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    This is a life written at the hard border between ownership and self-ownership, where memory becomes an instrument of freedom. Austin Steward’s Twenty-Two Years a Slave, and Forty Years a Freeman is an antebellum slave narrative and memoir published in 1857, charting a journey from bondage in the American South to autonomy in the North and Upper Canada. Composed within the abolitionist print culture of its day, the book situates a single life against the wider machinery of slavery, reform, and migration. Its very title announces a double arc—years stolen and years reclaimed—inviting readers to consider not only escape from oppression but the sustained work of living as a freeman.

As a work of life writing, it conforms to and expands the conventions of the slave narrative: early scenes of enslavement, the turning points that open a path to liberty, and the long aftermath of responsibility, enterprise, and community care. Set across plantations in Virginia, towns in the northern United States, and Black settlements in Upper Canada, its geography underscores the ways freedom and unfreedom could exist on the same map. The volume also incorporates public materials—addresses, reports, and correspondence—linking private experience to civic debate and making the narrative both personal testimony and historical document.

Steward begins by recalling a childhood under coercion, the daily discipline of labor, and the fragile networks that sustained dignity, then follows the perilous steps by which a young man claims his personhood. What follows is the chronicle promised by the title: decades of free life tested by prejudice, economic risk, and the demands of leadership. The voice is direct and controlled, the style plain yet carefully shaped, with scenes rendered for moral clarity rather than sensational effect. Readers encounter measured pacing, steady introspection, and a tone at once resolute and humane.

Running through the book are inquiries into what makes freedom durable: literacy, lawful protection, productive work, and mutual aid. Steward examines how families are fragmented by slavery and rebuilt in freedom, how personal integrity is cultivated under surveillance, and how faith and reformist conviction animate daily choices. He is attuned to the economics of bondage and the ethics of commerce, showing that wages and ownership do not automatically equal justice unless framed by principle. The result is a study of character under pressure as much as a record of events.

Equally important is the transnational horizon that extends the story beyond the United States. Steward’s account of Black settlement efforts in Upper Canada places questions of safety, self-governance, and collective improvement at the center. In tracing movement across a border that promised legal protections unevenly realized, the narrative probes the meaning of belonging, the limits of law, and the pragmatics of coalition. It invites readers to see freedom not only as a status but as a civic practice, negotiated in towns, churches, meetings, and schools. These passages broaden the memoir’s scope from individual deliverance to community design and maintenance.

For contemporary readers, this memoir illuminates how structural injustice and individual agency are braided across time. Its pages expose the persistence of racial hierarchy in nominally free spaces and the labor required to convert opportunity into security. By situating autobiography within public argument, Steward models how testimony can inform policy and conscience. The book’s attention to education, economic independence, and communal responsibility speaks to current conversations about migration, entrepreneurship, citizenship, and reparative justice, offering resources for understanding both resilience and reform. It also reminds us that narratives can build movements by dignifying experience and clarifying stakes.

Approached today, Twenty-Two Years a Slave, and Forty Years a Freeman rewards slow, reflective reading that attends to both scene and setting. Without anticipating particular turns, one can say that its power lies less in plot surprise than in the steady accumulation of choices that clarify what freedom costs and what it demands. Steward’s narrative voice stands as a guide through peril and possibility, balancing candor with restraint. As a document of the nineteenth-century Black freedom struggle and a work of crafted prose, it remains a necessary companion for readers seeking moral insight grounded in lived experience.
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    Austin Steward’s Twenty-Two Years a Slave, and Forty Years a Freeman (1857) is an autobiographical narrative that traces his journey from bondage to civic leadership. Written for an antebellum readership, it interweaves personal recollection with documentary material, including letters from his tenure connected with the Wilberforce Colony in Canada West. Steward frames his story as both testimony and instruction: a record of slavery’s everyday coercion, the hazards and opportunities of emancipation in the North, and the collective efforts of Black communities to build institutions. The book’s structure moves from childhood servitude through self-emancipation to entrepreneurship and reform, anchoring individual experience within larger social currents.

In the opening chapters, Steward recounts his early years in slavery, describing agricultural labor, surveillance, and punishments that sought to erase personal agency. Bereft of formal schooling, he gains rudimentary literacy in secret, an act that becomes both a tool for survival and a seed for later independence. He is carried with his enslavers from the South to New York, where the legal climate differs yet coercion persists. These scenes foreground the instability of enslaved family life, the arbitrariness of authority, and the constant calculation required to avoid harm, while establishing the moral and psychological stakes that animate the narrative’s subsequent pursuit of freedom.

As New York’s gradual abolition statutes reshape possibilities, Steward tests the narrow passage from bondage to recognized freedom. He negotiates wages, seeks allies, and confronts attempts at re-enslavement that expose the fragility of Black liberty before universal emancipation. Legal petitions and community advocacy figure prominently, illustrating how freedom depended on paperwork, witnesses, and public sentiment as much as personal resolve. Amid these uncertainties, he secures employment, deepens his education, and asserts a new social identity. The account emphasizes measured risk rather than dramatic escape, highlighting the law’s ambiguities and the disciplined persistence required to transform a precarious status into a defensible one.

Steward details the work of making freedom durable: steady labor, thrift, and schooling, followed by the opening of a business that serves a growing upstate community. As an early Black proprietor in Rochester, he navigates credit, competition, and racially charged harassment, while cultivating alliances across reform circles. Church life, temperance commitments, and antislavery organizing broaden his responsibilities beyond commerce. The narrative shows how economic footholds seeded civic authority, and how mutual aid supported vulnerable neighbors and newcomers. Incidents of intimidation and mob pressure appear not as isolated episodes but as recurrent tests of whether Northern institutions would protect the rights they professed.

