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TWO IMPORTANT WARNINGS 

First, if you are sensitive or squeamish, then you may prefer not to 
read this book. The book contains phenomenally gruesome violence 
described herein. I was disturbed on many occasions by my research and by 
the information I believe necessary to convey in order to provide an accurate 
description of slavery. This is not your typically carefully-censored and 
whitewashed high school discussion of slavery. 

Second, the language of the time was rough and crude, and often 
would be considered to be deeply offensive today. I have chosen to quote 
directly from books by or about Frederick Douglass, Harriet Tubman, 
Sojourner Truth, Solomon Northup, Harriet Jacobs, William Wells Brown, 
David Walker, and others, who themselves are quoting, or were, 
slaveholders or others who disrespected African-Americans. The books, and 
the quotations, use dialect. To be true to the historical value of the material, 
I deliberately have not deleted words they used, even if those words may 
offend. Again, if you disagree with that approach, or if you are sensitive or 
squeamish, then you may prefer not to read this book. I do not condone 
racism, discrimination, or prejudice of any kind. 
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In memory and recognition of America’s Slave Heroes—Harriet Tubman, 
Frederick Douglass, Sojourner Truth, Harriet Jacobs, Solomon Northup, William 
Wells Brown, Lt. Juan Bautista (Prince) Witten and the Florida Army of Black 
Warriors, Nat Turner, David Walker, and many other brave African-Americans, 

both slave and “free”—far too numerous to name—who fought bravely and 
valiantly against their bondage and discrimination to attain great heights and 
success, and in addition, in memory of the abolitionists, both “free” African-

Americans—especially William Still, the Father of the Underground Railroad—and 
whites, who provided invaluable assistance to slaves, often in violation of federal 

and state laws and at great risk of harm to themselves  

 
§ § § 

 

It is time for America to recognize, and to teach our children that, through their exemplary 
courage, words and actions, these African-American heroes contributed mightily to American 

history and culture and should be held up to America’s youth as role models 

 
§ § § 

 

Their contributions to America were so significant that America’s Slave Heroes deserve to be 
recognized in America’s history on a par with the Founding Fathers (including George 

Washington and Thomas Jefferson) and Abraham Lincoln,  
each of whom also contributed significantly to America 
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THE SLAVE SOCIETY’S REIGN OF TERROR PROSPERS  

As the American colonies grew and became states, the form of slavery given birth by the 
English government in the 1660s through the fatherhood of the Duke of York and the 
motherhood of the American colonies persevered. Moreover, the slave society’s oppression 
became even more intense.  

Once the American nation created itself, once the Founding Fathers acted or failed to act, 
with all their contradictions in the Declaration of Independence and the Constitution, slavery 
grew rapidly. The horror of what I call Phase 1 of the Reign of Terror continued unabated. Then, 
it expanded in what I call Phase 2 of the Reign of Terror. 

The Founding Fathers, the Declaration of Independence, and the Constitution did not pause 
slavery or reduce its brutality.  

Suddenly, a new significant pro-slavery development appeared—the cotton gin triggered 
an explosion of slavery. The invention served as the vehicle for far greater atrocities within the 
new nation than had existed in the colonies before America’s founding. Although the legal 
international slave trade had ended, the new atrocities included slave coffles, the “Trail of 
Tears,”597 and the associated heart-wrenching destruction of slave families on a much greater 
scale than had transpired previously. Meanwhile, smuggling continued the international slave 
trade illegally. 

As these events emerge, we no longer read of slaves gibbeted or broken on the wheel. We 
do read, however, about slaves burned at the stake more than half a century after the Declaration 
of Independence. We also read of slaves’ heads posted still later along public roads in the slave 
society’s conscious, deliberate efforts to inflict terror upon slaves and their children.  

Today, we are able to read the narratives of America’s Slave Heroes describing their 
personal experiences during Phase 2 involving unrelenting violence against slaves. This Chapter 
relates many of those experiences in the form of “Stories” written in the slaves’ and former 
slaves’ own words, and abolitionists’ words, speaking directly to you in the 2020s. 

We also read about the slave society’s callous and persistent disregard of supposed 
constitutional rights in the first ten Amendments—the Bill of Rights.598 

 
 

597 Edward Ball. 

See “Chapter Five: The Duke’s Slave Trading Legacy—The Internal Slave Trade: Coffles and 
Auctions.” 

598 See “—The Slave Society’s War on Abolitionists” below. 
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Under the Constitution, its Three-Fifths Compromise, and its electoral college, the slave 
society gained an exaggerated influence over America’s political life, and through the 
government, over American society.599 

With the Three-Fifths Compromise, the slave society was highly confident for many years 
of its power, through the electoral college, in combination with the Three-Fifths Compromise, to 
elect slave-holding and otherwise compliant Presidents and, through the Three-Fifths 
Compromise, to dominate a pro-slavery Congress. 
Given the Presidency and Congress, the slave 
society also controlled the Supreme Court.600 The 
slave society’s power was so strong that, for years, 
it enforced a “gag rule” in Congress preventing 
discussion of anti-slavery legislation. 

With that extensive power, the slave society 
simply chose to ignore the Bill of Rights and other 
supposed constitutional guarantees of liberty—the 
right of free speech, the right of a free press, the 
right to due process, the right to a fair trial by a 
jury of one’s peers, and the prohibition of cruel 
and unusual punishment.601 

In brief, America’s Reign of Terror, the 
especially dehumanizing form of slavery that the 
English had legislated, promoted, and incentivized 
in the American colonies did not miss a beat after 
America became a nation. Instead, the Reign of 
Terror grew into an even greater monster.  

No longer were slaves numbered in the hundreds of thousands, now they became millions, 
and after that, even more millions.  

Now, the slaves were torn from their friends and families to be transported far away from 
one heartless region where they no longer were needed to another, still more pitiless, region 
demanding their unceasing services.  

 
 

599 See “Chapter Four: America’s Slavery Contradictions—The Constitution Contemplated and Protected 
Slavery.” 

600 See “Chapter Four: America’s Slavery Contradictions—George Washington, Thomas Jefferson, John 
Adams, and Other Founding Fathers—Supreme Court Justices.” 

601 See “—The Slave Society’s War on Abolitionists” below. 

ANTI-SLAVERY “GAG RULE” 

[On May 26, 1836,] “during the 24th Congress 
(1835–1837), the U.S. House of Representatives 
instituted the ‘gag rule,’ the first instance of what 
would become a traditional practice forbidding the 
House from considering anti-slavery petitions. … 
[John Quincy] Adams shouted during the roll call 
vote, ‘I hold the resolution to be a direct violation 
of the Constitution of the United States.’ For the 
next four Congresses, Adams fervently fought 
against the gag rule, declaring it a restriction on 
free speech. Despite his efforts, the House 
successfully reintroduced the gag rule each 
Congress until Adams finally mustered enough 
votes to repeal it on December 3, 1844.” 

“The House ‘Gag Rule’” at 
history.house.gov/Historical-Highlights/1800-
1850/The-House-of-Representatives-instituted-the-
“gag-rule”/, accessed Nov. 1, 2020 
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It is not hyperbole to declare straightforwardly that this was one of the greatest crimes 
against humanity in the history of the World! 

Yet, many of America’s schools have never taught that information, and even today, most 
refrain from doing so. 
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WHO WERE THE SLAVES? 

The captives who became slaves in America were Africans.602  

Above all, they were people, human beings. It is crucial to keep this in mind.  

To the slave society’s members, however, slaves were things, chattels. 

As the Duke of York and his colleagues constructed American slavery based upon that 
sadistic concept, a primary perceived difficulty of the English colonialists was a serious shortage 
of inexpensive labor. The colonists had sought to fill this need by whatever resources could 
become available. That included free white workers, indentured servants and, somewhat later, as 
promoted by the English government, slaves. 

Labor by free whites was in very short supply. Dr. Leslie Harris states that “wars in Europe 
hampered the flow of European immigrants.”603 Individuals who came to early America did not 
need to work for wages in order to make a living. Plenty of land was available for one to become 
independent and to have a decent life through farming, hunting and fishing. Douglas Harper 
states: “So much land was available, so cheaply, that no one was willing to come to America and 
sign on as a laborer. … Because of this acute labor shortage, all the American colonies turned to 
compulsory labor.”604 Dr. Harris adds that “many [Europeans] attempted to establish 
independent farms or businesses.”605 

Indentured servants were fine, but they did not always fill the need. Work for them was 
available in Europe. The numbers of indentured servants in the American colonies declined in 
the late 1600s, making heavy reliance upon them difficult. Since prices for slaves were declining 
at the time, it was more costly to replace existing indentured servants with new indentured 
servants when contracts ended.606 Moreover, being white, indentured servants could blend 
relatively easily into the population, if they sought to escape their contracts. 

At first, the colonialists were not particular about whom they enslaved. They enslaved 
whites, Native Americans and Africans. Like indentured servants, however, white slaves could 
blend into the population upon escaping. 

 
 

602 See “Chapter Five: The Duke’s Slave Trading Legacy —Transition from People to Things.” 

603 Harris, at 29.  

604 Harper, “Slavery in the North,” at slavenorth.com/slavenorth.htm, accessed Oct. 5, 2020. 

605 Harris, at 27.  

606 Kolchin, at 11,12. 
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The colonialists could purchase African slaves from two sources: One source was Africans 
directly from Africa. The second source was slaves that had previously worked in the Caribbean 
on large plantations. That experience provided them a degree of acculturation and understanding 
of the work expected, i.e., “seasoning.” 

The need for labor was so great that the Massachusetts General Court “voted to reimburse 
the man who had purchased … Africans [in Bermuda] for his expense; he was to repay the 
colony from the proceeds when he sold the slaves.”607 

New Englanders also justified slaves taken captive in wars. Douglas Harper quotes a New 
Englander who desired a “juste warre” with the Pequot tribe, “so the colonists might capture 
enough Indian men, women and children to exchange in Barbados for black slaves,” concluding 
that “the colony would never thrive ‘untill we get … a stock of slaves sufficient to doe all our 
business.’”608  

A problem with Native Americans was that the men might be warriors, who could fight 
back, making them especially dangerous. They also could escape into Native territory, which 
they knew geographically, and where they had friends and families. So, as indicated, 
Massachusetts slave owners who owned or captured Native Americans traded them in the 
Caribbean for African-Americans.609 

Escape for Africans was more challenging. Being readily visible, Africans had much 
greater difficulty with blending in. In addition, unlike whites, and Native Americans in their 
tribal settings, Africans, not being fluent in English, could not easily communicate. They had 
their own native African languages, the variety of which likely inhibited communication even 
among slaves. That made it easier for slave masters to utilize harsh punishments with fewer 
defections. 

The prevailing conditions led eventually to a greater dependence upon African slavery. 
Thus, the Duke of York was able to promote and exploit the slave trade. 

As time passed, pursuant to laws promoted by the Duke of York, King Charles II, and their 
colleagues, followed by their English government successors, the colonialists began to restrict 
slavery to Africans. This occurred by prohibiting enslavement of whites (“Christians,” but of 
course excluding African Christians) and eventually by prohibiting enslavement of Native 
Americans. 

 
 

607 “February 26, 1638, First Slaves Arrive in Massachusetts” at www.massmoments.org/moment-
details/first-slaves-arrive-in-massachusetts.html, accessed Oct. 5, 2020. 

608 Harper, “Slavery in the North” at slavenorth.com/massachusetts.htm, accessed Oct. 5, 2020.  

609 Harper, “Slavery in the North” at slavenorth.com/massachusetts.htm, accessed Oct. 5, 2020. 
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Yet, the Africans themselves were human beings who came from diverse cultures and 
societies.610 In A GUIDE TO THE HISTORY OF SLAVERY IN MARYLAND, the Maryland State 
Archives and University of Maryland describes the African multi-cultural context relevant to the 
slaves:611 

The men and women dragged across the 
Atlantic were called “Africans.” But they were 
not Africans when they boarded the slave ships. 
Rather, they were members of particular 
nations—Angolans, Igbos, and Mande, for 
example—each with its own political hierarchy, 
social structure, traditions, and culture. Some 
were matriarchal and others patriarchal. Some 
Africans labored as farmers, worked as village-
based artisans or merchants, or served as soldiers. 
Most had been free, but some had been slaves. 
They wove different kinds of cloth, made 
different kinds of pottery, smelted different kinds 
of metal, sang different songs, and worshipped 
different gods.  

Thomas R.R. Cobb, the pro-slavery 
advocate, provides the following information regarding the African origins of slaves:612  

The immense supply of slaves (near 75,000 annually), necessarily caused most 
wretched cruelties to be practiced by the petty kings and slave-dealers on the African coast. 
From the great river Senegal to the farther limits of Angola, a distance of many thousand 
miles, the entire coast was visited to furnish this supply. The interior, especially along the 
banks of the rivers, yielded its quota to the general demand. Numerous tribes inhabited this 
vast extent of country, and consequently great differences existed in the color, nature, 
habits, and dispositions of the negroes exported. Prominent among these were the 
Mandingoes, Koromantyns, Whidahs or Fidahs, Eboes, and Congoes. The first were 
considered the most elevated and farthest removed from the pure type. The second, from 
the Gold Coast, were the most stubborn, unruly, rebellious, and intrepid. The Whidahs were 
the most thievish; and the Eboes from Benin, the most timid and dejected. Their 
peculiarities were soon discovered; and hence, upon the arrival of a slave-ship, the 
advertisement always gave notice of the tribes from which they were purchased. 

It must be recalled that Mr. Cobb was a blatant racist. Demonstrating that aspect of his 
character, he provides the following views, which I include so that you are able to gain insight 

 
 

610 “The Angolan Connection and Slavery in Virginia” at www.historyisfun.org/learn/learning-center/the-
angolan-connection-and-slavery-in-virginia/, accessed Oct. 13, 2020. 

611 Slavery in Maryland, at 4. 

612 Cobb, Vol I, at cliv-clv. Footnote omitted. 

LANGUAGE ISSUES 

“Only the 30 percent of the newest arrivals who 
came directly from Africa could ‘scarce speak a 
word of English,’ speaking, instead, one of their 
native tongues—Kikongo, Gã, Mandinga, 
Soninke, Temne, Fulbe, and Sere—or any of the 
many other African languages heard on the streets 
of New York, and, most of all, a lingua franca in 
West Africa.” 

J. Lepore, “Chapter 2: The Tightening Vise: Slavery 
and Freedom in British New York” in I. Berlin and L. 
Harris, ed., Slavery in New York at 68 (The New Press, 
2005). Footnote omitted. 
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into the thinking of many Americans (including many Northerners) at the time of slavery’s Reign 
of Terror:613 

The negroes thus introduced into America, were gross and stupid, lazy and 
superstitious. With an occasional exception of a captive warrior, they were only transferred 
from the slavery of a savage to that of a civilized and Christian master. … To the fact of 
their improved condition, as well as their natural constitution and habit, the want of a 
common language, a common sympathy, and a common grief, may be attributed the 
absence of any concerted attempt at rebellion, even in those colonies where they 
outnumbered the white population. 

Once in America, slaves performed many occupations, and lived in many types of 
circumstances. You will see many descriptions of a wide variety of professional skills developed 
by slaves (which in turn, at times, gave some slaves a degree of negotiating ability), as well as 
the fears of white workers with whom slaves competed. There were slaves serving in many 
skilled professions, especially in cities or on large plantations where specialization was more 
feasible. Having said that, the vast majority of male slaves were field hands on large and small 
farms and on plantations, while women worked as domestics, but also as field hands.614 

Dr. Henry Gates, citing the Gilder Lehrman Institute of American History, states that, in 
1860, 31 percent of American slaves worked “on plantations of 40 or more slaves, while a 
majority (53 percent) were held on farms of between 7 and 39 slaves.” He adds that “almost ‘a 
third of slave laborers were children and an eighth were elderly or crippled.’”615 

Dr. Peter Kolchin describes slaves working in circumstances varying considerably by 
region, type and size of farm or plantation, rural versus urban demographic settings, and time 
frame, especially early colonial versus the antebellum South with its “paternalism.”  

Following the prohibition of the international slave trade in 1808 and the growth of the 
internal slave trade, some of the characteristics of slaves began to change. After 1808, the 
number of slaves in America continued to increase substantially from natural births of slave 
women.616 One result was that America became, by a considerable margin, the largest slave-
owning country in the New World.617 Another result was that the slave population changed its 

 
 

613 Cobb, Vol I, at cli-clii.  

614 Kolchin, at 105; Hodges and Brown, at xxii. 

615 Gates, “Slavery by the Numbers” at www.theroot.com/slavery-by-the-numbers-1790874492, accessed 
Oct. 5, 2020. 

616 “The President’s House in Philadelphia” at www.ushistory.org/presidentshouse/plans/eisterhold/04-
Systems-and-Methods-of-Slavery.php, accessed Oct. 5, 2020. 

617 Kolchin, at 94. 
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character by attrition to one that became heavily American-born, with decreasing numbers 
having been born in Africa.618  

The emergence of a substantial number of slaves who had been slaves their entire lives, 
rather than captives from Africa, had its impact, which fed the concept of Southern paternalism. 
Slave children had never known another life. Masters and slaves knew each other for extended 
periods, and developed relationships over that time. It does not mean, however, that slaves 
accepted their fates, as evidenced by substantial numbers of runaway slaves, incidents of 
resistance, and the passionate efforts of America’s Slave Heroes.619 

Thus, slaves were diverse people, both at the time of their capture and sale in Africa and, in 
America, in their lives as slaves. The fundamental message, however, is that, within that 
diversity, as Frederick Douglass stated, in reality the slaves were not “things” at all, they were 
living, breathing people, human beings. 

 

  

 
 

618 Kolchin, at 34, 37-38. 

619 See “—Slave Holder Advertisements for Runaway Slaves” below. 
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A BILL OF SALE 

Slavery involved treating slaves as chattels—things, animals. They were sold, leased, 
mortgaged, inherited, and managed as other property. The beginning of a human being’s life as a 
slave after reaching America was to be sold, commonly at an auction. 

 

It is appropriate to show you at the beginning of this discussion of slavery in practice how a 
Bill of Sale for a slave appeared. In this case, it is a Bill of Sale giving a specific slave, William 
Wells Brown, his freedom—the end of his slavery. 

Like Frederick Douglass and many other fugitive slaves, William Wells Brown fled to 
Europe to escape the dangers posed by the Fugitive Slave Law of 1850. As also occurred in the 
case of Mr. Douglass, English friends obtained a Bill of Sale upon their purchase of Mr. Brown’s 
freedom from his slave owner in Missouri. Due to white fear of “free” African-Americans, 
Missouri law, much as the law in other slave states, required a judicial approval for Mr. Brown’s 
manumission. 

Josephine Brown, a daughter of Mr. Brown, provides the Bill of Sale (and her perspectives 
about it):620 

In the spring of 1854, a few ladies, personal friends of Mr. Brown, in England, wishing 
to secure to him the right of returning to the United States at any time that he might feel 
inclined, without the liability of being arrested as a fugitive slave, negotiated with his old 

 
 

620 J. Brown, at 96-99. Emphasis in original. 

Chattel 

1: an item of tangible movable or immovable property except real estate and things (such as 
buildings) connected with real property 

2: slave, bondman // slaveholders who were determined to hold on to their human chattel 

What is the Difference Between chattel and slave? 

The word chattel is encountered in two main senses. The earlier of the two is primarily technical 
and refers to property, specifically property that is distinct from real estate holdings. The second 
meaning of chattel can excite considerable emotion, as it refers to humans as property, i.e., 
slaves. Chattel, slave and the less common bondman and thrall are all synonyms for a person 
held in servitude by another. Chattel and cattle both come to English from the same source: each 
is descended from the Medieval Latin word capitale, which itself traces to the Latin caput 
meaning “head.” 

“Chattel” at www.merriam-webster.com/dictionary/chattel#note-1, accessed Oct. 6, 2020. 
Emphasis in original. 
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master for the purchase of his freedom. As it may be interesting to the reader to know how 
an American disposes of his neighbors, we give below the Bill of Sale, called a Deed of 
Emancipation: — 

 “Know all men by these presents, That I, Enoch Price, of the 
city and county of St. Louis, and State of Missouri, for and in 
consideration of the sum of three hundred dollars, to be paid to 
Joseph Greely, my agent in Boston, Mass., by Miss Ellen 
Richardson, or her agent, on the delivery of this paper, do 
emancipate, set free, and liberate from slavery, a mulatto man 
named Sanford Higgins, alias Wm. Wells Brown, that I purchased 
of Samuel Willi on the 2d October, 1833. Said Brown is now in the 
fortieth year of his age, and I do acknowledge that no other person holds any claim on 
him as a slave but myself. 

“In witness whereof, I hereunto set my hand and seal, this 24th day of April, 1854. 

“ENOCH PRICE. 

“Witness, OLIVER HARRIS, 
JOHN A. HASSON.” 

 
“STATE OF MISSOURI, COUNTY OF ST. LOUIS, s. s.  

“In the St. Louis Circuit Court, 
April Term, 1854. April 25th. 

“Be it remembered, that on this 25th day of 
April, eighteen hundred and fifty-four, in the 
open Court, came Enoch Price, who is 
personally known to the Court to be the same 
person whose name is subscribed to the 
foregoing instrument of writing as a party 
thereto, and he acknowledged the same to be his 
act and deed, for the purposes therein 
mentioned; — which said acknowledgment is 
entered on the record of the Court of that day.  

“In testimony whereof, I hereto set my hand and affix the seal of said Court, at 
office in the city of St. Louis, the day and year last aforesaid.  

“WM. J. HAMMOND, Clerk.” 

 

“STATE OF MISSOURI, COUNTY OF ST. LOUIS, s. s. 

“I, Wm. J. Hammond, Clerk of the Circuit Court in and for the county aforesaid, 
certify the foregoing to be a true and correct copy of the Deed of Emancipation from 
Enoch Price to Sanford Higgins, (alias Wm. Wells Brown,) as fully as the same 
remains in my office. 

L.S 

MANUMISSION 

“the act or process of manumitting especially: 
formal emancipation from slavery” 

“Manumission” at www.merriam-
webster.com/dictionary/manumission, accessed Oct. 6, 
2020. Emphasis in original. 

PRICE FOR  
WILLIAM WELLS BROWN 

The sum of $300 in the 
1850s would approximate 
$9,900 today. 
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“In testimony whereof, I hereto set my hand and affix the seal of said Court, at 
office in the city of St. Louis, this 25th day of April, eighteen hundred and fifty-four. 

“WM. J. HAMMOND, Clerk.” 

 

“STATE OF MISSOURI, COUNTY OF ST. 
LOUIS, s. s.  

“I, Alexander Hamilton, sole Judge of 
the Circuit Court within and for the Eighth 
Judicial Circuit of the State of Missouri, 
(composed of the County of St. Louis,) 
certify that William J. Hammond, whose 
name is subscribed to the foregoing 
certificate, was at the date thereof, and now 
is, Clerk of the Circuit Court within and for 
the County of St. Louis, duly elected and 
qualified; that his said certificate is in due 

form of law, and that full faith and credit are and should be given to all such his official 
acts. 

“ Given under my hand, at the city of St. Louis, this 26th day of April, eighteen 
hundred and fifty-four. 

“A. HAMILTON, Judge” 

 

“ July 7th, 1854. I have received this day Wm. I. Bowditch’s check on the Globe 
Bank for three hundred dollars, in full for the consideration of the foregoing instrument 
of emancipation. 

“JOSEPH GREELY, 
“By THOMAS PAGE’S authority.” 

Ms. Brown concluded with her view of the Bill of Sale:621 

The foregoing, reader, is a true copy of the bill of sale by which a democratic, Christian 
American sells his fellow-countryman for British gold. Let this paper be read and the fact 
rung in the ears of our nervous negro aristocracy who are upholding an institution which 
withers and curses the land, which blasts every thing that it touches, which lies like an 
incubus on the nation’s breast, which overshadows the Genius of the American Revolution, 

 
 

621 J. Brown, at 99. Emphasis in original. 

WHY RESTRICTIONS ON MANUMISSION 

 Fear of dependency by uneducated former 
slaves 

 Fear of crime by former slaves who could not 
earn a living 

 “Free” African-Americans, by example or 
speech, might encourage slaves to escape 

 “Free” African-Americans might actively 
assist slaves in escaping 
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and makes our countrymen the scorn and by-word of the inhabitants of monarchical 
Europe. 

 

 

  

CERTIFICATE OF MANUMISSION 

“Recorded in Book 0, of DEEDS, page 735, in the Clerk’s Office, at Burlington,—J. MCILVAINE, 
Clerk:” 

“BURLINGTON COUNTY COURT—We do hereby certify, that on this twenty-fifth day of 
September, in the year of our Lord, one thousand eight hundred and six, William Griffith, Esquire, 
of the township and city of Burlington, in the said county of Burlington, brought before us, two of 
the Overseers of the Poor of said township, and two of the Justices of the Peace of the said county, 
his slaves, named Quamino and Sarah, man and wife; who, on view and examination, appear to us 
to be in sound mind, and not under any bodily incapacity of obtaining a support—and are, also, not 
under the age of twenty-one years, nor above the age of forty years: In witness whereof we have 
hereto set our hands, the day and year above written. 

THOMSON NEALE, 
JOHN HOSKINS, JR. 

Overseers of the Poor of the said township of Burlington. 

THOMAS ADAMS, 
WILLIAM HYER. 

Justices of the Peace, in and for said county of Burlington.” 

W. Allinson, Memoir of Quamino Buccau, a Pious Methodist at 14‐15 (Henry Longstreth, 1851), Academic 
Affairs Library, University of North Carolina at Chapel Hill, available at docsouth.unc.edu 
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THE MYTH OF THE “KIND” SLAVEHOLDER 

“Is there not some chosen curse,  
Some hidden thunder in the stores of heaven,  
Red with uncommon wrath, to blast the man  

Who gains his fortune from the blood of souls?” 

William Cowper622  

“Tell me not of kind masters under slavery’s hateful rule! There is no such thing as a 
person of that description; for, as you will see, my master, one of the most distinguished of 
this uncommon class of slaveholders, hesitated not to allow the wife of my love to be torn 
from my fond embrace, and the darling idols of my heart, my little children, to be snatched 
from my arms, and thus to doom them to a separation from me, more dreadful to all of us 
than a large number of lashes, inflicted on us daily.”623 

Henry “Box” Brown 

§ § § 

Toward the end of slavery, Southerners, especially, began to advocate a number of myths 
about slavery.  

One myth was that slaves were better off as slaves than as “free” African-Americans, that 
African-Americans could not live well in freedom.  

Another myth strongly advocated by Southerners during the antebellum South was that 
slaveholders were “paternalistic,” they “loved” their slaves, and they were kind to their slaves. 
They argued that it was to the slave holders’ benefit to be “kind” to slaves and to “take care” of 
the slave holders’ “property” as an investment. That myth continued to have many advocates for 
decades, even after slavery ended. Some people today continue to argue the myth.624 

In the final analysis, however, while some masters were not as brutal or violent toward 
their slaves as were others, it also was a uniform belief that masters must always be in control 
and that slaves must always be submissive and dependent upon their masters and must obey the 
masters’ wishes. In order to enforce slaves’ obedience and submissiveness and to underscore the 
masters’ ever-present dominance and power, the slave society considered it not only to be 

 
 

622 Quoted on Cover of W. Brown, NARRATIVE OF WILLIAM W. BROWN, A FUGITIVE SLAVE, 
WRITTEN BY HIMSELF at 116-17 (Anti-Slavery Office, 2nd ed. 1848), available from the Library of 
Congress at www.hathitrust.org/digital_library (“W. Brown, Narrative”). 

623 Dictated by H. Brown, written and edited by C. Stearns, NARRATIVE OF HENRY BOX BROWN, WHO 

ESCAPED FROM SLAVERY at 13 (Brown and Stearns, 1849), Academic Affairs Library, Univ. of North 
Carolina at Chapel Hill, available at docsouth.unc.edu. 

624 See “—Sanitizing History Is Fraudulent Education” below. 
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appropriate, but absolutely necessary, for masters to utilize discipline in many brutal forms 
within the masters’ discretion. 

The slave society’s myths are exploded by the experience of truly free blacks who lived as 
valued full citizens in Spanish Florida.  

While there are some who express the view that “paternalistic” slavery was not really so 
bad, the American public rarely directly hears the views of slaves regarding such arguments. 

William Wells Brown relates the slave’s 
perspective in his book, NARRATIVE OF WILLIAM 

W. BROWN, A FUGITIVE SLAVE, as follows:625 

In giving a history of my own sufferings in 
slavery, as well as the sufferings of others with 
which I was acquainted, or which came under my 
immediate observation, I have spoken harshly of 
slaveholders, in church and state. 

Nor am I inclined to apologize for anything 
which I have said. There are exceptions among 
slaveholders, as well as among other sinners; and the fact that a slaveholder feeds his slaves 
better, clothes them better, than another, does not alter the case; he is a slaveholder. I do not 
ask the slaveholder to feed, clothe, or to treat his victim better as a slave. I am not waging a 
warfare against the collateral evils, or what are sometimes called the abuses, of slavery. I 
wage a war against slavery itself, because it takes man down from the lofty position which 
God intended he should occupy, and places him upon a level with the beasts of the field. It 
decrees that the slave shall not worship God according to the dictates of his own 
conscience; it denies him the word of God; it makes him a chattel, and sells him in the 
market to the highest bidder; it decrees that he shall not protect the wife of his bosom; it 
takes from him every right which God gave him. Clothing and food are as nothing 
compared with liberty. What care I for clothing or food, while I am the slave of another? 
You may take me and put cloth upon my back, boots upon my feet, a hat upon my head, 
and cram a beef-steak down my throat, and all of this will not satisfy me as long as I know 
that you have the power to tear me from my dearest relatives. All I ask of the slaveholder is 
to give the slave his liberty. It is freedom I ask for the slave.  

 
 

625 W. Brown, Narrative at 116-17. Emphasis in original. 

“NO FREEMAN COULD ENDURE” 

“Heaven save me from kind masters, as well as 
from those called more cruel; for even their 
‘tender mercies are cruel,’ and what no freeman 
could endure for a moment.” 

Dictated by H. Brown, written and edited by C. Stearns, 
Narrative of Henry Box Brown, Who Escaped from 
Slavery at 13 (Brown and Stearns, 1849), Academic 
Affairs Library, Univ. of North Carolina at Chapel Hill, 
available at docsouth.unc.edu 
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SLAVE COFFLE ON A RIVER BOAT 

“When I learned the fact of my having been hired to a negro speculator, or a “soul-driver” as 
they are generally called among slaves, no one can tell my emotions. Mr. Walker had offered a 
high price for me, as I afterwards learned, but I suppose my master was restrained from selling 
me by the fact that I was a near relative of his. On entering the service of Mr. Walker, I found 
that my opportunity of getting to a land of liberty was gone, at least for the time being. He had a 
gang of slaves in readiness to start [on a river boat from Missouri] for New Orleans, and in a few 
days we were on our journey. I am at a loss for language to express my feelings on that 
occasion. Although my master had told me that he had not sold me, and Mr. Walker had told me 
that he had not purchased me, I did not believe them; and not until I had been to New Orleans, 
and was on my return, did I believe that I was not sold. 

“There was on the boat a large room on the lower deck, in which the slaves were kept, men 
and women, promiscuously—all chained two and two, and a strict watch kept that they did not 
get loose; for cases have occurred in which slaves have got off their chains, and made their 
escape at landing places, while the boats were taking in wood;—and with all our care, we lost 
one woman who had been taken from her husband and children, and having no desire to live 
without them, in the agony of her soul jumped overboard, and drowned herself. She was not 
chained. 

“It was almost impossible to keep that part of the boat clean. 

“On landing at Natchez, the slaves were all carried to the slave-pen, and there kept one 
week, during which time, several of them were sold.” 

W. Brown, Narrative of William W. Brown, A Fugitive Slave, Written by Himself at 39-41 (Anti-Slavery 
Office, 2nd ed. 1848), available from the Library of Congress at www.hathitrust.org/digital_library 
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STILL MORE MYTHS ABOUT SLAVERY 

The Washington Post published an article by Daina Ramey Berry, a history professor at the 
University of Texas, and Talitha L. LeFlouria, an African-American studies professor at the University of 
Virginia, on slavery myths presenting what I regard as useful information.626 These myths are reinforced 
as myths in my discussions throughout this book. 

The “Five Myths” identified in the article are: 

 “The first Africans came to America in 1619” 

 “Enslaved people who worked in the house had easier lives” 

 “Slavery was limited to the South” 

 “Women were not as involved in slave-owning as men were” 

 “The Civil War ended slavery” 

In this book, I have sought to provide ample support for defining and explaining, among others, all 
of the foregoing as “myths” regarding slavery in America, as well as a number of additional myths, 
including among them, the following: 

 America’s slavery was not unusual in the context of the time—ignoring the less inhumane 
systems of slavery practiced in other significant contemporary cultures, and ignoring America’s 
status as one of the last, and by far the largest, slave society remaining in the New World at the 
time of the Civil War 

 Slavery in America was bad, but not inhumane or brutal—ignoring sadistic cruelty 

 Slavery has been washed away from American culture by the Civil War, by the 13th, 14th and 15th 
Amendments to the Constitution, and by civil rights legislation, and does not affect American 
society significantly today; slavery effectively can be disregarded—ignoring today’s extreme 
denial of equal educational opportunity for African-Americans by thousands of local, as well as 
state governments, and ignoring the pervasive divisions and inequities throughout contemporary 
American society 

 Slavery was committed only by white people—failing to recognize that, as Dr. Henry Gates 
describes, there were some African-Americans who owned slaves; Dr. Gates states that 3,776 
“free” African-Americans (about 1% of the black population) owned 12,907 slaves, out of the 
millions of slaves in America (a significant proportion, 42%, of the black slave holders owned 

 
 

626 Berry and LeFlouria, “Five Myths—Slavery” (Wash. Post, Feb. 9, 2020, at B3) at 
www.washingtonpost.com/outlook/five-myths/five-myths-about-slavery/2020/02/07/d4cb0e6a-42e0-11ea-b503-
2b077c436617_story.html, accessed Oct. 6, 2020. 
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only one slave, suggesting that the “ownership” was for the protection of family members, but 
yet there were others who owned many slaves for economic reasons, including John Carruthers 
Stanly, who owned 163 slaves in North Carolina, William Ellison, who owned 63 slaves in 
South Carolina and who provided strong material support to the Confederate cause, and multiple 
Louisiana black slave holders)627 

 Slavery in America was a “capitalist conspiracy”—ignoring the fundamental and pervasive role 
of centralized English government in the promotion of slavery in the American colonies 
specifically as a means to increase tax and other revenues 

 Slavery was “something that happened 150 years ago”—sanitizing the true horror of slavery 
and the high degree of significance slavery still represents, even today, as a core feature of 
America’s economy, culture, society, politics, and national development 

Actually, while America has made important progress in its race relations through the ending of 
official segregation in the 1960s, remnants of slavery are very much still present as an important influence 
in today’s America.  

One of the most obvious “Badges of Slavery” still existent in America is the outrageous 
discrimination in educational opportunities provided by governmental entities—public schools—for many 
African-Americans and other disadvantaged youth. Government policies are a prime direct cause of 
poverty, and of income and wealth disparities, in America. The educational inequality is not caused by 
“capitalists,” but by government failures and, at times, intentional governmental actions and policies.  

  

 
 

627 Gates, “Did Black People Own Slaves?” (March 4, 2013) at www.africanamerica.org/topic/did-black-people-
own-slaves, accessed Nov. 21, 2020. 
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SLAVES’ DAILY LIVES 

“Reader, believe me when I say that no tongue, nor pen ever has or can express the horrors of American 
Slavery.” 

Henry Bibb628 

§ § § 

I thought you would like to know how slaves lived from day to day in terms of food, clothing, 
housing and medical care. In this connection, you should keep in mind that America was diverse, both in 
the colonial period and after the Revolution. Likewise, slavery was diverse.  

From the slave narratives and interviews, 
we learn that there was differentiation in slaves’ 
lives, that slaves led a variety of lives. As Dr. 
Peter Kolchin states, there was an “extraordinary 
diversity present under slavery.”629 Urban 
slaves—who were largely domestic servants, 
laborers and skilled craftsmen—were different 
from slaves in rural areas. The rural slaves were 
the vast majority of the slave population. By far, 
most of the rural slaves were agricultural field 
hands and domestic servants. Those two groups 
themselves often led very different lives.  

Of course, much depended upon the 
temperament of the masters and mistresses. In 
general, urban slaves had better food and housing 
than rural slaves. Some skilled craftsmen 
benefitted from better conditions.630 Domestic 
slaves, however, while having some benefits, also 
were constantly on call and under direct 
supervision, even on weekends, during holidays, 
and at night, while field slaves often were able to 
escape constant interference when away from 
overseers in the fields. 

 
 

628 H. Bibb, Narrative of the Life and Adventures of Henry Bibb, An American Slave Written by Himself at 15 (1849), 
available at the Academic Affairs Library, Univ. of North Carolina at Chapel Hill, docsouth.unc.edu 

629 Kolchin, at 244. 

630 Kolchin, at 53, 178. 

A YOUNG BOY’S DAILY LIFE 

“I was taken away from my mother, and hired out to 
labor for various persons, eight or ten years in 
succession; and all my wages were expended for the 
education of Harriet White, my playmate. It was then 
my sorrows and sufferings commenced. It was then I 
first commenced seeing and feeling that I was a 
wretched slave, compelled to work under the lash 
without wages and often, without clothes enough to 
hide my nakedness. I have often worked without half 
enough to eat, both late and, early, by day and by night. 
I have often laid my wearied limbs down at night to rest 
upon a dirt floor, or a bench, without any covering at 
all, because I had no where else to rest my wearied 
body, after having worked hard all the day. I have also 
been compelled in early life, to go at the bidding of a 
tyrant, through all kinds of weather, hot or cold, wet or 
dry, and without shoes frequently, until the month of 
December, with my bare feet on the cold frosty ground, 
cracked open and bleeding as I walked.” 

H. Bibb, Narrative of the Life and Adventures of Henry Bibb, 
An American Slave Written by Himself at 14-15 (1849), 
available at the Academic Affairs Library, Univ. of North 
Carolina at Chapel Hill, docsouth.unc.edu 
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Even in rural areas, there was diversity. Large plantations often had labor forces consisting of 
hundreds of slaves, even a thousand or more. Smaller farms and plantations may have had as few as one 
or two slaves who worked closely with their masters.  

Slaves’ food, clothing and housing varied considerably. Frederick Douglass lived on large 
plantations, where food and accommodations were sparse, and in a Baltimore household, where food was 
so plentiful he could trade some to poor white boys in exchange for forbidden reading lessons.631 

On very large plantations, slaves had their own social lives in small communities of huts some 
distance from the masters’ houses. On small enterprises, slaves could be plagued not only by many of the 
same disadvantages of slaves on larger plantations, but also by loneliness and an absence of opportunities 
to form friendships and families, except with slaves of neighbors who may have been miles away. 

Even in the South, there were distinctions between the Upper South—Maryland (where slavery 
occurred “in its mildest form”632) and Virginia—thought to have been a bit less brutal than the Deep 
South.  

In the Deep South, there were still more distinctions. Dr. Peter Kolchin describes how, in the “low 
country” along the Carolina coast, absentee owners relied upon a “task” system in which slaves were 
assigned daily chores for which they were responsible. Many of those slaves were able to rest when their 
daily tasks were complete.633 Those owners had virtually no interaction with their slaves, and retained 
overseers to manage the plantations. Elsewhere, slave holders employed the “gang” system,” often, but 
not always, working groups of slaves under the supervision of overseers.  

In the Deep South away from the “low country,” owners generally lived on their plantations and 
were familiar with their slaves and, in later years, became much involved in the slaves’ lives. This led to 
an asserted “paternalistic” approach in which supposedly the slave owners cared somewhat for their 
slaves,634 but also exercised “an extraordinary amount of interference in their daily lives.”635 Further, 
despite the asserted “paternalism,” there was also the ultimate control of the masters and the underlying 
violence and threat of violence to keep control in place. 

It may assist you to keep in mind that Frederick Douglass and Harriet Tubman lived on large 
plantations in Maryland, while Solomon Northup worked on somewhat smaller estates. Sojourner Truth 
came from upstate New York, where large plantations essentially were nonexistent. Harriet Jacobs, in 
contrast to agricultural slaves, had the perspective of a domestic slave living in a community.  

 
 

631 Douglass, My Bondage and My Freedom, at 155.  

632 Douglass, My Bondage and My Freedom, at 61.  

633 Kolchin, at 31-32. 

634 Kolchin, at 111-35  

635 Kolchin, at 118. 
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In terms of specific descriptions of slaves’ lives, importantly, we have the first-hand narratives of 
America’s Slave Heroes and other former slaves. Theodore Weld’s AMERICAN SLAVERY AS IT IS also 
provides a wealth of observations by eyewitnesses who reported what they saw to the American Anti-
Slavery Society. 

There are many more examples consistent with those below. I have selected only a few. 

Slaves’ Work Days 

To introduce the subject of field slaves’ daily lives, Solomon Northup provides a description of the 
constant fear of lashings experienced by slaves on plantations on which Mr. Northup labored:636 

An hour before day light 
the horn is blown. Then the 
slaves arouse, prepare their 
breakfast, fill a gourd with 
water, in another deposit their 
dinner of cold bacon and corn 
cake, and hurry to the field 
again. It is an offence 
invariably followed by a 
flogging, to be found at the 
quarters after daybreak. Then 
the fears and labors of 
another day begin; and until 
its close there is no such 
thing as rest. He fears he will 
be caught lagging through the 
day; he fears to approach the 
gin-house with his basket-
load of cotton at night; he 
fears, when he lies down, that 
he will oversleep himself in 
the morning. Such is a true, 
faithful, unexaggerated 
picture and description of the 
slave’s daily life, during the 
time of cotton-picking, on the 
shores of Bayou Boeuf. 

 
 

636 Northup, at 171.  

SNAPSHOTS OF NORMAL WORK DAYS 

“At the rolling of sugars, an interval of from two to three months, they 
work both night and day. Abridged of their sleep, they scarce retire to rest 
during the whole period.” …  

“Every body here knows overdriving to be one of the most common 
occurrences, the planters do not deny it, except, perhaps, to northerners.” 

“During the cotton-picking season they usually labor in the field during 
the whole of the daylight, and then spend a good part of the night in 
ginning and baling. The labor required is very frequently excessive, and 
speedily impairs the constitution. …”  

“It is the common rule for the slaves to be kept at work fifteen hours in the 
day, and in the time of picking cotton a certain number of pounds is 
required of each. If this amount is not brought in at night, the slave is 
whipped, and the number of pounds lacking is added to the next day’s job; 
this course is often repeated from day to day.” 

“It was customary for the overseers to call out the gangs long before day, 
say three o’clock, in the winter, while dressing out the crops; such work as 
could be done by fire light (pitch pine was abundant,) was provided.” …  

“The slaves had to cook and eat their breakfast and be in the field by 
daylight, and continue there till dark.” 

T. Weld, American Slavery As It Is: Testimony of a Thousand Witnesses at 35-36 
(American Anti-Slavery Society 1839), available from the Library of Congress at 
www.hathitrust.org/digital_library. Emphasis added. 
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Mr. Northup describes the routine for slaves in the evening after working in the fields all day, as 
follows:637  

[T]he labor of the day is not yet ended, by any means. Each one must then attend to his 
respective chores. One feeds the mules, another the swine—another cuts the wood, and so forth; 
besides, the packing is all done by candle light. Finally, at a late hour, they reach the quarters, sleepy 
and overcome with the long day’s toil. Then a fire must be kindled in the cabin, the corn ground in 
the small hand-mill, and supper, and dinner for the next day in the field, prepared. …  

The same fear of punishment with which they approach the gin-house, possesses them again on 
lying down to get a snatch of rest. It is the fear of oversleeping in the morning. Such an offence 
would certainly be attended with not less than twenty lashes. With a prayer that he may be on his feet 
and wide awake at the first sound of the horn, he sinks to his slumbers nightly. …  

Frederick Douglass describes the beginnings of slaves’ days on a plantation where he was held, and 
significantly, provides further information regarding the whips used by slave masters and overseers:638 

More slaves are whipped for oversleeping than for any other fault. Neither age nor sex finds any 
favor. The overseer stands at the quarter door, armed with stick and cowskin, ready to whip any who 
may be a few minutes behind time. When the horn is blown, there is a rush for the door, and the 
hindermost one is sure to get a blow from the overseer. Young mothers who worked in the field, were 
allowed an hour, about ten o’clock in the morning, to go home to nurse their children. Sometimes 
they were compelled to take their children with them, and to leave them in the corner of the fences, to 
prevent loss of time in nursing them. The overseer generally rides about the field on horseback. A 
cowskin and a hickory stick are his constant companions. … I think this whip worse than the “cat-
o’nine-tails.” It condenses the whole strength of the arm to a single point, and comes with a spring 
that makes the air whistle. It is a terrible instrument, and is so handy, that the overseer can always 
have it on his person, and ready for use. The temptation to use it is ever strong; and an overseer can, 
if disposed, always have cause for using it. With him, it is literally a word and a blow, and, in most 
cases, the blow comes first. 

Mr. Douglass describes the lunch break for slaves, followed by an afternoon’s labor:639 

Soon, however, the overseer comes dashing through the field. “Tumble up! Tumble up, and to 
work, work,” is the cry; and, now, from twelve o’clock (mid-day) till dark, the human cattle are in 
motion, wielding their clumsy hoes; hurried on by no hope of reward, no sense of gratitude, no love 
of children, no prospect of bettering their condition; nothing, save the dread and terror of the slave-
driver’s lash. So goes one day, and so comes and goes another. 

 
 

637 Northup, at 168, 170.  

638 Douglass, My Bondage and My Freedom, at 102-03. 

639 Douglass, My Bondage and My Freedom, at 104-05.  
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A Gallery of Slave Labor  
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Food 

Frederick Douglass describes the food deprivation he suffered when a young boy:640 

We were not regularly allowanced. Our food was coarse corn meal boiled. This was 
called mush. It was put into a large wooden tray or trough, and set down upon the 
ground. The children were then called, like so many pigs, and like so many pigs they 
would come and devour the mush; some with oyster-shells, others with pieces of 
shingle, some with naked hands, and none, with spoons. He that ate fastest got most; he 
that was strongest secured the best place; and few left the trough satisfied.  

Mr. Douglass also provides contrasting descriptions of food he received as an adult on 
different plantations in rural Maryland He described his experiences at one plantation:641 

As a general rule, slaves do not come to the quarters for either breakfast or dinner, 
but take their “ash cake” with them, and eat it in the field. This was so on the home 
plantation; probably, because the distance from the quarter to the field, was sometimes 
two, and even three miles. 

The dinner of the slaves consisted of a huge piece of ash cake, and a small piece of 
pork, or two salt herrings. Not having ovens, nor any suitable cooking utensils, the 
slaves mixed their meal with a little water, to such thickness that a spoon would stand 
erect in it; and, after the wood had burned away to coals and ashes, they would place the 
dough between oak leaves and lay it carefully in the ashes, completely covering it; 
hence, the bread is called ash cake. The surface of this peculiar bread is covered with 
ashes, to the depth of a sixteenth part of an inch, and the ashes, certainly, do not make it 
very grateful to the teeth, nor render it very palatable. The bran, or coarse part of the 
meal, is baked with the fine, and bright scales run through the bread. This bread, with its 
ashes and bran, would disgust and choke a northern man, but it is quite liked by the 
slaves. They eat it with avidity, and are more concerned about the quantity than about 
the quality. They are far too scantily provided for, and are worked too steadily, to be 
much concerned for the quality of their food. 

He then describes his experiences at another plantation that drove him to steal food:642  

[At another plantation,] [t]here were eight persons in the family. There was, each 
week, one half bushel of corn-meal brought from the mill; and in the kitchen, corn-meal 
was almost our exclusive food, for very little else was allowed us. Out of this half bushel 
of corn-meal, the family in the great house had a small loaf every morning; thus leaving 
us, in the kitchen, with not quite a half a peck of meal per week, apiece. This allowance 
was less than half the allowance of food on Lloyd’s plantation. It was not enough to 
subsist upon; and we were, therefore, reduced to the wretched necessity of living at the 

 
 

640 Douglass, Narrative, at 27.  

641 Douglass, My Bondage and My Freedom, at 103-04. Emphasis in original. 

642 Douglass, My Bondage and My Freedom, at 188-89. Emphasis in original. 
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expense of our neighbors. We were compelled either to beg, or to steal, and we did both. 
I frankly confess, that while I hated everything like stealing, as such, I nevertheless did 
not hesitate to take food, when I was hungry, wherever I could find it. Nor was this 
practice the mere result of an unreasoning instinct; it was, in my case, the result of a 
clear apprehension of the claims of morality. I weighed and considered the matter 
closely, before I ventured to satisfy my hunger by such means. Considering that my 
labor and person were the property of Master Thomas, and that I was by him deprived of 
the necessaries of life—necessaries obtained by my own labor—it was easy to deduce 
the right to supply myself with what was my own. It was simply appropriating what was 
my own to the use of my master, since the health and strength derived from such food 
were exerted in his service.  

To be sure, this was stealing, according to the law and gospel I heard from St. 
Michael’s pulpit; but I had already begun to attach less importance to what dropped 
from that quarter, on that point, while, as yet, I 
retained my reverence for religion. It was not 
always convenient to steal from master, and the 
same reason why I might, innocently, steal from 
him, did not seem to justify me in stealing from 
others. In the case of my master, it was only a 
question of removal—the taking his meat out of 
one tub, and putting it into another; the 
ownership of the meat was not affected by the 
transaction. At first, he owned it in the tub, and 
last, he owned it in me. 

Mr. Douglass contrasts his experience living for a time as an urban slave boy in a 
household in Baltimore:643 

Instead of the cold, damp floor of my old master’s kitchen, I found myself on 
carpets; for the corn bag in winter, I now had a good straw bed, well furnished with 
covers; for the coarse corn-meal in the morning, I now had good bread, and mush 
occasionally; for my poor tow-linen shirt, reaching to my knees, I had good, clean 
clothes. I was really well off. 

Indeed, Mr. Douglass was so fortunate as to be able to use the more plentiful food to 
gain the benefit of forbidden reading lessons:644 

Seized with a determination to learn to read, at any cost, I hit upon many expedients 
to accomplish the desired end. The plea which I mainly adopted, and the one by which I 
was most successful, was that of using my young white playmates, with whom I met in 
the street, as teachers. I used to carry, almost constantly, a copy of Webster’s spelling 
book in my pocket; and, when sent of errands, or when play time was allowed me, 
I would step, with my young friends, aside, and take a lesson in spelling. I generally 

 
 

643 Douglass, My Bondage and My Freedom, at 144. 

644 Douglass, My Bondage and My Freedom, at 155. 

PECK 

“Peck, unit of capacity in the U.S. Customary and the 
British Imperial Systems of measurement. In the 
United States the peck is used only for dry measure 
and is equal to 8 dry quarts, or 537.6 cubic inches 
(8.810 litres).” 

“Peck” at www.britannica.com/science/peck, 
accessed Oct. 10, 2020 
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paid my tuition fee to the boys, with bread, which I also carried in my pocket. For a 
single biscuit, any of my hungry little comrades would give me a lesson more valuable 
to me than bread. Not every one, however, demanded this consideration, for there were 
those who took pleasure in teaching me, whenever I had a chance to be taught by them. 

Solomon Northup describes the food allowed on his Master Epps’ plantation, as 
follows:645 

All that is allowed them is corn and bacon, which is given out at the corncrib and 
smoke-house every Sunday morning. Each one receives, as his weekly, allowance, three 
and a half pounds of bacon, and corn enough to make a peck of meal. That is all—no 
tea, coffee, sugar, and with the exception of a very scanty sprinkling now and then, no 
salt. I can say, from a ten years’ residence with Master Epps, that no slave of his is ever 
likely to suffer from the gout, superinduced by excessive high living. Master Epps’ hogs 
were fed on shelled corn—it was thrown out to his “niggers” in the ear. The former, he 
thought, would fatten faster by shelling, and soaking it in the water—the latter, perhaps, 
if treated in the same manner, might grow too fat to labor. Master Epps was a shrewd 
calculator, and knew how to manage his own animals …  

I kept my corn in a small wooden box, the meal in a gourd; and, by the way, the 
gourd is one of the most convenient and necessary utensils on a plantation. Besides 
supplying the place of all kinds of crockery in a slave cabin, it is used for carrying water 
to the fields. Another, also, contains the dinner. It dispenses with the necessity of pails, 
dippers, basins, and such tin and wooden superfluities altogether. 

When the corn is ground, and fire is made, the bacon is taken down from the nail on 
which it hangs, a slice cut off and thrown upon the coals to broil. The majority of slaves 
have no knife, much less a fork. They cut their bacon with the axe at the wood-pile. The 
com meal is mixed with a little water, placed in the fire, and baked. When it is “done 
brown,” the ashes are scraped off, and being placed upon a chip, which answers for a 
table, the tenant of the slave hut is ready to sit down upon the ground to supper. By this 
time it is usually midnight.  

AMERICAN SLAVERY AS IT IS contains the following examples regarding slaves’ 
food:646 

WILLIAM LADD, Esq., of Minot, Me., president of the American Peace Society, and 
formerly a slaveholder of Florida, gives the following testimony as to the allowance of 
food to slaves. 

“The usual food of the slaves was corn, with a modicum of salt. In some cases the 
master allowed no salt, but the slaves boiled the sea water for salt in their little pots. For 
about eight days near Christmas, i.e., from the Saturday evening before, to the Monday 

 
 

645 Northup, at 168-70. Emphasis in original. 

646 Weld, at 28-31.  
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evening after Christmas day, they were allowed some meat. They always with one single 
exception ground their corn in a hand-mill, and cooked their food themselves.” 

Extract of a letter from Rev. D.C. EASTMAN, a preacher of the Methodist Episcopal 
church, in Fayette county, Ohio. 

 “In March, 1838, Mr. Thomas Larrimer, a deacon of the Presbyterian church in 
Bloomingbury, Fayette county, Ohio, Mr. G.S. Fullerton, merchant, and member of the 
same church, and Mr. William A. Ustick, an elder of the same church, spent a night with 
a Mr. Shepherd, about 30 miles North of Charleston, S.C., on the Monk’s corner road. 
He owned five families of negroes, who, he said, were fed from the same meal and meat 
tubs as himself, but that 99 out of a 100 of all the slaves in that county saw meat but 
once a year, which was on Christmas holidays.” 

As an illustration of the inhuman experiments sometimes tried upon slaves, in 
respect to the kind as well as the quality and quantity of their food, we solicit the 
attention of the reader to the testimony of the late General Wade Hampton, of South 
Carolina. General Hampton was for some time commander in chief of the army on the 
Canada frontier during the last war, and at the time of his death, about three years since, 
was the largest slaveholder in the United States. The General’s testimony is contained in 
the following extract of a letter, just received from a distinguished clergyman in the 
west, extensively known both as a preacher and a writer. His name is with the executive 
committee of the American Anti-Slavery Society. …  

“I received my information from a lady in the west of high respectability and great 
moral worth,—but think it best to withhold her name, although the statement was not 
made in confidence. 

“My informant stated that she sat at dinner once in company with General Wade 
Hampton, and several others; that the conversation turned upon the treatment of their 
servants, &c.; when the General undertook to entertain the company with the relation of 
an experiment he had made in the feeding of his slaves on cotton seed. He said that he 
first mingled one-fourth cotton seed with three-fourths corn, on which they seemed to 
thrive tolerably well; that he then had measured out to them equal quantities of each, 
which did not seem to produce any important change; afterwards he increased the 
quantity of cotton seed to three-fourths, mingled with one-fourth corn, and then he 
declared, with an oath, that ‘they died like rotten sheep!’” 

“On my uncle’s plantation, the food of the slaves, was corn pone and a small 
allowance of meat.” 

“The quantity allowed by custom is a peck of corn a week!” 

“A single peck of corn a week, or the like measure of rice, is the ordinary quantity 
of provision for a hard-working slave; to which a small quantity of meat is occasionally, 
though rarely, added. …”  

 “The slaves are generally allowanced a pint of corn meal and a salt herring is the 
allowance, or in lieu of the herring a ‘dab’ of fat meat of about the same value. I have 
known the sour milk, and clauber to be served out to the hands, when there was an 
abundance of milk on the plantation. This is a luxury not often afforded.” 
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“The food, or ‘feed’ of slaves is generally of the poorest kind.” 

“They live on a coarse, crude, unwholesome diet.” 

“I have myself known numerous instances of large families of 
badly fed negroes swept off by a prevailing epidemic; and it is 
well known to many intelligent planters in the south, that the best 
method of preventing that horrible malady, Chachexia Africana, is 
to feed the negroes with nutritious food.” … 

“The slaves got to the field in the morning; they carry with 
them corn meal wet with water, and at noon build a fire on the 
ground and bake it in the ashes. After the labors of the day are 
over, they take their second meal of ash-cake.” 

“The slaves eat twice during the day.” 

“The slaves received two meals during the day. Those who 
have their food cooked for them get their breakfast about eleven 
o’clock, and their other meal after night.” 

§ § § 

Testimony of Angelina Grimke Weld647 

Mrs. Weld is the youngest. daughter of the late Judge Grimke, of the Supreme Court 
of South Carolina, and a sister of the late Hon. Thomas S. Grimke, of Charleston.[She 
testified as follows.] …  

“Only two meals a day are allowed the house slaves—the first at twelve o’clock. If 
they eat before this time, it is by stealth, and I am sure there must be a good deal of 
suffering among them from hunger, and particularly by children. Besides this, they are 
often kept from their meals by way of punishment. No table is provided for them to eat 
from. … I never saw slaves seated round a table to partake of any meal.” 

§ § § 

Mr. [Joseph] IDE is a respected member of the Baptist Church in Sheffield, 
Caledonia county, Vt.; and recently the Postmaster in that town. He spent a few months 
at the south in the years 1837 and 8. In a letter to the Rev. Wm. Scales of Lyndon, Vt. 
written a. few weeks since, Mr. Ide writes as follows. …648 

“[My informant] has often told me of the cruel treatment of the slaves on a 
plantation adjoining her father’s in the low country of South Carolina. She says she has 
often seen them driven to the necessity of eating frogs and lizards to sustain life.” 

