
 

Title: The Nelson Hackett Case 

Subtitle: Historical Inquiry 

Duration: 5 classes 

Best Courses Fit: Law, History, Canada: History, Identity, and Culture, Grade 12 

Central Historical Question: Should Nelson Hackett have been extradited to 

Arkansas? 

 
Background Knowledge 

 

The Slavery Abolition Act of 1833 received Royal Assent on August 28, 1833 and took effect on 

August 1, 1834, abolishing slavery throughout most of the British Empire. This Act freed over 

800,000 enslaved Africans. As a result, an increasing number of courageous freedom seekers 

fled oppression and slavery in the United States and made the journey to Canada since it was a 

British subject. Nelson Hackett was one of them. Tragically, he would become the first and only 

fugitive slave ever returned to slavery in the United States. 

 
Tasks 

1. Read the Background Knowledge section. 

2. Read the documents. 

3. Respond to the questions in complete sentences. 

4. Complete the organizer by answering the central historical question. Share your 

responses with your class. 

5. Complete the synthesizing activity. 

 



 

Document A: 1840 Bill of Sale for Nelson Hackett 

____________________________________________________________ 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Source: Excerpt adapted from Bills of Sale, Personal Record Book A (Fayetteville, Arkansas: 

Washington County Archives), 23-24. Retrieved from: 

https://nelsonhackettproject.uark.edu/transcript-personal-record-book-pages-23-24/ 

“Know all men by these presents that I Willis 

Shepherd Wallace of the Town of Fayetteville 

County of Washington and State of Arkansas 

have this day bargained, sold, conveyed and 

delivered unto Alfred Wallace of the Town, 

County, & State aforesaid a certain Negro 

Boy named Nelson about twenty four years of 

age. Which boy Nelson I warrant to be sound 

both in body & mind, a slave for life and free 

from the claim or claims of all & every person 

whatsoever lawfully claiming the same for the 

sum of one thousand to me in hand paid, the 

receipt is hereby full acknowledged. As witness 

my hand this sixteenth day of June AD 1840. 

W S Wallace [seal] 

State of Arkansas 

County of Washington 

 

VOCABULARY 

conveyed – changed ownership 

aforesaid – said or named before 

https://nelsonhackettproject.uark.edu/transcript-personal-record-book-pages-23-24/


 

Document B: Report from Charles Stewart 

 
Background Knowledge 

Charles Stewart was an abolitionist and an attorney who had been one of the founding officers 

of the Detroit Anti-Slavery Society. He interviewed Nelson Hackett while in jail.  

______________________________________________________________________ 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

 

 

 

Source: Excerpt adapted from “Case of Nelson Hackett.” The American and Foreign Anti-
Slavery Reporter, Sept. 21, 1852.   

Hackett was a slave in Arkansas. In the spring or summer of 1841, he was at a 

race course with his legal master, and desired to take home a race-horse. 

Hackett, finding himself well mounted under circumstances that permitted 

absence, directed his course towards liberty. At this time, he had in his care the 

outside coat of the master, and he also had his gold watch. After many perils, 

he succeeded in finding his way from Arkansas to Canada: he passed through 

Detroit, in the state of Michigan, and took up his abode at London, or 

somewhere in the vicinity of Windsor, opposite to Detroit. In the summer or 

fall he was followed. A person on behalf of his alleged owner consulted a 

lawyer, Mr. George F. Porter, whether there was any mode by which Hackett 

could be recaptured into slavery. The application to him shows the motive of 

the master, and that he desired to repossess himself of the person of Hackett, 

not so much on account of his actual value, as that his recaption, and the 

dreadful punishment that awaits might deter others from a like attempt. 
 

The next thing known is that the agent went to Canada and had Hackett arrested 

for theft – stealing a coat, gold watch, and horse of Alfred Wallace (the master). 

He was jailed at the Sandwich gaol.  
 

The arrest was in the fall of 1841. His claimant had him indicted for larceny; 

and procured from the governor of Arkansas a demand on the governor of 

Canada for the surrender of Hackett.  
 

I made application and was admitted to see him. Hackett candidly avowed the 

fact, that he had used the horse as the means of procuring freedom.  
 

(Signed) C.H. STEWART, Attorney and Counsellor at Law 

New York, August 9th, 1842.                    

