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Dedicated to all those who desire freedom
















When we get a little farther away from the conflict, some brave and truth-loving man, with all the facts before him… will gather from here and there the scattered fragments… and give to those who shall come after us an impartial history of this the grandest moral conflict of the century.


—FREDERICK DOUGLASS

















AUTHOR’S NOTE



IN FEBRUARY 2014, I WAS PERUSING A BOOKSHOP IN FLORIDA when I came across a copy of Uncle Tom’s Cabin by Harriet Beecher Stowe. My wife, Michelle, had been wanting the novel for a while, so I purchased a copy and stuffed it in her Christmas stocking. She read it and was moved by it, and I decided to do a little more research.


I knew that Stowe’s novel had often been credited with influencing the debate at the heart of the Civil War. But I was surprised to discover that her novel was based on the life of a real man, named Josiah Henson. Did this man’s story spark the Civil War?


When I found out Josiah’s cabin was just a few short hours from my own home, I had to visit. We drove to Dresden, Ontario, on a blazing hot summer day, and Michelle read me Josiah’s humble little memoir on the return ride.


We learned that the prime minister of Great Britain had thrown a surprise banquet in his honor, and that Earl Grey had offered him a job. The archbishop of Canterbury had wept after hearing his story. This man had been feted by queens and presidents, and he had won a medal at the first World’s Fair in London. He had rescued 118 slaves, including his own brother, and helped build a five-hundred-person freeman settlement, Dawn, that was known as one of the final stops on the Underground Railroad. How had I never heard of Josiah Henson?


I spent the next few years of my life immersed in Josiah’s story, and the result is in your hands. I traveled to multiple countries, visited libraries and museums, interviewed dozens of experts, pored over thousands of documents, and produced a documentary wherein I retraced Father Henson’s three-thousand-mile journey from Maryland to Washington to New Orleans to Kentucky to Canada. I have shared meals with his descendants, visited his gravesite, and I have begun taking steps to start a foundation to ensure his legacy is never lost again.


This is the story of a man who spent more than forty years in slavery, vowed to use his freedom well, and made good on that promise. As with every slave narrative, there are gaps in the story that we may never be able to fill with anything more than speculation. And because Josiah never learned to write, and his story was filtered through the perspectives of those who recorded his story, some of the intimate details of his vocation and family life remain a mystery.


Our story’s hero was, of course, complicated and flawed. Yet he still deserves a place in the pantheon amid Frederick Douglass, Harriet Tubman, Solomon Northup, and others. This is a man whose life in microcosm represents both the history and the fate of America. It is my great privilege and pleasure to introduce you to one of our greatest lost figures, the Reverend Josiah Henson.


Jared A. Brock
Guelph, Ontario
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ONE



PORT TOBACCO




Slavery is founded in the selfishness of man’s nature.


—ABRAHAM LINCOLN




A YOUNG WOMAN NAMED CELIA STRUGGLED, ALONE, IN A FIELD far removed and hidden from the others. The woman was small, perhaps eighty or ninety pounds, with sinewy arms and strong hands. The wooden hoe rubbed her palms raw as she dug and dragged the instrument through the dirt and mud. She had been working all day, and her stomach ached with hunger.


The white overseer, who had sent her to this far field, appeared suddenly. Celia immediately knew what was coming and tried to run, but the man was too fast and too powerful.


Mason was in a distant field when he heard his wife’s screams. He dropped his hoe and sprinted through the rows of tobacco and corn, their sharp edges cutting like razors. As he ran, he lifted his hands to shield his eyes.


The assault on his wife had been brutal. He charged the rapist and began to beat him. Celia begged her husband to stop hitting the overseer, knowing the punishment that awaited any slave who hit a white man. The overseer, too, begged for the blows to cease, promising not to tell the owner what the slave had done.


Mason relented, and looked at the injured man. His shirt was a tattered mess and stained with blood. His nose stood at a crooked angle, and his eyes were already swollen tight and black.


Mason turned and ran as fast as his legs could carry him.
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“A NIGGER HAS STRUCK A WHITE MAN!”1


The word went out and had the whole county talking. No one asked what incited the incident. It didn’t matter; the law was on the overseer’s side. They were in Maryland, which, like other slave states, provided generous means of legal revenge for slave owners—and whites in general—who had been attacked by a slave.


Mason hid in the woods for days. He ventured out at night in search of food, but the overseer’s guards kept such strict surveillance that his efforts were thwarted. His supplies dwindled until he was starved out.


The day for punishment arrived. Whites from across Charles County made up the majority of the audience, though slaves from the neighboring plantations were forced to witness the scene. The overseer dragged Mason forward and tied him to the whipping post with an iron chain. He tore off the black man’s shirt.


A well-dressed white man, Mason’s owner, stepped forward. Francis Newman had been born around 1759 to a wealthy family from Devon, England, but had fled to America after getting caught in a scandal with a mistress. He had quickly remarried in the New World and had prospered financially. Newman eventually owned over a thousand acres across several plots, along with the La Grange estate, a large, well-built red-brick house about a mile from Port Tobacco. He purchased the house in November 1798 from Dr. James Craik, George Washington’s personal physician, who later became chief surgeon for the Continental Army.2


By 1798, Newman owned twenty-four slaves. Seven of them were healthy individuals between the ages of twelve and fifty, and therefore taxable. The other seventeen were either children or they were elderly, sick, or disabled. He rented still more slaves. But Newman was a cold, hard man who mistreated his enslaved workers, purchased and rented alike.3


The illiterate white audience was furious that Newman hadn’t immediately sold Mason south. Some of them believed Newman himself deserved to be lynched for not administering the “justice” they so craved. But Newman was a businessman. He knew a slave like Mason was far too valuable to be executed. No one kills a cow for trampling carrots. He would teach all his slaves a lesson this day.


Newman nodded to a heavyset man with a leather bullwhip in hand.


The burly blacksmith, Mr. Hewes, took his position a few feet away from his victim. The overseer pulled the rope until Mason’s arms were raised taut above his head. The slave shook with fear and braced in preparation.


The first lash fell. Mason howled with pain. The leather cord cut deep, its bulbous end leaving a hard bruise, while its lengthy feathered edged left a searing red stripe across Mason’s back.


Flogging was commonplace on Maryland plantations. Some people earned a good living from punishing errant slaves, and blacksmith Hewes profited greatly from his well-honed side-craft.


Crack. Snap.


The blacksmith’s powerful arms worked the barbed whip with a steady cadence. The stripe gouged deeper and deeper into the slave’s flesh. Blood ran from his back. Mason’s cries could be heard a mile into the tobacco fields.


Ten. Twenty. Thirty. Forty. Fifty lashes.


Blacksmith Hewes paused at fifty strokes. Several men stepped forward to check Mason’s vitals, knowing the slave was valuable property that mustn’t be damaged. They agreed he was strong enough to handle the whole hundred.


Francis Newman wasn’t the only slave owner in the area who severely chastised his slaves. A farmer five miles south of Port Tobacco named Samuel Cox once whipped a slave named Jack Scroogins to death. When he began, the enslaved man had on a new cotton shirt; by the time Cox finished three hours later, all that remained were the collar and wristbands.4


Again and again the whip cracked against Mason’s lacerated back. The slave’s cries grew fainter, until a faint groan was the only response to the final stripes.


Upon reaching the hundredth lash, blacksmith Hewes wiped beads of perspiration from his forehead. He laid down the whip, grabbed Mason’s head, and held it against the whipping post. The overseer picked up a hammer and nailed Mason’s right ear to the beam.


The blacksmith produced a long, sharp knife and, with a swift slice, left the bleeding appendage affixed to the pole.


Mason screamed as blood splattered from the open wound. A loud cheer went up from the whites in the crowd. A black woman fainted. The overseer’s cheer was loudest of all. “That’s what he gets for striking a white man!”
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MASON HOWLED AS HE STUMBLED THROUGH THE DOORS OF THE wooden slave shack. He caught sight of Celia and collapsed on the dirt floor in a heap of agony. His head was bleeding badly and his back was a ragged pulp of bloody furrows that ran so deep the white of bone was exposed.


Other slaves rushed into the squalid hovel with water and bandages. Celia’s six children stood by as their mother carefully dabbed the bloody gashes. Mason thrashed in pain as healing salve was applied to his cuts. Upon inspection of the head wound, Celia saw that his right ear had been cut off too close to his scalp for stitching. One of the slaves heated a clothing iron on the fire—cauterization was the only way to save him from deadly infection. After the blazing brand was pressed hard against Mason’s head, he curled up in the fetal position and begged for death.