 
 

647 Weld, at 52, 55-56. Emphasis in original. 

648 Weld, at 101. Emphasis in original. 

CLAUBER 

“Scottish variant of clabber” 

“Clauber” at www.merriam-
webster.com/dictionary/clauber, 
accessed Oct. 10, 2020 

CLABBER 

“sour milk that has thickened or 
curdled” 

“Clabber” at www.merriam-
webster.com/dictionary/clabber, 
accessed Oct. 10, 2020 



The Father of America’s Slave Society 

-245- 

 CONTRASTING STANDARDS 

“My brother and myself, were in the practice of carrying grain to mill, a few times a year, which was the 
means of furnishing us with some information respecting other slaves. We often went twenty miles, to a 
mill owned by a Col. Ambler, in Yansinville county, and used to improve our opportunities for gaining 
information. Especially desirous were we, of learning the condition of slaves around us, for we knew not 
how long we should remain in as favorable hands as we were then. On one occasion, while waiting for 
our grain, we entered a house in the neighborhood, and while resting ourselves there, we saw a number 
of forlorn-looking beings pass the door, and as they passed, we noticed that they turned and gazed 
earnestly upon us. Afterwards, about fifty performed the same act, which excited our minds somewhat, 
as we overheard some of them say, “Look there, and see those two colored men with shoes, vests and 
hats on,” and we determined to obtain an interview with them. Accordingly, after receiving some bread 
and meat from our hosts, we followed these abject beings to their quarters;—and such a sight we had 
never witnessed before, as we had always lived on our master’s plantation, and this was about the first of 
our journeys to the mill. They were dressed with shirts made of coarse bagging, such as coffee-sacks are 
made from, and some kind of light substance for pantaloons, and no other clothing whatever. They had 
on no shoes, hats, vests, or coats, and when my brother asked them why they spoke of our being dressed 
with those articles of clothing, they said they had “never seen negroes dressed in that way before.” They 
looked very hungry, and we divided our bread and meat among them, which furnished them only a 
mouthful each. They never had any meat, they said, given them by their masters. My brother put various 
questions to them, such as, “if they had wives?” “did they go to church?” “had they any sisters?” &c. 
The one who gave us the information, said they had wives, but were obliged to marry on their own 
plantation. Master would not allow them to go away from home to marry, consequently he said they 
were all related to each other, and master made them marry, whether related or not. My brother asked 
this man to show him his sisters; he said he could not tell them from the rest, they were all his sisters; 
and here let me state, what is well known by many people, that no such thing as real marriage is allowed 
to exist among the slaves. …  

“But we were obliged to cut short our conversation with these slaves, by beholding the approach of the 
overseer, who was directing his steps towards us, like a bear seeking its prey. We had only time to ask 
this man, “if they were often whipped?” to which he replied, that not a day passed over their heads, 
without some of their number being brutally punished; “and,” said he, “we shall have to suffer for this 
talk with you.” He then told us, that many of them had been severely whipped that very morning, for 
having been baptized the night before. After we left them, we looked back, and heard the screams of 
these poor creatures, suffering under the blows of the hard-hearted overseer, for the crime of talking with 
us;—which screams sounded in our ears for some time. We felt thankful that we were exempted from 
such terrible treatment; but still, we knew not how soon we should be subject to the same cruel fate. By 
this time we had returned to the mill, where we met a young man, (a relation of the owner of this 
plantation,) who for some time appeared to be eyeing us quite attentively. At length he asked me if I had 
“ever been whipped,” and when I told him I had not, he replied, “Well, you will neither of you ever be of 
any value, then;” so true is it that whipping is considered a necessary part of slavery. Without this 
practice, it could not stand a single day. He expressed a good deal of surprise that we were allowed to 
wear hats and shoes,—supposing that a slave had no business to wear such clothing as his master wore. 
We had brought our fishing-lines with us, and requested the privilege to fish in his stream, which he 
roughly denied us, saying, “we do not allow niggers to fish.” Nothing daunted, however, by this rebuff, 
my brother went to another place, and was quite successful in his undertaking, obtaining a plentiful 
supply of the finny tribe; but as soon as this youngster perceived his good luck, he ordered him to throw 
them back into the stream, which he was obliged to do, and we returned home without them.” 

Dictated by H. Brown, written and edited by C. Stearns, Narrative of Henry Box Brown, Who Escaped from 
Slavery at 21-22, 24-25 (Brown and Stearns, 1849), Academic Affairs Library, Univ. of North Carolina at Chapel 
Hill, available at docsouth.unc.edu 
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Clothing 

Frederick Douglass describes slaves’ clothing allowance on a plantation, as follows:649 

The yearly allowance of clothing for the slaves on this plantation, consisted of two 
tow-linen shirts—such linen as the coarsest crash towels are made of; one pair of 
trowsers of the same material, for summer, and a pair of trowsers and a jacket of 
woolen, most slazily put together, for winter; one pair of yarn stockings, and one pair of 
shoes of the coarsest description. The slave’s entire apparel could not have cost more 
than eight dollars per year. The allowance of food and clothing for the little children, 
was committed to their mothers, or to the older slavewomen having the care of them. 
Children who were unable to work in the field, had neither shoes, stockings, jackets nor 
trowsers given them. Their clothing consisted of two coarse tow-linen shirts—already 
described—per year; and when these failed them, as they often did, they went naked 
until the next allowance day. Flocks of little children from five to ten years old, might be 
seen on Col. Lloyd’s plantation, as destitute of clothing as any little heathen on the west 
coast of Africa; and this, not merely during the summer months, but during the frosty 
weather of March. The little girls were no better off than the boys; all were nearly in a 
state of nudity.  

Mr. Douglass further describes the following deprivation of clothing he suffered when a 
young boy:650 

I was seldom whipped by my old master, and suffered little from anything else than 
hunger and cold. …. I had no bed. I must have perished with cold, but that, the coldest 
nights, I used to steal a bag which was used for carrying corn to the mill. I would crawl 
into this bag, and there sleep on the cold, damp, clay floor, with my head in and feet out. 
My feet have been so cracked with the frost, that the pen with which I am writing might 
be laid in the gashes. 

The following is information provided in AMERICAN SLAVERY AS IT IS regarding 
slaves’ clothing:651  

Mr. NEHEMIAH CAULKINS, of Waterford, New London Co., Connecticut, has 
furnished the Executive Committee of the American Anti-Slavery Society, with the 
following statements relative to the condition and treatment of slaves, in the south 
eastern part of North Carolina. Most of the facts related by Mr. Caulkins fell under his 
personal observation. The air of candor and honesty that pervades the narrative, the 
manner in which Mr. C. has drawn it up, the good sense, just views, conscience and 

 
 

649 Douglass My Bondage and My Freedom, at 101.  

650 Douglass, Narrative, at 26-27.  

651 Weld, at 10, 11, 13, 16. Emphasis in original. 
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heart which it exhibits, are sufficient of themselves to recommend it to all who have ears 
to hear.652 …  

“The allowance of clothing on this plantation to each slave, was given out at 
Christmas for the year, and consisted of one pair of coarse shoes, and enough coarse 
cloth to make a jacket and trowsers. If the man has a wife she makes it up; if not, it is 
made up in the house. The slaves on this plantation, being near Wilmington, procured 
themselves extra clothing by working Sundays and moonlight nights, cutting cord-wood 
in the swamps, which they had to back about a quarter of a mile to the river; they would 
then get a permit from their master, and taking the wood in their canoes, carry it to 
Wilmington, and sell it to the vessels, or dispose of it as they best could, and with the 
money buy an old jacket of the sailors, some coarse cloth for a shirt, &c. They 
sometimes gather the moss from the trees, which they cleanse and take to market. The 
women receive their allowance of the same kind of cloth 
which the men have. This they make into a frock; if they 
have any under garments they must procure them for 
themselves. …”  

 “I knew one young man seventeen years of age, by 
the name of Dave, on Mr. J. Swan’s plantation, worked 
day after day in the rice machine as naked as when he 
was born. The reason of his being so, his master said in 
my hearing, was, that he could not keep clothes on 
him—he would get into the fire and burn them off.” 

§ § § 

This testimony is communicated in a letter from Mr. Cyrus Pierce, a respectable and 
well known citizen of Nantucket, Mass. Of the witnesses, Messrs. T. D. M. and F. C. 
Macy, Mr. Pierce says, “They are both inhabitants of this island, and have resided at the 
south; they are both worthy men whose integrity and intelligence I can vouch 
unqualifiedly; the former has furnished me with the following statement. …653 

“Their supply of clothing is scanty—each slave being allowed a Holland coat and 
pantaloons, of the coarsest manufacture, and one pair of cowhide shoes. The women, 
enough of the same kind of cloth for one frock. They have also one pair of shoes. Shoes 
are given to the slaves in the winter only. In summer, their clothing is composed of 
osnaburgs.”  

§ § § 

 
 

652 Weld, at 10-11, 13, 16. Emphasis in original. 

653 Weld, at 105-06.  

OSNABURG 

“A rough coarse durable cotton fabric in 
plain weave made originally of flax and 
used in the gray for bagging and industrial 
purposes and in various finishes usually for 
upholstery, sportswear, and curtains” 

“Osnaburg” at www.merriam-
webster.com/dictionary/osnaburg, accessed 
Oct. 10, 2020 
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Narrative and Testimony of Rev. Horace Moulton654 

Mr. Moulton is an esteemed minister of the Methodist Episcopal Church, in 
Marlborough, Mass. He spent five years in Georgia between 1817 and 1824. The 
following communication has been recently received from him. 

Marlborough, Mass., Feb. 18, 1839. …  

“The masters [in Georgia] make a practice of getting two suits of clothes for each 
slave per year, a thick suit for winter, and a thin one for summer. They provide also one 
pair of northern made sale shoes for each slave in winter. These shoes usually begin to 
rip in a few weeks. The negroes’ mode of mending them is, to wire them together, in 
many instances. … The males and females have their suits from the same cloth for their 
winter dresses. These winter garments appear to be made of a mixture of cotton and 
wool, very coarse and sleazy. The whole suit for the men consists of a pair of pantaloons 
and a short sailor-jacket, without shirt, vest, hat, stockings, or any kind of loose 
garments! These, if worn steadily when at work, would not probably last more than one 
or two months; therefore, for the sake of saving them, many of them work, especially in 
the summer, with no clothing on them except a cloth tied round their waist, and almost 
all with nothing more on them than pantaloons, and these frequently so torn that they do 
not serve the purposes of common decency. The women have for clothing a short 
petticoat, and a short loose gown, something like the male’s sailor-jacket, without any 
under garment, stockings, bonnets, hoods, caps, or any kind of over-clothes. When at 
work in warm weather, they usually strip off the loose gown, and have nothing on but a 
short petticoat with some kind of covering over their breasts. Many children may be 
seen in the summer months as naked as they came into the world. I think, as a whole, 
they suffer more for the want of comfortable bed-clothes, than they do for wearing 
apparel. It is true, that some by begging or buying, have more clothes than above 
described, but the masters provide them with no more. They are miserable objects of 
pity. …”  

Housing 

Solomon Northup describes slaves’ housing conditions in Louisiana, as follows:655 

The softest couches in the world are not to be found in the log mansion of the slave. 
The one whereon I reclined year after year, was a plank twelve inches wide and ten feet 
long. My pillow was a stick of wood. The bedding was a coarse blanket, and not a rag or 
shred beside. Moss might be used, were it not that it directly breeds a swarm of fleas.  

The cabin is constructed of logs, without floor or window. The latter is altogether 
unnecessary, the crevices between the logs admitting sufficient light. In stormy weather 
the rain drives through them, rendering it comfortless and extremely disagreeable. The 

 
 

654 Weld, at 17, 19. Emphasis in original. 

655 Northup, at 170-71.  
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rude door hangs on great wooden hinges. In one end is constructed an awkward fire-
place. 

Mr. Douglass describes the 
slaves’ housing conditions in 
Maryland, as follows:656 

As to beds to sleep on, they 
were known to none of the field 
hands; nothing but a coarse 
blanket—not so good as those 
used in the north to cover 
horses—was given them, and this 
only to the men and women. The 
children stuck themselves in 
holes and corners, about the 
quarters; often in the corner of 
the huge chimneys, with their 
feet in the ashes to keep them 
warm. The want of beds, 
however, was not considered a 
very great privation. Time to 
sleep was of far greater 
importance, for, when the day’s 
work is done, most of the slaves 
have their washing, mending and 
cooking to do; and, having few 
or none of the ordinary facilities 
for doing such things, very many of their sleeping hours are consumed in necessary 
preparations for the duties of the coming day. 

The sleeping apartments—if they may be called such—have little regard to comfort 
or decency. Old and young, male and female, married and single, drop down upon the 
common clay floor, each covering up with his or her blanket,—the only protection they 
have from cold or exposure. …  

The following is information provided in AMERICAN SLAVERY AS IT IS regarding 
slaves’ housing: 

Mr. NEHEMIAH CAULKINS, of Waterford, New London Co., Connecticut, has 
furnished the Executive Committee of the American Anti-Slavery Society, with the 
following statements … .657 …  

 
 

656 Douglass, My Bondage and My Freedom, at 101-02.  

657 Weld, at 10-11, 13, 16. Emphasis in original. 

 

“Negro Village in Georgia”, Slavery Images: A Visual Record of the 
African Slave Trade and Slave Life in the Early African Diaspora, accessed 
November 15, 2020, http://slaveryimages.org/s/slaveryimages/item/1362 
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“Follow them next to their huts; some with and some without floors:—Go at night, 
view their means of lodging, see them lying on benches, some on the floor or ground, 
some sitting on stools, 
dozing away the night;—
others, of younger age, with 
a bare blanket wrapped 
about them; and one or two 
lying in the ashes. These 
things I have often seen 
with my own eyes.” 

§ § § 

Testimony of 
Angelina Grimke Weld658 

“The utter disregard of 
the comfort of the slaves, in 
little things, can scarcely be 
conceived by those who 
have not been a component 
part of slaveholding 
communities, Take a few 
particulars out of hundreds 
that might be named. In 
South Carolina musketoes 
(sic) swarm in myriads, more than half the year—they are so excessively annoying at 
night, that no family thinks of sleeping without nets or “musketoe-bars” hung over their 
bedsteads, yet slaves are never provided with them, unless it be the favorite old 
domestics who get the cast-off pavilions; and yet these very masters and mistresses will 
be so kind to their horses as to provide them with fly nets. Bedsteads and bedding too, 
are rarely provided for any of the slaves—if the waiters and coachmen, waiting maids, 
cooks, washers, &c., have beds at all, they must generally get them for themselves. 
Commonly they lie down at night on the bare floor, with a small blanket wrapped round 
them in winter, and in summer a coarse osnaburg sheet, or nothing. Old slaves generally 
have beds, but it is because when younger they have provided them for themselves.” 

§ § § 

Mr. [Joseph] IDE is a respected member of the Baptist Church in Sheffield, 
Caledonia County, Vt., and recently the Postmaster in that town. He spent a few months 
at the south in the years 1837 and 8. In a letter to the Rev. Wm. Scales of Lyndon, Vt. 
written a few weeks since, Mr. Ide writes as follows. …659 

 
 

658 Weld, at 52, 55. Emphasis in original. 

659 Weld, at 101.  

 

“Slave Houses on a Rice Plantation, U.S. South, 1859”, Slavery Images: A Visual 
Record of the African Slave Trade and Slave Life in the Early African Diaspora, 
accessed November 15, 2020, http://slaveryimages.org/s/slaveryimages/item/1426 
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“In relation to negro huts, I will say that planters usually own large tracts of land. 
They have extensive clearings and a beautiful mansion house—and generally some forty 
or fifty rods from the dwelling are situated the negro cabins, or huts, built of logs in the 
rudest manner. Some consist of poles rolled up together and covered with mud or clay—
many of them not as comfortable as northern pig-sties.” 

§ § § 

This testimony is communicated 
in a letter from Mr. Cyrus Pierce, a 
respectable and well known citizen 
of Nantucket, Mass. Of the 
witnesses, Messrs. T. D. M. and F. C. 
Macy, Mr. Pierce says, “They are 
both inhabitants of this island, and 
have resided at the south; they are 
both worthy men whose integrity and 
intelligence I can vouch 
unqualifiedly; the former has 
furnished me with the following 
statement. …660 

“When it rained, the slaves were 
allowed to collect under a tree until 
the shower had passed. Seldom, on a 
week day, were they permitted to go 
to their huts during rain; and even 
had this privilege been granted, many 
of those miserable habitations were 
in so dilapidated a condition, that 
they would afford little or no 

protection. Negro huts are built of logs, covered with boards or thatch, having no 
flooring, and but one apartment, serving all the purposes of sleeping, cooking, &c. Some 
are furnished with a temporary loft. I have seen a whole family herded together in a loft 
ten feet by twelve. In cold weather, they gather around the fire, spread their blankets on 
the ground, and keep as comfortable as they can.” 

In the North, in contrast to plantation housing in “lines of slave cabins,” Dr. Ira Berlin 
describes slaves “reduced to near invisibility by being stuffed into garrets, back rooms, 
closets, and outbuildings.” He quotes Sojourner Truth’s recollection of a “cellar” where “the 
‘inmates, of both sexes and all ages’ slept on ‘damp boards, like the horse, with a little straw 
and a blanket.’”661 

 
 

660 Weld, at 105, 106. Emphasis in original. 

661 Berlin, at 56. 

 

“A Planter’s Mansion”, Slavery Images: A Visual Record of the 
African Slave Trade and Slave Life in the Early African 
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Medical Care 

At the time of slavery, medicine, medical knowledge, and medical ethics were not as 
refined as they are today. Consequently, we cannot expect practices in the first half of the 
nineteenth century to have been up to today’s standards. Whites also experienced some of the 
medical issues that slaves confronted. 

Further, there also should be recognition in this area, just as in other areas relating to 
care of slaves, such as food, housing, family, clothing, labor expectations and the like, that 
some masters and mistresses were less inhumane or brutal than were other masters and 
mistresses.  

Likewise, some, perhaps most, doctors would have been concerned for the health 
interests of the slaves. The following anecdotes reflect some doctors with that perspective.  

In the end, however, the parties paying the bill—masters and mistresses—often, if not 
generally, had a significant influence on a slave’s 
medical treatment. Further, other doctors, 
regarding the slave holders as their effective 
patients, would have placed the slaves’ best 
interests very low on the list of priorities.  

The bottom line is that, in America, in 
contrast to some other cultures, slave masters 
were not required by law or practice to treat 
slaves’ medical conditions in any particular 
manner. The assumption was that masters would 
treat their property well in order to receive the 
benefits of the slaves’ forced labor. Having said 
that, however, since the masters were the parties 
weighing their own economic priorities in the 
light of competing benefits and costs, the slaves’ 
personal interests often fell in line behind the master’s financial interests.  

It did not need to be that way. Americans easily could have given slaves the benefits of 
stronger protection in the event of illness than merely the unregulated discretion of slave 
masters. The Spanish in Florida did so. The French Code Noir purported to do so. 

In the following passages involving a deeply religious master, Frederick Douglass 
describes common brutality against slaves through denial of medical care:662 

I have said my master found religious sanction for his cruelty. As an example, I will 
state one of many facts going to prove the charge. I have seen him tie up a lame young 

 
 

662 Douglass, Narrative, at 55-56; Douglass, My Bondage and My Freedom, at 82-83  

LIVING CONDITIONS IMPACTED HEALTH 

“Enslaved African Americans were more 
vulnerable than whites to respiratory infections, 
thanks to poorly constructed slave shacks that 
admitted winter cold and summer heat. Slaves’ 
immune systems were unfamiliar with, or naïve to, 
microbes that caused various pneumonias and 
tuberculosis. Parasitic infections and abysmal 
nutrition also undermined blacks’ immunological 
rigor.” 

H. Washington, Medical Apartheid: The Dark History 
of Medical Experimentation on Black Americans from 
Colonial Times to the Present at 29 (Anchor Books, 
2006) 
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woman, and whip her with a heavy cowskin upon her naked shoulders, causing the 
warm red blood to drip; and, in justification of the bloody deed, he would quote this 
passage of Scripture—“He that knoweth his master’s will, and doeth it not, shall be 
beaten with many stripes.” 

Master would keep this lacerated young woman tied up in this horrid situation four 
or five hours at a time. I have known him to tie her up early in the morning, and whip 
her before breakfast; leave her, go to his store, return at dinner, and whip her again, 
cutting her in the places already made raw with his cruel lash. The secret of master’s 
cruelty toward “Henny” is found in the fact of her being almost helpless. When quite a 
child, she fell into the fire, and burned herself horribly. Her hands were so burnt that she 
never got the use of them. She could do very little but bear heavy burdens. She was to 
master a bill of expense; and as he was a mean man, 
she was a constant offence to him. He seemed 
desirous of getting the poor girl out of existence. He 
gave her away once to his sister; but, being a poor 
gift, she was not disposed to keep her. Finally, my 
benevolent master, to use his own words, “set her 
adrift to take care of herself.” Here was a recently-
converted man, holding on upon the mother, and at 
the same time turning out her helpless child, to 
starve and die! 

Mr. Douglass describes the heartless treatment 
of another handicapped young girl by a planter:  

[Another] young woman was the daughter of 
Milly, an own aunt of mine. The poor girl on 
arriving at our house, presented a pitiable 
appearance. She had left in haste, and without 
preparation; and, probably, without the knowledge of Mr. Plummer [the overseer]. She 
had traveled twelve miles, bare-footed, bare-necked and bare-headed. Her neck and 
shoulders were covered with scars, newly made; and not content with marring her neck 
and shoulders, with the cowhide, the cowardly brute had dealt her a blow on the head 
with a hickory club, which cut a horrible gash, and left her face literally covered with 
blood. In this condition, the poor young woman came down, to implore protection at the 
hands of my old master. I expected to see him boil over with rage at the revolting deed, 
and to hear him fill the air with curses upon the brutal Plummer; but I was disappointed. 
He sternly told her, in an angry tone, he “believed she deserved every bit of it,” and, if 
she did not go home instantly, he would himself take the remaining skin from her neck 
and back. Thus was the poor girl compelled to return, without redress, and perhaps to 
receive an additional flogging for daring to appeal to old master against the overseer. 

MASTER PAYS THE BILL 

“Ominously for blacks, the owners, not the 
enslaved workers, determined safety and rationed 
medical care, deciding when and what type of care 
was to be given. Because professional attention 
was expensive, most owners dosed their own 
slaves as long as they could before calling in 
physicians, who usually saw slaves only in 
extremis, as a last resort. … Physician records also 
expressed disgust at the conditions in which 
enslaved workers were kept.” 

H. Washington, Medical Apartheid: The Dark History 
of Medical Experimentation on Black Americans from 
Colonial Times to the Present at 30 (Anchor Books, 
2006) 
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Solomon Northup provides the 
following description of his masters’ 
low level of concern regarding Mr. 
Northup’s health:663 

It was now the season of 
hoeing. I was first sent into the 
corn-field, and afterwards set to 
scraping cotton. In this 
employment I remained until 
hoeing time was nearly passed, 
when I began to experience the 
symptoms of approaching illness. 
I was attacked with chills, which 
were succeeded by a burning 
fever. I became weak and 
emaciated, and frequently so 
dizzy that it caused me to reel and 
stagger like a drunken man. 
Nevertheless, I was compelled to 
keep up my row. When in health 
I found little difficulty in keeping 
pace with my fellow-laborers, but 
now it seemed to be an utter 
impossibility. Often I fell behind, 
when the driver’s lash was sure to 
greet my back, infusing into my 
sick and drooping body a little 
temporary energy. I continued to 
decline until at length the whip 
became entirely ineffectual. The 
sharpest sting of the rawhide 
could not arouse me. Finally, in 
September, when the busy season 
of cotton picking was at hand, I 
was unable to leave my cabin. Up 
to this time I had received no 
medicine, nor any attention from my master or mistress. The old cook visited me 
occasionally, preparing me corn coffee, and sometimes boiling a bit of bacon, when I 
had grown too feeble to accomplish it myself. 

When it was said that I would die, Master Epps, unwilling to bear the loss, which 
the death of an animal worth a thousand dollars would bring upon him, concluded to 
incur the expense of sending to Holmesville for Dr. Wines. He announced to Epps that it 
was the effect of the climate, and there was a probability of his losing me. He directed 
me to eat no meat, and to partake of no more food than was absolutely necessary to 

 
 

663 Northup, at 176-78.  

PROVISION OF MEDICAL CARE? 

“At one time a colored man, who had been in the habit of singing 
religious songs quite often, was taken sick and did not make his 
appearance at the factory. For two or three days no notice 
whatever was taken of him, no medicine provided for him, and no 
physician sent to heal him. At the end of that time, Mr. Allen 
ordered three strong men to go to the man’s house, and bring him 
to the factory. This order being obeyed, the man, pale and hardly 
able to stand, was stripped to his waist, his hands tied together, 
and the rope fastened to a large post. The overseer then questioned 
him about his singing, told him that it consumed too much time, 
and that he was going to give him some medicine which would 
cure him. The poor trembling man made no reply, when the pious 
Mr. Allen, for no crime except that of sickness, inflicted 200 
lashes upon the quivering flesh of the invalid, and he would have 
continued his ‘apostolic blows,’ if the emaciated form of the 
languishing man, had not sunken under their heavy weight, and 
Mr. Allen was obliged to desist. 

“I witnessed this transaction with my own eyes; but what could I 
do, for I was a slave, and any interference on my part would only 
have brought the same punishment upon me. This man was sick a 
month afterwards, during which time the weekly allowance of 
seventy-five cents for the hands to board themselves with, was 
withheld from him, and his wife was obliged to support him by 
washing for others; and yet Northern people tell me that a slave is 
better off than a free man, because when he is sick his master 
provides for him! Master knew all the circumstances of this case, 
but never uttered one word of reproof to the overseer, that I could 
learn; at any rate, he did not interfere at all with this cruel 
treatment of him, as his motto was, ‘Mr. Allen is always right.’” 

Dictated by H. Brown, written and edited by C. Stearns, Narrative of 
Henry Box Brown, Who Escaped from Slavery at 43-44 (Brown and 
Stearns, 1849), Academic Affairs Library, Univ. of North Carolina at 
Chapel Hill, available at docsouth.unc.edu 
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sustain life. Several weeks elapsed, during which time, under the scanty diet to which I 
was subjected, I had partially recovered. One morning, long before I was in a proper 
condition to labor, Epps appeared at the cabin door, and, presenting me a sack, ordered 
me to the cotton field. …  

AMERICAN SLAVERY AS IT IS adds the following descriptions of slave medical care: 

Mr. [Philemon] Bliss is a highly respectable member of the bar, in Elyria, Lorain 
Co. Ohio, and member of the Presbyterian church, in that place. He resided in Florida 
during the years 1834 and 5.664 

The following extracts are from letters written by Mr. B, in 1835, while residing on 
a plantation near Tallahassee, and published soon after in the Ohio Atlas; also from 
letters written in 1836, and published in the New York Evangelist. 

“In case of sickness, if the master or overseer thinks them seriously ill, they are 
taken care of, but their complaints are usually not much heeded. A physician told me 
that he was employed by a planter last winter to go to a plantation of his in the country, 
as many of the negroes were sick. Says he—‘I found them in a most miserable 
condition. The weather was cold, and the negroes were barefoot, with hardly enough of 
cotton clothing to cover their nakedness. Those who had huts to shelter them were 
obliged to build them nights and Sundays. Many were sick and some had died. I had the 
sick taken to an older plantation of their masters where they could be made comfortable 
and they recovered, I directed that they should not go to work till after sunrise, and 
should not work in the rain till their health became established. But the overseer refusing 
to permit it, I declined attending on them farther. I was called,’ continued he, ‘by the 
overseer of another plantation to see one of the men. I found him lying by the side of a 
log in great pain. I asked him how he did, ‘O,’ says he, ‘I’m most dead, can live but little 
longer.’ How long have you been sick ‘I’ve felt for more than six weeks as though I 
could hardly stir.’ Why didn’t you tell your master, you was sick? ‘I couldn’t see my 
master, and the overseer always whips us when we complain, I could not stand a 
whipping,’ I did all I could for the poor fellow, but his lungs were rotten. He died in 
three days from the time he left off work.’ The cruelty of that overseer is such that the 
negroes almost tremble at his name. Yet he gets a high salary, for he makes the largest 
crop of any other man in the neighborhood, though none but the hardiest negroes can 
stand it under him. ‘That man,’ says the Doctor, ‘would be hung in my country.’ He was 
a German.” 

§ § § 

This testimony is communicated in a letter from Mr. Cyrus Pierce, a respectable and 
well known citizen of Nantucket, Mass. Of the witnesses, Messrs. T. D. M. and F. C. 
Macy, Mr. Pierce says, “They are both inhabitants of this island, and have resided at the 
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south; they are both worthy men whose integrity and intelligence I can vouch 
unqualifiedly; the former has furnished me with the following statement. …665 

“‘Ocra,’ said the overseer, one evening, to the driver, ‘if any pretend to be sick, send 
me word—allow no lazy wench or fellow to skulk in the negro house.’ Next morning, a 
few minutes after the departure of the hands to the field, Ocra was seen hastening to the 
house of the overseer. He was soon in his presence. ‘Well, Ocra, what now?’ Nothing, 
sir, only Rachel says she sick—can’t go to de field to-day.’ ‘Ah, sick, is she? I’ll see to 
her; you may be off. She shall see if I am longer to be fooled with in this way. Here, 
Christmas, mix these salts—bring them to me at the negro house.’ And seizing his whip, 
he made off to the negro settlement. Having a strong desire to see what would be the 
result, I followed him. As I approached the negro house, I heard high words, Rachel was 
stating her complaint—children were crying from fright—and the overseer threatening. 
Rachel.—‘I can’t work to-day—I’m sick.’ Overseer.—“But you shall work, if you die 
for it. Here, take these salts. Now move off—quick—let me see your face again before 
night, and, by G_d, you shall smart for it. Be off—no begging-not a word;’ and he 
dragged her from the house, and followed her 20 or 30 rods, threatening. The woman 
did not reach the field. Overcome by the exertion of walking, and by agitation, she sunk 
down exhausted by the road side—was taken up, and carried back to the house, where 
an abortion occurred, and her life was greatly jeoparded.” 

§ § § 

Rev. Dr. CHANNING of Boston, who once resided in Virginia, relates the following 
fact in his work on slavery, page 163, 1st edition.666 

“I cannot forget my feelings on visiting a hospital belonging to the plantation of a 
gentleman highly esteemed for his virtues, and whose manners and conversation 
expressed much benevolence and conscientiousness. When I entered with him the 
hospital, the first object on which my eye fell was a young woman, very ill, probably 
approaching death. She was stretched on the floor. Her head rested on something like a 
pillow; but her body and limbs were extended on the hard boards. The owner, I doubt 
not, had at least as much kindness as myself; but he was so used to see the slaves living 
without common comforts, that the idea of unkindness in the present instance did not 
enter his mind.” …  

 
 

665 Weld, at 105-06.  

666 Weld, at 44-45. Emphasis in original. 
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FOOT-BALL 

“Of the cruelty of one Hasbrouck. He had a sick slave-woman, who was lingering 
with a slow consumption, whom he made to spin, regardless of her weakness and 
suffering; and this woman had a child, that was unable to walk or talk, at the age of 
five years, neither could it cry like other children, but made a constant, piteous 
moaning sound. This exhibition of helplessness and imbecility, instead of exciting the 
master’s pity, stung his cupidity, and so enraged him, that he would kick the poor 
thing about like a foot-ball. 

“Isabella’s [Sojourner’s Truth’s original name] informant had seen this brute of a 
man, when the child was curled up under a chair, innocently amusing itself with a few 
sticks, drag it hence, that he might have the pleasure of tormenting it. She had seen 
him, with one blow of his foot, send it rolling quite across the room, and down the 
steps at the door. Oh, how she wished it might instantly die! “But,” she said, “it 
seemed as tough as a moccasin.” Though it did die at last, and made glad the heart of 
its friends; and its persecutor, no doubt, rejoiced with them, but from very different 
motives. …” 

Dictated by S. Truth, written and edited by O. Gilbert, Sojourner Truth’s Narrative and Book 
of Life at 83 (1875), available from the Library of Congress at 
www.hathitrust.org/digital_library 
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THE STORY OF HENRIETTA’S AND MARY’S DAILY LIVES 

Frederick Douglass provides an example of the exception he noted to the relatively less 
undesirable lives of urban slaves—The Story of Henrietta’s and Mary’s Daily Lives. The 
Story delivers insight into how, even despite social disapproval, slaveowners could continue 
in abusive treatment of their slaves because it was their legal right to do so:667 

An instance of this sort is furnished in the case of a family who lived directly opposite to our 
house, and were named Hamilton. Mrs. Hamilton owned two slaves. Their names were Henrietta and 
Mary. They had always been house slaves. One was aged about twenty-two, and the other about 
fourteen. They were a fragile couple by nature, and the treatment they received was enough to break 
down the constitution of a horse. Of all the dejected, emaciated, mangled and excoriated creatures I 
ever saw, those two girls—in the refined, church going and Christian city of Baltimore—were the most 
deplorable. Of stone must that heart be made, that could 
look upon Henrietta and Mary, without being sickened to 
the core with sadness. Especially was Mary a heart-
sickening object. Her head, neck and shoulders, were 
literally cut to pieces. I have frequently felt her head, and 
found it nearly covered over with festering sores, caused 
by the lash of her cruel mistress. I do not know that her 
master ever whipped her, but I have often been an eye 
witness of the revolting and brutal inflictions by Mrs. 
Hamilton; and what lends a deeper shade to this 
woman’s conduct, is the fact, that, almost in the very 
moments of her shocking outrages of humanity and 
decency, she would charm you by the sweetness of her 
voice and her seeming piety. She used to sit in a large 
rocking chair, near the middle of the room, with a heavy 
cowskin, such as I have elsewhere described; and I speak 
within the truth when I say, that those girls seldom 
passed that chair, during the day, without a blow from that cowskin, either upon their bare arms, or 
upon their shoulders. As they passed her, she would draw her cowskin and give them a blow, saying, 
“move faster, you black jip!” and, again, “take that, you black jip!” continuing, “if you don’t move 
faster, I will give you more.” Then the lady would go on, singing her sweet hymns, as though her 
righteous soul were sighing for the holy realms of paradise.  

Added to the cruel lashings to which these poor slave-girls were subjected—enough in 
themselves to crush the spirit of men—they were, really, kept nearly half starved; they seldom knew 
what it was to eat a full meal, except when they got it in the kitchens of neighbors, less mean and 
stingy than the psalm-singing Mrs. Hamilton. I have seen poor Mary contending for the offal, with the 
pigs in the street. So much was the poor girl pinched, kicked, cut and pecked to pieces, that the boys in 
the street knew her only by the name of “pecked,” a name derived from the scars and blotches on. her 
neck, head and shoulders. 

 
 

667 Douglass, My Bondage and My Freedom, at 148-50. Emphasis in original. 

CRUEL AND BARBAROUS 

“we Coloured People of these United States, are, 
the most wretched, degraded and abject set of 
beings that ever lived since the world began, down 
to the present day, and … the white Christians of 
America, who hold us in slavery, (or, more 
properly speaking, pretenders to Christianity,) 
treat us more cruel and barbarous than any 
Heathen nation did any people whom it had 
subjected, or reduced to the same condition … .” 

D. Walker, Appeal to the Colored People of the World 
at 2 (1829), Academic Affairs Library, Univ. of North 
Carolina at Chapel Hill, available at available at 
docsouth.unc.edu 
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It is some relief to this picture of slavery in Baltimore, to say—what is but the simple truth—that 
Mrs. Hamilton’s treatment of her slaves was generally condemned, as disgraceful and shocking; but 
while I say this, it must also be remembered, that the very parties who censured the cruelty of Mrs. 
Hamilton, would have condemned and promptly punished any attempt to interfere with Mrs. 
Hamilton’s right to cut and slash her slaves to pieces. There must be no force between the slave and 
the slaveholder, to restrain the power of the one, and protect the weakness of the other; and the cruelty 
of Mrs. Hamilton is as justly chargeable to the upholders of the slave system, as drunkenness is 
chargeable on those who, by precept and example, or by indifference, uphold the drinking system. 
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THE STORY OF LUKE’S DAILY LIFE 

Slave women were not the only victims of sexual exploitation by slave holders. Harriet 
Jacobs describes the following treatment of a slave named “Luke,” who was forced to endure 
constant beatings and to perform acts “of a nature too filthy to be repeated,” until Luke ran 
away:668  

I was somewhat acquainted with a slave named Luke, who belonged to a wealthy 
man in our vicinity. His master died, leaving a son and daughter heirs to his large 
fortune. In the division of the slaves, Luke was included in the son’s portion. This young 
man became a prey to the vices growing out of the “patriarchal institution,” and when he 
went to the north, to complete his education, he carried his vices with him. He was 
brought home, deprived of the use of his limbs, by excessive dissipation. Luke was 
appointed to wait upon his bed-ridden master, whose despotic habits were greatly 
increased by exasperation at his own helplessness. He kept a cowhide beside him, and, 
for the most trivial occurrence, he would order his attendant to bare his back, and kneel 
beside the couch, while he whipped him till his strength was exhausted. Some days he 
was not allowed to wear anything but his shirt, in order to be in readiness to be flogged. 
A day seldom passed without his receiving more or less blows. If the slightest resistance 
was offered, the town constable was sent for to execute the punishment, and Luke 
learned from experience how much more the constable’s strong arm was to be dreaded 
than the comparatively feeble one of his master. The arm of his tyrant grew weaker, and 
was finally palsied; and then the constable’s services were in constant requisition. The 
fact that he was entirely dependent on Luke’s care, and was obliged to be tended like an 
infant, instead of inspiring any gratitude or compassion towards his poor slave, seemed 
only to increase his irritability and cruelty. As he lay there on his bed, a mere degraded 
wreck of manhood, he took into his head the strangest freaks of despotism; and if Luke 
hesitated to submit to his orders, the constable was immediately sent for. Some of these 
freaks were of a nature too filthy to be repeated. When I fled from the house of bondage, 
I left poor Luke still chained to the bedside of this cruel and disgusting wretch. 

  

 
 

668 Jacobs, at 288-89.  
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THE STORY OF HARRIET JACOBS’ LIFE IN AN ATTIC 

Harriet Jacobs found herself under constant pressure from her master, Dr. Flint, to 
submit to his sexual aggressions. To escape him, she took refuge for seven years, living in a 
tiny attic space. Ms. Jacobs’ experiences demonstrate dramatically the inequality of slave 
women against the power of their exploitive masters. 

Dr. Flint relentlessly pursued Ms. Jacobs, who was decades younger than he. He sought 
to entice her. He even offered to build a home for her. He threatened her. The sheer power of a 
master over the slave is illustrated by the following conversation that occurred when Dr. Flint 
learned that Ms. Jacobs loved a black man:669 

“So you want to be married, do you?” said he, “and to a free nigger.” 

“Yes, sir.” 

“Well, I’ll soon convince you whether I am your master, or the nigger fellow you 
honor so highly. If you must have a husband, you may take up with one of my slaves.” 

What a situation I should be in, as the wife of one of his slaves, even if my heart had 
been interested! I replied, “Don’t you suppose, sir, that a slave can have some preference 
about marrying? Do you suppose that all men are alike to her?” 

“Do you love this nigger?” said he, abruptly. 

“Yes, sir.” 

“How dare you tell me so!” he exclaimed, in great wrath. After a slight pause, he 
added, “I supposed you thought more of yourself; that you felt above the insults of such 
puppies.” I replied, “If he is a puppy I am a puppy, for we are both of the negro race. It 
is right and honorable for us to love each other. The man you call a puppy never insulted 
me, sir; and he would not love me if he did not believe me to be a virtuous woman.” 

He sprang upon me like a tiger, and gave me a stunning blow. It was the first time 
he had ever struck me; and fear did not enable me to control my anger. When I had 
recovered a little from the effects, I exclaimed, “You have struck me for answering you 
honestly. How I despise you!” 

There was silence for some minutes. Perhaps he was deciding what should be my 
punishment; or, perhaps, he wanted to give me time to reflect on what I had said, and to 
whom I had said it. Finally, he asked, “Do you know what you have said?” 

“Yes, sir; but your treatment drove me to it.” 

 
 

669 Jacobs, at 61-63. Emphasis in original.  
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“Do you know that I have a right to do as I like with you,—that I can kill you, if I 
please?” 

“You have tried to kill me, and I wish you had; but you have no right to do as you 
like with me.” 

“Silence!” he exclaimed, in a thundering voice. “By heavens, girl, you forget 
yourself too far! Are you mad? If you are, I will soon bring you to your senses. Do you 
think any other master would bear what I have borne from you this morning? Many 
masters would have killed you on the spot. How would you like to be sent to jail for 
your insolence?” 

“I know I have been disrespectful, sir,” I replied; “but you drove me to it; I couldn’t 
help it. As for the jail, there would be more peace for me there than there is here.” 

“You deserve to go there,” said he, “and to be under such treatment, that you would 
forget the meaning of the word peace. It would do you good. It would take some of your 
high notions out of you. But I am not ready to send you there yet, notwithstanding your 
ingratitude for all my kindness and forbearance. You have been the plague of my life. 
I have wanted to make you happy, and I have been repaid with the basest ingratitude; 
but though you have proved yourself incapable of appreciating my kindness, I will be 
lenient towards you. I will give you one more chance to redeem your character. If you 
behave yourself and do as I require, I will forgive you and treat you as I always have 
done; but if you disobey me, I will punish you as I would the meanest slave on my 
plantation. Never let me hear that fellow’s name mentioned again. If I ever know of your 
speaking to him, I will cowhide you both, and if I catch him lurking about my premises, 
I will shoot him as soon as I would a dog. Do you hear what I say? I’ll teach you a 
lesson about marriage and free niggers! Now go, and let this be the last time I have 
occasion to speak to you on this subject.” 

Reader, did you ever hate? I hope not. I never did but once; and I trust I never shall 
again. Some body has called it “the atmosphere of hell;” and I believe it is so. 

Due to her circumstances, Ms. Jacobs went to extraordinary lengths to remove herself 
from Dr. Flint’s grasp, first hiding in a snake-filled swamp and then in the attic. The attic was 
in her grandmother’s house. In the attic, she was very close to her children, but for security, 
they did not know of her presence. Ms. Jacob’s grandmother had been purchased by a citizen 
in the town when Dr. Flint had attempted to sell her, but none of the townspeople, who loved 
her and her baking, would bid another price. The winning bidder promptly granted Ms. 
Jacob’s grandmother her freedom.  

In order to disguise her hiding place in the neighborhood, Ms. Jacob’s family arranged 
through messengers for letters to be mailed under her name from Northern cities to her 
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grandmother, knowing that Dr. Flint would read them.670 Once he did, he traveled North more 
than once in search of her.671  

Ms. Jacobs relates the story of her life in a three-foot high sloped attic space—“ only 
nine feet long and seven wide”—for almost seven years to avoid Dr. Flint:672  

A small shed had been added to my grandmother’s house years ago. Some boards 
were laid across the joists at the top, and between these boards and the roof was a very 
small garret, never occupied by any thing but rats and mice. It was a pent roof, covered 
with nothing but shingles, according to the southern custom for such buildings. The 
garret was only nine feet long and seven wide. The highest part was three feet high, and 
sloped down abruptly to the loose board floor. There was no admission for either light or 
air. My uncle Philip, who was a carpenter, had very skilfully made a concealed trap-
door, which communicated with the 
storeroom. He had been doing this while I 
was waiting in the swamp. The storeroom 
opened upon a piazza. To this hole I was 
conveyed as soon as I entered the house. 
The air was stifling; the darkness total. A 
bed had been spread on the floor. I could 
sleep quite comfortably on one side; but 
the slope was so sudden that I could not 
turn on the other without hitting the roof. 
The rats and mice ran over my bed; but I 
was weary, and I slept such sleep as the 
wretched may, when a tempest has passed 
over them. Morning came. I knew it only 
by the noises I heard; for in my small den 
day and night were all the same. I suffered 
for air even more than for light. But I was 
not comfortless. I heard the voices of my 
children. There was joy and there was 
sadness in the sound. It made my tears 
flow. How I longed to speak to them! 
I was eager to look on their faces; but 
there was no hole, no crack, through 
which I could peep. This continued darkness was oppressive. It seemed horrible to sit or 
lie in a cramped position day after day, without one gleam of light. Yet I would have 
chosen this, rather than my lot as a slave, though white people considered it an easy one; 
and it was so compared with the fate of others. I was never cruelly over-worked; I was 
never lacerated with the whip from head to foot; I was never so beaten and bruised that I 
could not turn from one side to the other; I never had my heel-strings cut to prevent my 

 
 

670 Jacobs, at 193-98. 

671 See, e.g., Jacobs, at 159, 160, 176, 189. 

672 Jacobs, at 173-78. Emphasis in original. 

HARRIET JACOBS ON  
SEXUAL EXPLOITATION OF SLAVE WOMEN 

“I turned from him with disgust and hatred. But he was 
my master. I was compelled to live under the same roof 
with him—where I saw a man forty years my senior daily 
violating the most sacred commandments of nature. He 
told me I was his property; that I must be subject to his 
will in all things. My soul revolted against the mean 
tyranny. But where could I turn for protection? No matter 
whether the slave girl be as black as ebony or as fair as 
her mistress. In either case, there is no shadow of law to 
protect her from insult, from violence, or even from death; 
all these are inflicted by fiends who bear the shape of 
men. The mistress, who ought to protect the helpless 
victim, has no other feelings towards her but those of 
jealousy and rage.” 

H. Jacobs, Incidents in the Life of a Slave Girl at 44-45 (1861), 
available from the Library of Congress at 
www.hathitrust.org/digital_library. 
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running away; I was never chained to a log and forced to drag it about, while I toiled in 
the fields from morning till night; I was never branded with hot iron, or torn by 
bloodhounds. On the contrary, I had always been kindly treated, and tenderly cared for, 
until I came into the hands of Dr. Flint. I had never wished for freedom till then. But 
though my life in slavery was comparatively devoid of hardships, God pity the woman 
who is compelled to lead such a life! 

My food was passed up to me through the trap-door my uncle had contrived; and my 
grandmother, my uncle Phillip, and aunt Nancy would seize such opportunities as they 
could, to mount up there and chat with me at the opening. But of course this was not 
safe in the daytime. It must all be done in darkness. It was impossible for me to move in 
an erect position, but I crawled about my den for exercise. One day I hit my head against 
something, and found it was a gimlet. My uncle had left it sticking there when he made 
the trap-door. I was as rejoiced as Robinson Crusoe could have been at finding such 
a treasure. It put a lucky thought into my head. I said to myself, “Now I will have some 
light. Now I will see my children.” I did not dare to begin my work during the daytime, 
for fear of attracting attention. But I groped round; and having found the side next the 
street, where I could frequently see my children, I stuck the gimlet in and waited for 
evening. I bored three rows of holes, one above another; then I bored out the interstices 
between. I thus succeeded in making one hole about an inch long and an inch broad. 
I sat by it till late into the night, to enjoy the little whiff of air that floated in. In the 
morning I watched for my children. The first person I saw in the street was Dr. Flint. 
I had a shuddering, superstitious feeling that it was a bad omen. Several familiar faces 
passed by. At last I heard the merry laugh of children, and presently two sweet little 
faces were looking up at me, as though they knew I was there, and were conscious of the 
joy they imparted. How I longed to tell them I was there! 

My condition was now a little improved. But for weeks I was tormented by 
hundreds of little red insects, fine as a needle’s point, that pierced through my skin, and 
produced an intolerable burning. The good grandmother gave me herb teas and cooling 
medicines, and finally I got rid of them. The heat of my den was intense, for nothing but 
thin shingles protected me from the scorching summer’s sun. But I had my consolations. 
Through my peeping-hole I could watch the children, and when they were near enough, 
I could hear their talk. …  

Autumn came, with a pleasant abatement of heat. My eyes had become accustomed 
to the dim light, and by holding my book or work in a certain position near the aperture 
I contrived to read and sew. That was a great relief to the tedious monotony of my life. 
But when winter came, the cold penetrated through the thin shingle roof, and I was 
dreadfully chilled. The winters there are not so long, or so severe, as in northern 
latitudes; but the houses are not built to shelter from cold, and my little den was 
peculiarly comfortless. The kind grandmother brought me bed-clothes and warm drinks. 
Often I was obliged to lie in bed all day to keep comfortable; but with all my 
precautions, my shoulders and feet were frostbitten. O, those long, gloomy days, with no 
object for my eye to rest upon, and no thoughts to occupy my mind, except the dreary 
past and the uncertain future! I was thankful when there came a day sufficiently mild for 
me to wrap myself up and sit at the loophole to watch the passers by. Southerners have 
the habit of stopping and talking in the streets, and I heard many conversations not 
intended to meet my ears. I heard slave-hunters planning how to catch some poor 
fugitive. Several times I heard allusions to Dr. Flint, myself, and the history of my 
children, who, perhaps, were playing near the gate. One would say, “I wouldn’t move 
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my little finger to catch her, as old Flint’s property.” Another would say, “I’ll catch any 
nigger for the reward. A man ought to have what belongs to him, if he is a damned 
brute.” The opinion was often expressed that I was in the Free States. Very rarely did 
any one suggest that I might be in the vicinity. Had the least suspicion rested on my 
grandmother’s house, it would have been burned to the ground. But it was the last place 
they thought of. Yet there was no place, where slavery existed, that could have afforded 
me so good a place of concealment. 

Dr. Flint and his family repeatedly tried to coax and bribe my children to tell 
something they had heard said about me. One day the doctor took them into a shop, and 
offered them some bright little silver pieces and gay handkerchiefs if they would tell 
where their mother was. Ellen shrank away from him, and would not speak; but Benny 
spoke up, and said, “Dr. Flint, I don’t know where my mother is. I guess she’s in New 
York; and when you go there again, I wish you’d ask her to come home, for I want to 
see her; but if you put her in jail, or tell her you’ll cut her head off, I’ll tell her to go 
right back.” 

During Ms. Jacob’s long self-
imprisonment, she witnesses many family 
events, such as Christmas celebrations:673  

CHRISTMAS was approaching. 
Grandmother brought me materials, and I 
busied myself making some new garments 
and little playthings for my children. Were 
it not that hiring day is near at hand 
[traditionally in the slave society at the 
New Year, when individual slaves would 
be hired out to others for the next year], 
and many families are fearfully looking 
forward to the probability of separation in 
a few days, Christmas might be a happy 
season for the poor slaves. Even slave 
mothers try to gladden the hearts of their 
little ones on that occasion. Benny and 
Ellen [Ms. Jacob’s children] had their 
Christmas stockings filled. Their 
imprisoned mother could not have the 
privilege of witnessing their surprise and 
joy. But I had the pleasure of peeping at 
them as they went into the street with their 
new suits on. I heard Benny ask a little 
playmate whether Santa Claus brought him 
any thing. “Yes,” replied the boy; “but Santa Claus ain’t a real man. It’s the children’s 
mothers that put things into the stockings.” “No, that can’t be,” replied Benny,” for 

 
 

673 Jacobs, at 179. 

A SLAVE HOLDER ON RAPE 

“The law, by recognizing the existence of the slave as a 
person, thereby confers no rights or privileges except such 
as are necessary to protect that existence. All other rights_ 
must be granted specially. Hence, the penalties for rape 
would not and should not, by such implication, be made to 
extend to carnal forcible knowledge of a slave, the offense 
not affecting the existence of the slave, and that existence 
being the extent of the right which the implication of the 
law grants. … [I]t is clearly against the policy of the law 
to extend over this class of the community, that character 
of protection which many of the penal statutes are 
intended to provide for the citizen. …  

“The occurrence of such an offense is almost unheard of; 
and the known lasciviousness of the negro, renders the 
possibility of its occurrence very remote. Yet, for the 
honor of the statute-book, if it does occur, there should be 
adequate punishment.” 

Slavery advocate, T. Cobb, An inquiry into the law of Negro 
slavery in the United States of America, Vol I, at 86, 100 (T. & 
J. W. Johnson & Co., 1858), available from the Library of 
Congress at www.hathitrust.org/digital_library. Emphasis 
added. 
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Santa Claus brought Ellen and me these new clothes, and my mother has been gone this 
long time.” 

How I longed to tell him that his mother made those garments, and that many a tear 
fell on them while she worked ! 

For the extensive seven-year period, Ms. Jacobs continued to hide in the attic during 
time which she witnessed many events occurring on the street. She also experienced severe 
discomfort from her cramped quarters, the cold of Winter, the heat of Summer, rain, and 
mosquitoes and other irritants:674 

I don’t know what kept life within me. Again and again, I thought I should die before 
long; but I saw the leaves of another autumn whirl through the air, and felt the touch of 
another winter. In summer the most terrible thunder storms were acceptable, for the rain 
came through the roof, and I rolled up my bed that it might cool the hot boards under it. 
Later in the season, storms sometimes wet my clothes through and through, and that was 
not comfortable when the air grew chilly. Moderate storms I could keep out by filling 
the chinks with oakum. 

From her vantage point, she also was witness to the degradations of other slaves’ 
lives:675 

But uncomfortable as my situation was, I had glimpses of things out of doors, which 
made me thankful for my wretched hiding-place. One day I saw a slave pass our gate, 
muttering,” It’s his own, and he can kill it if he will.” My grandmother told me that 
woman’s history. Her mistress had that day seen her baby for the first time, and in the 
lineaments of its fair face she saw a likeness to her husband. She turned the bondwoman 
and her child out of doors, and for bade her ever to return. The slave went to her master, 
and told him what had happened. He promised to talk with her mistress, and make it all 
right. The next day she and her baby were sold to a Georgia trader. 

Another time I saw a woman rush wildly by, pursued by two men. She was a slave, 
the wet nurse of her mistress’s children. For some trifling offence her mistress ordered 
her to be stripped and whipped. To escape the degradation and the torture, she rushed to 
the river, jumped in, and ended her wrongs in death. 

This continued season after season, year after year. Eventually, after years of living 
voluntarily in such extreme circumstances to avoid Dr. Flint, through family arrangements, 
Ms. Jacobs was able to escape to the North on a ship with a sympathetic captain.676 

 
 

674 Jacobs, at 183-84. 

675 Jacobs, at 183-84. 

676 Jacobs, at 231-40. 
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In the North—New York and Boston—Ms. Jacobs continuously experienced fear of 
recapture under the Fugitive Slave Law through continued active pursuits by Dr. Flint and his 
heirs.677 Eventually, a friend purchased Ms. Jacobs’ freedom.678 

  

 
 

677 See, e.g., Jacobs, at 258-63, 271-73, 274, 285-92. 

678 Jacobs, at 301-03. 
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THE STORY OF ELIZA: CHILDREN TORN FROM A MOTHER’S ARMS 

 “Remote as is the City of Philadelphia from those slave-holding states in which the 
introduction of slaves from places within the territory of the United States is freely 
permitted, and where also the market is tempting, it has been ascertained that more than 
thirty free coloured persons, mostly children, have been kidnapped here and carried 
away within the last two years. Five of these, through the kind interposition of several 
humane gentlemen, have been restored to their friends, though not without great expense 
and difficulty; the others are still retained in bondage, and if rescued at all it must be by 
sending white witnesses a journey of more than a thousand miles. The costs attendant 
upon law-suits under such circumstances, will probably fall but little short of the 
estimated value, as slaves, of the individuals kidnapped. That very many free negroes 
have been kidnapped in non-slave-holding states admits of but little doubt. Within the 
last few years two notorious cases—those of Rachel and Elizabeth Parker, sisters, born 
and brought up to full womanhood in Chester county, Pennsylvania—may be 
mentioned. With what difficulty and expense were they at length rescued and restored to 
freedom! 

“The interesting book, Twelve Years a Slave, &c. of Solomon Northup, who was 
kidnapped at Washington City, furnishes another most memorable example.”679 

§ § §

Although a “free” man from 
New York, Solomon Northup was 
drugged and kidnapped on a visit 
to Washington, DC. He was 
housed in a slave pen in what is 
now Alexandria, Virginia. He says 
his captor was named “Burch,” 
which fits with a notorious slave 
trader. Mr. Northup then was 
shipped to the New Orleans slave 
auction, where he was sold.  

After re-gaining his freedom, 
Mr. Northup described in his 
narrative what I call the Story of 
Eliza. It is a story of the special 
horrors of slavery for women and 
men with spouses and children. It 
illustrates the terrible consequences 
of the destruction of slave families. 
This was a common occurrence 

679 Stroud, at 50, footnote. Emphasis in original. 

“Kidnapping”, Slavery Images: A Visual Record of the African Slave 
Trade and Slave Life in the Early African Diaspora, accessed November 
14, 2020, http://slaveryimages.org/s/slaveryimages/item/2479 
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with the forced migration of slaves from the Upper South to New Orleans and elsewhere for 
purchase by cotton planters.  

The Story of Eliza portrays the strong family bonds between slave parents and their 
children, and the intense efforts slave parents often made to preserve as much of family 
structures as possible under exceedingly adverse conditions. The Story of Eliza further 
demonstrates the over-whelming grief slave parents experienced when slave masters and slave 
traders forcibly took the slaves’ children from them. 

This was “something that happened 150 years ago.”  

Mr. Northup provides the following descriptions of Eliza’s loss of her children and 
consequent personal devastation. I have excerpted, and assembled sequentially as the Story of 
Eliza, Mr. Northup’s descriptions of the scenes he witnessed as years passed, of the 
destruction of Eliza’s family and the unspeakable personal outcome for Eliza. Mr. Northup, 
like Eliza herself, did not have knowledge of what became of Eliza’s children once her family 
had been destroyed.680 

Mr. Northup describes his first meeting with Eliza and her family, consisting of her son, 
Randall and her daughter Emily, during which he learned about the sudden unexpected and 
disturbing turn of events leading them to be in the slave pen with him:  

In the course of several days the outer door [of the slave pen in Washington, DC, 
where Mr. Northup had been held after his kidnapping] was thrown open, allowing me 
the liberty of the yard. There I found three slaves—one of them a lad of ten years, the 
others young men of about twenty and twenty-five. I was not long in forming an 
acquaintance, and learning their names and the particulars of their history. 

§ § § 

The lad was a sprightly child, that answered to the name of Randall. Most of the 
time he was playing about the yard, but occasionally would cry, calling for his mother, 
and wondering when she would come. His mother’s absence seemed to be the great and 
only grief in his little heart. He was too young to realize his condition, and when the 
memory of his mother was not in his mind, he amused us with his pleasant pranks. 

§ § § 

I remained in Williams’ slave pen about two weeks. The night previous to my 
departure a woman was brought in, weeping bitterly, and leading by the hand a little 
child. They were Randall’s mother and half-sister. On meeting them he was overjoyed, 
clinging to her dress, kissing the child, and exhibiting every demonstration of delight. 
The mother also clasped him in her arms, embraced him tenderly, and gazed at him 
fondly through her tears, calling him by many an endearing name. 

 
 

680 Northup, at 48, 49, 50-53, 54-57, 58, 59-60, 63, 75-76, 78, 80-83, 83-84, 84-88, 89, 92, 96, 106-07, 
122, 151, 159-60.  
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Eliza was deeply in love with her children and made great efforts to comfort them: 

Emily, the child, was seven or eight years old, of light complexion, and with a face 
of admirable beauty. Her hair fell in curls around her neck, while the style and richness 
of her dress, and the neatness of her whole appearance indicated she had been brought 
up in the midst of wealth. She was a sweet child indeed. The woman also was arrayed in 
silk, with rings upon her fingers, and golden ornaments suspended from her ears. Her air 
and manners, the correctness and propriety of her language—all showed, evidently, that 
she had sometime stood above the common level of a slave. She seemed to be amazed at 
finding herself in such a place as that. It was plainly a sudden and unexpected turn of 
fortune that had brought her there. Filling the air with her complainings, she was 
hustled, with the children and myself, into the cell. Language can convey but an 
inadequate impression of the lamentations to which she gave incessant utterance. 

Throwing herself upon the floor, and 
encircling the children in her arms, she poured 
forth such touching words as only maternal 
love and kindness can suggest. They nestled 
closely to her, as if there only was there any 
safety or protection. At last they slept, their 
heads resting upon her lap. While they 
slumbered, she smoothed the hair back from 
their little foreheads, and talked to them all 
night long. She called them her darlings—her 
sweet babes—poor innocent things, that knew 
not the misery they were destined to endure. 
Soon they would have no mother to comfort 
them—they would be taken from her. What 
would become of them? Oh! she could not 
live away from her little Emmy and her dear 
boy. They had always been good children, and 
had such loving ways. It would break her 
heart, God knew, she said, if they were taken 
from her; and yet she knew they meant to sell 
them, and, may be, they would be separated, 
and could never see each other anymore. It 
was enough to melt a heart of stone to listen to 
the pitiful expressions of that desolate and 
distracted mother. Her name was Eliza; and 
this was the story of her life, as she afterwards 
related it. 

