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~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~


Mr. Henry Holt:

Dear Sir,—


Will you allow me, from feelings of sincere gratitude, to dedicate to
    you my little Narrative, which, had it not been for you, I never should
    have been able to have published; and let me assure you that I shall
    ever entertain the most devoted feelings of gratitude, for your kind
    and humane interference in my behalf, when I was a helpless slave.


I remain yours, most gratefully,

H. WATSON.
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~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~

I was born in Virginia, about thirteen miles from Fredericksburg, as
    near as I can now recollect, in the year 1813. Mother was a slave, and
    belonged to a man by the name of Bibb, whose Christian name I cannot
    remember. My mother was called Letty. Slaves seldom have but one name;
    and I never heard her called by any other. I was at that time called
    Bill. I never had any brother or sister, that I know of. Like the
    most of my brothers in bondage, I have no correct account of my age.
    Slaves keep the birth of their children by the different seasons of
    the year. Children often ask their parents their age. The answer is,
    "this planting corn time, you are six, eight, or ten," just as it may
    happen to be; but even this knowledge was I deprived of by my master,
    who was one of those proud Virginians, whose principal business was
    to raise slaves for the market; though I was permitted to remain with
    my mother on his plantation until I was about eight years of age. My
    mother was the cook at what slaves call the great house. I was allowed
    to remain with her at the house. The last time I saw her, she placed
    me on the bed, which was in a room adjoining the kitchen, and bid me
    go to sleep, saying that she would be back again in a few moments. I
    did so; and when I awoke in the morning I found myself in the great
    house, wrapped up in a blanket, before the fire. I could not account
    for this change that had been made with me through the night. I asked
    for my mother, but no one spoke. I went out into the kitchen, where
    she used to work. She was not there, and it was evident to me, that
    she was gone; where, I knew not. I returned to the house, and implored
    my mistress, with tears in my eyes, to tell me where my mother had
    gone. She refused, though a mother herself, to give me any satisfaction
    whatever. Every exertion was made on my part to find her, or hear
    some tidings of her; but all my efforts were unsuccessful; and from
    that day I have never seen or heard from her. This cruel separation
    brought on a fit of sickness, from which they did not expect I would
    recover. The old slave-woman who took care of me during my sickness,
    by way of consolation, gave me as much information as she could about
    my mother's being taken away. She told me that a slave-dealer drove to
    the door in a buggy, and my mother was sent for to come into the house;
    when, getting inside, she was knocked down, tied, and thrown into the
    buggy, and carried away. As the old woman related these things to me,
    I felt as if all hope was gone; that I was forsaken and alone in this
    world. More forcibly did I then feel the galling chains of slavery,
    the cruelty and barbarism arising from it, than I ever have since. I
    resolved, however, to bear with all patiently, till I became large
    enough to run away, and search for my mother.

