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Novel Re-imagines Blackburn Affair of 1833

It was a turning point in Black and White relations in Detroit in the 1830s: for the first time, residents of color stood united against “Black Code” laws and very nearly toppled a major city.  The Blackburn Affair permanently changed race relations in Detroit for good.  It also brought out the courage of Americans and Canadians on both sides of the Detroit River who believed in freedom.  In her novel Dark River, author H. Buchanan recalls the true story. 

Thornton and Lucie Blackburn were escaped slaves from Kentucky who had become respected members of Detroit’s African American community.  Their master had tracked them to Michigan, but the Blackburns thought they were automatically “free” if they paid Michigan’s required $500 bond.  The Blackburns were arrested and jailed as fugitive slaves.  A plan was set for them to escape jail and sail on a ship to Toronto.  In a daring jailbreak, two African American ladies visited Mrs. Blackburn in jail and exchanged clothes with her.  Mrs. Blackburn, in disguise, made it to Amherstburg, Ontario.  When the Sheriff figured out the ruse, he threatened to sell one of the women who helped Mrs. Blackburn into slavery in Kentucky in Mrs. Blackburn’s place. 

The next day, Mr. Blackburn was set to be returned to slavery.  A group of African Americans protested outside of the jail.  As Mr. Blackburn was being escorted to the prison coach for transport by the sheriff, the group came closer and managed to get a pistol into Blackburn’s hands.  Blackburn turned the pistol on the sheriff and locked himself into the coach.  A riot ensued, and during the melee the sheriff was shot and killed. Blackburn was then slipped from the coach by local citizens Sleepy Polly and Daddy Walker and was spirited away to Canada.  

In researching her novel, Buchanan was intrigued by the drama surrounding the escape.  “It was a powerful moment for African Americans living under harsh laws to band together to help one of their own. There’s nothing like that moment when you realize your own self-worth, your own power,” she says.  “In my novel, two main characters, Isabelle Fontaine and Dr. Michael St. Vincent, played significant roles in the plan to get Mr. Blackburn across the river, but it was at a terrible cost to them both, but they felt it was worth it.”

The Blackburns obtained considerable success as entrepreneurs in Toronto, creating the first taxicab to operate in Upper Canada. Back in Detroit, triumphant protesters a subsequent march to address all injustices to their people.  Unfortunately, Mayor Chapin issued a proclamation threatening to expel them, which led to a mass exodus of African Americans to Canada.  Despite that setback, a shift in consciousness happened within the African American community nationwide that would spur them to fight for fair treatment in America.

Heather Buchanan is a native Detroiter, and has always been fascinated with her city's history. Inspired by a series of articles about the little-known truth of slavery in Detroit and an unknown dead slave woman buried at Ste. Anne Catholic Church of Detroit, Heather embarked on a ten-year odyssey to bring Dark River to life. An award-winning publisher, poet and playwright, Heather is currently on the faculty of Lansing Community College, Schoolcraft College, and Wayne State University, respectively. She resides with her husband in Detroit, and is hard at work on a new journal featuring Midwest writers.
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