Slave Laws Across Borders: Upper Canada (Ontario) and the United States in 1793
In 1793, Upper Canada and the United States split dramatically over the issue of legal slavery.
The Fugitive Slave Laws in the United States
In the United States, the first fugitive slave law, which guaranteed the right of a slave owner to recover an escaped slave, passed in the
U.S. House of Representatives by a vote of 48-7 and signed into law by President George Washington in February.
This law was limited to the United States and its territories in the Northwest and south of the Ohio River and established that escaped
slaves who were captured would be returned, and anyone aiding them would be fined. Slaves who escaped could be recaptured for their
whole lives, and children born to escaped slaves were considered property of their mother’s former owner.
The law expanded the slave-catching trade and resulted in the kidnapping of free citizens to be sold into slavery in the American south.
(The most prominent example is Solomon Northup, whose story is told in 12 Years a Slave.)
However, the fugitive slave laws were strengthened by The Compromise of 1850, five bills that strengthened the fugitive slave law and
expanded it to free states. It required all federal judges and law-enforcement officials in the United States to actively assist in returning
escaped slaves to their owners and increased the penalties for assisting fugitive slaves. It also established that a “posse” of ordinary
citizens could be recruited to aid in the capture and return of a slave. It eliminated the ability of anyone accused of being an escaped slave
to testify in court. This increased the ability of slave hunters to kidnap and sell free men into slavery.
Act Against Slavery of 1793
In Upper Canada in 1793, the province’s first Lieutenant Governor, John Graves Simcoe, heard the testimony of Chloe Cooley, a female
slave who had been beaten as she was taken back to the United States. Simcoe and his Attorney General, John White.
There were slaves in Upper Canada, and six of the sixteen members of the Legislative Assembly owned slaves and opposed restricting the
slave trade, and so outright abolition of slavery was not possible. However, a compromise in the form of An Act to Prevent the further
Introduction of Slaves and to limit the Term of Contracts for Servitude within this Province (more commonly called The Act Against Slavery)
made Upper Canada the first British colony to severely limit slavery. It stated that all slaves within the province would remain slaves, but
new slaves could not be brought into Upper Canada. All children born to slave mothers would become free on their 25 th birthday. The Act
also required that slave owners provide security so that freed slaves would not become a public burden to discourage slave owners from
tossing out slaves who were unable to work and support themselves.

This act paved the way for the establishment of the Underground Railroad, since slaves who reached Upper Canada would no longer
legally be considered slaves, and a series of court decisions that required the strictest proof of ownership of a slave, which was rarely
available, to ensure the return of an escaped slave. However, it’s important to note that slaves were not specifically going to Canada, but
to anywhere that would be safe. The expansion of the fugitive slave laws into free states that had previously been able to shelter slaves
spurred an increase in the number of American slave refugees headed to Canada.
In 1798, Christopher Robinson introduced a bill in the Legislative Assembly to allow the importation of more slaves to the province, but it
was blocked by the Legislative Council (the upper chamber, equivalent to a senate) and died at the end of the legislative session.
The Act Against Slavery remained in force until the British Parliament’s Slavery Abolition Act abolished slavery in all parts of the British
Empire (passed in 1833 and effective in 1834).
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