Turning to Canada West, Steward joins the Black settlement known as the Wilberforce Colony, conceived as a refuge from U.S. prejudice and a proving ground for self-governance. He serves in a leadership capacity—identified in the book’s subtitle—and includes correspondence that records debates over land, finance, and administration. The colony’s promise is palpable: farms, schools, and collective discipline aimed at independence. Yet the record also chronicles mismanagement accusations, leadership rivalries, and external obstacles that strained resources and morale. Steward narrates efforts to reconcile factions, secure titles, and stabilize budgets, treating the settlement as a rigorous test of capacity rather than a utopian retreat.

After seasons of controversy and hard-won lessons, Steward resumes life in the United States while continuing to advocate publicly against slavery and discrimination. He travels, writes, and participates in meetings, emphasizing education, lawful conduct, and industriousness as safeguards for liberty in a society still marked by racial hostility. His sketches of courtrooms, assemblies, and community gatherings map the antislavery movement’s practical concerns: legal defense, moral suasion, and institution building. Without sensationalism, he tallies losses and gains, portraying freedom as daily maintenance rather than a single event, and urging perseverance amid setbacks that could easily undo precarious advances.

By fusing a slave narrative with a chronicle of Black-led colonization and northern enterprise, Twenty-Two Years a Slave, and Forty Years a Freeman offers a layered portrait of nineteenth-century Black life on both sides of the border. Its measured tone and documentary inclusions make it a valuable primary source for historians of emancipation, migration, and community formation. Steward’s experiences raise enduring questions about citizenship, economic autonomy, and the role of collective institutions in securing rights. The work’s abiding resonance lies in its insistence that freedom requires structures capable of outlasting individual courage, a claim presented through lived detail rather than prescriptive conclusion.
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    Austin Steward (1793–1869) was born enslaved in Prince William County, Virginia, within the system of American chattel slavery that governed labor, family life, and mobility in the Upper South after the Revolution. Like many enslaved people, he was taken by his enslaver to the expanding northern frontier, in his case western New York, during a period when states were experimenting with gradual emancipation. That relocation set his life against two legal regimes—Virginia slave codes and New York’s evolving freedom statutes. Twenty-Two Years a Slave and Forty Years a Freeman situates his memories within these contrasting frameworks to illuminate how law and geography shaped bondage and opportunity.

New York’s 1799 and 1817 emancipation acts promised eventual freedom while preserving long terms of unfree labor and complex rules about residency and ownership. Full emancipation arrived on July 4, 1827, but the 1821 state constitution imposed a high property requirement on Black male suffrage that whites did not face. Meanwhile, the federal Fugitive Slave Act of 1793 enabled recapture and kidnapping, and Northern personal liberty laws produced legal contests across county courts. Those statutes form the legal backdrop Steward navigated in western New York, and his narrative critiques the gap between statutory freedom and practical vulnerability for African Americans in the antebellum North.

Western New York changed rapidly after the Erie Canal opened in 1825, transforming Rochester into a major milling and trade center that drew entrepreneurs, migrants, and reformers. The “Burned-over District” saw revivals, temperance societies, antislavery lectures, and Black mutual-aid institutions that attempted to secure education and employment in a segregated labor market. In that economic and religious ferment, Steward’s pursuits as a shopkeeper and community organizer became plausible, yet precarious, paths. His work reflects the opportunities and constraints created by canal-era growth, showing how Black enterprise depended on local alliances, literacy, and moral reform to counter discrimination in markets, schools, and civic life.

By the 1830s, abolitionism matured into a coordinated movement: William Lloyd Garrison launched the Liberator in 1831 and helped found the American Anti-Slavery Society in 1833; petition campaigns, lecture circuits, and biracial conventions followed. In Britain, Parliament abolished the slave trade in 1807 and slavery across most colonies in 1833, strengthening transatlantic antislavery networks. Slave narratives became key evidentiary texts, naming places and people to rebut proslavery claims. Published in 1857, Steward’s narrative participates in this documentary tradition, using personal experience, records, and public correspondence to argue against slavery’s legality and morality and to advocate Black citizenship, education, and economic independence.

In 1829, white mob violence and enforcement of Ohio’s “Black Laws” in Cincinnati drove hundreds of free Black residents to emigrate to Upper Canada. Their leadership organized the Wilberforce Colony, named for British abolitionist William Wilberforce, and secured land in the Huron Tract from the Canada Company near present-day Middlesex County. The settlement sought self-government, schools, and agricultural livelihoods insulated from discriminatory statutes. Steward later served as a president of the colony’s local leadership, corresponding with supporters and critics. His account documents the aspirations and difficulties of this diaspora project, situating it within Midwest racial politics and British North American land development.

Upper Canada’s 1793 Act to Limit Slavery curtailed importation and set conditions for gradual abolition, and after the 1833 Emancipation Act, Canada became a widely recognized refuge for fugitives and free Black migrants. Cross-border routes through Buffalo, Niagara, and the Lake Ontario shore—later termed the Underground Railroad—linked communities in western New York to settlements near London and Chatham. The U.S. Fugitive Slave Act of 1850 heightened flight and risk, spurring vigilance committees and Canadian reception. Steward’s cross-border organizing and commentary demonstrate how legal sovereignty and geography structured safety, while also revealing the precariousness of freedom for Black families living near the international boundary.

