JONATHAN WALKER

By Tom Carlson


Jonathan Walker, who was to become known as “the Man with the Branded Hand,” was born near Cape Cod, Massachusetts, in 1799.  He went to sea at an early age and eventually became captain of his own ship.  Walker also became a strong abolitionist.  In 1835 he joined with Benjamin Lunday in colonizing fugitive slaves in Mexico.  Lunday, a northern journalist, was among the first crusaders against slavery.  Off and on over the next nine years Captain Walker sailed the waters of the Gulf Coast, assisting escaped slaves in a 12-ton whaleboat he built himself.


In 1844 Walker moved his family to Pensacola, Florida.  In June of that year he agreed to take seven run-away slaves to the Bahamas by ship.  Apparently Walker fell ill during the voyage and the ship drifted for several days until it was taken in tow by a salvage sloop.  

Walker was put ashore at Key West and placed under arrest for aiding slaves to escape.  Bail was set at $10,000.  Unable to raise such a high bail, Walker stayed in jail in Pensacola until he was brought to trial before the Superior Court of Escambia County in November of 1844.   Walker was convicted and sentenced to one hour in the public pillory, one year in prison for each of the slaves involved, a $600 fine for the lost work time of each slave, court costs, and finally a branding on the right hand with a readable double “S” signifying “Slave Stealer.”


A special branding iron had to be constructed for the unusual punishment.  Several blacksmiths refused but eventually one agreed to make the proper tool.  Walker was returned to the courtroom for the branding.  His right hand was tied to a low rail at first, but when spectators complained they could not see the hand was made fast to a pillar above his head.  U.S. Marshal Ebenezer Door held the hot iron against the base of Walker’s hand for 15 to 20 seconds.  According to those present the branding made sizzling sound.


After the punishment  Walker was returned to prison.  His family and friends in the north began to work for his release.  Appeals were made to the governor of Florida, beseeching him to intercede on Walker’s behalf.  Through negotiations the fines and prison times were reduced.  In May of 1845 the amount of $600 was paid, effecting Walker’s release.


Upon his return to New England, abolitionists hailed Walker as a hero and martyr.  John Greenleaf Whittier wrote a poem in 1946 titled “The Branded Hand.”  The most famous stanza of that poem went:



“Then lift that manly right hand 



Bold plowman of the wave



Its branded palm shall prophesy



Salvation for the slave.”


Walker traveled about the country lecturing to crowds and describing the horrors of slavery.  The climax of his speeches always came when he raised his right hand to reveal the brand.  He proclaimed it “the seal, the coat of arms of the United States.”


When Lincoln signed the Emancipation Proclamation in 1863, Walker no longer felt the need to crusade against slavery.  He moved with his wife, Jane, to Muskegon, settling on a small Fruit Farm in the Lake Harbor area.  According to most accounts Walker lived quietly until his death on April 30, 1878.  He was buried in Evergreen Cemetery.


The news of Walker’s death brought tributes from all across the country, including those of William Lloyd Garrison and Fredrick Douglas.  Reverend Photius Fisk, another well-known abolitionist, paid for a monument to be placed on Walker’s grave.  The dedication of the monument, August 1, 1878, attracted a crowd of 6000.  One side of the 10-foot obelisk contained verses of Whittier’s poem while the other side showed a carving of the branded hand.


Over the years the Walker monument has become a national shrine to those working toward racial justice.  In 1956 the Urban League established the Jonathan Walker Award for those showing special commitment to that end.


In August of 1998 the granite memorial was refurbished and rededicated in a ceremony that attracted a number of descendants of Jonathan Walker.  At the same time a separate monument to Jane Walker was also unveiled.  The Walker gravesite is located near the Irwin Street entrance of Evergreen Cemetery. 

