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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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AMERICA’S SLAVE SOCIETY WAS A TERROR SOCIETY 

“Slavery makes it necessary for the slaveholder to commit all conceivable outrages 
upon the miserable slave. It is impossible to hold the slaves in bondage without this.”137 

Frederick Douglass 

“Born in violence, slavery survived by the lash. … [E]very stage of master-slave 
relations depended either directly or indirectly upon physical coercion.”138 

Dr. Peter Kolchin 

“The labor of the slave is constant toil, wrung out by fear.”139 

William Leftwich, Son of a Slave Holder 

“While the slave masters took to their sitting rooms, book-lined libraries, and private clubs 
to affirm their gentility, they drove their slaves relentlessly, often to the limits of exertion. 
Those who faltered faced severe discipline. In the process, millions died. 

“Such a regime had to rest upon force. Violence was an inherent part of slave society 
… .[V]iolence was not only common in slave societies, it was also systematic and 
relentless; the planters’ hegemony required that slaves stand in awe of their owners. 
Although they preferred obedience to be given rather than taken, planters understood that 
without a monopoly of firepower and a willingness to employ terror, plantation slavery 
would not long survive. The lash gained a place in slave societies that was not evident in 
societies with slaves.140 

Dr. Ira Berlin 

§ § § 

Until the 13th Amendment was ratified in 1865, America—as a dominant element of its 
economy, culture and political structure—was a slave society. Although Northern non-slave 
states abolished slavery, and although slavery in the North often gave slaves certain flexibility 
that slaves in the South did not have,141 the Northern states continued to provide substantial 

 
 

137 “(1845) Frederick Douglass, ‘My Slave Experience in Maryland’” at www.blackpast.org/african-
american-history/1845-frederick-douglass-my-slave-experience-maryland/, accessed Sept. 20, 2020. 
Emphasis added. 

138 Kolchin, at 57. 

139 T. Weld, AMERICAN SLAVERY AS IT IS: TESTIMONY OF A THOUSAND WITNESSES at 49 (American 
Anti-Slavery Society 1839), available from the Library of Congress at 
www.hathitrust.org/digital_library (“Weld”). 

140 Berlin, at 98. Footnote omitted. 

141 Berlin, at 56-57.  
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active support to Southern slavery in the form of critical business services—commodities trade, 
finance, insurance, shipping, and a variety of other capacities. Additionally, the federal 
government provided essential support to slave holders through the Fugitive Slave Law of 1793, 
the Fugitive Slave Law of 1850, and the Supreme Court’s decision in the Dred Scott case142 
denying even “free” African-Americans access to the federal courts on the basis that they were 
not “citizens” protected by the Constitution.143 

America’s slavery was extremely violent. For most slaves, the violence and threat of 
violence occurred on a consistent, daily basis.  

Without fear, violence and terror, the slaves would not have been motivated to work 
exhaustively without pay or to live in the squalid conditions to which they were subjected. If the 
slaves did not labor unceasingly, slave holders, as well as others dependent upon slavery, would 
not profit.  

Slave holders deliberately sought out and applied against slaves the most brutal instruments 
of terror that could be conceived. They consciously applied those instruments of terror to their 
purpose in a manner designed and intended to inflict upon slaves as much fear, and agony as was 
possible. 

For emphasis, I repeat:  

For more than 200 years, for the majority of America’s history, America as a nation, and 
before that and the American colonies, intentionally inflicted consistent pervasive terror upon 
what grew into millions of helpless civilians derived from a distant foreign continent who had 
caused America no harm.  

 

 

  

 
 

142 Dred Scott v. Sanford, 60 U.S. 393 (1857). 

143 See “Chapter Four: Slavery Was a National Institution: North and South.” 

POWER OF THE SLAVE MASTER 

“The power of the master must be absolute to 
render the submission of the slave perfect. In the 
actual condition of things it must be so. There is 
no remedy.” 

Supreme Court of North Carolina, 1829, quoted by 
Philadelphia Judge George Stroud in G. Stroud, A 
sketch of the laws relating to slavery in the several 
states of the United States of America at 10, footnote 
(H. Longstreth, 1856), available from the Library of 
Congress at www.hathitrust.org/digital_library 
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Americans inflicted that terror, in a systematic and deliberate manner, in order to bring into 
sharp focus for each individual slave, and for all slaves as a group, the following well-defined 
messages:  

Slaves Are Things, Animals144 

 You are a slave for life; you have no chance for freedom, no protection and no recourse 

 We own you; you are our property 

 You are a thing to us, the inferior equivalent of farm animals, cattle, horses or swine, 
not human beings145 