It was Josiah Henson’s first memory.



BIRTH OF A LEGEND



Josiah’s story begins in Port Tobacco, Maryland, a thriving town with fifty homes, a hotel, and a courthouse. Tobacco farmers could load goods at Warehouse Landing in Port Tobacco, float them five miles down the Port Tobacco River to the Potomac, and from there north to the markets of Washington.


Josiah claimed he was born on Monday, June 15, 1789, in Charles County, Maryland, on a farm belonging to Mr. Francis Newman. This date seems oddly specific, as a slave’s birthday was rarely recorded, and certainly not celebrated. The year 1789 may simply have been a printing typo that remained uncorrected in subsequent editions of the autobiography. In fact, research suggests Josiah may have been off by as many as ten years.


Enslaved people simply didn’t know, or weren’t allowed to know, their date of birth. Slave owners discouraged the recording of the birthdates of slaves, because one of the most effective tools of slave oppression was ignorance. A slave with knowledge of the wider world is a slave who can cause problems. A slave with a memory of the past and a vision of the future is dangerous. A slave who can say, “I was born on a particular day” is a slave who possesses self-knowledge.


We don’t know for sure what Josiah’s parents’ names were. Josiah’s mother’s name was likely Celia, and his father may have been named Mason. New purchasers often changed the names of their slaves in an effort to confound any attempt on their part to reunite at a later date. During Reconstruction, freed blacks, searching for each other, placed thousands of advertisements in newspapers that were read from church pulpits.




My mother, known in Mississippi as Susan, was moved to Alabama and I think called Sarah.





When Josiah entered the world, American domestic policy was changing rapidly. By the time he died, slavery would be illegal, but he was born into the brutal world of the transatlantic slave trade. Maryland wasn’t the worst place to be a slave, however. All the slaves knew—the northern owners made certain they knew—that down South, in the steamy and forbidding regions of Louisiana, Alabama, and Georgia, slaves faced cruelty far worse than in the northern slave states. No northern slave wanted to be sold down South. The stories were gruesome: skin flayed from flesh, bodies branded with red-hot irons, whip blisters burst and rubbed with turpentine, tongues torn out, slaves fed alive to mosquitoes and alligators.5 One rumored instrument of torture was the thumbscrew, a device allowing an owner or overseer to force a slave’s thumb between two flat metal pieces fitted with ridges or spikes, which then crushed the victim’s thumb when screwed tight together. Slave trader turned Christian hymn writer John Newton wrote of the pain of the enslaved in his journals: “I have seen them agonizing for hours, I believe for days together, under the torture of the thumbscrews; a dreadful engine, which, if the screw be turned by an unrelenting hand, can give intolerable anguish.”6 It was a simple, affordable, and convenient device for punishing slaves in a barbarically torturous manner, and the very stories were enough to make a northern slave shudder. A life of misery in Maryland seemed better than the horrors that awaited any slave down South.


Slavery in the Deep South was undoubtedly horrific, but conditions were still often far worse on plantations in the Caribbean and South America, which frequently implemented a “work to death” policy. The Church of England’s Codrington plantation in Barbados relied on a steady stream of new slaves from Africa because slaves died so frequently from sickness and overwork. It was reported that four in ten slaves bought by the plantation in 1740 were dead within three years.


As for the six free states (Pennsylvania, Connecticut, Rhode Island, New Hampshire, Massachusetts, and Maine), or the free territories of the Northwest, a slave’s chances of getting to one of these places were almost as good as his or her chances of sprouting wings. Those who attempted escape and were caught—even in a free state—were beaten and sold down the river into the hungry jaws of the barbaric South.


From the day of his torture on, Josiah’s father was a changed man. He had been a good-humored and lighthearted fellow who had played the banjo at corn huskings and all-night parties, but, as Josiah put it, “the milk of human kindness turned to poison in his heart.”7 Cruelty and injustice—sanctioned by American law—had curdled his character. He refused to work. He became morose, stubborn, brooding, and disobedient. Francis Newman threatened to sell him down South, but Mason was unmoved. Once his wounds had healed, he was sent to Newman’s son in the South.


Josiah never saw his father again.
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SLAVERY HAS EXISTED SINCE AT LEAST THE BEGINNING OF RECORDED history. The first civilizations in Sumeria held slaves, along with ancient China, Egypt, Iran, and many others. When the Romans and other powers made conquests, they often took captives to be used as slave labor.


The institution of slavery in the United States began shortly after the arrival of the Europeans, and it lasted for more than three hundred years. But American slavery was cruelly worse than the slavery practiced in other countries at the time. In Europe, people could become slaves as a result of debt or crime, but could eventually earn their freedom by paying their debts. Even in these scenarios, neither the slaves nor their children were considered the property of their debtors. In America, people could be purchased as slaves and held like any other form of property.


In the early stages of the transatlantic slave trade, African leaders would trade war captives or criminals to Europeans who were traveling to the United States. In return, the African leaders would receive alcohol, firearms, and other items. Naturally, the number of criminals very quickly diminished, but the European demand for slaves did not.


The early slave trade was driven almost entirely by economics. As European nations colonized America, a labor force was needed to work the vast plantations. Slaves provided a lifetime source of free labor that replaced itself with offspring. The profit margins were massive compared to those in Europe, and suddenly the New World was rich with cash crops such as rice and tobacco.


Slavery soon became an arms race between the warring African tribes. If they didn’t capture and sell other Africans in exchange for guns, nearby groups might do the same to them. Additionally, European merchant ships bound for the Americas would first stop in West Africa to raid villages for slaves. Africans were kidnapped from their homes, transported across the Atlantic Ocean, and sold into slavery for generations to come.


The only certain way to escape slavery was death. When some slaves realized the misery that lay ahead, they took their own lives.


There are many accounts of slaves refusing to eat and starving to death. Others hanged themselves. Captain Thomas Phillips of a slave ship called the Hannibal recalled twelve slaves drowning themselves to escape what they judged would be a worse fate. Slaves would cut their wrists in an attempt to bleed themselves to death, and in one case, a slave twice attempted to slit his own throat with his fingernails. After his hands were tied, he resisted food until he starved to death ten days later.8


Between 1525 and 1866, almost 500,000 Africans arrived in North America. In total, over 12 million Africans were shipped to the New World, with almost 2 million dying during their treacherous trip across the Middle Passage. Insurance companies—such as Lloyd’s of London—only compensated investors for slaves who drowned at sea, so captains often threw the sick or dying into the ocean. However, in one particularly egregious case, a captain named Luke Collingwood threw more than 130 enslaved Africans overboard simply because the ship was running low on drinking water.9 In this case, the chief justice, Lord Mansfield, ruled that the insurance company shouldn’t have to pay, saying it “was the same as if horses had been thrown overboard.”*


By the time Josiah was born, slavery in the New World was a brutal institution that was fully integrated into American life. The system became so deeply ingrained that slaveholders simply didn’t see a problem with turning a profit from enslaving, abusing, torturing, or even killing their fellow man.
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ALTHOUGH JOSIAH WAS BORN ON FRANCIS NEWMAN’S PROPERTY, and fathered by Newman’s slave, he legally belonged to his mother’s master, Dr. Josiah McPherson. It was common practice for slave owners to rent their workers to others, especially during periods like springtime and harvest, and the doctor had rented Celia to Newman.


Josiah considered McPherson a kind man, and that kindness toward the family may have been unwittingly fostered by the little boy himself. Josiah was the last child born to his mother, but the first slave child ever born to the doctor’s household. Josiah quickly became the man’s special pet.


Dr. McPherson took a liking to the little lad. He gave him his own first name, and he also gave the boy a last name, Henson, in honor of his own uncle, who had been an officer in the Revolutionary War.


In 1664, the Maryland Assembly ruled that children of enslaved mothers should also be held in slavery for life. This was a break from English common law, which held that the social status of a child was derived from his or her father. In Maryland and other slave states after 1664, no matter who impregnated her, a slave woman’s offspring was the property of her owner. This seemingly subtle change had a devastating effect, making slave-breeding a simple, efficient, and profitable business.


Josiah’s mother believed her prayers had been answered when word of Mason’s torture reached her owner. Josiah McPherson immediately recalled Celia and her six children to his property, never again renting her to another slave owner.


