could quote to you innumer-
able passages of Holy writ, in which
slavery was apparently sanctioned and
approved,and in no instance was it
too strongly condemned therein, and
never was it classed as a vice to shun
nor held a virtue to abolish it. Nor
had the terrible arraignment of it
sometimes made by historians, poets
and orators of the ancient Greeks
and Romans so copiously quoted
against the practice by Thaddeus Ste-



yens and other Abolitionists on the
floor of the House any weight or
force with them, for the very forcible
reason that 	 the 	 slavery there-
in condemned was the slavery en-
forced upon an educated and accom-
plished people of races and nations
usually equal to and often superior to
that of their owners, into whose hands
they had fallen as captives in the
wage of battle, similar to the fate of
the 'hero of a recent notable fiction,
"Ben-Hur."

Such slaves, on account of previous
cast and condition, and former life
and habits, to whom slavery meant
loathing humiliations and eventual
death, could not for a moment be
compared to the African slave res-
cued from the jungle and a life of
barbarism, and transported into the
midst of an enlightened, civilized and
Christian land.

Nor yet could they be moved by
the specious argument and long ora-
tions about the love of liberty in
every man's breast, etc., etc., the lib-
erty that was sought at Lexington
and Bunker Hill. suffered for at Val-
ley Forge, and finally accomplished
at Yorktown; all such comparisons
and effusions fell on deaf ears, and
were only rated as so much bosh and
silly buncombe; empty and meaning-
less; for full well they knew the ne-
gro slave did not, and could not, have
a conception of such liberty, could
not even grasp its meaning remotely,
and it would be of no service to him
if he possessed it. To be set free
only meant to the black slave of the
South freedom from obedience, from
labor; and one grand, great holiday.

The colored man did not have then,
nor has he learned by fifty years of
freedom, the noble art of free govern-
ment; nor has he to this period, with
all the aid so freely given him, been



able to establish successfully a gov-
ernment of his own anywhere.
Therefore, oratory and arguments of
this kind were as so much chaff to the
Southerner when applied to a race
who had known no civilization and
only reached its highest development
in slavery. What were the actual
facts and circumstances which
brought the African black man to this
country? What had he been in his
own land? And what was his condi-
tion here in slavery; and what is it
now? All of these are potent facts
to be known and considered in any
intelligent study of the slave owner's
side of this question.

Whether or not he is an inferior
race, the lowest of the five, we do not
assert or discuss, but leave it to the
fair judgment of all. But, certain it
is, when snatched from his native
land in the wilds of Africa he was a
semi-barbarian, born and living in
the crudest form of human existence,
without any trace of training or civ-
ilization, no form of government de-
serving the name, a prey to stronger
tribes and wild animals, and often
famine and disease were his unhappy
lot; any existence anywhere would
seem to be a happy change from this
condition, even viewed from a purely
animal standard, to say nothing of a
humanitarian or Christian viewpoint

It may have been a crime to have
carried him away in captivity and
eventual slavery from this condition,
but if it was, it was a crime that the
Southern man had not been guilty of;
and certainly the slave-holder in 1850
could not be held responsible for it
morally, nor justly be made to suffer
a loss financially therefore. The im-
portation of slaves had ceased in all
States long before the Christiana riot,
and Virginia was one of the first to
propose a law against their importa-



tion into the State; and when the riot
took place but few of the original Af-
ricans were still living. If any such
had been living, it is fair to presume
not one of them would have been will-
ing to return to freedom and his na-
tive land. But this traffic had been
carried on mainly by foreigners under
a foreign flag a half-century and more
before, and, so far as any citizens of
the United States were engaged in it,
it is an admitted fact that it was done
largely from the Northern ports of
Boston, New York and Philadelphia.

Another matter to which due weight
is seldom given is this: Why was it
that slavery gained and held its firm-
est foothold in the Southern States?
My brothers of the North can claim
no superior virtue on the score, pri-
marily, that but few slaves found
homes north of the Mason and Dixon
line; greater virtue and higher in-
stincts on their part had nothing to
do with it.

