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THE HISTORY OF MARY PRINCE

MARY PRINCEwas born a slave in 1788, in Bermuda, where her first owner, Charles Myners, sold her to Captain Williams. Under his ownership she was hired out to Mrs Pruden, whose daughter Fanny began teaching her to read – the happiest period in her life. This came to an end with the death of Mrs Williams, after which Prince and her siblings were put up for sale. Prince was sold to the brutal Captain I—, and then to Mr D—, who took her to the Turks Islands to work in the salt ponds. In 1815 she was sold to John Wood and taken to Antigua. At about this time Prince joined the Moravian church, where she met Daniel James, a freeman, whom she married in 1826.

In 1828 Prince was taken to England by Mr and Mrs Wood. In November of that year, she reported to the Anti-Slavery Society in Aldermanbury, east London, that she had been ill-treated by the Woods, and she exercised her right to freedom under English law. However, this right was only valid while she remained in England, and Prince had to choose whether to remain a freewoman in England or return to her husband in Antigua as a slave. She decided to stay, and in 1829 she was employed as a domestic servant by Thomas Pringle, the secretary of the Anti-Slavery Society. Prince dictated her History to Susanna Strickland, an acquaintance of the Pringles, and it was published in 1881, running to three editions that year. An article, published in Blackwood’s Magazine and casting doubt on the authenticity of Prince’s story, led Pringle to successfully sue the publisher of the magazine in 1833, and later that year Wood brought a libel case against Pringle. Prince gave evidence at both trials.

It is thought that Prince remained in England after 1833, perhaps continuing to work as a servant. Her History is an important contribution to early black writing, and it offers a glimpse into the lives of enslaved men and women whose life stories cannot be traced.

SARA SALIH is Assistant Professor in English at the University of Toronto. She has edited Wonderful Adventures of Mrs Seacole in Many Lands (Penguin, 2005) and The Judith Butler Reader (Blackwell, 2004), and has written Judith Butler (Routledge, 2002). Salih is currently writing a book on representations of ‘brown’ women in England and Jamaica from the Abolition era to the present day.
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INTRODUCTION

‘De nigger woman is de mule uh de world so fur as Ah can see. ’
            Zora Neale Hurston, Their Eyes Were Watching God (1937)

MARY PRINCE’S LIFE

Mary Prince’s History is the first narrative of the life of a black woman to be published in England. In 1828 Mary Prince made her way to the offices of the Anti-Slavery Society in Aldermanbury, east London, where she reported that she had been ill-treated by her current master and mistress who had brought her to England with them on a trip from Antigua. Prince had worked for Mr and Mrs Wood for about thirteen years, and she had been eager to accompany them on their trip to London because she believed she might find a cure for her rheumatism there. However, on arriving she suffered an acute attack which made it painful for her to wash the large piles of clothes they gave her, but the Woods ignored her complaints and continued to work her as hard as ever, repeatedly threatening to turn her out of doors if she did not do as she was told. This finally proved too much for Prince, and she left the Woods and went to lodge with a Mr Mash, the shoe-cleaner, and his wife. Eventually she appealed to Christian missionaries for help, and when a woman called Hill told her about the Anti-Slavery Society, she travelled to their headquarters in east London to ask for legal advice.

Prince reached Aldermanbury by a circuitous route, via Bermuda, the Turks and Caicos Islands (Prince talks of ‘Turk’s Island’–though she probably means Grand Turk – and contemporary accounts refer to them as the Turks Islands, the form that will be used here) and Antigua, so that her History exemplifies in miniature what Paul Gilroy has called the ‘Black Atlantic’, the ‘intercultural and transnational formation’ of culturearising, in the first instance, out of the transatlantic slave trade from the seventeenth century onwards.1 Prince’s life was indeed one of diaspora and displacement. Born in Brackish Pond, Bermuda, in 1788, she was the ‘property’ of a Charles Myners until she was given to Captain Williams, a man who was just as cruel as the subsequent masters she was to serve. At least Williams’s wife and daughter treated Prince with kindness, and she was also relatively happy when she was temporarily hired out to Mrs Pruden, whose daughter Fanny initiated an informal course of reading. ‘[H]er method of teaching me was as follows,’ Prince says of Fanny: ‘Directly she had said her lessons to her grandmamma, she used to come running to me, and make me repeat them one by one after her, and in a few months I was able not only to say my letters but to spell many small words.’ These early years were the happiest of Prince’s life, since as she herself comments, she ‘was too young to understand rightly [her] condition as a slave, and too thoughtless and full of spirits to look forward to the days of toil and sorrow.’ However, the idyll was interrupted by Mrs Williams’s death, after which Prince and her siblings were ‘put on the market’, a harrowing scene which she describes with characteristic vivacity and feeling:

I cannot bear to think of that day, – it is too much. – It recalls the great grief that filled my heart, and the woeful thoughts that passed to and fro through my mind… I wish I could find words to tell you all I then felt and suffered. The great God above alone knows the thoughts of the poor slave’s heart, and the bitter pains which follow such separations as these. All that we love taken away from us – Oh, it is sad, sad! and sore to be borne!

Some time between 1800 and 1815 Prince was sold to Captain I—,2 a man whose wife matched him in brutality, and between them the pair subjected all their slaves to routine abuse and humiliation. Eventually Prince could stand it no more and she ran away to her mother, but her father returned her to Captain I—, pleading with him to ‘be a kind master to her in future’. However, the I—s did not reform their behaviour, and Prince was overjoyed when she was taken to the Turks Islands, nine hundred miles from Bermuda, five years later and sold to Mr D—. It did not take her long to realize that D— was just as ruthless as her previous master, perhaps even more so: ‘I hoped, when I left Capt. I—, that I should have been better off, but I found it was but going from one butcher to another,’ she writes, and she goes on to describe the cool and sinister sadism of her new master whose punishments seem to have been of a sexual nature. This aspect of her treatment is diplomatically glossed over in the History, since Prince and her allies at the Anti-Slavery Society were probably anxious to spare the prudish sensibilities of potential readers who may have been too squeamish to face the truth about the sexual exploitation of black women by their white masters.

Mr D— put Prince to work raking in the salt ponds on the Turks Islands, a physically arduous occupation from which Prince was given no respite, even though her feet and legs were full of painful salt boils. ‘Ah, poor me!’ she exclaims, ‘my tasks were never ended. Sick or well, it was work – work – work!’ After about ten years of this hard labour, Prince returned to Bermuda with Mr D— where she was employed as a household slave. Her master’s brutal behaviour did not improve, and Prince reports that on one occasion she defended his daughter from him when he attacked her in a drunken frenzy, describing also how he would abuse Prince in a subtler way by stripping naked, ordering her to bathe him and beating her if she refused to do as she was told. When she heard that a Mr John Wood was setting out for Antigua, Prince begged to be sold to him so that she could escape from her ‘indecent master’ as she calls him, but once in Antigua she found that her new master and mistress were just as cruel and abusive as Mr D— had been. It was at this point that Prince seems to have turned to religion for solace, and in about 1817 she joined the Moravian church, a Protestant sect with a particularly strong missionary project. At about the same time as her religious conversion Prince met her future husband, Daniel James, a freeman, and with characteristic defiance she married him in 1826 without asking her master’s permission.

Two years later, Prince set out for England with the Woods, but their continuing harsh treatment led her to exercise her legal right to freedom on English soil, and it was soon after she had left their household that she first sought help from the Anti-Slavery Society. There a solicitor, the Abolitionist George Stephen, advised her that since English law did not extend to Antigua she would forfeit her freedom if she returned to the Caribbean. Prince now faced an agonizing choice: to go back to Antigua as a slave so that she could be with her husband; or to remain in England as a freewoman. A year or so elapsed before Prince approached the Anti-Slavery Society again, and during this time she attempted to make her own living, unsuccessfully it seems. Thomas Pringle, who was secretary of the Anti-Slavery Society at the time, employed her as a domestic servant in November 1829, and in 1831 Prince dictated her narrative to Susanna Strickland, a friend of the Pringles. When her History was published in 1831, it ran through three editions that year and it caused something of a stir. That same year, James McQueen, the editor of the Glasgow Courier, felt sufficiently provoked to publish an article in Blackwood’s Magazine in which he called into question the veracity of Prince’s narrative in particular and inveighed against Abolitionists in general. Pringle successfully sued Cadell, the publisher of Blackwood’s, in February 1833, but the tables were turned when in March of that year Wood brought a libel case against Pringle which he won. Prince gave evidence at the second trial which is reported in The Times, 1 March 1833 (see Appendix Three), and her testimony fills in the details which were evidently considered unsuitable for inclusion in the History. When she took to the witness stand, Prince described her relationship with a ‘Captain A—’ or Abbot, with whom she said she lived for seven years and to whom she was obviously sexually attached. Indeed, she left the Moravian Society because of her connection with Captain A—, and she relates that she subsequently lived with a freeman, Oyskman, who promised to make her free. Prince told the court that she narrated all these particulars to Susanna Strickland, who, for obvious reasons, did not write them down. It was important for the Anti-Slavery Society to present Prince as sexually pure, or, at least, the object of her master’s lusts rather than the sexually active person which, by her own account, she seems to have been.

After the two libel trials Prince fades from sight: in her evidence she says that she is living at the Old Bailey and still working for the Pringles, and we may assume that she remained in England, although we do not know in what capacity or where, or whether the petition that was presented to Parliament was successful. The two surviving editions of her History (the first and third editions) preserve a life and a voice which would otherwise have been lost, affording a glimpse into the histories of other ‘asylum seekers’ of this era who, unlike Prince, did not have the opportunity to record and to publicize their experiences.

THE HISTORY AND THE BLACK CANON

Prince’s narrative is a significant early example of the literature of the Black Atlantic, taking its place alongside texts by Albert Gronniosaw, Ignatius Sancho, John Marrant, Ottobah Cugoano (or John Stuart), Olaudah Equiano and Phillis Wheatley (see Further Reading). These authors and their texts were by no means marginal, but they received widespread publicity in the closing decades of the eighteenth century: Sancho’s letters had run to five editions by 1803, while Equiano’s Interesting Narrative went through nine editions in his lifetime, partly as a result of the energies the author channelled into publicizing both himself and his text. Prince’s History is not autobiographical in the sense that Equiano’s Interesting Narrative is (a point to which I will return), but it none the less belongs to what is now recognized as a canon of early black writing – a body of late eighteenth-and early nineteenth-century texts which are connected to each other as much by virtue of their subject matter and form as by their authorship.