Slaves Society’s Power of Control 

 We can treat you as we wish in our sole discretion 

 Especially in agricultural settings, we can and will force you to labor from the break of 
day well into the night, without rest and on only one very quickly-consumed meal 
during the day, whipping you if you slow down, stretch your back, attempt to catch 

your breath, or attempt to tend to your children 

 If you resist, we can and will punish you 
using inhuman methods, including killing you 
painfully, without consequences to us  

 We can inflict pain upon you, even without 
cause, simply to demonstrate our absolute control 
over you or for our own amusement, without 
consequences to us 

 If you resist our punishment, we can whip you mercilessly, even if it kills you, without 
fear of legal consequences  

 We can, in our sole discretion, damage your internal organs with whips, rods, and 
paddles; mutilate you as punishment or for identification in case you run away; and 
brand you  

 You will not be permitted to be insolent to any white people 

 
 

144 See “Chapter Five: The Duke’s Slave Trading Legacy—Africans in Transition: From People to 
Things.” 

145 See “Chapter Five: The Duke’s Slave Trading Legacy—Africans in Transition: From People to 
Things.” 

SLOW FIRE 

“Tom, a slave convicted of murdering Adrian 
Beekman and Henry Brasier, was sentenced to be 
‘burned with a slow fire that he may continue in 
torment for eight or ten hours.’” 

E. McManus, Black Bondage in the North at 129-30 
(Syracuse Univ. Press 1973). Footnotes omitted. 
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 We require you to have written “passes” in order to leave your masters’ premises; any 
white person can challenge you to demand to see your pass, and further, can inflict 
brutal punishment on you if you do not have one and can kill you if you resist 

 We can, in our sole discretion, compel you to wear heavy iron collars, chains, weights, 
and head cages, with or without gags to prevent you from eating if you escape 

 We can collect you forcibly into chained gangs (known as “coffles”) of hundreds of 
slaves to march long distances  

 

 

 

“Iron Mask, Neck Collar, Leg Shackles, and Spurs, 18th 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/1298 
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“Gordon Under Medical Inspection”, 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/1236 

 

“Whipping a Slave, Virginia, 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/1237 

 

“Paddling a Slave, U.S. South, 1845”, 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/1255 
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Denial of Common Comforts and Conveniences of Life 

 We will deny you education about even basic reading and writing  

 We are not obligated to provide you, and at our option based solely upon our economic 
considerations and sense of humanity, we can deny you, adequate food, clothing, and 
housing 

 We can restrict your ability to 
gather with your friends for 
relaxation, celebration, religious 
services, funerals, or instruction of 
any kind 

 We can, in our sole discretion, deny 
you food and starve you 

 We can, in our sole discretion, deny 
you decent clothing, regardless of 
the weather or season 

 We can compel you to live in housing conditions suitable only for farm animals, and 
sometimes worse 

 If you are sick or aged, we can neglect your medical care in our discretion, based solely 
upon our own economic 
considerations 

 We can, at our option, conduct 
medical experiments upon you 
with or without your consent 

Sexual Dominance 

 You must submit to our sexual 
advances for our own pleasure, 
without consequences to us 

 We will own your children as 
hereditary slaves for life—even if they also are our own children 

 If you are a female, we can require you to have babies that we can sell to slave traders 

Family Prevention and Destruction 

 You will not be permitted to have a marriage license or family relationships recognized 
by law 

GIBBETING 

“Gibbeting was the practice of locking criminals in 
human-shaped cages and hanging them up for display in 
public areas as a warning to others. The gibbet itself 
refers the wooden structure from which the cage was 
hung. In most cases, criminals were executed prior to 
being gibbeted. However, criminals were occasionally 
gibbeted alive and left to die of exposure and starvation.” 

“A Look Back at the Disturbing Practice of Gibbeting” at 
allthatsinteresting.com/gibbet, accessed Oct. 27, 2020 

”HAPPY,” “CHEERFUL” SLAVES 

Virginia Seventh Grade Textbook:  

“Life among the Negroes of Virginia in slavery times was 
generally happy. The Negroes went about in a cheerful 
manner making a living themselves and for those for 
whom they worked. They were not so unhappy as some 
Northerners thought they were.” 