The slave grapevine brought Celia no news of Mason, however. In the meantime, like many slaves, she dreamed of freedom and even of escape. But for the slaves on Dr. McPherson’s farm, the impulse to escape was blunted by their belief that living as a slave on some other plantation could be far worse. Even little Josiah had heard things, awful things. He shuddered when he thought of what his absent father could be enduring. By contrast, the doctor never allowed his slaves to be struck by anyone.


Two years passed. The workload was lighter, the conditions less harsh, and the constant threat of violence no longer lingered over Josiah’s mother as it had on Francis Newman’s plantation. But that would all change when the good doctor suddenly died.
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ALTHOUGH DR. MCPHERSON HAD MAINTAINED A REPUTATION FOR “goodness of heart and an almost saint-like benevolence,” his drunkenness had steadily gained ground in his life, and it eventually brought about his death.11 One night, McPherson went out drinking and fell off his horse while crossing a stream on his way home. Being too drunk to stagger across, he drowned in less than a foot of water.


A few days later, a fellow slave pointed out the spot to little Josiah. “There’s the place where massa got drownded at,” the man said.12


The funeral had barely concluded when McPherson’s heirs started squabbling about the inheritance. They eventually agreed to break up the property and divide the proceeds among themselves.


THE SOUL AUCTION



Dr. McPherson’s estate was inventoried and appraised on April 9, 1805. It contained five enslaved persons, including Josiah, who was nicknamed “Sye” and estimated to be nine years old, along with Josiah’s brother John, age twelve, and a woman who was likely Josiah’s mother, Celia, age fifty. Josiah was valued at $30*—and both he and his mother were listed as “infirm.”


The administrators of McPherson’s estate, Elisabeth B. McPherson and Josiah Hanson, petitioned the Charles County Orphan’s Court the following day, claiming McPherson’s debts could only be cleared if they were allowed to sell all his property. The court gave them permission to sell everything, provided they advertised for at least three weeks in order to attract the highest number of potential buyers.


The greedy heirs of the deceased doctor were callous to their property’s condition and oblivious to the heartbreak they were about to inflict on them. For weeks, while the details were being worked out, the slaves were frantic at the thought of being sent down South and split from their families.


The practice of separating families was strategic as well as practical. Rending family ties, separating mother from child, brother from sister, husband from wife, and sending them to live among strangers was disorienting and made slaves less trusting of their peers, and therefore more dependent on the master for their survival and well-being. For the massive slave system to work, the slaves needed to be kept ignorant, in a state of anxiety, and fearful of the cost of rebellion or escape.


In 1845, forty slaves who tried to make their way to Canada were discovered by a volunteer slave patrol in Rockville, Maryland. The volunteers surrounded them and opened fire. One runaway was hit in the neck with a musket ball, while another was shot in the back. A third had his arm shattered, and a fourth had his cheek blown away. Others were shot in the face and left to die slow and painful deaths. One of the volunteers lamented that not all the slaves had resisted, which deprived him of “the pleasure of shooting them all down.”13 The fugitives were arrested and marched through Washington in ox chains. Those who survived their wounds were sold south to Louisiana. The very thought of such a fate was enough to break most slaves.


The separation of family was one of the slave trade’s most vicious features. Occasionally a buyer would take a sibling set or a mother and child, but rarely did a seller try to keep a family together if he could make more money by selling them separately. In 1857, Pierce Butler sold 429 of his slaves in order to pay off his debts. It is thought to be the largest sale of humans in US history. An acquaintance of Butler’s who was familiar with the sale, Sidney George Fisher, wrote that “families will not be separated, that is to say, husbands and wives, parents and young children. But brothers and sisters of mature age, parents and children of mature age, all other relations and the ties of home and long association will be violently severed.” The sale, which took place in Georgia, lasted two days. It was not recorded how many families were broken up in the process.14


On the day of the McPherson auction in Maryland, a crowd surrounded the stand to inspect the huddled group of slaves, along with the doctor’s furniture and medical instruments. The purchasers felt the slaves’ muscles and checked their teeth as they would livestock. They ran strength and agility tests while the auctioneer looked on with bored impatience. Once the inspection was complete, the slaves were put on display, one by one. Men clamored to place their bids.
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AS THE SALE OF JOSIAH AND HIS FAMILY PROCEEDED, SLAVES FROM various other estates and plantations in the area were sold and separated by their owners. Through their grief and mourning, victims sang parting hymns:




My brethren, farewell; I do you now tell,


I’m sorry to leave you, I love you so well.…







Strange friends I shall find; I hope they’ll prove kind;


Neither people nor place shall alter my mind:


Wherever I’ll be, I’ll still pray for thee,


And, O, my dear brethren, do you pray for me.15





Dr. McPherson’s slaves were placed on the auction block one at a time and sold to the highest bidders, who would scatter them to various parts of the country. Josiah later said he watched silently as his siblings were torn from his mother’s arms. He tried to scream when his brother John was taken away, but his throat felt like it was swollen shut.


Celia held her youngest child’s hand in paralyzed grief. As the sale proceeded, Josiah’s own fate came to him with dreadful clarity. Then his mother’s lot was called. She was torn from Josiah and pushed onto the stage.16


A young man in the crowd eyed the weeping woman. He was midsized and stocky, a blacksmith by trade. He wore an open shirt that revealed his hairy chest, and black boots with heavy riding heels. Isaac Riley, of Rockville, Maryland, wasn’t interested in producing new slaves, so it didn’t matter if the aging woman was fertile or barren. She looked sturdy enough to bear the hardship of his rough plantation. Perhaps he could get her for a good price. He raised his heavy cane and placed the first bid.


Isaac Riley eventually succeeded, and Josiah’s mother became his property.


The auctioneer’s assistant grabbed Josiah’s hand and yanked him onto the stage. The little boy searched the crowd for any sign of his mother or siblings, but they had all been taken away. All he saw were strange white faces, and beyond them the black faces of slaves who had accompanied their masters to the auction. In the front row sat a tavern keeper named Adam Robb.


Adam Robb was from Ayr, Scotland, and had emigrated to America around 1776.17 His pub was called the Fountain Inn. He also owned a line of stagecoaches and trafficked in children on the side. Young slaves were a profitable commodity: over the space of five or six years, for little more than the cost of water and slave-raised food, he could grow a slave from a small boy to a prime working hand. He could then sell the slave at auction and get five or ten times his return on investment. Of course, if the child died, the investment was lost, but the loss was never much.


Montgomery County, Maryland, had a long and storied tradition of child trafficking. A tax assessment from 1804 indicates that 32 percent of the slaves in the district were under the age of eight. Of the 1,202 people held in slavery in Montgomery County’s District Four, nearly half were under fourteen.18 As Adam Robb’s business flourished, he expanded into moneylending, often accepting slaves as collateral.*


The auctioneer pointed out the size of Josiah’s head and suggested that he might grow into a large man like his older brother. Then he opened the bidding. Adam Robb’s hand shot into the air.


Josiah’s mother, overwhelmed by the thought of parting forever from all her children, broke free from her new overseer and pushed through the crowd to the spot where Isaac Riley stood. She begged him to bid on her youngest. Isaac eyed her with disgust as she took hold of his jacket. Again she begged. Her new owner slapped her face, and the sobbing woman fell at his feet and clung desperately to his knees. Isaac struggled to release his legs and punched her in the head. She tumbled to the dirt. The blacksmith kicked her savagely in the stomach. She cried for help, but none came. He kicked her again with his heavy boots. Josiah’s mother moaned as she crawled out of reach.


“Oh, Lord Jesus,” she sobbed. “How long, how long shall I suffer this way?”19


Adam Robb laughed as the auctioneer’s hammer fell. The little boy was sold to a stranger.





* Incredibly, America was not the biggest offender when it came to the transatlantic slave trade. The Portuguese imported upward of 6 million slaves to Brazil, with approximately 700,000 dying en route. Brazil reluctantly became the last Western nation to abolish slavery on May 13, 1888.10


* Calculating the modern equivalent of two-hundred-year-old currency values is a challenge far above my pay grade. I’m grateful for MeasuringWorth.com, which provides the various ways to calculate relative value. The price put on Josiah, $30, for example, as a real commodity, would be equivalent to $634 today. But the labor value of that commodity would be $9,210, in terms of unskilled wages, or $20,400, in terms of production worker compensation. In terms of income value as a commodity, it would be $19,000.


* On one loan, Adam Robb accepted a four-year-old named Cronin and a two-year-old named Nora as security. If the debtor defaulted, the children would be his.















TWO



THE WOUNDED LEADER




Slavery is a weed that grows on every soil.