The texts in this early blackcanon differ from each other in numerous obvious ways (formally, stylistically, in terms of their subject matter, for example), but there are also important parallels between, for example, Equiano’s Interesting Narrative, Gronniosaw’s Narrative and Cugoano’s polemical Thoughts and Sentiments. While Equiano and Gronniosaw both use the trope of the ‘talking book’ to describe their first encounters with reading, Cugoano and Equiano include graphic descriptions of the iniquitous Middle Passage from the west coast of Africa to the slave plantations in the Caribbean; all three authors, along with Ignatius Sancho, express their outrage at the slave trade. In the words of Sancho to one of his English correspondents:

I say it is with reluctance, that I must observe your country’s conduct has been uniformly wicked in the East – West Indies – and even on the coast of Guinea. The grand object of English navigators – indeed of all christian navigators – is money – money – money… In Africa, the poor wretched natives – blessed with the most fertile and luxuriant soil – are rendered so much the more miserable for what Providence meant as a blessing: – the Christians’ abominable traffic for slaves – and the horrid cruelty and treachery of the petty Kings – encouraged by their Christian customers… But enough – it is a subject that sours my blood.3

The subject was certainly blood-curdling enough, and Mary Prince does not flinch from detailing what she calls ‘the horrors of slavery’– the pain she suffered on being separated from her family in Bermuda, the punishments to which she was subjected by a succession of owners, the physical hardships she was forced to endure. The purpose of the text was not cathartic but documentary, and Prince’s narrative is a testament to the sufferings of both herself and other slaves whose misery she witnessed.

In Loose Canons: Notes on the Culture Wars, Henry Louis Gates discusses the significance of early black writing and canon formation, quoting the American philosopher and poet Ralph Waldo Emerson on the subject. ‘Language… must be raked,’ writes Emerson, ‘the secrets of slaughter-houses and infamous holes that cannot front the day, must be ransacked, to tell what negro slavery has been’.4 Gronniosaw, Cugoano, Equiano and Prince are engaged in precisely such an exercise of raking and ransacking, and their texts articulate the sufferings of what would otherwise have been a forgotten generation. As Gates observes, ‘black writers wrote as if their lives depended on it and, in a curious sense, their lives did, the “life” of “the race” in Western discourse’.5 By publishing her life story, Prince engages in two kinds of ‘life-saving’, writing herself and her people into existence and thus preserving ‘the life of the race’ and writing to save her own life. The History is simultaneously a bid for emancipation and a protest against the slave trade, as well as representing a potential source of income for its author, whose health, as Pringle tells us, was failing.

Unlike Gronniosaw and Equiano, whose texts announce on the title page that they are ‘narrated by themselves’, the History is not a straightforward autobiography, but a collection of texts. Prince’s story is mediated to us via the pen of Susanna Strickland, a friend of Thomas Pringle’s, and the text itself is bolstered by an editorial supplement and appendices, an apparatus almost equal to the narrative in length that is designed to validate Prince’s ‘testimony’. Thomas Pringle goes out of his way to assure the reader that the body of the History is all Mary’s own. ‘[The narrative] was written out fully, with all the narrator’s repetitions and prolixities,’ he states in his Preface, ‘and afterwards pruned into its present shape; retaining, as far as was practicable, Mary’s exact expressions and peculiar phraseology.’ In spite of these disclaimers, it is none the less possible to detect notable shifts in register, and there are times when Prince’s voice seems more discernible than at others (towards the end of her narrative, for example, where the syntax and idiom convey her palpable outrage at the mistreatment to which she has been subjected). It is also important to bear in mind that the History is a piece of propaganda and that it was certainly ‘pruned’ by Pringle and Strickland so that it could be used in the Anti-Slavery Society’s campaign against the slave trade. The History, then, is not the simple narrative of a black woman’s experiences, but it is a composite text that has been assembled by an editor who had a clear agenda in mind. The preface, supplement and appendices are an inseparable part of the text and merit equally close attention as Mary Prince’s first-hand account of her life and sufferings.

LITERACY, AUTHENTICITY AND MIMICRY

Why, then, was this brief text (it is only twenty-three printed pages in the original) published with a sixteen-page editorial supplement, a validating appendix, and the history of another West African slave? The examples of other black writers, in particular Albert Gronniosaw and Phillis Wheatley, might provide us with an answer. When she attempted to publish her Poems on Various Subjects in the United States, Wheatley encountered such hostility that in 1773 she crossed the Atlantic and published the volume in England. This, says Henry Louis Gates, ‘was the birth of the Afro-American literary tradition’, but it could only take place after Wheatley had been examined by an ‘August group’ of ‘Boston’s most notable citizens’ before she came to England to publish her poems.6 As Gates points out, the modern reader is left to speculate as to what the eighteen-year-old African-American woman was asked by the panel, but from the letter of attestation printed with the first edition it is clear that the aim of the examination was to verify the authenticity of Wheatley’s claim to the authorship of the poems. ‘We whose Names are under-written,’ runs the letter, ‘do assure the World, that the POEMS specified in the following Pages, were (as we verily believe) written by PHILLIS, a young Negro Girl, who was but a few Years since, brought an uncultivated Barbarian from Africa… She has been examined by some of the best Judges, and is thought qualified to write them [i.e. the poems].’7

Phillis Wheatley was not the only black writer to undergo an examination to affirm the authorship of her text. Ukawsaw Gronniosaw’s A Narrative of the Most Remarkable Particulars in the Life of James Albert Ukawsaw Gronniosaw, an African Prince, As Related By Himself, published a couple of years earlier than Wheatley’s poems in around 1770, contains an account of Gronniosaw’s seven-week long viva at the hands of Dutch clergymen. ‘The Calvinist ministers in Holland desired to hear my experience from myself,’ writes Gronniosaw, ‘so I stood before thirty-eight ministers every Thursday, for seven weeks together, and they were all very well satisfied, and persuaded that I was what I pretended to be’.8 Although Mary Prince did not undergo a verbal examination, the supplementary material framing her narrative is clearly an attempt to establish the authenticity of her life story and the truth of the details she supplies. This may reflect the low status of slave testimony in legal cases, where for a long time the word of a slave meant nothing when pitted against that of a white person, but in all three of the narratives I have cited it is not just textual truth and accuracy which are at stake in these affirmations of authorship and authenticity, but the very humanity of the black (writing) subject. Towards the end of the eighteenth century, debates about ‘the Negro’ raged in pseudo-scientific and anti-Abolitionist circles, as writers such as the white West Indian Edward Long set out to prove that ‘Negroes’ belonged to a separate species which was animal rather than human, while others, such as the Comte de Buffon, subscribed to the monogenist (same species) argument, but believed that the Negro was situated at the bottom of the human hierarchy.9 ‘For my own part,’ writes Long in his notorious History of Jamaica (1774), ‘I think there are extremely potent reasons for believing, that the White and the Negroe are two distinct species.’ He continues this line of argument a few pages later: ‘If [the Negro] is a creature sui generis [of his own kind] he fills up the space between mankind and the ape, as this and the monkey tribe supply the interval that is between the oran-outang and quadrupeds.’10

Among the ‘proofs’ that Long offered for his polygenetic theory (that ‘Negroes’ and ‘Whites’ were separate species) was the spurious evidence that black Africans had no arts or sciences, and that they were incapable of attaining European levels of literacy. The example Long gave to clinch his argument was that of Francis Williams, a Jamaican born around 1700 who was sent to England by the Duke of Montagu as an experiment to see whether or not ‘the Negro’ was capable of intellectual improvement. Long describes Williams’s ‘classic instruction’ at a grammar school in England, after which he went on to read maths at Cambridge University. On returning to Jamaica, he got into the habit of composing odes in Latin to successive governors of the island, and Long reprinted one of these in the third volume of his History of Jamaica. ‘With the impartiality that becomes me, I shall endeavour to do him [Williams] all possible justice,’ he writes, ‘and shall leave it to the reader’s opinion whether what they shall discover of his genius and intellect will be sufficient to overthrow the arguments I have before alleged, to prove an inferiority of the Negroes to the race of white men’.11 Typically, Long’s ‘impartiality’ does not last long. ‘What woeful stuff this madrigal would be / In some starv’d hackney sonneteer, or me! / But let a Negroe own the happy lines, / How the wit brightens! how the style refines!’ he writes after quoting the whole of Williams’s ode, both in Latin and in translation, and he concludes the chapter with more jaunty versifying of his own: ‘The general order, since the whole began, / Is kept in nature, and is kept in man. Order is heaven’s first law; and, this confest, / Some are, and must be, greater than the rest’.12

Long cites with approval the philosopher David Hume’s retort that Williams (and, by implication, all black authors) was no more than a parrot who had merely learned to mimic the discourse of his master,13 and this may give us some insight into the importance of the supplementary material accompanying Prince’s History, as well as the ‘examinations’ Wheatley and Gronniosaw underwent in the 1770s. For clearly the ‘writing Negro’ contradicted contemporary beliefs in racial inferiority, dealing a serious blow to the polygenetic theories propounded by writers such as Long, who were forced to defend their beliefs by concluding that black literacy was no more than mimicry. Not only was it crucial for the editor of the History to prove that it was ‘true’ (particularly since the outcome of a libel action depended on the authenticity of Prince’s allegations against her owners, the Woods), but the ‘truth’ of Prince’s humanity was itself at stake.

It is certainly possible to argue that Prince, and most of the other black writers at this time, used ‘the master’s pieces’ (to borrow Henry Louis Gates’s phrase) to express themselves, and that this in turn might constitute a mimicry of the kind that Hume finds so risible. However, this ‘mimicry’ could be regarded as a radical gesture, and these texts undermine the authority of colonial discourse and the validity of its (hitherto uncontested) theories by affirming both the authorship and the authentic humanity of the black subject who was still struggling for recognition from a white establishment which persisted in regarding ‘negroes’ as bestial.14 The fact that black writers published at all at this early stage is in itself a radical gesture, and the use of an elevated form such as the ode or the spiritual autobiography could be regarded as an appropriation of ‘white’ discourse, or, to use Homi K. Bhabha’s term, a mimicking of it. Mary Prince’s History does not quite exemplify this textual radicalism, since it was not written entirely by her, and unlike Equiano’s Interesting Narrative or Sancho’s Letters, it is not peppered with biblical and literary allusions which ‘elevate’ the text and ‘prove’ its writer’s human intelligence. None the less, telling her life story gave Prince and her supporters the opportunity to demonstrate that, contrary to contemporary belief, ‘Negroes’ were not merely chattels, but humans who were seriously damaged by the brutal treatment they were forced to suffer at the hands of their white masters and mistresses.