Like many cooperative ventures of the era, Wilberforce struggled with debt, governance disputes, and environmental challenges. Fundraising controversies, uneven crop yields, and competing visions among American and Canadian supporters complicated land titles and public trust. Yet the colony emphasized schools, religious life, and temperance, mirroring broader reform priorities in the Great Lakes. Steward’s tenure in leadership and his published letters situate these tensions within practical questions of accountability and capacity rather than romantic separatism. The narrative thus interprets Black self-governance as aspirational and conditional, critiquing both external prejudice and internal mismanagement that could imperil collective advancement under nineteenth-century market and legal constraints.

Steward’s book appeared in 1857, the year the U.S. Supreme Court decided Dred Scott v. Sandford, declaring that people of African descent could not be citizens and limiting Congress’s power over slavery’s expansion. After the Kansas-Nebraska Act of 1854 and violent conflict in Kansas Territory, national politics polarized sharply. Within a flourishing narrative tradition that included Equiano, Bibb, and Douglass, Steward framed a lifetime straddling slavery, gradual emancipation, Black institution-building, and Canadian refuge. His testimony affirms industry, education, and civic equality while indicting slavery and racial discrimination North and South, offering contemporaries a measured, documentary critique amid the unraveling Union.



22 Years a Slave and 40 Years a Freeman
Main Table of Contents



FROM GOVERNOR CLARK



PREFACE



CHAPTER I SLAVE LIFE ON THE PLANTATION



CHAPTER II AT THE GREAT HOUSE



CHAPTER III HORSE-RACING AND ITS CONSEQUENCES



CHAPTER IV JOURNEY TO OUR NEW HOME IN NEW YORK



CHAPTER V INCIDENTS AT SODUS BAY



CHAPTER VI REMOVAL FROM SODUS TO BATH



CHAPTER VII DUELING



CHAPTER VIII HORSE-RACING AND GENERAL TRAINING



CHAPTER IX DEATH BED AND BRIDAL SCENES



CHAPTER X HIRED OUT TO A NEW MASTER



CHAPTER XI THOUGHTS ON FREEDOM



CHAPTER XII CAPT. HELM — DIVORCE — KIDNAPPING



CHAPTER XIII LOCATE IN THE VILLAGE OF ROCHESTER



CHAPTER XIV INCIDENTS IN ROCHESTER AND VICINITY



CHAPTER XV SAD REVERSES OF CAPT. HELM



CHAPTER XVI BRITISH EMANCIPATION OF SLAVERY



CHAPTER XVII ORATION — TERMINATION OF SLAVERY



CHAPTER XVIII CONDITION OF FREE COLORED PEOPLE



CHAPTER XIX PERSECUTION OF THE COLORED PEOPLE



CHAPTER XX REMOVAL TO CANADA



CHAPTER XXI ROUGHING IT IN THE WILDS OF CANADA



CHAPTER XXII NARROW ESCAPE OF A SMUGGLER



CHAPTER XXIII NARRATIVE OF TWO FUGITIVES FROM VIRGINIA



CHAPTER XXIV PLEASANT RE-UNION OF OLD AND TRIED FRIENDS



CHAPTER XXV PRIVATE LOSSES AND PRIVATE DIFFICULTIES



CHAPTER XXVI INCIDENTS AND PECULIARITIES OF THE INDIANS



CHAPTER XXVII OUR DIFFICULTIES WITH ISRAEL LEWIS



CHAPTER XXVIII DESPERATION OF A FUGITIVE SLAVE



CHAPTER XXIX A NARROW ESCAPE FROM MY ENEMIES



CHAPTER XXX DEATH OF B. PAUL, AND RETURN OF HIS BROTHER



CHAPTER XXXI MY FAMILY RETURN TO ROCHESTER



CHAPTER XXXII THE LAND AGENT AND THE SQUATTER



CHAPTER XXXIII CHARACTER AND DEATH OF I. LEWIS



CHAPTER XXXIV MY RETURN TO ROCHESTER



CHAPTER XXXV BISHOP BROWN — DEATH OF MY DAUGHTER



CHAPTER XXXVI CELEBRATION OF THE FIRST OF AUGUST



CHAPTER XXXVII CONCLUSION



CORRESPONDENCE LETTER FROM A. STEWARD TO WM. L. GARRISON





FROM GOVERNOR CLARK


Table of Contents


STATE OF NEW YORK, EXECUTIVE DEPARTMENT,

  Albany, May 10, 1856.

  MR. A. STEWARD, Canandaigua,

Dear Sir: — I notice a paragraph in the "Ontario Times" of this date, making the announcement that you are preparing "a sketch of events occurring under your own observation during an eventful life," to be entitled, "Twenty Years a Slave, and Forty Years a Freeman;" and that you design soon to make an effort to obtain subscribers for the book.

Being desirous of rendering you what encouragement I may in the work, you are permitted to place my name on your list of subscribers.

Respectfully Yours,

  MYRON H. CLARK.

* * * * *

ROCHESTER, SEPTEMBER, 1856

  MR. WM. ALLING,

Dear Sir: — The undersigned have heard with pleasure, that you are about issuing a Book made up from incidents in the life of Austin STEWARD. We have been the early acquaintances and associates of Mr. Steward, while a business man in Rochester in an early day, and take pleasure in bearing testimony to his high personal, moral and Christian character. In a world of vicissitude, Mr. Steward has received no ordinary share, and we hope, while his book may do the world good, it may prove a substantial benefit to him in his declining years.