Detroit, State of Michigan 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

VOCABULARY 

peril – danger                 procure – to obtain 

larceny – theft                avowed – confessed 

gaol - jail                 
 



 

 

Document C: The Petition of Nelson Hackett 

 
Background Knowledge 
 
While jailed at Sandwich, a petition from Nelson Hackett was drawn up by Windsor 
lawyer Charles Baby and sent to the Governor-General of Canada, Charles Thompson, 
who died before making a decision about Nelson Hackett. It was signed with a mark, 
indicating that Hackett was likely unable to read or write.  
______________________________________________________________________ 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Source: Excerpt adapted from https://nelsonhackettproject.uark.edu/nelson-hacketts-journey/ 

I fled to Canada because I believed that the 
humanity of the British law made me a free 
man as soon as I touched the shores of the 
country. I did not steal the items, they 
belonged to me and I only confessed to stealing 
them because of the severe beating I received 
when arrested. I want to stay in Canada. If I 
return to Arkansas, I will be tortured in a 
manner that to hang me at once would be 
mercy.  
 

 

Signed Nelson Hackett, mark.  
 

https://nelsonhackettproject.uark.edu/nelson-hacketts-journey/


 

Document D: Despatch from the Governor-General of Canada  
to the Secretary of State for the Colonies 

 
Background Knowledge 
Sir Charles Bagot was the Governor-General of Canada during the Nelson Hackett case.  
______________________________________________________________________ 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 
 
 

Source: Excerpt adapted from Canada: Copies of a Despatch sent from the Governor-General 
of Canada to the Secretary of State for the Colonies, of the 20th of January Last, Relative to the 
Surrender of Nelson Hackett, a Person of Colour, on the Demand of the Authorities of the 
United States, as a Fugitive from Justice (London: Her Majesty’s Stationery Office, 1842). 

After fully considering the subject, there was no doubt of the guilt of 

this individual, the stolen property having been found on him on his 

arrival in the province; nor could it be said that the stolen property had 

been taken solely to assist him in escaping from slavery. It could not be 

said that the property was not taken with a felonious intent. I felt 

therefore that to refuse to surrender him would establish a principle that 

no slave escaping to this province should ever be given up, whatever 

offence, except for murder; a principle which would have been 

repugnant to the common sense of justice of the civilized world, 

would have involved us in disputes of the most inconvenient nature 

with the neighboring states, and would have converted this province 

into an asylum for the worst characters, as long as they claim to have 

been slaves before arriving here. I therefore ordered Nelson Hackett to 

be delivered up to the authorities of Arkansas, to be dealt with 

according to law. 

  

(signed) Charles Bagot. 
 

VOCABULARY 

felonious – corrupt/evil 
repugnant – disgusting/repulsive 

 



 

Document E: The Detroit Jail 

Background Knowledge 

Here is a sketch of the Detroit jail where Nelson Hackett awaited his forced return to 
Arkansas. 
______________________________________________________________________ 
 

 

 

 

 

 

Source: Silas Farmer, 1881. Retrieved from: https://nelsonhackettproject.uark.edu/gallery/. 

https://nelsonhackettproject.uark.edu/gallery/


 

Document F: The Extraordinary Conduct of the Governor of Canada 

 
Background Knowledge 
 
In February 1842, a large meeting of the colored citizens of Detroit met at the Second Baptist 
Church, following the Governor-General of Canada’s decision to extradite Nelson Hackett.  
____________________________________________________________________________ 
 
On Monday evening, Feb. 14, 1842, a large meeting of the colored citizens of Detroit met at the 
second Baptist church, to take into consideration the situation of Nelson Hackett, now in prison 
in this city having been surrendered by the Governor of Canada. Mr. Lightfoot reported that he 
consulted with counsel to determine if the papers ordering Hackett’s extradition were genuine 
and to learn if it were possible to have him released from jail. After examining the papers, it was 
revealed that they were genuine and correctly made out; and there was no point or flaw in them, 
on which they could institute a suit on Hackett’s behalf. 
  
The committee reported the following preamble and resolutions, which were unanimously 
adopted: 
  
Whereas, we have always viewed the British Province of Canada as an asylum for the 
unfortunate and oppressed slaves of the United States and fondly believed the moment they 
touched those shores, that moment they were free; and whereas the Governor General did 
surrender one Nelson Hackett to be given up to the authorities of Arkansas, as a fugitive from 
justice. And whereas, it is a settled principle in the slave code, that every slave who absconds 
from bondage is a fugitive from justice, — a principle well understood by the British authorities, 
and, of course, familiar to His Excellency the Governor General: and whereas, the said Hackett 
was not demanded by the Executive of Arkansas, for the purpose of punishing him for larceny, 
but to punish and make an example of him for the unpardonable offence of absconding from 
slavery. 
Resolved, that if this precedent is established, then Canada will no longer be a safe asylum for 
our unfortunate brethren who are fleeing from bondage. They will be just as safe in the States of 
New York, Vermont, Massachusetts, and Maine. 
  
