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[EXCERPTS] 

A NARRATIVE OF THE PROCEEDINGS OF THE BLACK PEOPLE, DURING THE 
LATE Awful Calamity in Philadelphia, IN THE YEAR 1793: AND A REFUTATION OF 

SOME CENSURES, Thrown upon them in some late Publications. 

BY A. J. AND R. A. 

PHILADELPHIA: PRINTED FOR THE AUTHORS, BY WILLIAM W. 
WOODWARD, AT FRANKLIN’s HEAD, NO. 41, CHESNUT-STREET. 1794... 

... IN consequence of a partial representation of the conduct of the people who were 
employed to nurse the sick, in the late calamitous state of the city of Philadelphia, we are 
solicited, by a number of those who feel themselves injured thereby, and by the advice of 
several respectable citizens, to step forward and declare facts as they really were; seeing that 
from our situation, on account of the charge we took upon us, we had it more fully and 
generally in our power, to know and observe the conduct and behavior of those that were so 
employed. 

Early in September, a solicitation appeared in the public papers, to the people of colour 
to come forward and assist the distressed, perishing, and neglected sick; with a kind of 
assurance, that people of our colour were not liable to take the infection. Upon which we 
and a few others met and consulted how to act on so truly alarming and melancholy an 
occasion. After some conversation, we found a freedom to go forth, confiding in him who 
can preserve in the midst of a burning fiery furnace, sensible that it was our duty to do all the 
good we could to our suffering fellow mortals. We set out to see where we could be useful. 
The first we visited was a man in Emsley’s alley, who was dying, and his wife lay dead at the 
time in the house, there were none to assist but two poor helpless children. We administered 
what relief we could, and applied to the overseers of the poor to have the woman buried. We 
visited upwards of twenty families that day—they were scenes of woe indeed! The Lord was 
pleased to strengthen us, and remove all fear from us, and disposed our hearts to be as 
useful as possible. 

In order the better to regulate our conduct, we called on the mayor next day, to consult with 
him how to proceed, so as to be most useful. The first object he recommended was a strict 
attention to the sick, and the procuring of nurses. This was attended to by Absalom Jones 
and William Gray; and, in order that the distressed might know where to apply, the mayor 
advertised the public that upon application to them they would be supplied. Soon after, the 
mortality increasing, the difficulty of getting a corpse taken away, was such, that few were 
willing to do it, when offered great rewards. The black people were looked to. We then 
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offered our services in the public papers, by advertising that we would remove the dead and 
procure nurses. Our services were the production of real sensibility;—we sought not fee nor 
reward, until the increase of the disorder rendered our labour so arduous that we were not 
adequate to the service we had assumed. The mortality increasing rapidly, obliged us to call 
in the assistance of five hired men, in the awful discharge of interring the dead. They with 
great reluctance, were prevailed upon to join us. It was very uncommon, at this time, to find 
any one that would go near, much more, handle, a sick or dead person... 

We feel ourselves sensibly aggrieved by the censorious epithets of many, who did not render 
the least assistance in the time of necessity, yet are liberal of their censure of us, for the 
prices paid for our services, when no one knew how to make a proposal to any one they 
wanted to assist them. At first we made no charge, but left it to those we served in removing 
their dead, to give what they thought fit—we set no price, until the reward was fixed by 
those we had served. After paying the people we had to assist us, our compensation is much 
less than many will believe. 

We do assure the public, that all the money we have received, for burying, and for coffins 
which we ourselves purchased and procured, has not defrayed the expence of wages which 
we had to pay to those whom we employed to assist us... 

Several affecting instances occurred, when we were engaged in burying the dead. We have 
been called to bury some, who when we came, we found alive; at other places we found a 
parent dead, and none but little innocent babes to be seen, whose ignorance led them to 
think their parent was asleep; on account of their situation, and their little prattle, we have 
been so wounded and our feelings so hurt, that we almost concluded to withdraw from our 
undertaking... 

...Many of the white people, that ought to be patterns for us to follow after, have acted in a 
manner that would make humanity shudder. We remember an instance of cruelty, which we 
trust, no black man would be guilty of: two sisters orderly, decent, white women were sick 
with the fever, one of them recovered so as to come to the door; a neighbouring white man 
saw her, and in an angry tone asked her if her sister was dead or not? She answered no, upon 
which he replied, damn her, if she don’t die before morning, I will make her die. The poor 
woman shocked at such an expression, from this monster of a man, made a modest reply, 
upon which he snatched up a tub of water, and would have dashed it over her, if he had not 
been prevented by a black man; he then went and took a couple of fowls out of a coop, 
(which had been given them for nourishment) and threw them into an open alley; he had his 
wish, the poor woman that he would make die, died that night. A white man threatened to 
shoot us, if we passed by his house with a corpse: we buried him three days after... 