ASHLEY SAMPSON, THOMAS KEMPSHALL, FREDERICK STARR, CHAS. J. HILL, L.A. WARD, EDWIN SCRANTOM, JACOB GOULD.

* * * * *

RECOMMENDATORY.

ROCHESTER, JULY 1, 1856.

  A. STEWARD, ESQ.,

Dear Sir: — In reply to your letter upon the propriety of publishing your life, I answer, that there is not only no objection to it, but it will be timely, and is demanded by every consideration of humanity and justice. Every tongue which speaks for Freedom, which has once been held by the awful gag of Slavery, is trumpet-tongued — and he who pleads against this monstrous oppression, if he can say, "here are the scars," can do much.

It is a great pleasure to me to run back to my boyhood, and stop at that spot where I first met you. I recollect the story of your wrongs, and your joy in the supposition that all were now ended in your freedom; of your thirst for knowledge, as you gathered up from the rudimental books — not then very plenty — a few snatches of the elements of the language; of playing the school-master to you, in "setting copies" for your writing — book; of guiding your mind and pen. I remember your commencement in business, and the outrage and indignity offered you in Rochester, by white competitors on no other ground than that of color.1 I saw your bitter tears, and recollect assuring you — what afterwards proved true — that justice would overtake the offenders, and that you would live to see these enemies bite the dust! I remember your unsullied character, and your prosperity, and when your word or endorsement was equal to that of any other citizen. I remember too, when yourself, and others of your kind, sunk all the gatherings of years of toil, in an unsuccessful attempt to establish an asylum for your enslaved and oppressed brethren — and, not to enumerate, which I might do much farther, I remember when your "old master," finding you had been successful, while he himself had lost in the changes on fortune's wheel — came here and set up a claim to yourself and your property — a claim which might have held both, had not a higher power suddenly summoned him to a tribunal, where both master and slave shall one day answer each for himself!

But to the book. Let its plain, unvarnished tale be sent out, and the story of Slavery and its abominations, again be told by one who has felt in his own person its scorpion lash, and the weight of its grinding heel. I think it will do good service, and could not have been sent forth at a more auspicious period. The downfall of the hateful system of Slavery is certain. Though long delayed, justice is sure to come at length; and he must be a slow thinker and a poor seer, who cannot discern in the elements already at work, the mighty forces which must eventually crush this oppression. I know that you and I have felt discouraged at the long delay, years ago, — when we might have kept up our hopes by the fact that every thing that is slow is sure. Your book may be humble and your descriptions tame, yet truth is always mighty; and you may furnish the sword for some modern Sampson, who shall shout over more slain than his ancient prototype. I close with the wish, that much success may attend your labors, in more ways than one, and that your last days may be your best — and am,

Your old Friend,

  And obed't serv't,

  EDWIN SCRANTOM.


PREFACE


Table of Contents


The author does not think that any apology is necessary for this issue of his Life and History. He believes that American Slavery is now the great question before the American People: that it is not merely a political question, coming up before the country as the grand element in the making of a President, and then to be laid aside for four years; but that its moral bearings are of such a nature that the Patriot, the Philanthropist, and all good men agree that it is an evil of so much magnitude, that longer to permit it, is to wink at sin, and to incur the righteous judgments of God. The late outrages and aggressions of the slave power to possess itself of new soil, and extend the influence of the hateful and God-provoking "Institution," is a practical commentary upon its benefits and the moral qualities of those who seek to sustain and extend it. The author is therefore the more willing — nay, anxious, to lay alongside of such arguments the history of his own life and experiences as a slave, that those who read may know what are some of the characteristics of that highly favored institution, which is sought to be preserved and perpetuated. "Facts are stubborn things," — and this is the reason why all systems, religious, moral, or social, which are founded in injustice, and supported by fraud and robbery, suffer so much by faithful exposition.

The author has endeavored to present a true statement of the practical workings of the system of Slavery, as he has seen and felt it himself. He has intended "nothing to extenuate, nor aught set down in malice;" indeed, so far from believing that he has misrepresented Slavery as an institution, he does not feel that he has the power to give anything like a true picture of it in all its deformity and wickedness; especially that Slavery which is an institution among an enlightened and Christian people, who profess to believe that all men are born free and equal, and who have certain inalienable rights, among which are life, liberty, and the pursuit of happiness.

The author claims that he has endeavored since he had his freedom, as much as in him lay, to benefit his suffering fellows in bondage; and that he has spent most of his free life in efforts to elevate them in manners and morals, though against all the opposing forces of prejudice and pride, which of course, has made much of his labor vain. In his old age he sends out this history — presenting as it were his own body, with the marks and scars of the tender mercies of slave drivers upon it, and asking that these may plead in the name of Justice, Humanity, and Mercy, that those who have the power, may have the magnanimity to strike off the chains from the enslaved, and bid him stand up, a Freeman and a Brother!


CHAPTER I

  SLAVE LIFE ON THE PLANTATION
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I was born in Prince William County, Virginia. At seven years of age, I found myself a slave on the plantation of Capt. William Helm. Our family consisted of my father and mother — whose names were Robert and Susan Steward — a sister, Mary, and myself. As was the usual custom, we lived in a small cabin, built of rough boards, with a floor of earth, and small openings in the sides of the cabin were substituted for windows. The chimney was built of sticks and mud; the door, of rough boards; and the whole was put together in the rudest possible manner. As to the furniture of this rude dwelling, it was procured by the slaves themselves, who were occasionally permitted to earn a little money after their day's toil was done. I never knew Capt. H. to furnish his slaves with household utensils of any description.