THE BLACK COMMUNITY AND THE LAW

Mary Prince may have been the first black woman to publish her life story in England, but she was certainly not the first black woman to live there. Estimates vary as to the size of the black population in Britain at this time, some commentators placing it as high as 20,000 in the mid eighteenth century, while others give more moderate estimates. A figure generally agreed upon by twentieth-century commentators is 10,000 in around 1772.15 It is known that there were black people in Britain from at least the sixteenth century, and the black population continued to increase during the era of the transatlantic slave trade from the seventeenth century onwards, as slave owners and white West Indians brought their ‘property’ with them on returning to England.

As far back as 1569, it had been legally judged ‘that England was too pure an Air for Slaves to breathe in’,16 but from the 1760s a number of famous legal cases tested that pronouncement and brought the issue of England, slaves and freedom to the fore. From an early stage, a series of acts had been passed confirming the legal status of the slave as a ‘thing’, a chattel, a property, and according to James Walvin, this constituted a major change in English law where there had been no basis for treating people as chattels since the decline of feudalism.17 Under the Yorke and Talbot judgment of 1729, slaves who were brought to England from the colonies remained property in England,18 but here property law seems to contradict early ‘civil rights’ law as set out by William Blackstone in his Commentaries on the Laws of England where, in the first chapter, ‘Of the Absolute Rights of Individuals’, he asserts that English laws are designed to preserve the civil liberties ‘even in the meanest subject’. ‘[T]his spirit of liberty is so deeply implanted in our constitution, and rooted in our very soil,’ writes Blackstone, ‘that a slave or a negro, the moment he lands in England, falls under the protection of the laws, and so far becomes a free man; though the master’s right to his service may possibly still continue.’ He cites a case in which a number of slaves deserted from their British master in East Florida and were subsequently discovered on board a British man-of-war that was not in East Florida waters. The slaves could not be compelled to return to the plantation because English law applied on the ship. As Blackstone comments:

The principle of the decision was, that slavery is not a state recognized by the law of nature generally, or the law of England locally and wherever it legally exists, it does so only by the force of some local law. Whenever, therefore, a slave comes from the place, where it is recognized, into a place under the English law, he ceases to be a slave, because the local will, by the comitas inter communitates [agreement between communities], enforces any local law contrary to the law of nature. An English ship, or a territory newly discovered by Englishmen, are for this purpose the same as England because the English law of freedom will apply equally in each, and be the right of everyone there.19

Blackstone’s description of English law clearly goes against the Yorke and Talbot case, as does the Somerset case of 1772. James Somerset was a slave who escaped from his master two years after he was brought to England in 1769, but he was recaptured and imprisoned on a ship bound for Jamaica. Lord Justice Mansfield, who was presiding over the case, granted Somerset a writ of habeas corpus, and when the hearing began in early 1772, Somerset’s advocates argued that the air of England was indeed too pure for slaves to breathe in, for ‘the moment [slaves] put their feet on English ground, that moment they become free. They are subject to the laws… of this country, and so are their masters, thank God!’20 After numerous delays, Lord Mansfield gave his judgment, in which he ordered Somerset to be freed, since slavery was indeed illegal under existing English law and could be introduced into England only by positive law. ‘No master ever was allowed here to take a slave by force to be sold abroad because he deserted from his service, or for any other reason whatever – therefore the man must be discharged,’ pronounced Mansfield. Somerset was accordingly released.21

The judgment was widely misunderstood by people who believed that Mansfield had announced the emancipation of all slaves in Britain, but even though this is clearly not what he meant, the case still had far-reaching consequences for black people in Britain, Mary Prince among them. ‘I knew that I was free in England,’ Prince writes in her History, and when she came to England with the Woods in 1828 she accordingly exercised her legal right to remain as a free person. However, she was faced with the difficult choice of freedom in exile or enslavement in Antigua, and in his Supplement Pringle describes how Prince’s considerable (and understandable) anxiety to return to her husband conflicted with her reluctance to forfeit her new-found freedom. Prince knew quite well that as soon as she returned to Antigua she would revert to her former slave status, and she was fearful that as a punishment for her recalcitrance she would be put to work as a ‘field negro’ and forced to work on the plantations rather than in the household, as formerly.

Prince had good reason to be worried about what would happen to her if she returned to Antigua, for the Grace Jones case of 1722 (which Pringle cites in his Supplement) had already set the legal precedent. Like Mary Prince, Grace Jones accompanied her mistress, Mrs Allen, to England from Antigua, but on returning to the Caribbean a few years later she was seized by customs officers as an illegal import. Her ‘owner’, Mr Allen, subsequently filed for costs and damages, and when the case came to court her supporters argued that Jones was a free British subject who was being unlawfully held in slavery in Antigua. ‘The person who is a freeman in England returns to slavery in Antigua; that is the whole question in this case,’ announced Lord Stowell, the judge presiding over the case in the Court of Admiralty, but he eventually decided that Jones was only a free person as long as she remained in England, forfeiting her freedom on returning to Antigua.22 As Thomas Pringle notes in his Supplement:

[T]he history of Mary Prince furnishes a corollary to Lord Stowell’s decision in the case of the slave Grace, and… it is most valuable on this account. Whatever opinions may be held by some readers on the grave question of immediately abolishing Colonial Slavery, nothing assuredly can be more repugnant to the feelings of Englishmen than that the system should be permitted to extend its baneful influence to this country. Yet such is the case, when the slave landed in England still only possesses that qualified degree of freedom, that a change of domicile will determine [i.e. end] it.

Pringle is certainly correct to point out the legal anomaly (and the question of jurisdiction in international law is still a fraught one), but this state of affairs does not seem to have been rectified in Mary Prince’s lifetime. Despite having a petition presented to Parliament on her behalf in 1829 in which she pleads ‘to return to the West Indies, but not as a slave’ (see Appendix Two), it does not appear that Prince ever won her legal battle for freedom, and one must assume that she remained in England as a free person, but effectively husband-less and state-less. Clearly, moral air-quality in the early nineteenth century was local rather than international, and slaves were not able to ‘breathe’ freely anywhere in the world.

SLAVERY AND RELIGION

The law may not have been international in the nineteenth century, but spirituality or religion seemed to provide the enslaved with access to a discourse which apparently transcended the boundaries of ‘race’ and nation, although Christianity’s relationship with enslavement was by no means straightforward, but partly collusive and partly liberatory.23 While for writers such as Equiano and Gronniosaw, the appropriation of a Christian discourse provided a means of expression, it is also undeniably true that ‘[t]he Church… supported the slave trade’,24 according to Eric Williams, historian of the slave trade. All the same, it is also true that a number of the most prominent Abolitionist campaigners in the eighteenth century were Quakers and Methodists, such as William Allen, a leading member of the Quaker movement, who, as Pringle writes in his Supplement, approached the Governor of Antigua to ask him to intervene on Prince’s behalf with the Woods, and William Wilberforce, the leading light of the Abolition movement, who began his anti-slavery campaigning only after his religious conversion.25

Prince’s History is, as much as anything, the progress of her movement towards and eventual embracing of Christianity, although her account of her religious conversion is more compressed than that of other black writers (Gronniosaw, Equiano, Marrant), since this text is a political pamphlet rather than a spiritual autobiography. Prince mentions her first attendance at a Methodist meeting on a plantation in Antigua, describing how she subsequently found that her ‘spirit’ was ‘led’ to the Moravian church where she was taught to read by ‘the Moravian ladies’ and where she took Communion for the first time (she says that she was baptized in the English church before this in 1817, but stopped attending because she required written permission from her master. The Anglican church also refused to marry slaves).

The Moravians were descended from the Unitas Fratrum or Church of the Bohemian Brethren, founded in 1457 by a group of Hussites and suppressed in Bohemia and Moravia in the 1620s. In 1722 three men left Moravia and established a settlement in Saxony, Upper Lusitania, and among them was Count Nikolaus von Zinzendorf, who was the leader of the Moravian church at this time. The first Moravian congregations were established in England in 1642, and in 1738 the cross-fertilization of German pietism and High Church Anglicanism ‘strangely warmed’ John Wesley’s heart, although by 1740 he had fallen out with the Moravians over matters of theological dispute. A twentieth-century historian of the Moravian church writes of their ‘[d]isproportionately extensive overseas missions’,26 describing how, from the 1730s onwards, the Moravians had missionaries stationed in Ceylon (now Sri Lanka), South Africa, Latin America, the Caribbean, North America and Greenland, as well as being well established in Europe, from Denmark to Switzerland, from the Netherlands to the Baltic islands.27 Zinzendorf himself visited the Caribbean, and as Podmore claims, one of the church’s strengths was the way it managed to foster a feeling of international community: ‘In the 1740s no other Protestant church in England could offer to anything like the same extent this feeling of being part of a single international organization or the opportunity to hear from fellow-members all over the world, for this was the first international Protestant Church’.28 Although the Moravian church had been discredited by 1753 (Zinzendorf had run up huge debts, and he left England after being rescued from debtors’ prison) it re-established itself towards the end of the century, and in the early nineteenth century it was clearly still a strong force in the colonies.

‘Mrs Flanighan’, the author of a contemporary description of Antigua,29 gives a detailed description of the Moravian mission on the island at this time. According to Flanighan, Count Zinzendorf visited Denmark in 1731 where he met a black man, Anthony, who told him about the ‘moral darkness’ of the West Indies, inspiring Zinzendorf to spread the Moravian word to this part of the world. The first Moravian settlement was established in Antigua in 1756, and the Spring Gardens chapel at St John’s which Prince mentions in her History was built in 1761. In 1787, 5,465 people were admitted to three church settlements in Antigua, and by 1842 this number had increased to approximately 11,000 members. Flanighan admires the Antiguan Moravians for their ‘open-heartedness [and] patriarchal simplicity’. ‘[A]mong themselves they are ever kind and courteous,’ she comments, ‘forming, as it were, one large family of affectionate brothers and sisters. They have done much good among the black race, for whose welfare the mission was particularly intended’.30 However, as Eric Williams notes, Moravian missionaries ‘held slaves without hesitation’,31 although they were surely not unique in this respect among religious groups.