—EDMUND BURKE




THE TAVERN KEEPER, ADAM ROBB, TOOK JOSIAH TO HIS HOME near the Montgomery County courthouse, about forty miles away. He brought the boy to the slave quarters, where more than three dozen other slaves of all ages and conditions lived in squalor.


Josiah recognized no one. He went to a corner and lay down in the dirt. He coughed and shivered in the dark room.


Josiah’s sickly body lay for days, almost dead, in a pile of rags on the dirt floor. The other slaves, who left at sunrise, took no notice. He was left alone all day, begging for water, crying for his mother. Occasionally a slave would give him a bit of cornbread or a piece of salt herring, but as the weeks passed he became so weak that he couldn’t move.


Josiah didn’t realize that his sickness would be his salvation.


After a few weeks, Adam Robb arranged a meeting with Isaac Riley, whose blacksmith shop was about five miles away. He offered to sell Josiah to Isaac for a song. Isaac worried that “the little nigger would die.”1 Adam struck a deal with the callous blacksmith. If the boy died, he owed him nothing. If he lived, Isaac would owe Adam some horse shoeing. It was an offer Isaac couldn’t refuse.


Soon after, Josiah was taken to Isaac Riley’s plantation, where he was reunited with his overjoyed mother.
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THE OLD RILEY FARM WAS LOCATED AT WHAT IS NOW 11420 OLD Georgetown Road in Rockville, Maryland—just twelve miles from the nation’s capital. Originally it was part of a 3,697-acre parcel of land. Isaac Riley, along with his brother George, who was a farmer and county commissioner, owned several farms in the area. They often bought, sold, and transferred pieces between themselves and other family members. Land on the fringes was regularly sold and resold in order to settle debts or expand operations. The Georgetown Road farmhouse was the Riley brothers’ headquarters for the whole plantation operation.


Isaac Riley’s main farm plot started as 282.5 acres, and was often recorded at 260 acres, but the numbers varied wildly. Isaac would sell or buy back pieces of the property with stunning regularity, either owing a debt or losing a bet.


Isaac Riley was a harsh man, and his slaves suffered the full force of his stress, anxiety, fear, and anger. He typically owned around fifteen or twenty slaves, including some children, but the numbers varied based on his financial situation. Slaves were simply property that could be bought, sold, inherited, gambled, or used as collateral for a debt. They could even be used as prizes in a raffle draw, with the seller hoping to capitalize on America’s gambling mania by earning more money from ticket sales than he could at a typical slave auction. George Washington himself once helped organize a raffle of fifty-five slaves, including “a fine breeding woman named Pat, lame of one side, with child.”2


Maryland played a huge role in the story of slavery, perhaps because of its close proximity to the nation’s capital. Though it is generally considered a southern slave state, its climate was more like the rest of the mid-Atlantic, with colder winters and shorter growing seasons. Along with these differences came different labor systems, with far smaller plantations and fewer workers than in the massive operations of the Deep South.
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JOSIAH’S MOTHER MANAGED TO NURSE HER BOY BACK TO HEALTH, and he settled into life on the farm. He was pressed into service carrying buckets of water to the men in the fields. Having recovered his stamina, he proved himself capable of carrying out the task.


Despite Isaac’s cruelty, Josiah faithfully served him. After carrying water, he learned to pull weeds from between the rows of tobacco. As he grew taller he was charged with looking after his master’s riding horse and helping him sell the plantation’s products at the nearby markets in Washington. Then a hoe was placed in his hands, and he was required to do the work of a man. By adolescence he could do the job as well as any of the older slaves.


Isaac Riley drove his slaves like dogs. They raised a little tobacco and a lot of potatoes. The slaves hoed endless rows of potatoes, working a withering number of hours at the weary, monotonous job under the cold eye of the overseer.


Though Josiah probably had it better than some of the other slaves on Isaac’s farm, because of his strength and skill, his life was not in any way idyllic. Isaac’s slaves had little opportunity for relaxation and were given the scantiest means of sustenance. If they were allowed possessions, it was only utilitarian items, such as cooking utensils. Their clothing was often made of tow cloth, the itchy fiber left over from the production of linen. The white men used the same fabric to clean their gun barrels, or as rags or kindling for their fires. Josiah and the other children wore nothing but a frock that reached to their knees. The adults received a pair of trousers or a sack dress, depending on their gender, and a pair of used shoes once per year. That was it, except for a winter overcoat and a wool hat for the males every two or three years.


The slaves on Isaac’s plantation slept in single-room log huts on the dirt floor. Plank flooring would have been considered a luxury. Each room slept ten or twelve people, but the huts did not protect them from dampness and cold. They didn’t have beds or furniture. Their mattresses were nothing more than a mix of straw and old rags, piled in layers and boxed in with boards. A single blanket was the only protection from the air and the cold earth. But even so, Josiah managed to find a comfortable way of sleeping—on a piece of wood, his head resting on an old jacket, with his feet toasting before the smoldering fire.


The wind howled, the rain and snow entered freely through the cracks, and the earth soaked in the wetness until the floor was as muddy as a barn. Here the children were born and the sick tended. In this hovel, Josiah was fed by day and penned at night.


The slaves labored from sunrise until noon without rest. Breakfast was at noon, and supper was eaten in the dark when the day’s work was through. Both meals consisted of cornmeal and salt herring. In the summer, they got a little buttermilk and whatever vegetables each slave had managed to raise on the little piece of land assigned to him.


Food was both a luxury and a weapon. In the life of a plantation slave, food was the primary source of personal enjoyment. The astute slave owner knew this, and therefore used the quality and quantity of food granted to the slaves as an effective tool of indoctrination and suppression. The trick was to allow the slaves just enough food to keep their spirits up and maintain their strength for the hard work of the fields, but never so much as to make them satisfied or complacent. To a man who is constantly hungry, the promise of an extra morsel to eat is an incentive nearly as powerful as the desire to avoid the lash or the branding iron.


LITERACY LOST



Josiah was thirteen years old when he nearly lost his life a second time.


In Maryland in 1802, the school the local white children attended was generally several miles away from any given plantation. A slave boy was typically called upon to drive his master’s children in a wagon to school each morning and to retrieve them in the afternoon.


One neighboring slave boy, named William, was a bright and clever lad. Josiah later recalled, “He learned to read and to spell by hearing his master’s boys talk about their lessons while they were riding to and from school.”3 Josiah was quite impressed to hear a fellow slave read. William told Josiah that if he would buy a Webster’s spelling book from a nearby store, he would teach him to read and write.


“I had already made some ink out of charcoal, and had cut a goose quill so that it looked like my master’s pen, and I had begun to make scratches on odd bits of paper I had picked up in the market,” Josiah later recalled.4 He had noticed that all the butter he sold at the markets was stamped with Isaac Riley’s initials, “I. R.” They were the first letters he ever wrote.


Josiah soon figured out that if he took some of the apples that had fallen from the trees in the orchard and sold them, he would be able to get the money to buy his single school supply. A few days later, he was the proud owner of a Webster’s spelling book, which he carefully tucked inside his hat. Letters and words seemed like magical things to Josiah. While his body was the prisoner of his cruel owner, and subject to endless pain and humiliation, his mind could be liberated by books.


But his attempt to enter this new world was cut short. Early that morning, as Isaac waited impatiently for Josiah to harness his horse, the animal bolted, and Josiah ran to catch him. The boy’s hat fell off, and the book dropped to the ground.


Josiah rushed back to the book, but Isaac beat him to it and placed a heavy heel on the pages.


“What’s that?” Isaac demanded.


“A spelling book,” Josiah replied.


“Whose is it?”


“Mine.”


Isaac glared at the teenager.


“Where did you get it?”


“Bought it, sir, when I went to market.”


“How much was it?”


“Eleven cents.”


“Where did you get the money?”


“I sold some apples out of our orchard.”


“Our orchard?!” Isaac erupted. “I’ll teach you to get apples from our orchard for such a vile purpose, so you’ll remember it. Give me that book.”


Josiah bent to pick it up, and as he saw Isaac’s big cane coming down, he dodged to the side. The cane made only a glancing blow.


“Pick up that book!” Isaac ordered.5


Josiah was obliged to follow the command. As he stooped again to retrieve the book, Isaac struck Josiah across the head. He continued to beat him until the boy’s eyes were swollen and he fell unconscious.


Celia found Josiah sometime later, and weeks passed before the boy recovered. When his master first saw him return to work, he sneered, “So you want to be a fine gentleman? Remember if you meddle with a book again I’ll knock your brains out.”6 Josiah would not open another book for almost thirty years. He bore a scar across the back of his head for the rest of his life.