Eliza had been sold surreptitiously from a 
happy life through trickery: 

She was the slave of Elisha Berry, a rich 
man, living in the neighborhood of 
Washington. She was born, I think she said, 
on his plantation. Years before, he had fallen 
into dissipated habits, and quarreled with his 
wife. In fact, soon after the birth of Randall, 
they separated. Leaving his wife and daughter 

 

“Holding Pen or Cells for Slaves Awaiting Sale, 
Alexandria, Virginia, 1863”, Slavery Images: A 
Visual Record of the African Slave Trade and Slave 
Life in the Early African Diaspora, accessed 
November 14, 2020, 
http://slaveryimages.org/s/slaveryimages/item/1967 
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in the house they had always occupied, he erected a new one nearby, on the estate. Into 
this house he brought Eliza; and, on condition of her living with him, she and her 
children were to be emancipated. She resided with him there nine years, with servants to 
attend upon her, and provided with every comfort and luxury of life. Emily was his 
child! Finally, her young mistress, who had always remained with her mother at the 
homestead, married a Mr. Jacob Brooks. At length, for some cause, (as I gathered from 
her relation,) beyond Berry’s control a division of his property was made. She and her 
children fell to the share of Mr. Brooks. During the nine years she had lived with Berry, 
in consequence of the position she was compelled to occupy, she and Emily had become 
the object of Mrs. Berry and her daughter’s hatred and dislike. Berry himself she 
represented as a man of naturally a kind heart, who always promised her that she should 
have her freedom, and who, she had no doubt, would grant it to her then, if it were only 
in his power. As soon as they thus came into the possession and control of the daughter, 
it became very manifest they would not live long together. The sight of Eliza seemed to 
be odious to Mrs. Brooks; neither 
could she bear to look upon the 
child, half-sister, and beautiful as 
she was! 

The day she was led into the 
pen, Brooks had brought her from 
the estate into the city, under 
pretence that the time had come 
when her free papers were to be 
executed, in fulfillment of her 
master’s promise. Elated at the 
prospect of immediate liberty, she 
decked herself and little Emmy in 
their best apparel, and 
accompanied him with a joyful 
heart. On their arrival in the city, 
instead of being baptized into the 
family of freemen, she was 
delivered to the trader Burch. The 
paper that was executed was a bill 
of sale. The hope of years was 
blasted in a moment. From the 
height of most exulting happiness 
to the utmost depths of wretchedness, she had that day descended. No wonder that she 
wept, and filled the pen with wailings and expressions of heart-rending woe. 

Eliza is now dead. Far up the Red River, where it pours its waters sluggishly 
through the unhealthy low lands of Louisiana, she rests in the grave at last—the only 
resting place of the poor slave! How all her fears were realized—how she mourned day 
and night, and never would be comforted—how, as she predicted, her heart did indeed 
break, with the burden of maternal sorrow, will be seen as the narrative proceeds. 

Understandably, Eliza was deeply upset about her new fate: 

At intervals during the first night of Eliza’s incarceration in the pen, she complained 
bitterly of Jacob Brooks, her young mistress’ husband. She declared that had she been 

 

“Untitled Image (Slave Dealer, Virginia)”, Slavery Images: A Visual 
Record of the African Slave Trade and Slave Life in the Early African 
Diaspora, accessed November 14, 2020, 
http://slaveryimages.org/s/slaveryimages/item/2998 
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aware of the deception he intended to practice upon her, he never would have brought 
her there alive. They had chosen the opportunity of getting her away when Master Berry 
was absent from the plantation. He had always been kind to her. She wished that she 
could see him; but she knew that even he was unable now to rescue her. Then would she 
commence weeping again—kissing the sleeping children—talking first to one, then to 
the other, as they lay in their unconscious slumbers, with their heads upon her lap. So 
wore the long night away; and when the morning dawned, and night had come again, 
still she kept mourning on, and would not be consoled.  

Suddenly, they were chained and marched to a steamship during the night in a slave 
coffle in full view of the national capitol: 

About midnight following, the cell door opened, and Burch and Radburn [Burch’s 
assistant] entered, with lanterns in their hands. Burch, with an oath, ordered us to roll up 
our blankets without delay, and get ready to go on board the boat. He swore we would 
be left unless we hurried fast. He aroused the children from their slumbers with a rough 
shake, and said they were d—d sleepy, it appeared. Going out into the yard, he called 
Clem Ray [another slave in the pen], ordering him to leave the loft and come into the 
cell, and bring his blanket with him. When Clem appeared, he placed us side by side, 
and fastened us together with hand-cuffs—my left hand to his right. John Williams 
[another slave] had been taken out a day or two before, his master having redeemed him, 
greatly to his delight. Clem and I were ordered to march, Eliza and the children 
following. We were conducted into the yard, from thence into the covered passage, and 
up a flight of steps through a side door into the upper room, where I had heard the 
walking to and fro. Its furniture was a stove, a few old chairs, and a long table, covered 
with papers. It was a white-washed room, without any carpet on the floor, and seemed a 
sort of office. By one of the windows, I remember, hung a rusty sword, which attracted 
my attention. Burch’s trunk was there. In obedience to his orders, I took hold of one of 
its handles with my unfettered hand, while he taking hold of the other, we proceeded out 
of the front door into the street in the same order as we had left the cell.  

It was a dark night. All was quiet. I could see lights, or the reflection of them, over 
towards Pennsylvania Avenue, but there was no one, not even a straggler, to be seen. I 
was almost resolved to attempt to break away. Had I not been hand-cuffed the attempt 
would certainly have been made, whatever consequence might have followed. Radburn 
was in the rear, carrying a large stick, and hurrying up the children as fast as the little 
ones could walk. So we passed, hand-cuffed and in silence, through the streets of 
Washington—through the Capital of a nation, whose theory of government, we are told, 
rests on the foundation of man’s inalienable right to life, LIBERTY, and the pursuit of 
happiness! Hail! Columbia, happy land, indeed! 

Reaching the steamboat, we were quickly hustled into the hold, among barrels and 
boxes of freight. A colored servant brought a light, the bell rung, and soon the vessel 
started down the Potomac, carrying us we knew not where. The bell tolled as we passed 
the tomb of Washington! Burch, no doubt, with uncovered head, bowed reverently 
before the sacred ashes of the man who devoted his illustrious life to the liberty of his 
country. 



The Father of America’s Slave Society 

-273- 

On board the steamship, Eliza was polite: 

None of us slept that night but Randall and little Emmy. For the first time Clem Ray 
was wholly overcome. To him the idea of going south was terrible in the extreme. He 
was leaving the friends and associations of his youth—every thing that was dear and 
precious to his heart—in all probability never to return. He and Eliza mingled their tears 
together, bemoaning their cruel fate. For my own part, difficult as it was, I endeavored 
to keep up my spirits. I resolved in my mind a hundred plans of escape, and fully 
determined to make the attempt the first desperate chance that offered. I had by this time 
become satisfied, however, that my true policy was to say nothing further on the subject 
of my having been born a freeman. It would but expose me to mal-treatment, and 
diminish the chances of liberation. 

After sunrise in the morning we were called up on deck to breakfast. Burch took our 
hand-cuffs off, and we sat down to table. He asked Eliza if she would take a dram. She 
declined, thanking him politely. …  

The group was transferred at various times and kept in a slave pen in Richmond, where 
they learned more about each other:  

At Fredericksburg we were transferred 
from the stage coach to a car, and before dark 
arrived in Richmond, the chief city of 
Virginia. At this city we were taken from the 
cars, and driven through the street to a slave 
pen, between the railroad depot and the river, 
kept by a Mr. Goodin. This pen is similar to 
Williams’ in Washington, except it is 
somewhat larger; and besides, there were two 
small houses standing at opposite comers 
within the yard. These houses are usually 
found within slave yards, being used as 
rooms for the examination of human chattels 
by purchasers before concluding a bargain. 
Unsoundness in a slave, as well as in a horse, 

detracts materially from his value. If no warranty is given, a close examination is a 
matter of particular importance to the negro jockey.  

§ § § 

Goodin … turned to Clem, and then to Eliza and the children, examining them 
severally, and asking various questions. He was pleased with Emily, as was every one 
who saw the child’s sweet countenance. She was not as tidy as when I first beheld her; 
her hair was now somewhat disheveled; but through its unkempt and soft profusion there 
still beamed a little face of most surpassing loveliness. …  

§ § § 

While we were … learning the history of each other’s wretchedness, Eliza was 
seated in a corner by herself, singing hymns and praying for her children. …  

HARRIET TUBMAN LOSES TWO SISTERS 

“[Harriet Tubman] had … seen two older sisters 
taken away as part of a chain gang, and they had 
gone no one knew whither; she had seen the 
agonized expression on their faces as they turned 
to take a last look at their ‘Old Cabin Home’; and 
had watched them from the top of the fence, as 
they went off weeping and lamenting, till they 
were hidden from her sight forever.” 

K. Larson, Bound for the Promised Land—Harriet 
Tubman, Portrait of an American Hero at 32 (Ballantine 
Books, 2003) 
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The ultimate goal was the New Orleans slave auction: 

[The slave traders transported the slaves on a slave ship to New Orleans.] Very soon 
traders and consignees came on board [the slave ship at the wharf]. One, a tall, thin-
faced man, with light complexion and a little bent, made his appearance, with a paper in 
his hand. Burch’s gang, consisting of myself, Eliza and her children, Harry, Lethe, and 
some others, who had joined us at Richmond, were consigned to him. This gentleman 
was Mr. Theophilus Freeman. … Lethe was called, then Eliza, then Harry, until the list 
was finished, each one stepping forward as his or her name was called. 

§ § § 

The very amiable, pious-hearted Mr. Theophilus Freeman, partner or consignee of 
James H. Burch, and keeper of the slave pen in New Orleans, was out among his 
animals early in the morning. With an occasional kick of the older men and women, and 
many a sharp crack of the whip about the ears of the younger slaves, it was not long 
before they were all astir, and wide awake. Mr. Theophilus Freeman bustled about in a 
very industrious manner, getting his property ready for the sales-room, intending, no 
doubt, to do that day a rousing business. …  

At the slave auction, Randall, Eliza’s son was sold over her desperate pleadings that he 
not be sold away from her: 

Lethe was sold to a planter of Baton Rouge, her eyes flashing with anger as she was 
led away.  

The same man also purchased Randall. The little fellow was made to jump, and run 
across the floor, and perform many other feats, exhibiting his activity and condition. All 
the time the trade was going on, Eliza was crying aloud, and wringing her hands. She 
besought the man not to buy him, unless he also bought herself and Emily. She 
promised, in that case, to be the most faithful slave that ever lived. The man answered 
that he could not afford it, and then Eliza burst into a paroxysm of grief, weeping 
plaintively. Freeman turned round to her, savagely, with his whip in his uplifted hand, 
ordering her to stop her noise, or he would flog her. He would not have such work—
such sniveling; and unless she ceased that minute, he would take her to the yard and give 
her a hundred lashes. Yes, he would take the nonsense out of her pretty quick—if he 
didn’t, might he be d—d. Eliza shrunk before him, and tried to wipe away her tears, but 
it was all in vain. She wanted to be with her children, she said, the little time she had to 
live. All the frowns and threats of Freeman, could not wholly silence the afflicted 
mother. She kept on begging and beseeching them, most piteously, not to separate the 
three. Over and over again she told them how she loved her boy. A great many times she 
repeated her former promises—how very faithful and obedient she would be; how hard 
she would labor day and night, to the last moment of her life, if he would only buy them 
all together. But it was of no avail; the man could not afford it. The bargain was agreed 
upon, and Randall must go alone. Then Eliza ran to him; embraced him passionately; 
kissed him again and again; told him to remember her—all the while her tears falling in 
the boy's face like rain. 
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The slave trader threatened Eliza viciously for her pleadings on behalf of Randall: 

Freeman damned her, calling her a blubbering, bawling wench, and ordered her to 
go to her place, and behave herself, and be somebody. He swore he wouldn’t stand such 
stuff but a little longer. He would soon give her something to cry about, if she was not 
mighty careful, and that she might depend upon. 

The planter from Baton Rouge, with his new purchases, was ready to depart. 

“Don’t cry, mama. I will be a good boy. Don’t cry,” said Randall, looking back, as 
they passed out of the door. 

What has become of the lad, God knows. It was a mournful scene indeed. I would 
have cried myself if I had dared. 

Next, an illness, likely smallpox 
delayed further events at the auction: 

That night, nearly all who came in the 
brig Orleans, were taken ill. They 
complained of violent pain in the head and 
back. Little Emily—a thing unusual with 
her—cried constantly. In the morning a 
physician was called in, but was unable to 
determine the nature of our complaint. 
While examining me, and asking questions 
touching my symptoms, I gave it as my 
opinion that it was an attack of small-
pox—mentioning the fact of Robert’s 
death [on board the slave ship] as the 
reason of my belief. It might be so indeed, 
he thought, and he would send for the head 
physician of the hospital. Shortly, the head 
physician came—a small, light-haired 
man, whom they called Dr. Carr. He 
pronounced it small-pox, whereupon there 
was much alarm throughout the yard. Soon 
after Dr. Carr left, Eliza, Emmy, Harry and 
myself were put into a hack and driven to 
the hospital—a large white marble 
building, standing on the outskirts of the 
city. Harry and I were placed in a room in 
one of the upper stories. I became very 
sick. …  

§ § § 

The crisis having passed, I began to revive, and at the end of two weeks and two 
days, returned with Harry to the pen, bearing upon my face the effects of the malady, 
which to this day continues to disfigure it. Eliza and Emily were also brought back next 

 

“To be sold on board the ship Bance-Island … a choice cargo 
of about 250 fine healthy Negroes. “, Slavery Images: A 
Visual Record of the African Slave Trade and Slave Life in the 
Early African Diaspora, accessed November 14, 2020, 
http://slaveryimages.org/s/slaveryimages/item/1913 
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day in a hack, and again were we paraded in the sales-room, for the inspection and 
examination of purchasers. …  

After the bout with smallpox, the group was taken again to the slave auction, where 
Eliza was sold along with Mr. Northup, but Emily was not sold: 

At length, one day, while we were in the yard, Freeman came out and ordered us to 
our places, in the great room. A gentleman was waiting for us as we entered … . 

He was a man above the ordinary height, somewhat bent and stooping forward. He 
was a good looking man, and appeared to have reached about the middle age of life. 
There was nothing repulsive in his presence; but on the other hand, there was something 
cheerful and attractive in his face, and in his tone of voice. The finer elements were all 
kindly mingled in his breast, as anyone could see. He moved about among us, asking 
many questions, as to what we could do, and what labor we had been accustomed to; if 
we thought we would like to live with him, and would be good boys if he would buy us, 
and other interrogatories of like character. 

After some further inspection, and conversation touching prices, he finally offered 
Freeman one thousand dollars for me, nine hundred for Harty, and seven hundred for 
Eliza. Whether the small pox had depreciated our value, or from what cause Freemen 
had concluded to fall five hundred dollars from the price I was before held at, I cannot 
say. At any rate, after a little shrewd reflection, he announced his acceptance of the 
offer.  

Eliza’s sale without Emily resulted in inconsolable grief, leading the slave trader to 
strike her violently. The purchaser then offered to purchase Emily, as well: 

As soon as Eliza heard it, she was in an agony again. By this time she had become 
haggard and hollow-eyed with sickness and with sorrow. It would be a relief if I could 
consistently pass over in silence the scene that now ensued. It recalls memories more 
mournful and affecting than any language can portray. I have seen mothers kissing for 
the last time the faces of their dead offspring; I have seen them looking down into the 
grave, as the earth fell with a dull sound upon their coffins, hiding them from their eyes 
forever; but never have I seen such an exhibition of intense, unmeasured, and 
unbounded grief, as when Eliza was parted from her child. She broke from her place in 
the line of women, and rushing down where Emily was standing, caught her in her arms. 
The child, sensible of some impending danger, instinctively fastened her hands around 
her mother’s neck, and nestled her little head upon her bosom. Freeman sternly ordered 
her to be quiet. but she did not heed him. He caught her by the arm and pulled her 
rudely, but she only clung the closer to the child. Then, with a volley of great oaths, he 
struck her such a heartless blow, that she staggered backward, and was like to fall. Oh! 
how piteously then did she beseech and beg and pray that they might not be separated. 
Why could they not be purchased together? Why not let her have one of her dear 
children? “Mercy, mercy, master!” she cried, falling on her knees. “Please, master, buy 
Emily. I can never work any if she is taken from me: I will die.” 

Freeman interfered again, but, disregarding him, she still plead most earnestly, 
telling how Randall had been taken from her—how she never would see him again, and 
now it was too bad—oh, God! it was too bad, too cruel, to take her away from Emily—
her pride—her only darling, that could not live, it was so young, without its mother! 
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Finally, after much more of supplication, the purchaser of Eliza stepped forward, 
evidently affected, and said to Freeman he would buy Emily, and asked him what her 
price was.  

“What is her price? Buy her?” was the responsive interrogatory of Theophilus 
Freeman. And instantly answering his own inquiry, he added, “I won’t sell her. She’s 
not for sale.”  

The man remarked he was not in need of one so young—that it would be of no profit to him, but 
since the mother was so fond of her, rather than see them separated, he would pay a reasonable price.  

The slave trader refused to sell Emily in view of the extraordinary price he anticipated 
that he could get for her in a few years. That led to a terrible scene and to Emily literally being 
torn from Eliza’s arms by force: 

But to this humane proposal Freeman was entirely deaf. 
He would not sell her then on any account whatever. There were 
heaps and piles of money to be made of her, he said, when she 
was a few years older. There were men enough in New-Orleans 
who would give five thousand dollars for such an extra, 
handsome, fancy piece as Emily would be, rather than not get 
her. No, no, he would not sell her then. She was a beauty—a 
picture—a doll—one of the regular bloods—none of your thick-
lipped, bullet-headed, cotton-picking niggers—if she was might 
he be d—d. 

When Eliza heard Freeman’s determination not to 
part with Emily, she became absolutely frantic.  

 “I will not go without her. They shall not take her 
from me,” she fairly shrieked, her shrieks commingling 
with the loud and angry voice of Freeman, commanding 
her to be silent.  

Meantime Harry and myself had been to the yard and 
returned with our blankets, and were at the front door 
ready to leave. Our purchaser stood near us, gazing at 
Eliza with an expression indicative of regret at having 
bought her at the expense of so much sorrow. We waited 
some time, when, finally, Freeman, out of patience, tore Emily from her mother by main 
force, the two clinging to each other with all their might. 

Emily was terrified, but Eliza was powerless: 

“Don’t leave me, mama—don’t leave me,” screamed the child, as its mother was 
pushed harshly forward; “Don’t leave me—come back, mama,” she still cried, stretching 
forth her little arms imploringly. But she cried in vain. Out of the door and into the street 
we were quickly hurried. Still we could hear her calling to her mother, “Come back—
don’t leave me—come back, mama,” until her infant voice grew faint and still more 
faint, and gradually died away, as distance intervened, and finally was wholly lost.  

“FANCY GIRLS” 

“There also was lascivious demand for 
attractive young female slaves with light 
brown skin. These ‘fancy maids’ or ‘fancy 
girls’ often were raped by traders and sold 
in New Orleans to work as sex slaves—
either in brothels or for exclusive 
exploitation by owners who paid up to 
$7,000 to flaunt their wealth, power, and 
audacity.” 

Rhodes, “Mother of the Domestic Slave Trade” 
at 36-37 Econ Focus, Richmond Federal 
Reserve (2nd Quarter, 2013) at Rhodes, Mother 
of the Domestic Slave Trade, Econ Focus, 
Richmond Federal Reserve (2nd Quarter, 2013) 
at 
www.richmondfed.org/~/media/richmondfedorg/
publications/research/econ_focus/2013/q2/pdf/e
conomic_history.pdf, accessed Oct. 18, 2020 

Note: Using the inflation multiplier of 33, 
the sum of $7,000 at the time of slavery is 
the equivalent of approximately $230,000 
today. 
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That was the last time that Eliza saw he children: 

Eliza never after saw or heard of Emily or Randall. Day nor night, however, were 
they ever absent from her memory. In the cotton field, in the cabin, always and 
everywhere, she was talking of them—often to them, as if they were actually present. 
Only when absorbed in that illusion, or asleep, did she ever have a moment’s comfort 
afterwards. 

She was no common slave, as has been said. To a large share of natural intelligence 
which she possessed, was added a general knowledge and information on most subjects. 
She had enjoyed opportunities such as are afforded to very few of her oppressed class. 
She had been lifted up into the regions of a higher life. Freedom—freedom for herself 
and for her offspring, for many years had been her cloud by day, her pillar of fire by 
night. In her pilgrimage through the wilderness of bondage, with eyes fixed upon that 
hope-inspiring beacon, she had at length ascended to “the top of Pisgah,” and beheld 
“the land of promise.” In an unexpected moment she was utterly overwhelmed with 
disappointment and despair. The glorious vision of liberty faded from her sight as they 
led her away into captivity. Now “she weepeth sore into the night, and tears are on her 
cheeks—all her friends have dealt treacherously with her: they have become her 
enemies.”  

§ § § 

On leaving the New-Orleans slave pen, Harry and I followed our new master 
through the streets, while Eliza, crying and turning back, was forced along by Freeman 
and his minions, until we found ourselves on board the steamboat Rodolph, then lying at 
the levee. In the course of half an hour we were moving briskly up the Mississippi, 
bound for some point on Red River. …  

The slaves purchased at the auction, including Eliza and Mr. Northup reached their 
destination: 

At length we left the steamboat Rodolph at a place called Alexandria, several 
hundred miles from New-Orleans. It is 
a small town on the southern shore of 
Red River. Having remained there over 
night, we entered the morning train of 
cars, and were soon at Bayou Lamourie, 
a still smaller place, distant eighteen 
miles from Alexandria. At that time it 
was the termination of the railroad. 
Ford’s plantation was situated on the 
Texas road, twelve miles from 
Lamourie, in the Great Pine Woods. 
This distance, it was announced to us, 
must be traveled on foot, there being 
public conveyances no farther. Accordingly we all set out in the company of Ford. It 
was an excessively hot day. Harry, Eliza, and myself were yet weak, and the bottoms of 
our feet were very tender from the effects of the small-pox. …  

PISGAH 

1 Attributive Designating a faint view or glimpse of 
something unobtainable or distant, especially in “Pisgah 
sight,” “Pisgah view.” 

2 A point affording an overview or glimpse of a current or 
future situation. Also in “Pisgah-hill.” 

“Pisgah” at www.lexico.com/en/definition/pisgah., 
accessed Oct, 18, 2020 
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In subsequent encounters, Eliza continuously talked about her children: 

Eliza was still ringing her hands and deploring the loss of her children. Ford tried as 
much as possible to console her—told her she need not work very hard; that she might 
remain with Rose, and assist the madam in the house affairs. 

§ § § 

[After the passage of time—] On my arrival at Bayou Boeuf, I had the pleasure of 
meeting Eliza, whom I had not seen for several months. She had not pleased Mrs. Ford, 
being more occupied in brooding over her sorrows than in attending to her business, and 
had, in consequence, been sent down to work in the field on the plantation. She had 

grown feeble and emaciated, and was still 
mourning for her children. She asked me if I 
had forgotten them, and a great many times 
inquired if I still remembered how 
handsome little Emily was—how much 
Randall loved her—and wondered if they 
were living still, and where the darlings 
could then be. She had sunk beneath the 
weight of an excessive grief. Her drooping 
form and hollow cheeks too plainly 
indicated that she had well nigh reached the 
end of her weary road.  

Despite her grief, Eliza showed kindness 
to others: 

[After Mr. Northup’s near-lynching for 
fighting against an undeserved beating by a 
master, leading to injuries] I endeavored to 
raise the hammer, thinking to show Ford 
how willing I was to work, by proceeding 
with my labors on the weaving house 
[which Mr. Northup was constructing], but 
it fell from my nerveless hand. At dark I 
crawled into the cabin, and laid down. I was 
in great misery—all sore and swollen—the 
slightest movement producing excruciating 
suffering. Soon the hands came in from the 
field. Rachel, when she went after Lawson, 
had told them what had happened. Eliza and 
Mary broiled me a piece of bacon, but my 
appetite was gone. Then they scorched 
some corn meal and made coffee. It was all 
that I could take. Eliza consoled me and was 
very kind. It was not long before the cabin 
was full of slaves. …  

§ § § 

 

“Advertisement for Sale of Newly Arrived Africans, 
Charleston, July 24, 1769”, Slavery Images: A Visual 
Record of the African Slave Trade and Slave Life in the 
Early African Diaspora, accessed November 14, 2020, 
http://slaveryimages.org/s/slaveryimages/item/1971 
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[After another passage of time—] On reaching the plantation they entered the great 
house, while I repaired to Eliza’s cabin. The slaves were astonished to find me there, on 
returning from the field, supposing I was drowned [after escaping another beating]. That 
night, again, they gathered about the cabin to listen to the story of my adventure. They 
took it for granted I would be whipped, and that it would be severe, the well-known 
penalty of running away being five hundred lashes. 

“Poor fellow,” said Eliza, taking me by the hand, “it would have been better for you 
if you had drowned. You have a cruel master, and he will kill you yet, I am afraid.” 

Over time, Eliza gradually wasted away in deep inconsolable sorrow: 

I arrived at Ford’s plantation towards the close of the afternoon, passing the evening 
in Eliza’s cabin, with Lawson, Rachel, and others of my acquaintance. When we left 
Washington Eliza’s form was round and plump. She stood erect, and in her silks and 
jewels, presented a picture of graceful strength and elegance. Now she was but a thin 
shadow of her former self. Her face had become ghastly haggard, and the once straight 
and active form was bowed down, as if bearing the weight of a hundred years. 
Crouching on her cabin floor, and clad in the coarse garments of a slave, old Elisha 
Berry would not have recognized the mother of his child. I never saw her afterwards. 
Having become useless in the cotton-field, she was bartered for a trifle, to some man 
residing in the vicinity of Peter Compton’s. Grief had gnawed remorselessly at her heart, 
until her strength was gone; and for that, her last master, it is said, lashed and abused her 
most unmercifully. But he could not whip back the departed vigor of her youth, nor 
straighten up that bended body to its full height, such as it was when her children were 
around her, and the light of freedom was shining on her path. 

Eliza eventually died of anguish: 

I learned the particulars relative to her departure from this world, from some of 
Compton’s slaves, who had come over Red River to the bayou, to assist young Madam 
Tanner during the “busy season.” She became at length, they said, utterly helpless, for 
several weeks lying on the ground floor in a dilapidated cabin, dependent upon the 
mercy of her fellow-thralls for an occasional drop of water, and a morsel of food. Her 
master did not “knock her on the head,” as is sometimes done to put a suffering animal 
out of misery, but left her unprovided for, and unprotected, to linger through a life of 
pain and wretchedness to its natural close. When the hands returned from the field one 
night they found her dead! During the day, the Angel of the Lord, who moveth invisibly 
over all the earth, gathering in his harvest of departing souls, had silently entered the 
cabin of the dying woman, and taken her from thence. She was free at last! 
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“Examining a Slave for Sale, Virginia, 1830”, Slavery 
Images: A Visual Record of the African Slave Trade and 
Slave Life in the Early African Diaspora, accessed 
November 14, 2020, 
http://slaveryimages.org/s/slaveryimages/item/1941 

 

“Inspection and Sale of a Negro”, Slavery Images: A Visual Record of 
the African Slave Trade and Slave Life in the Early African Diaspora, 
accessed November 14, 2020, 
http://slaveryimages.org/s/slaveryimages/item/1909 
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“A Slave Auction in Virginia”, Slavery Images: A Visual Record of the African Slave 
Trade and Slave Life in the Early African Diaspora, accessed November 14, 2020, 
http://slaveryimages.org/s/slaveryimages/item/2226 

 

“A Slave Auction”, Slavery Images: A Visual Record of the African Slave Trade and 
Slave Life in the Early African Diaspora, accessed November 14, 2020, 
http://slaveryimages.org/s/slaveryimages/item/1878 
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THE STORY OF PATSEY: UNCONTROLLED WHIPPING FOR NOTHING 

The Story of Patsey demonstrates, in Solomon Northup’s words, even casual use of 
extreme violence against a defenseless slave. The violence befell the slave even in the absence 
of resistance or incitement. 

The Story incorporates the elements of an attractive, lively and hardworking slave with 
superior capabilities; the lasciviousness and extreme sadism of a slave master; the boundless 
jealousy and cruelty of a slave mistress; and the reprehensible destruction of the very vitality 
of life. 

The Story has other values for us today looking back, knowing that the slave society was 
relentless in arguing that a slave master or mistress would always be moderate in his or her 
treatment of slaves because the master or mistress would not wish to damage their “property.” 
The Story of Patsey exposes that claim as a lie. It demonstrates the lack of concern that slave 
masters and mistresses had for any legal or social consequences from inhumane actions 
toward their slaves. 

This was “something that happened 150 years ago.” 

Solomon Northup’s book, TWELVE YEARS A SLAVE, describes Patsey’s experiences, 
which I have excerpted from Mr. Northup’s book and have assembled sequentially in the 
Story of Patsey. Patsey was an extraordinary young woman, full of life, with a pleasant 
attitude and remarkable skills:681  

An ordinary day’s work [picking cotton] is two hundred pounds. A slave who is 
accustomed to picking, is punished, if he or she brings in a less quantity than that. There 
is a great difference among them as regards this kind of labor. Some of them seem to 
have a natural knack, or quickness, which enables them to pick with great celerity, and 
with both hands, while others, with whatever practice or industry, are utterly unable to 
come up to the ordinary standard. Such hands are taken from the cotton field and 
employed in other business. Patsey, of whom I shall have more to say, was known as the 
most remarkable cotton picker on Bayou Boeuf. She picked with both hands and with 
such surprising rapidity, that five hundred pounds a day was not unusual for her. 

Each one is tasked, therefore, according to his picking abilities, none, however, to 
come short of two hundred weight. I, being unskillful always in that business, would 
have satisfied my master by bringing in the latter quantity, while on the other hand, 
Patsey would surely have been beaten if she failed to produce twice as much. 

 
 

681 Northup at 166, 178-79, 184-86, 188-89, 197-200, 213-14, 227-29, 253-59, 260, 308. Emphasis in 
original.  
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Mr. Northup describes his lack of skill at picking cotton, which stands in sharp contrast 
to Patsey’s outstanding talent: 

After a most laborious day I arrived at the gin-house with my load. When the scale 
determined its weight to be only ninety-five pounds, not half the quantity requited of the 
poorest picker, Epps threatened the severest flogging, but in consideration of my being a 
“raw hand,” concluded to pardon me on that occasion. The following day, and many 
days succeeding, I returned at night with no better success—I was evidently not 
designed for that kind of labor. I had not the gift—the dexterous fingers and quick 
motion of Patsey, who could fly along one side of a row of cotton, stripping it of its 
undefiled and fleecy whiteness miraculously fast. 
Practice and whipping were alike unavailing, and 
Epps, satisfied of it at last, swore I was a 
disgrace—that I was not fit to associate with a 
cotton-picking “nigger”— that I could not pick 
enough in a day to pay the trouble of weighing it, 
and that I should go into the cotton field no more. 
I was now employed in cutting and hauling 
wood, drawing cotton from the field to the gin-
house, and performed whatever other service was 
required. Suffice to say, I was never permitted to 
be idle. …  

The number of lashes is graduated according 
to the nature of the case. Twenty-five are deemed 
a mere brush, inflicted, for instance, when a dry 
leaf or piece of boll is found in the cotton, or 
when a branch is broken in the field; fifty is the 
ordinary penalty following all delinquencies of 
the next higher grade; one hundred is called 
severe: it is the punishment inflicted for the 
serious offence of standing idle in the field; from 
one hundred and fifty to two hundred is bestowed 
upon him who quarrels with his cabin-mates, and 
five hundred, well laid on, besides the mangling 
of the dogs, perhaps, is certain to consign the 
poor, unpitied runaway to weeks of pain and 
agony. 

Mr. Northup describes the slaves owned by 
Master Epps, including Patsey, whose beauty and 
attitude distinguished her:  

[Master] Epps remained on Huff Power two years, when, having accumulated a 
considerable sum of money, he expended it in the purchase of the plantation on the east 
bank of Bayou Boeuf, where he still continues to reside. He took possession of it in 
1845, after the holidays were passed. He carried thither with him nine slaves, all of 
whom, except myself, and Susan, who has since died, remain there yet. He made no 
addition to this force, and for eight years the following were my companions in his 
quarters, viz: Abram, Wiley, Phebe, Bob, Henry, Edward, and Patsey. …  

PUNISHMENT IN STOCKS 

“A slave who had been separated from his wife, 
because it best suited the convenience of his 
owner, ran away. He was taken up on the 
plantation where his wife, to whom he was 
tenderly attached, then lived. His only object in 
running away was to return to her—no other fault 
was attributed to him. For this offence he was 
confined in the stocks six weeks, in a miserable 
hovel, not weather-tight. He received fifty lashes 
weekly during that time, was allowed food barely 
sufficient to sustain him, and when released from 
confinement, was not permitted to return to his 
wife. His master, although himself a husband and 
a father, was unmoved by the touching appeals of 
the slave, who entreated that he might only remain 
with his wife, promising to discharge his duties 
faithfully; his master continued inexorable, and he 
was torn from his wife and family. The owner of 
this slave was a professing Christian, in full 
membership with the church, and this 
circumstance occurred when he was confined to 
his chamber during his last illness. …” 

T. Weld, American Slavery As It Is: Testimony of a 
Thousand Witnesses at 23 (American Anti-Slavery 
Society 1839), available from the Library of Congress 
at www.hathitrust.org/digital_library 
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Patsey is twenty-three-… . She is in no wise connected with the others, but glories 
in the fact that she is the offspring of a “Guinea nigger,” brought over to Cuba in a slave 
ship, and in the course of trade transferred to Buford, who was her mother’s owner. 

§ § § 

Patsey was slim and straight. She stood erect as the human form is capable of 
standing. There was an air of loftiness in her movement, that neither labor, nor 
weariness, nor punishment could destroy. Truly, Patsey was a splendid animal, and were 
it not that bondage had enshrouded her intellect 
in utter and everlasting darkness, would have 
been chief among ten thousand of her people. She 
could leap the highest fences, and a fleet hound it 
was indeed, that could outstrip her in a race. No 
horse could fling her from his back. She was a 
skillful teamster. She turned as true a furrow as 
the best, and at splitting rails there were none 
who could excel her. When the order to halt was 
heard at night, she would have her mules at the 
crib, unharnessed, fed and curried, before Uncle 
Abram had found his hat. Not, however, for all or 
any of these, was she chiefly famous. Such 
lightning-like motion was in her fingers as no 
other fingers ever possessed, and therefore it was, 
that in cotton picking time, Patsey was queen of the field. 

She had a genial and pleasant temper, and was faithful and obedient. Naturally, she 
was a joyous creature, a laughing, light-hearted girl, rejoicing in the mere sense of 
existence. Yet Patsey wept oftener, and suffered more, than any of her companions. She 
had been literally excoriated. Her back bore the scars of a thousand stripes; not because 
she was backward in her work, nor because she was of an unmindful and rebellious 
spirit, but because it had fallen to her lot to be the slave of a licentious master and a 
jealous mistress. She shrank before the lustful eye of the one, and was in danger even of 
her life at the hands of the other, and between the two, she was indeed accursed. In the 
great house, for days together, there were high and angry words, poutings and 
estrangement, whereof she was the innocent cause. Nothing delighted the mistress so 
much as to see her suffer, and more than once, when Epps had refused to sell her, has 
she tempted me with bribes to put her secretly to death, and bury her body in some 
lonely place in the margin of the swamp. Gladly would Patsey have appeased this 
unforgiving spirit, if it had been in her power, but not like Joseph, dared she escape from 
Master Epps, leaving her garment in his hand. Patsey walked under a cloud. If she 
uttered a word in opposition to her master’s will, the lash was resorted to at once, to 
bring her to subjection; if she was not watchful when about her cabin, or when walking 
in the yard, a billet of wood, or a broken bottle perhaps, hurled from her mistress’ hand, 
would smite her unexpectedly in the face. The enslaved victim of lust and hate, Patsey 
had no comfort of her life. 

EARS NAILED IN STOCKS 

Punishment for Hog Stealing by any “negro or 
slave”—first offense “on his bare back thirty nine 
lashes well laid on” and for the second offense, he 
“shall stand two hours in the pillory and have both 
his eares nailed thereto and at the expiration of the 
said two hours have his ears cut off close by the 
nailes” 

“Virtual Jamestown: Laws on Slavery” at 
www.virtualjamestown.org/laws1.html, accessed Nov. 
10, 2020 



The Father of America’s Slave Society 

-286- 

As occurred on many plantations when a slave master was attracted to a female slave, 
Mistress Epps was extremely jealous: 

[After an absence,] I learned from Aunt Phebe and Patsey, that the latter had been 
getting deeper and deeper into trouble. The poor girl was truly an object of pity. “Old 
Hogjaw,” the name by which Epps was called, when the slaves were by themselves, had 
beaten her more severely and frequently than ever. As surely as he came from 
Holmesville, elated with liquor—and it was often in those days—he would whip her, 
merely to gratify the mistress; would punish her to an extent almost beyond endurance, 
for an offence of which he himself was the sole and irresistible cause. In his sober 
moments he could not always be prevailed upon to indulge his wife’s insatiable thirst for 
vengeance. 

To be rid of Patsey—to place her 
beyond sight or reach, by sale, or death, or 
in any other manner, of late years, seemed 
to be the ruling thought and passion of my 
mistress. Patsey had been a favorite when a 
child, even in the great house. She had been 
petted and admired for her uncommon 
sprightliness and pleasant disposition. She 
had been fed many a time, so Uncle Abram 
said, even on biscuit and milk, when the 
madam, in her younger days, was wont to 
call her to the piazza, and fondle her as she 
would a playful kitten. But a sad change 
had come over the spirit of the woman. 
Now, only black and angry fiends 
ministered in the temple of her heart, until 
she could look on Patsey but with 
concentrated venom.  

The jealousy of a slave mistress changed 
the personality of Mistress Epps when matters 
came to Patsey, which in turn caused Master 
Epps to brutalize Patsey in order to please his 
wife: 

Mistress Epps was not naturally such an 
evil woman, after all. She was possessed of 
the devil, jealousy, it is true, but aside from 
that, there was much in her character to 

admire. Her father, Mr. Roberts, resided in Cheneyville, an influential and honorable 
man, and as much respected throughout the parish as any other citizen. She had been 
well educated at some institution this side the Mississippi; was beautiful, accomplished, 
and usually good-humored. She was kind to all of us but Patsey—frequently, in the 
absence of her husband, sending out to us some little dainty from her own table. In other 
situations—in a different society from that which exists on the shores of Bayou Boeuf, 
she would have been pronounced an elegant and fascinating woman. An ill wind it was 
that blew her into the arms of Epps. 

FATAL PUNISHMENT  
WITHOUT CONSEQUENCES 

“Mrs. Weld is the youngest. daughter of the late 
Judge Grimke, of the Supreme Court of South 
Carolina, and a sister of the late Hon. Thomas S. 
Grimke, of Charleston. [She states:]…  

“A slaveholder, after flogging a little girl about 
thirteen years old, set her on a table with her feet 
fastened in a pair of stocks. He then locked the 
door and took out the key. When the door was 
opened she was found dead, having fallen from the 
table. When I asked a prominent lawyer, who 
belonged to one of the first families in the State, 
whether the murderer of this helpless child could 
not be indicted, he coolly replied, that the slave 
was Mr. —’s property, and if he chose to suffer 
the loss, no one else had any thing to do with it. 
The loss of human life, the distress of the parents 
and other relatives of the little girl, seemed utterly 
out of his thoughts: it was the loss of property only 
that presented itself to his mind.” 

T. Weld, American Slavery As It Is: Testimony of a 
Thousand Witnesses at 52, 54 (American Anti-Slavery 
Society 1839), available from the Library of Congress 
at www.hathitrust.org/digital_library 
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He respected and loved his wife as much as a coarse nature like his is capable of 
loving, but supreme selfishness always overmastered conjugal affection. 

“He loved as well as baser natures can, 

But a mean heart and soul were in that man.” 

He was ready to gratify any whim—to grant any request she made, provided it did 
not cost too much. Patsey was equal to any two of his slaves in the cotton field. He 
could not replace her with the same money she would bring. The idea of disposing of 
her, therefore, could not be entertained. The mistress did not regard her at all in that 
light. The pride of the haughty woman was aroused; the blood of the fiery southern 
boiled at the sight of Patsey, and nothing less than trampling out the life of the helpless 
bondwoman would satisfy her.  

Sometimes the current of her wrath turned 
upon him whom she had just cause to hate. 
But the storm of angry words would pass over 
at length, and there would be a season of calm 
again. At such times Patsey trembled with 
fear, and cried as if her heart would break, for 
she knew from painful experience, that if 
mistress should work herself to the red-hot 
pitch of rage, Epps would quiet her at last 
with a promise that Patsey should be 
flogged—a promise he was sure to keep. Thus 
did pride, and jealousy, and vengeance war 
with avarice and brute-passion in the mansion 
of my master, filling it with daily tumult and 
contention. Thus, upon the head of Patsey—
the simple-minded slave, in whose heart God 
had implanted the seeds of virtue—the force 
of all these domestic tempests spent itself at 
last.  

Nevertheless, Master Epps continued to 
pursue Patsey, and Mistress Epps continued to 
feel jealousy. The following incident occurred 
in an open field. Mr. Northup did what he could 
to shield Patsey:  

[Master Epps] had been absent at 
Holmesville, in attendance at a shooting-
match, and none of us were aware of his 
return. While hoeing by the side of Patsey, she 
exclaimed, in a low voice, suddenly, “Platt [Solomon Northup’s slave name], d’ye see 
old Hog-Jaw beckoning me to come to him?”  

Glancing sideways, I discovered him in the edge of the field, motioning and 
grimacing, as was his habit when half-intoxicated. Aware of his lewd intentions, Patsey 
began to cry. I whispered her not to look up, and to continue at her work, as if she had 

WHAT’S IN A SLAVE’S NAME? 

As William Wells Brown illustrates, slave holders 
assigned names to slaves, first names only. They did not 
permit last names. 

“[M]y old master, Dr. Young, had no children of his 
own, but had with him a nephew, the son. of his brother, 
Benjamin Young. When this boy was brought to Doctor 
Young, his name being William, the same as mine, my 
mother was ordered to change mine to something else. 
This, at the time, I thought to be one of the most cruel 
acts that could be committed upon my rights; and I 
received several very severe whippings for telling 
people that my name was William, after orders were 
given to change it. Though young, I was old enough to 
place a high appreciation upon my name. It was 
decided, however, to call me “Sandford,” and this name 
I was known by, not only upon my master’s plantation, 
but up to the time that I made my escape. I was sold 
under the name of Sandford. 

“But as soon as the subject came to my mind, I 
resolved on adopting my old name of William, and let 
Sandford go by the board, for I always hated it.” 

W. Brown, Narrative of William W. Brown, A Fugitive 
Slave, Written by Himself at 97-98 (Anti-Slavery Office, 2nd 
ed. 1848), available from the Library of Congress at 
www.hathitrust.org/digital_library 
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not observed him. Suspecting the truth of the matter, however, he soon staggered up to 
me in a great rage. 

“What did you say to Pats?” he demanded, with an oath. I made him some evasive 
answer, which only had the effect of increasing his violence.  

“How long have you owned this plantation, say, you d—d nigger?” he inquired, 
with a malicious sneer, at the same time taking hold of my shirt collar with one hand, 
and thrusting the other into his pocket. “Now I’ll cut your black throat; that’s what I’ll 
do,” drawing his knife from his pocket as he said it. But with one hand he was unable to 
open it, until finally seizing the blade in his teeth, I saw he was about to succeed, and felt 
the necessity of escaping from him, for 
in his present reckless state, it was 
evident he was not joking, by any means. 
My shirt was open in front, and as I 
turned round quickly and sprang from 
him, while he still retained his gripe, it 
was stripped entirely from my back. 
There was no difficulty now in eluding 
him. He would chase me until out of 
breath, then stop until it was recovered, 
swear, and renew the chase again. Now 
he would command me to come to him, 
now endeavor to coax me, but I was 
careful to keep at a respectful distance. 
In this manner we made the circuit of the 
field several times, he making desperate 
plunges, and I always dodging them, 
more amused than frightened, well 
knowing that when his sober senses 
returned, he would laugh at his own 
drunken folly. At length I observed the 
mistress standing by the yard fence, watching our half-serious, half comical 
manoeuvres. Shooting past him, I ran directly to her. Epps, on discovering her, did not 
follow. He remained about the field an hour or more, during which time I stood by the 
mistress, having related the particulars of what had taken place. Now, she was aroused 
again, denouncing her husband and Patsey about equally. 

The combination of emotions led to an extremely brutal whipping of Patsey for a 
nonexistent, or at most a minor, violation of purported rules. When Patsey returned from a 
visit to a neighboring plantation, Master Epps was aroused by his own jealousy at his 
neighbor: 

It was no uncommon thing with [Master Epps] to prostrate Aunt Phebe with a chair 
or stick of wood; but the most cruel whipping that ever I was doomed to witness—one I 
can never recall with any other emotion than that of horror—was inflicted on the 
unfortunate Patsey.  

It has been seen that the jealousy and hatred of Mistress Epps made the daily life of 
her young and agile slave completely miserable. I am happy in the belief that on 
numerous occasions I was the means of averting punishment from the inoffensive girl. 

MISTAKES NOT TOLERATED 

“Dr. DAVID NELSON, late president of Marion College, 
Missouri, a native of Tennessee, and till forty years old a 
slaveholder, said in an Anti-Slavery address at Northampton, 
Mass. Jan. 1839— 

“I have not attempted to harrow your feelings with stories of 
cruelty. I will, however, mention one or two among the many 
incidents that came under my observation as family physician. 
I was one day dressing a blister, and the mistress of the house 
sent a little black girl into the kitchen to bring me some warm 
water. She probably mistook her message; for she returned 
with a bowl full of boiling water; which her mistress no 
sooner perceived, than she thrust her hand into it, and held it 
there till it was half cooked.” 

T. Weld, American Slavery As It Is: Testimony of a Thousand 
Witnesses at 86 (American Anti-Slavery Society 1839), available 
from the Library of Congress at www.hathitrust.org/digital_library 



The Father of America’s Slave Society 

-289- 

In Epps’ absence the mistress often ordered me to whip her without the remotest 
provocation. I would refuse, saying that I feared my master’s displeasure, and several 
times ventured to remonstrate with her against the treatment Patsey received. I 
endeavored to impress her with the truth that the latter was not responsible for the acts 
of which she complained, but that she being a slave, and subject entirely to her master’s 
will, he alone was answerable.  

At length “the green-eyed monster” crept into the soul of Epps also, and then it was 
that he joined with his wrathful wife in an infernal jubilee over the girl’s miseries.  

On a Sabbath day in hoeing time, not long ago, we were on the bayou bank, washing 
our clothes, as was our usual custom. Presently Patsey was missing. Epps called aloud, 
but there was no answer. No one had observed her leaving the yard, and it was a wonder 
with us whither she had gone. In the course of a couple of hours she was seen 
approaching from the direction of Shaw’s. This man, as has been intimated, was a 
notorious profligate, and withal not on the most friendly terms with Epps. Harriet, his 
black wife, knowing Patsey’s troubles, was kind to her, in consequence of which the 
latter was in the habit of going over to see her every opportunity. Her visits were 
prompted by friendship merely, but the suspicion gradually entered the brain of Epps, 
that another and a baser passion led her thither—that it was not Harriet she desired to 
meet, but rather the unblushing libertine, his neighbor. Patsey found her master in a 
fearful rage on her return. His violence so alarmed her that at first she attempted to 
evade direct answers to his questions, which only served to increase his suspicions. She 
finally, however, drew herself up proudly, and in a spirit of indignation boldly denied 
his charges. 

“Missus don’t give me soap to wash with, as she does the rest,” said Patsey, “and 
you know why. I went over to Harriet’s to get a piece,” and saying this, she drew it forth 
from a pocket in her dress and exhibited it to him. “That’s what I went to Shaw’s for, 
Massa Epps,” continued she; “the Lord knows that was all.” 

 “You lie, you black wench!” shouted Epps. 

“I don’t lie, massa. If you kill me, I’ll stick to that.” 

“Oh! I'll fetch you down. I’ll learn you to go to Shaw’s. I’ll take the starch out of 
ye,” he muttered fiercely through his shut teeth. 

Master Epps ordered Patsey to be stripped of all clothing and, naked and spread-eagled, 
to be staked by both wrists and both legs to the ground face down. He ordered Mr. Northup to 
whip Patsey, which he did as lightly as he could: 

Then turning to me, he ordered four stakes to be driven into the ground, pointing 
with the toe of his boot to the places where he wanted them. When the stakes were 
driven down, he ordered her to be stripped of every article of dress. Ropes were then 
brought, and the naked girl was laid upon her face, her wrists and feet each tied firmly to 
a stake. Stepping to the piazza, he took down a heavy whip, and placing it in my hands, 
commanded me to lash her. Unpleasant as it was, I was compelled to obey him. 
Nowhere that day, on the face of the whole earth, I venture to say, was there such a 
demoniac exhibition witnessed as then ensued.  
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Mistress Epps stood on the piazza among her children, gazing on the scene with an 
air of heartless satisfaction. The slaves were huddled together at a little distance, their 
countenances indicating the sorrow of their hearts. Poor Patsey prayed piteously for 
mercy, but her prayers were vain. Epps ground his teeth, and stamped upon the ground, 
screaming at me, like a mad fiend, to strike harder.  

“Strike harder, 
or your turn will 
come next, you 
scoundrel,” he 
yelled. 

“Oh, mercy, 
massa!—oh! have 
mercy, do. Oh, 
God! pity me,” 
Patsey exclaimed 
continually, 
struggling 
fruitlessly, and the 
flesh quivering at 
every stroke. 

It was not enough 
to satisfy Master Epps, 
who then assumed the 
flogging role: 

When I had 
struck her as many 
as thirty times, I 

stopped, and turned round toward Epps, hoping he was satisfied; but with bitter oaths 
and threats, he ordered me to continue. I inflicted ten or fifteen blows more. By this time 
her back was covered with long welts, intersecting each other like net work. Epps was 
yet furious and savage as ever, demanding! if she would like to go to Shaw’s again, and 
swearing he would flog her until she wished she was in h—l. Throwing down the whip, 
I declared I could punish her no more. He ordered me to go on, threatening me with a 
severer flogging than she had received, in case of refusal. My heart revolted at the 
inhuman scene, and risking the consequences, I absolutely refused to raise the whip. He 
then seized it himself, and applied it with ten-fold greater force than I had. The painful 
cries and shrieks of the tortured Patsey, mingling with the loud and angry curses of 
Epps, loaded the air. She was terribly lacerated—I may say, without exaggeration, 
literally flayed. The lash was wet with blood, which flowed down her sides and dropped 
upon the ground. At length she ceased struggling. Her head sank listlessly on the 
ground. Her screams and supplications gradually decreased and died away into a low 

“Whipping of a Fugitive Slave, French West Indies, 1840s”, Slavery 
Images: A Visual Record of the African Slave Trade and Slave Life in the 
Early African Diaspora, accessed November 15, 2020, 
http://slaveryimages.org/s/slaveryimages/item/3107 
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moan. She no longer writhed and shrank beneath the lash when it bit out small pieces of 
her flesh. I thought that she was dying!  

It was the Sabbath of the Lord. The fields smiled in the warm sunlight—the birds 
chirped merrily amidst the foliage of the trees—peace and happiness seemed to reign 
everywhere, save in the bosoms of Epps and his panting victim and the silent witnesses 
around him. The tempestuous emotions that were raging there were little in harmony 
with the calm and quiet beauty of the day. I could look on Epps only with unutterable 
loathing and abhorrence, and thought within myself—“Thou devil, sooner or later, 
somewhere in the course of eternal justice, thou shalt answer for this sin!” 

Patsey’s condition was distressing after the 
whipping:  

Finally, he ceased whipping from mere 
exhaustion, and ordered Phebe to bring a bucket of 
salt and water. After washing her thoroughly with 
this, I was told to take her to her cabin. Untying the 
ropes, I raised her in my arms. She was unable to 
stand, and as her head rested on my shoulder, she 
repeated many times, in a faint voice scarcely 
perceptible, “Oh, Platt—oh, Platt!” but nothing 
further. Her dress was replaced, but it clung to her 
back, and was soon stiff with blood. We laid her on 
some boards in the hut, where she remained a long 
time, with eyes closed and groaning in agony. At 
night Phebe applied melted tallow to her wounds, 
and so far as we were able, all endeavored to assist 
and console her. Day after day she lay in her cabin 
upon her face, the sores preventing her resting in 
any other position.  

The whipping was so brutal that it changed 
Patsey’s once happy demeanor to sadness; 

A blessed thing it would have been for her—
days and weeks and months of misery it would have 
saved her—had she never lifted up her head in life 
again. Indeed, from that time forward she was not 
what she had been. The burden of a deep 
melancholy weighed heavily on her spirits. She no longer moved with that buoyant and 
elastic step—there was not that mirthful sparkle in her eyes that formerly distinguished 
her. The bounding vigor—the sprightly, laughter-loving spirit of her youth, were gone. 
She fell into a mournful and desponding mood, and often-times would start up in her 
sleep, and with raised hands, plead for mercy. She became more silent than she was, 
toiling all day in our midst, not uttering a word. A care-worn, pitiful expression settled 
on her face, and it was her humor now to weep, rather than rejoice. If ever there was a 
broken heart—one crushed and blighted by the rude grasp of suffering and misfortune—
it was Patsey’s. 

ANOTHER PUNISHMENT FOR NOTHING 

“I was passing through a piece of timbered land, 
and on a sudden I heard a sound as of murder; 
I rode in that direction, and at some distance 
discovered a naked black man, hung to the limb of 
a tree by his hands, his feet chained together, and a 
pine rail laid with one end on the chain between 
his legs, and the other upon the ground, to steady 
him; and in this condition the overseer gave him 
four hundred lashes. The miserably lacerated slave 
was then taken down, and put to the care of a 
physician. And what do you suppose was the 
offence for which all this was done? Simply this: 
his owner, observing that he laid off corn rows too 
crooked, he replied, “Massa, much corn grow on 
crooked row as on straight one.” This was it—this 
was enough. His overseer, boasting of his skill in 
managing a nigger, he was submitted to him and 
treated as above.” 

T. Weld, American Slavery As It Is: Testimony of a 
Thousand Witnesses at 85, 90(American Anti-Slavery 
Society 1839), available from the Library of Congress 
at www.hathitrust.org/digital_library. Emphasis in 
original. 
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She had been reared no better than her master’s beast—looked upon merely as a 
valuable and handsome animal—and consequently possessed but a limited amount of 
knowledge. And yet a faint light cast its rays over her intellect, so that it was not wholly 
dark. She had a dim perception of God and of eternity, and a still more dim perception 
of a Saviour who had died even for such as her. She entertained but confused notions of 
a future life—not comprehending the distinction between the corporeal and spiritual 
existence. Happiness, in her mind, was exemption from stripes—from labor—from the 
cruelty of masters and overseers. Her idea of the joy of heaven was simply rest, and is 
fully expressed in these lines of a melancholy bard: 

“I ask no paradise on high, 
With cares on earth oppressed, 

The only heaven for which I sigh, 
Is rest, eternal rest.” 

§ § §  

Patsey’s life, especially after her whipping, was one long dream of liberty. Far 
away, to her fancy an immeasurable distance, she knew there was a land of freedom. A 
thousand times she had heard that somewhere in the distant North there were no 
slaves—no masters. In her imagination it was an enchanted region, the Paradise of the 
earth. To dwell where the black man may work for himself—live in his own cabin—till 
his own soil, was a blissful dream of Patsey’s—a dream, alas! the fulfillment of which 
she can never realize. 

At long last, Mr. Northup was able to smuggle a letter out from the plantation to his 
family in New York informing them of his location. That resulted in his gaining his freedom.  

Patsey expressed deep sadness at Mr. Northup’s leaving, knowing that she was losing a 
friend and an ally:  

[Upon my rescue,] [o]n my way back to the carriage, Patsey ran from behind a cabin 
and threw her arms about my neck.  

“Oh! Platt,” she cried, tears streaming down her face, “you’re goin’ to be free—
you’re goin’ way off yonder where we’ll neber see ye any more. You’ve saved me a 
good many whippins, Platt; I’m glad you’re goin’ to be free—but oh! de Lord, de Lord! 
What’ll become of me?” 

I disengaged myself from her, and entered the carriage. The driver cracked his whip 
and away we rolled. I looked back and saw Patsey, with drooping head, half reclining on 
the ground; Mrs. Epps was on the piazza; Uncle Abram, and Bob, and Wiley, and Aunt 
Phebe stood by the gate, gazing after me. I waved my hand, but the carriage turned a 
bend of the bayou, hiding them from my eyes forever. 
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“Marks of Punishment Inflicted upon a Colored Servant in Richmond, Virginia”, Slavery Images: A Visual 
Record of the African Slave Trade and Slave Life in the Early African Diaspora, accessed November 15, 
2020, http://slaveryimages.org/s/slaveryimages/item/1325 
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PUNISHMENT FOR “STEALING” A PIECE OF CANDY 

“Well, she got her rawhide down from de nail by de fire place, an’ she grabbed me by de arm an’ she try to 
turn me ‘cross her knees whilst she set in de rocker so’s she could hol’ me. I twisted an’ turned till finally she 
called her daughter. De gal come an’ took dat strap like her mother tole her an’ commence to lay it on real 
hard whilst Missus holt me. I twisted ‘way so dere warn’t no chance o’ her gittin’ in no solid lick. Den ole 
Missus lif’ me up by de legs, an’ she stuck my haid under de bottom of her rocker, an’ she rock forward so’s 
to hol’ my haid an’ whup me some mo’. I guess dey must of whupped me near a hour wid dat rocker leg a-
pressin’ down on my haid. 

“Nex’ thing I knew de ole Doctor was dere, an’ I was lyin' on my pallet in de hall, an’ he was a-pushin’ an’ 
diggin’ at my face, but he couldn’t do nothin’ at all wid it. Seem like dat rocker pressin’ on my young bones 
had crushed ‘em all into soft pulp. De nex’ day I couldn’ open my mouf an’ I feel it an’ dey warn’t no bone in 
de lef’ side at all. …  

“I ain’t never growed no mo’ teef on dat side[.] … “Been eatin’ liquid, stews, an’ soup ever since dat day, an’ 
dat was eighty-six years ago.” 

“Henrietta King”; an excerpt from “Weevils in the Wheat” (1976) at www.encyclopediavirginia.org/_Henrietta_King_ 
an_excerpt_from_Weevils_in_the_Wheat_1976, accessed Oct. 18, 2020 
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THE STORY OF AUNT ESTHER’S WRETCHED EXISTENCE 

Lest you might suppose that Patsey’s fate was exceptional, Frederick Douglass provides 
the following Story of the treatment of his Aunt Esther, and then again a Story about an 
“impudent” slave named Nelly. The Stories exemplify the slave society’s interpretation of 
statutory provisions allowing masters to apply “moderate punishment” to slaves. 