Whatever the rights and wrongs of the missionary ideology and its supporters, the Moravian church seems to have given Prince a sense of strength in community and it was here also that she resumed her interrupted education. She tells us that she would not accept Daniel James’s proposal of marriage until he had joined the Moravians, and she also comments that the steward in charge of the ship which took her to England two years later was in the same class as her husband at the Moravian church in Antigua, and accordingly treated Prince with kindness during the voyage. When Prince decided to leave the Woods, she turned to the Moravians in Hatton Garden in the first instance. ‘The missionaries were very kind to me,’ she remarks. ‘[T]hey were sorry for my destitute situation… They were very good people, and they told me to come to the church.’ Like Equiano et al., Prince finds a kind of liberation, or at the very least relief, through religion, which provided her and her literary forbears with a means of sanctioned (and perhaps sanctified) insurrection. But it was the Anti-Slavery Society rather than religion which gave her a legal and practical outlet for her protest.

THE ANTI-SLAVERY SOCIETY AND THOMAS PRINGLE

The Committee for the Abolition of the Slave Trade was formed in 1787 by William Wilberforce. However, by 1823 its largely Quaker members decided that a different approach was required after the 1807 Act of Parliament ending the slave trade, and so they established the Anti-Slavery Society. Its leading members included William Wilber-force, Thomas Clarkson, Zachary Macaulay and James Stephen the Elder, and it aimed to persuade the government to adopt their plan for the gradual emancipation of slaves in the British colonies. Pringle’s Supplement mentions ‘the Anti-Slavery Committee’, and presumably by this he is referring to the Agency Committee, formed in 1831 by younger, more radical members of the Anti-Slavery Society. According to historian Reginald Coupland, the committee was ‘[m]ainly run by George Stephen and three Quakers, Emmanuel and Joseph Cooper and Joseph Sturge, and mainly financed by Quaker money, it employed “agents”, paid and unpaid, whom it briefed with the Abolition case and sent to lecture all over the country’.32

By the time Mary Prince approached the Anti-Slavery Society in 1828, Thomas Pringle, a Scottish poet who had become involved in the Abolition movement after his return from six years’ residence in South Africa, had been secretary for a year. Pringle had gone to South Africa in 1820 where, after working as a librarian, he set up an academy with his friend Fairbairn, with whom he also published a newspaper and magazine. In fact, Pringle gained a reputation as a radical as editor of the South African Journal, a short-lived publication which was suppressed by the governor of the colony because it was deemed libellous and seditious, even though it avoided dealing with contentious issues such as slavery and the condition of the Aborigines. Pringle and Fairbairn declared their refusal ‘to compromise [their] birth-right as British subjects by editing any publication under a censorship’,33 and Pringle returned to England in October 1826.

On returning to England, Pringle’s experiences in South Africa led him to take up the cause of the oppressed African, and an article in the New Monthly Magazine in October 1826 on the South African slave trade brought him into Abolitionist circles (a similar article appeared in the Anti-Slavery Monthly Reporter on 31 January 1827 – see Appendix Four) and eventually led to his appointment as secretary of the Anti-Slavery Society in 1827. African Sketches, a book of verse and prose published in 1834, is self-avowedly ‘strictly subsidiary to the same cause’ (that is, Abolition), and it features poetic descriptions of a slave market, the massacre and subjugation of native peoples, and a sonnet entitled ‘Slavery’ (see Appendix One). The autobiographical Narrative of a Residence in South Africa (1835) also demonstrates those sympathies which made him an appropriate secretary of the Anti-Slavery Society. Although there was no official slavery at the Cape, Pringle was disgusted at the treatment of the ‘Hottentots’, who were ‘reduced to a state of the most degrading thraldom, in several respects even more wretched than negro slavery itself’.34 Pringle was certainly no friend of the Boers and he wrote with palpable outrage against their tyranny, condemning what he called ‘the frightful perversion of moral sentiment in the dominant class by the uncontrolled exercise of arbitrary power, and the deplorable condition of the natives who lay prostrate under their feet’. In his Narrative, Pringle also protests against the inhumanities of South African slavery:

The Native Tribes… are ready to throw themselves into our arms. Let us open our arms cordially to embrace a new and nobler career of conquest. Let us subdue savage Africa by JUSTICE, by KINDNESS, by the talisman of CHRISTIAN TRUTH. Let US thus go forth, in the name and under the blessing of God, gradually to extend the moral influence, and, if it be thought desirable, the territorial boundary also of our Colony, until it shall become an Empire.35

Evidently Pringle was not averse to conquest and imperialism as long as they were Christian and humane, and although he was not a missionary Evangelical, he clearly thought that spreading the Gospel among the ‘heathen’ of Africa would be to their benefit. Perhaps the details of Mary Prince’s conversion to Christianity appealed to him, but whatever the reason, he evidently embraced her cause very warmly, campaigning vigorously on her behalf by writing letters to inhabitants of Antigua who might corroborate her claims, employing Prince as a domestic servant in his household when she fell on hard times, presenting a petition to Parliament in 1829 and fighting two separate libel cases against the publisher Thomas Cadell and Prince’s owner John Wood in 1833. The energies Pringle exerted on Prince’s behalf were not unprecedented: on another occasion he paid a total of £80 to procure the freedom of the slave Nancy Morgan and her son, money that he obtained from the Birmingham Female Society.36 It could certainly have done Prince’s cause no harm that she had such a powerful advocate to back her, and in his Supplement Pringle relates how he used his contacts among the Moravians and the Quakers on her behalf. Like the Abolitionist activist Granville Sharp, who was similarly assiduous in his efforts on behalf of the ‘distressed Negro’, Pringle seems to have done everything in his power to secure Prince’s freedom, but his efforts were thwarted by the anomalies of colonial law and the spite of the Woods, who persisted in refusing to grant Prince the manumission she so desired.

THE HISTORY AS PROPAGANDA

I have already argued that the History is not a conventional autobiography, and although there are points of thematic contact between Prince’s text and those of her black contemporaries and forbears, there are also a number of formal differences. Unlike Olaudah Equiano, who describes his Narrative as a memoir,37 Prince does not have the opportunity to develop an authorial persona or voice in her text, which, as we have seen, is relayed to the reader via an editor and an amanuensis, making it less personal and idiosyncratic. But perhaps this also means that it is a more effective political tool, and in this respect the History is strikingly similar to the Anti-Slavery Monthly Reporter. The common publication of local Anti-Slavery Society outlets in Great Britain, the Anti-Slavery Monthly Reporter was edited by Zachary Macaulay and produced by Pringle, George Stephen and others, and it included accounts of regional Anti-Slavery Society meetings, as well as surveys of the literature of opposition parties. Most importantly, it documented accounts of the abuses inflicted upon slaves in the colonies; graphic and harrowing accounts which were undoubtedly intended to provoke the reader to a sense of outrage and anti-slavery crusading zeal. In his Supplement to the History, Pringle lists a number of the cases published in the Reporter, drawing attention to the parallels between Prince’s experiences and those of other enslaved men and women in Guyana, the Bahamas and Jamaica. These reports usually detail the harsh punishment of slaves who have committed petty crimes, or no crimes at all. The cases cited by Pringle include that of the Jamaican Henry Williams who was flogged until he was nearly dead for preferring the Methodist church to the Anglican; Eleanor Mead who was whipped fifty-eight times merely because her mistress ‘[took] offence at something which this slave had said or done’; and Kitty Hylton of Jamaica who was brutally beaten for killing a turkey for her master’s dinner.38 The punishments suffered by Prince were no less harsh and unprovoked, and they are described in a similarly impassive style. For example, her second owners in Bermuda, Captain I— and his wife, seem to have ill-treated the black workers in their household at every available opportunity as a matter of course, whipping and pinching and beating them. ‘I have seen their flesh ragged and raw with licks [beatings],’ Prince says of Cyrus and Jack, the ‘two little slave boys’ in the I— household who seem to have come in for most punishment. ‘Lick – lick – they were never secure one moment from a blow, and their lives were passed in continual fear. My mistress was not contented with using the whip, but often pinched their cheeks and arms in the most cruel manner.’ Soon, Prince tells us, her mistress’s anger was transferred to her, and she is subjected to violent punishment even though she has committed no crime. ‘To strip me naked – to hang me up by the wrists and lay my flesh open with the cow-skin, was an ordinary punishment for even a slight offence,’ she writes. Psychological torment was another tactic used by Mrs I—, who would keep Prince awake picking cotton at a bench all night long.

The story of Hetty, Prince’s fellow-slave at Captain I—’s, is as harrowing as any of the accounts in the Anti-Slavery Monthly Reporter. ‘Poor Hetty’ as Prince touchingly calls her, was pregnant, and although she was probably carrying Captain I—’s child, this did not stop him whipping her almost to death because a cow had broken loose. After a miscarriage brought on by this horrific beating, Hetty appears to have died of a dropsy (an accumulation of watery fluid in the bodily tissues) and the other workers were unanimous in agreeing that death ‘was a good thing for poor Hetty’, a clear enough indictment of life on the I—s’ estate. Obviously part of the motivation behind publishing the History was to publicize atrocities such as these, and in this sense Prince’s text served exactly the same function as the Anti-Slavery Monthly Reporter. ‘Oh the horrors of slavery!’ Prince declares after giving an account of yet another brutal beating which she witnessed, this time on the Turks Islands at the hands of her violent master, Mr D—:

How the thought of it pains my heart! But the truth ought to be told of it; and what my eyes have seen I think it is my duty to relate; for few people in England know what slavery is. I have been a slave – I have felt what a slave feels, and I know what a slave knows; and I would have all the good people in England to know it too, that they may break our chains, and set us free.

The aim here is simple enough – by describing the horrors of slavery at first hand, Prince and Pringle hoped to enlist the support of readers whose moral sensibilities would revolt against the crimes that were being committed in the colonies in the name of empire and economics; for this reason Prince takes every possible opportunity to describe the cruelty and violence of the ‘Buckra’ men and women, as she calls the white people who tormented her. The agonies of the slave market in Bermuda where the words of the white buyers ‘fell like cayenne on the fresh wounds of our hearts’; the fierce blows she suffered from Captain I— and Mr D—; the senseless destruction by white people of a makeshift church erected by slaves on the Turks Islands; the night Prince spent locked in the cage (a prison) as a punishment; and the flogging she received by order of the magistrate in Antigua – all these harsh realities are vividly described so that the reader is left in no doubt as to the ‘horrors of slavery’. Unlike Olaudah Equiano or Ignatius Sancho, Prince has a clear agenda to fulfil in her History, for the former combines the popular forms of travel narrative, spiritual autobiography and protest literature in his Interesting Narrative and Sancho’s letters are only indirectly political, as he himself had no first-hand experience of enslavement. Prince’s narrative, on the other hand, was marketed as a piece of propaganda. At the sixth Annual Meeting of the Birmingham Female Society for the Relief of British Negro Slaves, ‘the narrative of Mary Prince was recommenced for purchase… to every Lady present’, and the Society donated £5 ‘to originate a Fund for the support of Mary Prince’.39 Martha Pringle’s letter corroborating the narrative (reprinted in this edition) was also read aloud to the Society.40 In this context at least, Prince’s narrative was used as evidence of ‘the foul reproach and deep sin of African slavery’ and it was used as a tool in the continuing campaign for the abolition of enslavement in the colonies.