Many slaves wanted to learn to read, write, and do arithmetic. This was illegal in most states, but some learned anyway. It wasn’t illegal for slaves in Maryland to learn to read and write, but whites were discouraged from teaching them. Sometimes slaves learned from each other or from free blacks. In Baltimore in the 1820s, a nineteen-year-old free black man named William Watkins ran a school for any black person who was allowed to attend.7


Frederick Douglass believed that the ability to read and write was the first step toward freedom. He wrote, “Education means emancipation; it means light and liberty.”8 Sustaining the institution of slavery required the dehumanization of slaves, but both slaves and their owners were real people with real feelings, and personal attitudes toward individual slaves varied considerably. Many owners were like Francis Newman and Isaac Riley—hard men who saw their slaves as deserving no better treatment than animals. Others believed in the humanity of their slaves and sought to somehow balance the harsh reality of slavery with an acknowledgment that slaves were sentient beings with human souls.


But the slave owners of Montgomery County were in agreement, and Josiah remembered their collective verdict, which was repeated throughout the neighborhood: “We will not have our niggers spoiled by that rascal.”9


For the crime of teaching another slave to read, little William was sold south to Georgia.
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DESPITE THE INHUMANE LIVING CONDITIONS ON ISAAC RILEY’S plantation, Josiah grew to be an uncommonly robust and vigorous teenager. By age fifteen, very few could compete with him at work or sports. He was the tallest hand among Isaac’s twenty slaves. Much to his master’s annoyance, Josiah was even taller than Isaac himself. He could do any job on the farm, and he could run faster, wrestle better, and jump higher than any other slave around. He admitted to being a prideful young man, but if he had a slight sense of superiority, it was because of his abilities.


Josiah’s life was hard, but despite being boxed in by circumstances, his joyful exuberance overcame them all. The slavery system did its best to make Josiah wretched, yet, alongside the hardships of dirty cabins, frozen feet, backbreaking toil under the blazing sun, and frequent beatings, happy moments appeared—Christmas parties, extra meat on holidays, midnight visits to apple orchards, the discovery of stray chickens, which could be covertly broiled, and the discovery of ways to escape hard labor.


Josiah soon obtained great influence with his companions by offering favors and helping them whenever he could. He became something of a Robin Hood, stealing more food than Isaac had allotted, and sharing it with his friends. Enslaved people created moral workarounds for their stealing habits, with one theory being that property couldn’t steal property. Josiah certainly subscribed to that idea and considered the stolen goods as partial payment for his extra labor.


Josiah worked many extra hours in order to show his master what he could accomplish or to win a kind word or extract a benevolent deed from his callous heart. He convinced others to work extra hours, too. Despite his efforts, the master usually remained indifferent, or worse, coolly recalculated his slave’s resale value.
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MARCH 2, 1807, WAS NOT A GOOD DAY FOR THE RILEY BROTHERS. The newspaper reported that the US Congress had just passed a law prohibiting the importation of slaves. Starting next year, no new slaves would legally be brought to America from Africa or elsewhere. In the free states and in Congress, approval of the institution of slavery was steadily eroding, and this new law was yet another step toward restricting it.


Slavery had once been accepted everywhere in the colonies. A century earlier, in each of the thirteen colonies that joined to become the United States of America, slavery had been legal. Massachusetts—long regarded as a bastion of liberal thought—was the first colony in New England where men had owned slaves, and it continued to be a center of the slave trade throughout the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries.


The movement against slavery had started during the American Revolution, when all thirteen colonies had banned the international slave trade—Great Britain was the biggest practitioner of slavery and had earned huge profits from it. The expressions of equality evoked by the Declaration of Independence had inspired many black Americans to aid in the revolutionary cause and given them hope that emancipation might someday become a reality. Others joined the British Army, encouraged by the prospect of freedom in exchange for military service.


After the war, the slave trade continued in Georgia and South Carolina. In the North, the states of Pennsylvania, New Hampshire, Massachusetts, Connecticut, and Rhode Island adopted policies to gradually abolish slavery. The independent republic of Vermont abolished slavery in 1777. By 1804, New York and New Jersey had abolished the practice or set measures in place to gradually reduce it.


Congress passed the Slave Trade Act, which prohibited American ships from being used in the slave trade, in 1794. The act, in other words, limited the trade to foreign ships.


Four years later, Congress passed an act that imposed a penalty of $300 per slave on persons convicted of importing slaves illegally. In the Slave Trade Act of 1800, it outlawed investment in the trade by US citizens as well as the employment of US citizens on foreign vessels involved in the trade.


Then, on December 2, 1806, in his Sixth Annual Message to Congress, President Thomas Jefferson denounced the international slave trade for its “violations of human rights” and called for its criminalization on the first day that was possible, which, according to provisions already existing in the US Constitution, was January 1, 1808. He said: “I congratulate you, fellow-citizens, on the approach of the period at which you may interpose your authority constitutionally, to withdraw the citizens of the United States from all further participation in those violations of human rights which have been so long continued on the unoffending inhabitants of Africa, and which the morality, the reputation, and the best interests of our country, have long been eager to proscribe.”10


The House and the Senate passed a bill called “An Act to Prohibit the Importation of Slaves Into Any Port or Place Within the Jurisdiction of the United States, From and After the First Day of January, in the Year of Our Lord, One Thousand Eight Hundred and Eight.”


In a baffling paradox of liberty, on March 2, 1807—despite owning six hundred slaves of his own—Jefferson signed the bill into law. Though he would continue to own slaves for the rest of his life, the transatlantic slave trade was now basically over.*


This was bad news for farmers like George and Isaac Riley. Without the possibility of further imports, the price of slaves would increase, putting a squeeze on profit margins. But if slaves couldn’t be imported, they could be bred. Men like Adam Robb would breed them like cattle. Child traffickers would actually profit from the new law.


A mass exodus was about to occur. The soil in the northern United States was being rapidly depleted of its nutrients, while the South was heading into a cotton boom. With slave prices rising, breeding slaves and selling them south could be a viable business model. Some slaves in the North, aware of their impending sale, considered escaping to Canada.


The Fugitive Slave Act of 1793 guaranteed slaveholders the right to recover their escaped property. The act, formally titled “An Act Respecting Fugitives from Justice, and Persons Escaping from the Service of Their Masters,” created the legal mechanism for the task.


The law prescribed no statute of limitations: escaped slaves could be pursued for the remainder of their lives.


An enslaved woman named Oney Judge had been one of Martha Washington’s chambermaids. She was forced to serve the Washington family in Virginia and in Philadelphia while George Washington was in office.


On May 21, 1796, Oney escaped to New Hampshire. She later had a child there. George Washington, forced to act discreetly to avoid controversy in Philadelphia, which had a strong Quaker abolitionist community, made two attempts to seize her. Later, Washington’s nephew requested she return. None of the efforts were successful.


In the 1840s, the Reverend Benjamin Chase interviewed Oney, and on January 1, 1847, he published an account of the interview in a letter to the editor in the abolitionist newspaper The Liberator. He explained how, legally, Martha Washington’s descendants could make a claim. Oney and her child were still at risk for being arrested as fugitives, even though fifty years had elapsed since her escape. Martha Washington’s descendants had inherited them, just as they had inherited her furniture and jewelry.


“This woman is yet a slave,” wrote Rev. Chase. “If Washington could have got her and her child, they were constitutionally his; and if Mrs. Washington’s heirs were now to claim her, and take her before Judge Woodbury, and prove their title, he would be bound, upon his oath, to deliver her up to them.”11


Isaac and George’s brother, Amos Riley, owned a large piece of property in Kentucky on the Ohio River near modern-day Owensboro. Like the Mason-Dixon Line between Maryland and Pennsylvania, the Ohio River served as the western division between free and slave states. Amos Riley’s slaves were just six hundred yards from freedom.


In 1802, Ohio became a state. Slavery had been abolished by its original constitution, but at the same time, with slave state Kentucky across the river, Ohio had tried to stifle black immigration. Ohio enacted Black Laws in 1804 and 1807 that compelled every black person entering the state to produce a court paper as proof that he or she was free, and to post a bond of $500 guaranteeing good behavior.