It was caused entirely by the laws
of nature, modified to some extent by
accident. As is well known, of the
original thirteen States those of the
South were settled and peopled al-
most exclusively by the English, a
people of a temperate zone, and there
was never a time afterwards when
any other nationality in appreciable
numbers entered this land as immi-
grants. At that early day, as at this,
an Englishman could not stand or
perform steady labor in the Southern
clime; the heat and toil under a
Southern sun made it impracticable,
if not impossible, for the people who
settled in any section south of the
southern line of Virginia to perform
hard manual labor, and even the cool-
er clime of that State was exceedingly
trying on his constitution. Accident,
as it were, early brought them the Af-
rican slaves; who were, by birth and
nature, especially adapted to that



clime; and who, at the same time,
would suffer and eventually perish in
the cold and snows of the north. The
laws of nature inexorably ruled, that
if African slave labor was to exist
in this country it must be only in the
South; for the white man could not
labor in the South, and the black
man, fresh from Africa, could not
live in the North.

No other available labor was ob-
tainable there, and none came to its
ports. The Irishman and the peas-
antry of North Europe, especially the
Saxon or German States, flocked into
the North, and in the early days bore
the heat and burthen of labor in city
and country, and the North needed no
other. The hard-working, energetic
Irishman, and the patient, industrious
German spurned the aid of a slave,
because he and his lusty sons could
do all the labor required in this tem-
perate clime; under such conditions
no slave was needed:

Next for an insight into the condi-
tion of life and servitude into which
the vast majority of these eight mil-
lion slaves existed.

I can candidly say that the true
condition was never really under-
stood, for it was systematically and
grossly misrepresented by writers and
speakers who made it their business
to fight for the abolition of slavery.
"Uncle Tom's Cabin" in its main parts
may have been true, and most likely
was where it pictured the happy home
of Eliza and Tom with their first mas-
ter; but the balance, if true, was a
rare exception to the rule.

Yet the general public North ac-
cepted these stories as representative
of the true conditions, and acted ac-
cordingly.

It is safe to say that nine-tenths of
the slaves who sought freedom by the
underground railway of Lancaster



county were from the States of Mary-
land and Virginia; and I speak from
personal knowledge of conditions pre-
vailing there. But first there are a
few basic facts which will throw much
light and help very materially in ar-
riving at a true conclusion as to what
the general facts were, which I would
fain call to your attention. The slave
was property, and represented just
so many dollars to his owner, for hire
for his services, or for his labor on
the farm of the owner. He was an
exceedingly risky property. There was
risk of permanent disease and death;
there was risk of his running away;
there was the ever-present increasing
age and risk of injury or incapacity.

All these were to be guarded against
if the owner should consult at all
his own interest, even though he may
have been devoid of any humanitar-
ian or Christian feeling in. the matter.
That man would be short-sighted, in-
deed, who would risk the loss or di-
minution of the value of that prop-
erty by overwork, lack of proper food
or clothing, physical abuse or wanton.
injury to his slave by himself. How
much less would he allow another
who had hired that slave from him
for a time to inflict any such
injury to his property. Whip-
pings, starvings, overwork or other
wanton abuse were most likely
to cause the ever ready runaway
and a total loss of the property. In
the case of a grown-up man or woman
it would seldom bring good results,
but rather breed sullenness, stubborn-
ness, hatred and final revenge. Then
why, under any dictation of sense or
reason, would it be resorted to? As
a matter of fact, it seldom was, and
only in extreme cases of insubordina-
tion was it of any use, and in all my
recollection I never saw a man or
woman over eighteen years of age



whipped, with one exception. The
usual punishment inflicted by law
for larceny was a flogging of so many
lashes, and that was done by a pub-
lic official, and that was the case I
saw.