THE HISTORY AND LIBEL CASES

Although there do not seem to have been any contemporary reviews of Prince’s History, it obviously served its political purpose, for it ran to three editions in the year of its publication and the claims Prince made in her narrative were contentious enough to provoke two libel cases in 1833. The first, in February of that year, was brought by Pringle against Thomas Cadell, who was the publisher of James McQueen’s article in Blackwood’s Magazine. In this article, entitled ‘The Colonial Empire of Great Britain’, McQueen defended the colonists and asserted the importance of Britain’s economic ‘possessions’ in the Caribbean, exposing what he called ‘the venomous Anti-Colonial Manifesto’ as propagated by campaigners such as Pringle and Joseph Phillips, whom he attacks elsewhere. McQueen refutes the veracity of Prince’s History, claiming that she rejected the Woods’ kindness, behaving worse and worse ‘until we find her planted in Pringle’s family and at his washing tub. From it she was frequently called to his closet to give a narrative of the severities inflicted upon her by several owners, but more especially by her last owners, Mr and Mrs Wood’.41 Clearly, McQueen believed that Prince was manipulated by the Pringles and the Anti-Slavery Society, an opinion he states very clearly: ‘By tools like Mary Prince and Joseph Phillips, PRINGLE, and the band of which Pringle is the tool and the organ, irritate this country, browbeat the Government, and trample upon, as they are permitted to trample upon, our most important transmarine possessions.’42

Pringle sued the publisher Cadell for libel, and the case is reported in The Times, 22 February 1833. Prince was called to give evidence, and the newspaper supplies the following description of her, the only one we have: ‘She is a negress of very ordinary features, and appeared to be about 35 years of age.’ In the end, Prince simply confirmed that she had given an account of her life to Pringle (apparently no further cross-examination was required) and the jury returned a verdict for the plaintiff. Cadell was ordered to pay damages of £5.

Less than a fortnight later, Pringle was back in court, but this time it was his turn to be sued, as Wood had decided to bring a libel action against him. The case is also reported in The Times, 1 March 1833 (see Appendix Three), and it gives us a fascinating insight into the details of Prince’s life which were withheld by Susanna Strickland and members of the Anti-Slavery Society. At the trial numerous witnesses for Wood refuted the claims that Prince made in her ‘pamphlet’ as the History is called here, asserting that the Woods were always kind and caring to Prince and describing her as lazy and fractious. This time Prince herself took to the witness stand, and although she corroborated the story of ill-treatment and cruelty detailed in the History, she was also more frank about her sexual relations. According to Prince’s testimony in court, she lived with Captain Abbot for seven years before she was married, and she describes her violent reaction on finding him in bed with ‘another woman’, adding that because of her relationship with Captain Abbot she ‘discharged herself’ from the Moravian Society, and she was banned from classes for seven weeks. Evidently she returned to the Moravians, since it is there that she eventually met her husband Daniel James.

Prince’s courtroom evidence provides us with important details that were excluded from her History, and it also highlights the instability of this text, which has clearly been ‘doctored’ by zealous anti-slavery campaigners. However, her testimony does not seem to have helped Pringle’s cause: this time the verdict was against him and he was ordered to pay damages of £25.

THE HISTORY AS PROTEST

Mary Prince’s History is, then, a piece of propaganda, a protest designed to convince the English reader that the iniquities of slavery in the colonies continued even though an Act of Parliament ending the slave trade had been passed in 1807. The details included in the narrative must have been peculiarly discomforting for the nineteenth-century reader who may have preferred to continue taking her/his coffee, tea and sugar without thinking too deeply about the conditions in which these commodities were produced. Mary Prince’s indomitable spirit may also have provided a role model for readers who, in opposing slavery, would not encounter even a modicum of the personal risks she ran in resisting a succession of cruel masters and mistresses. Far from passively accepting the punishments meted out to her, Mary Prince protested against her treatment at every available opportunity, and her History is a continuation of this protest. There are numerous examples of Prince’s insurrection: on returning to Captain I—, having run away after a particularly savage beating, Prince and her father both told the cruel ‘owner’ that his behaviour was unacceptable and inhumane. Later, she protected Mr D—’s daughter against her drunken father, announcing with great dignity that ‘this [Bermuda] is not Turk’s Island’. Nor did she submit to D—’s sexual whims without protest, but after two more beatings she ran away again, telling him that he was ‘a very indecent man – very spiteful, and too indecent; with no shame for his servants, no shame for his own flesh’. Again, she was forced to return, as there was no other place for her to go. While she was owned by the Woods, Prince took in washing and sold provisions until she had managed to scrape together the $100 she needed to buy her own freedom, but she was thwarted by the Woods’ refusal to sell her. When Prince married Daniel James, she did not even bother to gain the Woods’ permission, another indication of her spirit and her refusal to accept her slave status. Her independence is again in evidence on coming to London, where the Woods’ continuing cruelty eventually drove her to assert her legal right to remain in England as a free woman. ‘To be free is very sweet,’ she had told Mrs Wood earlier, but it is a sweetness which is not unalloyed with bitterness, since, as we have seen, Prince’s freedom was gained at the expense of her emotional happiness. Although she was fully aware of the risks she ran on leaving the Woods’ household in London, Prince did so in characteristically outspoken style:

I am going out of this house as I was ordered; but I have done no wrong at all to my owners, neither here nor in the West Indies. I always worked very hard to please them, both by night and day; but there was no giving satisfaction… I told my mistress I was sick, and yet she has ordered me out of doors. This is the fourth time; and now I am going out.

This simple and dignified statement shows Prince’s clear sense of the injustice she had suffered at the Woods’ hands (and, by implication, the hands of all the other masters and mistresses who treated her no better), but she speaks without rancour here. Even in the powerful statement which closes her narrative, it is the evils of slavery in general rather than the cruelty of a particular master or mistress which is the focus of her invective, and from the notable shift in register it appears that Pringle has given Prince free rein to express her anger at this point. ‘The whole of this paragraph especially, is given as nearly as was possible in Mary’s precise words,’ Pringle informs the reader in a footnote, and the section is indeed more colloquial and polemical than the rest of the text. ‘We don’t mind hard work, if we had proper treatment, and proper wages like English servants…’ Prince states. ‘But they won’t give it: they will have work – work – work, night and day, sick or well, till we are quite done up; and we must not speak up nor look amiss, however much we be abused.’

Mary Prince’s life was certainly blighted by slavery, but from her History it does not seem that she was altogether ‘done up’ by it, unlike some of the other victims of cruelty she describes in the course of her narrative. That she was not broken by the experience is testimony to her resilience and her sense of justice, her refusal to accept that the word of the white woman or man was law when her/his behaviour was so manifestly cruel and unjust. Unlike so many of her companions-in-oppression, Mary Prince survived to tell her own tale, and she speaks consciously and vehemently on behalf of those who, for whatever reason, have no voice. ‘I have been a slave myself,’ she reminds us towards the end of the History. ‘I know what slaves feel – I can tell by myself what other slaves feel, and by what they have told me.’ Her narrative is not just a record of her personal experiences, it is also a protest on behalf of all those who were forced to suffer the abuse of their human rights during the era of transatlantic slavery.
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CHRONOLOGY


	1788
	Mary Prince born in Brackish Pond, Bermuda Charles Myners, first owner


	
	Bought by Captain Williams and given to Betsey Williams, his grandchild


	1800
	Hired out to Mrs Pruden at twelve years old Sold to Captain I—, taken to Spanish Point in Bermuda where she remains for five years


	
	Sold to Mr D— and sent to the Turks Islands to work in the salt ponds


	
	Works for Mr D— for ‘several years’; returns to Bermuda where she works for Captain I— again


	
	Hired out to work at Cedar Hills, although still ‘belongs’ to Captain I—


	1815
	Sold to Mr John Wood who takes her to Antigua


	c. 1817
	Begins to attend the Moravian church, where she meets her husband, Daniel James, a free carpenter and cooper


	Dec. 1826
	Prince and James are married at the Moravian Chapel, Spring Gardens, Antigua


	1828
	Accompanies the Woods to England


	Nov. 1828
	Mary leaves the Woods after thirteen years of ill-treatment and goes to the Anti-Slavery office in Aldermanbury where she consults George Stephen, a lawyer


	1829
	Works for Mrs Forsyth as a charwoman Goes back to Anti-Slavery Society when she runs out of money


	June 1829
	Petition presented to Parliament on Prince’s behalf


	Dec. 1829
	Employed by Mr and Mrs Pringle as a domestic servant


	1831
	Publication of The History of Mary Prince which runs to three editions that year


	
	Prince is forty-three years old


	Feb. 1833
	Libel trial, Pringle v. Cadell, at which Prince takes the witness stand


	March 1833
	Libel trial, Wood v. Pringle, at which Prince gives evidence







A NOTE ON THE TEXT

Three editions of The History of Mary Prince were published in 1831. Only the first and the third editions are extant, and I have used the latter which contains a very small number of minor changes that have been noted in the text. Other than these changes, the first and the third editions are substantially the same. Original spelling and punctuation have been retained, except for the following: double inverted commas have been replaced by single quotation marks; and full points following headings and the contractions ‘Mr’, ‘Mrs’ and ‘Dr’ have been removed. In addition, the spacing and layout of the text in general has been slightly updated (for example, the dashes constituting names that have been ‘erased’ – Capt. I—, Mr D— and so on – have been shortened).

My editorial notes to the footnotes follow the usual Notes (and are indicated by superscript letters).The title page from The History of Mary Prince, 3rd edn, supplied by the Bodleian Library, University of Oxford. The section of verse quoted is from the last two stanzas of William Cowper’s ‘The Negro’s Complaint’ (The Poems of William Cowper, ed. John Baird and Charles Ryskamp, 3 vols, Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1980–95, vol. III, p. 14).
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“By our sufferings, since ye brought us

To the man-degrading mart,—

All sustain’d by patience, taught us

Only by a broken hearts,—

Deem our nation brutes no longer,

Till some reason ye shall find

Worthier of regard, and stronger

Than the colour of our kind”     Cowper
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PREFACE

The idea of writing Mary Prince’s history was first suggested by herself. She wished it to be done, she said, that good people in England might hear from a slave what a slave had felt and suffered; and a letter of her late master’s, which will be found in the Supplement,1 induced me to accede to her wish without farther delay. The more immediate object of the publication will afterwards appear.