Fortunately for free blacks and escaped slaves entering Ohio, the Black Laws were widely ignored.
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ALTHOUGH THE LIFE OF A MALE SLAVE WAS BRUTAL, THE CONDITION of a female slave was arguably even worse. Women were forced to perform hard labor alongside men while bearing the unique burdens of their sex—menstruation, childbirth, and breastfeeding. In addition, they were frequent victims of sexual violence and rape at the hands of slave owners, overseers, and male slaves. Women often bore the double sorrow of slavery by day and rape by night.


A former male slave, W. L. Bost, who was interviewed in 1937 as part of the Slave Narrative project conducted by the Works Progress Administration, talked about the abuse many women suffered.12 “Plenty of the colored women have children by the white men,” he said. “She know bettern than to not do what he say. Then [the men] take them very same children what have they own blood and make slaves out of them. If the Missus find out she raise revolution. But she hardly find out. The white men not going to tell and the nigger women were always afraid to. So they jes go on hopin’ that thing won’t be that way always.”*


As a young man, Josiah learned to use his compassion and bravery for the benefit of the women he saw suffering intolerable miseries.


One of those women was Dinah. The young slave was as sharp and cunning as a fox, but she purposely acted like she was mentally handicapped in an attempt to lessen her burden. The Rileys weren’t sure what to do with the girl. They whipped many of their slaves on a daily basis, but as religious folk, they didn’t dare lash someone they thought was mentally deficient.


However, they didn’t seem to have a problem with starving her. Josiah felt he needed to do something, though it was a risky proposition. Stealing a chicken was punishable by law with sixteen stripes at the public whipping post. It was twenty stripes for a turkey, thirty for a pig, and thirty-nine for sheep. But slaves frequently took the risk. Their lives were little more than incessant toil, and it was simply impossible to live on the meager rations provided by their masters.


Isaac Riley had plenty of sheep and pigs, and Josiah picked the best swine from the litter. While another slave, named Sambo, stood watch, Josiah led the pig deep into the woods, where he quickly slaughtered and butchered the animal. He dug a fire pit to roast the meat, being careful to hide the light from all angles.


Josiah buried the carcass and returned to the cabins. He distributed the pieces of meat among the women and children. To such poor people it was immediate sustenance, a luxury, and medicine. Isaac’s slaves soon became deeply loyal to Josiah. At the same time, Josiah and other slaves like him had to find ways to justify this theft of the master’s goods.


Was it theft? Was it a sin? Looking back, Josiah asked himself if it was wrong to steal. “My conscience does not reproach me for it,” he said. If anything, he counted it “among the best of my deeds.”13
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AROUND THE SAME TIME OF HIS STEALTHY PIG-ROASTING, JOSIAH began to suspect that Isaac Riley’s white overseer was cheating his master. Whether it was stealing money or animals is not entirely clear, but it was a delicate matter. If the overseer caught Josiah spying, or discovered that he knew his secret, the young slave’s life could be in grave danger.


The key was to engineer a situation in which the master himself would catch the overseer in the act, but Josiah would still get the credit. Josiah managed this, and although we don’t know the exact circumstances, apparently the plan succeeded, because Isaac fired the overseer and, much to Josiah’s surprise, promoted the young slave to superintendent of the farms.


Josiah’s pride got the best of him. Though he didn’t have much choice in the matter, the fact that a white man trusted him made Josiah anxious to continue to please his master. He quickly went to work as the farm’s overseer—or, as he was known to the local whites, “Riley’s head nigger.”14 One of the first actions he took was to diversify the farm’s crops. For years they had grown little more than tobacco and potatoes, but the soil was tired and the climate was changing. The South had become tobacco and cotton territory, and potatoes were a cheap commodity. Josiah planted corn and blooming rye and oats and barley. He planted fruit orchards, made cider and apple brandy, and increased Isaac’s profits exponentially.


Josiah’s fellow slaves benefited, too, in little ways. He did whatever he could to ease the burden placed on them. From a hay surplus, he provided thicker mattresses to ward off the cold from the muddy floor. He enlarged the patches on which the slaves grew their own vegetables. He continued to kill animals for meat and share them.


Josiah’s ambition helped him master every type of farm work. But ambition in a slave only attracts more work. Once Josiah showed he could be responsible for the crops, Isaac began to drink and gamble and fight, rather than help run his farm. And even though Josiah was clearly profitable to him, Isaac was unwilling to reward his slave with kindness or even decent treatment.


FAITH FOUND



John McKenny lived in Georgetown, just a few miles from Isaac Riley’s plantation. A good man—a baker by trade—he detested slavery and refused to hire slave labor from any of the hundreds of renters in the state. He worked with his own hands, along with whatever hired free labor he could afford.


McKenny occasionally served as a minister, preaching in a county where preachers were lacking at the time. One day in 1807, Celia learned that McKenny was to officiate the Sunday service at a church less than four miles from Isaac’s plantation. She wanted her son to attend the service.


Josiah was about eighteen years old. Celia wanted her son to have a relationship with God, but even though she had made him memorize the Lord’s Prayer, in his young adult life he’d shown little interest in faith. He had never heard a sermon or had a conversation really with anyone about religion, although his mother had tried to convey a sense of the general accountability on the part of every individual human to a Supreme Being.


“I want you to go and ask master to let you go down and hear Mr. McKenny preach,” Celia said.15


Josiah answered that he didn’t want to go, for fear that Isaac Riley would beat him just for asking. Isaac had beaten Josiah for all sorts of reasons and non-reasons, like being late, or being early, or being slow, or being fast, or simply because Isaac was drunk and angry at life and the world.


“Go and ask him,” Celia pleaded.


Like many other young men, he ignored his mother. Celia leaned against a rail, dropped her head, and started crying silently.


Josiah sighed. “I will go, mother.”


Josiah went up to the big house, where he saw Isaac on the front veranda. His back was turned. As Josiah approached, Isaac saw his shadow and whipped around.


“What do you want, Siah?” Isaac asked.


As Josiah came closer, he could smell whiskey on his master’s breath.


“I want to ask you if I can go to the meeting,” Josiah replied.


“Where?”


“Down at Newport Mill.”


“Who’s going to preach?”


“Mr. McKenny.”


Isaac grunted. “What do you want to hear him preach for?”


Josiah scratched his chin. He didn’t have an answer.


“What good will it do for you?”


Josiah didn’t have an answer, which compounded Isaac’s curiosity.


“Who put that into your head?”


Josiah didn’t want to get his poor old mother in trouble, but she’d always told him to tell the truth.


“My mother.”


“Ah,” Isaac laughed. “I thought it was your mother. I suppose she wants to have you spoilt. When will you come back?”


“As soon as the meeting is over.”


Isaac nodded.


Josiah walked the forest path to the meeting at Newport Mill. It was held in a house along a stream that powered a handful of grain mills. When Josiah approached the door, he was barred entry. As he later recalled, “They would not let niggers go into the meeting.”


Josiah circled the building, then stood in the doorway and watched the baker preach. He had never heard a sermon before. McKenny preached with passion about the character of Jesus. What kind of man dies for his enemies? What kind of man sacrifices himself for others?


The baker spoke in terms that anyone could understand. He spoke of Jesus, and his love for mankind, of his death and resurrection. He insisted that Christ died “for every man.” McKenny continually repeated the phrase throughout his sermon.


Josiah’s mind flashed back to the moment he had been torn from his mother’s arms. He saw her tears. He heard her crying. He remembered everything. Through her grief she had prayed, called out to God for deliverance from her suffering. And he remembered the prayer she’d prayed with him as a child each night.




Your kingdom come.


Your will be done.


On earth.





McKenny opened his Bible and began thumbing toward the New Testament as he spoke. Josiah grew excited and leaned as close as he dared. The baker landed at Hebrews 2:9. He raised his hands and looked toward the ceiling. “Jesus Christ, the Son of God, tasted death for every man; for the high, for the low, for the rich, for the poor, the bond, the free, the negro in his chains, the man in gold and diamonds.”


Every man.


It was the first Bible verse Josiah had ever heard, and the words almost knocked him over.


Every man?


Josiah’s heart pounded in his chest. He turned around and sprinted through the woods.
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JOSIAH RAN THROUGH THE FOREST UNTIL HIS LUNGS FORCED HIM TO stop. He heaved for air. He had never heard such talk before.


Did Jesus Christ die for me?


He paced back and forth. What would have compelled someone to die for a slave?


Josiah kept repeating the preacher’s phrases to the forest.


“The compassionate Saviour… loves me. He looks down in compassion from heaven on me.… He died to save my soul.…” Describing the moment later, Josiah said he had been “transported with delicious joy.”