The younger negroes were often
whipped by the mistress of the house,
just as in those good old days the
maxim prevailed, "spare the rod and
spoil the child," and white and black
got it alike, Again, the slave owner
was a small minority compared with
the slave employer, the slave being a
risky and uncertain property, and men
of smaller means, the regular farmer
who perhaps needed but from two to
five servants on his farm and house,
did not generally invest any of his
capital in slaves for their loss
would mean his financial embar-
rassment. He hired him from
his owner, who was most likely a
large slave owner. It is difficult to
fix a price for the sale of a full-
grown man, but it ran all the way
from $300 to $1,000, the latter, how-
ever, an extreme price, and the aver-
age being perhaps $350 to $400, and the
price of a woman varied much more,
according to their accomplishments
as cooks, housekeepers or lady's
maids; but many women also worked
in the fields, which labor they usually
preferred. The hired wage for a
year was from 15 to 20 per cent. of
the value, and the employer was
bound to furnish a certain standard
of wholesome food, two suits of cloth-
ing, one each for winter and summer,
the latter very cheap, the former
rough, but warm; one hat and two
pair of shoes, and the employer had
to take all risk of sickness or runa-
ways during the term.

Therefore, in the first place, the
owner, for the good of his slave, in-
sisted on and demanded good treat-



ment, plenty to eat and good cloth-
ing; while the employer was bound
by his contract to furnish this he
also had a selfish motive in getting
the best service from his slave by
feeding him well, fair-dealing and
good treatment, and care for his
health and strength. Indeed, it was
no unusual thing, but rather the cus-
tom, for the employer to hire, year
after year, the same help, and try to
retain it by kindness and considera-
tion. We, therefore, can readily see
that, from a purely selfish motive,
the colored slave was insured fair
treatment by both owner and employ-
er; but, over and above that, comes
the human, Christian, charitable side.

The South, as is well known, was
settled mainly by the better class of
English population; scions, often of
nobility, not being the eldest son,
had to seek fortune in another land
under the crown; soldiers of fortune,
likewise of noble birth or breeding,
whose first service was to their coun-
try in war or in the civil list, later
got their reward in grants of land in
the colonies and made for themselves
homes all over Virginia and the
South of baronial importance and ex-
tent; and their descendants clung
faithfully to their ancestral homes,
customs and habits, as they divided
and subdivided these vast acres
among themselves. So that the peo-
ple of the South formed homes most
frequently of education and refine-
ment, and these homes were synony-
mous of love and romance, chivalry,
refinement and honor. This is read-
ily shown by the fact that novelists
usually sought it for the scenes of
their romances, and it is safe to say
that until recent years 75 per cent.
of all popular novels had their scenes
laid in the South in slavery days.
None was complete without its set-



ting of negro quarters, the faithful
body servant, its black mammy, under
whose faithful and loving care the
belles grew to beautiful womanhood.

It is seldom you could find man or
woman who was not proud to own
their obligation to these old servants,
and remember them kindly to their
dying day. During the Civil War
every advanced Southern officer had
his black body servant as his orderly,
and, though hardly a week would
pass that this slave could not have
readily crossed the lines into the ene-
my's territory to freedom in the
North, yet it was but seldom such de-
sertions took place. On the other
hand, instances are legion in which
he carried that master to safety when
he had fallen desperately wounded,
and either nursed him back to health
as he guided his tottering footsteps
homeward, or, if fate so willed, he
reverently and tearfully helped to lay
him in his last resting place, and
hastened away, cherishing the last
dying words,to carry them to a mourn-
ing mistress and family back home.

I feel that I knew them and their
character well, as all of my earliest
days were spent among them, and
saw them at every turn, and in every
condition of servitude, not only on
my father's plantation, but in long
visits made to young chums on many
other plantations, and am glad to
bear testimony to the virtues they
possessed. Their fidelity to their
masters was remarkable; and their
happiness and contentment were
known on every hand. No higher
proof of both of these could be asked
or given than the fact that through-
out the war, when almost every able-
bodied man was away in the army,
for the last draft in the South took
them as was said "from the cradle to
the grave," had they chosen to



have arisen in rebellion or outbreak
they would have outnumbered the
men at home ten to one; yet not a
single instance is recorded that any-
where, in all the South, did any such
outbreaks occur, or by any action,
either concerted or individually, did
they show violence towards the wom-
en and children at home, left practi-
cally in their charge and at their
mercy.