An Address to those who keep Slaves, and approve the practice. 

THE judicious part of mankind will think it unreasonable, that a superior good conduct is 
looked for, from our race, by those who stigmatize us as men, whose baseness is incurable, 
and may therefore be held in a state of servitude, that a merciful man would not doom a 
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beast to; yet you try what you can to prevent our rising from the state of barbarism, you 
represent us to be in, but we can tell you, from a degree of experience, that a black man, 
although reduced to the most abject state human nature is capable of, short of real madness, 
can think, reflect, and feel injuries, although it may not be with the same degree of keen 
resentment and revenge, that you who have been and are our great oppressors, would 
manifest if reduced to the pitiable condition of a slave. We believe if you would try the 
experiment of taking a few black children, and cultivate their minds with the same care, and 
let them have the same prospect in view, as to living in the world, as you would wish for 
your own children, you would find upon the trial, they were not inferior in mental 
endowments. 

We do not wish to make you angry, but excite your attention to consider, how hateful 
slavery is in the sight of that God, who hath destroyed kings and princes, for their 
oppression of the poor slaves... 

To the People of Colour. 

FEELING an engagement of mind for your welfare, we address you with an affectionate 
sympathy, having been ourselves slaves, and as desirous of freedom as any of you; yet the 
bands of bondage were so strong, that no way appeared for our release, yet at times a hope 
arose in our hearts that a way would open for it, and when our minds were mercifully visited 
with the feeling of the love of God, then these hopes increased, and a confidence arose that 
he would make way for our enlargement, and as a patient waiting was necessary, we were 
sometimes favoured with it, at other times we were very impatient, then the prospect of 
liberty almost vanished away, and we were in darkness and perplexity. 

We mention our experience to you, that your hearts may not sink at the discouraging 
prospects you may have, and that you may put your trust in God, who sees your condition, 
and as a merciful father pitieth his children, so doth God pity them that love him; and as 
your hearts are inclined to serve God, you will feel an affectionate regard towards your 
masters and mistresses, and the whole family where you live, this will be seen by them, and 
tend to promote your liberty, especially with such as have feeling masters, and if they are 
otherwise you will have the favour and love of God dwelling in your hearts, which you will 
value more than any thing else, which will be a consolation in the worst condition you can be 
in, and no master can deprive you of it; and as life is short and uncertain, and the chief end 
of our having a being in this world, is to be prepared for a better, we wish you to think of 
this more than any thing else: then will you have a view of that freedom which the sons of 
God enjoy; and if the troubles of your condition end with your lives, you will be admitted to 
the freedom which God hath prepared for those of all colours that love him; here the power 
of the most cruel master ends, and all sorrow and tears are wiped away.  

To you who are favoured with freedom; let your conduct manifest your gratitude toward 
the compassionate masters who have set you free, and let no rancour or ill-will lodge in your 
breasts for any bad treatment you may have received from any; if you do, you transgress 
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against God, who will not hold you guiltless, he would not suffer it even in his beloved 
people Israel, and can you think he will allow it unto us? 

There is much gratitude due from our colour towards the white people, very many of them 
are instruments in the hand of God for our good, even such as have held us in captivity, are 
now pleading our cause with earnestness and zeal; and we are sorry to say, that too many 
think more of the evil, than of the good they have received, and instead of taking the advice 
of their friends, turn from it with indifference; much depends upon us for the help of our 
colour more than many are aware; if we are lazy and idle, the enemies of freedom plead it as 
a cause why we ought not to be free, and say we are better in a state of servitude, and that 
giving us our liberty would be an injury to us, and by such conduct we strengthen the bands 
of oppression, and keep many in bondage who are more worthy than ourselves; we intreat 
you to consider the obligations we lay under, to help forward the cause of freedom, we who 
know how bitter the cup is of which the slave hath to drink, O how ought we to feel for 
those who yet remain in bondage? Will even our friends excuse, will God pardon us, for the 
part we act in making strong the hands of the enemies of our colour. 
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