WILLIAM C MUNRO, Chairman.                                            ROBERT BANKS, Secretary. 

 

 

 

 

 
 

Source: Excerpt adapted from “The Extraordinary Conduct of the Governor of Canada.” 
Emancipator and Free American, Detroit, April 28, 1842.  

VOCABULARY 

absconds – escapes secretly 



 

Document G: The Colored People of Hamilton to Sir Allan Napier MacNab 

Background Knowledge 
 
The colored citizens of Hamilton (located between Windsor and Toronto) and 
surrounding area sent a letter to Sir Allan Napier MacNab, their representative in the 
Legislative Assembly of the Province of Canada. Their hope was that he would be able 
to intervene on behalf of Nelson Hackett while he sat in a Detroit jail awaiting his return 
to Arkansas.  
______________________________________________________________________ 
 

To the Hon. Sir A. Macnab: 
 
Sir, —We, the colored inhabitants of Hamilton and Vicinity, bear a continual 
remembrance of your protection and liberty of the colored people. We unite 
in giving thanks for your safe protection, also for the favor for being 
received in the land of the noble and free. We have grateful hearts. 
 
We cannot refrain, however, from bringing to your attention one 
circumstance which has recently occurred of an unhappy kind to us as a 
people, one of our own, Nelson Hackett, has been taken from the 
Sandwich jail by night and given up to the injustice of slave claimers. The 
correspondence and papers are enclosed, and we shall be glad of an early 
opportunity to discuss them with you. Hoping that you may long be 
continued in the enjoyment of your health, your family, your friends. We 
pledge to you our confidence and support. 
 
Signed by 178 persons. 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Source:  Excerpt adapted from Address of the Colored People of Hamilton to Sir Allan Napier 
MacNab (Toronto: Thomas Fisher Rare Book Library, University of Toronto, 1842). Retrieved 
from: https://nelsonhackettproject.uark.edu/petition-from-hamiltons-black-population-transcript/ 

  

https://nelsonhackettproject.uark.edu/petition-from-hamiltons-black-population-transcript/


 

Document H – Joshua Leavitt to John Scoble 

Background Knowledge 
Joshua Leavitt was an abolitionist. John Scoble was a British abolitionist and editor of 
the British and Foreign Anti-Slavery Reporter. 
____________________________________________________________________________ 
 

TO JOHN SCOBLE, ESQ., SECRETARY OF THE BRITISH AND 
FOREIGN ANTI-SLAVERY SOCIETY. 
Washington City, Dec. 27, 1842. 
 
DEAR SIR, — I wish to communicate to you an interesting piece of 
information I have just obtained from the Hon. Mr. Cross, Representative to 
Congress from Arkansas. It is, that Nelson Hackett, the colored man who 
was surrendered by the Governor of Canada on a requisition from the 
Governor of Arkansas, to answer to a charge of stealing, was taken to 
Arkansas, and without trial restored to the possession of his former master 
as a slave; that he escaped again, and was retaken; but finally escaped the 
third time, and has not been heard of since; and whether he has gone 
clear, or is destroyed, is not known. 
 
The Canadian authorities ought to be expressly instructed to give up no 
colored man to the slave states, on any pretext whatever. There is no other 
security. 

 

(Signed,)                    JOSHUA LEAVITT. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Source: Excerpt adapted from “The Case of Nelson Hackett.” Anti-Slavery Reporter, February 
22, 1843. 



 

Document I: Letter from Lewis Tappan to Edward Cross 

Background Knowledge 

Lewis Tappan was an American abolitionist. He was deeply concerned about Nelson 
Hackett’s status after his return to Fayetteville. Edward Cross represented Arkansas in 
the U.S. House of Representatives.  
______________________________________________________________________ 

 

Sir, 
Mr. Giddings writes to me, in reply to a letter I addressed to him, 
that you will give me any information of which you are or may be 
possessed in relation to Nelson Hackett, the person who was 
delivered by the governor of Canada. 
I wrote to my brother, at the time that I wrote to Mr. Giddings, and 
he has replied that N. H. was taken to Arkansas—tried for stealing 
& publicly whipped—then delivered to his master by whom he 
was sold to someone in Texas.  
Very respectfully, [illegible] 
Lewis Tappan 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Source: Excerpt adapted from Lewis Tappan to Edward Cross in the Edward Cross Papers 
(Texas: James C. Jernigan Library, Texas A&M University-Kingsville, 1842). Retrieved from: 
https://nelsonhackettproject.uark.edu/lewis-tappan-to-edward-cross/ 
  

https://nelsonhackettproject.uark.edu/lewis-tappan-to-edward-cross/


 

Document A – 1840 Bill of Sale for Nelson Hackett 

Sourcing 

What makes this document good evidence that Alfred Wallace was the owner of Nelson 

Hackett? 

