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Henry "Box" Brown Escapes Slavery in a Small Box
Digital History 1D 509

Author: Henry (Box) Brown
Date: 1872

Annotation: Henry "Box" Brown escapes slavery by having himself nailed into a small box and
shipped from Richmond to Philadelphia.

Document: He was decidedly an unhappy piece of property in the city of Richmond, Va. In the
condition of a slave he felt that it would be impossible for him to remain. Full well did he know,
however, that it was no holiday task £o escape the vigilance of Virginia slave- hunters, or the wrath
of an enraged master for committing the unpardonable sin of attempting to escape to a land of
liberty. So Brown counted well the cost before venturing upon his hazardous undertaking. Ordinary
modes of travel he concluded might prove disastrous to his hopes; he, therefore, hit upon a new
invention altogether, which was to have himself boxed up and forwarded to Philadelphia direct by
express. The size of the box and how it was to be made to fit him most comfortably, was of his own
ordering. Two feet eight inches deep, two feet wide, and three feet long were the exact dimensions
of the hox, lined with baize. His resources in regard to food and water consisted of the following:
One bladder of water and a few small biscuits. His mechanical implement to meet the death-
struggle for fresh air, all told, was one large gimlet, Satisfied that it would be far better to peril his
life for freedom in this way than to remain under the galling voke of Slavery, he entered his box,
which was safely nailed up and hooped with five hickory hoops, and then was addressed by his next
friend, James A. Smith, a shoe dealer, to Wm. H. Johnson, Arch Street, Philadelphia, marked, "This
side up with care.” In this condition he was sent to Adams' Express office in a dray, and thence by
overland express to Philadelphia. It was twenty- six hours from the time he left Richmond until his
arrival in the city of Brotherly Love. The notice, "This side up, etc.," did not avail with the different
expressmen, who hesitated not to handle the box in the usual rough manner common to this class of
men. For a while they actually had the box upside down, and had him on his head for miles. A few
days before he was expected, certain intimation was conveyed to a member of the Vigilance
Committee that a box might be expected by the three o'ctock morning train from the South, which
might contain a man.

All was quiet. The door had been safely locked. The proceedings commenced. Mr. [1.M.] McKim
rapped quietly on the lid of the box and called out, "All right!" Instantly came the answer from
within, "All right, sir!"

The witnesses will never forget that moment, Saw and hatchet guickly had the five hickory hoops cut
and the lid off, and the marvelous resurraction of Brown ensued. Rising up in the box, he reached

out his hand, saying, "How dc you do, gentlemen?” the {ittlie assemblage hardly knew what to think

or do at the moment. He was about as wet as if he had come up out of the Delaware. Very soon he
remarked that, before leaving Richmond he had selected for his arrival hymn (if he lived) the Psalm
beginning with these words: "I awaited patiently for the Lord, and He heard my prayer." And most
touchingly did he sing the psalm, much to his own relief, as well as to the delight of his small ZIU.Q\'\E’\L{’_Q,,
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The Punishments He Received
Digital Mistory ID 502

Author:  William Wells Brown
Date:1847

Annotation: One of the nation’'s first btack novelists and historians, William Wells Brown was born in
Lexington Kentucky in 1816 and raised in Missouri. After serving as a slave driver, he was hired out
to transport slaves to the New Orleans slave market, but managed to escape. Here, he describes the
punishments he encountered while he was a slave in Missouri.

Document: My mother was hired out in the city, and I was also hired out there to Major Freeland,
who kept a public house. He was formerly from Virginia, and was a horse- racer, cock- fighter,
gambler, and withatl an inveterate drunkard. There were ten or twelve servants in the house, and
when he was present,it was cut and slash- - knock down and drag out. In his fits of anger, he would
take up a chair, and throw it at a servant; and in his more rational moments, when he wished to
chastise one, he wouid tie them up in the smokehouse, and whip them; after which, he would cause
a fire to be made of tobacco stems, and smoke them. This he called "Virginia play."

I complained to my master of the treatment which I received from Major Freeland; but it made no
difference. He cared nothing about it, so long as he received the money for my labor. After living
with Major Freeland five or six months, I ran away, and went into the woods back of the city; and
when night came on, I made my way to my master's farm, knowing that if Mr. Haskell, the overseer,
shauld discover me, I should be again carried back to Major Freeland; so I kept in the woods. One
day, while in the woods, 1 heard the barking and howling of dogs, and in a short time they came so
near that I knew them to be the bloodhounds of Major Benjamin O'Fallon. He kept five or six, to
hunt runaway slaves with.

As soon as [ was convinced that it was them, I knew there was no chance of escape. I took refuge in
the top of a tree and the hounds were soon at its base, and there remained until the hunters came
up in a half or three quarters of an hour afterwards. There were two men with the dogs, who, as
soon as they came up, ordered me to descend. I came down, was tied, and taken to St. Louis jail.
Major Freeland soon made his appearance, and took me out, and ordered me to follow him, which I
did. After we returned home I was tied up in the smokehouse, and was very severely whipped, After
the major had flogged me to his satisfaction, he sent out his son Robert, a young man eighteen or
twenty years of age, to see that I was well smoked. He made a fire of tobacco stems, which soon set
me to coughing and sneezing. This, Robert told me, was the way his father used to do to his siaves
in Virginia. After giving me what they conceived to be a decent smoking, [ was untied and again set
to work.
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His Experiences as a Slave Child
Digital History 1D 487

Author: Lunsford Lane
Date: 1842

Annotation: Lunsford Lane, who grew up on a plantation near Raleigh, North Carolina,
mantufactured pipes and tobacco and succeeded in saving enough money to huy his own freedom
and purchase his wife and seven children. Here, he describes his experiences as a slave child.