In The Story of Aunt Esther’s Wretched Existence, Frederick Douglass illuminates the 
extreme brutality in slavery against women, as well as how lecherous masters, desiring 
concubines, would seek to dominate their slave women’s romantic relationships:682 

Howsoever the slaveholder may allow himself to act toward his slave, and, whatever 
cruelty he may deem it wise, for example’s sake, or for the gratification of his humor, to 

inflict, he cannot, in the absence of all 
provocation, look with pleasure upon 
the bleeding wounds of a defenseless 
slave-woman. When he drives her from 
his presence without redress, or the 
hope of redress, he acts, generally, 
from motives of policy, rather than 
from a hardened nature, or from innate 
brutality. Yet, let but his own temper 
be stirred, his own passions get loose, 
and the slave-owner will go far beyond 
the overseer in cruelty. He will 
convince the slave that his wrath is far 
more terrible and boundless, and vastly 
more to be dreaded, than that of the 
underling overseer. What may have 
been mechanically and heartlessly 
done by the overseer, is now done with 
a will. The man who now wields the 
lash is irresponsible. He may, if he 
pleases, cripple or kill, without fear of 
consequences; except in so far as it 

may concern profit or loss. To a man of violent temper—as my old master was—this 
was but a very slender and inefficient restraint. I have seen him in a tempest of passion, 
such as I have just described—a passion into which entered all the bitter ingredients of 
pride, hatred, envy, jealousy, and the thirst for revenge.  

The circumstances which I am about to narrate, and which gave rise to this fearful 
tempest of passion, are not singular nor isolated in slave life, but are common in every 

 
 

682 Douglass, My Bondage and My Freedom at 84-88. Emphasis in original.  

See also Douglass, Narrative at 6-8. 

AN OFFER YOU CAN’T REFUSE 

“[A] planter had a female slave who was a member of 
the Methodist Church; for a slave she was intelligent 
and conscientious. He proposed a criminal intercourse 
with her. She would not comply. He left her and sent for 
the overseer, and told him to have her flogged. It was 
done. Not long after, he renewed his proposal. She 
again refused. She was again whipped. He then told her 
why she had been twice flogged, and told her he 
intended to whip her till she should yield. The girl, 
seeing that her case was hopeless, her back smarting 
with the scourging she had received, and dreading a 
repetition, gave herself up to be the victim of his brutal 
lusts.” 

T. Weld, American Slavery As It Is: Testimony of a 
Thousand Witnesses at 15 (American Anti-Slavery Society 
1839) (Narrative of Mr. Nehemiah Caulkins), available from 
the Library of Congress at www.hathitrust.org/digital_library 



The Father of America’s Slave Society 

-296- 

slaveholding community in which I have lived. They are incidental to the relation of 
master and slave, and exist in all sections of slaveholding countries. 

The reader will have noticed that, in enumerating the names of the slaves who lived 
with my old master, Esther is 
mentioned. This was a young woman 
who possessed that which is ever a 
curse to the slave-girl; namely,—
personal beauty. She was tall, well 
formed, and made a fine appearance. 
The daughters of Col. Lloyd could 
scarcely surpass her in personal charms. 
Esther was courted by Ned Roberts, and 
he was as fine looking a young man, as 
she was a woman. He was the son of a 
favorite slave of Col. Lloyd. Some 
slaveholders would have been glad to 
promote the marriage of two such 
persons; but, for some reason or other, 
my old master took it upon him to 
break up the growing intimacy between 
Esther and Edward. He strictly ordered 
her to quit the company of said Roberts, 
telling her that he would punish her 
severely if he ever found her again in 
Edward’s company. This unnatural and 
heartless order was, of course, broken. 
A woman’s love is not to be annihilated 
by the peremptory command of any 
one, whose breath is in his nostrils. 
It was impossible to keep Edward and 
Esther apart. Meet they would, and 
meet they did. Had old master been a 
man of honor and purity, his motives, in 
this matter, might have been viewed 
more favorably. As it was, his motives were as abhorrent, as his methods were foolish 
and contemptible. It was too evident that he was not concerned for the girl’s welfare. It 
is one of the damning characteristics of the slave system, that it robs its victims of every 
earthly incentive to a holy life. The fear of God, and the hope of heaven, are found 
sufficient to sustain many slave-women, amidst the snares and dangers of their strange 
lot; but, this side of God and heaven, a slave-woman is at the mercy of the power, 
caprice and passion of her owner. Slavery provides no means for the honorable 
continuance of the race. Marriage—as imposing obligations on the parties to it—has no 
existence here, except in such hearts as are purer and higher than the standard morality 
around them. It is one of the consolations of my life, that I know of many honorable 
instances of persons who maintained their honor, where all around was corrupt. 

BREEDING SLAVES 

“The following was told me by an intimate friend; it took 
place on a plantation containing about one hundred slaves. 
One day the owner ordered the women into the barn, he then 
went in among them, whip in hand, and told them he meant to 
flog them all to death; they began immediately to cry out 
“What have I done Massa? What have I done Massa!” He 
replied; “D—n you, I will let you know what you have done, 
you don’t breed, I haven’t had a young one from one of you 
for several months.” They told him they could not breed 
while they had to work in the rice ditches. (The rice grounds 
are low and marshy, and have to be drained, and while 
digging or clearing the ditches, the women had to work in 
mud and water from one to two feet in depth; they were 
obliged to draw up and secure their frocks about their waist, 
to keep them out of the water, in this manner they frequently 
had to work from daylight in the morning till it was so dark 
they could see no longer.) After swearing and threatening for 
some time, he told them to tell the overseer’s wife, when they 
got in that way, and he would put them upon the land to 
work.” 

T. Weld, American Slavery As It Is: Testimony of a Thousand 
Witnesses at 15-16 (American Anti-Slavery Society 1839), 
available from the Library of Congress at 
www.hathitrust.org/digital_library 
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Esther was evidently much attached to Edward, and abhorred—as she had reason to 
do—the tyrannical and base behavior of old master. Edward was young, and fine 
looking, and he loved and courted her. He might have been her husband, in the highest 
sense just alluded to; but who and what was this old master? His attentions were plainly 
brutal and selfish, and it was as natural that Esther should loathe him, as that she should 
love Edward. Abhorred and circumvented as he was, old master, having the power, very 
easily took revenge. I happened to see this exhibition of his rage and cruelty toward 
Esther. The time selected was singular. It was early in the morning, when all besides 
was still, and before any of the family, in the house or kitchen, had left their beds. I saw 
but few of the shocking preliminaries, for the cruel work had begun before I awoke. I 
was probably awakened by the shrieks and piteous cries of poor Esther. My sleeping 
place was on the floor of a little, rough closet, which opened into the kitchen; and 
through the cracks of its unplaned boards, I could distinctly see and hear what was going 
on, without being seen by old master. Esther’s wrists were firmly tied, and the twisted 
rope was fastened to a strong staple in a heavy wooden joist above, near the fireplace. 
Here she stood, on a bench, her arms tightly drawn over her breast. Her back and 
shoulders were bare to the waist. Behind her stood old master, with cowskin in hand, 
preparing his barbarous work with all manner of harsh, coarse, and tantalizing epithets. 
The screams of his victim were most piercing. He was cruelly deliberate, and protracted 
the torture, as one who was delighted with the scene. Again and again he drew the 

hateful whip through his hand, 
adjusting it with a view of dealing 
the most pain-giving blow. Poor 
Esther had never yet been severely 
whipped, and her shoulders were 
plump and tender. Each blow, 
vigorously laid on, brought 
screams as well as blood. “Have 
mercy; Oh! Have mercy” she cried; 
“I won’t do so no more;” but her 
piercing cries seemed only to 
increase his fury. His answers to 
them are too coarse and 
blasphemous to be produced here. 
The whole scene, with all its 
attendants, was revolting and 
shocking, to the last degree; and 
when the motives of this brutal 
castigation are considered, 

language has no power to convey a just sense of its awful criminality. After laying on 
some thirty or forty stripes, old master untied his suffering victim, and let her get down. 
She could scarcely stand, when untied. From my heart I pitied her, and— child though I 
was—the outrage kindled in me a feeling far from peaceful; but I was hushed, terrified, 
stunned, and could do nothing, and the fate of Esther might be mine next. The scene 
here described was often repeated in the case of poor Esther, and her life, as I knew it, 
was one of wretchedness. 

  

MORE ON BREEDING SLAVES 

“One of the slaves on another plantation, gave birth to a child 
which lived but two or three weeks. After its death the planter 
called the woman to him, and asked how she came to let the 
child die; said it was all owing to her carelessness, and that he 
meant to flog her for it. She told, him with all the feeling of a 
mother, the circumstances of its death. But her story availed 
her nothing against the savage brutality of her master. She 
was severely whipped. A healthy child four months old was 
then considered worth $100 in North Carolina.” 

T. Weld, American Slavery As It Is: Testimony of a Thousand 
Witnesses at 15-16 (American Anti-Slavery Society 1839), 
available from the Library of Congress at 
www.hathitrust.org/digital_library 
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THE STORY OF NELLY’S “IMPUDENCE” 

In The Story of Nelly’s “Impudence,” Frederick Douglass provides another description 
of severe brutality against a female slave. Again, this is an example of the slave society’s 
violence against women. Mr. Douglass also provides, however, a lesson in the value of 
African-Americans asserting themselves against oppression: 683 

 [A]fter the whipping of Aunt Esther, I saw many cases of the same shocking nature, 
not only in my master’s house, but on Col. Lloyd’s plantation. One of the first which 
I saw, and which greatly agitated me, was the whipping of a woman belonging to Col. 
Lloyd, named Nelly. The offense alleged against Nelly, was one of the commonest and 
most indefinite in the whole catalogue of offenses usually laid to the charge of slaves, 
viz; “impudence.” This may mean almost anything, or nothing at all, just according to 
the caprice of the master or overseer, at the moment. But, whatever it is, or is not, if it 
gets the name of “impudence,” the party charged with it is sure of a flogging. This 
offense may be committed in various ways; in the tone of an answer; in answering at all; 
in not answering; in the expression of 
countenance; in the motion of the 
head; in the gait, manner and bearing 
of the slave. In the case under 
consideration, I can easily believe that, 
according to all slaveholding 
standards, here was a genuine instance 
of impudence. In Nelly there were all 
the necessary conditions for 
committing the offense. She was a 
bright mulatto, the recognized wife of 
a favorite “hand” on board Col. 
Lloyd’s sloop, and the mother of five 
sprightly children. She was a vigorous 
and spirited woman, and one of the 
most likely, on the plantation, to be 
guilty of impudence. My attention was 
called to the scene, by the noise, 
curses and screams that proceeded 
from it; and, on going a little in that 
direction, I came upon the parties 
engaged in the skirmish. Mr. Sevier, the overseer, had hold of Nelly, when I caught sight 
of them; he was endeavoring to drag her toward a tree, which endeavor Nelly was 
sternly resisting; but to no purpose, except to retard the progress of the overseer’s plans. 
Nelly—as I have said—was the mother of five children; three of them were present, and 
though quite small, (from seven to ten years old, I should think,) they gallantly came to 
their mother’s defense, and gave the overseer an excellent pelting with stones. One of 
the little fellows ran up, seized the overseer by the leg and bit him; but the monster was 
too busily engaged with Nelly, to pay any attention to the assaults of the children. There 

 
 

683 Douglass, My Bondage and My Freedom at 92-95. Emphasis in original. 

SLAVE DISCIPLINE 

“[Sarah] Grimke is a daughter of the late Judge Grimke, of the 
Supreme Court of South Carolina, and sister of the late Hon. 
Thomas S. Grimke. [She provides the following testimony.] 

“I heard [a female acquaintance of mine in Charleston] say, 
that she had the ears of her waiting maid slit for some petty 
theft. This she told me in the presence of the girl, who was 
standing in the room. She often had the helpless victims of her 
cruelty severely whipped, not scrupling herself to wield the 
instrument of torture, and with her own hands inflict severe 
chastisement. Her husband was less inhuman than his wife, but 
he was often goaded on by her to acts of great severity. …  

T. Weld, American Slavery As It Is: Testimony of a Thousand 
Witnesses at 22, 23 (American Anti-Slavery Society 1839) (Narrative 
of Mr. Nehemiah Caulkins), available from the Library of Congress 
at www.hathitrust.org/digital_library 
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were numerous bloody marks on Mr. Sevier’s face, when I first saw him, and they 
increased as the struggle went on. The imprints of Nelly’s fingers were visible, and I 
was glad to see them. Amidst the wild screams of the children—“Let my mammy go”—
“let my mammy go”—there escaped, from between the teeth of the bullet-headed 
overseer, a few bitter curses, mingled with threats, that “he would teach the d—d b—h 
how to give a white man impudence.” 
There is no doubt that Nelly felt 
herself superior, in some respects, to 
the slaves around her. She was a wife 
and a mother; her husband was a 
valued and favorite slave. Besides, he 
was one of the first hands on board of 
the sloop, and the sloop hands—since 
they had to represent the plantation 
abroad—were generally treated 
tenderly. The overseer never was 
allowed to whip Harry; why then 
should he be allowed to whip Harry's 
wife? Thoughts of this kind, no doubt, 
influenced her; but, for what ever 
reason, she nobly resisted, and, unlike 
most of the slaves, seemed determined to make her whipping cost Mr. Sevier as much as 
possible. The blood on his (and her) face, attested her skill, as well as her courage and 
dexterity in using her nails. Maddened by her resistance, I expected to see Mr. Sevier 
level her to the ground by a stunning blow; but no; like a savage bull-dog—which he 
resembled both in temper and appearance—he maintained his grip, and steadily dragged 
his victim toward the tree, disregarding alike her blows, and the cries of the children for 
their mother’s release. He would, doubtless, have knocked her down with his hickory 
stick, but that such act might have cost him his place. It is often deemed advisable to 
knock a man slave down, in order to tie him, but it is considered cowardly and 
inexcusable, in an overseer, thus to deal with a woman. He is expected to tie her up, and 
to give her what is called, in southern parlance, a “genteel flogging,” without any very 
great outlay of strength or skill. I watched, with palpitating interest, the course of the 
preliminary struggle, and was saddened by every new advantage gained over her by the 
ruffian. There were times when she seemed likely to get the better of the brute, but he 
finally overpowered her, and succeeded in getting his rope around her arms, and in 
firmly tying her to the tree, at which he had been aiming. This done, and Nelly was at 
the mercy of his merciless lash; and now, what followed, I have no heart to describe. 
The cowardly creature made good his every threat; and wielded the lash with all the hot 
zest of furious revenge. The cries of the woman, while undergoing the terrible infliction, 
were mingled with those of the children, sounds which I hope the reader may never be 
called upon to hear. When Nelly was untied, her back was covered with blood. The red 
stripes were all over her shoulders. She was whipped—severely whipped; but she was 
not subdued, for she continued to denounce the overseer, and to call him every vile 
name. He had bruised her flesh, but had left her invincible spirit undaunted. Such 
floggings are seldom repeated by the same overseer. They prefer to whip those who are 
most easily whipped. …  

STILL MORE ON BREEDING SLAVES 

“A planter offered a white man of my acquaintance twenty 
dollars for every one of his female slaves, whom he would get 
in the family way. This offer was no doubt made for the 
purpose of improving the stock, on the same principle that 
farmers endeavor to improve their cattle by crossing the 
breed.” 

T. Weld, American Slavery As It Is: Testimony of a Thousand 
Witnesses at 15-16 (American Anti-Slavery Society 1839), 
available from the Library of Congress at 
www.hathitrust.org/digital_library 
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“Whipping Slaves, Missouri, 1856”, Slavery Images: A Visual Record of the African Slave Trade and Slave 
Life in the Early African Diaspora, accessed November 15, 2020, 
http://slaveryimages.org/s/slaveryimages/item/1284 
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THE STORY OF FED’S HEAT-STROKE EXPERIMENT AND OTHER TRIALS 

“To Planters and Others.—Wanted, fifty negroes. Any person, having sick negroes, 
considered incurable by their respective physicians, and wishing to dispose of them, Dr. 
S. will pay cash for negroes affected with scrofula, or king’s evil, confirmed 
hypochondriasm, apoplexy, diseases of the liver, kidneys, spleen, stomach and 
intestines, bladder and its appendages, diarrhoea, (sic) dysentery, &c. The highest cash 
price will be paid, on application as above,’ (viz., ‘Medical Infirmary, No.110 Church 
Street, Charleston.’)”684 

§ § § 

“A late PROSPECTUS of the South Carolina Medical College, located in Charleston, 
contains the following passage:— 

“Some advantages of a peculiar character are connected with this Institution, which 
it may be proper to point out. No place in the United States offers as great opportunities 
for the acquisition of anatomical knowledge, SUBJECTS BEING OBTAINED FROM AMONG 

THE COLORED POPULATION IN SUFFICIENT NUMBER FOR EVERY PURPOSE, AND PROPER 

DISSECTIONS CARRIED ON WITHOUT OFFENDING ANY INDIVIDUALS IN THE 

COMMUNITY!!”685 

§ § § 

Dr. Stephen Kenny cites a circular published by Charleston’s Medical College of 
South Carolina, as follows:686 

“No place in the United States offers as great opportunities for the acquisition of 
Anatomical knowledge, subjects being obtained from among the colored population in 
sufficient number for every purpose, and proper dissection carried on without offending 
any individual in the community. Those impediments which exist in so many other 
places, to the prosecution of this study, are not here thrown in the path of the Student, 
public feeling being rather favourable than hostile to the advancement of the Science of 
Anatomy.” 

§ § § 

 
 

684 Goodell, at 86-87. 

685 Weld at 169.  

686 Kenny, “‘I can do the child no good’: Dr. Sims and the Enslaved Infants of Montgomery, Alabama, 
Social History of Medicine” at 4 (2007), available at 
www.researchgate.net/publication/5246334_'I_can_do_the_child_no_good'_Dr_Sims_and_the_Ens
laved_Infants_of_Montgomery_Alabama, accessed Oct. 10, 2020. Footnotes omitted. 
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Dr. Todd Savitt provides the following example of unconsented (except by the slave’s 
master) medical experimentation upon a slave, named Fed, after the doctor had treated the 
master successfully as a patient:687 

There lived in Clinton, seat of Jones County, Georgia, during the 1820s and early 
1830s, a physician-planter who was attempting to discover the best remedies for heat 
stroke. This man, Dr. Thomas Hamilton, borrowed the slave Fed from a grateful patient 
in order to test some of his medications on a human subject. He had a hole dug in the 
ground which he then had heated with fire to a high temperature. Fed sat naked on a 
stool on a platform placed within this ovenlike pit with only his head above ground 
level. To retain the heat Hamilton fastened wet blankets over the hole. Fed took a 
different medicine each of the five or six times he entered the pit over a period of two or 
three weeks, so that Hamilton could determine which preparation best enabled the slave 
to withstand high temperatures. Fed fainted each time from the heat and from exhaustion 
(he had put in a full day’s work before each experiment). According to Fed’s account of 
the proceedings the doctor found cayenne pepper to be the most effective preparation. 
…  

Hamilton’s crude experiments did little to advance medical knowledge. … 

Harriet Washington quotes Fed as stating:688  

I was, it seems a strong and likely subject to be experimented upon, and the Doctor 
having fixed the thing in his mind, asked [my master] to lend me to him. This he did at 
once, never caring to inquire what was going to be done with me. I myself did not know. 
Even if I had been made aware of the nature of the trials I was about to undergo, I could 
not have helped myself. There was nothing for it but passive resignation, and I gave 
myself up in ignorance and in much fear. 

Fed later adopted the name “John Brown,” which was a name used on a forged pass he 
was given by a man assisting Fed in his successful escape (after several failures).689 Using the 
name John Brown, Fed published his slave narrative, titled SLAVE LIFE IN GEORGIA: A 

NARRATIVE OF THE LIFE, SUFFERINGS, AND ESCAPE OF JOHN BROWN, A FUGITIVE SLAVE, 
NOW IN ENGLAND. 

 
 

687 Savitt, “The Use of Blacks for Medical Experimentation and Demonstration in the Old South” at 
344, Jour. Of Southern History, Vol. 48, No. 3 (Aug. 1982).  

See also Washington at 52-55.  

688 Washington at 53.  

689 J. Brown, SLAVE LIFE IN GEORGIA: A NARRATIVE OF THE LIFE, SUFFERINGS, AND ESCAPE OF 

JOHN BROWN, A FUGITIVE SLAVE, NOW IN ENGLAND at 149 (1855), Academic Affairs Library, 
Univ. of North Carolina at Chapel Hill, available at docsouth.unc.edu/neh/jbrown/jbrown.html  
(“J. Brown”). 
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In his narrative, Mr. Brown states that, following the first experiment:690  

Three or four days afterwards, the experiment was repeated, and so on for five or six 
times, the Doctor allowing me a few days’ rest between each trial. His object was to 
ascertain which of the medicines he administered to me on these occasions, enabled me 
to withstand the greatest degree of heat. He found that cayenne-pepper tea accomplished 
this object; and a very nice thing he made of it. 

Mr. Brown also describes how Dr. Hamilton marketed his “findings” from the heat-
stroke experiments:691  

As soon as he got back home, he advertised that he 
had discovered a remedy for sun-stroke. It consisted 
of pills, which were to be dissolved in a dose of 
cayenne-pepper tea, without which, he said, the pills 
would not produce any effect. Nor do I see how they 
should have done so, for they were only made of 
common flour. However, he succeeded in getting 
them into general use, and as he asked a good price, 
he soon realized a large fortune. 

Dr. Hamilton then conducted yet additional 
experiments on Mr. Brown (Fed) to test a diet and to 
discover how deep Mr. Brown’s black skin was:692 

Having completed his series of experiments upon 
me, in the heated pit, and allowed me some days’ 
rest, I was put on a diet, and then, during a period of 
about three weeks, he bled me every other day. At 
the end of that time he found I was failing, so he left 
off, and I got a month’s rest, to regain a little 
strength. At the expiration of that time, he set to 
work to ascertain how deep my black skin went. This 
he did by applying blisters to my hands, legs and 
feet, which bear the scars to this day. He continued 
until he drew up the dark skin from between the 
upper and the under one. He used to blister me at 
intervals of about two weeks. He also tried other experiments upon me, which I cannot 
dwell upon. Altogether, and from first to last, I was in his hands, under treatment, for 
about nine months, at the end of which period I had become so weak, that I was no 
longer able to work in the fields. 

 
 

690 J. Brown, at 47). 

691 J. Brown, at 49. 

692 J. Brown, at 47-48. 

 

“Untitled Image (Portrait of John Brown)”, Slavery 
Images: A Visual Record of the African Slave Trade 
and Slave Life in the Early African Diaspora, 
accessed November 15, 2020, 
http://slaveryimages.org/s/slaveryimages/item/2512 
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Eventually, Mr. Brown, being at risk due to the Fugitive Slave Law, “fled to 
England.”693 

As the advertisements at the beginning of this section by medical institutions bragging 
about access to African-Americans for experimentation demonstrate, medical experimentation 
on slaves was not uncommon. 

Dr. Kenny provides the following description 
of the medical abuse of a small child by two 
physicians. This description suggests a willingness 
to undertake completely unnecessary, painful, and 
potentially dangerous experimentation on a slave—
an infant—without parental consent.  

Describing this incident, Dr. Stephen Kenny 
states:694 

The [slave] child had great difficulty feeding 
and had been sick for four or five months—“more 
or less all its life”. Finding the child incapacitated 
by involuntary muscular contractions—“a regular 
gyration”—Vickers initially placed the child on 
its side and in “one hour the spasmodic action … 
began to subside”. But, it then occurred to 
Vickers to indulge in some speculative physical 
investigations, “with the view of observing the 
symptoms of … a trismal character”. This 
involved aggravating and reproducing the painful 
paralysis, by pressurizing the parietal and 
occipital bones. Vickers occupied himself in this 
way “for nearly half an hour … alternately 
producing and relieving the symptoms of lock-jaw; in the first instance by displacing the 
occiput and, in the next, by replacing it” …  

Eleven days later, Vickers returned with Sims, who wanted “the satisfaction of fully 
verifying” these “observations on the trismal symptoms in connection with the displaced 
occiput”. Sims saw that the child’s cranial bones were still “movable by pressure”, and 

 
 

693 J. Brown, at 135 et seq. 

694 Kenny, “‘I can do the child no good’: Dr. Sims and the Enslaved Infants of Montgomery, Alabama, 
Social History of Medicine” at 12 (2007) 
www.researchgate.net/publication/5246334_'I_can_do_the_child_no_good'_Dr_Sims_and_the_Ens
laved_Infants_of_Montgomery_Alabama, accessed Oct. 10, 2020. Footnotes omitted. Emphasis in 
original.  

GRAVE ROBBING 

“[C]onstruction sites throughout the country have 
yielded evidence of medical grave robbing. The 
largest and earliest African burial site in the nation 
was revealed in June 1991 during preparations to 
build on the lower Manhattan site of what is now the 
Foley Square Federal Office Tower Building in New 
York City. Construction workers unearthed 427 
skeletons in what had been consecrated as the 
‘Negros Burying Ground’ in the eighteenth century. 
In 1992, the team of Michael Blakely, director of 
Howard University’s W. Montague Cobb Biological 
Anthropology Laboratory, found widespread 
evidence of grave robbing, including missing 
coffins, as well as bodies and skulls that displayed 
anatomists marks.” 

H. Washington, Medical Apartheid: The Dark History of 
Medical Experimentation on Black Americans from 
Colonial Times to the Present at 123 (Anchor Books, 
2006) 
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through “the use of considerable force”, succeeded in emulating Vickers by again 
displacing the occiput … . 

 

 

  

REST IN PIECES 

“Construction workers renovating a stately 154-year old Greek revival structure that once housed the Medical 
College of Georgia (MCG) stumbled upon a nightmare cached beneath the building. Strewn beneath its 
concrete floor lay a chaos of desiccated body parts and nearly ten thousand human bones and skulls, many 
bearing the marks of nineteenth-century anatomy tools or numbered with India ink. …  

“The bodies in the basement had been spirited by night from the graveyard—but not from just any graveyard: 
Most were taken from Cedar Grove Cemetery, an African-American burial ground. … Since its founding, 
black Augusta residents had consistently complained of grave robbing there. Also, the college’s four or five 
porters had all named the black cemetery in their periodic reports on the provenance of the cadavers they 
provided to students each term. …  

H. Washington, Medical Apartheid: The Dark History of Medical Experimentation on Black Americans from Colonial 
Times to the Present at 120-22 (Anchor Books, 2006). See also Savitt, The Use of Blacks for Medical Experimentation 
and Demonstration in the Old South at 339, Jour. Of Southern History, Vol. 48, No. 3 (Aug. 1982). 
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THE STORY OF SAM’S GRIN 

Harriett Jacobs provides a particularly graphic example of the helplessness of slaves 
under the control of certain slave doctors. The doctor in this case was the famous Dr. Marion 
Sims, who reported on the procedure, with the medical journal remarking that it was “pleased 
to record this highly creditable achievement of a Southern surgeon.”695 

Sam was a slave. Sam had “an incessant racking pain in his jaw,” which distracted him 
and kept him up at night. Sam’s owner tried “a homemade concoction” that “produce[d] a 
painful boil on Sam’s gums.” Sam “became worthless in the fields.” Sam’s owner called in a 
doctor, who concluded that Sam had “a cancer of his lower jawbone.”  

The doctor turned to Dr. Sims, as a surgeon. Sam, however, “stonily declared himself 
‘determined not to be foiled in the attempt’ by Dr. Sims to operate.” 

Ms. Washington states that, unfortunately for Sam, Dr. Sims had already decided not 
only that he would operate on Sam, but would do so “in a teaching clinic for a medical 
audience of students and potential proteges.” Sims “hoped to immortalize the operation in a 
medical publication … .” 

When the two met, Dr. Sims greeted Sam with “all smiles.” “He kindly inquired into the 
slave’s health and graciously invited Sam to have a seat.” The seat had been rigged 
“surreptitiously” with planks. “[A]s soon as Sam was seated, five young physicians bounded 
forward to restrain him with straps” on Sam’s head, body and extremities. “Sam, Sims noted, 
‘appeared to be very much alarmed!” 

“Sims operated for forty minutes to remove a large section of Sam’s lower jawbone, 
sans anesthesia.” Sims declared “with satisfaction” that “his surgical innovation” had proved 
itself regardless of “whether the patient is willing or not.”  

The medical report stated that “Sam’s mouth is always open in a wide grin.” 

  

 
 

695 Washington, at 101-03.  
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THE STORY OF BOMEFREE: DEATH OF A LONELY LOYAL SERVANT 

In theory, slave masters had a societal obligation to provide for the care of their 
“helpless” slaves. Excluded from earning income, slaves could not save money for retirement 
or health care for themselves or their families. Slavery was their “social security.” That 
created a tension, however. Masters were making economic decisions. Slaves wanted food, 
clothing, housing and medical care, for which masters must pay.  

Masters responded in a variety of ways. Some were more conscientious than others. The 
slave society asked few, if any, questions.  

The tension became especially obvious when slaves were ill or old. Under those 
conditions, the slaves were not producing income for the masters. They were simply an 
expense. As a result, while some masters would provide at least a degree of support for the 
slaves they “loved,” other masters focused more on the bottom line, often viewing the slaves 
simply as a financial drain.  

Since life does not last forever, not only slaves, but masters died. When that occurred, 
even a relatively considerate, but dead, master could do nothing for the slaves. Others who 
may have no feelings for the slaves would settle the estates and divide the “property,” 
including slaves. Slave families easily could be, and were, separated. The heirs could be the 
masters’ children or other relatives who had more interest in avoiding obligations (“burdens”) 
to care for non-producing slaves. A potentially less pecuniary master’s gratuitous motivation 
to provide care no longer existed. 

Keeping those observations in mind, the Story of Bomefree describes Sojourner Truth’s 
memories of her father, whose name was James, but whom she called “Bomefree.” 
Bomefree’s Story, assembled sequentially from Ms. Truth’s recollections, illustrates the fate 
of many older loyal slaves after having served masters for decades, and perhaps for life:696 

Isabella’s [Sojourner’s earlier name] father was very tall and straight, when young, 
which gave him the name of “Bomefree,”—low Dutch for tree—at least, this is 
Sojourner’s pronunciation of it and by this name 'he usually went. The most familiar 
appellation of her mother was “Mau-mau Bett.” She was the mother of some ten or 
twelve children; though Sojourner is far from knowing the exact number of her brothers 
and sisters; she being the youngest, save one, and all older than herself having been sold 
before her remembrance. She was privileged to behold six of them while she remained a 
slave. 

Of the two that immediately preceded her in age, a boy of five years, and a girl of 
three, who were sold when she was an infant, she heard much; and she wishes that all 
who would fain believe that slave parents have not natural affection for their offspring 
could have listened as she did, while Bomefree and Mau-mau Bett,—their dark cellar 

 
 

696 Dictated by S. Truth, written and edited by O. Gilbert, at 15-16, 18-25. Emphasis in original. 
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lighted by a blazing pine-knot,—would sit for hours, recalling and recounting every 
endearing, as well as harrowing circumstance that taxed memory could supply, from the 
histories of those dear departed ones, of whom they had been robbed, and for whom 
their hearts still bled. …  

§ § § 

At length, the never-to be-forgotten day of the terrible auction arrived, when the 
“slaves, horses, and other cattle” of Charles Ardinburgh, deceased, were to be put under 
the hammer, and again change masters. Not only Isabella and Peter, but their mother, 
was now destined to the auction block, and would have been struck off with the rest to 
the highest bidder, but for the following circumstance: A question arose among the 
heirs, “Who shall be burdened with Bomefree, when we have sent away his faithful 
Mau-mau Bett?” He was becoming weak and infirm; his limbs were painfully rheumatic 
and distorted—more from exposure and hardship than from old age, though he was 
several years older than Mau-mau Bett: he was no longer considered of value, but must 
soon be a burden and care to some one. After some contention on the point at issue, 
none being willing to be burdened with him, it was finally agreed, as most expedient for 
the heirs, that the price of Mau-mau Bett should be sacrificed, and she receive her 
freedom, on condition that she take care of and support her faithful James,—faithful, not 
only to her as a husband, but proverbially faithful as a slave to those who would not 
willingly sacrifice a dollar for his comfort, now that he had commenced his descent into 
the dark vale of decrepitude and suffering. This important decision was received as 
joyful news indeed to our ancient couple, who were the objects of it, and who were 
trying to prepare their hearts for a severe struggle, and one altogether new to them, as 
they had never before been separated; for, though ignorant, helpless, crushed in spirit, 
and weighed down with hardship and cruel bereavement, they were still human, and 
their human hearts beat within them with as true an affection as ever caused a human 
heart to beat. And their anticipated separation now, in the decline of life, after the last 
child had been torn from them, must have been truly appalling. Another privilege was 
granted them—that of remaining occupants of the same dark, humid cellar I have before 
described: otherwise, they were to support themselves as they best could. And as her 
mother was still able to do considerable work, and her father a little, they got on for 
some time very comfortably. The strangers who rented the house were humane people, 
and very kind to them; they were not rich, and owned no slaves. How long this state of 
things continued, we are unable to say, as Isabella had not then sufficiently cultivated 
her organ of time to calculate years, or even weeks or hours. But she thinks her mother 
must have lived several years after the death of Master Charles. She remembers going to 
visit her parents some three or four times before the death of her mother, and a good 
deal of time seemed to her to intervene between each visit. 

At length her mother’s health began to decline—a fever-sore made its ravages on 
one of her limbs, and the palsy began to shake her frame; still, she and James tottered 
about, picking up a little here and there, which, added to the mites contributed by their 
kind neighbors, sufficed to sustain life, and drive famine from the door. 

§ § § 

One morning, in early autumn, (from the reason above mentioned, we cannot tell 
what year,) Mau-mau Bett told James she would make him a loaf of rye-bread, and get 
Mrs. Simmons, their kind neighbor, to bake it for them, as she would bake that 
forenoon. James told her he had engaged to rake after the cart for his neighbors that 
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morning; but before he commenced, he would pole off some apples from a tree near, 
which they were allowed to gather; and if she could get some of them baked with the 
bread, it would give it a nice relish for their dinner. He beat off the apples, and soon 
after, saw Mau-mau Bett come out and gather them up. 

At the blowing of the horn for dinner, he groped his way into his cellar, anticipating 
his humble, but warm and nourishing meal; when, lo! instead of being cheered by the 
sight and odor of fresh-baked bread and the savory apples, his cellar seemed more 
cheerless than usual, and at first neither sight nor sound met eye or ear. But, on groping 
his way through the room, his staff, which he used as a pioneer to go before, and warn 
him of danger, seemed to be impeded in its progress, and a low, gurgling, choking sound 
proceeded from the object before him, giving him the first intimation of the truth as it 
was, that Mau-mau Bett, his bosom companion, the only remaining member of his large 
family, had fallen in a fit of the palsy, and lay helpless and senseless on the earth! Who 
among us, located in pleasant homes, surrounded with every comfort, and so many kind 
and sympathizing friends, can picture to ourselves the dark and desolate state of poor old 
James—penniless, weak, lame, and nearly blind, as he was at the moment he found his 
companion was removed from him, and he was left alone in the world, with no one to 
aid, comfort, or console him? for she never revived again, and lived only a few hours 
after being discovered senseless by her poor bereaved James. 

§ § § 

Isabella and Peter were permitted to see the remains of their mother laid in their last 
narrow dwelling, and to make their bereaved father a little visit, ere they returned to 
their servitude. And most piteous were the lamentations of the poor old man, when, at 
last, they also were obliged to bid him “Farewell!” Juan Fernandes, on his desolate 
island, was not so pitiable an object as this poor lame man. Blind and crippled, he was 
too superannuated to think for a moment of taking care of himself, and he greatly feared 
no persons would interest themselves in his behalf. “Oh,” he would exclaim, “I had 
thought God would take me first,—Mau-mau was so much smarter than I, and could get 
about and take care of herself;—and I am so old, and so helpless. What is to become of 
me? I can’t do any thing more—my children are all gone, and here I am left helpless and 
alone.” “And then, as I was taking leave of him,” said his daughter, in relating it, “he 
raised his voice, and cried aloud like a child.—Oh, how he DID cry! I HEAR it now and 
remember it as well as if it were but yesterday—poor old man!!! He thought God had 
done it all—and my heart bled within me at the sight of his misery. He begged me to get 
permission to come and see him sometimes, which I readily and heartily promised him.” 
But when all had left him, the Ardinburghs, having some feeling left for their faithful 
and favorite slave, “took turns about” in keeping him—permitting him to stay a few 
weeks at one house, and then a while at another, and so around. If, when he made a 
removal, the place where he was going was not too far off, he took up his line of march, 
staff in hand, and asked for no assistance. If it was twelve or twenty miles, they gave 
him a ride. While he was living in this way, Isabella was twice permitted to visit him. 
Another time she walked twelve miles, and carried her infant in her arms to see him, but 
when she reached the place where she hoped to find him, he had just left for a place 
some twenty miles distant, and she never saw him more. The last time she did see him, 
she found him seated on a rock, by the-road side, alone, and far from any house. He was 
then migrating from the house of one Ardinburgh to that of another, several miles 
distant. His hair was white like wool—he was almost blind—and his gait was more a 
creep than a walk—but the weather was warm and pleasant, and he did not dislike the 
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journey. When Isabella addressed him, he recognized her voice, and was exceeding glad 
to see her. He was assisted to mount the wagon, was carried back to the famous cellar of 
which we have spoken, and there they held their last earthly conversation. He again, as 
usual, bewailed his loneliness,—spoke in tones of anguish of his many children, saying, 
“They are all taken away from me! I have now not one to give me a cup of cold water—
why should I live and not die?” Isabella, whose heart yearned over her father, and who 
would have made any sacrifice to have been able to be with, and take care of him, tried 
to comfort, by telling him that “she had heard the white folks say, that all the slaves in 
the State would be freed in ten years, and that then she would come and take care of 
him.” “I would take just as good care of you as Mau-mau would, if she was here”—
continued Isabel. “Oh, my child.” replied he, “I cannot live that long.” “Oh do, daddy, 
do live, and I will take such good care of you,” was her rejoinder. She now says, “Why, 
I thought then, in my ignorance, that he could live, if he would. I just as much thought 
so, as I ever thought any thing in my life—and I insisted on his living: but he shook his 
head, and insisted he could not.”  

But before Bomefree’s good constitution would yield either to age, exposure, or a 
strong desire to die, the Ardinburghs again tired of him, and offered freedom to two old 
slaves—Caesar, brother of Mau-mau Bett, and his 
wife Betsey—on condition that they should take 
care of James. (I was about to say, “their brother-in-
law”—but as slaves are neither husbands nor wives 
in law. the idea of their being brothers-in-law is 
truly ludicrous.) And although they were too old 
and infirm to take care of themselves, (Caesar 
having been afflicted for a long time with fever-
sores, and his wife with the jaundice,) they eagerly 
accepted the boon of freedom, which had been the 
life-long desire of their souls—though at a time 
when emancipation was to them little more than 
destitution, and was a freedom more to be desired by the master than the slave. 
Sojourner declares of the slaves in their ignorance, that “their thoughts are no longer 
than her finger.” 

§ § § 

A rude cabin, in a lone wood, far from any neighbors, was granted to our freed 
friends, as the only assistance they were now to expect. Bomefree, from this time, found 
his poor needs hardly supplied, as his new providers were scarce able to administer to 
their own wants. However, the time drew near when things were to be decidedly worse 
rather than better; for they had not been together long, before Betty died, and shortly 
after, Caesar followed her to “that bourne from whence no traveller returns”—leaving 
poor James again desolate, and more helpless than ever before; as, this time, there was 
no kind family in the house, and the Ardinburghs no longer invited him to their homes. 
Yet, lone, blind and helpless as he was, James for a time lived on. One day, an aged 
colored woman, named Soan, called at his shanty, and James besought her, in the most 
moving manner, even with tears, to tarry awhile and wash and mend him up, so that he 
might once more be decent and comfortable; for he was suffering dreadfully with the 
filth and vermin that had collected upon him. 

SLAVERY WAS “SOCIAL SECURITY” 

Virginia Eleventh Grade Textbook:  

“the slave enjoyed what we might call 
comprehensive social security.” 

Dean, “‘Who Controls the Past Controls the Future:” 
The Virginia History Textbook Controversy at 334 
(Virginia Magazine of History and Biography, vol 17, 
no. 4, 2009) 
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Soan was herself an emancipated slave, old and weak, with no one to care for her; 
and she lacked the courage to undertake a job of such seeming magnitude, fearing she 
might herself get sick, and perish there without assistance; and with great reluctance, 
and a heart swelling with pity, as she afterwards declared, she felt obliged to leave him 
in his wretchedness and filth. And shortly after her visit, this faithful slave, this deserted 
wreck of humanity, was found on his miserable pallet, frozen and stiff in death. The 
kind angel had come at last, and relieved him of the many miseries that his fellow-man 
had heaped upon him. Yes, he had died, chilled and starved, with none to speak a kindly 
word, or do a kindly deed for him, in that last dread hour of need! 

The news of his death reached the ears of John Ardinburgh, a grandson of the old 
Colonel; and he declared that “Bomefree, who had ever been a kind and faithful slave, 
should now have a good funeral.” And now, gentle reader, what think you constituted a 
good funeral? Answer—some black paint for the coffin, and a jug of ardent spirits! 
What a compensation for a life of toil, of patient submission to repeated robberies of the 
most aggravated kind, and, also, far more than murderous neglect!! Mankind often 
vainly attempt to atone for unkindness or cruelty to the living, by honoring the same 
after death; but John Ardinburgh undoubtedly meant his pot of paint and jug of whisky 
should act as an opiate on his slaves, rather than on his own seared conscience.  

 

AUNTY, IN THE HOUSE 

“A. GUTHRIE, Esq., elder in the Presbyterian church at Putnam, Muskingum county, Ohio, furnishes the 
testimony which follows. 

“A near female friend of mine in company with another young lady, in attempting to visit a sick woman on 
Washington’s Bottom, Wood county, Virginia, missed the way, and stopping to ask directions of a group 
of colored children on the outskirts of the plantation of Francis Keen, Sen., they were told to ask ‘aunty, in 
the house.’ On entering the hut, says my informant, I beheld such a sight as I hope never to see again; its 
sole occupant was a female slave of the said Keen—her whole wearing apparel consisted of a frock, made 
of the coarsest tow cloth, and so scanty, that it could not have been made more tight around her person. In 
the hut there was neither table, chair, nor chest—a stool and a rude fixture in one corner, were all its 
furniture, On this last were a little straw and a few old remnants of what had been bedding—all 
exceedingly filthy. 

“The woman thus situated had been for more than a day in travail, without any assistance, any nurse, or 
any kind of proper provision—during the night she said some fellow slave woman would stay with her, and 
the aforesaid children through the day. From a woman, who was a slave of Keen’s at the same time, my 
informant learned, that this poor woman suffered for three days, and then died—when too late to save her 
life her master sent assistance. It was understood to be a rule of his, to neglect his women entirely in such 
times of trial, unless they previously came and informed him, and asked for aid.” 

T. Weld, American Slavery As It Is: Testimony of a Thousand Witnesses at 15-16 (American Anti-Slavery Society 
1839), available from the Library of Congress at www.hathitrust.org/digital_library 
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DENIAL OF RELIGIOUS FREEDOM 

“In a law enacted by the state of Georgia, December 13th, 1792, with the title, ‘To protect religious 
societies in the exercise of their religious duties,’ it is required of every justice of the peace, &c., and 
every civil officer of a county being present, &c. &c, to take into custody any person who shall 
interrupt or disturb a congregation of white persons assembled at any church, &c., and to impose a fine 
on the offender; and in default of payment he may be imprisoned, &c. &c.; yet the same law concludes 
in these words:—‘No congregation or company of negroes shall, under pretence of divine worship, 
assemble themselves contrary to the act regulating patrols.’” 

G. Stroud, A Sketch of the Laws Relating to Slavery in the Several States of the United States of America at 64 
(H. Longstreth, 1856), available from the Library of Congress at www.hathitrust.org/digital_library. Emphasis in 
original. 

 

“Prayer Meeting, Georgia, 1873-74”, Slavery Images: A Visual Record of the 
African Slave Trade and Slave Life in the Early African Diaspora, accessed 
November 27, 2020, http://slaveryimages.org/s/slaveryimages/item/1852 
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THE STORY OF DEMBY’S DEMISE AND OTHER MURDERS 

Frederick Douglass provides the following episode demonstrating dramatically the sheer 
power of the master and the overseer over their slaves. Although there were laws against 
abuse of slaves that was not “moderate,” the laws were rarely, if ever, enforced. 

Mr. Douglass’ account is yet another illustration of white fear of African-Americans. 
The philosophy was that, without complete repression, no matter how brutal, the slaves would 
refuse to submit to their fate and might rise against their masters. 

Frederick Douglass describes the following:697 

Mr. Gore [an overseer] once undertook to whip one of Colonel Lloyd’s slaves, by 
the name of Demby. He had given Demby but few stripes, when, to get rid of the 
scourging, he ran and plunged 
himself into a creek, and stood 
there at the depth of his shoulders, 
refusing to come out. Mr. Gore 
told him that he would give him 
three calls, and that, if he did not 
come out at the third call, he would 
shoot him. The first call was given. 
Demby made no response, but 
stood his ground. The second and 
third calls were given with the 
same result. Mr. Gore then, 
without consultation or 
deliberation with any one, not even 
giving Demby an additional call, 
raised his musket to his face, 
taking deadly aim at his standing victim, and in an instant poor Demby was no more. 
His mangled body sank out of sight, and blood and brains marked the water where he 
had stood. 

A thrill of horror flashed through every soul upon the plantation, excepting Mr. 
Gore. He alone seemed cool and collected. He was asked by Colonel Lloyd and my old 
master, why he resorted to this extraordinary expedient. His reply was, (as well as I can 
remember,) that Demby had become unmanageable. He was setting a dangerous 
example to the other slaves,—one which, if suffered to pass without some such 
demonstration on his part, would finally lead to the total subversion of all rule and order 
upon the plantation. He argued that if one slave refused to be corrected, and escaped 
with his life, the other slaves would soon copy the example; the result of which would 
be, the freedom of the slaves, and the enslavement of the whites. Mr. Gore’s defence 
was satisfactory. He was continued in his station as overseer upon the home plantation. 

 
 

697 Douglass, Narrative at 22-23.  

SLAVE STARVATION 

“[Sarah] Grimke [provides the following additional testimony.] 

“A friend of mine, in whose veracity I have entire confidence 
told me that about two years ago, a woman in Charleston with 
whom I was well acquainted, had starved a female slave to 
death. She was confined in a solitary apartment, kept 
constantly tied, and condemned to the slow and horrible death 
of starvation. This woman was notoriously cruel. …” 

T. Weld, American Slavery As It Is: Testimony of a Thousand 
Witnesses at 22, 23 (American Anti-Slavery Society 1839) (Narrative 
of Mr. Nehemiah Caulkins), available from the Library of Congress 
at www.hathitrust.org/digital_library 
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His fame as an overseer went abroad. His horrid crime was not even submitted to 
judicial investigation. It was committed in the presence of slaves, and they of course 
could neither institute a suit, nor testify against him … .  

Mr. Douglass, recounting details of incidents 
in which slaveholders had killed slaves without 
punishment, states as another example that:698  

As an evidence of the reckless disregard of 
human life—where the life is that of a slave—I 
may state the notorious fact, that the wife of Mr. 
Giles Hicks, who lived but a short distance from 
Col. Lloyd’s, with her own hands murdered my 
wife’s cousin, a young girl between fifteen and 
sixteen years of age—mutilating her person in a most shocking manner. The atrocious 
woman, in the paroxysm of her wrath, not content with murdering her victim, literally 
mangled her face, and broke her breast bone. Wild, however, and infuriated as she was, 
she took the precaution to cause the slave-girl to be buried; but the facts of the case 
coming abroad, very speedily led to the disinterment of the remains of the murdered 
slave-girl. A coroner’s jury was assembled, who decided that the girl had come to her 
death by severe beating. It was ascertained that the offense for which this girl was thus 
hurried out of the world, was this: she had been set that night, and several preceding 
nights, to mind Mrs. Hicks’s baby, and having fallen into a sound sleep, the baby cried, 
waking Mrs. Hicks, but not the slave-girl. Mrs. Hicks, becoming infuriated at the girl’s 
tardiness, after calling her several times, jumped from her bed and seized a piece of fire-
wood from the fire-place; and then, as she lay fast asleep, she deliberately pounded in 
her skull and breast-bone, and thus ended her life. I will not say that this most horrid 
murder produced no sensation in the community. It did produce a sensation; but, 
incredible to tell, the moral sense of the community was blunted too entirely by the 
ordinary nature of slavery horrors, to bring the murderess to punishment. A warrant was 
issued for her arrest, but, for some reason or other, that warrant was never served. …  

Mr. Douglass describes other ghastly murders of slaves in Maryland, a border State in 
which supposedly there was less brutality against slaves than in the deep South:699 

I speak advisedly when I say this,—that killing a slave, or any colored person, in 
Talbot county, Maryland, is not treated as a crime, either by the courts or the 
community. Mr. Thomas Lanman, ship carpenter, of St. Michael’s, killed two slaves, 
one of whom he butchered with a hatchet, by knocking his brains out. He used to boast 
of the commission of the awful and bloody deed. I have heard him do so laughingly 
saying, among other things, that he was the only benefactor of his country in the 
company, and that when “others would do as much as he had done, we should be 
relieved of the d—d niggers.” 

 
 

698 Douglass, My Bondage and My Freedom at 125-26. 

699 Douglass, My Bondage and My Freedom, at 124-25. 

INABILITY TO TESTIFY 

“Slavery is upheld by suppressing the testimony of 
its Victims.” 

W. Goodell, The American slave code in theory and 
practice at 300 (American and Foreign Anti-Slavery 
Society 1853), available from the Library of Congress 
at www.hathitrust.org/digital_library 
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Harriet Jacobs describes murders by another master in North Carolina:700 

If a slave stole from him even a pound of meat or a peck of corn, if detection 
followed, he was put in chains and imprisoned, and so kept till his form was attenuated by 
hunger and suffering.  

A freshet once bore his wine cellar and meat house miles away from the plantation. 
Some slaves followed, and secured bits of meat and bottles of wine. Two were detected; 
a ham and some liquor being found in their huts. They were summoned by their master. 
No words were used, but a club felled them to the ground. A rough box was their coffin, 
and their interment was a dog's burial. Nothing was said.  

 

  

 
 

700 Jacobs at 72.  
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THE STORY OF GEORGE: HOW HE LOST HIS HEAD 

The Story of George has differing versions, one somewhat more hideous than the other. 
Note, however, that I said “somewhat more” hideous. I didn’t say that the second version was 
not “horrible.” 

You might keep in mind as you read the Story, IF you chose to do so (and you might 
wish to avoid this one, even if you have made it this far in the book), that in either case the 
events establish certain key principles: 

 Laws in Kentucky prohibited murdering slaves 

 Despite the slave society’s protests to the contrary, some masters could, and 
would, take action that would damage their “property” 

 In one way or another, despite the laws and widespread societal disapproval of 
truly murderous violence against slaves, offending masters could find a way to 
escape punishment 

Theodore Weld’s book, published by the America Anti-Slavery Society, is titled 
AMERICAN SLAVERY AS IT IS: TESTIMONY OF A THOUSAND WITNESSES.701 The book 
contains extracts regarding The Story of George by citizens reporting the events.  

The Story of George is one of the most spectacular incidents described in Mr. Weld’s 
book. In this case, the perpetrators were stated to be nephews of President Thomas Jefferson. 
The information is provided in a letter. The source is represented to be a minister, Rev. 
William Dickey, who himself relied on court proceedings in Kentucky and testimony therein 
and who met personally with the defendant Isham Lewis.702 

 
 

701 T. Weld, AMERICAN SLAVERY AS IT IS: TESTIMONY OF A THOUSAND WITNESSES (American 
Anti-Slavery Society 1839), available from the Library of Congress at 
www.hathitrust.org/digital_library (“Weld”).  

As an aside, contrary to the thrust of certain opinions expressed in the 1619 Project, sponsored by 
the New York Times, that African-Americans essentially or largely, were alone in opposing slavery, 
I note that many, if not most or even all, of the narratives and testimonials in Mr. Weld’s book were 
provided by white citizens who adamantly and passionately opposed slavery and were fighting 
against it on behalf of slaves. 

702 Weld at 93-94. Emphasis in original. 
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According to Mr. Weld’s book, the letter was first published in a journal titled Human 
Rights (Aug. 1837). Human Rights included remarks regarding the incident and Rev. Dickey, 
stating, in part, the following: 

Hundreds of people around the mouth of Cumberland River are personally knowing 
to these facts. There are records of the court that tried the wretches. … It ls quite 
needless, perhaps, to add, that the Rev. Wm. Dickey is a Presbyterian clergyman, one of 
the oldest members of the Chilicothe Presbytery, and greatly respected and beloved by 
the churches in Southern Ohio. He was born in South Carolina, and was for many years 
pastor of a church in Kentucky. 

The following is Rev. Dickey’s letter as published in AMERICAN SLAVERY AS IT IS: 

In the county of Livingston, Ky. near the mouth of Cumberland River, lived Lilburn 
Lewis, a sister’s son of the celebrated Jefferson. He was the wealthy owner of a 
considerable gang of negroes, whom he drove constantly, fed sparingly, and lashed 
severely. The consequence was, that they would run away. Among the rest was an ill-

thrived boy of about seventeen, who, having 
just returned from a skulking spell, was sent 
to the spring for water, and in returning let 
fall an elegant pitcher: it was dashed to 
shivers upon the rocks. This was made the 
occasion for reckoning with him. It was 
night, and the slaves were all at home. The 
master had them all collected in the most 
roomy negro-house, and a rousing fire put on. 
When the door was secured, that none might 
escape, either through fear of him or 
sympathy with George, he opened to them the 
design of the interview, namely, that they 
might be effectually advised to stay at home 
and obey his orders. All things now in train, 
he called up George, who approached his 
master with unreserved submission. He 
bound him with cords; and by the assistance 
of Isham Lewis, his youngest brother, laid 
him on a broad bench, the meat-block. He 
then proceeded to hack off George at the 
ankles! It was with the broad axe! In vain did 
the unhappy victim scream and roar! for he 
was completely in his master’s power; not a 
hand among so many durst interfere: casting 
the feet into the fire, he lectured them at some 
length.—He next chopped him off below the 
knees! George roaring out and praying his 
master to begin at the other end! He 
admonished them again, throwing the legs 
into the fire—then, above the knees, tossing 

the joints into the fire—the next stroke severed the thighs from the body; these were also 
committed to the flames—and so it may be said of the arms, head, and trunk, until all 
was in the fire! He threatened any of them with similar punishment who should in future 

SHOCK 

“The following was written by a sister-in-law of 
Gerrit Smith, Esq., Peterboro. She is married to the 
son of a North Carolinian: 

“In North Carolina, some years ago, several slaves 
were arrested for committing serious crimes and 
depredations, in the neighborhood of Wilmington, 
among other things, burning houses, and, in one or 
more instances, murder. 

“It happened that the wife of one of these slaves 
resided in one of the most respectable families in 
W. in the capacity of nurse. Mr. J. the first lawyer 
in the place, came into the room, where the lady of 
the house was sitting, with the nurse, who held a 
child in her arms, and, addressing the nurse, said, 
Hannah! would you know your husband if you 
should see him ?—Oh, yes, sir, she replied—when 
HE DREW FROM BENEATH HIS CLOAK THE HEAD 

OF THE SLAVE, at the sight of which the poor 
woman immediately fainted. The heads of the 
others were placed upon poles, in some part of the 
town, afterwards known as ‘Negro Head Point.’” 

T. Weld, American Slavery As It Is: Testimony of a 
Thousand Witnesses at 161 (American Anti-Slavery 
Society 1839), available from the Library of Congress 
at www.hathitrust.org/digital_library. Emphasis in 
original. 
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disobey, run away, or disclose the proceedings of that evening. Nothing now remained 
but to consume the flesh and bones; and for this purpose the fire was brightly stirred 
until two hours after midnight; when a coarse and heavy back-wall, composed of rock 
and clay, covered the fire and the remains of George. It was the Sabbath—this put an 
end to the amusements of the evening. The negroes were now permitted to disperse, with 
charges to keep this matter among themselves, and never to whisper it in the 
neighborhood, under the penalty of a like punishment. 

When he returned home and retired, his wife exclaimed, “Why, Mr. Lewis, where 
have you been, and what were you doing?” She had heard a strange pounding and 
dreadful screams, and had smelled something like fresh meat burning. The answer he 
returned was, that he had never enjoyed himself at a ball so well as he had enjoyed 
himself that night. 

Next morning he ordered the hands to rebuild the back-wall, and he himself 
superintended the work, throwing the pieces of flesh that still remained, with the bones, 
behind, as it went up—thus hoping to conceal the matter. But it could not be hid—much 
as the negroes seemed to hazard, they did whisper the horrid deed. The neighbors came, 
and in his presence tore down the wall; and finding the remains of the boy, they 
apprehended Lewis and his brother, and testified against them. They were committed to 
jail that they might answer at the coming court for this shocking outrage; but finding 
security for their appearance at court, THEY WERE ADMITTED TO BAIL! 

In the interim, other articles of evidence leaked 
out. That of Mrs. Lewis hearing a pounding, and 
screaming, and her smelling fresh meat burning, 
for not till now had this come out. He was 
offended with her for disclosing these things, 
alleging that they might have some weight against 
him at the pending trial.  

In connection with this is another item, full of 
horror. Mrs. Lewis, or her girl, in making her bed 
one morning after this, found, under her bolster, 
a keen BUTCHER KNIFE! The appalling discovery 
forced from her the confession that she considered 
her life in jeopardy. Messrs. Rice and Philips, 
whose wives were her sisters, went to see her and 
to bring her away if she wished it. Mr. Lewis 
received them with all the expressions of Virginia 
hospitality. As soon as they were seated, they said, 
“Well, Letitia, we supposed that you might be 
unhappy here, and afraid for your life; and we have 
come to-day to take you to your father’s, if you 
desire it.” She said, “Thank you, kind brothers, I 
am indeed afraid for my life.”—We need not 
interrupt the story to tell how much surprised he 
affected to be with this strange procedure of his brothers-in-law, and with this 
declaration of his wife. But all his professions of fondness for her, to the contrary 
notwithstanding, they rode off with her before his eyes.—He followed and overtook, and 

A DEATH FOR NO OFFENSE 

“A negro was tied up, and flogged until the blood 
ran down and filled his shoes, so that when he 
raised either foot and set it down again, the blood 
would run over their tops. I could not look on any 
longer, but turned away in horror; the whipping 
was continued to the number of 500 lashes, as I 
understood; a quart of spirits of turpentine was 
then applied to his lacerated body. The same negro 
came down to my boat, to get some apples, and 
was so weak from his wounds and loss of blood, 
that he could not get up the bank, but fell to the 
ground. The crime for which the negro was 
whipped, was that of telling the other negroes, that 
the overseer had lain with his wife.” 

T. Weld, American Slavery As It Is: Testimony of a 
Thousand Witnesses at 69 (American Anti-Slavery 
Society 1839), available from the Library of Congress 
at www.hathitrust.org/digital_library.  
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went with them to her father’s; but she was locked up from him, with her own consent, 
and he returned home. 