The amount of provision given out on the plantation per week, was invariably one peck of corn or meal[1] for each slave. This allowance was given in meal when it could be obtained; when it could not, they received corn, which they pounded in mortars after they returned from their labor in the field. The slaves on our plantation were provided with very little meat In addition to the peck of corn or meal, they were allowed a little salt and a few herrings. If they wished for more, they were obliged to earn it by over-work. They were permitted to cultivate small gardens, and were thereby enabled to provide themselves with many trifling conveniences. But these gardens were only allowed to some of the more industrious. Capt. Helm allowed his slaves a small quantity of meat during harvest time, but when the harvest was over they were obliged to fall back on the old allowance.

It was usual for men and women to work side by side on our plantation; and in many kinds of work, the women were compelled to do as much as the men. Capt. H. employed an overseer, whose business it was to look after each slave in the field, and see that he performed his task. The overseer always went around with a whip, about nine feet long, made of the toughest kind of cowhide, the but-end of which was loaded with lead, and was about four or five inches in circumference, running to a point at the opposite extremity. This made a dreadful instrument of torture, and, when in the hands of a cruel overseer, it was truly fearful. With it, the skin of an ox or a horse could be cut through. Hence, it was no uncommon thing to see the poor slaves with their backs mangled in a most horrible manner. Our overseer, thus armed with his cowhide, and with a large bull-dog behind him, followed the slaves all day; and, if one of them fell in the rear from any cause, this cruel weapon was plied with terrible force. He would strike the dog one blow and the slave another, in order to keep the former from tearing the delinquent slave in pieces, — such was the ferocity of his canine attendant.

It was the rule for the slaves to rise and be ready for their task by sun-rise, on the blowing of a horn or conch-shell; and woe be to the unfortunate, who was not in the field at the time appointed, which was in thirty minutes from the first sounding of the horn. I have heard the poor creatures beg as for their lives, of the inhuman overseer, to desist from his cruel punishment. Hence, they were usually found in the field "betimes in the morning," (to use an old Virginia phrase), where they worked until nine o'clock. They were then allowed thirty minutes to eat their morning meal, which consisted of a little bread. At a given signal, all hands were compelled to return to their work. They toiled until noon, when they were permitted to take their breakfast, which corresponds to our dinner.

On our plantation, it was the usual practice to have one of the old slaves set apart to do the cooking. All the field hands were required to give into the hands of the cook a certain portion of their weekly allowance, either in dough or meal, which was prepared in the following manner. The cook made a hot fire and rolled up each person's portion in some cabbage leaves, when they could be obtained, and placed it in a hole in the ashes, carefully covered with the same, where it remained until done. Bread baked in this way is very sweet and good. But cabbage leaves could not always be obtained. When this was the case, the bread was little better than a mixture of dough and ashes, which was not very palatable. The time allowed for breakfast, was one hour. At the signal, all hands were obliged to resume their toil. The overseer was always on hand to attend to all delinquents, who never failed to feel the blows of his heavy whip.

The usual mode of punishing the poor slaves was, to make them take off their clothes to the bare back, and then tie their hands before them with a rope, pass the end of the rope over a beam, and draw them up till they stood on the tips of their toes. Sometimes they tied their legs together and placed a rail between. Thus prepared, the overseer proceeded to punish the poor, helpless victim. Thirty-nine was the number of lashes ordinarily inflicted for the most trifling offence.

Who can imagine a position more painful? Oh, who, with feelings of common humanity, could look quietly on such torture? Who could remain unmoved, to see a fellow-creature thus tied, unable to move or to raise a hand in his own defence; scourged on his bare back, with a cowhide, until the blood flows in streams from his quivering flesh? And for what? Often for the most trifling fault; and, as sometimes occurs, because a mere whim or caprice of his brutal overseer demands it. Pale with passion, his eyes flashing and his stalwart frame trembling with rage, like some volcano, just ready to belch forth its fiery contents, and, in all its might and fury, spread death and destruction all around, he continues to wield the bloody lash on the broken flesh of the poor, pleading slave, until his arm grows weary, or he sinks down, utterly exhausted, on the very spot where already stand the pools of blood which his cruelty has drawn from thee mangled body of his helpless victim, and within the hearing of those agonized groans and feeble cries of "Oh do, Massa! Oh do, Massa! Do, Lord, have mercy! Oh, Lord, have mercy!" &c.

Nor is this cruel punishment inflicted on the bare backs of the male portion of slaves only. Oh no! The slave husband must submit without a murmur, to see the form of his cherished, but wretched wife, not only exposed to the rude gaze of a beastly tyrant, but he must unresistingly see the heavy cowhide descend upon her shrinking flesh, and her manacled limbs writhe in inexpressible torture, while her piteous cries for help ring through his ears unanswered. The wild throbbing of his heart must be suppressed, and his righteous indignation find no voice, in the presence of the human monster who holds dominion over him.

After the infuriated and heartless overseer had satiated his thirst for vengeance, on the disobedient or delinquent slave, he was untied, and left to crawl away as best he could; sometimes on his hands and knees, to his lonely and dilapidated cabin, where, stretched upon the cold earth, he lay weak and bleeding and often faint from the loss of blood, without a friend who dare administer to his necessities, and groaning in the agony of his crushed spirit. In his cabin, which was not as good as many of our stables at the North, he might lie for weeks before recovering sufficient strength to resume the labor imposed upon him, and all this time without a bed or bed clothing, or any of the necessaries considered so essential to the sick.