They were faithful to the end, and
when Lee laid down his arms the
great bulk of them welcomed home
their defeated masters, and continued
their service upon the same old plan-
tations. I doubt if anywhere in this
world's history such fidelity under
such circumstances has ever been
found. Still another most striking
example is found in the fact that when
John Brown made his raid on Harp-
er's Ferry, and proclaimed and made
known his purpose to the slaves of all
that vicinity to set them free and arm
them from the United States arsenal,
to rise against their masters and fight
for their liberty, not one slave re-
sponded to his call for freedom, but
all were loyal then, as they were
faithful afterwards, in their master's
cause.

I need not tell this or any audience
that the sweetest songs ever written
in any land, are songs depleting the
happiness of the negro slave in his
Southern home. While the world of
song shall live in America there can-
not perish from its pages such melo-
dies as "Suwanee River," "Old Black
Joe," "My Old Kentucky Home," "I
Am Going From the Cotton Fields,"
"Massah's in the Cold, Cold Ground,"
"I'se Working on the Levee," and a
hundred minor melodies of a like
tenor, and no men sing those songs
with greater unction and music than
this same black man of the South.



And, to a man who has heard the
Southern slave singing in his quar-
ters, in his little log church and his
loved campmeeting, on the way to his
work, the unequalled melody of that
voice will, while memory lasts, give
the everlasting lie to all stories of
whippings, cruelty, oppression and
wrongs which had been so freely
poured forth by the writers and talk-
ers of that day on this side of the
line.

Such music does not, can not, come
from a heart bending under oppres-
sion, cruelty, wrong and outrage. The
word and theme of their own songs
and composition, though often crude
and quaint, never was of the sad or
plaintive kind, but always joyous
and triumphant. Deeply religious in
their make-up, even to superstition,
the promises of God, the love of the
Saviour, fills their melodies. In this
religious turn they were always given
full sway and encouragement by their
masters.

Their apparent confidence in salva-
tion was like the faith of children of
a larger growth, sure that it would
come without good works.

Their most common transgressions
were: Lying, to excuse a fault, and
stealing something good to eat; of
more serious crimes they were seldom
guilty, profanity was seldom heard
and drunkenness never, violent alter-
cations, stabbings or fatal assaults
among themselves were almost un-
known.

Could that small and misguided
band of people who felt it their duty
in defiance of all justice and right to
their Southern compatriot, as well as
in defiance of the laws of the land,
have known and felt the true condi-
tions South, it seems impossible to
believe that they would have contin-
ued in such acts, knowing as they did



it was at the eminent risk of violence
and murder, and its final result a
fratricidal war?

Some may not believe this was the
condition, but I know whereof I am
speaking. There undoubtedly were
-exceptions to the general conditions
as above described, just as we of this
county have innumerable divorces,
-cruelty and crimes at every Quarter
Sessions Court; and yet we remain
and are known as a righteous and
law-abiding people.

It is true there was occasionally a
"bad nigger" who committed crime of
a gross nature, as there were also
cruel and vicious masters who disre-
garded the rights of his slaves and
his neighbors and served as a terrible
example for the Abolition orators of
the North to inflame the passions of
the people; yet the great bulk of
slaves and slave owners did lead a
happy, contented and a virtuous life,
and dwelt in peace and harmony to-
gether.

Therefore, to draw our lesson from
these facts, remembering that, as pic-
tured above, the Southern slave owner
saw the conditions, and it is neither
strange or to be wondered at that he
considered the Northern man who
would help his slave to escape and
give him aid, comfort and assistance

om the way, was, as he actually was, a
law-breaker, and his enemy. Natural.
ly, the man South who preached se-
cession got many hearers , for under
these conditions the slave owner felt
that justice was not to be had by him
-north of Mason and Dixon's line.

This was the temper of the South-
ern mind largely on that fateful Sep-
tember day in 1851, and, while it is
true many slaves did escape and flee
North, yet, even in the border States,
the percentage of escapes were com-
paratively low. However, these losses



to the individual owner were severe
and not easily to be born, for remem-
ber his money and his property was.
in them, and the feeling that he had
for the man, men or system that took
them from him was about the same
as that you would hold for the man
who would steal your horse or burn
your barn.