Now he saw that his character was gone, his respectable friends believed that he had 
massacred George; but, worst of all, he saw that they considered the life of the harmless 
Letitia was in danger from his perfidious hands. It was too much for his chivalry to 
sustain. The proud Virginian sunk under the accumulated load of public odium. He 
proposed to his brother Isham, who had been his accomplice in the George affair, that 
they should finish the play of life with a still deeper tragedy. The plan was, that they 
should shoot one another. Having made the hot-brained bargain, they repaired with their 
guns to the grave-yard, which was on an eminence in the midst of his plantation. It was 
inclosed with a railing, say thirty feet square. One was to stand at one railing, and the 
other over against him at the other. They were to make ready, take aim, and count 
deliberately 1, 2, 3, and then fire, Lilburn’s will was written, and thrown down open 
beside him. They cocked their guns and raised them to their faces; but the peradventure 
occurring that, one of the guns might miss fire, Isham was sent for a rod, and when it 
was brought, Lilburn cut it off at about the length of two feet, and was showing his 
brother how the survivor might do, provided one of the guns should fail; (for they were 
determined upon going together;) but forgetting, perhaps, in the perturbation of the 
moment that the gun was cocked, when he touched the trigger with the rod the gun fired, 
and he fell, and died in a few minutes—and was with George in the eternal world, where 
the slave is free from his master. But poor Isham was so terrified with this unexpected 
occurrence and so confounded by the awful contortions of his brother’s face, that he had 
not nerve enough to follow up the play, and finish the plan as was intended, but suffered 
Lilburn to go alone. The negroes came running to see what it meant that a gun should be 
fired in the grave-yard. There lay their master, dead! They ran for the neighbors. Isham 
still remained on the spot. The neighbors at the first charged him with the murder of his 
brother. But he, though as if he had lost more than half his mind, told the whole story; 
and the course or range of the ball in the dead man’s body agreeing with his statement, 
Isham was not farther charged with Lilburn’s death. 

The Court sat—Isham was judged to be guilty of a capital crime in the affair of 
George He was to be hanged at Salem. The day was set. My good old father visited him 
in the prison—two or three times talked and prayed with him; I visited him once myself. 
We fondly hoped that he was a sincere penitent. Before the day of execution came, by 
some means, I never knew what, Isham was missing, About two years after, we learned 
that he had gone down to Natchez, and had married a lady of some refinement and piety. 
I saw her letters to his sisters, who were worthy members of the church of which I was 
pastor. The last letter told of his death. He was in Jackson’s army, and fell in the famous 
battle of New Orleans.  

I am, sir, your friend, 

Wm. Dickey. 

I found another, somewhat different, telling of this Story in A HISTORY OF BLACKS IN 

KENTUCKY: FROM SLAVERY TO SEGREGATION, 1760-1891 by Dr. Marion B. Lucas. 

It conforms more or less to many, but not all, of the details presented in Rev. Dickey’s 
letter. The incident occurred on December 15-16, 1811, which can be determined by the 
timing of the major earthquake known as the New Madrid earthquake.  
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That appends an element of heavenly intervention.  

The following is Dr. Lucas’ description of the incident:703 

The most shocking incident of premeditated, barbarous cruelty occurred in isolated 
Livingston County one Sunday night in December 1811. Lilburn and Isham Lewis, 
nephews of Thomas Jefferson, became incensed at George, an unruly slave, after he 
dropped a pitcher of water. Later, in a drunken rage, they seized the slave and tied him 
to the floor of the kitchen cabin. The brothers assembled their seven slaves and ordered 
them to build a large fire in the fireplace. Lilburn locked the door and informed his 
slaves that he intended to end their insolence once and for all. While the terrified slaves 
stood against the wall, Lilburn struck George in the neck with a single blow from an 
axe, probably killing him instantly. 

The two brothers then compelled one of the slaves to dismember the body of the 
murdered bondsman. The remains of George’s body were burned in the fireplace 
piecemeal until about 2:00 A.M. when an earthquake hit western Kentucky, causing the 
chimney to collapse and smother the fire. The next day, during aftershocks, the Lewis 
brothers forced their slaves to clean the remains of the body out of the fireplace and 
begin rebuilding it. They concealed the unburned portions of George’s body among the 
rocks of the reconstructed chimney. 

The demise of Lilburn and Isham began when new earthquakes struck Livingston 
County in early 1812. The rebuilt chimney fell, exposing the unburned remains of the 
body. A dog dragged the skull to the house of a neighbor who took it to county 
authorities. 

Dr. Lucas describes the brothers’ release on bail, Lilburne’s death , Isham’s conviction 
and subsequent escape, and Isham’s purported death in the Battle of New Orleans.  

In the end, regardless of how precisely the brothers murdered George for the 
misbehaviors of “skulking” and dropping a pitcher, he suffered a horrible fate. Moreover, 
Isham went unpunished for his participation. I have not seen any theories as to how Isham 
came to escape, although one may speculate. 

 
 

703 M. Lucas, A HISTORY OF BLACKS IN KENTUCKY: FROM SLAVERY TO SEGREGATION, 1760-
1891 at 47-48 (Kentucky Historical Society, 2nd ed. 2003). 
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“BUCKING” 

“Whipping a Slave, Brazil, 1816-1831”, Slavery Images: A 
Visual Record of the African Slave Trade and Slave Life in 
the Early African Diaspora, accessed November 15, 2020, 
http://slaveryimages.org/s/slaveryimages/item/1286 

“BUCKING” IN KENTUCKY 

“‘Bucking’ was one of the more punishing 
methods of whipping bondsmen, both children or 
adults. After tying a slave’s hands together in 
front, his master forced him to sit down and draw 
his knees toward his chest. The slave’s arms were 
then forced around his knees and pushed down far 
enough to allow a stick to slide under his knees but 
above his arms. A stick of three-and-one-half feet 
or longer, prevented rolling to either side, thus 
locking the bondsman in a position that 
completely exposed his back. Owners particularly 
upset with their slaves left them ‘bucked’ after the 
whipping, prolonging the agony.” 

M. Lucas, A History of Blacks in Kentucky: From 
Slavery to Segregation, 1760-1891 at 45 (Kentucky 
Historical Society, 2nd ed. 2003). Footnote omitted. 
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MOB JUSTICE 

On the 28th, of April 1836, in the city of St. Louis, Missouri, a black man, named McIntosh, who had 
stabbed an officer, that had arrested him, was seized by the multitude, fastened to a tree in the midst of the 
city, wood piled around him, and in open day and in the presence of an immense throng of citizens, he was 
burned to death. The Alton (Ill.) Telegraph, in its account of the scene says: 

“All was silent as death while the executioners were piling wood around their victim. He said not a 
word, until feeling that the flames had seized upon him. He then uttered an awful howl, attempting to 
sing and pray, then hung his head, and suffered in silence, except in the following instance:—After the 
flames had surrounded their prey, his eyes burnt out of his head, and his mouth seemingly parched to a 
cinder, some one in the crowd, more compassionate than the rest, proposed to put an end to his misery 
by shooting him, when it was replied, ‘that would be of no use, since he was already out of pain.’ ‘No, 
no,’ said the wretch, ‘I am not, I am suffering as much as ever; shoot me, shoot me.’ ‘No, no,’ said one 
of the fiends who was standing about the sacrifice they were roasting, ‘he shall not be shot. I would 
sooner slacken the fire, if that would increase his misery;’ and the man who said this was, as we 
understand, an OFFICER OF JUSTICE!” 

“The St. Louis correspondent of a New York paper adds, 

“The shrieks and groans of the victim were loud and piercing, and to observe one limb after another drop 
into the fire was awful indeed. He was about fifteen minutes in dying.” 

T. Weld, American Slavery As It Is: Testimony of a Thousand Witnesses at 156-57 (American Anti-Slavery Society 
1839), available from the Library of Congress at www.hathitrust.org/digital_library; see also C. Ball, Slavery in the 
United States, A Narrative of the life and Adventures of Charles Ball at vi-viii (John S. Taylor, 1837), Davis Library, 
Univ. of North Carolina at Chapel Hill, available at available at docsouth.unc.edu. Emphasis in original. 
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THE BURNING OF JERRY: ATTENDING HIS OWN FUNERAL 

In 1828, “a group of four black slave artisans were on a … journey by ship from Charleston to 
New Orleans. Before leaving South Carolina, they vowed they would never be slaves in New Orleans. 
By the time the boat docked, they all had committed suicide.”704 

Vincent Harding 

§ § § 

My schools did not educate me that slaves were burnt at the stake or otherwise were 
burnt alive. I did learn that, centuries ago, the English, and during the Inquisition, the Spanish 
burned religious and political enemies at the 
stake, but I never imagined that, in the 1800s, 
American officials burned anyone, including 
slaves, alive. In South Carolina alone, however, 
there had been several instances of burning 
purported criminals at the stake in the 1700s and 
1800s.705 In this case, the flames did not burn in 
the more violent colonial 1600s or 1700s, but in 
the nineteenth century. 

In 1990, the South Carolina Historical 
Society published the information appearing 
below. 

More than 50 years after the Declaration of Independence, a slave named Jerry, was 
found guilty in 1830 in South Carolina of “rape with intent to murder the white wife of his 
employer.”706 

No one seems to have been concerned about the Constitution’s prohibition of cruel and 
unusual punishment. Perhaps that is because it was not “unusual.” 

 
 

704 Harding, “Symptoms of Liberty and Blackhead Signposts: David Walker and Nat Turner” in K. 
Greenberg, ed, NAT TURNER: A SLAVE REBELLION IN HISTORY AND MEMORY (Oxford Univ. 
Press, 2003). 

705 Ware, “The Burning of Jerry: The Last Slave Execution by Fire in South Carolina?” The South 
Carolina Historical Magazine, Vol. 91, 100-06 (Apr. 1990).  

See also “1830: The slave Jerry, the last American execution by burning?” at 
www.executedtoday.com/2011/05/01/1830-the-slave-jerry-the-last-american-execution-by-burning/, 
accessed Oct. 20, 2020. 

706 See the preceding note. The summary of Jerry’s fate is derived from those sources. 

SLAVE PUNISHMENT IN NEW YORK 

“After the slave revolt in 1712, slaves were broken 
on the wheel, burnt alive, or gibbeted. In the 
aftermath of the failed 1741 conspiracy, dozens of 
slaves were burnt at the stake, hanged, or 
gibbeted.” 

G. Hodges and E. Brown ed., “Pretends to Be Free”—
Runaway Slave Advertisements from Colonial and 
Revolutionary New York and New Jersey at xx 
(Fordham Univ. Press 2019) 
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A “citizen” provided one recollection of the dramatic episode: 

The first [reference to the case] was in the Abbeville Medium in 1872 when 
“Citizen” recalled, “I once saw a Negro burned at the stake, for attempting to commit a 
most horrid crime on a lady. This was an awful sight, and I recollect that Rev. J. T. 
Pressly stated in his sermon he preached at the stake, prior to the burning, that the 
punishment was ‘a relic of Barbarism:’ and well might he have made that statement, for 
it was one of the most heart rending sights I ever witnessed, and I am sure I shall never 
witness such a scene again.” 

Jerry was convicted on the testimony of one 
witness. He offered no evidence in defense. An 
account of Jerry’s execution, recollected years later 
by a Presbyterian minister (supported by news 
articles at the time of the event), described the 
following scene: 

thousands of men, women and children, both 
white and colored, assembled together in an old 
field … to witness the execution of a beastly 
criminal by burning alive at the stake. … [T]here 
sat the prisoner, the waiting impatient crowd, the 
immense pile of pitch pine logs and kindling 
wood scattered around … .  

Jerry was forced to hear his own funeral 
sermon delivered before the execution, and 
“covered his face during the whole service.” Thereafter: 

As the poor doomed man ascended the pile, he began to pray audibly and this was kept 
up continuously during the process of chaining him to the stake, and until the mounting 
flames deprived him of a wretched life. 

Significantly, the transcript of the hearing of Jerry’s trial reflects that the Court 
“previous to awarding and ordering said sentence to be executed[,] appraised and valued said 
Negro slave man named Jerry at four hundred dollars.” From the perspective of the slave 
society, Jerry, although a convicted criminal, was still “property.”  

After receipt of the trial transcript, the State Legislature, having sympathy for the slave 
holder’s loss of value as a result of the execution, authorized a payment of $122.45. Half of 
that sum was directed to the slave holder, and the balance was paid to the victim of the crime. 

  

 

Used with permission of Jayson deCaires Taylor at 
www.underwatersculpture.com/works/recent/?doing_w
p_cron=1599398953.0215690135955810546875, 
accessed Oct. 20, 2020 
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THE STORY OF WILEY: GOTTA HAVE A “PASS” 

Part of the slave society’s repression was the mandate that slaves have “passes” or 
“licenses” from their masters in order to be found off their masters’ premises.  

As part of the requirement, any white could stop a black and demand to see the pass. If 
the black were a slave, and resisted, the white was authorized to administer punishment, 
usually lashes. The number of lashes would be in the discretion of the white. If the slave 
sought to escape, the white often was authorized to kill the slave. Such activities could give 
poor whites a sense of power. 

Some care might be necessitated. If a 
white wrongfully killed a slave, the master 
often was authorized to sue for damages to 
his “property.” There was no protection, 
however, for the slave as a human being. 

In addition, in many states pursuant to 
law, or pursuant to local practice, slave 
“patrols,” consisting of local citizens, could 
be appointed (and state law sometimes 
required that patrols be maintained by local jurisdictions). 

The pass requirement has a tie to the denial of education for slaves in reading and 
writing. An educated slave might forge a pass, thereby frustrating the slave society’s 
smothering tyranny. 

The Story of Wiley illustrates, in Solomon Northup’s words, how the “pass” requirement 
operated to prevent slaves even from visiting their friends. The Story further illustrates how 
whites, in this case a “slave patrol” with bloodhounds, would catch potential “runaway” 
slaves, demanding to see their passes, as well as the severe consequences of not having a 
“pass:”707 

The year 1850, down to which, time I have now arrived, omitting many occurrences 
uninteresting to the reader, was an unlucky year for my companion Wiley, the husband 
of Phebe, whose taciturn and retiring nature has thus far kept him in the background. 
Notwithstanding Wiley seldom opened his mouth, and revolved in his obscure and 
unpretending orbit without a grumble, nevertheless the warm elements of sociality were 
strong in the bosom of that silent “nigger.” In the exuberance of his self-reliance, 
disregarding the philosophy of Uncle Abram, and setting the counsels of Aunt Phebe 
utterly at naught, he had the fool-hardiness to essay a nocturnal visit to a neighboring 
cabin without a pass. 

 
 

707 Northup, at 236-40.  

WHY REQUIRE PASSES?  

 Fear of loss of valuable “property,” if slaves 
should run away 

 Runaway slaves might steal food (including 
farm animals) or other property in order to 
sustain life 

 Slaves may assemble to plot insurrections 
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So attractive was the society in which he found himself, that Wiley took little note 
of the passing hours, and the light began to break in the east before he was aware. 
Speeding homeward as fast as he could run, he hoped to reach the quarters before the 
horn would sound; but, unhappily, he was spied on the way by a company of patrollers.  

How it is in other dark places of slavery, I do not know, but on Bayou Boeuf there is 
an organization of patrollers, as they are styled, whose business it is to seize and whip 
any slave they may find wandering from the plantation. They ride on horseback, headed 
by a captain, armed, and accompanied by dogs. They have the right, either by law, or by 
general consent, to inflict discretionary chastisement upon a black man caught beyond 
the boundaries of his master’s estate without a pass, and even to shoot him, if he 
attempts to escape. Each company has a certain distance to ride up and down the bayou. 
They are compensated by the planters, who contribute in proportion to the number of 
slaves they own. The clatter of their horses’ hoofs dashing by can be heard at all hours 

of the night, and frequently 
they may be seen driving a 
slave before them, or 
leading him by a rope 
fastened around his neck, to 
his owner’s plantation. 

Wiley fled before one of 
these companies, thinking 
he could reach his cabin 
before they could overtake 
him; but one of their dogs, a 
great ravenous hound, 
griped him by the leg, and 
held him fast. The patrollers 
whipped him severely, and 
brought him, a prisoner, to 
[Master] Epps. From him he 
received another flagellation 
still more severe, so that the 
cuts of the lash and the bites 
of the dog rendered him 
sore, stiff and miserable, 
insomuch he was scarcely 
able to move. It was 
impossible in such a state to 
keep up his row, and 
consequently there was not 
an hour in the day but Wiley 
felt the sting of his master’s 
rawhide on his raw and 

bleeding back. His sufferings became intolerable, and finally he resolved to run away. 
Without disclosing his intentions to run away even to his wife Phebe, he proceeded to 
make arrangements for carrying his plan into execution. Having cooked his whole 
week’s allowance, he cautiously left the cabin on a Sunday night, after the inmates of 
the quarters were asleep. When the horn sounded in the morning, Wiley did not make 
his appearance. Search was made for him in the cabins, in the corn-crib, in the cotton-

CALL OUT THE DOGS 

“Permit me then to relate what I have seen; and do not 
imagine that these are all exceptions to the general 
treatment, but rather believe that thousands of cruelties are 
practised in this Christian land, every year, which no eye 
that ever shed a tear of pity could look upon. …  

“At length I arrived at the dwelling of a planter of my 
acquaintance, with whom I passed the night. At about eight 
o’clock in the evening I heard the barking of several dogs; 
mingled with the most agonizing cries that I ever heard from 
any human being. Soon after the gentleman came in, and 
began to apologize, by saying that two of his runaway slaves 
had just been brought home; and as he had previously tried 
every species of punishment upon them without effect, he 
knew not what else to add, except to set his blood hounds 
upon them. ‘And,’ continued he, ‘one of them has been so 
badly bitten that he has been trying to die. I am only sorry 
that he did not; for then I should not have been further 
troubled with him. If he lives I intend to send him to 
Natchez or to New Orleans to work with the ball and 
chain.’” 

T. Weld, American Slavery As It Is: Testimony of a Thousand 
Witnesses at 107, 108 (American Anti-Slavery Society 1839), 
available from the Library of Congress at 
www.hathitrust.org/digital_library 
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house, and in every nook and corner of the premises. Each of us was examined, touching 
any knowledge we might have that could throw light upon his sudden disappearance or 
present whereabouts. Epps raved and stormed, and mounting his horse, galloped to 
neighboring plantations, making inquiries in all directions. The search was fruitless. 
Nothing whatever was elicited, going to show what had become of the missing man. The 
dogs were led to the swamp, but were unable to strike his trail. They would circle away 
through the forest, their noses to the ground, but invariably returned in a short time to 
the spot from whence they started. 

Wiley had escaped, and so secretly and cautiously as to elude and baffle all pursuit. 
Days and even weeks passed away, and nothing could be heard of him. Epps did nothing 
but curse and swear. It was the only topic of conversation among us when alone. We 
indulged in a great deal of speculation in regard to 
him, one suggesting he might have been drowned in 
some bayou, inasmuch as he was a poor swimmer; 
another, that perhaps he might have been devoured 
by alligators, or stung by the venomous moccasin, 
whose bite is certain and sudden death. The warm 
and hearty sympathies of us all, however, were with 
poor Wiley, wherever he might be. Many an earnest 
prayer ascended from the lips of Uncle Abram, 
beseeching safety for the wanderer.  

In about three weeks, when all hope of ever 
seeing him again was dismissed, to our surprise, he 
one day appeared among us. On leaving the 
plantation, he informed us, it was his intention to 
make his way back to South Carolina—to the old 
quarters of Master Buford. During the day he 
remained secreted, sometimes in the branches of a 
tree, and at night pressed forward through the 
swamps. Finally, one morning, just at dawn, he 
reached the shore of Red River. While standing on the bank, considering how he could 
cross it, a white man accosted him, and demanded a pass. Without one, and evidently a 

runaway, he was taken to Alexandria, 
the shire town of the parish of Rapides, 
and confined in prison. It happened 
several days after that Joseph B. 
Roberts, uncle of Mistress Epps, was in 
Alexandria, and going into the jail, 
recognized him. Wiley had worked on 
his plantation, when Epps resided at 
Huff Power. Paying the jail fee, and 
writing him a pass, underneath which 
was a note to Epps, requesting him not 
to whip him on his return, Wiley was 
sent back to Bayou Boeuf. It was the 
hope that hung upon this request, and 

which Roberts assured him would be respected by his master, that sustained him as he 
approached the house. The request, however, as may be readily supposed, was entirely 
disregarded. After being kept in suspense three days, Wiley was stripped, and compelled 

EXAMPLE OF A PASS 

“The [pass] I now received was dated, and 
read as follows: 

‘Platt has permission to go to Ford’s 
plantation, on Bayou Boeuf, and return by 
Tuesday morning. 

‘John M. Tibeats.’” 

S. Northup, Twelve Years a Slave at 157-58 (1853), 
available from the Library of Congress at 
www.hathitrust.org/digital_library 

ENFORCEMENT FOR PASSES 

“South Carolina and Georgia—'any person finding 
more than seven slaves together in the highway 
without a white person, may give each one twenty 
lashes;’ ‘If any slave shall be out of the house, &c, 
or off the plantation, &c, of his master, &c, and 
shall refuse to submit to an examination by any 
white person, &c, such white person may 
apprehend and moderately correct him; and if he 
shall assault or strike such white person, he may 
be lawfully killed’” 

W. Goodell, The American slave code in theory and 
practice at 226-32 (American and Foreign Anti-Slavery 
Society 1853), available from the Library of Congress 
at www.hathitrust.org/digital_library 
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to endure one of those inhuman floggings to which the poor slave is so often subjected. 
It was the first and last attempt of Wiley to run away. The long scars upon his back, 
which he will carry with him to the grave, perpetually remind him of the dangers of such 
a step.  

 

 

  

 

“Fugitive Slave Trapped, U.S. South, 19th cent.”, Slavery Images: A Visual Record of the African 
Slave Trade and Slave Life in the Early African Diaspora, accessed November 30, 2020, 
http://slaveryimages.org/s/slaveryimages/item/1293 
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THE STORY OF AUGUSTUS AND THE BLOODHOUNDS 

The following information provided by Solomon Northup illustrates the high degree of 
risks for slaves in running away, including in this case, the viciousness of slave masters’ 
bloodhounds:708 

Not unfrequently the runaway loses his life in the attempt to escape. Epps’ premises 
were bounded on one side by 
Carey’s, a very extensive sugar 
plantation. He cultivates 
annually at least fifteen 
hundred acres of cane, 
manufacturing twenty-two or 
twenty-three hundred 
hogsheads of sugar; an 
hogshead and a half being the 
usual yield of an acre. Besides 
this he also cultivates five or 
six hundred acres of corn and 
cotton. He owned last year one 
hundred and fifty three field 
hands, besides nearly as many 
children, and yearly hires a 
drove during the busy season 
from this side the Mississippi. 

One of his negro drivers, a 
pleasant, intelligent boy, was 
named Augustus. During the holidays, and occasionally while at work in adjoining 
fields, I had an opportunity of making his acquaintance, which eventually ripened into a 
warm and mutual attachment. Summer before last he was so unfortunate as to incur the 
displeasure of the overseer, a coarse, heartless brute, who whipped him most cruelly. 
Augustus ran away. Reaching a cane rick on Hawkins’ plantation, he secreted himself in 
the top of it. All Carey’s dogs were put upon his track—some fifteen of them—and soon 
scented his footsteps to the hiding place. They surrounded the rick, baying and 
scratching, but could not reach him. Presently, guided by the clamor of the hounds, the 
pursuers rode up, when the overseer, mounting on to the rick, drew him forth. As he 
rolled down to the ground the whole pack plunged upon him, and before they could be 
beaten off, had gnawed and mutilated his body in the most shocking manner, their teeth 
having penetrated to the bone in an hundred (sic) places. He was taken up, tied upon a 
mule, and carried home. But this was Augustus’ last trouble. He lingered until the next 
day, when death sought the unhappy boy, and kindly relieved him from his agony. 

 

 
 

708 Northup at 243-44.  

 

“Fugitive Slaves and Bloodhounds, U.S. South, 1850s”, Slavery Images: A 
Visual Record of the African Slave Trade and Slave Life in the Early African 
Diaspora, accessed November 30, 2020, 
http://slaveryimages.org/s/slaveryimages/item/1292 
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“A Slave-Hunt”, Slavery Images: A Visual Record of the 
African Slave Trade and Slave Life in the Early African 
Diaspora, accessed November 15, 2020, 
http://slaveryimages.org/s/slaveryimages/item/1212 

 

“Fugitive Slave Attacked by Dogs, 19th cent. (?)”, Slavery 
Images: A Visual Record of the African Slave Trade and Slave 
Life in the Early African Diaspora, accessed November 15, 
2020, http://slaveryimages.org/s/slaveryimages/item/1294 

 

“Bloodhounds Being Killed by Black Union Soldiers, 1862”, 
Slavery Images: A Visual Record of the African Slave Trade and 
Slave Life in the Early African Diaspora, accessed November 
15, 2020, http://slaveryimages.org/s/slaveryimages/item/820 
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SLAVES’ DESIRE FOR FREEDOM:  
ACCOUNTS BY A SOUTH CAROLINA SUPREME COURT JUSTICE’S DAUGHTER 

In AMERICAN SLAVERY AS IT IS, Theodore Weld provides the following accounts:709 

Miss Grimke is a daughter of the late Judge Grimke, of the Supreme Court of South 
Carolina, and sister of the late Hon. Thomas S. Grimke. 

 “As I left my native state on account of slavery, and deserted the home of my 
fathers to escape the sound of the lash and the shrieks of tortured victims, I would gladly 
bury in oblivion the recollection of those scenes with which I have been familiar; but 
this may not, cannot be; they come over my memory like 
gory spectres, and implore me with resistless power, in 
the name of a God of mercy, in in the name of a crucified 
Savior, in the name of humanity; for the sake of the 
slaveholder, as well as the slave, to bear witness to the 
horrors of the southern prison house. I feel impelled by a 
sacred sense of duty, by my obligations to my country, 
by sympathy for the bleeding victims of tyranny and lust, 
to give my testimony respecting the system of American 
slavery,—to detail a few facts, most of which came under 
my personal observation. And here I may premise, that 
the actors in these tragedies were all men and women of 
the highest respectability, and of the first families in 
South Carolina, and, with one exception, citizens of 
Charleston; and that their cruelties did not in the slightest 
degree affect their standing in society. 

“A handsome mulatto woman, about 18 or 20 years 
of age, whose independent spirit could not brook the 
degradation of slavery, was in the habit of running away: 
for this offence she had been repeatedly sent by her 
master and mistress to be whipped by the keeper of the 
Charleston work-house. This had been done with such 
inhuman severity as to lacerate her back in a most 
shocking manner; a finger could not be laid between the 
cuts. But the love of liberty was too strong to be 
annihilated by torture; and, as a last resort, she was 
whipped at several different times, and kept a close 
prisoner. A heavy iron collar, with three long prongs 
projecting from it, was placed round her neck, and a 
strong and sound front tooth was extracted, to serve as a 
mark to describe her, in case of escape. Her sufferings at 
this time were agonizing; she could lie in no position but 

 
 

709 Weld at 22-23. Emphasis in original. 

 

“Instrument of Torture Used by Slaveholders”, 
Slavery Images: A Visual Record of the African 
Slave Trade and Slave Life in the Early African 
Diaspora, accessed November 15, 2020, 
http://slaveryimages.org/s/slaveryimages/item/12
35 
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on her back, which was sore from scourgings, as I can testify, from personal inspection, 
and her only place of rest was the floor, on a blanket. These outrages were committed in 
a family where the mistress daily read the scriptures, and assembled her children for 
family worship. She was accounted, and was really, so far as alms-giving was 
concerned, a charitable woman, and tender hearted to the poor; and yet this suffering 
slave, who was the seamstress of the 
family, was continually in her presence, 
sitting in her chamber to sew, or engaged 
in her other household work, with her 
lacerated and bleeding back, her mutilated 
mouth, and heavy iron collar, without, so 
far as appeared, exciting any feelings of 
compassion. 

 “A highly intelligent slave, who 
panted after freedom with ceaseless 
longings, made many attempts to get 
possession of himself. For every offence 
he was punished with extreme severity. 
At one time he was tied up by his hands 
to a tree, and whipped until his back was 
one gore of blood. To this terrible 
infliction he was subjected at intervals for 
several weeks, and kept heavily ironed 
while at his work. His master one day 
accused him of a fault, in the usual terms 
dictated by passion and arbitrary power; 
the man protested his innocence, but was not credited. He again repelled the charge with 
honest indignation. His master’s temper rose almost to frenzy; and seizing a fork, he 
made a deadly plunge at the breast of the slave. The man being far his superior in 
strength, caught his arm, and dashed the weapon on the floor. His master grasped at his 
throat, but the slave disengaged himself, and rushed from the apartment. Having made 
his escape, he fled to the woods; and after wandering about for many months, living on 
roots and berries, and enduring every hardship, he was arrested and committed to jail. 
Here he lay for a considerable time, allowed scarcely food enough to sustain life, 
whipped in the most shocking manner, and confined in a cell so loathsome, that when 
his master visited him, he said the stench was enough to knock a man down. The filth 
had never been removed from the apartment since the poor creature had been immured 
in it. Although a black man, such had been the effect of starvation and suffering, that his 
master declared he hardly recognized him—his complexion was so yellow, and his hair, 
naturally thick and black, had become red and scanty; an infallible sign of long 
continued living on bad and insufficient food. Stripes, imprisonment, and the gnawings 
of hunger, had broken his lofty spirit for a season; and, to use his master’s own exulting 
expression, he was “as humble as a dog.” After a time he made another attempt to 
escape, and was absent so long, that a reward was offered for him, dead or alive. He 
eluded every attempt to take him, and his master, despairing of ever getting him again, 
offered to pardon him if he would return home. It was always understood that such 
intelligence will reach the runaway; and accordingly, at the entreaties of his wife and 
mother, the fugitive once more consented to return to his bitter bondage. I believe this 
was the last effort to obtain his liberty. His heart became touched with the power of the 
gospel; and the spirit which no inflictions could subdue, bowed at the cross of Jesus, and 

 

“Metal Collar to Prevent Running Away, South Carolina, 1830s”, 
Slavery Images: A Visual Record of the African Slave Trade and 
Slave Life in the Early African Diaspora, accessed November 15, 
2020, http://slaveryimages.org/s/slaveryimages/item/1207 
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with the language on his lips—“the cup that my father hath given me, shall I not drink 
it?” submitted to the yoke of the oppressor, and wore his chains in unmurmuring 
patience till death released him. The master who perpetrated these wrongs upon his 
slave, was one of the most influential and honored citizens of South Carolina, and to his 
equals was bland, and courteous, and benevolent even to a proverb. …  

“As I was traveling in the lower country in South Carolina, a number of years since, 
my attention was suddenly arrested by an exclamation of horror from the coachman, 
who called out, “Look there, Miss Sarah, don’t you see?”—I looked in the direction he 
pointed, and saw a human head stuck up on a high pole. On inquiry, I found that a 
runaway slave, who was outlawed, had been shot there, his head severed from his body, 
and put upon the public highway, as a terror to deter slaves from running away.”  
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THE STORY OF HENRY “BOX” BROWN: SHIPPING HIMSELF TO FREEDOM 

Perhaps, following such depressing information, it is time to take a bit of a break to 
relate a slave’s outstanding success exercising considerable ingenuity and determination. 

Henry Brown was a slave in 
Virginia. He was “owned” by a family 
less inhumane than were other slave 
holders.  

At the time of the Story, Mr. 
Brown worked in a tobacco company 
in Richmond, 14 to 16 hours per day, 
where he was permitted to retain some 
wages.  

Mr. Brown fell in love with a 
slave named Nancy. Nancy was 
“owned” by a neighboring planter 
named Lee. Mr. Brown states that:710 

I went to Mr. Lee, and made 
known to him my wishes, when he 

told me, he never meant to sell Nancy, and if my master would agree never to sell me, 
then I might marry her. This man was a member of a Presbyterian church in Richmond, 
and pretended to me, to believe it wrong to separate families; but after I had been 
married to my wife one year, his conscientious scruples vanished, and she was sold to a 
saddler living in Richmond … . 

So, Henry and Nancy, his love, were married, although, of course, in accord with the 
laws of slavery, their marriage was not accorded legal status. Eventually, they had three 
children, and Nancy was pregnant with their fourth.711 

 
 

710 Dictated by H. Brown, written and edited by C. Stearns, NARRATIVE OF HENRY BOX BROWN, 
WHO ESCAPED FROM SLAVERY at 47-48 (Brown and Stearns, 1849), Academic Affairs Library, 
Univ. of North Carolina at Chapel Hill, available at docsouth.unc.edu (“H. Brown”). 

711 “Henry ‘Box’ Brown” at www.biography.com/activist/henry-box-brown, accessed Oct. 20, 2020; 
“Henry ‘Box’ Brown: A Slave Signed, Sealed and Delivered” at www.historynet.com/henry-box-
brown-a-slave-signed-sealed-and-delivered.htm, accessed Oct. 20, 2020; “Henry ‘Box’ Brown” at 
www.pbs.org/black-culture/shows/list/underground-railroad/stories-freedom/henry-box-brown/, 
accessed Oct. 20, 2020. 

 

“Interior of the Seabrook Tobacco Warehouse at Richmond, 
Virginia”, Slavery Images: A Visual Record of the African Slave 
Trade and Slave Life in the Early African Diaspora, accessed 
November 21, 2020, 
http://slaveryimages.org/s/slaveryimages/item/2988 
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Nancy was sold thereafter a number of times. He states:712 

The last purchaser of my wife, was Mr. Samuel S. Cartrell, also a member of Dr. 
Plummer’s church.  

He induced me to pay him $50.00 in order to 
assist him in purchasing my companion, so as to 
prevent her being sold away from me. I also paid 
him $50 a year, for her time, although she would 
have been of but little value to him, for she had 
young children and could not earn much for 
him,—and rented a house for which I paid $72, 
and she took in washing, which with the remainder of my earnings, after deducting 
master’s “lion’s share,” supported our family. Our bliss, as far as the term bliss applies 
to a slave’s situation, was now complete in this respect, for a season; for never had we 
been so pleasantly situated before; but, reader, behold its cruel termination. O the 
harrowing remembrance of those terrible, terrible scenes! May God spare you from ever 
enduring what I then endured. 

Mr. Cartrell chose to violate their agreement. As a result, Mr. Brown’s family was sold 
to a Methodist minister who took them to North Carolina. Mr. Brown’s last vision of his 
family was as they were led away in a slave coffle of 350 slaves. He said good-bye to his 
children “with tears in his eyes on the side of the street.” Mr. Brown states:713 

Pretty soon five wagon-loads of little children passed, and looking at the foremost 
one, what should I see but a little child, pointing its tiny hand towards me, exclaiming, 
“There’s my father; I knew he would come and bid me good-bye.” It was my eldest 
child! Soon the gang approached in which my wife was chained. I looked, and beheld 
her familiar face; but O, reader, that glance of agony! may God spare me ever again 
enduring the excruciating horror of that moment! She passed, and came near to where I 
stood. I seized hold of her hand, intending to bid her farewell; but words failed me; the 
gift of utterance had fled, and I remained speechless. I followed her for some distance, 
with her hand grasped in mine, as if to save her from her fate, but I could not speak, and 
I was obliged to turn away in silence. 

At that point, Mr. Brown became determined to escape from slavery. He conceived an 
escape by ”shutting myself up in a box, and getting myself conveyed as dry goods to a free 
state.”714 Not Federal Express or UPS, but close.  

 
 

712 H. Brown, at 49-50. Footnote omitted. 

713 H. Brown, at 50-55; “Henry ‘Box’ Brown” at www.pbs.org/black-culture/shows/list/underground-
railroad/stories-freedom/henry-box-brown/, accessed Oct. 20, 2020. 

714 “Henry ‘Box’ Brown: A Slave Signed, Sealed and Delivered” at www.historynet.com/henry-box-
brown-a-slave-signed-sealed-and-delivered.htm, accessed Oct. 20, 2020. 

$50 IN TODAY’S MONEY 

Using the inflation factor of 33, the $50 Mr. 
Brown paid Mr. Cartrell was the approximate 
equivalent of $1,650 in today’s money. 
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Mr. Brown enlisted the aid of several other people in accomplishing his scheme. One 
was a “free” African-American named James Smith, who was a friend from church and a 
“free” African-American. A second Smith, although not related, was a white storekeeper 
named Samuel Smith. Mr. Samuel Smith agreed to assist Mr. Brown for $86.715 

Samuel Smith made contact with abolitionists in Philadelphia, including among others, 
William Still, a “free” African-American known as the Father of the Underground Railroad, 
as well as other abolitionists. They agreed that Mr. Brown would be shipped to them in a 
freight box from Richmond.716 

In March 1849, Mr. Brown first created a reason for absence from work:717 

I went to Mr. Allen, and requested of him permission to refrain from labor for 
a short time, in consequence of a disabled finger; but he refused to grant me this 
permission, on the ground that my hand was not lame enough to justify him in so doing. 
Nothing daunted by this rebuff, I took some oil of vitriol, intending to pour a few drops 
upon my finger, to make it sufficiently sore, to disable me from work, which 
I succeeded in, beyond my wishes; for in my hurry, a larger quantity than it was my 
purpose to apply to my finger, found its way there, and my finger was soon eaten 
through to the bone. The overseer then was obliged to allow me to absent myself from 
business, for it was impossible for me to work in that situation. But I did not waste my 
precious furlough in idle mourning over my fate. 

Samuel Smith executed Mr. Brown’s plan, using a box marked “dry goods:”718 

Samuel Alexander Smith shipped Henry by Adams Express Company on March 23, 
1849, in a box 3 feet long by 2 feet 8 inches deep by 2 feet wide, and sent the box as 
“dry goods.” Henry Brown traveled in the box lined with baize, a coarse woollen cloth, 
carrying with him only one bladder of water and a few biscuits. There was a hole cut in 
the box for air, and it was nailed and tied with straps; in large words, “This side up” was 
written on the box. Brown traveled by a variety of wagons, railroads, steamboats, 
ferries, and finally, for added safety, a delivery wagon that brought the box to the 
Philadelphia Anti-Slavery Society before daybreak. 

 
 

715 “Henry ‘Box’ Brown: A Slave Signed, Sealed and Delivered” at www.historynet.com/henry-box-
brown-a-slave-signed-sealed-and-delivered.htm, accessed Oct. 20, 2020; “Henry ‘Box’ Brown” at 
www.biography.com/activist/henry-box-brown, accessed Oct. 20, 2020. 

716 “Henry ‘Box’ Brown” at www.biography.com/activist/henry-box-brown, accessed Oct. 20, 2020; 
“Henry ‘Box’ Brown: A Slave Signed, Sealed and Delivered” at www.historynet.com/henry-box-
brown-a-slave-signed-sealed-and-delivered.htm, accessed Oct. 20, 2020. 

717 H. Brown, at 58. 

718 “Henry ‘Box’ Brown” at www.pbs.org/black-culture/shows/list/underground-railroad/stories-
freedom/henry-box-brown/, accessed Oct. 20, 2020. 
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The trip lasted 27 hours, during which Mr. Brown experienced a bumpy ride:719 

During the 27-hour journey, the box was turned upside down on several occasions 
and handled roughly. Henry wrote that he “was resolved to conquer or die … .” At one 
point, Henry thought that he might die, but fortunately two men needed a place to sit 
down and, “so perceiving my box, standing on end, one of the men threw it down and 
the two sat upon it. I was thus relieved from a state of agony which may be more 
imagined than described.” 

Positioned upside down, he felt his eyes “swelling as if they would burst from their 
sockets; and the veins on my temples were dreadfully distended with pressure of blood upon 
my head.”720 He endured for an hour and a half until two men flipped the box on its side to sit 
on it. The swelling subsided; his head cleared.”721 

When the shipment (i.e., Mr. Brown) arrived in Philadelphia, one of the men recalled 
Mr. Brown’s first words were “How do you do, gentlemen?” Then, “he sang a psalm from the 
Bible.”722 

Henry “Box” Brown and his escape became a cause celebre in the North, but 
Southerners saw his escape as more Yankee meddling with their “property.” The slave society 
pressed even more fiercely for passage of the Fugitive Slave Act, which would force the 
federal government to help return escaped slaves. When that act passed in 1850, Brown fled to 
England.723 

While in America, Mr. Brown spoke actively against slavery, although he did not 
purchase the freedom of his wife or children. He became a professional entertainer, devising a 
panorama during which he would climb into his original box. He presented the panorama first 

 
 

719 “Henry ‘Box’ Brown” at www.pbs.org/black-culture/shows/list/underground-railroad/stories-
freedom/henry-box-brown/, accessed Oct. 20, 2020. 

720 “Henry ‘Box’ Brown” at www.pbs.org/black-culture/shows/list/underground-railroad/stories-
freedom/henry-box-brown/, accessed Oct. 20, 2020. 

721 “Henry ‘Box’ Brown: A Slave Signed, Sealed and Delivered” at www.historynet.com/henry-box-
brown-a-slave-signed-sealed-and-delivered.htm, accessed Oct. 20, 2020. 

722 “Henry ‘Box’ Brown” at www.pbs.org/black-culture/shows/list/underground-railroad/stories-
freedom/henry-box-brown/. 

723 “Henry ‘Box’ Brown” at www.biography.com/activist/henry-box-brown, accessed Oct. 20, 2020. 
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in America, and then in England. He married an English woman, had a family, and remained 
in England until 1875. He then returned to America, but migrated to Canada in 1889.724  

The two Mr. Smiths were arrested after attempting to use the strategy again. Samuel 
Smith was convicted and sentenced to six-and-a-half years in the State Penitentiary. James 
Smith’s trial resulted in a divided panel. He was released, and later freed.725   

 
 

724 “Henry ‘Box’ Brown” at www.biography.com/activist/henry-box-brown, accessed Oct. 20, 2020; 
“Henry ‘Box’ Brown” at www.pbs.org/black-culture/shows/list/underground-railroad/stories-
freedom/henry-box-brown/, accessed Oct. 20, 2020. 

725 “Henry ‘Box’ Brown” at www.biography.com/activist/henry-box-brown, accessed Oct. 20, 2020; 
“Henry ‘Box’ Brown” at www.pbs.org/black-culture/shows/list/underground-railroad/stories-
freedom/henry-box-brown/, accessed Oct. 20, 2020. 
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THE STORY OF JOSIAH’S JOYOUS ESCAPE 

As described by Dr. Kate Larson in BOUND FOR THE PROMISED LAND—HARRIET 

TUBMAN, PORTRAIT OF AN AMERICAN HERO, Harriett Tubman, popularly known as 
“Moses,” not only escaped to freedom herself, but over eleven years, “returned to the Eastern 
Shore of Maryland approximately thirteen times to liberate family and friends; in all, she 
personally brought away about seventy former slaves … . She also gave instructions to 
approximately fifty more slaves who found their way to freedom independently.” 726  

Ms. Tubman was a firm and fearless leader. A friend, Thomas Garret related the 
following incident, which occurred as Ms. Tubman was leading a group of fugitives to 
freedom:727 

I have now been confined to my room with indisposition more than four weeks, and 
cannot sit to write much; but I feel so much interested in Harriet, that I will try to give 
some of the most remarkable incidents that now present themselves to my mind. 

The date of the commencement of her labors, I cannot certainly give; but I think it 
must have been about 1845; from that time till 1860, I think she must have brought from 
the neighborhood where she had been held as a slave. from 60 to 80 persons, from 
Maryland, some 80 miles from here. No slave who placed himself under her care, was 
ever arrested that I have heard of; she mostly had her regular stopping places on her 
route; but in one instance, when she had several stout men with her, some 30 miles 
below here, she said that God told her to stop, which she did; and then asked him what 
she must do. He told her to leave the road, and turn to the left; she obeyed, and soon 
came to a small stream of tide water; there was no boat, no bridge; she again inquired of 
her Guide what she was to do. She was told to go through. It was cold, in the month of 
March; but having confidence in her Guide, she went in; the water came up to her 
armpits; the men refused to follow till they saw her safe on the opposite shore. They 
then followed, and, if I mistake not, she had soon to wade a second stream; soon after 
which she came to a cabin of colored people, who took them all in, put them to bed, and 
dried their clothes, ready to proceed next night on their journey. Harriet had run out of 
money, and gave them some of her underclothing to pay for their kindness. When she 
called on me two days after, she was so hoarse she could hardly speak, and was also 
suffering with violent toothache. 

 
 

726 See, e.g., Larson at xvii. 

727 S. Bradford, HARRIETT, THE MOSES OF HER PEOPLE at 85-86 (George R. Lockwood & Son, 
1886), Academic Affairs Library, Univ. of North Carolina at Chapel Hill Libraries at 
docsouth.unc.edu/neh/harriet/harriet.html, accessed Oct. 21, 2020. 
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Ms. Tubman would hide the escaping slaves she was assisting and would signal them by 
singing coded religious songs that she sang. Usually, they traveled by night, often on foot, 
heading North to Pennsylvania, but even there, they were not safe from slave masters who 
came North to recapture them. Black and white citizens assisted the fugitives in Maryland, 
Pennsylvania, New York, and New England. After the passage of the Fugitive Slave Law of 
1850, escaping fugitives went to Canada on trains over Niagara Falls.  

The following is a description of a slave named Josiah “Joe” or “Joseph” Bailey, whom 
Harriet Tubman rescued and transported to Canada on the Underground Railroad. Mr. Bailey 
had been “hired out” to a farmer named Hughlett for a period of six years and had provided 
excellent services, as shown by the fact that Mr. Bailey had “supervised the overall operations 
of Hughlett’s land.”728 

 
 

728 S. Bradford, HARRIETT, THE MOSES OF HER PEOPLE at 39-42 (George R. Lockwood & Son, 
1886), Academic Affairs Library, Univ. of North Carolina at Chapel Hill Libraries at 
docsouth.unc.edu/neh/harriet/harriet.html, accessed Oct. 21, 2020.  

See also Archives of Maryland (Biographical Series), “Josiah ‘Joe’ Bailey (b. 1828-d.?)” at 
msa.maryland.gov/megafile/msa/speccol/sc5400/sc5496/001500/001535/html/001535bio.html, 
accessed Nov. 7, 2020.  

 

“Fugitive Slaves, U.S. South, 1861”, Slavery Images: A Visual Record of the African Slave Trade and Slave 
Life in the Early African Diaspora, accessed November 15, 2020, 
http://slaveryimages.org/s/slaveryimages/item/1210 
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After the six years of meritorious service, Mr. Hughlett purchased Mr. Bailey, and 
promptly insisted on whipping Mr. Bailey to ensure Mr. Bailey’s submission. Sarah Bradford 
states:729 

On her seventh or eighth journey, she brought with her a band of fugitives, among 
whom was a very remarkable man, whom I knew only by the name of “Joe.” Joe was a 
noble specimen of a negro, enormously tall, and of splendid muscular development. He 
had been hired out by his master to another planter, for whom he had worked for six 
years, saving him all the expense of an overseer, and taking all trouble off from his 
hands. He was such a very valuable piece of property, and had become so absolutely 
necessary to the planter to whom he was hired, that he determined to buy him at any 
cost. His old master held him proportionately high. But by paying one thousand dollars 
down, and promising to pay another thousand in a certain time, the purchase was made, 
and this chattel passed over into the hands of a new owner. 

The morning after the purchase was completed, the new master came riding down 
on a tall, powerful horse into the negro quarter, with a strong new rawhide in his hand, 
and stopping before Joe’s cabin, called to him to come out. Joe was just eating his 
breakfast, but with ready obedience, he hastened out at the summons. Slave as he was, 
and accustomed to scenes of brutality, he was surprised when the order came, “Now, 
Joe, strip, and take a licking.” Naturally enough, he demurred at first, and thought of 
resisting the order; but he called to mind a scene he had witnessed a few days before in 
the field, the particulars of which are too horrible to be given here, and he thought it the 
wisest course to submit; but first he tried a gentle remonstrance. 

“Mas’r,” said he, “habn’t I always been faithful to you? Habn’t I worked 
through sun an’ rain, early in de mornin’ an’ late at night; habn’t I saved you an 
oberseer by doin’ his work? hab you anything to complain agin me?” 

“No, Joe, I have no complaint to make of you. You’re a good nigger, an’ you’ve 
always worked well. But you belong to me now; you’re my nigger, and the first 
lesson my niggers have to learn is that I am master and they belong to me, and are 
never to resist anything I order them to do. So I always begin by giving them a good 
licking. Now strip and take it.” 

Joe saw that there was no help for him, and that for the time he must submit. He 
stripped off his clothing, and took his flogging without a word, but as he drew his shirt 
up over his torn and bleeding back, he said to himself: “Dis is de first an’ de last.” As 
soon as he was able he took a boat, and under cover of the night, rowed down the river, 
and made his way to the cabin of “Old Ben,” Harriet’s father, and said to him: "Nex’ 
time Moses comes, let me know." 

It was not long after this time, that the mysterious woman appeared—the woman on 
whom no one could lay his finger—and men, women, and children began to disappear 
from the plantations. One fine morning Joe was missing, and call as loud as he might, 
the master’s voice had no power to bring him forth. Joe had certainly fled; and his 

 
 

729 See the sources cited in the preceding note. 
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brother William was gone, and Peter and Eliza. From other plantations other slaves were 
missing, and before their masters were awake to the fact, the party of fugitives, 
following their intrepid leader, were far on their way towards liberty. 

As Ms. Tubman led the slaves North, Josiah was constantly terrified of recapture. The 
excerpts describe Ms. Tubman’s rescue of this group:730  

Their adventures were enough to fill a volume; they were pursued; they were hidden 
in “potato holes,” while their pursuers passed within a few feet of them; they were 
passed along by friends in various disguises; they scattered and separated, to be led by 
guides by a roundabout way, to a meeting-place again. They were taken in by Sam 
Green, the man who was afterwards sent to State Prison for ten years for having a copy 
of “Uncle Tom’s Cabin” in his house; and so, hunted and hiding and wandering, they 
came at last to the long bridge at the entrance of the city of Wilmington, Delaware. The 
rewards posted up everywhere had been at first five hundred dollars for Joe, if taken 
within the limits of the United States; then a thousand, and then fifteen hundred dollars, 

“an’ all expenses clar an’ 
clean, for his body in Easton 
Jail.” Eight hundred for 
William, and four hundred 
for Peter, and twelve 
thousand for the woman who 
enticed them away. The long 
Wilmington Bridge was 
guarded by police officers, 
and the advertisements were 
everywhere. The party were 
scattered, and taken to the 
houses of different colored 
friends, and word was sent 
secretly to Thomas Garrett, 
of Wilmington, of their 
condition, and the necessity 
of their being taken across 
the bridge. Thomas Garrett is 
a Quaker, and a man of a 
wonderfully large and 
generous heart, through 

whose hands, Harriet tells me, two thousand self-emancipated slaves passed on their 
way to freedom. He was always ready, heart and hand and means, in aiding these poor 
fugitives, and rendered most efficient help to Harriet on many of her journeys back and 
forth. …  

As soon as Thomas Garrett heard of the condition of these poor people, his plan was 
formed. He engaged two wagons, filled them with bricklayers, whom of course he paid 
well for their share in the enterprise, and sent them across the bridge. They went as if on 

 
 

730 Bradford at 29-35. This incident is also described in Larson at 133-36.  
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a frolic, singing and shouting. The guards saw them pass, and of course expected them 
to re-cross the bridge. After nightfall (and fortunately it was a dark night) the same 
wagons went back, but with an addition to their party. The fugitives were on the bottom 
of the wagons, the bricklayers on the seats, still singing and shouting; and so they passed 
by the guards, who were entirely unsuspicious of the nature of the load the wagons 
contained, or of the amount of property thus escaping their hands. And so they made 
their way to New York. When they entered the antislavery office there, Joe was 
recognized at once by the description in the advertisement. “Well,” said Mr. Oliver 
Johnson, “I am glad to see the man whose head is worth fifteen hundred dollars.” At this 
Joe’s heart sank. If the advertisement had got to New York, that place which it had taken 
them so many days and nights to reach, he thought he was in danger still. “And how far 
is it now to Canada?” he asked. When told how many miles, for they were to come 
through New York State, and cross the Suspension Bridge, he was ready to give up. 
“From dat time Joe was silent,” said Harriet; he sang no more, he talked no more; he sat 
wid his head on his hand, and nobody could ‘muse him or make him take any interest in 
anyting.” They passed along in safety, and at length found themselves in the cars, 
approaching Suspension Bridge. The rest were very joyous and happy, but Joe sat silent 
and sad. …  

The cars began to cross the bridge. Harriet was very anxious to have her 
companions see the Falls. William, Peter, and Eliza came eagerly to look at the 
wonderful sight; but Joe sat still, with his head upon his hand. 

“Joe, come look at de Falls! Joe, you fool you, come see de Falls! its your last 
chance.” But Joe sat still and never raised his head. At length Harriet knew by the rise in 
the center of the bridge, and the descent on the other side, that they had crossed “the 
line.” She sprang across to Joe’s seat, shook him with all her might, and shouted, “Joe, 
you’ve shook de lion’s paw!” Joe did not know what she meant. “Joe, you’re free!” 
shouted Harriet. Then Joe’s head went up, he raised his hands on high, and his face, 
streaming with tears, to heaven, and broke out in loud and thrilling tones: 

“Glory to God and Jesus too, 
One more soul is safe! 

Oh, go and carry de news, 
One more soul got safe.” 

“Joe, come and look at de Falls!” called Harriet.  

“Glory to God and Jesus too, 
One more soul got safe.” 

was all the answer. The cars stopped on the other side. Joe’s feet were the first to touch 
British soil, after those of the conductor. …  

“The ladies and gentlemen gathered round him,” said Harriet, “till I couldn’t see Joe 
for the crowd, only I heard ‘Glory to God and Jesus too!’ louder than ever.” William 
went after him, and pulled him, saying, “Joe, stop your noise! you act like a fool!” Then 
Peter ran it, and jerked him mos’ off his feet,—“Joe, stop your hollerin’! Folks’ll think 
you’re crazy!” But Joe gave no, heed. The ladies were crying, and the tears like rain ran 
down Joe’s sable cheeks. A lady reached over her fine cambric handkerchief to him. Joe 
wiped his face, and then he spoke. 
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“Oh! If I’d felt like dis down South, it would hab taken nine men to take me; only 
one more journey for me now, and dat is to Hebben!” “Well, you ole fool you,” said 
Harriet, with whom there seems but one step from the sublime to the ridiculous, “you 
might a’ looked at de Falls fust, and den gone to Hebben afterwards.” She has seen Joe 
several times since, a happy and industrious freeman in Canada. 
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THE STORY OF CHARLES NALLE’S NARROW ESCAPE:  
THE FUGITIVE SLAVE LAW IN ACTION 

In another famous incident illustrating her strong determination, persistence, and 
immense physical strength, Harriet Tubman was instrumental in saving a recaptured slave in 
New York from being returned to his master under the Fugitive Slave Law of 1850.731  

The Supreme Court already had held in Prigg v. Pennsylvania732 that a slave owner had 
the right under the 1793 Fugitive Slave Law to enter into free states and recapture slaves, even 
when state law prohibited the recapture. The Court overturned, as unconstitutional under the 
Supremacy Cause of the Constitution, Pennsylvania’s conviction of a slave hunter who, in 
Pennsylvania, recaptured a slave and her children (one of whom was “free”). Thus, the federal 
law in favor of slave holders ruled supreme. 

The following summary and excerpts are taken from SCENES IN THE LIFE OF HARRIET 

TUBMAN. In reading the narrative, you may wish to keep in mind that Ms. Tubman was only 
five feet tall, and had been badly injured early in her life by an iron weight thrown at another 
slave, but which struck her in the head. The injury caused her to experience frequent seizures. 

Ms. Tubman learned that an escaped slave named Charles Nalle, was held by the U.S. 
Commissioner in Troy, New York, and was to be returned to his master in Virginia. Mr. Nalle 
“had been followed by his master (who was his younger brother and not one grain whiter than 
he).” After escaping, and before his recapture, Mr. Nalle had lived for two years in Columbia, 
Pennsylvania, and had a wife and five children. He worked as a coachman. 

Like other Stories, Charles Nalle’s Narrow Escape depicts several aspects of the slave 
society. For example, notice that Mr. Nalle was “a tall, handsome, intelligent white man, with 
his wrists manacled together, walking between the U. S. Marshal and another officer, and 
behind him his brother and his master.” In other words, Mr. Nalle’s father was also the father 
of Mr. Nalle’s “master,” who was his half brother. Masters would have sexual relations with 
slave women, and their offspring would then be slaves for life to the fathers-masters. 

Confusing? 

A second area illuminated by Charles Nalle’s Narrow Escape is the operation of the 
Fugitive Slave Law. The officials arresting Mr. Nalle were New York officials. The federal 
government could and would punish them if they did not pursue and capture the fugitive. The 

 
 

731 This incident is described in detail in Bradford at 88-91; and Larson at 179-83. Emphasis in 
original.  

732 Prigg v. Pennsylvania, 41 U.S. 539 (1842). 
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slave holder could file charges against them. So, the officials were not only performing their 
“duty” under the federal law, but they also were protecting themselves from liability.  

Once Harriet Tubman learned about Mr. Nalle’s arrest, she “forced her way, and rushed 
up the stairs to the door of the room” where Mr. Nalle was held. She positioned herself next to 
a window from which she could be seen by the rapidly gathering and very sizable crowd in 
the street. To the officers, she appeared as an old “decrepit” woman wearing a bonnet. The 
crowd, however, watched her in the window for a signal when the officers would attempt to 
move Mr. Nalle. 

At that point— 

Harriet, now seeing the necessity for a tremendous effort for his rescue, sent out 
some little boys to cry fire. The bells rang, the crowd increased, till the whole street was 
a dense mass of people. Again and again the officers came out to try and clear the stairs, 
and make a way to take their captive down; others were driven down, but Harriet stood 
her ground, her head bent down, and her arms folded. “Come, old woman, you must get 
out of this,” said one of the officers; “I must have the way cleared; if you can’t get down 
alone, someone will help you.” Harriet, still putting on a greater appearance of 
decrepitude, twitched away from him, and kept her place. … At length the officers 
appeared, and announced to the crowd that if they would open a lane to the wagon, they 
would promise to bring the man down the front way. 

The lane was opened, and the man was brought out—a tall, handsome, intelligent 
white man, with his wrists manacled together, walking between the U. S. Marshal and 
another officer, and behind him his brother and his master, so like him that one could 
hardly be told from the other. The moment they appeared, Harriet roused from her 
stooping posture, threw up a window, and cried to her friends: “Here he comes—take 
him!” and then darted down the stairs like a wild-cat. She seized one officer and pulled 
him down, then another, and tore him away from the man; and keeping her arms about 
the slave, she cried to her friends: “Drag us out! Drag him to the river! Drown him! but 
don’t let them have him!” They were knocked down together, and while down she tore 
off her sunbonnet and tied it on the head of the fugitive. 

The crowd separated Mr. Nalle from the officers, and loaded him, still manacled, on a 
ferry. On the other side of the river, however, Mr. Nalle was arrested again by a constable, 
who had been notified by telegram, and taken to a house. Then, 

Harriet rushed up to the place. Some men were attempting to make their way up the 
stairs. The officers were firing down, and two men were lying on the stairs, who had 
been shot. Over their bodies our heroine rushed, and with the help of others burst open 
the door of the room, dragged out the fugitive, whom Harriet carried down stairs in her 
arms. A gentleman who was riding by with a fine horse, stopped to ask what the 
disturbance meant; and on hearing the story, his sympathies seemed to be thoroughly 
aroused; he sprang from his wagon, calling out, “That is a blood-horse, drive him till he 
drops.” The poor man was hurried in; some of his friends jumped in after him, and drove 
at the most rapid rate to Schenectady. 