Perhaps some of his fellow-slaves might come and bathe his wounds in warm water, to prevent his clothing from tearing open his flesh anew, and thus make the second suffering well nigh equal to the first; or they might from their scanty store bring him such food as they could spare, to keep him from suffering hunger, and offer their sympathy, and then drag their own weary bodies to their place of rest, after their daily task was finished.

Oh, you who have hearts to feel; you who have kind friends around you, in sickness and in sorrow, think of the sufferings of the helpless, destitute, and down-trodden slave. Has sickness laid its withering hand upon you, or disappointment blasted your fairest earthly prospects, still, the outgushings of an affectionate heart are not denied you, and you may look forward with hope to a bright future. Such a hope seldom animates the heart of the poor slave. He toils on, in his unrequited labor, looking only to the grave to find a quiet resting place, where he will be free from the oppressor.


CHAPTER II

  AT THE GREAT HOUSE
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When eight years of age, I was taken to the "great house," or the family mansion of my master, to serve as an errand boy, where I had to stand in the presence of my master's family all the day, and a part of the night, ready to do any thing which they commanded me to perform.

My master's family consisted of himself and wife, and seven children. His overseer, whose name was Barsly Taylor, had also a wife and five children. These constituted the white population on the plantation. Capt. Helm was the owner of about one hundred slaves, which made the residents on the plantation number about one hundred and sixteen persons in all. One hundred and seven of them, were required to labor for the benefit of the remaining nine, who possessed that vast domain; and one hundred of the number doomed to unrequited toil, under the lash of a cruel task-master during life, with no hope of release this side of the grave, and as far as the cruel oppressor is concerned, shut out from hope beyond it.

And here let me ask, why is this practice of working slaves half clad, poorly fed, with nothing or nearly so, to stimulate them to exertion, but fear of the lash? Do the best interests of our common country require it? I think not. Did the true interest of Capt. Helm demand it? Whatever may have been his opinion, I cannot think it did. Can it be for the best interest or good of the enslaved? Certainly not; for there is no real inducement for the slaveholder to make beasts of burden of his fellow men, but that which was frankly acknowledged by Gibbs and other pirates: "we have the power," — the power to rob and murder on the high seas! — which they will undoubtedly continue to hold, until overtaken by justice; which will certainly come some time, just as sure as that a righteous God reigns over the earth or rules in heaven.

Some have attempted to apologize for the enslaving of the Negro, by saying that they are inferior to the Anglo-Saxon race in every respect. This charge I deny; it is utterly false. Does not the Bible inform us that "God hath created of one blood all the nations of the earth[1q]?" And certainly in stature and physical force the colored man is quite equal to his white brother, and in many instances his superior; but were it otherwise, I can not see why the more favored class should enslave the other. True, God has given to the African a darker complexion than to his white brother; still, each have the same desires and aspirations. The food required for the sustenance of one is equally necessary for the other. Naturally or physically, they alike require to be warmed by the cheerful fire, when chilled by our northern winter's breath; and alike they welcome the cool spring and the delightful shade of summer. Hence, I have come to the conclusion that God created all men free and equal, and placed them upon this earth to do good and benefit each other, and that war and slavery should be banished from the face of the earth.

My dear reader will not understand me to say, that all nations are alike intelligent, enterprising and industrious, for we all know that it is far otherwise; but to man, and not to our Creator, should the fault be charged. But, to resume our narrative,

Capt. Helm was not a very hard master; but generally was kind and pleasant. Indulgent when in good humor, but like many of the southerners, terrible when in a passion. He was a great sportsman, and very fond of company. He generally kept one or two race horses, and a pack of hounds for fox-hunting, which at that time, was a very common and fashionable diversion in that section of country. He was not only a sportsman, but a gamester, and was in the habit of playing cards, and sometimes betting very high and losing accordingly.

I well remember an instance of the kind: it was when he played cards with a Mr. W. Graham, who won from him in one sweep, two thousand and seven hundred dollars in all, in the form of a valuable horse, prized at sixteen hundred dollars, another saddle-horse of less value, one slave, and his wife's gold watch. The company decided that all this was fairly won, but Capt. Holm demurred, and refused to give up the property until an application was made to Gen. George Washington, ("the father of his country,") who decided that Capt. Helm had lost the game, and that Mr. Graham had fairly won the property, of which Mr. G. took immediate possession, and conveyed to his own plantation.

Capt. Helm was not a good business man, unless we call horse-racing, fox-hunting, and card-playing, business. His overseer was entrusted with every thing on the plantation, and allowed to manage about as he pleased, while the Captain enjoyed himself in receiving calls from his wealthy neighbors, and in drinking what he called "grog[4]," which was no more nor less than whisky, of which he was extremely fond, notwithstanding his cellar contained the choicest wines and liquors. To show his partiality for his favorite beverage, I will relate an incident which occurred between Capt. Helm and Col. Charles Williamson. The Colonel, believing wine to be a healthier beverage than whisky, accepted a bet made by Capt. Helm, of one thousand dollars, that he would live longer and drink whisky, than the Colonel, who drank wine. Shortly after, Col. Williamson was called home by the British government, and while on his way to England, died, and his body, preserved in a cask of brandy, was taken home. The bet Capt. Helm made considerable effort to get, but was unsuccessful.