The narrative was taken down from Mary’s own lips by a lady2 who happened to be at the time residing in my family as a visitor. It was written out fully, with all the narrator’s repetitions and prolixities, and afterwards pruned into its present shape; retaining, as far as was practicable, Mary’s exact expressions and peculiar phraseology. No fact of importance has been omitted, and not a single circumstance or sentiment has been added. It is essentially her own, without any material alteration farther than was requisite to exclude redundancies and gross grammatical errors, so as to render it clearly intelligible.

After it had been thus written out, I went over the whole, carefully examining her on every fact and circumstance detailed; and in all that relates to her residence in Antigua I had the advantage of being assisted in this scrutiny by Mr Joseph Phillips,3 who was a resident in that colony during the same period, and had known her there.

The names of all the persons mentioned by the narrator have been printed in full, except those of Capt. I— and his wife, and that of Mr D—, to whom conduct of peculiar atrocity is ascribed. These three individuals are now gone to answer at a far more awful tribunal than that of public opinion, for the deeds of which their former bondwoman accuses them; and to hold them up more openly to human reprobation could no longer affect themselves, while it might deeply lacerate the feelings of their surviving and perhaps innocent relatives, without any commensurate public advantage.

Without detaining the reader with remarks on other points, which will be adverted to more conveniently in the Supplement, I shall here merely notice farther, that the Anti-Slavery Society4 have no concern whatever with this publication, nor are they in any degree responsible for the statements it contains. I have published the tract, not as their Secretary, but in my private capacity; and any profits that may arise from the sale will be exclusively appropriated to the benefit of Mary Prince herself.

While Mary’s history was in the press, I was furnished by my friend Mr George Stephen5 with the interesting narrative of Asa-Asa,6 a captured African now under his protection, and have printed it as a suitable appendix.

THO. PRINGLE7

London, January 25, 1831.

POSTSCRIPT – SECOND EDITION8

Since the First Edition of this Tract was published, Mary Prince has been afflicted with a disease in the eyes, which, it is feared, may terminate in total blindness: such, at least, is the apprehension of some skilful medical gentlemen who have been consulted on the case. Should this unfortunately be the result, the condition of the poor negro woman, thus cruelly and hopelessly severed from her husband and her home, will be one peculiarly deserving of commiseration; and I mention the circumstance at present on purpose to induce the friends of humanity to promote the more zealously the sale of this publication, with a view to provide a little fund for her future benefit. Whatever be the subsequent lot that Providence may have in reserve for her, the seasonable sympathy thus manifested in her behalf, will neither be fruitlessly expended nor unthankfully received; while, in accordance with the benign Scripture mandate, it will serve to mitigate and relieve, as far as human kindness can, the afflictions of ‘the stranger and the exile who is in our land within our gates.’9

T.P.

March 22, 1831.

*** The present Cheap Edition, price 1s. for single copies, and 6 d. each, if 25 or more are ordered, is printed expressly to facilitate the circulation of this Tract by Anti-Slavery Societies.


THE HISTORY OF MARY PRINCE,
A WEST INDIAN SLAVE

(Related by herself)

I WAS born at Brackish-Pond, in Bermuda,10 on a farm belonging to Mr Charles Myners. My mother was a household slave; and my father, whose name was Prince, was a sawyer belonging to Mr Trimmingham, a ship-builder at Crow-Lane.11 When I was an infant, old Mr Myners died, and there was a division of the slaves and other property among the family. I was bought along with my mother by old Captain Darrel, and given to his grandchild, little Miss Betsey Williams. Captain Williams, Mr Darrel’s son-in-law, was master of a vessel which traded to several places in America and the West Indies, and he was seldom at home long together.

Mrs Williams was a kind-hearted good woman, and she treated all her slaves well. She had only one daughter, Miss Betsey, for whom I was purchased, and who was about my own age. I was made quite a pet of by Miss Betsey, and loved her very much. She used to lead me about by the hand, and call me her little nigger. This was the happiest period of my life; for I was too young to understand rightly my condition as a slave, and too thoughtless and full of spirits to look forward to the days of toil and sorrow.

My mother was a household slave12 in the same family. I was under her own care, and my little brothers and sisters were my play-fellows and companions. My mother had several fine children after she came to Mrs Williams, – three girls and two boys. The tasks given out to us children were light, and we used to play together with Miss Betsey, with as much freedom almost as if she had been our sister.

My master, however, was a very harsh, selfish man; and we always dreaded his return from sea. His wife was herself much afraid of him; and, during his stay at home, seldom dared to shew her usual kindness to the slaves. He often left her, in the most distressed circumstances, to reside in other female society, at some place in the West Indies of which I have forgot the name. My poor mistress bore his ill-treatment with great patience, and all her slaves loved and pitied her. I was truly attached to her, and, next to my own mother, loved her better than any creature in the world. My obedience to her commands was cheerfully given: it sprung solely from the affection I felt for her, and not from fear of the power which the white people’s law had given her over me.

I had scarcely reached my twelfth year when my mistress became too poor to keep so many of us at home; and she hired me out to Mrs Pruden, a lady who lived about five miles off, in the adjoining parish,13 in a large house near the sea. I cried bitterly at parting with my dear mistress and Miss Betsey, and when I kissed my mother and brothers and sisters, I thought my young heart would break, it pained me so. But there was no help; I was forced to go. Good Mrs Williams comforted me by saying that I should still be near the home I was about to quit, and might come over and see her and my kindred whenever I could obtain leave of absence from Mrs Pruden. A few hours after this I was taken to a strange house, and found myself among strange people. This separation seemed a sore trial to me then; but oh! ’twas light, light to the trials I have since endured! – ’twas nothing – nothing to be mentioned with them; but I was a child then, and it was according to my strength.14

I knew that Mrs Williams could no longer maintain me; that she was fain to part with me for my food and clothing; and I tried to submit myself to the change. My new mistress was a passionate woman; but yet she did not treat me very unkindly. I do not remember her striking me but once, and that was for going to see Mrs Williams when I heard she was sick, and staying longer than she had given me leave to do. All my employment at this time was nursing a sweet baby, little Master Daniel; and I grew so fond of my nursling that it was my greatest delight to walk out with him by the sea-shore, accompanied by his brother and sister, Miss Fanny and Master James. – Dear Miss Fanny! She was a sweet, kind young lady, and so fond of me that she wished me to learn all that she knew herself; and her method of teaching me was as follows: – Directly she had said her lessons to her grandmamma, she used to come running to me, and make me repeat them one by one after her; and in a few months I was able not only to say my letters but to spell many small words. But this happy state was not to last long. Those days were too pleasant to last. My heart always softens when I think of them.

At this time Mrs Williams died. I was told suddenly of her death, and my grief was so great that, forgetting I had the baby in my arms, I ran away directly to my poor mistress’s house; but reached it only in time to see the corpse carried out. Oh, that was a day of sorrow, – a heavy day! All the slaves cried. My mother cried and lamented her sore; and I (foolish creature!) vainly entreated them to bring my dear mistress back to life. I knew nothing rightly about death then, and it seemed a hard thing to bear. When I thought about my mistress I felt as if the world was all gone wrong; and for many days and weeks I could think of nothing else. I returned to Mrs Pruden’s; but my sorrow was too great to be comforted, for my own dear mistress was always in my mind. Whether in the house or abroad, my thoughts were always talking to me about her.

I staid at Mrs Pruden’s about three months after this; I was then sent back to Mr Williams to be sold. Oh, that was a sad sad time! I recollect the day well. Mrs Pruden came to me and said, ‘Mary, you will have to go home directly; your master is going to be married, and he means to sell you and two of your sisters to raise money for the wedding.’ Hearing this I burst out a crying, – though I was then far from being sensible of the full weight of my misfortune, or of the misery that waited for me. Besides, I did not like to leave Mrs Pruden, and the dear baby, who had grown very fond of me. For some time I could scarcely believe that Mrs Pruden was in earnest, till I received orders for my immediate return. – Dear Miss Fanny! how she cried at parting with me, whilst I kissed and hugged the baby, thinking I should never see him again. I left Mrs Pruden’s, and walked home with a heart full of sorrow. The idea of being sold away from my mother and Miss Betsey was so frightful, that I dared not trust myself to think about it. We had been bought of Mr Myners, as I have mentioned, by Miss Betsey’s grandfather, and given to her, so that we were by right her property, and I never thought we should be separated or sold away from her.

When I reached the house, I went in directly to Miss Betsey. I found her in great distress; and she cried out as soon as she saw me, ‘Oh, Mary! my father is going to sell you all to raise money to marry that wicked woman. You are my slaves, and he has no right to sell you; but it is all to please her.’ She then told me that my mother was living with her father’s sister at a house close by, and I went there to see her. It was a sorrowful meeting; and we lamented with a great and sore crying our unfortunate situation. ‘Here comes one of my poor picaninnies!’15 she said, the moment I came in, ‘one of the poor slave-brood who are to be sold to-morrow.’

Oh dear! I cannot bear to think of that day, – it is too much. – It recalls the great grief that filled my heart, and the woeful thoughts that passed to and fro through my mind, whilst listening to the pitiful words of my poor mother, weeping for the loss of her children. I wish I could find words to tell you all I then felt and suffered. The great God above alone knows the thoughts of the poor slave’s heart, and the bitter pains which follow such separations as these. All that we love taken away from us – Oh, it is sad, sad! and sore to be borne! – I got no sleep that night for thinking of the morrow; and dear Miss Betsey was scarcely less distressed. She could not bear to part with her old playmates, and she cried sore and would not be pacified.

The black morning at length came; it came too soon for my poor mother and us. Whilst she was putting on us the new osnaburgs16 in which we were to be sold, she said, in a sorrowful voice, (I shall never forget it!) ‘See, I am shrouding my poor children; what a task for a mother!’ – She then called Miss Betsey to take leave of us. ‘I am going to carry my little chickens to market,’ (these were her very words,) ‘take your last look of them; may be you will see them no more.’ ‘Oh, my poor slaves! my own slaves!’ said dear Miss Betsey, ‘you belong to me; and it grieves my heart to part with you.’ – Miss Betsey kissed us all, and, when she left us, my mother called the rest of the slaves to bid us good bye. One of them, a woman named Moll, came with her infant in her arms. ‘Ah!’ said my mother, seeing her turn away and look at her child with the tears in her eyes, ‘your turn will come next.’ The slaves could say nothing to comfort us; they could only weep and lament with us. When I left my dear little brothers and the house in which I had been brought up, I thought my heart would burst.