Dean, “‘Who Controls the Past Controls the Future:” The 
Virginia History Textbook Controversy at 332 (Virginia 
Magazine of History and Biography, vol 17, no. 4, 2009) 
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 You will not be permitted to marry in a church 

 We can separate you, in our sole discretion, from your informal spouses whom you 
love dearly and can take your children, even tiny babies, away from you 

Denial of Legal Rights 

 You will not be able to enter into contracts  

 You will not be able to own property 

 You will not be permitted to conduct business transactions unless we choose  
to permit it 

 You will not be able to earn 
income unless we choose to 
permit it 

 You will not be able to bring 
legal actions in court  

 You will not be able to testify in 
court against white people 

 You cannot provide testimony or 
other evidence in court, or to 
legislative bodies, regarding the 
treatment you or other slaves 
receive, even if it involves torture 
or murder 

No Freedom 

 You will not have a right to 
purchase your freedom 

 Pursuant to a Supreme Court 
ruling, you are not, and cannot 
be, an American citizen with 
access to federal courts for 
protection; even if you are ever 
“freed,” you will not be a citizen  

Infliction of Terror 

 If you attempt to run away, as an example to terrorize other slaves, we can kill you if 
you resist capture, and at least will inflict unbelievable pain on you that you will 

 

“Cotton Machine Used for Punishing Runaways, 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/1206 
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experience literally for weeks, and even months, afterward and the scars of which you 
will bear for life 

 If we imagine that you have committed, or intend to commit, crimes of violence, we 
can lynch you without trial 

 If you attempt, or if we imagine that you plan, rebellion, as an example to terrorize 
other slaves, we can, and often will, kill you, using the most agonizing methods we can 
devise, in the presence of hundreds, even thousands, of people who will not do anything 
about it, except to hear your screams and to watch you die prolonged and excruciating 
deaths 

Governmental Protection for Slavery 

 The federal, state, and local governments will enforce our property rights in you, even 
in states that prohibit slavery within their own borders 

 Should you escape, officials and citizens in all states are prohibited from helping you, 
and are obligated to assist in your capture and to return you to slavery; judges are paid 
to do so 

 The government will not protect you—in fact, the government is against you and will 
protect our property rights in you and our right to treat you as we wish 

 The Declaration of Independence and its lofty ideals will not protect you 

 The Constitution will not protect you, and in fact, it protects the slave society 

Instruments of Terror 

The instruments of terror applied against you, as examples intended and designed to 
terrorize other slaves and their children, include the following, among others: 

 Guns for hunting you, if you run away, or for overpowering you if you are rebellious  

 Whips made of hard, dried cowhide strips with knots deliberately fashioned to cut and 
tear your flesh as we administer literally hundreds of lashes to your naked, bleeding 
back while your bound arms are raised above your head and tied to a post or tree  

 Vicious bloodhounds specially trained to hunt, attack, and wound you deeply 

 Heavy paddles with holes drilled to increase your pain 

 Stocks, to which your ears may be nailed, and in which we may hold you in immovable 
positions for many hours and even days  

 Blocks covered with spikes and sharp pegs upon which you must stand for hours or 
days  
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 Gallows for hanging you publicly (and of course, trees for lynching you publicly or 
privately) 

 Stakes for burning you alive publicly—at times over slow fires intended to impose the 
most lengthy and brutal pain and suffering imaginable 

 Gibbets in which you can be starved to death while on public exhibit  

 Wheels for breaking your bones and bodies until you die 

 Spears for impaling you 

 

 

MENDACIOUS NEGROES 

“One of the consequences of the want of liberty in the slave is his disqualification to be a witness in 
cases affecting the rights of freemen. …  

“In the United States the rule is enforced, without exception, in all cases where the evidence is offered 
for or against free white persons. In most of the States this exclusion is by express statutes. In others, by 
custom and the decision of the Courts. In all the slaveholding States, and in Ohio, Indiana, Illinois, and Iowa, 
by express statute, the rule has been extended to include free persons of color, or emancipated slaves. 

“That this universal exclusion of a negro from testifying may, in many supposable cases, operate harshly 
and to the defeat of justice, especially in reference to the cruel treatment of slaves, is an undeniable fact; and 
yet it is equally true, that the indiscriminate admission and giving credit to negro testimony would not only, 
in many cases, defeat justice, but would be productive of innumerable evils in the relation of master and 
slave. …  

“That the negro, as a general rule, is mendacious, is a fact too well established to require the production 
of proof, either from history, travels, or craniology.” 

T. Cobb, An inquiry into the law of Negro slavery in the United States of America, Vol I, at 226, 230, 232-33 (T. & J. 
W. Johnson & Co., 1858), available from the Library of Congress at www.hathitrust.org/digital_library 
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Ultimate Terror Message 

To magnify the message of terror, we can, and at times will, place on spikes, along public 
roads, the heads of slaves executed for rebellion, with the intention that the heads be seen by 
other slaves, and by slave children, to bring home as powerfully as possible to those helpless 
human beings, the following messages: 

You must obey us in all matters— 
regardless of what we demand of you 

You must submit completely to us 

This is the best life you ever will have 

You have no hope  

 

 

“Hanging a Slave, South Carolina, 1850s”, 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/1231 