 

 

 

 

 

Contextualization 

What does this document suggest about Nelson Hackett?  

 

 

 

 

 

Close Reading  

According to this document, how did Alfred Wallace come to own Nelson Hackett?  

 

 

 

 

 

What does this Bill of Sale reveal about slavery?  

 

 

 

 

 



 

Document B – Report from Charles Stewart 

Sourcing 

Who wrote this source? 

 

 

 

What biases do you think the author may have had? Why might this be important?  

 

 

 

Contextualization 

What was happening in the economy in states such as Arkansas at that time?  

 

 

 

Why might Nelson Hackett have stolen a horse, a gold watch, and his owner’s outside coat? 

 

 

 

  



 

Close Reading  

How does this source provide evidence that Nelson Hackett’s crime was connected to his 

pursuit of liberty?  

 

 

 

According to the author, were the motives of Nelson Hackett’s former owner? Why did he 

really want him returned to Arkansas?  

 

 

 

Given this article, how do you know that Nelson Hackett’s escape was well-planned and 

organized? 

 

 

 

 

 

  



 

Document C – Petition of Nelson Hackett 
 

Sourcing 

Who is the intended audience? How might that influence the content and tone of the 

document? 

 

 

 

Contextualization 

Given this document, do you agree or disagree with the following statement, “Nelson Hackett 

committed a crime”? Explain your position.  

 

 

 

 

Close Reading  

What were Nelson Hackett’s reasons that justified remaining in Canada?  

 

 

 

 

 
  



 

Document D – Despatch from the Governor-General of Canada  
to the Secretary of State for the Colonies 

 

Sourcing 

What are the strengths of this document? 

 

 

 

What are the limitations of this document? 

 

 

 

Contextualization 

What do you think may have influenced Sir Charles Bagot’s decision? 

 

 

 

 

  



 

Corroboration 

Explain what information about Canada this source supports or contests. Write a quotation 

that led to this conclusion. 

 

 

 

 

Close Reading  

The document states, “nor could it be said that this property had been taken solely to assist 

him in escaping from slavery, and not with a felonious intent.” Do you agree or disagree with 

this statement? Use evidence to explain your position.  

 

 

 

 

According to this document, how does Sir Charles Bagot generally feel about Nelson 

Hackett? Provide evidence from the source. 

 

 

 

 

 

 
  



 

Document E – The Detroit Jail 

 

Why is this image historically significant?  

 

 

 

 

 

 

What historical event is connected to the image? 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

According to SHEG, an image is historically significant if it: 

● was important or influential at the time an event occurred 

● had lasting effects on people and/or society 

● was a moment of change or transition in history, 

● was representative of broader trends or changes in society 

Source: https://sheg.stanford.edu 

  

https://sheg.stanford.edu/


 

Document F – The Extraordinary Conduct of the Governor of Canada 

 

Sourcing 

Where was this document written? Why is that important? 

 

 

 

 

How much time elapsed between Nelson Hackett’s extradition to the United States and the 

creation of this document? What does this reveal about Black abolitionists in Detroit? 

 

 

 

 

Contextualization 

Why did the gentlemen view “the British Province of Canada as an asylum for the unfortunate 

and oppressed slaves of the United States?”  

 

 

 

 

How did the authors generally feel about the decision to extradite Nelson Hackett? How does 

the phrase “Canada will no longer be a safe asylum for our unfortunate brethren who are 

fleeing bondage” capture those feelings? 

 

 

 

  



 

Corroboration 

What do Document C and Document F agree upon?  

 

 

 

 

Close Reading  

How does this document provide evidence of the agency, resistance, and organizing that took 

place among Black Detroiters? 

 

 

 

 

 

  



 

Document G – The Colored People of Hamilton to Sir Allan Napier MacNab 

 

Sourcing 

Who are the authors? What biases do you think they had? 