Mr. Nalle escaped. Later, anti-slavery advocates purchased his freedom. 
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In covering the incident,733  

The Troy [NY] Daily News reported that ‘the most conspicuous person opposed to 
the legal course was the venerable old colored woman, who exclaimed “Give us liberty 
or give us death!”   

 
 

733 Larson at 181. Footnotes omitted  
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SLAVE HOLDER ADVERTISEMENTS FOR RUNAWAY SLAVES 

My schools did not teach me about the frequency of runaway slaves or their conditions 
evidencing their significant abuse and mistreatment. My schools also did not teach me about 
the horrifying retributions that awaited slaves in the frequent event of their recapture. 

Desperation could overcome the fear of retribution, if caught. Not uncommonly, slaves 
left to search for family members after one or more were sold away. Other times, slaves hoped 
to escape to freedom—North to a “free” state or, after the enactment of the Fugitive Slave Act 
of 1850, to Canada, especially from the Upper South. Others escaped from North Carolina or 
Southern Virginia to surreptitious communities deep in the Great Dismal Swamp. Still others 
fled to Florida from South Carolina, Georgia, or Tennessee.  

Often, when slaves escaped, their masters would advertise for them in newspapers, 
handbills, and posters. With the telegraph, it was possible to disseminate information widely 
and quickly. Slaves could be apprehended far from the masters’ plantations.  

Runaway slave advertisements were a common feature of life in both colonial America 
and in America following the Revolution.  

In order to provide identifying information, the masters would, of course, describe the 
slaves. That did not stop, however, with typical features, such as height, weight, and skin 
color (since increasingly over time many slaves were light-colored, and I doubt that I have to 
tell you why).  

The runaway slave advertisements were, in effect, open admissions by slave holders of 
the highly-abusive treatment to which they had subjected their slaves. 

If you ponder it, you may also realize that those unashamed advertisements provide 
pointed evidence of the extent to which the slave society dominated American life and public 
opinion. Slave holders seemed to believe they had done nothing wrong, and had no qualms in 
letting the World know about their abusive characters. Rather than protecting slaves from 
abuse, the slave society closed ranks to assist slave holders by pursuing runaway slaves. 

As expressed in “PRETENDS TO BE FREE”—RUNAWAY SLAVE ADVERTISEMENTS 

FROM COLONIAL AND REVOLUTIONARY NEW YORK AND NEW JERSEY, “First and foremost, 
runaway notices are evidence of slave resistance. … Above all, flight was the most effective 
individual means of struggle against slavery … .”734 

PRETENDS TO BE FREE contains “662 notices describ[ing] 753 fugitive slaves, an 
average of more than eleven per year between 1716 and 1783. Yet the advertisements 
published in [the] book do not constitute all the fugitive bondspeople of early New York and 

 
 

734 Hodges and Brown, at xiv.  
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New Jersey. … Moreover, published runaway advertisements, as Peter Wood has explained, 
‘represent little more than the top of an ill-defined iceberg.’”735 The book cites an 
advertisement in New Jersey “as late as 1840.”736 

Illustrating the direct involvement of legal authorities and the law in the protection of 
slave masters’ “property,” the advertisements re-published in PRETENDS TO BE FREE often 
warn against provision of aid to fugitive slaves:737 

By mid-century [1700s], warnings to masters of vessels against harboring fugitives 
were standard clauses in runaway advertisements. 

The same can be said for general warnings to the population as a whole. A common 
clause in a runaway slave advertisement stated in substance, for example, “All persons at their 
Peril, are forewarned from harboring or carrying her off.”738 New York and New Jersey “laws 
penalized anyone who harbored runaways with a £5 fine and made those who caused a loss of 
a slave liable for full value.”739 In Jones v. Van Zandt,740 the Supreme Court upheld 
financially-ruinous monetary liability of an Ohio abolitionist to a Kentucky slave owner for 
assisting the owner’s slaves in escaping through the Underground Railroad. 

Escaping slaves often showed evidence of considerable abuse, such as “his great toes 
have been froze, and have only little Pieces of Nails on them.”741 

 The following are further examples:742 

[One slave] master reported that his slave went from “work at his plough and was 
without shoe or stocking and no other clothes but an Oznabrig (sic) Shirt and Trowsers, 
an Old ragged waistcoat and an old hat.” Bondsmen escaped despite drastic measures by 
their masters. Caesar ran away from Isaac Freeman of Woodbridge, New Jersey in 
February, 1756, then escaped again in August, 1756. Caesar wore a “pair of iron 
pothooks around his neck with a chain fastened to it that reached his feet.” Quaco fled in 

 
 

735 Hodges and Brown, at xv.  

736 Hodges and Brown, at xxxv.  

737 Hodges and Brown, at xxi.  

738 Hodges and Brown, at 130.  

739 Hodges and Brown, at xix-xx.  

740 Jones v. Van Zandt, 46U.S. 215 (1847). 

741 Hodges and Brown, at xxvii. Footnote omitted. 

742 Hodges and Brown, at xxv-xxvi, xxxi. Footnotes omitted. 
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1761 wearing an “iron collar with two hooks to it, round his neck, a pair of Handcuffs 
with a chain to them, six feet long." 

§ § § 

The comments masters made about physical characteristics are testimony to the 
injury, disease, and rough usage of slaves. During the 1740s and 1750s slaves were 
commonly described as “pock-marked,” showing scars of smallpox epidemics. Others 
showed signs of physical abuse. Ralph, who fled from a sloop in New York harbor, had 
many dents in the top of his head, possibly caused by the “Ward-end of a key.” Others 
showed the traditional marks of bondage. Scipio, who fled with his arms pinioned 
behind him, had “Buttocks pretty well marked with the Lash.” Even more common were 
the scars or evidence of such injuries as broken legs and arms, missing teeth, lameness, 
partial blindness or verbal tics such as stuttering. 

The following are examples cited by Charles Dickens in his AMERICAN NOTES, Chapter 
17,743 of runaway slave advertisements by slaveholders. The advertisements openly described 
the brutality to which the slaves had been subjected: 

Let us try this public opinion by another test, which is important in three points of 
view: first, as showing how desperately timid of the public opinion slave-owners are, in 
their delicate descriptions of fugitive slaves in widely circulated newspapers; secondly, 
as showing how perfectly contented the slaves are, and how very seldom they run away; 
thirdly, as exhibiting their entire freedom from scar, or blemish, or any mark of cruel 
infliction, as their pictures are drawn, not by lying abolitionists, but by their own truthful 
masters. 

The following are a few specimens of the advertisements in the public papers. It is 
only four years since the oldest among them appeared; and others of the same nature 
continue to be published every day, in shoals. 

“Ran away, a black woman, Betsy. Had an iron bar on her right leg.” 

“Ran away, the negro Manuel. Much marked with irons.” 

“Ran away, a negro boy about twelve years old. Had round his neck a chain dog-collar with 
‘De Lampert’ engraved on it.” 

“Ran away, the negro Hown. Has a ring of iron on his left foot. Also, Grise, his wife, 
having a ring and chain on the left leg.” 

“Ran away, a negro boy named James. Said boy was ironed when he left me.” 

“Committed to jail, a man who calls his name John. He has a clog of iron on his right foot 
which will weigh four or five pounds.” 

 
 

743 C. Dickens, AMERICAN NOTES, Ch. 17, at 184-87 (Hazell, Watson & Viney, 187?), available from 
the Library of Congress at www.hathitrust.org/digital_library. Emphasis in original. 
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“Detained at the police jail, the negro wench, Myra. Has several marks of LASHING, and 
has irons on her feet.” …  

“Ran away, a negro man named Henry; his left eye out, some scars from a dirk on and 
under his left arm, and much scarred with the whip.” 

“Committed to jail, a negro man. Has no toes on the left foot.” 

“Ran away, a negro woman named 
Rachel. Has lost all her toes except the 
large one.” 

“Ran away, Sam. He was shot a short 
time since through the hand, and has 
several shots in his left arm and side.” 

“Ran away, my negro man Dennis. Said 
negro has been shot in the left arm 
between the shoulder and elbow, which 
has paralysed the left hand.” 

“Ran away, my negro man named Simon. 
He has been shot badly, in his back and 
right arm.” 

“Ran away, a negro named Arthur. Has a 
considerable scar across his breast and 
each arm, made by a knife; loves to talk 
much of the goodness of God.” 

“Twenty-five dollars reward for my man 
Isaac. He has a scar on his forehead, 
caused by a blow; and one on his back, 
made by a shot from a pistol.” 

“Ran away, a negro girl called Mary. Has 
a small scar over her eye, a good many 
teeth missing, the letter A is branded on her cheek and forehead.” 

“Ran away, negro Ben. Has a scar on his right hand; his thumb and forefinger being injured 
by being shot last fall. A part of the bone came out. He has also one or two large scars on 
his back and hips.” 

“Detained at the jail, a mulatto, named Tom. Has a scar on the right cheek, and appears to 
have been burned with powder on the face.” 

“Ran away, a negro man named Ned. Three of his fingers are drawn into the palm of his 
hand by a cut. Has a scar on the back of his neck, nearly half round, done by a knife.” 

“Fifty dollars reward, for my fellow Edward. He has a scar on the corner of his mouth, two 
cuts on and under his arm, and the letter E on his arm.” 

RUNAWAY SLAVE DESCRIPTIONS 

“Ran away, Negress Caroline. Had on a collar 
with one prong turned down.” …  

“Ran away, the negress Fanny. Had on an iron 
band about her neck.” …  

“Ran away, a negro woman and two children. A 
few days before she went off, I burnt her with a 
hot iron, on the left side of her face. I tried to make 
the letter M.”…  

“One hundred dollars reward, for a negro fellow, 
Pompey, 40 years old. He is branded on the left 
jaw.” … 

“Was committed to jail, a negro man. Says his 
name is Josiah. His back very much scarred by the 
whip; and branded on the thigh and hips in three or 
four places, thus (J M). The rim of his right ear has 
been bit or cut off.” 

C. Dickens, American Notes, Ch. 17, at 184-87 (Hazell, 
Watson & Viney, 187?), available from the Library of 
Congress at www.hathitrust.org/digital_library 
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“Ran away, negro boy Ellie. Has a scar on one of his arms from the bite of a dog.” 

“Ran away, from the plantation of James Surgette, the following negroes: Randal, has one 
ear cropped; Bob, has lost one eye; Kentucky Tom, has one jaw broken.” 

“Ran away, Anthony. One of his ears cut off, and his left hand cut with an axe.” 

“Fifty dollars reward for the negro Jim Blake. Has a piece cut out of each ear, and the 
middle finger of the left hand cut off to the second joint.” 

“Ran away, a negro woman named Maria. Has a scar on one side of her cheek, by a cut. 
Some scars on her back.” 

Mr. Dickens continued: 

“Ran away, the Mulatto wench Mary. Has a cut on the left arm, a scar on the left shoulder, 
and two upper teeth missing.” 

I should say, perhaps, in explanation of this latter piece of description, that among 
the other blessings which public opinion secures to the negroes, is the common practice 
of violently punching out their teeth. To make them wear iron collars by day and night, 
and to worry them with dogs, are practices almost too ordinary to deserve mention. 

“Ran away, my man Fountain. Has holes in his ears, a scar on the right side of his forehead, 
has been shot in the hind parts of his legs, and is marked on the back with the whip.” 

“Two hundred and fifty dollars reward for my negro man Jim. He is much marked with 
shot in his right thigh. The shot entered on the outside, halfway between the hip and knee 
joints.” 

“Brought to jail, John. Left ear cropt.” 

“Taken up, a negro man. Is very much scarred about the face and body, and has the left ear 
bit off.” 

“Ran away, a black girl, named Mary. Has a scar on her cheek, and the end of one of her 
toes cut off.” 

“Ran away, my Mulatto woman, Judy. She has had her right arm broke.” 

“Ran away, my negro man, Levi. His left hand has been burnt, and I think the end of his 
forefinger is off.” 

“Ran away, a negro man, NAMED WASHINGTON. Has lost a part of his middle finger, and 
the end of his little finger.” 

“Twenty-five dollars reward for my man John. The tip of his nose is bit off.” 

“Twenty-five dollars reward for the negro slave, Sally. Walks as though crippled in the 
back.” 

“Ran away, Joe Dennis. Has a small notch in one of his ears.” 
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“Ran away, negro boy, Jack. Has a small crop out of his left ear.” 

“Ran away, a negro man, named Ivory. Has a small piece cut out of the top of each ear.” 

While upon the subject of ears, I may observe that a distinguished abolitionist in 
New York once received a negro’s ear, which had been cut off close to the head, in a 
general post letter. It was forwarded by the free and independent gentleman who had 
caused it to be amputated, with a polite request that he would place the specimen in his 
“collection.” 

In summary, despite the slave society’s claims of “loving” and “caring for” their slaves, 
in the bright light of day, we can see readily that the slave society was sadistic and abusive to 
slaves, even more than to farm animals. There can be little better evidence of the extreme ill-
treatment of slaves than the masters’ own unashamed confessions of mistreatment in their 
own runaway slave advertisements. 

  



The Father of America’s Slave Society 

-354- 

THE SLAVE SOCIETY’S WAR ON ABOLITIONISTS 

Slave Society’s Repression 

America’s repressive dictatorship over millions of people—slaves—also spread a 
blanket of fear and repression over many other Americans. When it came to Americans who 
opposed slavery—abolitionists—the supposed guarantees in the Bill of Rights of freedom of 
speech, freedom of the press, and freedom of religion were meaningless. The slave society 
also often disregarded the constitutional rights to a fair trial by jury and to due process.  

Abolitionists, both African-American and white, were at risk of federal and state 
governmental prosecution and of mob rule. Despite the risks, there were many courageous 
“free” African-Americans and whites who spoke and published against slavery and who 
actively assisted fugitive slaves. The slaves were not alone. 

Illustrating the strength and reach of the American slave society the Fugitive Slave Law 
of 1850 prohibited citizens in non-slave states from assisting fugitives and made them subject 
to prosecution and liable to slave holders for doing so. 

In the slave states, the Constitution—which protected slavery—was useless. The Bill of 
Rights was useless. The slave society flouted the ideals of the Declaration of Independence. 
Indeed, in many states, it would appear to have been a violation of law simply to read the 
Declaration of Independence to slaves and even to “free” African-Americans. As 
Pennsylvania Judge George Stroud states in his highly-respected 1856 treatise: “It is quite 
obvious that particular parts, if not the whole, of the Declaration of Independence are 
proscribed by [Louisiana] statutes.”744 

William Jay describes how pro-slavery advocates regarded abolitionists:745 

One of the most usual terms by which Abolitionists are designated by their 
opponents is, “the fanatics.” It seems they are fanatics, because they believe slavery to 
be sinful. 

During slavery, there was an open war in the slave states upon any person who dared to 
speak out against slavery, or even who may not simply have been sufficiently pro-slavery. In 

 
 

744 Stroud, at 106. 

745 W. Jay, AN INQUIRY INTO THE CHARACTER AND TENDENCY OF THE AMERICAN 

COLONIZATION, AND AMERICAN ANTI-SLAVERY SOCIETIES at 145 (Leavitt, Lord & Co., 
1835)available from the Library of Congress at www.HathiTrust.org/digital_library.  
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Texas, the Galveston News Weekly stated, “Those who are not for us, must be against us.”746 
In many states, there was no room for disagreement on the subject.  

The Terror—and that is what it was for many people—reached across state lines to 
businesses and business people who might want to 
conduct business in slave states. Slavery advocates 
even crossed state lines to launch physical attacks 
against abolitionists. State officials offered rewards 
for outspoken Northern abolitionists’ capture or 
death. 

At the same time, slave state laws demonstrate 
how despicably so-called “free” African-Americans 
were regarded and treated by white pro-slavery 
devotees, such as pursuant to Louisiana law, being 
“commanded” to show respect to whites. A 
prescribed punishment for sowing “discontent” 
among “free” African-Americans was either “hard 
labour” for life or death. 

Discarding the Bill of Rights 

The slave society cared little for the 
Constitution in terms of freedom for abolitionists. 
Judge Stroud cites “restraints upon freedom of 
speech and of the press:”747  

Besides the laws which affect slaves only, the 
statute-books of the slave-holding states exhibit 
degrading and despotic enactments growing out of the institution of slavery, which bear 
directly upon the free white population.  

Those to which I particularly allude are restraints upon freedom of speech and of the 
press.  

I pass over all statutable efforts to prevent the circulation of publications designed to 
excite insurrection among the slaves. I regard the distribution of all such publications as 
utterly indefensible. 

 
 

746 Campbell, at 219-20. Emphasis added. 

747 Stroud, at 104-06. Emphasis in original. Citations omitted. 

CORNERSTONE SPEECH 

“The new constitution has put at rest, forever, 
all the agitating questions relating to our peculiar 
institution—African slavery as it exists amongst 
us—the proper status of the negro in our form of 
civilization. This was the immediate cause of the 
late rupture and present revolution. …  

“Our new government is founded upon … 
ideas; its foundations are laid, its corner-stone 
rests upon the great truth, that the negro is not 
equal to the white man; that slavery—
subordination to the superior race—is his natural 
and normal condition. This, our new government, 
is the first, in the history of the world, based upon 
this great physical, philosophical, and moral truth. 
… Those at the North, who still cling to these 
errors, with a zeal above knowledge, we justly 
denominate fanatics.” 

“Alexander Stephens, Vice President of the 
Confederacy, The Cornerstone Speech” (1861) at 
www.owleyes.org/search?q=cornerstone%20speech, 
accessed Oct. 22, 2020 
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He quoted the Louisiana law against literature with intent “to diminish that respect 
which is commanded to free people of colour for the whites by law, or to destroy that line of 
distinction which the law has established between the several classes of this community:”748 

In the Revised Statutes of Louisiana are these enactments:—“If any white person 
shall be convicted of being the author, printer or publisher of any written or printed 
paper or papers within this state, or shall use any language with the intent to disturb the 
peace or security of the same, in relation to the slaves of the people of this state, or TO 

DIMINISH THAT RESPECT which is commanded to free people of colour for the whites by 
law, or to destroy that line of distinction which the law has established between the 
several classes of this community, such person shall be adjudged guilty of high 
misdemeanour, and shall be fined in a sum not less than three hundred dollars nor 
exceeding one thousand dollars, and, moreover, imprisoned for a term not less than six 
months nor exceeding three years.” …  

For literature “having a tendency to produce discontent among the free coloured 
population of the state,” Judge Stroud cited the punishment as being “hard labour for life” or 
“death at the discretion of the court:”749 

 “Whosoever shall write, print, publish or distribute any thing having a tendency to 
produce discontent among the free coloured population of the state, shall, on conviction 
thereof before any court of competent jurisdiction, be sentenced to imprisonment at hard 
labour for life, or suffer death, at the discretion of the court.” 

The Louisiana law even reached sentiments “having a tendency to produce discontent” 
voiced “from … the pulpit,” thus overriding the Bill of Rights’ supposed guarantee of 
freedom of religion, with punishment “at hard labour” up to 21 years or, in the discretion of 
the court, “death:”750 

“Whosoever shall make use of language in any public discourse from the bar, the 
bench, the stage, the pulpit, or in any place whatsoever, or whoever shall make use of 
language in private discourses or conversations, or shall make use of signs or actions, 
having a tendency to produce discontent among the free coloured population of this 
state, or to excite insubordination among the slaves, or whosoever shall knowingly be 
instrumental in bringing into this state any paper, pamphlet or book having such 
tendency as aforesaid, shall, on conviction thereof before any court of competent 
jurisdiction, suffer imprisonment at hard labour not less than three years nor more than 
twenty-one years, or DEATH, at the discretion of the court.” …  

 
 

748 Stroud, at 104-06. Emphasis in original. 

749 Stroud, at 104-06. Emphasis in original. 

750 Stroud, at 104-06. Emphasis in original.  
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Judge Stroud then expresses concern that it would be illegal in Louisiana to quote the 
Declaration of Independence:751 

It is quite obvious that particular parts, if not the whole, of the Declaration of 
Independence are proscribed by these statutes. What words can be named more likely 
“to produce discontent” or “diminish the respect,” &c., or “destroy the line of distinction 
between the several classes of the 
community,” than—“ALL MEN ARE BORN 

FREE AND EQUAL,” which this imperishable 
document declares is a self-evident truth? It 
says too that “life, LIBERTY, and the pursuit of 
happiness, are inalienable rights of man;” and 
it denominates this declaration also a self-
evident truth. 

But to utter these sentiments or any thing 
equivalent, even in private conversation, 
within the territorial boundaries of Louisiana, 
is punishable with “imprisonment at hard 
labour not less than three years,” and it may 
be with twenty-one years or DEATH, at the 
discretion of the court; while for the more 
deliberate crime of printing or publishing the 
same, nothing will expiate but such 
imprisonment FOR LIFE, or the infliction of 
DEATH! …  

Judge Stroud cites similar prohibitions in 
other states:752 

In Alabama there are kindred laws, but 
less exceptionable, because in these a guilty 
intent is requisite to constitute crime. As, 
however, intent is always a question for a 
jury, this tribunal, composed of the same 
people who make the laws, will have no 
difficulty in imagining an intent wherever a 
distasteful publication is charged upon a 
prisoner. …  

The Code of Virginia of 1849 contains the following:—“If a free person by 
speaking or writing maintain that owners have not right of property in their slaves, he 

 
 

751 Stroud, at 104-06. Emphasis in original.  

752 Stroud, at 104-06. Emphasis in original.  

MISSISSIPPI DECLARATION OF CAUSES FOR SECESSION 

“Our position is thoroughly identified with the 
institution of slavery—the greatest material interest of the 
world. Its labor supplies the product which constitutes by 
far the largest and most important portions of commerce 
of the earth. These products are peculiar to the climate 
verging on the tropical regions, and by an imperious law 
of nature, none but the black race can bear exposure to the 
tropical sun. These products have become necessities of 
the world, and a blow at slavery is a blow at commerce 
and civilization. That blow has been long aimed at the 
institution, and was at the point of reaching its 
consummation. There was no choice left us but 
submission to the mandates of abolition, or a dissolution 
of the Union, whose principles had been subverted to 
work out our ruin. …  

“Utter subjugation awaits us in the Union, if we should 
consent longer to remain in it. It is not a matter of choice, 
but of necessity. We must either submit to degradation, 
and to the loss of property worth four billions of money, 
or we must secede from the Union framed by our fathers, 
to secure this as well as every other species of property.” 

“A Declaration of the Immediate Causes which Induce and 
Justify the Secession of the State of Mississippi from the Federal 
Union” at www.battlefields.org/learn/articles/declarations-
causes#mississippi, accessed Oct. 22, 2020 
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shall be confined in jail not more than one year and fined not exceeding five hundred 
dollars. He may be arrested and carried before a justice by any white person.” …  

Again, illustrating the serious risks for the many white and “free” African-American 
abolitionists in slave states, in Virginia, not only did law forbid abolitionist “propaganda,” but 
abolitionists were indicted for “printing and circulating” abolitionist literature.753  

In Maryland, a “free” African-American, Sam Green, who had aided Harriet Tubman, 
was convicted and sentenced to ten years in prison for possessing a copy of Uncle Tom’s 
Cabin. 754 

In 1837, the Missouri General Assembly “prohibit[ed] the publication, circulation and 
promulgation of the abolition doctrines” in the State. The first offense was subject to a $1,000 
fine (approximately $33,000 in today’s money) and two years in the penitentiary; the second 
to 20 years; and the third to a life sentence.755 

Attacks on Abolitionists Even Across State Lines 

 The slave society attacked abolitionists not only by disagreeing with them, but by 
prohibiting them from speaking, imprisoning them for speaking or possessing abolitionist 
literature, and even attacking them physically. 

The federal courts participated in actions against abolitionists who assisted fugitive 
slaves. The Supreme Court held in Jones v. Van Zandt756 that a white abolitionist in Ohio was 
liable to a Kentucky slave owner for assisting the owner’s slave in escaping. The abolitionist 
was ruined financially. 

William Lloyd Garrison, a leading, abolitionist, cited a State law in Virginia prohibiting 
postmasters from delivering newspapers and other mail expressing abolitionist views. He 
quotes the Virginia Attorney General, who, ignoring the Bill of Rights, declared the 

 
 

753 “West Virginia History” at www.wvculture.org/history/journal_wvh/wvh21-1.html, accessed Oct. 
22, 2020. 

754 Bradford, at 29-35.  

755 Missouri State Archives—“Missouri’s Early Slave Laws: A History in Documents, Laws 
Concerning Slavery in Missouri Territorial to 1850s” at 
www.sos.mo.gov/archives/education/aahi/earlyslavelaws/slavelaws.asp, Accessed Oct. 22, 2020.  

756 Jones v. Van Zandt, 46 U.S. 215 (1847). 
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enforceability of Virginia law against postmasters as to items in the mail, such as newspapers 
or books from other states:757 

Richmond, Nov. 26th, 1859. 

Sir,—The question is submitted to me for an opinion as to the effect of the law of 
Virginia upon the distribution of mail matter when it is of an incendiary character. 
A newspaper, printed in the State of Ohio, propagating abolition doctrines, is sent to a 
person through a post office in Virginia. What is the duty of the Postmaster in the 
premises? 

The law of Virginia (Code of' Va., chap. 198, sec. 24) provides that “If a Postmaster 
or Deputy Postmaster know that any such book or writing (referring to such as advise or 
incite negroes to rebel or make insurrection, or inculcate resistance to the right of 
property of masters in their slaves) has been received at his office in the mail, he shall 
give notice thereof to some Justice, who shall inquire into the circumstances, and have 
such book or writing burned in his presence; if it appear to him that the person to whom 
it was directed subscribed therefor, knowing its character, or agreed to receive it for 
circulation to aid the purposes of abolitionists, the Justice shall commit such person to 
jail, If any Postmaster or Deputy Postmaster violate this section, he shall be fined not 
exceeding two hundred dollars.” 

This law is obligatory upon every Postmaster and Deputy Postmaster in the 
Commonwealth; and it is his duty, upon being aware that such book or writing is 
received at his office, to notify a Justice of the fact) that he may take the proceedings 
prescribed in the section quoted. 

This State law is entirely constitutional, and does not, properly considered, conflict 
with the Federal authority in the establishment of post offices and post roads, This 
Federal power to transmit and carry mail matter does not carry with it the power to 
publish or to circulate. This last is a great State power, reserved and absolutely 
necessary to be maintained as a security to its citizens and to their rights. If the States 
had surrendered this power, it would, in these important particulars, have been at the 
mercy of the Federal authorities. 

With the transmission of the mail matter to the point of its reception, the Federal 
power ceases. At that point, the power of the State becomes exclusive. Whether her 
citizens shall receive the mail matter; is a question exclusively for her determination. 
Whatever her regulation upon the subject, is for her decision alone, and no one can 
gainsay it. Her sovereign right to make it closes the door to cavil and objection. 

It is true the Postmaster is an officer of the Federal Government, but it is equally 
true he is a citizen of the State. By taking the Federal office, he cannot avoid. his duty as 
a citizen; and the obligation to perform the duty of his office cannot absolve him from 
obedience to the laws of his Commonwealth nor will they be found to conflict. The 

 
 

757 W. Garrison, THE NEW REIGN OF TERROR IN THE SLAVEHOLDING STATES, FOR 1859-60 at 
5-7 (American Anti-Slavery Society, 1860) (“Garrison”).  
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State, in the case supposed, holds the hand of her citizen from receiving what is sent to 
him, and takes it herself. No citizen has the right to receive an invitation to treason 
against the commands of his State, and her law forbidding it and commanding it to be 
burned, refers to the right of the citizen to receive, not to the right of the Federal power 
to transmit and carry mail matter intended for him, which he does not receive, only 
because the law of the State forbids it. 

I have no hesitation in saying that any law of Congress, impairing directly or 
indirectly this reserved right of the State, is unconstitutional, and that the penalty of the 
State law would be imposed upon a Postmaster offending against it, though he should 
plead his duty to obey such unconstitutional act of Congress. 

If there be a conflict, therefore, between the postal regulations of Congress and this 
law of Virginia, it is because the former have transcended their true constitutional limits, 
and have trenched upon the reserved rights of the State. In such a case the citizen, 
though a Postmaster, must take care to obey the legitimate authority, and will not be 
exempt from the penalty of the State law by reason of any obligation to perform the 
duties of a Federal office, which are made to invade the reserved jurisdiction of the State 
in matters involving her safety and her peace. 

It is eminently important that the provisions of the law in question should be rigidly 
adhered to by all the Postmasters in the State, and that the Justices to whose notice the 
matter may be brought should firmly execute the law, whenever a proper case presents 
itself for their decision. 

With high respect, your obedient servant, 

J.R. TUCKER. 

For the Governor. 

The war on abolitionists did not end only with enforcement of State law in violation of 
the Bill of Rights, but extended also to refusal to enforce State law in order to protect 
abolitionists, their families, and their property from harm. The Governor of Kentucky 
informed citizens threatened with violent removal from the State that:758 

the public mind was deeply moved by the events in Virginia [Nat Turner’s insurrection], 
and that until the excitement subsided, their presence in the State would be dangerous, 
and he could not engage to protect them from their fellow-citizens who had resolved that 
they must go. 
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Thus, law and trials were unnecessary for pro-slavery forces to attack abolitionists 
physically. In Texas, abolitionists were driven out of the State and some were killed. Texas 
vigilantes hunted a Methodist minister who 
had gone to Missouri, captured him, brought 
him back to Texas, where they hung him.759  

Abolitionists also suffered from mob 
rule in Missouri. They were attacked, beaten 
and driven from one county to another. A 
publisher’s printing press was thrown by a 
mob into a river, and he was driven out of 
the State.760 

Even in the North, Mr. Garrison 
himself “in Boston, … was dragged through 
the streets and nearly killed. A bounty of 
$4000 was placed on his head.”761 

Horace Greeley, the editor of the New 
York Tribune, was indicted in Virginia for 
statements he had made in his newspaper.762 

After David Walker published his widely-distributed APPEAL,763 urging slaves to be 
ready to revolt and criticizing their passivity, the slave society placed a bounty on his head:764 

The Governor of Georgia wrote to the Hon. Harrison Grey Otis, the Mayor of 
Boston, requesting him to suppress the Appeal. His Honor replied to the Southern 

 
 

759 Campbell, at 224-28.  

760 “Slavery in Missouri” at centerplace.org/history/misc/soc/soc14.htm, accessed Oct. 22, 2020. 

761 “William Lloyd Garrison and the Liberator” at 
www.ushistory.org/US/28a.asp#:~:text=A%20bounty%20of%20%244000%20was%20placed%20on
%20his,to%20sever%20the%20ties%20with%20the%20slaveholding%20south, accessed Oct. 22, 
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762 “West Virginia History” at www.wvculture.org/history/journal_wvh/wvh21-1.html, accessed Oct. 
22, 2020. 

763 D. Walker, APPEAL TO THE COLORED PEOPLE OF THE WORLD, BUT IN PARTICULAR, AND 

VERY EXPRESSLY, TO THOSE OF THE UNITED STATES OF AMERICA, WRITTEN IN BOSTON, 
STATE OF MASSACHUSETTS (1829), Academic Affairs Library, Univ. of North Carolina at Chapel 
Hill, available at docsouth.unc.edu. 

764 “History Is a Weapon: David Walker’s Appeal” at 
www.historyisaweapon.com/defcon1/walkerappeal.html, accessed Oct. 22, 2020. 

TEXAS DECLARATION OF CAUSES FOR SECESSION 

“In all the non-slave-holding States, in violation of that 
good faith and comity which should exist between entirely 
distinct nations, the people have formed themselves into a 
great sectional party, now strong enough in numbers to 
control the affairs of each of those States, based upon the 
unnatural feeling of hostility to these Southern States and 
their beneficent and patriarchal system of African slavery, 
proclaiming the debasing doctrine of the equality of all 
men, irrespective of race or color—a doctrine at war with 
nature, in opposition to the experience of mankind, and in 
violation of the plainest revelations of the Divine Law.” 

“A declaration of the causes which impel the State of Texas to 
secede from the Federal Union” at 
www.tsl.texas.gov/ref/abouttx/secession/2feb1861.html, accessed 
Oct. 22, 2020 
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Censor, that he had no power nor disposition to hinder Mr. Walker from pursuing a 
lawful course in the utterance of his thoughts. A company of Georgia men then bound 
themselves by an oath, that they would eat as little as possible until they had killed the 
youthful author. They also offered a reward of a thousand dollars for his head, and ten 
times as much for the live Walker. 

Mr. Walker died under mysterious circumstances, possibly murder, possibly 
tuberculous, at a relatively young age.765 

Underscoring the reach of pro-slavery forces across state lines to stifle speech, Mr. 
Garrison provides the following example of strong pro-slavery pressures brought upon 
Northern businesses conducting business in slave states:766  

Northern merchants who sell goods for Southern consumption are called upon to square 
their opinions according to the plantation standard, and any recusancy on their part is 
visited with the discipline of the loss of trade. Editors of petty Southern newspapers 
hardly capable of forming an intelligent notion upon any subject, and quite incapable of 
writing two consecutive sentences of even tolerable English, form their Black Lists and 
White Lists, and compel the obedience and subsidy of large commercial houses of a 
great, and wealthy, and powerful city, a thousand miles distant. And, worst of all this 
state of things seems accepted rather as in the natural order of events, than as a 
monstrous growth of an insolent tyranny on the one hand, and the subserviency of an 
infinitely mean, and sordid, and peddling poltroonery on the other.  

And here is its latest development. A morning paper of yesterday publishes ‘a card,’ 
signed ‘James P. Hambleton, editor of the Southern Confederacy.’ The Black List of the 
Confederacy had included the name of Davis, Noble & Co., No, 87 Chambers street, and 
the purpose of the card is to exonerate this firm from the charge implied in that 
publication, the editor being now satisfied, on ‘the best evidence that the aforesaid firm 
are true, constitutional men, having never been tainted with any of the Anti-Slavery isms 
of the day, either directly or indirectly, and that we hereby recommend them to their 
former patrons at the South, as a concern in every respect deserving their continued 
patronage and support. …  

 
 

765 “The Death of David Walker” at www.davidwalkermemorial.org/david-walker/death-of-david-
walker, accessed Oct. 22, 2020.  

766 Garrison, at iii-iv.  
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Trial in North Carolina for Speech 

Mr. Garrison provides a news report of a trial in North Carolina against Rev. Daniel 
Worth, a minister, for speaking against slavery and circulating a book, HELPER’S IMPENDING 

CRISIS. Among other things, the 
book discussed how slavery 
disadvantaged the South 
economically and made suggestions 
as to how slavery could be ended. 
The slave society’s insecurity was 
so great that such a book could not 
be tolerated. In opposing any form 
of literature questioning slavery, 
like the Duke of York’s despotic 
disregard for a “Charter of 
Liberties” requested by the people 
under his rule,767 the slave society 
simply ignored the Bill of Rights 
and the freedoms supposedly 
guaranteed therein.  

The following are excerpts 
from the news report of charges 
against Rev. Worth for “uttering 
language in the pulpit calculated to 
make slaves and free negroes 
dissatisfied with their condition:”768 

On Friday, the 23d inst., 
Daniel Worth, a Wesleyan 
Methodist preacher, a native of 
this State, but who had been 
residing until within two years 
past in Indiana, where he was 
formerly a member of the 
Legislature of that State, was arrested by the Sheriff of this county on a charge of selling 
and circulating “Helper’s Impending Crisis,” and also of uttering language in the pulpit 
calculated to make slaves and free negroes dissatisfied with their condition, thereby 
offending against the laws of the State. He was brought before the magistrates of the 
town, and a partial hearing had, when the case was adjourned until the following 

 
 

767 See “Chapter Three: The Duke of York Promotes Slavery—The ‘Duke’s Laws’ and His Opposition 
to Representative Government.” 

768 Garrison, at 23-24.  

GEORGIA DECLARATION OF CAUSES FOR SECESSION 

“For the last ten years we have had numerous and serious causes 
of complaint against our non-slave-holding confederate States with 
reference to the subject of African slavery. They have endeavored 
to weaken our security, to disturb our domestic peace and 
tranquility, and persistently refused to comply with their express 
constitutional obligations to us in reference to that property … . 

“The prohibition of slavery in the Territories, hostility to it 
everywhere, the equality of the black and white races, disregard of 
all constitutional guarantees in its favor, were boldly proclaimed by 
[anti-slavery] leaders and applauded by its followers. …  

“[B]y their declared principles and policy they have outlawed 
$3,000,000,000 of our property in the common territories of the 
Union; put it under the ban of the Republic in the States where it 
exists and out of the protection of Federal law everywhere; because 
they give sanctuary to thieves and incendiaries who assail it to the 
whole extent of their power, in spite of their most solemn 
obligations and covenants; because their avowed purpose is to 
subvert our society and subject us not only to the loss of our 
property but the destruction of ourselves, our wives, and our 
children, and the desolation of our homes, our altars, and our 
firesides. To avoid these evils we resume the powers which our 
fathers delegated to the Government of the United States, and 
henceforth will seek new safeguards for our liberty, equality, 
security, and tranquility. …” 

“Georgia Declaration of Causes for Secession” at 
www.battlefields.org/learn/articles/declarations-causes#georgia, accessed 
Oct. 22, 2020 
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afternoon at one o’clock, for the purpose of procuring the attendance of witnesses for the 
prosecution. The prisoner was taken to jail, bail having been refused by the magistrates.  

On Saturday, at the appointed hour, the Court met. The examination was held in the 
old Court-House, which was crowded. …  

From the news account cited by Mr. Garrison, it appears that Rev. Worth did indeed 
circulate literature and suggest a means by which slavery could be ended. He seems also to 
have made comments somewhat critical of North Carolina State legislators:769 

Worth acknowledged during the examination that he had been engaged in 
circulating Helper’s book, and also a work on the “War in Kansas,” but that he did not 
consider it any harm to circulate them … . 

During the examination, various extracts were read from “Helper's Impending 
Crisis,” some showing the modus operandi by which slavery was to be got rid of in the 
South, and others pretending to give facts, all of which were commented on by the 
various counsel for the State. 

It was also proved that Worth had, in the pulpit, on the Sabbath day, applied the 
most opprobrious epithets to the legislators of the State of North Carolina, saying that 
the laws ought not to be obeyed; that “they were made by a set of drunkards, gamblers 
and whoremongers.” 

Rev. Worth’s prosecutors appealed to the passions of the jury and those in attendance in 
the courtroom:770 

The prosecution was opened by Wm. Scott, Esq. … . He read many extracts from 
the book, and showed how grossly perverted were the facts pretended to be therein set 
forth—that they were base lies and calumnies on the South. 

Robert P. Dick, Esq., made some highly effective and stirring remarks … . He spoke 
of Helper as a traitor to the State that had once claimed him as a North Carolinian, 
adding that this man who sought, in his “Impending Crisis,” to array the South against 
slavery, and bring about bloodshed and anarchy, and to desolate and lay waste the 
beautiful South, to dissolve the glorious Union, which had been given us by the wisdom 
of our forefathers, was obnoxious to the law under other criminal charges. He prayed 
and trusted that the Union would never be dissolved. 

Robert McLean, Esq., took up the question at issue. The very doctrines that the 
prisoner had been disseminating in his remarks from the pulpit, and which were 
contained in “Helper’s Impending Crisis,” which book he bad been proved to have 
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circulated, were at utter variance with the laws of the State of North Carolina, and it was 
upon this charge that he was now undergoing his examination. …  

A website and paper published by the Wesleyan Methodist Church provides additional 
information regarding the incidents surrounding, and the trials of, Rev. Worth, as well as 
regarding actions taken against others who opposed slavery: 771 

The website states: 

As fugitive slaves made their way north, sixty-two-year-old Daniel Worth was 
heading south to replace expelled Wesleyan Methodist ministers. Arrested in December 
1859, he spent the winter in an unheated cell, causing permanent disability. Worth 
became a hero in abolitionist circles and a celebrated speaker in some of the nation’s 
largest churches. …  

The paper describes the courtroom scene, stating that “the mood in the crowded 
courtroom grew ugly” when Rev. Worth discussed his views, including “sentiments of the 
rankest abolitionism:”772  

Never one to shrink from a battle, Worth did not mince words. He denied 
categorically any intention of inciting a slave revolt. He then went on to utter 
“sentiments of the rankest abolitionism.” Apparently Worth intended to defend both his 
intentions and The Impending Crisis. Quoting extensively from the work and making 
antislavery statements, he denied that he was a disunionist or had attempted to provoke 
violence, citing the Wesleyans’ opposition to war. His real motives for taking up 
residence in the state, he claimed, were to minister to the scattered Wesleyan 
congregations and attempt to improve his wife’s health. Worth nonetheless drew a 
warning from the bench to confine himself to the matter at hand, while the mood in the 
crowded courtroom grew ugly. Ralph Gorrell, a prominent Greensboro attorney, 
addressed the crowd urging them to allow the law to take its course, and calm soon 
returned. …  

The paper indicates that Rev. Worth declined bail, knowing that a mob was outside the 
courthouse and that additional State officials were waiting to serve him with yet more 
warrants. The paper continues by describing the “ugly” mood in North Carolina. One 
newspaper opined that Rev. Worth “should have been taken out and swung to the nearest 
tree.”  

 
 

771 Hamm, “Daniel Worth: Persistent Abolitionist, A Thesis Presented to the Department of History 
and The University Honors Committee, Butler University” (1979), at 120-131, republished at 
“Antislavery Roots: A Call to end Slavery—The Wesleyan Methodist Church 1843-1865” at 
www.wesleyan.org/wp-content/uploads/2020/06/Daniel-Worth-Persistent-Abolitionist-Hamm.pdf, 
accessed Oct. 22, 2020 (“Hamm”). Footnotes omitted. 
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Elsewhere, death was advocated for Rev. Worth’s expression of his perspectives:773 

In North Carolina the popular mood was ugly. A reporter for the New York Tribune 
later wrote that the state’s “50,000 square miles of stagnation had been stirred to action,” 
while a member of one of Worth’s congregations told The Wesleyan that the entire state 
was convulsed with hysteria. The New Bern Daily Progress editorialized. “We still 
think that Worth, when arrested, should have been taken out and swung to the nearest 
tree. Folly to talk about letting the law take its course in such cases.” The usually 
reserved Greensboro Patriot repeated this sentiment, echoed as far away as New 
Orleans … . William W. Holden, the fiery editor of the state leading newspaper, the 
Week1y Standard of Raleigh, editorialized that Worth had “offended both man and God” 
and concluded: “We regret that the only legal punishment in his case is whipping, the 
pillory, and imprisonment. It is far better that one man should die than that the peace of 
whole communities should be endangered.” …  

In addition to Rev. Worth, a North Carolina schoolteacher lost his job when he “had 
publicly proclaimed himself an abolitionist.” Others were arrested for circulating the book, 
“while authorities reluctantly released an old Quaker named Jonathan Harris who was known 
to have abolitionist sympathies.” When copies of the book were found in a box, “the books 
were burned in the town square.” 774 

For months, Rev. Worth remained in jail in a deteriorating mood. He was found guilty in 
a second trial, but the Judge reduced Rev. Worth’s bail to $3,000 (approximately $99,000 
today). That provided the opportunity Rev. Worth needed:775 

Late in the evening of April 27 the bond was posted by five men, one of whom, James 
Davis, was a planter who supposedly said that he would sell a slave if necessary to raise 
the money needed. Aaron Worth [Rev. Worth’s nephew] is the only source for the rest 
of the story.  

The bonds were signed late in the evening, and he was placed in a closed 
carriage with two friends, one a slaveholder well-armed (without [Rev. Worth’s] 
knowledge, however) and driven over unfrequented roads in a direction unexpected 
by his enemies. The following day was a drizzling one and but few people were on 
the road, and they were not recognized by anyone, and they soon succeeded in 
putting him on a train in Virginia, where he was soon north of the Mason-Dixon 
line. 

… Thus with the aid of a slaveholder riding shotgun, the pacifist abolitionist Daniel 
Worth arrived in New York City May 5. 
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Other abolitionists were not so fortunate. The Wesleyan website provides the following 
further example of pro-slavery mob violence against an abolitionist: 

Micajah McPherson—A member of Freedom’s Hill, Micajah was hung from a 
dogwood tree by a lynch mob for his anti-slavery activities. Thinking he was dead, the 
lynch mob returned for the rope to hang others. Micajah survived to continue his active 
role among the Wesleyans well after slavery was abolished. 

Summary 

The foregoing examples demonstrate in stark terms both that there were many whites, as 
well as “free” African-Americans, willing to take substantial risks to aid and assist slaves.  

The examples also demonstrates that there were aggressive pro-slavery forces waiting to 
impose brutal punishments upon them for doing so—often with full governmental support 
under color of law.  

They establish the slave society’s blatant disregard of supposed freedoms set forth in the 
Constitution’s Bill of Rights.   
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SLAVERY WAS A NATIONAL INSTITUTION:  
NORTH AND SOUTH 

“In the South … slavery stood at the heart of the economic and social system … .” 

“The colonial era saw the emergence in America of a true slave society … in which 
slave labor formed the basis of the economy and social order.” 

Dr. Peter Kolchin776 

“For portions of the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries, New York City housed 
the largest urban slave population in mainland North America, with more slaves than 
any other city on the continent. During those years, slaves composed more than one 

quarter of the labor force in the city and perhaps as much as one half of the workers in 
many of its outlaying districts. Slavery died with glacial slowness; slave could be found 

in New York into the fifth decade of the eighteenth century.” 

Dr. Ira Berlin and Dr. Leslie Harris777 

“For much of the eighteenth century, New York City was second only to Charleston, 
South Carolina, in its proportion of slaves in an urban population. It was a fact about 

New York that nearly always elicited comment from European visitors. ‘It rather hurts a 
European eye to see so many negro slaves upon the streets,’ one Scottish traveler 

complained.’” 

Dr. Jill Lepore778 

“To claim that the colonies would not have survived without slaves would be a 
distortion, but there can be no doubt that development was significantly speeded by their 
labor. They provided the basic working force that transformed shaky outposts of empire 

into areas of permanent settlement.” 

Dr. Edgar McManus779 

“In several states, this trade [in slaves] is a chief source of wealth.” 

Frederick Douglass780 
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779 McManus, Black Bondage in the North at 17. 
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§ § § 

I was not taught in school that the English form of slavery practiced in America had its 
origins in New York. I was not taught that “New England had formal, legal slavery a full 
generation before it was established in the South.”781 I was not taught that, until the Civil War, 
Northern business interests and the North’s economy supported slavery and conducted 
significant business with slaveowners and other slavery business interests.  

I was not taught that Maryland,782 Delaware783 and New Jersey784 (and Union Border 
slave states Kentucky and Missouri) continued to practice slavery, even after the issuance of 
the Emancipation Proclamation, and—except for Maryland, which ended slavery in 1864 

785— after the Civil War until the adoption of the 13th Amendment (which Delaware declined 
to ratify for many years, “calling it an illegal extension of federal powers over the states” 786). 
I was not taught that the District of Columbia not only had slaves until 1862, but was an 
important center of the slave trade until the Compromise of 1850.  

New York’s Gradual Emancipation Law 

“Emancipation” in the North generally assumed the form of “gradual” freedom, but it 
usually affected only future children of slaves, not existing slaves. In New York, existing 
slaves continued to labor in servitude until the mid-1800s, almost to the Civil War. 

Dr. Ira Berlin and Dr. Leslie Harris explain the operation of New York’s 1799 gradual 
emancipation law:787 

The Gradual Emancipation Law freed not a single New York slave. It promised to 
free their children, but not until after they had served a long apprenticeship, until age 
twenty-eight for men and twenty-five for women—time enough for slaveholders to 
appropriate their most productive years. No slave needed to be freed under the law until 
well into the third decade of the nineteenth century, and slavery—in the person of those 
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who were slaves in 1799—could conceivably survive until the brink of the twentieth 
century. … [S[laveholders were not above selling would-be freed freedpeople to the 
slave states to the south.  

The 1799 law, in short, did not end slavery … 
[In]n 1817, at the urging of Governor Daniel 
Tomkins, the legislature agreed that on July 4, 
1827, all those promised freedom by the Gradual 
Emancipation Law would be free. Still, those black 
men and women not covered by the 1799 law 
remained in bondage, and slavery survived in New 
York for another two decades. 

New York Was the  
Financial and Business Center of Slavery 

Dr. Ira Berlin and Dr. Leslie Harris describe 
how New York became the financial and 
commercial key to, and also became dependent 
upon, the success of the slave society, even after 
slavery’s gradual abolition in the State:788  

The staggered emancipation set in motion in 
1799 by [New York’s] Gradual Emancipation Law 
also affected white New Yorkers. While Northern 
slavery was a diminishing presence, the presence 
of Southern slavery was strengthened and enlarged 
in the years that followed. During the nineteenth 
century, slavery was not so much abolished in New 
York as transformed. … [The new order 
deepened—not dissolved—the commitment of 
many white New Yorkers to chattel bondage. 

Perhaps the most important element of this transformation was New York’s 
increasing intimacy with the Southern economy. Following the War of 1812, New York 
City became the primary port for the shipment of raw cotton from the South to the 
textile mills of Europe. With the growth of the cotton trade, New York bankers, factors, 
and brokers became the chief financiers of slavery’s expansion, which pushed the 
plantation westward from upcountry South Carolina into the black belt of Georgia, 
Alabama, and Mississippi and then across the Mississippi River. In bankrolling the 
cotton economy, New York businessmen assisted planters in purchasing the land slaves 
worked, the tools with which they labored, and—most importantly—the clothes they 
wore. New York’s textile industry specialized in “negro cloth.” But the connections did 
not stop there. New Yorkers manufactured the whips that overseers wielded, the books 
that planters read, and the finery plantation mistresses prized. Money borrowed from 
New York lenders allowed planters to buy slaves, and insurance purchased from New 

 
 

788 Berlin and Harris, at 22. 

NEW YORK’S GRADUAL ABOLITION 

“[I]n 1817, New York enacted a second 
momentous piece of abolition legislation, 
stipulating that enslaved African Americans born 
before July 4, 1799—the portion of the slave 
population neglected by the 1799 law—would 
become free on July 4, 1827. By establishing a 
precise date on which the last slaves in New York 
would be freed, the law effectively abolished 
slavery in New York. It also accelerated the work 
of the 1799 law by shortening the period of 
apprenticeship required of African Americans 
emancipated under the 1799 law, to twenty-one 
years for both men and women. Since children 
born to slave mothers on the eve of July 4, 1827 
could be apprenticed to the age of twenty-one, 
African Americans would remain unfree until 
1848.” 

“The final nail in the coffin of slavery was not 
hammered in until 1841, when the state finally 
revoked the right of travelers to reside in New 
York for up to nine months with their slaves.” 

Rael, “Chapter 4: The Long Death of Slavery,” in I. 
Berlin and L. Harris, ed., Slavery in New York at 132-
33 (The New Press, 2005) 
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York brokers protected the planters’ investments. White New Yorkers lubricated the 
Southern economy and became rich in the process. Even as the number of slaves in New 
York shrank, New York’s links to—even dependence upon—slavery grew. 

Citing the practice of Southern planters to visit New York on business and to enjoy its 
high life, bringing their slaves with them, Dr. Berlin and Dr. Harris opine that “such 
connections literally made New York an outpost of Southern culture.”789 

Dr. Patrick Rael states that “The only Northern state to outlast New York in preserving 
slavery was New Jersey; the last slaves were freed there in 1865.”790 

All Americans Benefited from Slavery 

President Lincoln described the North’s—and all Americans’—benefits from slavery in 
his 1862 State of the Union address:791 

It is no less true for having been often 
said that the people of the South are not 
more responsible for the original 
introduction of this property than are the 
people of the North; and when it is 
remembered how unhesitatingly we all use 
cotton and sugar and share the profits of 
dealing in them, it may not be quite safe to 
say that the South has been more responsible 
than the North for its continuance. 

In the North, textile mills, shipping 
companies, financiers, and insurers, and the 
service businesses supporting them, profited and 
kept American slavery viable. As Abraham 
Lincoln stated, all Americans willingly bought 

and used cotton clothing, sugar, rice, tobacco and other products having origins as 
commodities produced by slaves. Thus, all Americans were able to purchase those items at 
less expensive prices because the slave laborers who produced the commodities were not paid.  

 
 

789 Berlin and Harris, at 23. 

See also Rael, at 122-25, 132. 

790 Rael, at 114. 

791 President Lincoln’s address is available at “Abraham Lincoln, Second Annual Message” at 
“www.presidency.ucsb.edu/documents/second-annual-message-9, accessed Oct. 23, 2020. Emphasis 
added. 

SLAVES BUILT WHITE HOUSE, CAPITOL 

“The D.C. commissioners, charged by Congress 
with building the new city under the direction of 
the president, initially planned to import workers 
from Europe to meet their labor needs. However, 
response to recruitment was dismal and soon they 
turned to African Americans—both enslaved and 
free—to provide the bulk of labor that built the 
White House, the United States Capitol, and other 
early government buildings.” 

“Q&A: Did Slaves Build the White House?” at 
www.whitehousehistory.org/questions/did-slaves-build-
the-white-house, accessed Oct. 23, 2020 
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The notion that slavery was solely a Southern institution, and that the North had little 
involvement in slavery, is fiction—a fantasy of certain Northerners who, to put it bluntly, 
often dislike Southerners and view Southerners with disdain and arrogance. To the contrary, 
slavery “played a central role in the economy of colonial New England.”792  

Douglas Harper discusses a tendency by Northerners to deny the North’s involvement 
with slavery and to blame the South:793 

As the reality of slavery in the North faded, and a strident anti-Southern 
abolitionism arose, the memory of Northern slaves, when it surfaced at all, tended to 
focus on how happy and well-treated they had been … . 

Yet the petitions for freedom from New England and Mid-Atlantic blacks, and the 
numbers in which they ran off from their masters to the British during the Revolution, 
suggest rather a different picture. …  

The attempt to force blame for all America’s ills onto the South led the Northern 
leadership to extreme twists of logic. …  

The frequency with which slaves in New York 
and New Jersey ran away is demonstrated graphically 
in PRETENDS TO BE FREE, which contains many 
hundreds of slave holder advertisements seeking the 
capture and return of fugitive slaves.794 

Northerners Discriminated Extensively  
Against African-Americans  

While criticizing the South, many Northerners 
discriminated extensively against African-Americans, 
including “free” African-Americans. Even purportedly 
“free” African-Americans could not vote. They could 
not serve in militias.  

The following are only a few additional 
examples. 
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794 G. Hodges and E. Brown ed., “PRETENDS TO BE FREE—RUNAWAY SLAVE ADVERTISEMENTS 
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2019). 

VOTER RESTRICTIONS 

“In 1811, the [New York] state legislature required 
black men to present a government-endorsed 
certificate of freedom in order to vote; in 1815, the 
law was strengthened with a comprehensive 
registration system for black voters that placed 
significant barriers between black men and the 
ballot. Ostensibly designed to help reduce the 
electoral fraud rampant in early national New 
York, these laws scapegoated African Americans 
as special threats to democracy while saying 
nothing of the far more widespread problem of 
white voter fraud.” 

Rael, “Chapter 4: The Long Death of Slavery,” in I. 
Berlin and L. Harris, ed., Slavery in New York at 
131(The New Press, 2005) 
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David Walker points out that African-Americans could not serve on juries and their 
children were compelled “to attend inferior schools.”795 Mr. Walker provides the following 
description of education discrimination in Massachusetts:796 

I must close this article by relating the very heart-rending fact, that I have examined 
school-boys and young men of colour in different parts of the country, in the most 
simple parts of Murray’s English Grammar, and not more than one in thirty was able to 
give a correct answer to my interrogations. If any one contradicts me, let him step out of 
his door into the streets of Boston, New-York, Philadelphia, or Baltimore, (no use to 
mention any other, for the Christians are too charitable further south or west!)—I say, let 
him who disputes me, step out of his door into the streets of either of those four cities, 
and promiscuously collect one hundred school-boys, or young men of colour, who have 
been to school, and who are considered by the coloured people to have received an 
excellent education, because, perhaps, some of them can write a good hand, but who, 
notwithstanding their neat writing, may be almost as ignorant, in comparison, as a 
horse.—And, I say it, he will hardly find (in this enlightened day, and in the midst of 
this charitable people) five in one hundred, who, are able to correct the false grammar of 
their language.—The cause of this almost universal ignorance among us, I appeal to our 
school-masters to declare. Here is a fact, which I this very minute take from the mouth 
of a young coloured man, who has been to school in this state (Massachusetts) nearly 
nine years, and who knows grammar this day, nearly as well as he did the day he first 
entered the school-house, under a white master. This young man says: “My master 
would never allow me to study grammar.” I asked him, why? “The school committee,” 
said he “forbid the coloured children learning grammar”—they would not allow any but 
the white children “to study grammar.” It is a notorious fact, that the major part of the 
white Americans, have, ever since we have been among them, tried to keep us ignorant, 
and make us believe that God made us and our children to be slaves to them and theirs. 
Oh! my God, have mercy on Christian Americans!!! 

Northerners also discriminated against African-Americans in the use of transportation. 
Frederick Douglass attempted to ride in white train cars, and was forcibly removed:797 

I made it a rule to seat myself in the cars for the accommodation of passengers 
generally. Thus seated, I was sure to be called upon to betake myself to the “Jim Crow 
car.” Refusing to obey, I was often dragged out of my seat, beaten, and severely bruised, 
by conductors and brakemen. Attempting to start from Lynn, one day, for Newburyport, 
on the Eastern railroad, I went, as my custom was, into one of the best railroad carriages 
on the road. The seats were very luxuriant and beautiful. I was soon waited upon by the 
conductor, and ordered out; whereupon I demanded the reason for my invidious 
removal. After a good deal of parleying, I was told that it was because I was black.  

 
 

795 “David Walker Biography (c. 1796-c. 1830)” at www.biography.com/writer/david-walker, accessed 
Oct. 23, 2020. 

796 Walker, at 38-39.  

797 Douglass, My Bondage and My Freedom, at 399-400. Emphasis in original. 
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Mr. Douglass was dragged from his seat by several large men. He then found that the 
train company dealt with him by stopping service entirely at the station:798 

the superintendent … ordered the trains to run through Lynn without stopping, while I 
remained in that town; and this ridiculous farce was enacted. For several days the trains 
went dashing through Lynn without stopping. At the same time that they excluded a free 
colored man from their cars, this same company allowed slaves, in company with their 
masters and mistresses, to ride unmolested. 

In the end, after substantial controversy, Mr. Douglass succeeded: He was allowed to 
ride trains. 