Mrs. Helm was a very industrious woman, and generally busy in her household affairs — sewing, knitting, and looking after the servants; but she was a great scold, — continually finding fault with some of the servants, and frequently punishing the young slaves herself, by striking them over the head with a heavy iron key, until the blood ran; or else whipping them with a cowhide[3], which she always kept by her side when sitting in her room. The older servants she would cause to be punished by having them severely whipped by a man, which she never failed to do for every trifling fault. I have felt the weight of some of her heaviest keys on my own head, and for the slightest offences. No slave could possibly escape being punished — I care not how attentive they might be, nor how industrious — punished they must be, and punished they certainly were. Mrs. Helm appeared to be uneasy unless some of the servants were under the lash. She came into the kitchen one morning and my mother, who was cook, had just put on the dinner. Mrs. Helm took out her white cambric handkerchief, and rubbed it on the inside of the pot, and it crocked it! That was enough to invoke the wrath of my master, who came forth immediately with his horse-whip, with which he whipped my poor mother most unmercifully — far more severely than I ever knew him to whip a horse.

I once had the misfortune to break the lock of master's shot gun, and when it came to his knowledge, he came to me in a towering passion, and charged me with what he considered the crime of carelessness. I denied it, and told him I knew nothing about it; but I was so terribly frightened that he saw I was guilty, and told me so, foaming with rage; and then I confessed the truth. But oh, there was no escaping the lash. Its recollection is still bitter, and ever will be. I was commanded to take off my clothes, which I did, and then master put me on the back of another slave, my arms hanging down before him and my hands clasped in his, where he was obliged to hold me with a vise-like grasp. Then master gave me the most severe flogging that I ever received, and I pray God that I may never again experience such torture. And yet Capt. Helm was not the worst of masters.

These cruelties are daily occurrences, and so degrading is the whole practice of Slavery, that it not only crushes and brutalizes the wretched slave, but it hardens the heart, benumbs all the fine feelings of humanity, and deteriorates from the character of the slaveholders themselves, — whether man or woman. Otherwise, how could a gentle, and in other respects, amiable woman, look on such scenes of cruelty, without a shudder of utter abhorrence? But slaveholding ladies, can not only look on quietly, but with approbation; and what is worse, though very common, they can and do use the lash and cowhide themselves, on the backs of their slaves, and that too on those of their own sex! Far rather would I spend my life in a State's Prison, than be the slave of the best slaveholder on the earth!

When I was not employed as an errand-boy, it was my duty to stand behind my master's chair, which was sometimes the whole day, never being allowed to sit in his presence. Indeed, no slave is ever allowed to sit down in the presence of their master or mistress. If a slave is addressed when sitting, he is required to spring to his feet, and instantly remove his hat, if he has one, and answer in the most humble manner, or lay the foundation for a flogging, which will not be long delayed.

I slept in the same room with my master and mistress. This room was elegantly furnished with damask curtains, mahogany bedstead of the most expensive kind, and every thing else about it was of the most costly kind. And while Mr. and Mrs. Helm reposed on their bed of down, with a cloud of lace floating over them, like some Eastern Prince, with their slaves to fan them while they slept, and to tremble when they awoke, I always slept upon the floor, without a pillow or even a blanket, but, like a dog, lay down anywhere I could find a place.

Slaves are never allowed to leave the plantation to which they belong, without a written pass. Should any one venture to disobey this law, he will most likely be caught by the patrol[2] and given thirty-nine lashes. This patrol is always on duty every Sunday, going to each plantation under their supervision, entering every slave cabin, and examining closely the conduct of the slaves; and if they find one slave from another plantation without a pass, he is immediately punished with a severe flogging.

I recollect going one Sunday with my mother, to visit my grand-mother; and while there, two or three of the patrol came and looked into the cabin, and seeing my mother, demanded her pass. She told them that she had one, but had left it in another cabin, from whence she soon brought it, which saved her a whipping but we were terribly frightened.

The reader will obtain a better knowledge of the character of a Virginia patrol, by the relation of an affair, which came off on the neighboring plantation of Col. Alexander, in which some forty of Capt. Helm's slaves were engaged, and which proved rather destructive of human life in the end.

But I must first say that it is not true, that slave owners are respected for kindness to their slaves. The more tyrannical a master is, the more will he be favorably regarded by his neighboring planters; and from the day that he acquires the reputation of a kind and indulgent master, he is looked upon with suspicion, and sometimes hatred, and his slaves are watched more closely than before.

Col. Alexander was a very wealthy planter and owned a great number of slaves, but he was very justly suspected of being a kind, humane, and indulgent master. His slaves were always better fed, better clad, and had greater privileges than any I knew in the Old Dominion; and of course, the patrol had long had an eye on them, anxious to flog some of "those pampered niggers, who were spoiled by the indulgence of a weak, inefficient, but well-meaning owner."

Col. A. gave his slaves the liberty to get up a grand dance. Invitations were sent and accepted, to a large number of slaves on other plantations, and so, for miles around, all or many of the slaves were in high anticipation of joining in the great dance, which was to come off on Easter night. In the mean time, the patrol was closely watching their movements, and evinced rather a joyful expectancy of the many they should find there without a pass, and the flogging they would give them for that, if not guilty of any other offence, and perhaps they might catch some of the Colonel's slaves doing something for which they could be taught "to know their place," by the application of the cowhide.