Our mother, weeping as she went, called me away with the children Hannah and Dinah, and we took the road that led to Hamble Town,17 which we reached about four o’clock in the afternoon. We followed my mother to the market-place, where she placed us in a row against a large house, with our backs to the wall and our arms folded across our breasts. I, as the eldest, stood first, Hannah next to me, then Dinah; and our mother stood beside, crying over us. My heart throbbed with grief and terror so violently, that I pressed my hands quite tightly across my breast, but I could not keep it still, and it continued to leap as though it would burst out of my body. But who cared for that? Did one of the many by-standers, who were looking at us so carelessly, think of the pain that wrung the hearts of the negro woman and her young ones? No, no! They were not all bad, I dare say, but slavery hardens white people’s hearts towards the blacks; and many of them were not slow to make their remarks upon us aloud, without regard to our grief – though their light words fell like cayenne18 on the fresh wounds of our hearts. Oh those white people have small hearts who can only feel for themselves.

At length the vendue master,19 who was to offer us for sale like sheep or cattle, arrived, and asked my mother which was the eldest. She said nothing, but pointed to me. He took me by the hand, and led me out into the middle of the street, and, turning me slowly round, exposed me to the view of those who attended the vendue. I was soon surrounded by strange men, who examined and handled me in the same manner that a butcher would a calf or a lamb he was about to purchase, and who talked about my shape and size in like words – as if I could no more understand their meaning than the dumb beasts. I was then put up to sale. The bidding commenced at a few pounds, and gradually rose to fifty-seven,* when I was knocked down to the highest bidder; and the people who stood by said that I had fetched a great sum for so young a slave.

I then saw my sisters led forth, and sold to different owners; so that we had not the sad satisfaction of being partners in bondage. When the sale was over, my mother hugged and kissed us, and mourned over us, begging of us to keep up a good heart, and do our duty to our new masters. It was a sad parting; one went one way, one another, and our poor mammy went home with nothing.*

My new master was a Captain I—, who lived at Spanish Point.20 After parting with my mother and sisters, I followed him to his store, and he gave me into the charge of his son, a lad about my own age, Master Benjy, who took me to my new home. I did not know where I was going, or what my new master would do with me. My heart was quite broken with grief, and my thoughts went back continually to those from whom I had been so suddenly parted. ‘Oh, my mother! my mother!’ I kept saying to myself, ‘Oh, my mammy and my sisters and my brothers, shall I never see you again!’

Oh, the trials! the trials! they make the salt water come into my eyes when I think of the days in which I was afflicted – the times that are gone; when I mourned and grieved with a young heart for those whom I loved.

It was night when I reached my new home. The house was large, and built at the bottom of a very high hill; but I could not see much of it that night. I saw too much of it afterwards. The stones and the timber were the best things in it; they were not so hard as the hearts of the owners.*

Before I entered the house, two slave women, hired from another owner, who were at work in the yard, spoke to me, and asked who I belonged to? I replied, ‘I am come to live here.’ ‘Poor child, poor child!’ they both said; ‘you must keep a good heart, if you are to live here.’ – When I went in, I stood up crying in a corner. Mrs I— came and took off my hat, a little black silk hat Miss Pruden made for me, and said in a rough voice, ‘You are not come here to stand up in corners and cry, you are come here to work.’ She then put a child into my arms, and, tired as I was, I was forced instantly to take up my old occupation of a nurse. – I could not bear to look at my mistress, her countenance was so stern. She was a stout tall woman with a very dark complexion, and her brows were always drawn together into a frown. I thought of the words of the two slave women when I saw Mrs I—, and heard the harsh sound of her voice.

The person I took the most notice of that night was a French Black21 called Hetty, whom my master took in privateering22 from another vessel, and made his slave. She was the most active woman I ever saw, and she was tasked to her utmost. A few minutes after my arrival she came in from milking the cows, and put the sweet-potatoes on for supper. She then fetched home the sheep, and penned them in the fold; drove home the cattle, and staked them about the pond side;* fed and rubbed down my master’s horse, and gave the hog and the fed cow† their suppers; prepared the beds, and undressed the children, and laid them to sleep. I liked to look at her and watch all her doings, for her’s was the only friendly face I had as yet seen, and I felt glad that she was there. She gave me my supper of potatoes and milk, and a blanket to sleep upon, which she spread for me in the passage before the door of Mrs I—’s chamber.

I got a sad fright, that night. I was just going to sleep, when I heard a noise in my mistress’s room; and she presently called out to inquire if some work was finished that she had ordered Hetty to do. ‘No, Ma’am, not yet,’ was Hetty’s answer from below. On hearing this, my master started up from his bed, and just as he was, in his shirt, ran down stairs with a long cow-skin‡ in his hand. I heard immediately after, the cracking of the thong, and the house rang to the shrieks of poor Hetty, who kept crying out, ‘Oh, Massa! Massa! me dead. Massa! have mercy upon me – don’t kill me outright.’ – This was a sad beginning for me. I sat up upon my blanket, trembling with terror, like a frightened hound, and thinking that my turn would come next. At length the house became still, and I forget for a little while all my sorrows by falling fast asleep.

The next morning my mistress set about instructing me in my tasks. She taught me to do all sorts of household work; to wash and bake, pick cotton and wool, and wash floors, and cook. And she taught me (how can I ever forget it!) more things than these; she caused me to know the exact difference between the smart of the rope, the cart-whip, and the cow-skin, when applied to my naked body by her own cruel hand. And there was scarcely any punishment more dreadful than the blows I received on my face and head from her hard heavy fist. She was a fearful woman, and a savage mistress to her slaves.

There were two little slave boys in the house, on whom she vented her bad temper in a special manner. One of these children was a mulatto, called Cyrus,23 who had been bought while an infant in his mother’s arms; the other, Jack, was an African from the coast of Guinea,24 whom a sailor had given or sold to my master. Seldom a day passed without these boys receiving the most severe treatment, and often for no fault at all. Both my master and mistress seemed to think that they had a right to ill-use them at their pleasure; and very often accompanied their commands with blows, whether the children were behaving well or ill. I have seen their flesh ragged and raw with licks.25 – Lick – lick – they were never secure one moment from a blow, and their lives were passed in continual fear. My mistress was not contented with using the whip, but often pinched their cheeks and arms in the most cruel manner. My pity for these poor boys was soon transferred to myself; for I was licked, and flogged, and pinched by her pitiless fingers in the neck and arms, exactly as they were. To strip me naked – to hang me up by the wrists and lay my flesh open with the cow-skin, was an ordinary punishment for even a slight offence. My mistress often robbed me too of the hours that belong to sleep. She used to sit up very late, frequently even until morning; and I had then to stand at a bench and wash during the greater part of the night, or pick wool and cotton; and often I have dropped down overcome by sleep and fatigue, till roused from a state of stupor by the whip, and forced to start up to my tasks.

Poor Hetty, my fellow slave, was very kind to me, and I used to call her my Aunt; but she led a most miserable life, and her death was hastened (at least the slaves all believed and said so,) by the dreadful chastisement she received from my master during her pregnancy.26 It happened as follows. One of the cows had dragged the rope away from the stake to which Hetty had fastened it, and got loose. My master flew into a terrible passion, and ordered the poor creature to be stripped quite naked, notwithstanding her pregnancy, and to be tied up to a tree in the yard. He then flogged her as hard as he could lick, both with the whip and cow-skin, till she was all over streaming with blood. He rested, and then beat her again and again. Her shrieks were terrible. The consequence was that poor Hetty was brought to bed before her time, and was delivered after severe labour of a dead child. She appeared to recover after her confinement, so far that she was repeatedly flogged by both master and mistress afterwards; but her former strength never returned to her. Ere long her body and limbs swelled to a great size; and she lay on a mat in the kitchen, till the water burst out of her body and she died. All the slaves said that death was a good thing for poor Hetty; but I cried very much for her death. The manner of it filled me with horror. I could not bear to think about it; yet it was always present to my mind for many a day.

After Hetty died all her labours fell upon me, in addition to my own. I had now to milk eleven cows every morning before sunrise, sitting among the damp weeds; to take care of the cattle as well as the children; and to do the work of the house. There was no end to my toils – no end to my blows. I lay down at night and rose up in the morning in fear and sorrow; and often wished that like poor Hetty I could escape from this cruel bondage and be at rest in the grave. But the hand of that God whom then I knew not, was stretched over me; and I was mercifully preserved for better things. It was then, however, my heavy lot to weep, weep, weep, and that for years; to pass from one misery to another, and from one cruel master to a worse. But I must go on with the thread of my story.

One day a heavy squall of wind and rain came on suddenly, and my mistress sent me round the corner of the house to empty a large earthen jar. The jar was already cracked with an old deep crack that divided it in the middle, and in turning it upside down to empty it, it parted in my hand. I could not help the accident, but I was dreadfully frightened, looking forward to a severe punishment. I ran crying to my mistress, ‘O mistress, the jar has come in two.’ ‘You have broken it, have you?’ she replied; ‘come directly here to me.’ I came trembling: she stripped and flogged me long and severely with the cow-skin; as long as she had strength to use the lash, for she did not give over till she was quite tired. – When my master came home at night, she told him of my fault; and oh, frightful! how he fell a swearing. After abusing me with every ill name he could think of, (too, too bad to speak in England,) and giving me several heavy blows with his hand, he said, ‘I shall come home to-morrow morning at twelve, on purpose to give you a round hundred.’ He kept his word – Oh sad for me! I cannot easily forget it. He tied me up upon a ladder, and gave me a hundred lashes with his own hand, and master Benjy stood by to count them for him. When he had licked me for some time he sat down to take breath; then after resting, he beat me again and again, until he was quite wearied, and so hot (for the weather was very sultry), that he sank back in his chair, almost like to faint. While my mistress went to bring him drink, there was a dreadful earthquake. Part of the roof fell down, and every thing in the house went – clatter, clatter, clatter. Oh I thought the end of all things near at hand; and I was so sore with the flogging, that I scarcely cared whether I lived or died. The earth was groaning and shaking; every thing tumbling about; and my mistress and the slaves were shrieking and crying out, ‘The earthquake! the earthquake!’ It was an awful day for us all.