In that moment, a transformation occurred in Josiah Henson’s heart. He became painfully aware not only of the spiritual dimension of the great sin of slavery, but also of the subtler faults in his own life. He perceived the shadowy darkness of his pride and ego, his arrogance and selfishness.


This was his spiritual awakening. As Josiah walked home, he resolved to learn more of this God. He would study religious matters. He would listen in the market. He would go to church. He would pray, even for his enemies. He knew that even Isaac Riley himself would give up his wicked ways if he met Jesus. Josiah resolved to share what he learned with others, especially with his destitute fellow slaves, and encourage them to follow the same path to inner freedom.
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BY THE TIME HE WAS TWENTY, JOSIAH WAS A RESPECTED PREACHER in his local slave community. But he had chosen a path that would prove difficult and fraught with conflict.


The Christian religion of the slaves was both visible and invisible, organized formally and arising spontaneously. Sunday worship in a local church building—during which slaves were lectured about obeying authority and not stealing—was sometimes followed by informal, and sometimes illicit, prayer meetings in the slave cabins or in the woods. Slaves forbidden by their masters to attend church risked floggings to attend their secret gatherings. Preachers who were licensed by the church and hired by the master were later emulated by slave preachers who were self-taught and often delivered a more subversive message.


Religious services—whether permitted by owners or conducted in secret—provided slaves with welcome respite from incessant labor. They offered companionship and some measure of hope. The slaves could, for a fleeting moment, forget their misery. Religion helped them overcome the weakness they felt as individuals, as they felt stronger and safer as a group protected under the eyes of God.


The church was not, of course, innocent of the sin of slavery. Take, for example, Christopher Codrington, born to one of the wealthiest plantation owners in Barbados. The young man attended All Souls College at Oxford before taking over the family’s Caribbean sugarcane plantation. When Codrington died in 1710, his will (found in one of his boots) left £10,000 in slavery profits to his Christian alma mater in order to build a library. Codrington also bequeathed his nearly eight-hundred-acre plantation to the Society for the Propagation of the Gospel so they could start a missionary college. The Anglican Church happily became a slave owner for the next 123 years, branding its initial three hundred slaves on the chest with the word “Society” to remind people that they belonged to the Lord.16


Christianity undoubtedly acted as an opiate, keeping slaves content with the hope of a higher power and a better future. But it also provided slaves with a bedrock strength against the hardships of their unavoidable reality.


As Josiah began to preach, he struggled with the possibility that he was complicit in perpetuating the institution of slavery. Black preachers were often trained by white pastors who actively supported slavery and were deeply suspicious of insurrection. Under the supervision of the white ruling class, many black preachers joined their masters in urging slaves to be obedient and submissive, telling them to wait patiently for their reward in heaven. The preachers said these things because they didn’t want to be flogged for inciting rebellion, or because whites rewarded them with money, relief from labor, or even manumission. The black preachers, whether slave or free, often truly believed they were giving good advice on how to avoid the master’s lash. It was harm reduction, at the very least.


As Anderson Edwards, a slave preacher born in 1844, told the Slave Narratives project, “When I starts preachin’ I couldn’t read or write and had to preach what massa told me, and he say tell them niggers iffen they obeys the massa they goes to Heaven; but I knowed there’s something better for them, but daren’t tell them ’cept on the sly. That I done lots. I tells ’em iffen they keeps prayin, the Lord will set ’em free.”17


In his dual position as both overseer and preacher, Josiah faced a painful dilemma: as overseer, his physical needs were being met more adequately than before, and he wasn’t being beaten, but he was still the property of another man. He was an agent of that man’s will, charged with keeping his fellow slaves in line. And he was preaching to them the gospel of Jesus, who urged patience and love for one’s enemies. In every way, Josiah was becoming more and more a tool of the oppressive slave system. Was there another choice? Escape was out of the question. Rebellion would be suicide. Given the stark reality of the institutionalized and fully legal system of slavery, there was little a slave preacher like Josiah Henson could do except exhort his followers to keep praying until the Lord sent delivery. Someday, perhaps, Josiah himself would be that deliverer.
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IT WAS A HOT SATURDAY NIGHT IN THE SUMMERTIME WHEN JOSIAH found himself in his customary spot, waiting on the porch of a smoke-filled tavern while his master got drunk and played cards inside.


Because the Maryland planters were perfectly aware that they would not be able to find their own way home after a cockfight or game of cards, each one typically ordered a slave to accompany him. Josiah couldn’t count the number of times he had held Isaac on his horse when he could not hold himself in the saddle, or had walked by his side in the darkness on the muddy route from the tavern to his house.


Just as importantly, these nineteenth-century “designated drivers” also served as bodyguards to pull their masters out of the inevitable drunken brawls that broke out. Violent quarrels and fights erupted frequently, and whenever they became especially dangerous—when glasses were thrown, daggers drawn, or pistols fired—it was each slave’s duty to drag his master from the fray.


Josiah felt no reluctance about this part of the job. He was young, athletic, and not afraid to put these traits on display. He waded in quickly, elbowing his way among the whites to grab his master and drag him out, and then toss him on his horse like a bag of corn. Josiah prided himself on his physical superiority, and he was always eager to get in there and drag Isaac out while getting in a few pushes for good measure. It was the only time he could rough up a white man without fear of punishment. He also knew that the more Isaac depended on him, the more comfortable and secure his life would become.


One night at the card table, Bryce Litton stared across at Isaac Riley. All evening, Litton had been losing dollar after dollar of his hard-earned money to the sweaty blacksmith. Litton couldn’t seem to catch a break. He suspected his opponent was cheating, as he was known to do, but he hadn’t caught Isaac in the act.


Litton worked for George Riley, Isaac’s brother. He didn’t mind George, or their far wealthier brother, Amos, but he’d grown to despise Isaac. The wedge had grown wider when Isaac had promoted his slave—Josiah Henson—to the position of overseer. The way Litton saw it, men like Josiah stole much-needed jobs from men like Litton. With a plug of chewing tobacco jammed into his cheek, Litton stared at Isaac while he waited for his final card. Litton had Isaac dead to rights.


Isaac eyed his brother’s overseer with disgust. Even among slaveholders, there was a certain code of honor. Litton, a tyrannical and barbarous man, deserved to be cheated.*


Litton laid out his cards. The other men groaned. They had all been beaten. Only Isaac remained unruffled. The blacksmith revealed his cards.


Bryce Litton exploded. You cheating son of a bitch! He dove across the table and lunged for Isaac’s throat. The swarthy Isaac stood and started swinging. The other men, along with half the bar, quickly joined the fray.


Sitting on the front steps of the tavern, Josiah heard the shouting and crashing of fists and bodies and rushed inside to look after his charge. Isaac was lodged in a corner with a dozen men swinging at him. They were using fists, pots, chairs, and anything else that came in handy. The moment he saw his slave, Isaac drunkenly hallooed, “That’s it, Sie! Pitch in! Show me fair play!”18


Josiah dove in, shoving, tripping, and doing his best to effect a rescue. He received many bruises to his head and shoulders, but he steadily managed to gain ground against the drunken lot. But perhaps, on this occasion, Josiah fought a little too violently. At the height of the scuffle, whether from a shove or the whiskey he’d drunk, Bryce Litton fell hard.


He immediately blamed Josiah, and screamed he’d have revenge.


As Josiah forced the drunken Isaac out the door and into his wagon, Litton glared at him with an intensity the young overseer had never seen before.
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A WEEK LATER, ISAAC RILEY SENT JOSIAH ON HORSEBACK TO MAIL some letters at the post office a few miles away. Josiah took a shortcut through a lane that was separated by gates from the high road and bounded by a fence on each side. The lane passed through George Riley’s farm.


As Josiah rode past, he noticed the overseer, Bryce Litton, in the adjoining field with three slaves. Josiah had all but forgotten Isaac’s fight with Litton, as it was such a common occurrence.


But Litton had not forgotten.


On Josiah’s return, half an hour later, Litton was sitting on the fence. Josiah rode past, totally oblivious to any trouble. Litton jumped off the fence, while two slaves sprang from the bushes. They blocked the path in front of Josiah. Then a third hopped the fence and blocked the path behind him. He was trapped.


The overseer grabbed his horse’s bridle and commanded Josiah to alight.


Josiah saw no way of escape. He got off the horse on the opposite side from Bryce Litton.


Litton lifted a stick to hit him. The sudden movement frightened the horse, which bolted away from Josiah. He had no way to escape the four-man attack. Litton swung at Josiah with his stick. Josiah backed up to avoid the blow and was cornered by the fence.