Document: My father was a slave to a near neighbor. The apartment where I was born and where 1
spent my childhood and youth was cailed "the kitchen," situated some fifteen or twenty rods from
the "great house."” Here the house servants lodged and lived, and here the meals were prepared for
the people in the mansion....

My infancy was spent upon the fioor, in a rough cradle, or sometimes in my mother's arms. My early
boyhood in playing with the other boys and girls, colored and white, in the yard, and occasionally
doing such little matters of labor as one of so young years could. I knew no difference between
myself and the white children; nor did they seem to know any in turn. Sometimes my master would
come out and give a biscuit to me, and another to one of his own white boys; but I did not perceive
the difference between us. I had no brothers or sisters, but there were other colored families living

When I began to work, I discovered the difference between myself and my master’'s white children.
They began to order me about, and were told to do so by my master and mistress. I found, too, that
they had learned to read, while T was not permitted to have a book in my hand. To be in possession
of anything written or printed, was regarded as an offence. And then there was the fear that I might
be soid away from those who were dear to me, and conveyed to the far South. I had learned that
being a slave I was subject to the worst (to us) of all calamities; and I knew of others in similar
situations to myself, thus sold away. My friends were not numerous; but in propertion as they were
few they were dear; and the thought that I might be separated from them forever, was like that of
having the heart wrenched from its socket; while the idea of being conveyed to the far South,
seemed infinitely worse than the terrors of death.
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How Cotton Was Raised on a Louisiana Plantation
Digitai History ID 483

Author: Solomon Northrup
Date:1853

Annotation: Sclomon Northrup was a free black who was kidnapped in New York and sold into
slavery for twelve years. He was finally returned to freedom through the efforts of New York’s
governor. In the following selection he describes how cotton was raised on his Louisiana plantation.

Document: The hands are required to be in the cotton field as soon as it is light in the morning,
and, with the exception of ten or fifteen minutes, which is given them at noon to swatlow their
allowance of cold bacon, they are not permitted to be a moment idle until it is too dark to see, and
when the moon is full, they often times labor till the middle of the night. They do not dare to stop
even at dinner time, nor return to the quarters, however late it be, until the order to halt is given by
the driver.

The day's work over in the field, the baskets are "toted,” or in other words, carried to the gin-
house, where the cotten is weighed, No matter how fatigued and weary he may be- - no matter how
much he fongs for sleep and rest- - a slave never approaches the gin- house with his basket of
cotton but with fear. If it falis short in weight- - if he has not performed the full task appointed him,
he knows that he must suffer. And if he has exceeded it by ten or twenty pounds, in all probability
his master will measure the next day's task accordingly. So, whether he has two little or too much,
his approach to the gin- house is always with fear and trembling. Most frequently they have too
little, and therefore it is they are are not anxiocus to leave the field. After weighing, follow the
whippings; and then the baskets are carried to the cotton house, and their contents stored away like
hay, all hands being sent in to tramp it down. If the cotton is not dry, instead of taking it to the gin-
house at once, it is laid upon platforms, two feet high, and some three times as wide, covered with
boards or plank, with narrow walks running between them.

This done, the 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 candie light. Finally, at a late hour, they reach the quarters,
steepy and overcome with the long day's toil. Then a fire must be kindled in the cabin, the corn
ground in the smail hand- mill, and supper, and dinner for the next day in the field, prepared. 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....

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 offense 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.. ..

http: ! fwww. digrtalhistory. uh.edufdisp_textbook_print.cfm?smtid=3&psid=483 Page 1 of 2



The Impact of Slavery Upon Slave Families

Digital History ID 491

Author: Lewis Clarke

Date:1846

Annotation: Lewis Clarke, the son of a Scottish weaver and a slave
mother, was born in Kentucky in 1815, Despite an agreement that she
was to be freed upon her husband’'s death, Clarke's mother and her
nine children remained in slavery. After he learned that he was going
to be sold in New Orleans, Clarke successfully fled through Ohio across
Lake Erie to Canada in 1841. In an account of his life published in
1846, he provided answers to questions he was frequently asked
about the impact of slavery upon slave families.

Document: [Question] Are families often separated? How many such
cases have you personally known?

[Answer]- - I never knew a whole family to live together till all were
grown up in my life. There is almost always, in every family, some one
or more keen and bright, or else sullen and stubborn slave, whose
influence they are afraid of one the rest of the family, and such a one
must take a walking ticket to the south.

There are other causes of separation. The death of a large owner is the
occasion usually of many families being broken up. Bankruptcy is
another cause of separation, and the hard- heartedness of a majority
of slave- holders another and a more fruitful cause than either or all
the rest. Generally there is but little more scruple about separating
families than there is with a man who keeps sheep in selling off the
lambs in the fall. On one plantation where I lived, there was an old
slave named Paris. He was from fifty to sixty years old, and a very
honest and apparently pious slave. A slave- trader came along one
day, to gather hands for the south. The old master ordered the waiter
or coachman to take Paris into the back room pluck out alt his gray
hairs, rub his face with a greasy towel, and then had him brought
forward and sold for a young man. His wife consented to go with him,
upon a promise from the trader that they should be sold together, with
their youngest child, which she carried in her arms. They left two
behind them, who were only from four to six or eight years of age. The
speculator collected his drove, started for the market, and, before he
left the state, he sold that infant child to pay one of his tavern bills,
and took the balance in cash....