In Ohio, William Wells Brown was forced to ride in a baggage car. His daughter, 
Josephine, relates the following comical, if it were not so sad, story:799 

[P]retended fastidiousness on the part of the whites has produced some of the most 
ridiculous scenes. WILLIAM WELLS BROWN, while travelling through Ohio in 1844, 
went from Sandusky to Republic, on the Mad River and Lake Erie Railroad. On arriving 
at Sandusky, he learned that colored people were not allowed to take seats in the cars 
with whites; and that, as there was no Jim Crow car on that road, blacks were generally 
made to ride in the baggage-car. Mr. Brown, however, went into one of the best 
passenger cars, seated himself, crossed his legs, and looked as unconcerned as if the car 
had been made for his sole use. At length, one of the railway officials entered the car, 
and asked him what he was doing there. “I am going to Republic,” said Mr. Brown. 
“You can’t ride here,” said the conductor. “Yes I can,” returned the colored man. “No 
you can’t,” rejoined the railway man. “Why?” inquired Mr. Brown. “Because we don’t 
allow niggers to ride with white people,” replied the conductor. “Well, I shall remain 
here,” said Mr. Brown. “You will see, pretty soon, whether you will or not,” retorted the 
railway man, as he turned to leave the car. By this time, the passengers were filling up 
the seats, and every thing being made ready to start. After an absence of a few minutes, 
the conductor again entered the car, accompanied by two stout men, and took Mr. 
Brown by the collar and pulled him out. Pressing business demanded that Mr. Brown 
should go, and by that train; he therefore got into the freight car, just as the train was 
moving off. Seating himself on a flour barrel, he took from his pocket the last number of 
the Liberator [published by abolitionist, William Lloyd Garrison], and began reading it. 
On went the train, making its usual stops, until within four or five miles of Republic, 
when the conductor, (who, by-the-by, was the same man who had moved Mr. Brown 
from the passenger car) demanded his ticket. “I have no ticket,” returned he. “Then 
I will take your fare,” said the conductor. “How much is it?” inquired Mr. Brown. “One 
dollar and a quarter,” was the answer. “How much do you charge those who ride in the 
passenger cars?” inquired the colored man. “The same,” said the conductor. “Do you 
suppose that I will pay the same price for riding up here in the freight car, that those do 
who are in the passenger car?” asked Mr. Brown. “Certainly,” replied the conductor. 
“Well, you are very much mistaken, if you think any such thing,” said the passenger. 
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“Come, black man, out with your money, and none of your nonsense with me,” said the 
conductor. “I won’t pay you the price you demand, and that’s the end of it,” said Mr. 
Brown. “Don’t you intend paying your fare?” inquired the conductor. “Yes,” replied the 
colored man; “but I won’t pay you a dollar and a quarter.” “What do you intend to pay, 
then?” demanded the official. “I will pay what’s right, but I don’t intend to give you all 
that sum.” “Well, then,” said the conductor, “as you have had to ride in the freight car, 
give me one dollar and you may go.” “I won’t do any such thing,” returned Mr. Brown. 
“Why won’t you?” inquired the railway man. “If I had come in the passenger car, 
I would have paid as much as others do; but I won’t ride up here on a flour barrel, and 
pay you a dollar.” “You think yourself as good as white people, I suppose?” said the 
conductor; and his eyes flashed as if he meant what he said. “Well, being you seem to 
feel so bad because you had to ride in the freight car, give me seventy-five cents, and I’ll 
say no more about it,” continued he. “No, I won’t. If I had been permitted to ride with 
the other passengers, I would pay what you first demanded; but I won’t pay seventy-five 
cents for riding up here, astride a flour barrel, in the hot sun.” “Don’t you intend paying 
any thing at all?” asked the conductor. “Yes, I will pay what is right.” “Give me half a 
dollar, and I will say no more about it.” “No, I won’t,” returned the other; “I shall not 
pay fifty cents for riding in a freight car.” “What will you pay, then?” demanded the 
conductor. “What do you charge per hundred on this road?” asked Mr. Brown. “Twenty-
five cents,” answered the conductor. “Then I will pay you thirty-seven and a half cents,” 
said the passenger, “for I weigh just one hundred and fifty pounds.” “Do you expect to 
get off by paying that trifling sum?” “I have come as freight, and I will pay for freight, 
and nothing more,” said Mr. Brown. The conductor took the thirty-seven and a half 
cents, declaring, as he left the car, that that was the most impudent negro that ever 
travelled on that road. 

Even Harriet Tubman, a Civil War hero traveling on a military discount pass, was 
treated abusively on a train from Philadelphia to New York:800 

When the conductor ordered her to the smoking car, she refused. She explained that she 
was working for the government and was entitled to ride wherever she liked. “Come, 
hustle out of here! We don’t carry niggers for half fare,” the conductor yelled at her. He 
physically struggled with her, but Tubman’s strength apparently outmatched him. … He 
called upon two other men to help; they pried her fingers loose …, then wrenched her 
arm and broke it. She was thrown violently into the smoking car, further injuring her 
shoulder and possibly breaking several of her ribs. No one on the car came to her aid; in 
fact, several passengers shouted epithets and encouraged the conductor to toss her off 
the train. 
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Mr. Douglas reports still more discrimination in the North regarding employment, when 
white workers, who often feared competition from African-Americans, refused to work 
alongside him:801  

Once assured of my safety in New Bedford, I put on the habiliments of a common 
laborer, and went on the wharf in search of work. I had no notion of living on the honest 
and generous sympathy of my colored brother, Johnson, or that of the abolitionists. My 
cry was like that of Hood’s laborer, “Oh! Only give me work.” Happily for me, I was 
not long in searching. I found employment, the third day after my arrival in New 
Bedford, in stowing a sloop with a load of oil for the New York market. It was new, 
hardy and dirty work, even for a calker, but I went at it with a glad heart and a willing; 
hand. I was now my own master—a tremendous fact—and the rapturous excitement 
with which I seized the job, may not easily be understood, except by some one with an 
experience something like mine. The thoughts—“I can work! I can work for a living; 
I am not afraid of work; I have no Master Hugh to rob me of my earnings”—placed me 
in a state of independence, beyond seeking friendship or support of any man. That day’s 
work I considered the real starting point of something like a new existence. Having 
finished this job and got my pay for the same, I went next in pursuit of a job at calking. 
It so happened that Mr. Rodney French, late mayor of the city of New Bedford, had a 
ship fitting out for sea, and to which there was a large job of calking and coppering to be 
done. I applied to that noble hearted man for employment, and he promptly told me to 
go to work; but going on the float-stage for the purpose, I was informed that every white 
man would leave the ship if I struck a blow upon her. 

Ironically, some “free” states would not readily admit “free” African-Americans. 
Douglas Harper describes how “Ohio, with slave-state Kentucky across the river, took the 
lead in aggressively barring black immigration.”802 Ohio required African-Americans to post 
bonds and provide judicial evidence that they were free. When African-Americans petitioned 
the State legislature, the legislature “denied they had the right to petition the government ‘for 
any purpose whatsoever.’”803 Mobs of white citizens in Cincinnati attacked an African-
American ghetto, burning homes and beating residents, forcing “about half” of the African-
American residents to emigrate to Canada. African-American children were not permitted to 
attend schools with whites, a practice upheld by Ohio courts, citing “an almost invincible 
repugnance to such communion and fellowship.”804 

Douglas Harper also describes how, although Illinois and Indiana had abolished slavery 
in their state constitutions, Indiana in 1816 and Illinois in 1818, Illinois required “free” 
African-Americans moving into the State to produce legal documents establishing their 
freedom and to post prohibitive bonds. African-Americans violating the Illinois law could be 
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“advertised and sold at public auction.”805 Michigan, Iowa, and Oregon enacted similar laws. 
Illinois required African-Americans already living in the State to register with a court, show 
evidence of their freedom, and obtain a certificate. Violators of that law could be sold into 
indentured servitude for a year.806  

He states that Indiana used its anti-immigration law to convict an African-American 
who brought his future wife into the State to marry her. The State Supreme Court upheld the 
law as having the purpose of preventing entry of African-Americans into Indiana and “to 
remove those already among us as speedily as possible.” He continues: There was no legal 
segregation in Indiana’s public schools: none was necessary. The white citizens of the state 
would keep the schools racially pure more thoroughly than any legal provision could. A court 
upheld the white-only Indiana public schools in 1850, finding that, in the eyes of the state, 
“black children were deemed unfit associates of whites, as school companions.”807 

Fugitive Slave Law Was a National Law 

Protection for slavery not only was written into the Constitution, but it was a 
fundamental national American government policy. As the Constitution contemplated, the 
federal government enacted and enforced the Fugitive Slave Laws of 1793 and 1850. The 
1850 Law required escaped slaves to be captured anywhere in America and to be returned to 
their masters by government officials, and even by citizens, as if the slaves were criminals. 
The Law rewarded judges for returning slaves. The federal law applied even in states that had 
enacted emancipation laws.  

As Tony Horwitz describes in his book about John Brown, MIDNIGHT RISING, in May 
1854, President Franklin Pierce, a Northerner from New Hampshire, ordered federal troops to 
take a fugitive slave from Boston—removing him from the reach of abolitionists attempting to 
free him—and to transport the slave on a U.S. Navy vessel to his Virginia owner.808 

In addition to the Fugitive Slave Law, Frederick Douglass, speaking in 1850, viewed 
slavery as a national shame penetrating New York and Boston (where race riots had 
occurred), as well as the North in general:809 

The evils resulting from this huge system of iniquity are not confined to the states 
south of Mason and Dixon’s line. Its noxious influence can easily be traced throughout 
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our northern borders. It comes even as far north as the state of New York. Traces of it 
may be seen even in Rochester; and travelers have told me it casts its gloomy shadows 
across the lake, approaching the very shores of Queen Victoria’s dominions. 

The presence of slavery may be explained by—as it is the explanation of—the 
mobocratic violence which lately disgraced New York, and which still more recently 
disgraced the city of Boston. These violent demonstrations, these outrageous invasions 
of human rights, faintly indicate the presence and power of slavery here. It is a 
significant fact, that while meetings for almost any purpose under heaven may be held 
unmolested in the city of Boston, that in the same city, a meeting cannot be peaceably 
held for the purpose of preaching the doctrine of the American Declaration of 
Independence, “that all men are created equal.” The pestiferous breath of slavery taints 
the whole moral atmosphere of the north, and enervates the moral energies of the whole 
people. 

Early History 

The North’s extensive involvement with slavery began in America’s earliest days. Very 
early New England settlers enslaved captured Native Americans. Dr. Edgar J. McManus 
describes how “Northern colonial progress” was hampered by “an acute labor shortage that 
everywhere retarded growth and hobbled the economy.”810  

According to Dr. McManus, “chattel bondage” began in New England using Native 
Americans captured in wars with local tribes. Native American warriors, however, were a 
dangerous threat, so the settlers traded the Native Americans to the Caribbean for Africans. 
Such exchanges became common, and “The use of black labor soon became general 
throughout New England.” 811  

Due to the perceived essential necessity for labor, the Massachusetts General Court even 
advanced money (“a public investment”) to fund a shipment of slaves.812 

Dr. McManus cites, as the “first official recognition of chattel slavery as a legal 
institution,” Massachusetts’ ironic adoption of its “Body of Liberties” in 1641, legalizing 
ownership of slaves taken in wars and “the enslavement of ‘such strangers as … are sold to 
us.’”813 Those principles then were included in the “Articles of the New England 
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Confederation,” to which Connecticut and New Plymouth also subscribed. Rhode Island, 
which was not a member of the Confederation, enacted a similar law in 1652.814  

By 1639, New Englanders used slaves in Connecticut and by 1645 in New 
Hampshire.815  

Although some assert that slavery began in Virginia in 1619,816 that is not entirely 
accurate. The 1619 incident in Virginia involved a form of indentured servitude with servants 
who eventually gained their freedom, raised families, and owned property.817  

Moreover, genuine slaves in Spanish colonies had existed in what is now America—
Florida, Alabama, Mississippi, Louisiana and Texas—for almost 100 years by the time 
captives were brought into Virginia in 1619. The first recorded slave revolt in what is now 
America was against the Spanish in 1526.818 

In New England, however, slavery—as opposed to indentured servitude—spread from 
the inception. Dr. McManus states819 that New England’s “[d]ependence on black labor drew 
the North into the overseas slave trade.” He adds820 that Rhode Island agriculture made 
“[s]lavery particularly suitable.” Further, “Rhode Island’s heavy traffic in Negroes, together 
with that of Massachusetts, made New England the leading slave-trading region in America. 
The heavy profits of the slave trade stimulated the growth of other industries,” such as 
shipbuilding, distilleries, molasses and agriculture.821 He states that, in the early eighteenth 
century, the “great New York City merchants imported whole cargoes [of slaves], sometimes 
directly from Africa.”822 

 
 

814 McManus, Black Bondage in the North, at 59.  

815 McManus, Black Bondage in the North, at 6.  

816 See “Project 1619” at project1619.org, accessed Oct. 23, 2020.  

817 Brewer, at 1048-49; Berlin, at 30-31. 

818 Deagan and MacMahon, at 13, 16. 

819 McManus, Black Bondage in the North, at 7.  

820 McManus, Black Bondage in the North, at 7.  

821 McManus, Black Bondage in the North, at 10.  

822 McManus, Black Bondage in the North, at 12-13.  
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Dr. McManus describes diverse elements of the New England economy relying upon 
slavery:823 

large numbers of artisans, sailors, and farmers were all dependent upon the traffic in 
Negroes. It became the hub of New England’s economy.  

He continues that, without slavery, key New England industries:824 

would have been wiped out, and large numbers of artisans, farmers, distillery workers, 
and sailors thrown out of work. 

Dr. McManus continues that “The slave traffic quickly became one of the cornerstones 
of New England’s commercial prosperity”825 and that “The slave force everywhere made a 
vital contribution to the Northern economy.”826  

It is fiction is that slavery was brutal only in the South. As described throughout this 
book, Northern slave owners frequently were extremely sadistic, and many Northerners were 
blatantly racist. 

The website, MassMoments, states:827 

while in some cases conditions were less harsh in 
New England than on southern plantations, in 
reality slavery in the North was no less brutal. The 
Puritan missionary John Eliot “lamented … with a 
bleeding and burning passion, that the English used 
their Negroes but as their Horses or the Oxen, and 
that so little care was taken about their immortal 
Souls.”  

In addition, the laws promoting slavery in New York led to many significant restrictions 
on Africans, reflecting white fear and a perception that Africans must be repressed brutally.  

 
 

823 McManus, Black Bondage in the North, at 10.  

824 McManus, Black Bondage in the North, at 10.  

825 McManus, Black Bondage in the North, at 9.  

826 McManus, Black Bondage in the North, at 17.  

827 “February 26, 1638, First Slaves Arrive in Massachusetts” at www.massmoments.org/moment-
details/first-slaves-arrive-in-massachusetts.html, accessed Oct. 23, 2020. 

SLAVE PUNISHMENT  
AFTER DUKE OF YORK DEFEATS DUTCH 

“English-owned slaves could be gibbeted, 
castrated, branded with hot irons, dismembered, 
or locked in dungeons for unlimited periods as 
punishment for insubordination.” 

Beckles, Slave Voyages—The Transatlantic Trade in 
Enslaved Africans at 67 (United Nations 
Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organization) 
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Dr. McManus describes how “[s]tatutory recognition of slavery began in the Middle 
colonies with the English occupation of New Netherland.” 828  

In outlining the enactment of slave laws in New York after the Duke of York conquered 
the Dutch, Dr. Alan Singer contrasts Dutch law in New Netherland, pursuant to which 
“permanent, racially based, hereditary slavery was not a clearly established institution.” Dr. 
Singer describes the pivotal role of the English under the Duke in weaving the English form 
of slavery into the fabric of the New York colony, with a specific focus on Africans “once the 
British took control:”829 

British authorities acknowledged the titles of Dutch settlers to the people they claimed to 
own and, in 1665, a law recognized the legal status of slavery in the colony. Twelve 
years later, in 1677, a court ruled that any person of African ancestry who was brought 
to trial was presumed to be a slave unless they could establish that they were free. The 
racial basis of enslavement was further reinforced through an edict issued by British 
Governor Edmund Andros in 1679. Andros forbade settlers from enslaving local 
Indians, but confirmed the legality of African enslavement. …  

Dr. Singer describes how, 
under the Duke, the English 
systematically enacted laws that 
placed restrictions on Africans, 
citing:830  

 a series of measures designed 
to formalize the slave system. 
In 1682, local officials 
recognized the right of 
slaveholders to use physical 
violence, short of lethal force, 
to punish people they claimed 
as slaves. In 1684, a city 
ordinance prohibited more 
than four Africans and Native 
Americans from meeting 
together and Africans and 
Native Americans from 
possessing guns.  

 
 

828 McManus, Black Bondage in the North, at 59.  

829 Singer, at 53. Emphasis added. Citations omitted.  

830 Singer, at 53. 

 

“Sunday Meeting of Colored People at Chicago”, Slavery Images: A 
Visual Record of the African Slave Trade and Slave Life in the Early 
African Diaspora, accessed November 15, 2020, 
http://slaveryimages.org/s/slaveryimages/item/2272 
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Even after the Duke was deposed as King James II, the English continued to impose 
constantly increasing restrictions on Africans:831  

In 1702, a curfew was imposed on enslaved men and women over the age of 
fourteen, and New York’s first comprehensive slave code was adopted which equated 
slave status with being African. The 1702 act approved by the governor and council 
forbade “Trade with any slave either in buying or selling, without leave and Consent of 
the Master or Mistress”; reiterated the restrictions on assembly except “when it shall 
happen they meet in some servile employment for their Master’s or Mistress’s profit”; 
and confirmed the right of “any Master or Mistress of slaves to punish their slaves for 
their Crimes and offenses.” In 1706, a New York court ruled that conversion to 
Christianity did not change the legal status of enslaved Africans, and in 1711 the city’s 
Common Council established the Wall Street waterfront “Meal Market” as the official 
location for the hiring of all slave labor. …  

Dr. Edgar McManus states832 that “[t]he 
racial uniqueness of the Negro encouraged a trend 
toward special treatment which in the end reduced 
the bondsmen to chattels completely under the 
power of the masters.” He adds that “New York 
City slaves were legally subject to an elaborate 
body of public controls.” Dr. McManus expresses 
a view similar to that of Dr. Singer that, from 
1682, the English government in New York 
enacted a variety of statutes that legalized brutal 
treatment of African-American slaves. These 
statues, among other things,833 

subjected Negro bondsmen to special public 
controls, disqualified them as witnesses, and 
recognized the complete power of the masters 
over them. 

Dr. Jill Lepore cites a lengthy set of prohibitions and regulations enacted in 1730 and 
1731 restricting slaves in New York, such as among others, the following:834 

 Limiting the number of slaves who could meet to three (up to 40 lashes on the “naked 
back” for violations) 

 
 

831 Singer, at 53-54. 

832 McManus, Slavery in New York, at 80-82, 86. Footnotes omitted. 

833 McManus, Slavery in New York, at 80. Footnotes omitted. 

834 Lepore, at 78. 

EVEN FUNERALS 

“Slaves also gathered to bury their dead. … Slaves 
gathered at the end of the day, after their work was 
done, to escort the body to the grave. Whites 
reported hearing drumming and chanting, no doubt 
African derived, at these independent ceremonies 
late into the night. By the 1720s, whites had 
become concerned about these unsupervised 
gatherings. The [New York City] Common 
Council first ruled that funerals had to occur 
before sunset and then limited the number of 
mourners who could attend a slave’s funeral to 
twelve, plus pallbearers and gravediggers. 

L. Harris, In the Shadow of Slavery—African-
Americans in New York City, 1626-1863 at 41 (Univ. 
of Chicago Press 2003). Footnote omitted. 
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 A requirement to carry a lantern 
and lighted candle when out at night “so 
as the light may be plainly seen” 

 Making excessive noise, 
especially on Sundays 

 Gambling 

 Riding a horse too swiftly or in a 
disorderly manner 

 Vending corn, peaches, or other 
fruit 

Yet, the development of the severe 
English form of slavery did not end 
there. 

Slavery’s Violence Grows 

During the reign of the Duke of 
York, including in his role as King 
James II, New York amplified slavery’s 
violence against slaves.  

In New York slaves no longer 
could gather, subject to a punishment of 
“flogging.” The Colony required towns 
to have official “Negro whippers” for 
the purpose:835 

As early as 1682, it was a 
misdemeanor, punishable by 

flogging for more than four slaves to meet together on their own time. In 1702 the 
number permitted to meet together was reduced to three and, in order to insure uniform 
enforcement, each town was required to maintain a “Negro whipper” to flog violators. 
Gambling was strictly prohibited and slaves over the age of fourteen had to be off the 
streets by sunset unless they were accompanied by a member of the master’s family.  

 
 

835 McManus, Slavery in New York, at 80-81. Footnotes omitted. 

 

“Funeral, Antebellum U.S. South, 19th cent.”, Slavery Images: A 
Visual Record of the African Slave Trade and Slave Life in the Early 
African Diaspora, accessed November 15, 2020, 
http://slaveryimages.org/s/slaveryimages/item/1854 
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Dr. Leslie Harris describes an incident in which the government made its control over 
slaves abundantly clear for all slaves:836 

On an August evening in 1696, the mayor of New York attempted to disperse a group of 
slaves. When he threatened to take them into custody, one of them, Prince, struck him in 
the face. The mayor quickly made Prince an example: The next day, the slave was 
stripped, tied to a cart, and dragged around the perimeter of the city. At each street 
corner, he received eleven lashes. 

New York law granted masters the rights to sell and lease their slaves and to punish 
slaves severely:837 

Legally the slaves were chattels which the masters might lend, lease, sell or 
otherwise dispose of at any time. Short of death and mutilation, the law unconditionally 
upheld the right of the master to punish private offenses committed by his bondsmen 
and to use whatever force was needed to compel obedience. The ultimate sanction of 
slavery was force, and the law supported it completely in this respect. … [W]hether the 
master was cruel or kind was his own affair … . 

New York citizens committed heinous acts against slaves, as described by Dr. Edgar 
McManus. He states that slaves who killed white people “could expect no mercy,” even in 
New York, with the courts empowered to impose whatever punishment was deemed 
appropriate under the circumstances. He states that “[f]or more serious offenses punishment 
was frankly terroristic and brutal.”838 Given that New York was barbarous in colonial times, 
this resulted in terrible and sickening brutality, as evidenced by the following examples:839 

 When “two slaves were sentenced to death by torture for murdering a white 
family,” according to a witness, the slaves “were put to all manner of torment 
possible” “One of the culprits was hung alive in chains and partially impaled so 
that his death pains were prolonged for hours.” 

 In another case, “when a slave killed another slave,” thus costing the master who 
owned the deceased slave, “the court sentenced him ‘to be hanged by the neck 
till he shall be dead, and to be cut with a knife in his throat and after to be 
hanged in a chain for an example of others’”  

 “The normal punishment for [rape] would have been burning at the stake.” 

 
 

836 Harris, at 37. Footnote omitted. 

837 Harris, at 81-82. Footnotes omitted. 

838 Harris, at 94. Footnotes omitted. 

839 Harris, at 94-97. Footnotes omitted. 
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Dr. McManus states that a New Jersey court “sentenced a slave convicted of murder to 
have his hand ‘cut off and burned before thine eyes’” before hanging.840 

He describes a slave in New York “sentenced to ‘be hung up in chains alive and so to 
continue without any sustenance until he be dead.’”841 He further cites slaves who “had their 
ears cut off.”842 

Expansion of Slavery in the North 

The English government officially backed the slave trade,843 evidenced especially by the 
“Duke’s Laws” “recogniz[ing] slavery as a legal institution” in New York after England 
defeated the Dutch. He adds that “Slavery in New 
Jersey [which had been part of New Netherland] 
obtained legal sanction for the first time under the 
[English] proprietary regime of Berkeley and 
Carteret.” In 1700, legislation “made Pennsylvania 
the last Northern colony to legitimize the 
institution.”844 

Dr. McManus illustrates the importance of 
slavery in Pennsylvania: “The colonial iron industry 
depended heavily upon black labor,” citing a petition 
from Pennsylvania ironmasters to reduce the import 
duty on slaves because of an insufficiency of white 
workers “for the hard conditions that prevailed in the 
bloomeries and mills repelled free workers.”845 

TheRoot.com states, regarding New York City, that:846 

Enslaved and free Africans were largely responsible for the construction of the early 
city, first by clearing land, then by building a fort, mills, bridges, stone houses, the first 

 
 

840 McManus, Black Bondage in the North, at 85.  

841 McManus, Black Bondage in the North, at 129-30. Footnotes omitted. 

842 McManus, Black Bondage in the North, at 132.  

843 See “Chapter Three: The Duke of York Promotes Slavery—Duke of York as Key Governmental 
Slave Trader: Royal African Company.” 

844 McManus, Black Bondage in the North, at 59-60.  

845 McManus, Black Bondage in the North, at 42-43.  

846 Harper, “How Slave Labor Made New York” at www.theroot.com/how-slave-labor-made-new-
york-1790895122, accessed Oct. 24, 2020. 

WALL STREET 

“In March 1653, [Peter Stuyvesant] ordered 
[Dutch West India] Company slaves to build a 
barricade with logs ‘twelve feet long, eighteen 
inches in circumference, sharpened at the upper 
end” from river to river across Manhattan Island. 
‘The Wall’—Wall Street—was added to the 
slaves’ workload.” 

C. Moore “Chapter 1, A World of Possibilities: Slavery 
and Freedom in Dutch New Amsterdam,” in I. Berlin 
and L. Harris, ed. Slavery in New York at 51 (The New 
Press, 2005) 
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city hall, the docks, the city prison, Dutch and English churches, the city hospital and 
Fraunces Tavern. At the corner of Wall Street and Broadway, they helped erect Trinity 
Church.  

The website also describes the auctions of slaves at the Meal Market at Wall and Water 
Streets after unloading at the New York port from their voyages from Africa. 

In 1702, even after the Duke of York’s reign as King James II had ended, the promotion 
of slavery by the English government included instruction to New York’s Governor “to see to 
it that New Yorkers had a steady supply of Negroes at reasonable prices.”847 

Dr. Leslie Harris states that “the British 
continued the reliance on African slave labor as the 
foundation of New York’s colonial working class.”848  

She describes how, once the English gained 
control of New York:849 

 [O]wnership of slaves in British New York 
spread widely among the white population. From 
the merchant elite to small businessmen, owning 
slaves was a profitable enterprise. Overall in 
Manhattan, 40 percent of European households 
owned slaves, averaging 2.4 slaves per household.  

Dr. Singer describes the great extent of New 
York City’s reliance upon slavery, with slaves 
“ma[king] up as much as 30 percent of the population 
in some counties near New York.”850  

Dr. Harris adds:851  

After 1737, the Manhattan port experienced a 
large increase in trade, generating a need for 
unskilled labor. … The importation of slaves 
escalated to meet the city’s demand for unskilled 
labor. … By the mid-eighteenth century, New 
York held the largest number of slaves of any 

 
 

847 McManus, Black Bondage in the North, at 11.  

848 Harris, at 27. 

849 Harris, at 29-30. Footnotes omitted. 

850 Singer, at 9. 

851 Harris, at 29-30. Footnotes omitted. 
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colony north of Maryland, and Manhattan held the third largest concentration of slaves 
in a North American city, after Charleston and New Orleans. 

Dr. Berlin and Dr. Harris add that, because slave holders in New York discouraged slave 
marriage and families, including domestic female slaves having children, there was an 
increased emphasis upon direct importation of Africans. In turn, that led to “increased … 
mortality rates of the slave population. The vicious cycle made New York into a death factory 
for black people.”852 

Although the revolutionary War gave many 
slaves an opportunity to escape, many through 
defection to British lines, following the War, Dr. 
Patrick Rael states that the black population had 
recovered in New York City, and “New York 
City became a haven for slavery.”853 

As America moved to the mid- and late-
1700s, in addition to New York, slavery remained 
vital to the entire Northern economy.  

Dr. Greg Grandin states:854 

Even before the expansion of slave labor in 
the South and into the West, slavery was already an important source of northern profit 
… . Banks capitalized the slave trade and insurance companies underwrote it. Covering 
slave voyages helped start Rhode Island’s insurance industry, while in Connecticut, 
some of the first policies written by Aetna were on slave lives. In turn, profits made 
from loans and insurance policies were plowed into other northern businesses. 

In Slavery in the North, Douglas Harper states: “African slavery is so much the 
outstanding feature of the South, in the unthinking view of it, that people often forget there 
had been slaves in all the old colonies.” He adds that slavery—855 

wove itself into the entire regional economy of New England. The Massachusetts slave 
trade gave work to coopers, tanners, sailmakers, and ropemakers. Countless agents, 
insurers, lawyers, clerks, and scriveners handled the paperwork for slave merchants. 
Upper New England loggers, Grand Banks fishermen, and livestock farmers provided 

 
 

852 Berlin and Harris, at 12.  

853 Rael, at 126. 

854 Grandin, “Capitalism and Slavery” (The Nation, May 1, 2015) at 
www.thenation.com/article/archive/capitalism-and-slavery/, accessed Oct. 24, 2020. 

855 Harper, “Slavery in the North, Northern Profits from Slavery” at slavenorth.com/profits.htm, 
accessed Oct. 24, 2020. 

BABIES LESS DESIRABLE 

“Slaves’ low fertility failed to concern their owners. 
On the contrary, female sterility became a selling 
point in a city with limited housing. … One owner 
sold his female slave in 1756 ‘because she breeds too 
fast for her owner to put up with such inconvenience.’ 
Infant mortality was high, and infanticide not 
uncommon, although it is unclear who was 
committing infanticide—mothers or masters.” 

J. Lepore, “Chapter 2: The Tightening Vise: Slavery and 
Freedom in British New York” in I. Berlin and L. Harris, 
ed., Slavery in New York at 64 (The New Press, 2005) 



The Father of America’s Slave Society 

-388- 

the raw materials shipped to the West Indies on that leg of the slave trade. Colonial 
newspapers drew much of their income from advertisements of slaves for sale or hire. 
New England-made rum, trinkets, and bar iron were exchanged for slaves.  

He cites objections by “Massachusetts merchants” to British rum and molasses taxes. In 
addition, he cites rum as an important article of trade used to purchase slaves in Africa: 856 

When the British in 1763 proposed a tax on 
sugar and molasses, Massachusetts merchants 
pointed out that these were staples of the slave 
trade, and the loss of that would throw 5,000 
seamen out of work in the colony and idle 
almost 700 ships. 

The connection between molasses and the 
slave trade was rum. Millions of gallons of 
cheap rum, manufactured in New England, went 
to Africa and bought black people. 

North’s Role in Slave Trade 

Dr. Ira Berlin and Dr. Leslie Harris point to 
New York’s large slave population even well after 
the Declaration of Independence:857 

For portions of the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries, New York City housed the 
largest urban slave population in mainland North America, with more slaves than any 
other city on the continent. During those years, slaves composed more than one quarter 
of the labor force in the city and perhaps as much as one half of the workers in many of 
its outlying districts. Slavery died with glacial slowness; slaves could be found in New 
York into the fifth decade of the nineteenth century. As slavery atrophied, however, its 
place in New York’s commerce, politics, and culture increased in tandem with the city’s 
connections with the slave South. 

Douglas Harper emphasizes New England shipping’s involvement in the infamous slave 
trade, with New England shippers earning plentiful profits and colonial governments 
receiving considerable taxes from active slave trading with the South. He states: “On the eve 
of the Revolution, the slave trade ‘formed the very basis of the economic life of New 
England.’”858  

 
 

856 Harper, “Slavery in the North, Northern Profits from Slavery” at slavenorth.com/profits.htm, 
accessed Oct. 24, 2020. 

857 Berlin and Harris, at 4. 

858 Harper, “Slavery in the North” at slavenorth.com/profits.htm, accessed Oct. 24, 2020.  

IN FACT, BABIES ARE SO ANNOYING 

“[Sojourner Truth] had often heard her father repeat a 
thrilling story of a little slave-child, which, because it 
annoyed the family with its cries, was caught up by a 
white man, who dashed its brains out against the wall. 
An Indian (for Indians were plenty in that region then) 
passed along as the bereaved mother washed the 
bloody corpse of her murdered child, and learning the 
cause of its death, said, with characteristic 
vehemence, ‘If I had been here, I would have put my 
tomahawk in his head!’ meaning the murderer’s.” 

Dictated by S. Truth, written and edited by O. Gilbert, 
Sojourner Truth’s Narrative and Book of Life at 82-83 
(1875), available from the Library of Congress at 
www.hathitrust.org/digital_library 
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He adds that: “Some 156,000 slaves were brought to the United States in the period 
1801-08, almost all of them on ships that sailed from New England ports that had recently 
outlawed slavery.”859 

Mr. Harper continues that “New England was by far the leading slave merchant of the 
American colonies.” He explains: why that occurred: “After the Revolution, Rhode Island 
merchants had no serious American competitors. They controlled between 60 and 90 percent 
of the U.S. trade in African slaves.”860  

Lord Hugh Thomas cites the special role that 
slave traders from Newport, Rhode Island, played 
in the supply of rum to Africa (“Rum was an 
immediate success in Africa”), as well as 
participating actively in the slave trade beginning 
in 1725. He states that Newport became a major 
commercial port, and her captains were selling 
slaves all over the British empire, particularly to 
planters in the Caribbean.”861 

The North’s active involvement in slavery continued well into the mid-1800s. Dr. Alan 
Singer states that, in the 1800s, “the port of New York functioned as a major international 
center for financing the slave trade and the trade in goods produced by slave labor.”862 

Dr. McManus, continues that “[t]he slave force everywhere made a vital contribution to 
the Northern economy.” He continues that “[b]esides the great merchants,” many other New 
York professionals benefited from slavery, such as “an extensive network of factors, agents, 
insurers, lawyers, clerks, and scriveners who handled the paperwork of the trade,” adding:863 

Many of the vendue houses drew a considerable part of their income from slave 
transactions. Even Quakers had no apparent qualms about selling slaves openly in the 
public marketplaces of Philadelphia. In New York City slave auctions were held weekly, 
sometimes daily, at the Merchant’s Coffee House, the Fly Market, and Proctor’s Vendue 
House. Virtually all the commission houses were involved in the trade, and some like 
the Meal Market, were almost exclusively places for the sale or hire of slaves. 

 
 

859 Harper, “Slavery in the North” at slavenorth.com/profits.htm, accessed Oct. 24, 2020.  

860 Harper, “Slavery in the North” at slavenorth.com/profits.htm, accessed Oct. 24, 2020. 

861 Thomas, at 236-61. 

862 Singer at 25.  

863 McManus, Black Bondage in the North, at 12-13, 17, 19. Footnotes omitted. 

RHODE ISLAND SLAVE TRADERS 

“After the re-opening of the South Carolina 
market in 1804 and continuing until its closing in 
1807 Rhode Island vessels accounted for nearly 
three-fifths of the American-borne trade.” 

J. Rawley and S. Behrendt, THE TRANSATLANTIC 

SLAVE TRADE at 326 (Univ. of Nebraska Press, 2005) 
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Describing the attractiveness of the slave trade, Dr. McManus states that it “was so 
lucrative,” that “disreputable” men turned to it readily, citing Captain William Kidd for 
“carr[ying] slaves to New York.”864 

Dr. Singer portrays the importance of slavery in New York until its abolition in 1827:865 

Slavery, until its abolition in New York State in the beginning of the nineteenth 
century, the trans-Atlantic slave trade, even after it was declared illegal in 1808, the 
financing of slave plantations in the South and 
the Caribbean, the shipping of slave-produced 
products, and the manufacture of goods using the 
commodities of slavery, were all integral to the 
prosperity of New Netherland, the British Colony 
of New York, and New York State.  

He then discusses the key roles that slavery 
played in the success of businesses in New York, 
even after the State’s abolition of slavery in 
1827:866 

In the nineteenth century, New York City merchants and bankers financed illegal trans-
Atlantic trade and trafficked in goods produced by human beings living and working 
under dire circumstances in the South and the Caribbean. 

Vitality of North’s Slavery Business Relationships with the South 

Throughout American history, the arms and legs of slavery were in the South, but its 
heart and brain were in New York City. 

Identifying slavery’s role in the national and international financial markets, Karl 
Rhodes, writing in a publication for the Richmond Federal Reserve, describes how slaves 
became the substance of nationally- and even internationally-sold mortgage-backed 
securities:867 

Deep South planters also viewed slaves as objects of finance. They frequently 
secured loans with human collateral, as did planters in the upper South. After the demise 

 
 

864 McManus, Black Bondage in the North, at 20.  

865 Singer, at 24; Harper, “How Slave Labor Made New York” at www.theroot.com/how-slave-labor-
made-new-york-1790895122, accessed Oct. 24, 2020. 

866 Singer, at 9. Citations omitted. 

867 Rhodes, “Mother of the Domestic Slave Trade” at 35, 37 Econ Focus, Richmond Federal Reserve 
(2nd Quarter, 2013) at 

NEW YORK SLAVE TRADERS 

“Aggregating a fuller body of data than ever 
previously used, the historian James G. Lydon has 
estimated that between 1715 and 1774 New 
Yorkers made at least 151 slaving voyages to 
Africa.” 

J. Rawley and S. Behrendt, THE TRANSATLANTIC 

SLAVE TRADE at 333 (Univ. of Nebraska Press, 2005) 
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of the Second Bank of the United States, which had provided substantial funding for 
slave trading and cotton expansion, upstart banks in the Southwest offered easy credit to 
planters based on the number of slaves they could mortgage. The banks packaged these 
loans into mortgage-backed securities that they sold to banks in London, Amsterdam, 

and New York. London-based Baring Brothers, the 
leading merchant bank of the day, even persuaded the 
Louisiana legislature to guarantee the bonds. 

The national and international commodity markets 
likewise were deeply implicated in slavery. As Dr. 
Andrew Torget describes, with the rise of cotton as a 
valuable crop, at the New Orleans cotton exchange, 
“[a]gents from Liverpool, England, and New York City 
(representing the two centers of global cotton 
manufacturing) competed for the best bales.”868  

Dr. Singer discusses the active open involvement—
until the Civil War—of New York City bankers, 
merchants, shippers and commodity traders and 
businesses serving them:869 

Evidence shows that New York’s merchants knew 
exactly what was happening. A New York Times 
editorial on December 7, 1860, bragged that the city’s 
role in the cotton trade and its economic superiority 
were the result of its “position, skill, industry and 
wealth.” 

The city’s involvement in the slave trade was also 
well known. … Between 1857 and 1860 alone, fifty-
six ships were purchased in the port of New York for 
use in the illegal trans-Atlantic slave trade. …  

The companies founded by New York City merchants and bankers during [the 
period around 1860], and the businesses they nurtured, all directly or indirectly 
benefited from slavery and the slave trade. 

 
 

www.richmondfed.org/~/media/richmondfedorg/publications/research/econ_focus/ 
2013/q2/pdf/economic_history.pdf, accessed Oct. 18. 2020. 

868 Torget, at 88-89, 125-26.  

869 Singer, at 96-98.  
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Images: A Visual Record of the African 
Slave Trade and Slave Life in the Early 
African Diaspora, accessed November 16, 
2020, 
http://slaveryimages.org/s/slaveryimages/ite
m/2727 
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New York’s close business relationships with slavery had a powerful effect upon the 
City’s politics. According to Dr. Singer,870 

Many New Yorkers implicated in the slave system were politically influential and 
economically powerful. …  

In order to preserve the Union and protect their own profits from products produced 
by enslaved workers, many New Yorkers … were willing to compromise with Southern 
slave owners and support the slave system in the South even after the outbreak of the 
Civil War. 

Dr. Peter Kolchin expresses a similar view:871 

Northern bankers, insurers, and shippers provided most of the credit and 
transportation that greased the wheels of the cotton economy. 

Tony Horowitz describes the national mood after John’s Brown’s execution for his 
Harper’s Ferry raid. Abolitionists become energized. Southerners were angry and fearful. 
However—872 

many Northerners, particularly businessmen who had commercial ties to the South 
feared the country’s breakup. They organized enormous “Union meetings,” to denounce 
Brown and declare allegiance to the Fugitive Slave Law and other Southern totems. 
“FANATICISM REBUKED,” read a flyer for a Union meeting in Philadelphia on 
December 7, [1859,] which attracted six thousand people. There were similar rallies in 
Boston and New York, where speakers, including New York’s mayor, hailed “the bond 
of commerce” between North and South. 

The close New York business ties to slavery continued despite abolition. According to 
Dr. Singer, New York profited greatly from slavery in the South and the Caribbean, even after 
slavery was abolished in the State in 1827.  

In that connection, he quotes873 a Southern journalist, who cited a— 

fact known to every intelligent Southerner that we are compelled to go to the North for 
almost every article of utility … that, owing to the absence of a proper system of 
business amongst us, the North becomes, in one way or another, the proprietor and 
dispenser of all our floating wealth. 

 
 

870 Singer, at 24; Harper, “How Slave Labor Made New York” at www.theroot.com/how-slave-labor-
made-new-york-1790895122, accessed Oct. 24, 2020.  

871 Kolchin, at 176.  

872 Horowitz, at 261.  

873 Singer, at 90. Emphasis added. 
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Slavery was so important to the City of New York, that according to Dr. Berlin, Dr. 
Harris, and Dr. Singer, Fernando Wood, the Mayor from 1855-58 and again from 1860-62, 
proposed New York’s secession. 874 Dr. Singer adds that later, as a Congressman, Mayor 
Wood opposed the 13th Amendment.875 

The website history.com states that, in New York, an “illicit slave market thrived” “long 
after” the 1808 law prohibiting the international slave trade. “When the war broke out …, 
there was … talk of New York seceding from the Union itself, so entwined were the city’s 
business interests with the Confederate States.” 876 

 

 
 

874 Berlin and Harris, at 23; “New York History Blog, Historical Views and News from The Empire 
State—Reckoning with Our Legacy of Slavery” (Oct. 21, 2019), Comment by Alan J. Singer, at 
www.newyorkalmanack.com/2019/10/reckoning-with-our-legacy-of-slavery/, accessed Oct. 24, 
2020. 

875 Berlin and Harris, at 23; “New York History Blog, Historical Views and News from The Empire 
State—Reckoning with Our Legacy of Slavery” (Oct. 21, 2019), Comment by Alan J. Singer, at 
www.newyorkalmanack.com/2019/10/reckoning-with-our-legacy-of-slavery/, accessed Oct. 24, 
2020. 

876 “New York Draft Riots” at www.history.com/topics/american-civil-war/draft-riots, accessed Oct. 
24, 2020; “New York History Blog, Historical Views and News from The Empire State—Reckoning 
with Our Legacy of Slavery” (Oct. 21, 2019), Comment by Alan J. Singer, at 
www.newyorkalmanack.com/2019/10/reckoning-with-our-legacy-of-slavery/, accessed Oct. 24, 
2020. 

EXECUTION IN POUGHKEEPSIE 

“A young slave, about twenty years of age, (‘as nice a coloured man,’ said Quamino, ‘as you would wish to look 
at.’) fired his master’s barn and outbuildings, and thus destroyed much grain, together with live-stock. He was 
detected by the smoke issuing from his pocket, (into which he had thrust some combustibles,) imprisoned, tried, 
and on his confession, condemned to be burned to death. He was fastened to a stake, and when the pile was fired, 
the dense crowd excluded the air, so that the flames kindled but slowly, and the dreadful screams of the victim 
were heard at a distance of three miles. His master, who had been fond of him, wept aloud, and called to the 
Sheriff to put him out of his misery This officer then drew his sword; but the master, still crying like a child, 
exclaimed, ‘Oh, don’t run him through!’ The Sheriff then caused the crowd to separate, so as to cause a current 
of air; and when the flame burst out fiercely he called to the sufferer to ‘swallow the blaze;’ which he did, and 
immediately he sunk dead.” 

W. Allinson, Memoir of Quamino Buccau, a Pious Methodist at 5 (Henry Longstreth, 1851), Academic Affairs Library, 
University of North Carolina at Chapel Hill, available at docsouth.unc.edu 
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New York’s Sympathy for the South 

Many Northerners objected when Lincoln introduced the military draft to bolster Union 
forces during the Civil War. The draft “made all male citizens between 20 and 35 and all 
unmarried men between 35 and 45 subject to military duty.” Men “could buy their way out of 
harm’s way, however, by hiring a substitute or paying $300 to the government (roughly 
$5,800 today),” which was “the yearly salary for the average American worker.”877  

History.com continues that:878 

As the war progressed, New York’s anti-war politicians and newspapers kept 
warning its working class white citizens, many of them Irish or German immigrants, that 
emancipation would mean their replacement in the labor force by thousands of freed 
black slaves from the South. 

In September 1862, President Abraham Lincoln announced the Emancipation 
Proclamation (which would take effect early the following year), confirming the 
workers’ worst fears. 

In 1863, white New York workers rioted against the draft. Dr. Alan Singer states that the 
New York draft riots were inflamed in part due to fears by Irish workers of competition from 
African-Americans. Thousands of rioters threatened to burn factories that employed African-
American workers ”to replace White workers.”879  

New York experienced the ”the deadliest riots in U.S. history,” including the 1967 
Detroit riots and the 1992 Los Angeles riots. Riots also occurred in Detroit and Boston.880 The 
Civil War draft riots in New York occurred especially among lower income Irish unable to 
make an alternative payment to the government to avoid the draft.881  

 
 

877 “New York Draft Riots” at www.history.com/topics/american-civil-war/draft-riots, accessed Oct. 
24, 2020. 

878 “New York Draft Riots” at www.history.com/topics/american-civil-war/draft-riots, accessed Oct. 
24, 2020. 

879 Singer, at 86-87.  

880 “New York Draft Riots” at www.history.com/topics/american-civil-war/draft-riots, accessed Oct. 
24, 2020. 

881 Singer, at 86 et seq. 
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The rioters also “vented their wrath on the homes and businesses of innocent African-
Americans.”882 Among other things, rioters lynched and beat African-Americans in the street, 
and ransacked the Colored Orphan Asylum.883 The rioters also attacked “military and 
government buildings,” as well as “white abolitionists and women who were married to black 
men.884 

Dr. Leslie Harris states that “In all, rioters lynched eleven black men over the five days 
of mayhem. The riots forced hundreds of blacks out of the city. … During the riots, landlords 
drove blacks from their residences, fearing 
destruction of their property. After the riots, when 
the Colored Orphan Asylum attempted to rebuild on 
the site of its old building, neighboring property 
owners asked them to leave.”885  

The “published death toll” was 119, though 
there were estimates as high as 1,200. There also 
were “millions of dollars in property damage” and 
3,000 homeless African-Americans.886 

That New York riot—a white riot lasting four 
days, the worst riot in American history—is 
“something that happened 150 years ago.”  

Summary 

In summary, the North—where the English 
form of slavery practiced in America originated as 
an English government program—was heavily involved in, dependent upon, and profited 
from, the slave trade. The North’s integral involvement with slavery began with the earliest 

 
 

882 “Draft Riot of 1863” at www.britannica.com/event/Draft-Riot-of-1863, accessed Oct. 24, 2020; 
“New York Draft Riots” at www.history.com/topics/american-civil-war/draft-riots, accessed Oct. 24, 
2020. 

883 “New York Draft Riots” at www.history.com/topics/american-civil-war/draft-riots, accessed Oct. 
24, 2020. 

884 “New York Draft Riots” at www.history.com/topics/american-civil-war/draft-riots, accessed Oct. 
24, 2020. 

885 Harris, at 285. 

886 “New York Draft Riots” at www.history.com/topics/american-civil-war/draft-riots, accessed Oct. 
24, 2020; “Draft Riot of 1863” at www.britannica.com/event/Draft-Riot-of-1863, accessed Oct. 24, 
2020. 

NEW YORKERS FOR THE SOUTH 

“A group of white men and boys mortally attacked 
black sailor William Williams—jumping on his 
chest, plunging a knife into him, smashing his 
body with stones—while a crowd … watched. … 
A white laborer, George Glass, rousted black 
coachman Abraham Franklin from his apartment 
and dragged him through the streets. A crowd 
gathered and hanged Franklin from a lamppost as 
they cheered for Jefferson Davis, the Confederate 
president. After the mob pulled Franklin’s body 
from the lamppost, a sixteen-year-old Irish man, 
Patrick Butler, dragged the body through the 
streets by its genitals.” 

L. Harris, In the Shadow of Slavery—African-
Americans in New York City, 1626-1863 at 283-84 
(Univ. of Chicago Press 2003) 
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days of the American colonies and, after the Revolutionary War, continued until the adoption 
of the 13th Amendment ended legal slavery in America. 
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SANITIZING HISTORY IS FRAUDULENT EDUCATION 

“Reject a book that says the South fought to hold her slaves. …  

“Reject a book that speaks of the slaveholder of the South as cruel and unjust to his 
slaves.”  

From an Educational Guide by Mildred Lewis Rutherford,  
Educator and Historian, Daughters of the Confederacy887  

“While there were cruel masters who maimed or even killed their slaves (although 
killing and maiming were against the law in every state), there were also kind and 
generous owners … Many [enslaved people] may not have even been terribly unhappy 
with their lot, for they knew no other.” 

Texas Charter School Book, quoted in Washington Post888 

“Trump said he would create a national commission to promote a ‘pro-American 
curriculum that celebrates the truth about our nation’s great history,’ which he said 
would encourage educators to teach students about the ‘miracle of American history.’” 

U.S. President Donald Trump, quoted in Washington Post889 

“[P]lanters provided for their slaves as carefully as they did for members of their own 
families and in turn won the love of slaves.” 

Textbook Criticized by Michigan Committee890 

“I never learned about the Elaine Race Massacre during my school days in history 
classes, even in Arkansas history instruction; I never heard it discussed in family circles 

 
 

887 M. Rutherford, A MEASURING ROD TO TEST TEXT BOOKS, AND REFERENCE BOOKS IN 

SCHOOLS, COLLEGES AND LIBRARIES at 5 (1919) (reprinted by Forgotten Books, 2018), also 
available at archive.org/details/measuringrodtot00ruth/page/n3/mode/2up, accessed Oct. 26, 2020 
(“Rutherford”); Heim, “Teaching America’s Truth” (Wash. Post Online, Aug.28, 2019) at 
www.washingtonpost.com/education/2019/08/28/teaching-slavery-schools/?arc404=true, accessed 
Oct. 25, 2020 (“Heim”).  

888 Heim. 

889 Balingit and Meckler, “Trump alleges ‘left-wing indoctrination’ in schools, says he will create 
national commission to push more ‘pro-American’ history” (Wash. Post, Sept. 17, 2020) at 
www.washingtonpost.com/education/trump-history-education/2020/09/17/f40535ec-ee2c-11ea-
ab4e-581edb849379_story.html, accessed Sept. 21, 2020. 

890 Dean, “‘Who Controls the Past Controls the Future:’ The Virginia History Textbook Controversy” 
at 346 (Virginia Magazine of History and Biography, vol 17, no. 4, 2009) (“Dean”). 
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or in casual conversations at local restaurants or coffee shops or at church and social 
gatherings.” 

Chester Johnson891 

“I don’t remember ever going into any depth about slavery other than that there was 
slavery. The textbooks were pretty whitewashed. We never talked about the conditions 
of slavery or why it persisted.”  

Philip Jackson, American history teacher in Montgomery County, Md.892 

§ § § 

 
School Sanitization 

Is there a school district somewhere in America teaching the bitter truth that slavery and 
the slave trade not only were a genocide, but one of the worst holocausts in World history, in 
which America’s slave society—as official government policy—was a willing participant? 

Is there a school district somewhere in America teaching that the slave trade led to more 
than five million cruel deaths of Africans based upon their race? 

 
 

891 C. Johnson, DAMAGED HERITAGE: THE ELAINE RACE RIOT AND A STORY OF RECONCILIATION 
at 6 (Pegasus Books, 2020) (“Johnson”). 

892 Heim, “Teaching America’s Truth” (Wash. Post Online, Aug.28, 2019) at 
www.washingtonpost.com/education/2019/08/28/teaching-slavery-schools/?arc404=true, accessed Nov. 7, 
2020 

SCHOOL BOOK FALSEHOODS “TO BUILD PATRIOTISM” 

“My fourth-grade edition included this: ‘Some of the Negro servants left the plantations because they heard 
President Lincoln was going to set them free. But most of the Negroes stayed on the plantations and went on 
with their work. Some of them risked their lives to protect the white people they loved.’” 

“The lead historian for the seventh-grade edition was Francis Simkins, of Longwood College in Farmville. His 
1947 book, ‘The South Old and New,’ was an articulation of the Lost Cause. Slavery was ‘an educational 
process which transformed the black man from a primitive to a civilized person endowed with conceits, customs, 
industrial skills, Christian beliefs, and ideals, of the Anglo-Saxon of North America,’ he wrote in that book. 
During the Civil War, enslaved people ‘remained so loyal to their masters [and] supported the war unanimously.’ 
… Spotswood Hunnicutt, a co-author, believed that as a result of post-bellum interpretations, students were 
‘confused’ that ‘slavery caused a war in 1861.’ The commission was ‘looking after the best interest of the 
students.’ The ‘primary function of history,’ she concluded, was ‘to build patriotism.’” 

Minton, “The lies our textbooks told my generation of Virginians about slavery,” at B4 (Wash. Post, July 31, 2020) and at 
www.washingtonpost.com/outlook/slavery-history-virginia-textbook/2020/07/31/d8571eda-d1f0-11ea-8c55-
61e7fa5e82ab_story.html, accessed Oct. 25, 2020 
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Is there a school district somewhere in America teaching that disobedient slaves 
received literally hundreds of lashes with knotted whips designed to tear flesh, while blood 
ran down the slaves’ bodies? 

Is there a school district somewhere in America teaching that the slave society engaged 
in conscious and deliberate terrorism, among other things posting the heads of rebellious 
slaves on spikes along public roads to threaten both adult slaves and slave children? 

Maybe somewhere. Maybe not. 

It certainly was not my schools. 

America’s politicians do not dare to utter such messages. These subjects are not 
discussed in polite American society.  

My high school education was a typical education for a young man in a large 
metropolitan area six decades ago. The schools I attended were not particularly better or 
worse than the schools in other school districts. Although the Supreme Court had ruled several 
years earlier that school segregation violated the Constitution, my schools remained 
completely segregated. I had no African-American classmates. 

My schools concentrated on teaching me what a wonderful and great country America 
is, with a proud, largely unblemished history. Indeed, it is true that America has many 
wonderful characteristics. It also has, however, a very dark and shameful history that has been 
kept carefully under wraps. 

Not only math893 and reading skills are taught poorly in many schools, but so is history. 
That is why so many of us—certainly, me—have known so little about slavery. African-
Americans—and all Americans—are denied 
important information regarding the importance of 
slavery to America, the rich heritage of the African-
American Slave Heroes in fighting slavery, and their 
significant contributions to America. 

When I attended school, there was no mention 
that the slave society simply ignored fundamental 
rights supposedly guaranteed by the Bill of Rights.  

Even today, when America is held up to students 
as a “free” country, there is no suggestion that, during 
much of America’s history, it was actually a brutal 

 
 

893 For an abandonment of teaching basic math in favor of teaching ideology, see, e.g., Takahama, “Is 
math racist? New course outlines prompt conversations about identity, race in Seattle classrooms” at 
www.seattletimes.com/education-lab/new-course-outlines-prompt-conversations-about-identity-
race-in-seattle-classrooms-even-in-math/, accessed Oct. 26, 2020. 

AVOIDING REALITY 

Textbook author:  

“The realistic version would put our ancestors in 
too severe a light and would moreover be an 
unpleasant story, which is … contrary to Virginia 
custom.” 

Dean, “‘Who Controls the Past Controls the Future:’ 
The Virginia History Textbook Controversy” at 328 
(Virginia Magazine of History and Biography, vol 17, 
no. 4, 2009) 
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dictatorship over millions of people, that America’s slave society subjected those millions to 
terror through cruel and unusual punishments, or that many millions more—both “free” 
African-Americans and whites—were unable to express their opinions freely.894  

The deliberate teaching of blatantly fraudulent history was especially prominent at least 
into the 1970s and in many cases, even later years. While many schools began moderating that 
approach over time, many Americans in older generations—like me—received a deeply 
flawed version of American history relating to slavery. 

By manufacturing our imitation “knowledge,” the willingness of thousands of school 
districts simply to lie in the cause of faux “patriotism” contributes directly to the substantial 
racial divide today. That is why many white Americans and African-Americans cannot 
communicate with or understand each other. 

Even after “moderating,” many of 
America’s schools continue to teach what 
might be termed “toned down,” i.e., 
sanitized—and highly inaccurate—
versions of history that greatly reduce, and 
even eliminate, the pervasive role of 
slavery in virtually every significant event 
in America’s history before slavery’s 
demise. The sanitization extends to 
omission of the key role of slavery in 
presidential and congressional elections, 
formation and demise of political parties, 
conduct of wars, writing and interpretation 
of the Constitution, settling the West, 
admission of states to the Union, the Civil 
War, and many decades upon decades of 
as-yet unremedied discrimination. 

My Deceptive Education 

For my own part, slavery was taught 
largely in passing, with only brief 
acknowledgement that it had existed. 
Slavery’s role as only one of many factors 
in the South’s role in the Civil War (as 
opposed to the central driving force) was mentioned, as were briefly the Underground 
Railroad, the Emancipation Proclamation, and the 13th Amendment to the Constitution.  

 
 

894 See “Chapter Two: America’s Slave Society Was a Terror Society” and “Chapter Six: The Duke of 
York’s Creation on a Rampage—The Slave Society’s War on Abolitionists.” 

TERRORISTIC JUSTICE 

“They took the negro, mounted him on a horse, led the 
horse under a tree, put a rope around his neck, raised him up 
by throwing the rope over a limb; they then got into a quarrel 
among themselves; some swore that he should be burnt alive; 
the rope was cut and the negro dropped to the ground. He 
immediately jumped to his feet; they then made him walk a 
short distance to a tree; he was then tied fast and a fire 
kindled, when another quarrel took place; the fire was pulled 
away from him when about half dead, and a committee of 
twelve appointed to say in what manner he should be 
disposed of. They brought in that he should then be cut 
down, his head cut off, his body burned, and his head stuck 
on a pole at the corner of the road in the edge of the town. 
That was done and all parties satisfied! 

“G______ owned the negro’s wife, and was in the habit 
of sleeping with her! The negro said he had killed him, and 
he believed he should be rewarded in heaven for it.” 

T. Weld, American Slavery As It Is: Testimony of a Thousand 
Witnesses at 157 (American Anti-Slavery Society 1839), available 
from the Library of Congress at 
www.hathitrust.org/digital_library. Emphasis added. 
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Unmistakably, “Throughout the 20th century, textbooks often glossed over slavery, 
treating it not as central to the American story but as an unfortunate blemish washed away by 
the blood of the Civil War.”895 

In my case, I was taught nothing about the prevalence of slavery in America for more 
than 200 years. My schools did not teach me about the significant contribution that slavery 
made to America’s growth, wealth, culture and economic success. My schools did not teach 
me about slavery’s origination in the American colonies as an official English government 
program or about how slavery thrived in America both before and after the Revolution. They 
did not teach me that the Constitution protected slavery. My teachers never mentioned the 
name of the Duke of York or discussed his key role in the promotion, legalization, 
incentivization, and rapid growth of slavery.  

Although I certainly understood that slavery was not a “nice” experience for slaves, 
I was given no indication of the devastating reality of the English form of slavery practiced in 
the colonies and early America. I was taught little about the terrible suffering of the slaves.  

My schools did not teach me about 
how the slaves in America were compelled 
to work long hours at arduous tasks 
through routine beatings, mutilations, and, 
often, worse; how the original slaves lost 
their cultures, friends and families; how 
families of slaves were destroyed; or how 
their labor was stolen to increase the 
wealth of their masters.  

My schools failed to mention the 
deep constant fear that whites had of 
slaves, and especially of runaway slaves, 
and rebellious slaves. 