The slaves on Col. A.'s plantation had to provide and prepare the supper for the expected vast "turn out," which was no light matter; and as slaves like on such occasions to pattern as much as possible after their master's family, the result was, to meet the emergency of the case, they took without saying, "by your leave, Sir," some property belonging to their master, reasoning among themselves, as slaves often do, that it can not be stealing, because "it belongs to massa, and so do we, and we only use one part of his property to benefit another. Sure, 'tis all massa's." And if they do not get detected in this removal of "massa's property" from one location to another, they think no more of it.

Col. Alexander's slaves were hurrying on with their great preparations for the dance and feast; and as the time drew near, the old and knowing ones might be seen in groups, discussing the matter, with many a wink and nod; but it was in the valleys and by-places where the younger portion were to be found, rather secretly preparing food for the great time coming. This consisted of hogs, sheep, calves; and as to master's poultry, that suffered daily. Sometimes it was missed, but the disappearance was always easily accounted for, by informing "massa" that a great number of hawks had been around of late; and their preparation went on, night after night, undetected. They who repaired to a swamp or other by-place to cook by night, carefully destroyed everything likely to detect them, before they returned to their cabins in the morning.

The night for the dance came at last, and long before the time, the road leading to Col. Alexander's plantation presented a gay spectacle. The females were seen flocking to the place of resort, with heads adorned with gaudy bandanna turbans and new calico dresses, of the gayest colors, — their whole attire decked over with bits of gauze ribbon and other fantastic finery. The shades of night soon closed over the plantation, and then could be heard the rude music and loud laugh of the unpolished slave. It was about ten o'clock when the aristocratic slaves began to assemble, dressed in the cast-off finery of their master and mistress, swelling out and putting on airs in imitation of those they were forced to obey from day to day.

When they were all assembled, the dance commenced; the old fiddler struck up some favorite tune, and over the floor they went; the flying feet of the dancers were heard, pat, pat, over the apartment till the clock warned them it was twelve at midnight, or what some call "low twelve," to distinguish it from twelve o'clock at noon; then the violin ceased its discordant sounds, and the merry dancers paused to take breath.

Supper was then announced, and all began to prepare for the sumptuous feast. It being the pride of slaves to imitate the manners of their master and mistress, especially in the ceremonies of the table, all was conducted with great propriety and good order. The food was well cooked, and in a very plentiful supply. They had also managed in some way, to get a good quantity of excellent wine, which was sipped in the most approved and modern style. Every dusky face was lighted up, and every eye sparkled with joy. However ill fed they might have been, here, for once, there was plenty. Suffering and toil was forgotten, and they all seemed with one accord to give themselves up to the intoxication of pleasurable amusement.

House servants were of course, "the stars" of the party; all eyes were turned to them to see how they conducted, for they, among slaves, are what a military man would call "fugle-men." The field hands, and such of them as have generally been excluded from the dwelling of their owners, look to the house servant as a pattern of politeness and gentility. And indeed, it is often the only method of obtaining any knowledge of the manners of what is called "genteel society;" hence, they are ever regarded as a privileged class; and are sometimes greatly envied, while others are bitterly hated. And too often justly, for many of them are the most despicable tale-bearers and mischief-makers, who will, for the sake of the favor of his master or mistress, frequently betray his fellow-slave, and by tattling, get him severely whipped; and for these acts of perfidy, and sometimes downright falsehood, he is often rewarded by his master, who knows it is for his interest to keep such ones about him; though he is sometimes obliged, in addition to a reward, to send him away, for fear of the vengeance of the betrayed slaves. In the family of his master, the example of bribery and treachery is ever set before him, hence it is, that insurrections and stampedes are so generally detected. Such slaves are always treated with more affability than others, for the slaveholder is well aware that he stands over a volcano, that may at any moment rock his foundation to the center, and with one mighty burst of its long suppressed fire, sweep him and his family to destruction. When he lies down at night, he knows not but that ere another morning shall dawn, he may be left mangled and bleeding, and at the mercy of those maddened slaves whom he has so long ruled with a rod of iron.

But the supper, like other events, came to an end at last. The expensive table service, with other things, which had been secretly brought from the "great house," was hurriedly cleansed by the slaves, and carefully returned. The floor was again cleared, the violin sounded, and soon they were performing another "break down," with all the wild abandon of the African character, — in the very midst of which, the music suddenly ceased, and the old musician assumed a listening attitude. Every foot was motionless; every face terrified, and every ear listening for the cause of the alarm.

Soon the slave who was kept on the "look-out," shouted to the listeners the single word "patrol!" and then the tumult that followed that announcement, is beyond the power of language to describe! Many a poor slave who had stolen from his cabin, to join in the dance, now remembered that they had no pass! Many screamed in affright, as if they already felt the lash and heard the crack of the overseer's whip; others clenched their hands, and assumed an attitude of bold defiance, while a savage frown contracted the brow of all. Their unrestrained merriment and delicious fare, seemed to arouse in them the natural feelings of self-defence and defiance of their oppressors. But what could be done? The patrol was nearing the building, when an athletic, powerful slave, who had been but a short time from his "fatherland," whose spirit the cowardly overseer had labored in vain to quell, said in a calm, clear voice, that we had better stand our ground, and advised the females to lose no time in useless wailing, but get their things and repair immediately to a cabin at a short distance, and there remain quiet, without a light, which they did with all possible haste. The men were terrified at this bold act of their leader; and many with dismay at the thought of resistance, began to skulk behind fences and old buildings, when he opened the door and requested every slave to leave who felt unwilling to fight. None were urged to remain, and those who stood by him did so voluntarily.

Their number was now reduced to twenty-five men, but the leader, a gigantic African, with a massive, compact frame, and an
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