Litton commanded his slaves to attack.


The three slaves, knowing Josiah’s physical strength, were slow to obey.


Reluctantly they approached Josiah. They did their best, but as they brought themselves within his reach, the powerful young man knocked them down in a row. One tried to trip Josiah’s feet when he was down. Josiah kicked the man with his heavy shoe and knocked out three of his front teeth. The man ran away howling.


Meanwhile, Bryce Litton used every available opportunity to beat Josiah’s head with a stick. It wasn’t heavy enough to knock him down, but soon Josiah was pouring blood.


“Won’t you give up?” Litton screamed again and again.


Josiah continued to defend himself against the two remaining slaves and the abuser with the stick. After five minutes of struggle, Litton grew exasperated at his victim’s stubborn defense. He seized a heavy fence post, over six feet long, and rushed at Josiah with rage. He raised the plank and struck the slave with his whole strength. Josiah raised his right arm to ward it off, but the bone snapped like a brittle pipe stem. Josiah collapsed in agony.


Litton pile-drove blows into Josiah’s back.


The slaves begged their master to stop.


“Didn’t you see the nigger strike me?” Litton screamed.


The men nodded yes, afraid of doing anything else.


Bryce Litton smashed the fence post again and again into Josiah’s back, until both shoulder blades were shattered and blood gushed from the young man’s mouth.


His vengeance satisfied, Litton stopped and said, “Remember what it was to strike a white man.”20
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WHEN JOSIAH’S HORSE RETURNED WITHOUT HIS RIDER, AN ALARM had been raised at the house. Isaac Riley assembled a small party and set off to learn what the trouble was.


When Isaac found Josiah lying in a bloody heap by the fence, he swore with rage.


“You’ve been fighting, you mean nigger!”


Josiah, through tears and blood, explained what had happened.


The wagon ride back to Isaac’s farm was pure and total agony. Josiah could feel and hear the pieces of his shoulder blades grating against each other.


No doctor or surgeon was called to remedy his injuries. No one had ever been called to help a slave at Isaac’s estate, no matter the injury. Nor could Josiah remember the same being done on any estate in the neighborhood. Slave owners assumed the robust health produced by a life of outdoor labor made their slaves’ wounds heal just like their cattle’s.


Josiah was wracked with pain. Isaac’s sister, Miss Patty, was the medicine woman of the plantation. Josiah later described her as a “powerful, big-boned woman, who flinched at no responsibility, from wrenching out teeth to setting bones.”21 Josiah had even seen her shoot an ox in the head. Miss Patty splintered Josiah’s arm and back as best she knew how.


As he lay on his mattress of straw, Josiah could not help but think of his father. Mason, too, had received a brutal beating—a whipping—from a white man. He had been seriously injured, and for weeks he could not work. Eventually he had been shipped to another plantation in the Deep South.


Was his father still alive?


Josiah didn’t know.


Was it possible that by some machination of fate, Josiah was destined to find his father in the cruelest way possible—by being yet another half-dead Negro slave to be shipped down the Mississippi River and into the dreaded cotton fields?


Josiah’s newfound faith in Jesus gave him the courage to survive. He didn’t need riches or comfort, only the strength to endure. Josiah simply resolved to “trust in God, and never despair.”22
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AFTER JOSIAH’S BROKEN BODY HAD BEEN BROUGHT BACK TO THE farm, and seeing how severe his injuries were, Isaac Riley was enraged. He mounted his horse and rode to the Montgomery County courthouse to file a complaint.


A judge was called, and Isaac sued Litton for abusing and maiming his slave. Isaac made a statement of the facts and presented Josiah and his heavily bandaged body as evidence.23


The judge asked Litton for his side of the story. Litton swore Josiah had “sassed” him, jumped off his horse, and attacked him. Josiah would have killed him, he said, if his slaves hadn’t rescued him.


The judge nodded thoughtfully. Since no black man’s testimony was admitted against a free white man’s, the judge ruled in favor of the defendant. Litton was acquitted, and Isaac Riley was forced to pay the court costs.*
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UNTIL THE PASSAGE OF THE FOURTEENTH AMENDMENT ON JULY 9, 1868, slave testimony was effectively banned from the American judiciary. A key rule, which applied directly to cases involving slaves, was that a witness had to take an oath before he would be admitted to testify. In the seventeenth century, a time when the belief in divine intervention in the affairs of men was deeply held, the rationale was that an oath ensured immediate divine retribution upon false swearing. By the nineteenth century, when such beliefs had become less literal and more abstract, the oath had become a way to warn the witness of a future penalty for false swearing.


But in order to take an oath, a person had to be a member of the great community of human souls. For many white Christians, anyone who was not of the Christian faith, and especially any heathen African, was a soulless creature for whom swearing an oath was meaningless, at best, and blasphemous, at worst.


Thomas R. R. Cobb, a Georgia lawyer who became a brigadier general in the Confederate Army, and who is best known for his 1858 treatise on the law of slavery, titled An Inquiry into the Law of Negro Slavery in the United States of America, made much of this principle. Only free men, he wrote, were worthy to take oaths, and the testimony of those in a “menial” or degraded social position must be excluded altogether. Cobb implied that the judicial system was only for the free.


Isaac felt that a legal system designed to favor free white men had been used against him, a free white man, because his star witness was a black slave. Five months later, he deemed Josiah strong enough to return to work and sent him off to plow a field. But a hard knock of the blade against a stone shattered his shoulder blades again, and the agony was even worse than before.


From that day onward, Josiah went through life mutilated and in pain. Practice, over time, enabled him to perform many routine farm chores with considerable efficiency, but he was never again able to raise his hands higher than his head.* He was forced to lean forward even to place his hat on his head, a constant reminder of the pain he had endured.





* After the death of his wife, Jefferson began a relationship with Sally Hemings, one of his slaves. It is believed Jefferson fathered six children with her, four of whom survived to adulthood. He allowed two to escape and freed the other two in his will at death.


* Although many women tried to resist or avoid sexual abuse, they were frequently punished for the lack of acquiescence. British-Dutch author John Gabriel Stedman once witnessed an eighteen-year-old girl receive two hundred lashes for refusing to have intercourse with an overseer. Stedman reported, “She was from her neck to her ancles [sic] literally dyed with blood.” John Gabriel Stedman, Narrative, of a Five Years’ Expedition; Against the Revolted Negroes of Surinam: in Guiana, on the Wild Coast of South America; from the Year 1772, to 1777 (London: J. Johnson and J. Edwards, 1796), 325.


* Alternately spelled Lytton. Josiah calls him Bryce Litton, though the man in question is likely Brice Reuben Letton, born March 9, 1782, in Rockville, Montgomery County.19


* As soon as he exited the courthouse, Isaac Riley collared Bryce Litton. Litton flashed a devilish grin. Isaac smashed him across the mouth with his heavy fist. Litton raised his hands to shield his face, and Isaac used the opportunity to rain blows upon the man’s midsection. Litton crumpled to the ground, and Isaac booted him repeatedly. The man’s face and body began to bruise and swell, and his mouth dripped blood. Isaac had the satisfaction of calling the overseer a liar and a scoundrel, among other things. Bryce Litton sued for damages and won a heavy fine.


* Historian Robin Winks weakly suggests that Josiah’s editors exaggerated his arm problems. However, there are at least four third-party sources that counter such a claim: (1) Josiah’s March 9, 1829, manumission paper contains a detailed physical description of Josiah, in which the clerk of the court, Bruce Selby, notes that although he is “straight and well formed, both arms are stiff being occasioned by some injury in the elbow joints.”24 The manumission papers are at the Owensboro Museum of Science and History. (2) Henry Wadsworth Longfellow, upon meeting Josiah for the first time, noted, “Almost every negro has the rheumatism. This man had it. His right arm was crooked and stiff.” See Henry Wadsworth Longfellow, The Works of Henry Wadsworth Longfellow, vol. 13 (Boston: Houghton Mifflin, 1891), 48. (3) A January 12, 1882, article in the Hamilton Evening Times specifically mentions Josiah’s crippled arms. (4) A white Methodist Episcopal minister, Henry Bleby, meeting Josiah in Boston, observed that “he could not lift his hand to his head; and… when he had to put on or take off his hat he brought his head down to his hand. Both his arms appeared to be shorter than they should have been in proportion to his size, and he was stiff and awkward in the use of them.” Henry Bleby, Josiah: The Maimed Fugitive (London: Wesleyan Conference Office, 1873), 49.
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