I had recovered from my sickness but a few months, when one day,
    looking up the road, I saw a man riding towards the house; I ran with
    the rest of the children to hide ourselves until the man had gone. When
    I had remained concealed some time, I ventured out again, and found
    Mr. Bibb, my master, looking for me, who ordered me into the house;
    and when I got there, to my astonishment, I found the man whom we had
    hid ourselves from, sitting in the room. After he had inspected me to
    his satisfaction, I was ordered out of the room, and went to play,
    and had forgotten the whole affair, when my master called me again,
    and ordered me to hold the stranger's horse. I did so, and in a few
    minutes he came forth and ordered me to mount behind him. This, with
    his assistance, I did; but rode only a short distance, when I jumped
    from the horse and ran for the house as fast as I could. He succeeded,
    however, in overtaking me, and I was again put on the horse, this time
    in front of him; and in this way was I carried to Fredericksburg. I
    was then placed in the possession of Mr. Janer, better known as Parson
    Janer; the man that had bought me being the son of Mr. Janer, who was
    one of those jolly, good-natured clergymen, who, while he feasted his
    numerous guests in the parlor, starved his slaves in the kitchen. After
    remaining there awhile, it was determined to send me to Richmond. The
    same man that brought me, came for me and ordered me to take a seat
    on the stage-coach, and the next day I found myself in Richmond, and
    stopped at the Eagle Hotel, kept by Mr. Holman, where I remained two or
    three days, and then was carried to the auction room; entering which, I
    found several slaves, seated around the room waiting for the hour of
    sale. Some were in tears; others were apparently cheerful. This brought
    to my mind my mother, and caused me to shed many tears; but they fell
    unheeded. The auctioneer was busy examining the slaves before the sale
    commenced. At last everything was ready, and the traffic in human flesh
    began. I will attempt to give as accurate an account of the language
    and ceremony of a slave auction as I possibly can. "Gentlemen, here
    is a likely boy; how much? He is sold for no fault; the owner wants
    money. His age is forty. Three hundred dollars is all that I am offered
    for him. Please to examine him; he is warranted sound. Boy, pull off
    your shirt—roll up your pants—for we want to see if you have been
    whipped." If they discover any scars, they will not buy; saying that
    the nigger is a bad one. The auctioneer seeing this, cries, "Three
    hundred dollars, gentlemen, three hundred dollars. Shall I sell him for
    three hundred dollars? I have just been informed by his master, that he
    is an honest boy, and belongs to the same church that he does." This
    turns the tide frequently, and the bids go up fast; and he is knocked
    off for a good sum. After the men and women are sold, the children
    are put on the stand. I was the first put up. On my appearance,
    several voices cried, "How old is that little nigger?" On hearing
    this expression, I again burst into tears, and wept so that I have no
    distinct recollection of his answer. I was at length knocked down to
    a man whose name was Denton, a slave trader, then purchasing slaves
    for the Southern market. His first name I have forgotten. Each one of
    the traders has private jails, which are for the purpose of keeping
    slaves in; and they are generally kept by some confidential slave.
    Denton had one of these jails, to which I was conducted by his trusty
    slave; and on entering I found a great many slaves there, waiting to be
    sent off as soon as their numbers increased. These jails are enclosed
    by a wall about 16 feet high, and the yard-room is for the slaves to
    exercise in; and consists of but one room, in which all sexes and ages
    are huddled together in a mass. I stayed in this jail but two days,
    when the number was completed, and we were called out to form a line.
    Horses and wagons were in readiness to carry our provisions and tents,
    so that we might camp out at night. Before we had proceeded far, Mr.
    Denton gave orders for us to stop, for the purpose of handcuffing some
    of the men, which, he said in a loud voice, "had the devil in them."
    The men belonging to this drove were all married men, and all leaving
    their wives and children behind; he, judging from their tears that
    they were unwilling to go, had them made secure. We started again on
    our journey, Mr. Denton taking the lead in his sulky; and the driver,
    Mr. Thornton, brought up the rear. I will not weary my readers with
    the particulars of our march to Tennessee, where we stopped several
    days for the purpose of arranging our clothes. While stopping, the men
    were hired out to pick cotton. While in Tennessee, we lost four of our
    number, who died from exposure on the road. After the lapse of three
    weeks, we started again on our journey, and in about four weeks arrived
    in Natchez, Miss., and went to our pen, which Mr. Denton had previously
    hired for us, and had our irons taken off and our clothes changed;
    for Mr. Denton was expecting visitors to examine the flock, as he
    would sometimes term us. There was a sign-board in front of the house,
    which informed traders that he had on hand, blacksmiths, carpenters,
    field-hands; also several sickly ones, whom he would sell very cheap.
    In a short time purchasers became plenty, and our number diminished. I
    was not sold for several weeks, though I wished to be the first, not
    wishing to witness his cruelty to his slaves any longer; for if they
    displeased him in the least, he would order them to be stripped, and
    tied hand and foot together. He would then have his paddle brought,
    which was a board about two feet in length and one inch in thickness,
    having fourteen holes bored through it, about an inch in circumference.
    This instrument of torture he would apply, until the slave was
    exhausted, on parts which the purchaser would not be likely to examine.
    This mode of punishment is considered one of the most cruel ever
    invented, as the flesh protrudes through these holes at every blow, and
    forms bunches and blisters the size of each hole, causing much lameness
    and soreness to the person receiving them. This punishment is generally
    inflicted in the morning, before visitors come to examine the slaves.
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