My teachers did not discuss the frequency of slaves running away, why they ran away, 
requirements that slaves submit to all whites, the laws and social customs permitting slaves to 
be beaten into submission or killed if they resisted capture, or the terrible punishments 
administered if they were caught. 

 My schools did not teach me about numerous revolts by desperate slaves, except for 
brief mention of Nat Turner. My schools did not explain to me about the incredibly extreme 
punishments meted out to suspected rebellious slaves. My schools carefully omitted that 
slaves had been burned at the stake, broken on the wheel, mutilated, roasted slowly over a fire 
for eight to ten hours, or gibbeted.  

 
 

895 Heim. 

TERROR FOR A REBEL SLAVE LEADER 

“Charles [Deslondes, a rebel leader] had his Hands chopped 
off then shot in one thigh & then the other, until they were 
both broken—then shot in the Body and before he had expired 
was put into a bundle of straw and roasted! 

“The blacks sent to New Orleans, were convicted and 
executed. Their heads were placed on high poles, above and 
below the city, and along the river as far as the plantation on 
which the revolt began, and on those on which they had 
committed devastation.” 

“1811 German Coast Slave Uprising” at 
genealogytrails.com/main/events/slavery_1811uprising.html, 
accessed Oct. 25, 2020. 
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My schools did not mention or acknowledge that the slave society posted rebellious 
slaves’ heads on posts along public roads as pre-meditated terrorism. 

My schools said nothing about less inhumane forms of slavery practiced in other 
cultures. My schools did not contrast American slavery with less inhumane Dutch, Spanish, 
French and West African forms of slavery. 

Further, my schools ignored the key supportive role of the North, like the role of the 
South. My schools did not teach me that slavery “had for a time been prevalent in the North or 
that the economy of the North was long reliant on, and provided significant support for, the 
South’s slave-labor production.”896 My teachers, ignoring the pervasive role of slavery 
throughout all of America, failed to talk about the heavy involvement in slavery of the 
Northern colonies and states, or of New York’s key financial and commercial roles in support 
of the slave trade, the active Northern markets for slave-produced commodities, or of the vital 
shipping and trading assistance that Northern businesses provided to the slave trade and 
Southern plantations. 

Remarkably, my schools completely neglected to tell me that almost four million people 
were slaves in America at the time of the Civil War. My schools, of course, did not 
acknowledge that slaves had constituted a majority of the population in some states, and even 
more commonly on a county level, and close to a majority in several others. 

Inexplicably, my schools did not teach me that America had more slaves at the time of 
the Civil War than any other country in the New World, or for that matter, more than all of 
those other countries combined.897 No one told me that America was one of the last New 
World slave societies then in existence. 

My schools did not teach me about Frederick Douglass’ unbelievable achievements, 
although I heard his name. My schools did not teach me about Harriet Tubman’s phenomenal 
bravery or significance. I heard nothing about Sojourner Truth, Harriet Jacobs, Solomon 
Northup, William Wells Brown, Lt. Prince Witten, David Walker, or many other African-
American heroes. I heard briefly about that mean old Nat Turner. 

True to form, I was told the name of William Lloyd Garrison, a white man, as the 
leading abolitionist, and about John Brown, another white man, but not information regarding 
William Stills, the Father of the Underground Railroad, African-American slave rebels, or 
heroic slaves and former slaves. 

 
 

896 Heim.  

See “Chapter Six: The Duke of York’s Creation on a Rampage—Slavery Was a National Institution: 
North and South.” 

897 Kolchin, at 94. 
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No one told me that entire towns of truly free blacks had existed in Spanish Florida, 
while supposed “free” blacks in America had few rights. No one told me that the Spanish 
government relied on an army of free black warriors, while “free” blacks in America could not 
serve in militias or even possess any weapon of any kind. No one told me that slave holders in 
Georgia and South Carolina and their mercenaries, supported by American troops, attacked 
free blacks in Florida—outside America’s borders—capturing and enslaving free Florida 
blacks, or that the free black warriors defeated American troops in battle. 

One must ask how African-American students can be proud of heroes whose names they 
seldom or never hear and whose significant achievements are not highlighted or held up as 
positive models for emulation. 

My experiences do not appear to have been unique. There is a growing recognition that 
America’s schools have been, and many still are, inadequate in teaching the history of slavery 
and the significance of slavery to America and its culture.898 

Deliberate Falsification 

Dr. Adam Dean discusses how segregationist government officials in Virginia took over, 
for decades, the writing of Virginia’s school books to expunge adverse references to slavery 
and to pretend that the South fought the Civil War due to the North’s desire to infringe on the 
“property” rights of Virginians. The officials, for 
example, State Attorney General, J. Lindsay Almond, 
Jr., who “defied court-ordered integration, calling 
himself ‘the most massive of all resisters,’” could, 
through State Commissions, alter the content of 
books and designate which authors’ works could be 
presented.899 

Thus, since school districts are government 
agencies, the history of slavery often was (and often 
still is) falsified intentionally as a matter of 
government policy.  

To the extent that, in some cases, this serious educational deficiency was not intentional, 
it was at least grossly negligent or reckless on the part of school districts, teachers, book 
publishers, and authors. In any case, it was a fraudulent education. It was a massive lie in the 
interest of promotion of a fictional sense of “patriotism.” 

 
 

898 See, e.g., the books cited herein by Dr. Alan Singer, Dr. Edgar McManus, Dr. Leslie Harris and Dr. 
Peter Kolchin and others.  

See also Heim. 

899 Dean, at 324-31. 

SLAVES WERE “BETTER OFF” 

“Many baby boomers were fed tales in school that 
masked the reality of slavery. Some teaching even 
emphasized the idea that Africans brought here in 
chains were actually better off.” 

Heim, “Teaching America’s Truth” (Wash. Post 
Online, Aug.28, 2019) at 
www.washingtonpost.com/education/2019/08/28/teachi
ng-slavery-schools/?arc404=true, accessed Nov. 7, 
2020 
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Underscoring intent, Mildred Lewis Rutherford provided the following strict guidance, 
endorsed by the United Confederate Veterans, to schools, colleges, and libraries regarding 
acceptable literature and text books discussing slavery and the Civil War:900 

[R]eject a book that speaks of the Constitution other than a Compact between 
Sovereign States. 

Reject a text-book that does not give the 
principles for which the South fought in 1861 … . 

Reject a book that calls the Confederate soldier 
a traitor or rebel, and the war a rebellion. 

Reject a book that says the South fought to hold 
her slaves. 

Reject a book that speaks of the slaveholder of 
the South as cruel and unjust to his slaves. 

Reject a text-book that glorifies Abraham 
Lincoln and vilifies Jefferson Davis … . 

As Mildred Rutherford urged, Southern schools complied with the sanitization of 
history. The Washington Post article quotes the Texas charter school textbook cited above as 
recently as the 2000s, stating that “Many [enslaved people] may not have even been terribly 
unhappy with their lot, for they knew no other.” 901 

In other words, even more than a century after the ratification of the 13th Amendment, 
the remaining supporters of America’s slave society in the 20th Century sought through school 
systems to bury its past by deception. All-too-willing school systems complied. 

Southampton, Virginia, White Bicentennial 

The following is an account reflecting schools’ grossly negligent, if not intentional, 
participation in casual, but nevertheless extreme, sanitization of American history. It was as if 
slavery had never existed or, at least, was not important to America.  

The account is provided by an African-American named James McGee in Southampton 
County, Virginia, the location of Nat Turner’s rebellion. As an African-American, Mr. McGee 
was not allowed to attend school with white children, but he and others could observe from 
outside a fence a white bicentennial celebration and associated educational portrayal at a 

 
 

900 Rutherford, at 5. 

901 Heim. 

NAT TURNER 

Textbook author:  

“Rebellious blacks, such as Nat Turner, ‘must be 
severely condemned[.]’” 

Dean, “’Who Controls the Past Controls the Future:” 
The Virginia History Textbook Controversy at 328 
(Virginia Magazine of History and Biography, vol 17, 
no. 4, 2009) 
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white school’s athletic field. The program and script of the event are located at the Library of 
Virginia.902  

The events are described by Dr. Kenneth 
Greenberg, based upon Mr. McGee’s 
recollection:903  

James McGee tells of a chilling boyhood 
memory … . In 1949, in a still-segregated 
world, in a state still uncomfortable with a full 
presentation of its racial past, Southampton 
County was celebrating the bicentennial of its 
founding with a gala celebration at the athletic 
field of the white high school in the Town of 
Franklin. The main event was an 
extraordinary historical pageant organized by 
the Junior Chamber of Commerce and the 
Woman’s Club.  

Dr. Greenberg describes the content of the 
program, which completely omitted mention of 
the famous and tumultuous local slave rebellion 
led by Nat Turner that killed some 55 to 60 
whites, severely disrupting American society, 
especially across the South.  

The bicentennial program failed even to 
acknowledge that slavery had been a key 
element of the County’s history for more than 
200 years:904 

As the young James McGee and other black children watched a history of the county 
unfold before them from a vantage point literally and symbolically outside the fence that 
surrounded the field, they were treated to a series of displays and tableaux depicting an 
early Indian Village, pioneers, “the gentlemen of ’76,” the coming of the railroad, the 
“War Between the States,” the Gay Nineties, Iwo Jima and much more. What they did 
not see at this celebration was a depiction of Nat Turner or any mention at all of the 
existence of slavery. 

 
 

902 Greenberg, “Name, Face, Body” in K. Greenberg, ed., NAT TURNER: A SLAVE REBELLION IN 

HISTORY AND MEMORY at 19-20 (Oxford Univ. Press, 2003) (“Greenberg”). Footnotes omitted.  

903 Greenberg, 19-20. Footnotes omitted. 

904 Greenberg, at 19-20. Footnotes omitted. 

WHITE REACTION TO NAT TURNER 

“I did not then know precisely what was the cause of 
these scenes, for I could not get any very satisfactory 
information concerning the matter from my master, only 
that some of the slaves had undertaken to kill their 
owners; but I have since learned that it was the famous 
Nat Turner’s insurrection that caused all the excitement I 
witnessed. Slaves were whipped, hung, and cut down 
with swords in the streets, if found away from their 
quarters after dark. The whole city was in the utmost 
confusion and dismay; and a dark cloud of terrific 
blackness, seemed to hang over the heads of the whites. 
So true is it, that ‘the wicked flee when no man 
pursueth.’ Great numbers of the slaves were locked in 
the prison, and many were ‘half hung,’ as it was termed; 
that is, they were suspended to some limb of a tree, with 
a rope about their necks, so adjusted as not to quite 
strangle them, and then they were pelted by the men and 
boys with rotten eggs. This half-hanging is a refined 
species of cruelty, peculiar to slavery, I believe.” 

Dictated by H. Brown, written and edited by C. Stearns, 
Narrative of Henry Box Brown, Who Escaped from Slavery at 
38 (Brown and Stearns, 1849), Academic Affairs Library, 
Univ. of North Carolina at Chapel Hill, available at 
docsouth.unc.edu 
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Dr. Greenberg describes, however, at another location, one of the slave society’s most 
inhumane criminal reminders conceivable: 

As James McGee remembers it, there was only one small hint of the terrible memories 
that lay buried in the county. A table of historical artifacts had been placed at the armory 
nearby. And on the table, McGee later recalled, amidst a variety of artifacts associated 
with the 1831 rebellion, he saw a purse with a label stating that it had been made from 
the skin of Nat Turner.  

Dr. Greenberg adds: 

William S. Drewry [who wrote a dissertation about the rebellion after interviewing 
county residents] had described this object in 1900, and James Mc Gee saw it nearly 50 
years later. 

Deliberate Falsification in Virginia Education 

Schools in Virginia, like many other schools in other states, minimized the brutality of 
slavery and the importance of slavery to America. In the 1950s to 1970s and even in later 
years, segregationist State officials portrayed slaves as happy, contented and in love with their 
masters. 

Bennett Minton states: 905 

“Chapter 29 of [a] seventh-grade edition, titled ‘How the Negroes Lived Under 
Slavery,’ included these sentences: ‘A feeling of strong affection existed between 
masters and slaves in a majority of Virginia homes.’ The masters ‘knew the best way to 
control their slaves was to win their confidence and affection.’ … Color illustrations 
featured masters and slaves all dressed smartly, shaking hands amiably.” 

Virginia schools did not hesitate to criticize basic rights granted in the Constitution or to 
make blatantly racist statements. Dr. Adam Dean describes an eleventh grade text book:906 

The book justified the black codes [enacted by Southern states following 
Reconstruction], claiming that “wandering, pillaging Negroes … misunderstood 
freedom from slavery to mean freedom from any obligation to earn a living.” 
Unfortunately, the Radical Republicans took power and “sacrifice[ed] the welfare of the 
nation to the advantage of their political party.” They passed the Fourteenth 
Amendment, which led to the supposedly egregious situation where “illiterate Negroes 
in Virginia could serve as jurors and voters.” The amendment, the authors continued, 
was illegitimate because it was “proclaimed [as] part of the Constitution” without the 
consent of the majority of the nation. By claiming that the Fourteenth Amendment was 

 
 

905 Minton, “The lies our textbooks told my generation of Virginians about slavery,” (Wash. Post, July 
31, 2020) at B4 and at www.washingtonpost.com/outlook/slavery-history-virginia-
textbook/2020/07/31/d8571eda-d1f0-11ea-8c55-61e7fa5e82ab_story.html, accessed Oct. 25, 2020. 

906 Dean, at 335. Footnote omitted. 
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spurious, segregationists insinuated that continued resistance to its provisions was 
justified. 

That is the deliberate, and fraudulent, sanitization of history committed by so many of 
America’s schools, politicians, social organizations, and others who believe slavery was 
merely “something that happened 150 years ago.” 

There is little, if any, evidence of those Virginia schools—or many schools in other 
states—teaching about the extensive history of slavery and the slave trade.  

There is little, if any, indication they taught about the strict slave laws enacted beginning 
in the 1660s with the restoration of the English Monarchy, repeated slave uprisings, violence 
and terror against slaves, or slave breeding for resale.  

There is little, if any, indication they taught about the Alexandria and Louisville slave 
markets that functioned as points of departures for many hundreds of thousands of slaves 
shipped to the cotton South, often marching from Alexandria by foot or, from Louisville, 
being “sold down the river.” 

There is little, if any, indication they taught about the heart-wrenching destruction of 
slave families—spouses and children taken forcibly, never to be seen again. 

False Education and Faux Patriotism Contribute to America’s Racial Divide 

This is the “education” that millions of middle-aged and older Americans received and 
that forms a basis for their political and racial perspectives. 

Unfortunately, “The failure to educate students about slavery prevents a full and honest 
reckoning with its ongoing cost in America.” To teach honestly, “The difficult truth means 
explaining to students not just how this practice of institutionalized evil came to be but also 
how it was accepted, embraced and inculcated in American daily life …” and that slavery was 
“reinforced by practice and justified or excused in all corners of the country.” 907  

Despite the widespread failings of school systems, many African-American children 
hear unsanitized information from their parents, grandparents, aunts, uncles and others around 
the dinner table and at family and community gatherings. 

White children, in contrast, are unlikely to be treated to the same experience. 
Consequently, they are far more likely to believe the sanitized versions of history taught in the 
schools. 

The result is an inability to communicate. 

 
 

907 Heim.  
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Dr. Alan Singer states:908 

Part of the problem is that the historical narrative in American history is distorted to 
give the impression that the United States was always destined to triumph as a land of 
the free. …  

New York, the North, and the nation certainly need to confront the actual history of 
slavery in this country. 

A reevaluation of the history of slavery will challenge some of our country’s most 
sacred myths. 

Fortunately, there may be some degree of hope for some schools regarding the teaching 
of slavery. There are calls to provide students with more accurate and complete information. If 
so, that will better inform future students.  

A danger is a tendency to allow another form 
of falsification by some who, going to the opposite 
extreme, do not honestly teach how slavery began, 
the central role of government in the creation and 
promotion of American slavery. Some minimize the 
key positive roles of the Declaration of 
Independence and how a sometimes hesitant, but 
nevertheless constructive, Abraham Lincoln 
contributed significantly to the end of slavery and 
the ratification of the 13th Amendment. 

What America needs is a sense of perspective and balance, a sense of patriotism that is 
founded upon a balanced rendition of history. I fear, however, that is unachievable. 

For those of us who attended school in the past, the sole remedy appears to be to gain 
information through books like this and the books and other sources I cite herein. They are 
readily available. I encourage you to engage in your own independent research. 

Perhaps students today will receive more accurate information, but don’t count on it. 
There are powerful forces actively opposing the teaching of information about slavery that 
does not seek to instill an unquestioning “patriotism.”909 There also are powerful forces 
seeking to deny, ignore, or hide the central role of government in the creation and promotion 
of, and support for, slavery and today’s remnants of slavery. 

 
 

908 Singer, at 16, 36. 

909 Balingit and Meckler, “Trump alleges ‘left-wing indoctrination’ in schools, says he will create 
national commission to push more ‘pro-American’ history” (Wash. Post, Sept. 17, 2020) at  
www.washingtonpost.com/education/trump-history-education/2020/09/17/f40535ec-ee2c-11ea-
ab4e-581edb849379_story.html, accessed Sept. 21, 2020. 

SECESSION TO PROTECT “RIGHTS” 

Virginia Fourth Grade Textbook:  

“[T]he people of all the states had certain rights 
under the United States Constitution, but the 
people in the South believed that their rights were 
being taken away from them [and they decided] to 
leave the United States and start a new nation.” 

Dean, “’Who Controls the Past Controls the Future:” 
The Virginia History Textbook Controversy at 331 
(Virginia Magazine of History and Biography, vol 17, 
no. 4, 2009) 
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SOUTH CAROLINA CAUSES FOR SECESSION 

“The ends for which this Constitution was framed are declared by itself to be ‘to form a more 
perfect union, establish justice, insure domestic tranquility, provide for the common defence, 
promote the general welfare, and secure the blessings of liberty to ourselves and our posterity.’ 

“These ends it endeavored to accomplish by a Federal Government, in which each State was 
recognized as an equal, and had separate control over its own institutions. The right of property in 
slaves was recognized by giving to free persons distinct political rights, by giving them the right 
to represent, and burthening them with direct taxes for three-fifths of their slaves; by authorizing 
the importation of slaves for twenty years; and by stipulating for the rendition of fugitives from 
labor. 

“We affirm that these ends for which this Government was instituted have been defeated, and the 
Government itself has been made destructive of them by the action of the non-slaveholding 
States. Those States have assumed the right of deciding upon the propriety of our domestic 
institutions; and have denied the rights of property established in fifteen of the States and 
recognized by the Constitution; they have denounced as sinful the institution of Slavery; they 
have permitted the open establishment among them of societies, whose avowed object is to 
disturb the peace and to eloign the property of the citizens of other States. They have encouraged 
and assisted thousands of our slaves to leave their homes; and those who remain, have been 
incited by emissaries, books and pictures to servile insurrection. 

“For twenty-five years this agitation has been steadily increasing, until it has now secured to its 
aid the power of the Common Government. Observing the forms of the Constitution, a sectional 
party has found within that article establishing the Executive Department, the means of 
subverting the Constitution itself. A geographical line has been drawn across the Union, and all 
the States north of that line have united in the election of a man to the high office of President of 
the United States whose opinions and purposes are hostile to slavery. He is to be entrusted with 
the administration of the Common Government, because he has declared that that ‘Government 
cannot endure permanently half slave, half free,’ and that the public mind must rest in the belief 
that Slavery is in the course of ultimate extinction.” 

“Declaration of the Immediate Causes Which Induce and Justify the Secession of South Carolina from the 
Federal Union” (Dec. 20, 1860) at teachingamericanhistory.org/library/document/south-carolina-
declaration-of-causes-of-secession/, accessed Oct. 25, 2020 
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WHO WAS THE PATRIOT? WHO WAS THE TRAITOR? 

So, with all the sanitization in education, it seems appropriate to ask: 

What is “patriotism”? 

What is “treason”? 

Following his raid on the federal armory at Harper’s Ferry to capture weapons for use in 
freeing slaves, John Brown was accused, among 
other things, of treason.910 

The following “patriots” were present at Mr. 
Brown’s capture, trial, or his execution for 
“treason:” 

 Virginia Governor Henry Wise, who rushed 
to Harper’s Ferry while the fighting was still 
in progress, wishing to be seen as a leader in 
Mr. Brown’s capture and fate911  

 Edmund Ruffin, a “Fire-Eater,” a fierce pro-
slavery advocate who, after Harper’s Ferry, 
supported secession even more strongly and 
vigorously than before912 

 John Wilkes Booth, an actor, who was able 
to don a soldier’s uniform and join troops 
for the event913 

 Robert E. Lee, who led the federal troops capturing Mr. Brown and met with him in 
jail914  

 
 

910 Horowitz, at 185.  

911 Horowitz, at 184-85.  

912 Horowitz, at 254-55.  

913 Horowitz, at 254.  

914 Horowitz, at 187, 276.  

JOHN BROWN 

“[I]t is unjust that I should suffer such a penalty. 
Had I interfered in the manner which I admit, and 
which I admit has been fairly proved (for I admire 
the truthfulness and candor of the greater portion 
of the witnesses who have testified in this case)—
had I so interfered in behalf of the rich, the 
powerful, the intelligent, the so-called great, or in 
behalf of any of their friends—either father, 
mother, brother, sister, wife, or children, or any of 
that class—and suffered and sacrificed what I have 
in this interference, it would have been all right; 
and every man in this court would have deemed it 
an act worthy of reward rather than punishment.” 

“John Brown’s Speech to the Court at His Trial (Nov. 
2, 1859),” available at “John Brown’s Speech to the 
Court at his Trial” at 
nationalcenter.org/JohnBrown'sSpeech.html, accessed 
Oct. 26, 2020 
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 J.E.B. Stuart, who led the federal troops under General Lee, captured Mr. Brown, and 
met with him in jail915 

 Stonewall Jackson, who was present for Mr. Brown’s execution916 

 Senator James Mason of Virginia, who had drafted the Fugitive Slave Law, met with 
Mr. Brown in jail, and questioned him917 

The Harper’s Ferry raid changed everything. It energized abolitionists. It greatly 
distressed slave holders and the South in general. Shortly afterward, the “patriots” began to 
take far different courses of action, at times quite ironic. 

Within 16 months after Virginia accused John Brown of treason, the seceding States 
formed the Confederacy and elected Jefferson Davis as President.918 

Within 18 months after Mr. Brown’s capture and trial, the following occurred: 

 Henry Wise, no longer Governor, “convened a band of conspirators, appointing 
himself as commander” and led that force in an attack on the same federal armory that 
Mr. Brown had attacked, seizing weapons for the Confederacy on the same day that 
Virginia voted to secede and six days after South Carolina attacked Fort Sumpter919 

 Edmund Ruffin, the devout “Fire-Eater” secessionist, “revived a dormant secessionist 
group … declar[ing] Harpers Ferry the ‘last and crowning aggression of Northern 
usurpation and hatred,’” and advocating secession even more strongly and 
vigorously920 

Thereafter, Robert E. Lee led the Confederate troops against the Union. J.E.B. Stuart 
and Stonewall Jackson served as key Confederate Generals. James Mason supported the 
Confederacy.  

Of course, in 1865, Mr. Booth assassinated President Lincoln for ending slavery and 
favoring voting rights for freed slaves.   

 
 

915 Horowitz, at 187, 276.  

916 Horowitz, at 276.  

917 Horowitz, at 186.  

918 Horowitz, at 275. 

919 Horowitz, at 275.  

920 Horowitz, at 262.  
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SLAVERY AFTER SLAVERY? 

America’s Reign of Terror technically ended for a time with the ratification in 1865 to 
1870 of the 13th, 14th, and 15th Amendments to the Constitution. In form, the Amendments 
radically restructured the Constitution, ending its protection for slavery. The end of the Civil 
War, strengthened by those Amendments, introduced the period known as “Reconstruction,” 
lasting approximately a decade. During Reconstruction, African-Americans had the right to 
vote, and served in political offices at both state and federal levels.921  

Nevertheless, African-Americans 
remained impoverished. Most lacked 
professional skills. They did not have assets 
to build businesses, other than from menial 
labor. Despite the availability of land taken 
from the Native Americans that whites 
readily occupied and settled with 
government encouragement, it did not occur 
to the government to assist African-
Americans in obtaining their own land. They 
were left to work on land owned by whites. 

The end of Reconstruction initiated 
what I am calling Phase 3 of the Reign of 
Terror. The relentless slave society re-
asserted itself. African-Americans suffered 
greatly. The slave society continued to 
ignore the Bill of Rights as during slavery, 
and in addition, largely ignored the 
Amendments. That did not occur only for 
African-Americans. Just as the slave society 
had conducted a war against abolitionists,922 it extended its brutality against whites seeking to 
assist African-Americans. As a personal note, in the 1950s, white supremacists in Mississippi 
beat a friend of my father for attempting to open an African-Americans school. That did not 
occur 150 years ago. It was only 65 years ago, and was during my teen age years. 

It is beyond the scope of this book to describe the chamber of horrors in which former 
slaves existed following Reconstruction. That would require another book. 

 
 

921 “Reconstruction” at www.history.com/topics/american-civil-war/reconstruction, accessed Oct. 26, 
2020. 

922 See “—The Slave Society’s War on Abolitionists” above. 

 

“Slave Quarters, Kingsley Plantation, Duval County, Florida, 
ca. 1870”, Slavery Images: A Visual Record of the African 
Slave Trade and Slave Life in the Early African Diaspora, 
accessed November 15, 2020, 
http://slaveryimages.org/s/slaveryimages/item/1404 
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Black Codes 

To summarize briefly a subject that, in many respects, is as horrible as slavery itself, 
once Reconstruction ended, whites once again furiously attacked subjected African-
Americans. Even before Reconstruction, numerous states had already enacted “Black Codes” 
imposing slavery-like conditions upon the “freed” slaves:923 

The Black Codes were a series of 
statutes and laws enacted in 1865 and 1866 
by the legislatures of the Southern states of 
Mississippi, Alabama, Georgia, Louisiana, 
Virginia, Florida, Tennessee, and North 
Carolina following the end of the Civil War 
at the beginning of the Reconstruction Era. 
The Black Codes were created to restrict 
the freedom of ex-slaves in the South. 

After Reconstruction, the slave society 
enforced the Black Codes with a vengeance 
and immense hatred. The Codes imposed 
numerous discriminatory requirements and 
prohibitions, including conditions modeled on 
slavery, reflecting the continuance of 
substantial white fear of African-Americans, 
such as:924  

 Enacting laws applicable to African-
Americans differing from laws for 
whites, with greater restrictions and 
harsher punishments 

 Legalizing segregation, ultimately 
endorsed by the Supreme Court in 

 
 

923 “Black Codes” at www.american-historama.org/1866-1881-reconstruction-era/black-
codes.htm#:~:text=The%20Black%20Codes%20were%20laws%20that%20were%20introduced,of%
20ex-slaves%20was%20restricted%20in%20numerous%20ways%20including%3A, accessed Oct. 
26, 2020. 

924 See, e.g., “‘Black Codes’ of Mississippi” at 
www.thirteen.org/wnet/slavery/experience/legal/docs6.html, accessed Oct. 26, 2020; “Black Codes” 
at www.american-historama.org/1866-1881-reconstruction-era/black-
codes.htm#:~:text=The%20Black%20Codes%20were%20laws%20that%20were%20introduced,of%
20ex-slaves%20was%20restricted%20in%20numerous%20ways%20including%3A, accessed Oct. 

 

“Marketplace, Lynchburg, Virginia, 1870s”, Slavery Images: A 
Visual Record of the African Slave Trade and Slave Life in the 
Early African Diaspora, accessed November 15, 2020, 
http://slaveryimages.org/s/slaveryimages/item/755 
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Plessy v. Ferguson,925 under the doctrine of “separate but equal” (although in reality, 
not only was there no equality, but the segregated facilities and programs, including 
education, generally were sadly inadequate)  

 As during slavery, restricting African-
American ownership or rental of land 

 Requiring African-Americans to have 
“contracts” “employing” them for work, 
which often forced African-Americans into 
“share-cropping” arrangements, discussed 
below, in which white land owners took 
advantage of black farmers 

 Imposing “apprenticeships” upon young 
African-Americans lacking visible means 
of support, with the courts determining who 
the “employers” would be 

 Prohibiting African-Americans from 
leaving their work “contracts,” thereby also 
limiting their ability to travel and to move 
about freely 

 Authorizing the capture and return of 
African-Americans to their “employers,” 
just as white citizens and slave patrols had been able to capture and return slaves to 
their masters 

 Prohibiting “loitering” and “vagrancy,” just as the slave society had restricted slaves 
from gathering with their friends 

 Prohibiting racial intermarriage (in Mississippi, a felony punishable by life in prison) 

 As during slavery, prohibiting African-Americans from bearing arms 

President Woodrow Wilson 

Reflecting the unrelenting power of the slave society half a century following the Civil 
War, President Woodrow Wilson, who had been raised in the South and who was the first 
Southern President since Reconstruction, moved many federal government agencies back to 

 
 

26, 2020; Reconstruction at www.history.com/topics/american-civil-war/reconstruction., accessed 
Oct. 26, 2020. 

925 Plessy v. Ferguson, 163 U.S. 537 (1896). 

 

“Separating White Cotton from Yellow (Long Staple), 
South Carolina, 1880”, Slavery Images: A Visual Record 
of the African Slave Trade and Slave Life in the Early 
African Diaspora, accessed November 19, 2020, 
http://slaveryimages.org/s/slaveryimages/item/3111 
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segregation and discrimination. The segregation encompassed work areas, lunch rooms, and 
restrooms. Few schools teach that the President known for advocating the League of Nations 
“was also a segregationist who wrote a history textbook praising the Confederacy and, in 
particular, the Ku Klux Klan.”926 

Those events were contemporaneous with the 1920 publication of A MEASURING ROD 
TO TEST TEXT BOOKS, AND REFERENCE BOOKS IN SCHOOLS, COLLEGES AND LIBRARIES, in 
which Mildred Lewis Rutherford wrote that books should be rejected if they asserted that the 
South fought the Civil War to protect slavery or that slave holders were “cruel and unjust.”927 

The occurrences also were contemporaneous with events discussed below, including the 
Tulsa Massacre, the Elaine Massacre, the Rosewood Massacre, and many lynchings, burnings, 
shootings, and other violence against African-Americans. All of those took place under the 
Wilson Administration. 

Share Cropping and the Elaine, Arkansas Massacre 

Share Cropping 

Share cropping practices trapped African-American farmers in a state of virtual 
slavery.928 

Essentially, after the black farmers had raised their cotton crops on land owned by 
plantation owners, the white owners would sell the crops, deduct charges for supplies 
provided to the farmers, pay the farmers an amount determined by the land owners 
(supposedly “sharing” the proceeds), and retain the balance. Because the land owners 
underpaid the farmers for the crops and overcharged the farmers for the supplies, and because 
land owners denied the farmers access to itemized statements, there generally was a remaining 

926 Little, “How Woodrow Wilson Tried to Reverse Black American Progress” at 
www.history.com/news/woodrow-wilson-racial-segregation-jim-crow-ku-klux-klan, accessed Oct. 
26, 2020. 

927 Rutherford; Heim. 

928 See generally, C. Johnson, DAMAGED HERITAGE: THE ELAINE RACE RIOT AND A STORY OF 

RECONCILIATION (Pegasus Books, 2020); I. Wells-Barnett, THE ARKANSAS RACE RIOT (1920), 
available at archive.org/details/TheArkansasRaceRiot/page/n1/mode/2up, accessed Nov. 22, 2020; 
White, “‘Massacring Whites’ in Arkansas” at 715-16 (The Nation, Dec. 6, 1919); Uenuma, “The 
Massacre of Black Sharecroppers That Led the Supreme Court to Curb the Racial Disparities of the 
Justice System” (Smithsonian Magazine, Aug. 2, 2018) at www.smithsonianmag.com/history/death-
hundreds-elaine-massacre-led-supreme-court-take-major-step-toward-equal-justice-african-
americans-180969863/, accessed Nov. 22, 2020); Stockley, “Elaine Massacre of 1919” at 
encyclopediaofarkansas.net/entries/elaine-massacre-of-1919-1102/ (updated 11/18/2020), accessed 
Nov. 22, 2010. 

The discussion in this subsection is based upon the foregoing resources. 
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amount that the farmers purportedly owed the land owners for the supplies. The farmers could 
“pay” that “debt” only by continuing to work the land.  

Walter White, an NAACP lawyer, quotes 
“A white Southerner writing in The Memphis 
Commercial Appeal of January 26, 1919,” as 
stating:929 

In certain parts of the South men who 
consider themselves men of honor and would 
exact a bloody expiation of one who should 
characterize them as common cheats do not 
hesitate to boast that they rob the Negroes by 
purchasing their cotton at prices that are 
larcenous, by selling goods to them at 

extortionate figures and even by padding their accounts with a view of keeping them 
always in debt. Men of this stripe have been known to lament that in the last two years 
the Negroes have been so prosperous that it has not been possible to filch from them all 
they make. 

Mr. White adds that “A protest from a Negro against tactics of this kind is met with a 
threat of force. Justice at the hands of a white jury in sections where this practice obtains is 
inconceivable. Even an attempt to carry the matter into the courts is usually provocative of 
violence.” 

According to practice, the farmers could not leave the land while owing money to the 
land owners.930 In effect, through share cropping, the farmers continued to live, in important 
respects, in enslaved servitude with little hope of escaping their predicament. 

The Elaine Massacre 

In Elaine, Phillips County, Arkansas, African-Americans greatly outnumbered whites, 
constituting 78.6 percent of the population. There were 25,354 African-Americans compared 
to 7,176 whites.931 

Elaine is the site of a little-known massacre of a substantial number of African-
Americans. Like the Tulsa Race Massacre, discussed below, the Elaine Massacre occurred 
during the presidency of segregationist Woodrow Wilson. Another contemporaneous 
massacre occurred in Rosewood, Florida, where white mobs destroyed a small African-

 
 

929 White, “‘Massacring Whites’ in Arkansas” at 715-16 (The Nation, Dec. 6, 1919). 

930 White, “‘Massacring Whites’ in Arkansas” at 715-16 (The Nation, Dec. 6, 1919). 

931 White, “‘Massacring Whites’ in Arkansas” at 715-16 (The Nation, Dec. 6, 1919); Stockley, “Elaine 
Massacre of 1919” at encyclopediaofarkansas.net/entries/elaine-massacre-of-1919-1102/ (updated 
11/18/2020), accessed Nov. 22, 2010. 

SHARECROPPER 

“a tenant farmer especially in the southern U.S. 
who is provided with credit for seed, tools, living 
quarters, and food, who works the land, and who 
receives an agreed share of the value of the crop 
minus charges” 

“Sharecropper” at www.merriam-
webster.com/dictionary/sharecropper, accessed Nov. 
22, 2020 
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American town and hunted blacks hiding in the woods, killing many in vicious attacks 
extending over several days.932 

Those occurrences transpired more than half 
a century after ratification of the 13th Amendment, 
and almost a century and a half after the 
Declaration of Independence. 

On September 30, 1919, a group of 
approximately 100 African-American share 
cropping farmers in Phillips County, Arkansas, 
met in a church to pursue organization as the 
Progressive Farmers and Household Union and to 
retain a lawyer to represent them in challenging 
land owner practices through the judicial process. 
Those actions represented a significant direct 
threat to the land owners. The farmers had 
arranged for armed guards to protect their 
meeting. 

As a result of the presence of whites in an 
automobile outside the church, one or the other 
side fired shots. That was followed by exchanges 
of additional gun fire. One white was killed, and 
another injured. 

The next day, the County Sheriff investigated. An estimated 500 to 1,000 armed whites 
from the surrounding area, as well as from Tennessee and Mississippi, gathered. More than 
500 federal troops sent by the Governor to maintain peace arrested hundreds of blacks, 
housing them in a stockade.933 Although the Governor failed to take the “required step” of 
first calling out the Arkansas National Guard, the Wilson Administration’s War Department 
“quickly consented to the request” for federal troops.934 

 
 

932 “Rosewood Massacre” at www.history.com/topics/early-20th-century-us/rosewood-massacre, 
accessed Nov. 27, 2020. 

933 Stockley, “Elaine Massacre of 1919” at encyclopediaofarkansas.net/entries/elaine-massacre-of-
1919-1102/ (updated 11/18/2020), accessed Nov. 22, 2010. 

934 Johnson, at 11. 

 

“Hoeing and Planting Cotton Seeds, South Carolina, 1880”, 
Slavery Images: A Visual Record of the African Slave Trade 
and Slave Life in the Early African Diaspora, accessed 
November 16, 2020, 
http://slaveryimages.org/s/slaveryimages/item/3108 
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Whites, including federal troops, began killing African-Americans randomly. People 
who had not even been in the vicinity at the time of the church meeting met their deaths when 
they returned from hunting.935 The federal troops killed many African-Americans.936 

Francine Uenuma states in the Smithsonian Magazine that “During the massacre, 
Arkansan Leroy Johnston, who had had spent nine months recovering in a hospital from 
injuries he suffered in the trenches of France—was pulled from a train shortly after returning 
home and was shot to death alongside his three brothers.”937  

Some estimates of African-American deaths range from 25 to 100, while five whites 
died.938 There are other, much higher estimates of the number of African-American deaths. 
Chester Johnson, who grew up in a neighboring county, discusses the varying estimates, in a 
context in which an accurate number of deaths is difficult to determine today. Mr. Johnson 
cites one estimate by a reporter for the Arkansas Gazette of more than 850 deaths, but states 
that “this figure is uniformly discredited as being too high.” He adds that an estimate of 14 
deaths also was “discredited as being too low.”939  

Mr. Johnson quotes Robert Whitaker, who wrote a book titled THE KILLING FIELDS, as 
follows:940 

The local posses out of Helena, which came that first morning, probably did kill 
only 15 to 20 blacks. And that became the number they reported in the news, as though 
that were the total number killed. The killing by the groups that came across from 
Memphis and other surrounding areas is much harder to count. There are sporadic 
accounts from whites that tell of various killing events, and I mapped out those best I 
could. But this part is indeed murky, and this killing went mostly unreported by the 
white press. Finally, there is the killing by the soldiers called out to put down the “riot.” 
The white newspapers told at the time that the soldiers restored the peace. But if you 
look at their own reports, they tell of opening fire with machine guns and of a significant 
number of blacks killed. 

 
 

935 Stockley, “Elaine Massacre of 1919” at encyclopediaofarkansas.net/entries/elaine-massacre-of-
1919-1102/ (updated 11/18/2020), accessed Nov. 22, 2010. 

936 Johnson, at 11. 

937 Uenuma, “The Massacre of Black Sharecroppers That Led the Supreme Court to Curb the Racial 
Disparities of the Justice System” (Smithsonian Magazine, Aug. 2, 2018) at 
www.smithsonianmag.com/history/death-hundreds-elaine-massacre-led-supreme-court-take-major-
step-toward-equal-justice-african-americans-180969863/, accessed Nov. 22, 2020). 

938 White, “‘Massacring Whites’ in Arkansas” at 715-16 (The Nation, Dec. 6, 1919). 

939 Johnson, at 12. 

940 Johnson, at 13. 
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… [I]n my opinion, that the total number of killed was above 100. … I personally 
believe 300 is too high, however.  

Grif Stockley, of the Butler Center for 
Arkansas Studies, states that the soldiers imprisoned 
several hundred African-Americans “in makeshift 
stockades until they could be questioned,” and refers 
to “anecdotal evidence” that soldiers “also engaged 
in torture of African Americans to make them 
confess and give information.”941  

Local whites formed a “Committee of Seven” 
to question blacks. The questioning occurred while 
blacks were seated in an electrified chair to compel 
them to be forthcoming.942 The whites alleged that 
the African-Americans were planning an 
insurrection. The African-Americans’ version, 
supported by the union’s literature,943 was that they 
had been forming a labor union to pursue remedies 
peacefully in court.  

Grif Stockley states that:944 

The Elaine Massacre was by far the deadliest 
racial confrontation in Arkansas history and 
possibly the bloodiest racial conflict in the history 
of the United States. While its deepest roots lay in 
the state’s commitment to white supremacy, the 
events in Elaine (Phillips County) stemmed from 
tense race relations and growing concerns about 
labor unions. 

He adds: 

Evidence shows that the mobs of whites slaughtered African Americans in and 
around Elaine. For example, H. F. Smiddy, one of the white witnesses to the massacre, 
swore in an eye-witness account in 1921 that “several hundred of them… began to hunt 

 
 

941 Stockley, “Elaine Massacre of 1919” at encyclopediaofarkansas.net/entries/elaine-massacre-of-
1919-1102/ (updated 11/18/2020), accessed Nov. 22, 2010. 

942 White, “‘Massacring Whites’ in Arkansas” at 715-16 (The Nation, Dec. 6, 1919). 

943 White, “‘Massacring Whites’ in Arkansas” at 715-16 (The Nation, Dec. 6, 1919). 

944 Stockley, “Elaine Massacre of 1919” at encyclopediaofarkansas.net/entries/elaine-massacre-of-
1919-1102/ (updated 11/18/2020), accessed Nov. 22, 2010. 

RAMPANT RACIST VIOLENCE 

Chester Johnson cites the following racist 
violence in America at the time of the Elaine 
Massacre and during the pendency of the legal 
proceedings against Elaine African-Americans: 

“[I]n early 1919 … lynchings, shootings, or the 
burning alive of African-American veterans and 
other blacks in places like Star City and El 
Dorado, Arkansas, and in the nearby states of 
Louisiana and Mississippi” 

“Over the previous several months, lynchings and 
mob violence against African-Americans had 
been widespread throughout the nation. In 
Arkansas alone during the first months of 1921, 
there had been in late January the burning alive of 
a black man in Nodena; in March, lynchings in 
both Hope and Monticello; and in early May the 
lynching of another African-American in 
McGhee.” 

“Only a few days before the Supreme Court 
hearing, a race battle broke out in Rosewood, 
Florida with numerous blacks being killed and 
white posses hunting down African-Americans 
hiding in the woods” 

C. Johnson, DAMAGED HERITAGE: THE ELAINE 

RACE RIOT AND A STORY OF RECONCILIATION at 8, 
20, 22 (Pegasus Books, 2020) 



The Father of America’s Slave Society 

-420- 

negroes and shotting [sic] them as they came to them.” Anecdotal evidence also 
suggests that the troops from Camp Pike engaged in indiscriminate killing of African 
Americans in the area, which, if true, was a replication of past militia activity to put 
down perceived black revolts. In 1925, Sharpe Dunaway, an employee of the Arkansas 
Gazette, alleged that soldiers in Elaine had “committed one murder after another with all 
the calm deliberation in the world, either too heartless to realize the enormity of their 
crimes, or too drunk on moonshine to give a continental darn.”  

An all-white jury convicted twelve African-
Americans of murder, and sentenced them to death, 
after considering the case for seven minutes.945 The 
defense did not interview any witnesses, seek a 
change of venue, challenge any jurors (simply 
accepting the first twelve called), question 
prosecution witnesses, or call any defense 
witnesses.946  

The Governor and the appellate courts 
prevented executions. Six defendants received new 
trials. After many years of wrangling, the prosecution 
obtained plea bargained “confessions” from 65 
others of guilt to lesser charges, resulting in 
sentences up to 21 years for second degree murder.947 

In 1923, the Supreme Court changed its past 
practice of largely ignoring such matters. The Court 
held in, Moore v. Dempsey,948 a case brought by the 
NAACP with the active leadership of a former share 

 
 

945 White, “‘Massacring Whites’ in Arkansas” at 716 (The Nation, Dec. 6, 1919). 

946 White, “‘Massacring Whites’ in Arkansas” at 716 (The Nation, Dec. 6, 1919); Stockley, “Elaine 
Massacre of 1919” at encyclopediaofarkansas.net/entries/elaine-massacre-of-1919-1102/ (updated 
11/18/2020), accessed Nov. 22, 2010; Uenuma, “The Massacre of Black Sharecroppers That Led the 
Supreme Court to Curb the Racial Disparities of the Justice System” (Smithsonian Magazine, Aug. 
2, 2018) at www.smithsonianmag.com/history/death-hundreds-elaine-massacre-led-supreme-court-
take-major-step-toward-equal-justice-african-americans-180969863/, accessed Nov. 22, 2020). 

947 Stockley, “Elaine Massacre of 1919” at encyclopediaofarkansas.net/entries/elaine-massacre-of-
1919-1102/ (updated 11/18/2020), accessed Nov. 22, 2010. 

948 Moore v. Dempsey, 261 U.S. 86 (1923). 

See Riva, “Moore v. Dempsey” at encyclopediaofarkansas.net/entries/moore-v-dempsey-5200/ (Last 
Updated 11/19/20), accessed Nov. 23, 2020. 

BOLSHEVISM 

“The colored farmers combined, counseled 
together, employed counsel to present their plea. 
They did not threaten to strike, did not strike, 
menaced nothing, injured nobody, and yet; 

“Hundreds of them today are penniless, ‘Refugees 
from pillaged homes;’ 

“More than a hundred were killed by white mobs, 
for which not one white man has been arrested; 

“Seventy-five men are serving life sentences in 
the penitentiary, and 

“Twelve men are sentenced to die. If this is 
democracy, what is bolshevism?” 

I. Wells-Barnett, THE ARKANSAS RACE RIOT at 55 
(1920), available at 
archive.org/details/TheArkansasRaceRiot/page/n1/mod
e/2up, accessed Nov. 29, 2020. Emphasis in original. 
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cropper turned lawyer named Scipio Africanus Jones, that the procedures had violated the 14th 
Amendment rights of the six remaining first degree murder defendants.949  

The decision stands as a landmark in its recognition of the application of the 14th 
Amendment protections to African-Americans in state court proceedings.950 

In 2019, a memorial was dedicated to the twelve murder defendants in downtown 
Elaine, and the Arkansas Civil Rights Heritage Trail in Little Rock memorialized them.951 

Lynchings and Denial of Justice 

Thus, in the 150 to 200 years after the Declaration of Independence, African-Americans 
still did not have the “unalienable Rights [of] Life, Liberty, and the Pursuit of Happiness.” 
Brutality against African-Americans resulted in a perpetuation of the Reign of Terror. 

Only 100 years ago, through Black Codes, share cropping, and similar arrangements, 
many African-Americans remained effectively in a state of servitude from which they were 
unable to extricate themselves. 

Despite purported constitutional guarantees in the 13th, 14th, and 15th Amendments, 
through social pressures and threats of violence, and even death as late as 1964,952 by 
organizations such as the Ku Klux Klan, African-Americans no longer could vote. In addition, 
legal restrictions on voting embraced “discriminatory poll taxes, whites-only primaries and 
targeted literacy tests.”953 The slave society excluded African-Americans from most juries.  

Vigilantes, such as the Ku Klux Klan, lynched thousands of African-Americans. As 
during slavery, the slave society dispensed with the constitutional right to a trial by jury. One 
calculation states that, from 1882 to 1968, there were 3,445 lynchings of African-Americans, 

949 Uenuma, “The Massacre of Black Sharecroppers That Led the Supreme Court to Curb the Racial 
Disparities of the Justice System” (Smithsonian Magazine, Aug. 2, 2018) at 
www.smithsonianmag.com/history/death-hundreds-elaine-massacre-led-supreme-court-take-major-
step-toward-equal-justice-african-americans-180969863/, accessed Nov. 22, 2020). 

950 Johnson, at 23-25. 

951 Stockley, “Elaine Massacre of 1919” at encyclopediaofarkansas.net/entries/elaine-massacre-of-
1919-1102/ (updated 11/18/2020), accessed Nov. 22, 2010. 

952 See, e.g., “The KKK kills three civil rights workers” at www.history.com/this-day-in-history/the-
kkk-kills-three-civil-rights-activists, accessed Oct. 28, 2020. 

953 Bordewich, “‘Wilmington’s Lie’ Review: An American Tragedy” (Wall St. J., Jan. 3, 2020) at 
www.wsj.com/articles/wilmingtons-lie-review-an-american-tragedy-11578067530, accessed Oct. 26, 
2020.  
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as well as 1,297 lynchings of whites.954 The Washington Post reported that researchers had 
identified additional lynchings of African-Americans, citing an estimate by the Equal Justice 
Initiative, an Alabama-based organization, of 6,500 lynchings between 1865 and 1950. It 
included 2,000 lynchings during Reconstruction, which was outside the period covered in the 
first calculation above.955  

As examples of lynchings, in the capitol of Maryland, Annapolis, Henry Davis was 
lynched in 1906,956 and decades later, still in Maryland, this time in Princess Anne, George 
Armwood was lynched in 1933.957 

Mr. Davis was accused of assaulting a white woman, who reportedly defended herself 
with a horsewhip. He fled. The penalty for attempted assault was ten years in the penitentiary, 
and for actual assault, death by hanging. After Mr. Davis’ capture, he was placed in the 
custody of the Sheriff’s staff at County jail.958  

The Maryland Archives describes his lynching:959 

Davis was removed from the jail on Calvert Street and paraded through the town, before 
being shot numerous times and hanged in a tree along College Creek. As the guards 

 
 

954 “Lynchings by Year and Race” at law2.umkc.edu/Faculty/projects/ftrials/shipp/lynchingyear.html, 
accessed Oct. 26, 2020. 

955 Rosenwald, “At least 2,000 more black people were lynched by white mobs than previously 
reported, new research finds” at www.washingtonpost.com/history/2020/06/16/lynchings-report-
equal-justice-initiative-reconstruction-racial-terror/, accessed Oct. 26, 2020. 

956 “Henry Davis, Lynched in Annapolis, Maryland, December 21, 1906,” Archives of Maryland 
(Biographical Series) at 
msa.maryland.gov/megafile/msa/speccol/sc3500/sc3520/013600/013635/html/13635bio.html#:~:text
=Lynched in Annapolis%2C Maryland%2C December 21%2C 1906. Biography%3A,store in 
Iglehart Station in Anne Arundel County., accessed Oct. 26, 2020. 

957 “George Armwood, Lynched in Princess Anne, October 18, 1933,” Archives of Maryland 
(Biographical Series) at 
msa.maryland.gov/megafile/msa/speccol/sc3500/sc3520/013700/013750/html/13750bio.html, 
accessed Oct. 26, 2020. 

958 “Henry Davis, Lynched in Annapolis, Maryland, December 21, 1906,” Archives of Maryland 
(Biographical Series) at 
msa.maryland.gov/megafile/msa/speccol/sc3500/sc3520/013600/013635/html/13635bio.html#:~:text
=Lynched in Annapolis%2C Maryland%2C December 21%2C 1906. Biography%3A,store in 
Iglehart Station in Anne Arundel County., accessed Oct. 26, 2020. Footnote omitted. 

959 “Henry Davis, Lynched in Annapolis, Maryland, December 21, 1906,” Archives of Maryland 
(Biographical Series) at 
msa.maryland.gov/megafile/msa/speccol/sc3500/sc3520/013600/013635/html/13635bio.html#:~:text
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stood their posts at the jail house, a mob of dozens simply overpowered the men, and 
were able to reach their target with little delay. 

Following the lynching, the 
purported victim’s “daughter Lillian read a 
statement thanking those who were able to 
reach Davis and punish him for his crime. 
She continued to thank those involved for 
also sparing her mother, or any mother, 
daughter, sister or wife for that matter, of 
having to approach the witness stand and 
relive such a terrible event.” After an 
investigation, the jury of inquest “was 
unable to ‘fix’ the lynching to any one 
person or persons.”960  

Mr. Armwood was accused of 
assaulting and raping an elderly woman. 
Mr. Armwood was “described as ‘feeble-
minded.’” At the age of 15, he had been 
taken into the custody of a Mr. John 
Richardson, for whom he worked 

thereafter, allegedly at low wages. Mr. Richardson attempted to hide Mr. Armwood. 
Nevertheless, armed men located Mr. Armwood at Mr. Richardson’s home. Mr. Armwood 
“was dragged across the field and beaten as he was taken into custody.”961  

At one point, Mr. Armwood was moved to Baltimore to protect him from a mob that had 
gathered in the rural community to lynch him. Local pressure, however, led to his return to the 
Cecil County jail.962  

 
 

=Lynched in Annapolis%2C Maryland%2C December 21%2C 1906. Biography%3A,store in 
Iglehart Station in Anne Arundel County., accessed Oct. 26, 2020. Footnote omitted. 

960 “Henry Davis, Lynched in Annapolis, Maryland, December 21, 1906,” Archives of Maryland 
(Biographical Series) at 
msa.maryland.gov/megafile/msa/speccol/sc3500/sc3520/013600/013635/html/13635bio.html#:~:text
=Lynched in Annapolis%2C Maryland%2C December 21%2C 1906. Biography%3A,store in 
Iglehart Station in Anne Arundel County., accessed Oct. 26, 2020. Footnote omitted. 

961 “George Armwood, Lynched in Princess Anne, October 18, 1933,” Archives of Maryland 
(Biographical Series) at 
msa.maryland.gov/megafile/msa/speccol/sc3500/sc3520/013700/013750/html/13750bio.html, 
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962 “George Armwood, Lynched in Princess Anne, October 18, 1933,” Archives of Maryland 
(Biographical Series) at 

 

“Sugar Plantation, Louisiana, 1873-74”, Slavery Images: A 
Visual Record of the African Slave Trade and Slave Life in the 
Early African Diaspora, accessed November 15, 2020, 
http://slaveryimages.org/s/slaveryimages/item/2893 
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Despite officials’ promises to protect Mr. Armwood, and their attempts to do so using 
tear gas against a gathering mob, the Maryland Archives describes the following events:963 

As the smoke cleared, the lynch mob used two fifteen-foot timbers as battering rams to 
breach the jailhouse doors. Captain Johnson was reportedly knocked unconscious and 
Deputy Dryden was forced to hand over the keys to the cells. 

Armwood hid under his mattress but was 
dragged out of his cell by the mob and a noose 
was placed around his neck. He was beaten, 
stabbed, and kicked, before he was tied to the 
back of a truck and driven to the place he would 
be hanged. … Before he was hanged, Armwood’s 
ears were cut off and his gold teeth were ripped 
out. Armwood was reportedly dead by the time 
the mob raised and dropped his body from a tree 
branch. 

The lynch mob dragged George Armwood’s 
corpse back to the courthouse on the corner of 
Prince and William Street in downtown Princess 
Anne. His body was hanged from a telephone 
pole and burned. His corpse was dumped in 
Hayman’s Lumber Yard, to be gathered by the 
authorities in the morning. 

In a habeas corpus trial, the jury released the 
defendants, to the cheers of a mob of a thousand 
white supporters.  

In a particularly heinous example, strongly 
reminiscent of slavery, in 1918 in Georgia, after a young African-American man killed a 
planter, white mobs killed “at least 13 people.” One lynching victim was the husband of a 
pregnant teenage woman named Mary Turner. Ms. Turner “became distraught,” denying that 
her husband had anything to do with the planter’s death, and “threatened to have members of 
the mob arrested.” The mob turned on her to “teach her a lesson.” 964 
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old-mary-turner/, accessed Oct. 26, 2020. 
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This is how they “taught her a lesson:” 965 

[T]hey hung her upside down from a tree, doused her in gasoline and motor oil, and 
set her on fire. While Turner was still alive, a member of the mob split her abdomen 
open with a knife. Her unborn child fell on the ground, where it cried before it was 
stomped on and crushed. Finally, Turner’s body was riddled with hundreds of bullets. 
Mary Turner and her child were cut down and buried near the tree. A whiskey bottle 
marked the grave. 

Racial Massacres 

In addition to the Elaine, Arkansas Massacre in 1919, there were a substantial number of 
other devasting race riots resulting in hundreds of African-American deaths. All of these 
massacres, as well as the lynchings, occurred less than 150 years ago. For those who wish to 
forget and sanitize history, many occurred 100 hundred years or less ago. 

The 1921 Tulsa Race Riot, “one of the deadliest riots in U.S. history,”966 occurred 
during segregationist President Woodrow Wilson’s term of office. The Riot began following 
an erroneous a report that a young African-American man named Dick Rowland had assaulted 
a young white elevator operator named Page. The local newspaper, the Tulsa Tribune, 
reported that Mr. Rowland “had tried to rape” Page, “with an accompanying editorial stating 
that a lynching was planned for that night,”967 According to History.com, after a police 
investigation, however, “all charges against Dick Rowland were dropped. The police 
concluded that Rowland had most likely stumbled into Page, or stepped on her foot.”968 

African-American men, including World War I veterans, formed a group to protect the 
young man in jail against a gathering mob of whites calling for his lynching. The white mob 
retaliated by days of rioting. The Riots—which became a massacre—led to attacks on 
African-Americans and to the burning of African-American businesses in a thriving business 
district known as “Black Wall Street.” The massacre extended over 35 City blocks. It resulted 
in estimates of up to 300 deaths, with 6,000 African-Americans held under an armed guard at 
a fairgrounds, 1,200 to 1,400 homes burned, more than 200 homes looted, and 8,000 to 10,000 

 
 

965 “Lynching of Pregnant 19-Year-Old Mary Turner” at blackthen.com/lynching-of-pregnant-19-year-
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homeless.969 The rioters included “groups of white Tulsans—some of whom were deputized 
and given weapons by city officials.”970 

Illustrating fraudulent educations in many of America’s schools and the unwillingness of 
America’s politicians to acknowledge the truth about the treatment of African-Americans, 
despite the widespread scope and severity of the massacre, the events simply disappeared 
from history. History.com states that “there was a deliberate effort to cover them up:”971 

News reports were largely squelched, despite the fact that hundreds of people were 
killed and thousands left homeless. …  

The Tulsa Tribune removed the front-page story of May 31 that sparked the chaos 
from its bound volumes, and scholars later discovered that police and state militia 
archives about the riot were missing as well. As a result, until recently the Tulsa Race 
Massacre was rarely mentioned in history books, taught in schools or even talked about. 

Many other such events occurred. Another event was a “coup” in 1898 by marauding 
whites against the elected government of Wilmington, North Carolina, which included both 
white and African-American officials. As a result:972 

Every official of the city’s fusion government, white and black, elected and appointed, 
from the mayor on down, was forced to resign. An impromptu “election” was held, and 
eight white supremacists, including two men who had directed the rioters, were chosen 
as alderman. Col. Waddell—who had called for black voters to be shot in their tracks—
was then selected as Wilmington’s mayor. 

The Wilmington white rioters rode through African-American neighborhoods killing 
people randomly, and seeking to kill any who attempted to vote. The slave society charged no 
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whites with a crime. Also citing the Tulsa massacre and other white mobs, the Wall Street 
Journal states:973 

What happened in Wilmington was not the first deliberate massacre of black Americans. 
In the late 1860s, white race riots killed scores of blacks in Memphis, New Orleans and 
upcountry Louisiana. Nor was it the last. Dozens of blacks were systematically 
slaughtered in Tulsa, Okla., and Ocoee, Fla., in the 1920s. 

Conditions Today 

Despite the discrimination, some individual African-Americans were able to achieve 
success, but without education, marketable skills, access to decent jobs, wealth, land, or other 
assets upon which to live and to pass to their children, generation after generation the 
conditions of slavery—poverty—haunted many African-Americans and their children and 
grandchildren. 

Indeed, many of those conditions prevail in key respects even today.974 

Most importantly for economic equality, there remains a pervasive, systematic failure in 
America to provide decent education to most African-American youth due to dependence by 
public officials upon political contributions from opponents of fundamental school reform, 
including school choice.975 
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