As it transpired, Edwin Gorsuch was.
a kind and indulgent master, of excel-
lent family and standing in the com-
munity at that day, as are his de-
scendants at this, and his three slaves
had run off because they had stolen
some wheat and feared the punish-
ment provided by law in cases of lar-
ceny, a public flogging. He had been
in communication with them, had
sent them money and supplies, and
had agreed that if they would return
they would not be punished. He had
been assured that if he came up for
them they would return with him.

Therefore, when on that fatal
morn, led on by Castnor Hanway and
other of the Christiana riotors, this
upright man, law-abiding citizen and
man of prominence in his own State,
while seeking to get into personal
communication with his own slaves,
hoping to persuade them to return
with him,was shot down in cold blood,
and after a trial had of those concern-
ed it became evident that such a crime
could be committed in the North, and
go unpunished, and that a statute of
the United States could be thus fla-
grantly transgressed and trampled
under foot without punishment, the
Southern mind became greatly in-
flamed, and the Christiana riot was
largely the beginning of the end that
led to the firing on Sumter, and the
beginning of a terrible war.

The exact details of the riot or the
trial it is not my purpose to discuss;
whether the trial was rightly con-



ducted or honestly conducted, or the
men were acquitted because of a par-
tial and biased jury, is not my pur-
pose to say; if the trial had been held
in Baltimore instead of Philadelphia,
it is likely quite a different result
would have been had; therefore, it
settled nothing.

The fact remains, and the lesson is
clear, that this riot became a great
factor in determining the course of
hot-heads both North and South.

The fanaticism of a few men North
who were determined to free the slave
at any cost, be it life or treasure, was
met by the hot-heads of the South,
equally determined that they would
leave the Union and destroy their
country rather than yield to such
methods and live under a government
that could not, or would not, enforce
its laws when slavery was concerned,
and both were given a great weapon
by the results of this riot.

The great bulk of the people, both
North and South, saw the grave dan-
ger for the Ship of State ahead, and
were extremely anxious to adjust mat-
ters that she might yet sail on se-
renely, and were steadily striving for
that end when suddenly this grave
menace arose in the path.

In the South passions were inflam-
ed, and the total failure to punish
the participants raised in their breasts
a feeling that their rights had been
and would continue to be ruthlessly
trampled upon in such cases. In the
North encouragement was given to
those who for years had been aiding
in the escape of fugitive slaves, and
the work went on all the more indus-
triously. Statesmen and the great po-
litical leaders both North and South
saw their efforts to adjust and finally
settle this great question with justice
to the slave owner, freedom eventual-
ly to the slave, and the union and



peace of the country preserved, woe
fully weakened by the Christiana riot.
After it, war and secession loomed up
dark and ominous; and after it the
task of the statesmen and leaders,
and of the wise, cool heads every-
where, became far more difficult.

Under such conditions this fatal
outbreak became more than a riot and
most serious breach against the peace
and dignity of the Commonwealth and
its people; it became a crime against
the very life of the nation itself, not
so willed,perhaps, or intended by those
who were the most active partici-
pants therein, yet such it was, and the
best that can be said of them is:
"Father forgive them, for they know
not what they do."

The political life of every nation is
too often marked by such untoward
events. Passion and prejudice too
often rule where reason and justice
should hold sway, and all too often
the fairest hopes of the nation are
wrecked by such lawless happenings.

Fifty years in our nation's life
have softened us and helped us to for-
get the vengeful feelings of those
days and times; the sacrifice of a
hundred thousand lives has atoned for
the sins and blunders of those hapless
years; so let us together thank the
Highest Providence, who has ever
guided us into the light from dark-
ness, that we can again gather from
the North and the South, on that self-
same spot, to recall and record the
facts of this dark tragedy there en-
acted, as both have viewed it in a
happy reunion, without passion and
without prejudice, once again and for-
ever one people, one Union, one na-
tion. united and indissoluble.
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