 

 

 

Contextualization 

Why might Nelson Hackett have had supporters as far away as Hamilton? Consider the 

events of the time. 

 

 

 

 

Close Reading  

Why did the authors express their gratitude? 

 

 

 

 

What did the authors hope to achieve? 

 

 

 

 

 
  



 

Document H – Joshua Leavitt to John Scoble 

 

Sourcing 

What does the author tell us about himself? 

 

 

 

 

Contextualization 

What does this document suggest about Nelson Hackett?  

 

 

 

 

Corroboration 

What is similar about Document G and Document H? 

 

 

 

 

Close Reading  

According to this document, what happened to Nelson Hackett upon his return to Arkansas? 

 

 

 

 
  



 

Document I – Letter from Lewis Tappan to Edward Cross 

 

Sourcing 

Why did the author produce this document? 

 

 

 

Contextualization 

What does this document suggest about the importance of protecting freedom-seekers? 

 

 

 

 

Corroboration 

How does information in Document H differ from information in Document I? 

 

 

 

 

Close Reading  

According to this document, what happened to Nelson Hackett once he returned to 

Arkansas? 

 

 

 

 

 

  



 

Should Nelson Hackett have been extradited to Arkansas? 

Position: 

_____________________________________________________________________ 

You must include evidence from at least four documents to support your position. 

Document  Evidence 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  



 

 

Notes 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
  



 

Synthesizing Activity 

 

  

Sources 

(list the name and 

date of each source; 

choose at least three 

different sources) 

What information 

from the document 

demonstrates the 

agency of Nelson 

Hackett? 

What information 

from the document 

demonstrates the 

collaborative 

resistance to 

slavery that was 

taking place on both 

sides of the Detroit 

River?  

What information 

from the document 

illustrates efforts 

made to ensure that 

Canada remained a 

safe refuge for those 

escaping slavery in 

the United States? 

 

 

 

  

 

 

 

  

 

 

 

  

 

 

 

  

 

 

 

  



 

Life After Extradition 

 

The most detailed account of Nelson Hackett’s June 1842 return to Fayetteville 

appeared nine years later in the June 6, 1851 edition of the Liberator, an abolitionist 

newspaper. It came from William Murdock, another enslaved man from Fayetteville who 

was owned by Alfred Wallace (the same man who owned Nelson Hackett), after he 

escaped and made his way to Canada in the early 1850s. There, Murdock recounted to 

abolitionist Hiram Wilson what happened to Hackett: “William informs me that Nelson 

Hackett was brought back by [Alfred] Wallace, his master, who had four hundred and 

fifty slaves on his plantation—that he was kept in handcuffs and fetters for some time, 

and closely watched besides—that he was flogged with great severity five or six times, 

and then sold off to the interior of Texas—that the first whipping, which was done in the 

presence of all the slaves, consisted of 150 lashes upon his naked body. His whippings 

afterward varied from 39 to 50 to 60. So much for the punishment, by savage 

barbarians, of a human chattel, for running off with a horse chattel for freedom!”  

* Wallace certainly did not hold 450 people in bondage, but Wilson most likely 

confused the number of enslaved people owned by Wallace with the entire 

population of the Fayetteville community.  

The rest of the account, though, is consistent with information that an Arkansas 

official—probably one of the state’s U.S. senators—supplied to abolitionists Arthur 

Tappan and his brother Lewis Tappan in late 1842: “N. H. was taken to Arkansas—tried 

for stealing & publicly whipped—then delivered to his master by whom was sold to 

someone in Texas.” 

 

 

Source: “Letter from Hiram Wilson,” Liberator, June 6, 1851 

* See full article after the newspaper clippings below  

If you would like to learn more about Nelson Hackett, please visit: 

https://nelsonhackettproject.uark.edu/ 

  

https://nelsonhackettproject.uark.edu/


 

Sources 
 

Document A – 1840 Bill of Sale 

 



 

Document B – Report from Charles Stewart

 



 

 



 

Document D – Despatch from the Governor-General of Canada  

to the Secretary of State for the Colonies 

 

 

 

 

 



 

Document F – Extraordinary Conduct of the Governor of Canada 

 

 



 

Document G – The Colored People of Hamilton to Sir Allan Napier MacNab 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  



 

Document H 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

Document I – Lewis Tappan to Edward Cross 

 

 



 

Extended Reading 

The following article appeared in The Liberator in May 1851 and it provides a glimpse 

into what happened to Nelson Hackett after his return to Arkansas. 

 



 



 

 



 



 



 

 

 


