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My white privilege is a living artifact of 

slavery, assimilation, and oppression in 

Canada. Let me tell you why. 

  

This story about my ancestors takes place in 

Mi’kmaqi. Most of what I write here 

occurred in Epekwitk (Abegweit/Prince 

Edward Island/PEI). The vast majority of 

my ancestors came from Scotland, Ireland, 

and France, and I recognize, lament, and 

strive to undo the harm their arrival inflicted 

on Indigenous peoples. Let me be up front 

here, too, and state that I am certainly not a 

historical expert on this topic and that the 

information I present here is thanks to the 

hard work of many others. I am but a simple 

googler. 

  

I was a young teenager when I learned that I 

have Black ancestry through my maternal 

grandmother (Nana Barb). It wasn’t a family 

secret by any means when I learned this—

just something that hadn’t been known or 

realized or remembered. A fact forgotten. 

Whitewashed. Far enough back that it was a 

point of intrigue and something to perhaps 

help explain the curls Nana passed on to her 

eight kids.  

  

What’s a white person to do with this 

information? You can go around saying you 

have Black ancestry, tip-toeing on the edge 

of a weird brand of virtue signalling. Or, you 

can keep the knowledge in your back pocket 

and simply not do anything. The easy way 

out.  

  

Now in my late twenties, as I pored over 

tweets and clicked through Instagram stories 

in May and June in response to the killing of 

George Floyd, I was forced to wrestle with 

the question of what good I can do with this 

information about my ancestry. Is it really 

my place to say anything? Simply, yes. This 

is a conversation for everyone. 

  

This conversation is about amplifying some 

long forgotten Black voices. Not the most 

comfortable spot to be in as a privileged 

white woman, but my internal struggle itself 

is privileged. This is a small story about 

slavery in Canada—a story that goes beyond 

that one Underground Railroad Heritage 

Minute. 

  

David and Kessiah Sheppard were my 5x-

great grandparents. They were also Black 

slaves owned by Sir Edmund Fanning, the 

Lieutenant Governor of the British colonies 

of Nova Scotia from 1783-1786 and PEI 

from 1786-1805. (Yes, this is the same 

Edmund Fanning fictionalized in the 

Outlander books and TV series.) 

  

David and Kessiah were listed in the Book of 

Negroes, a document containing the names 

of 3000 Black Loyalists who emigrated from 

New York to Nova Scotia in 1783. These 

Black Loyalists were previously enslaved 

Africans who had escaped to the British 

lines during the American Revolutionary 

War. In pledging allegiance to the Crown, 

there was a promise of land and freedom—

you can probably guess how that turned out. 

  

“David Shepherd, 15, likely boy. 

Formerly the property of William 

Shepherd, Nansemond, Virginia; left 

him 4 years ago. GBC.” (*GBC = 

General Birch Certificate—proof of 



The Weldon Times 

2 

 

service to the British military during 

the American Revolutionary War 

issued in the name of Brigadier 

Samuel Birch.)  

  

“Kessiah Sheppard, 18, stout wench. 

Formerly the property of Saul 

Sheppard, Norfolk, Virginia; left him 4 

years ago.” 

  

In July 1783, David and Kessiah sailed from 

New York on L’Abondance, one of many 

ships bound for Port Roseway, Nova Scotia, 

now better known as Shelburne. It’s unclear 

when or how exactly they became Fanning’s 

property. Despite that, David and Kessiah 

were only two of thousands of Black 

Loyalists who didn’t end up with the 

freedom they expected upon arrival in Nova 

Scotia—some received low quality land, 

others received nothing at all. Besides the 

land issue, however, most (all?) were treated 

poorly in Nova Scotia, a segregated society. 

Over one thousand eventually left the 

province, heading back across the Atlantic 

Ocean to Sierra Leone.  

  

Regardless of when they crossed paths with 

Lieutenant Governor Fanning, it is likely 

that David and Kessiah were with him in 

Halifax for some time before the move to 

PEI. At some point, they had their first 

child, Benjamin Matthias Sheppard, my 4x 

great grandfather. It’s unclear whether 

Benjamin was born in Nova Scotia or on the 

Island.  

  

What is clear, though, is that Benjamin was 

baptized in Charlottetown on March 22, 

1789.  In 1781, only eight years earlier, the 

PEI Legislature passed An Act, declaring 

that baptism of slaves shall not exempt them 

from bondage. What does that mean, you 

ask? It means, “Sorry, Ben. You can be free 

from sin… but not from slavery.” This Act 

was later repealed in 1825, even though it 

had essentially become “dead letter law” by 

that point. 

  

In adopting legislation that clearly 

mentioned slaves, PEI acknowledged 

indentured servitude on the Island for what 

it was. Nova Scotia and New Brunswick, on 

the other hand, never managed to pass 

legislation that explicitly related to slaves. 

Some attempts to do so were made in NS, 

but for whatever reason, it never happened. 

Slavery itself continued for some time in 

both of these provinces, despite the lack of 

legislation.  

  

This lack of legislation was problematic. It 

set up an easy way to deny the existence of 

slavery in NS and NB. If it was never 

codified in law, it was easier for those who 

wanted to to deny it was a problem. This 

made the undoing of slavery in those 

provinces all the more complicated. How 

could you fight something that simply 

“didn't exist”? 

  

I cannot bring this up without drawing a 

parallel to the denial, by some, of systemic 

racism in Canada. It would not be absurd, I 

think, to imagine that to some extent, the 

denial of systemic racism in this country is 

built upon the legacy of the early days of 

denying the existence of slavery in this 

country. Under British rule, the Slave Trade 

Act (1807) eventually outlawed slave trade 

in the British Empire, with the Slavery 

Abolition Act of 1833 prohibiting slavery 

altogether. 

  

Most of what is known about the Black 

population in PEI in the late 1700s and early 

1800s is known because of court documents. 

In February 1792, David Sheppard, my 5x 

great-grandfather, was convicted of stealing 

a saw. In July of that year, Executive 

Council reconsidered his punishment. The 

minutes noted, “Davy, a black man, 
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convicted of stealing a saw, was 

sentenced to receive 39 lashes—but 

was afterwards pardoned.” It’s possible, 

some surmise, that David Sheppard was 

spared the full punishment because he was 

the property of a prominent figure, the 

Lieutenant Governor. 

  

Some historical records indicate that 

Lieutenant Governor Fanning gave David 

and Kessiah Sheppard a farm near Cardigan, 

PEI, when they were emancipated. With 

little evidence to confirm this fact, it is hard 

to determine what Fanning’s personal 

motive was for setting them free. David and 

Kessiah went on to have several children, 

allowing Sheppard to become a widespread 

surname in the area by the late 1800s. 

Interracial marriages were bound to happen 

with a low population of Black settlers in 

PEI and with the isolation that came with 

living in a rural area. This helps to explain 

why the early Black population of Prince 

Edward Island has largely been forgotten. 

  

The fact of the matter is that these people 

should be remembered just as proudly as 

any other ancestor. Many ancestors 

experienced hardship. Many of us are 

descended from slaves. We wouldn’t be here 

if it weren’t for their hardship. By writing 

this—as a white woman who has not 

experienced racism—my goal is to bring 

more light to the fact that slavery existed in 

Canada and is another dark part of this 

country’s history we must refuse to deny. 

   

David and Kessiah are just one part of the 

story. 
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