During the confusion I crawled away on my hands and knees, and laid myself down under the steps of the piazza, in front of the house. I was in a dreadful state – my body all blood and bruises, and I could not help moaning piteously. The other slaves, when they saw me, shook their heads and said, ‘Poor child! poor child!’ – I lay there till the morning, careless of what might happen, for life was very weak in me, and I wished more than ever to die. But when we are very young, death always seems a great way off, and it would not come that night to me. The next morning I was forced by my master to rise and go about my usual work, though my body and limbs were so stiff and sore, that I could not move without the greatest pain. – Nevertheless, even after all this severe punishment, I never heard the last of that jar; my mistress was always throwing it in my face.

Some little time after this, one of the cows got loose from the stake, and eat one of the sweet-potatoe slips.27 I was milking when my master found it out. He came to me, and without any more ado, stooped down, and taking off his heavy boot, he struck me such a severe blow in the small of my back, that I shrieked with agony, and thought I was killed; and I feel a weakness in that part to this day. The cow was frightened at his violence, and kicked down the pail and spilt the milk all about. My master knew that this accident was his own fault, but he was so enraged that he seemed glad of an excuse to go on with his ill usage. I cannot remember how many licks he gave me then, but he beat me till I was unable to stand, and till he himself was weary.

After this I ran away and went to my mother, who was living with Mr Richard Darrel. My poor mother was both grieved and glad to see me; grieved because I had been so ill used, and glad because she had not seen me for a long, long while. She dared not receive me into the house, but she hid me up in a hole in the rocks near, and brought me food at night, after every body was asleep. My father, who lived at Crow-Lane, over the salt-water channel,28 last heard of my being hid up in the cavern, and he came and took me back to my master. Oh I was loth, loth to go back; but as there was no remedy, I was obliged to submit.

When we got home, my poor father said to Capt. I—, ‘Sir, I am sorry that my child should be forced to run away from her owner; but the treatment she has received is enough to break her heart. The sight of her wounds has nearly broke mine. – I entreat you, for the love of God, to forgive her for running away, and that you will be a kind master to her in future.’ Capt. I— said I was used as well as I deserved, and that I ought to be punished for running away. I then took courage and said that I could stand the floggings no longer; that I was weary of my life, and therefore I had run away to my mother; but mothers could only weep and mourn over their children, they could not save them from cruel masters – from the whip, the rope, and the cow-skin. He told me to hold my tongue and go about my work, or he would find a way to settle me. He did not, however, flog me that day.

For five years after this I remained in his house, and almost daily received the same harsh treatment. At length he put me on board a sloop,29 and to my great joy sent me away to Turk’s Island.30 I was not permitted to see my mother or father, or poor sisters and brothers, to say good bye, though going away to a strange land, and might never see them again. Oh the Buckra people31 who keep slaves think that black people are like cattle, without natural affection. But my heart tells me it is far otherwise.

We were nearly four weeks on the voyage, which was unusually long. Sometimes we had a light breeze, sometimes a great calm, and the ship made no way; so that our provisions and water ran very low, and we were put upon short allowance. I should almost have been starved had it not been for the kindness of a black man called Anthony, and his wife, who had brought their own victuals, and shared them with me.

When we went ashore at the Grand Quay,32 the captain sent me to the house of my new master, Mr D—, to whom Captain I— had sold me. Grand Quay is a small town upon a sandbank; the houses low and built of wood. Such was my new master’s. The first person I saw, on my arrival, was Mr D—, a stout sulky looking man, who carried me through the hall to show me to his wife and children. Next day I was put up by the vendue master to know how much I was worth, and I was valued at one hundred pounds currency.

My new master was one of the owners or holders of the salt ponds,33 and he received a certain sum for every slave that worked upon his premises, whether they were young or old. This sum was allowed him out of the profits arising from the salt works. I was immediately sent to work in the salt water with the rest of the slaves. This work was perfectly new to me. I was given a half barrel and a shovel, and had to stand up to my knees in the water, from four o’clock in the morning till nine, when we were given some Indian corn34 boiled in water, which we were obliged to swallow as fast as we could for fear the rain should come on and melt the salt. We were then called again to our tasks, and worked through the heat of the day; the sun flaming upon our heads like fire, and raising salt blisters in those parts which were not completely covered. Our feet and legs, from standing in the salt water for so many hours, soon became full of dreadful boils, which eat down in some cases to the very bone, afflicting the sufferers with great torment. We came home at twelve; ate our corn soup, called blawly, as fast as we could, and went back to our employment till dark at night. We then shovelled up the salt in large heaps, and went down to the sea, where we washed the pickle from our limbs, and cleaned the barrows and shovels from the salt. When we returned to the house, our master gave us each our allowance of raw Indian corn, which we pounded in a mortar and boiled in water for our suppers.

We slept in a long shed, divided into narrow slips, like the stalls used for cattle. Boards fixed upon stakes driven into the ground, without mat or covering, were our only beds. On Sundays, after we had washed the salt bags, and done other work required of us, we went into the bush and cut the long soft grass, of which we made trusses35 for our legs and feet to rest upon, for they were so full of the salt boils that we could get no rest lying upon the bare boards.

Though we worked from morning till night, there was no satisfying Mr D—. I hoped, when I left Capt. I—, that I should have been better off, but I found it was but going from one butcher to another. There was this difference between them: my former master used to beat me while raging and foaming with passion; Mr D— was usually quite calm. He would stand by and give orders for a slave to be cruelly whipped, and assist in the punishment, without moving a muscle of his face; walking about and taking snuff with the greatest composure. Nothing could touch his hard heart – neither sighs, nor tears, nor prayers, nor streaming blood; he was deaf to our cries, and careless of our sufferings. – Mr D— has often stripped me naked, hung me up by the wrists, and beat me with the cow-skin, with his own hand, till my body was raw with gashes. Yet there was nothing very remarkable in this; for it might serve as a sample of the common usage of the slaves on that horrible island.

Owing to the boils in my feet, I was unable to wheel the barrow fast through the sand, which got into the sores, and made me stumble at every step; and my master, having no pity for my sufferings from this cause, rendered them far more intolerable, by chastising me for not being able to move so fast as he wished me. Another of our employments was to row a little way off from the shore in a boat, and dive for large stones to build a wall round our master’s house. This was very hard work; and the great waves breaking over us continually, made us often so giddy that we lost our footing, and were in danger of being drowned.

Ah, poor me! – my tasks were never ended. Sick or well, it was work – work – work! – After the diving season36 was over, we were sent to the South Creek,37 with large bills, to cut up mangoes to burn lime with.38 Whilst one party of slaves were thus employed, another were sent to the other side of the island to break up coral out of the sea.

When we were ill, let our complaint be what it might, the only medicine given to us was a great bowl of hot salt water, with salt mixed with it, which made us very sick. If we could not keep up with the rest of the gang of slaves, we were put in the stocks, and severely flogged the next morning. Yet, not the less, our master expected, after we had thus been kept from our rest, and our limbs rendered stiff and sore with ill usage, that we should still go through the ordinary tasks of the day all the same. – Sometimes we had to work all night, measuring salt to load a vessel; or turning a machine to draw water out of the sea for the salt-making. Then we had no sleep – no rest – but were forced to work as fast as we could, and go on again all next day the same as usual. Work – work – work – Oh that Turk’s Island was a horrible place! The people in England, I am sure, have never found out what is carried on there. Cruel, horrible place!

Mr D— had a slave called old Daniel, whom he used to treat in the most cruel manner. Poor Daniel was lame in the hip, and could not keep up with the rest of the slaves; and our master would order him to be stripped and laid down on the ground, and have him beaten with a rod of rough briar till his skin was quite red and raw. He would then call for a bucket of salt, and fling upon the raw flesh till the man writhed on the ground like a worm, and screamed aloud with agony. This poor man’s wounds were never healed, and I have often seen them full of maggots, which increased his torments to an intolerable degree. He was an object of pity and terror to the whole gang of slaves, and in his wretched case we saw, each of us, our own lot, if we should live to be as old.

Oh the horrors of slavery! – How the thought of it pains my heart! But the truth ought to be told of it; and what my eyes have seen I think it is my duty to relate; for few people in England know what slavery is. I have been a slave – I have felt what a slave feels, and I know what a slave knows; and I would have all the good people in England to know it too, that they may break our chains, and set us free.

Mr D— had another slave called Ben. He being very hungry, stole a little rice one night after he came in from work, and cooked it for his supper. But his master soon discovered the theft; locked him up all night; and kept him without food till one o’clock the next day. He then hung Ben up by his hands, and beat him from time to time till the slaves came in at night. We found the poor creature hung up when we came home; with a pool of blood beneath him, and our master still licking him. But this was not the worst. My master’s son was in the habit of stealing the rice and rum. Ben had seen him do this, and thought he might do the same, and when master found out that Ben had stolen the rice and swore to punish him, he tried to excuse himself by saying that Master Dickey did the same thing every night. The lad denied it to his father, and was so angry with Ben for informing against him, that out of revenge he ran and got a bayonet, and whilst the poor wretch was suspended by his hands and writhing under his wounds, he run it quite through his foot. I was not by when he did it, but I saw the wound when I came home, and heard Ben tell the manner in which it was done.

I must say something more about this cruel son of a cruel father. – He had no heart – no fear of God; he had been brought up by a bad father in a bad path, and he delighted to follow in the same steps. There was a little old woman among the slaves called Sarah, who was nearly past work; and, Master Dickey being the overseer of the slaves39 just then, this poor creature, who was subject to several bodily infirmities, and was not quite right in her head, did not wheel the barrow fast enough to please him. He threw her down on the ground, and after beating her severely, he took her up in his arms and flung her among the prickly-pear bushes,40 which are all covered over with sharp venomous prickles. By this her naked flesh was so grievously wounded, that her body swelled and festered all over, and she died a few days after. In telling my own sorrows, I cannot pass by those of my fellow-slaves – for when I think of my own griefs, I remember theirs.

I think it was about ten years I had worked in the salt ponds at Turk’s Island, when my master left off business, and retired to a house he had in Bermuda, leaving his son to succeed him in the island. He took me with him to wait upon his daughters; and I was joyful, for I was sick, sick of Turk’s Island, and my heart yearned to see my native place again, my mother, and my kindred.

I had seen my poor mother during the time I was a slave in Turk’s Island. One Sunday morning I was on the beach with some of the slaves, and we saw a sloop come in loaded with slaves to work in the salt water.41 We got a boat and went aboard. When I came upon the deck I asked the black people, ‘Is there any one here for me?’ ‘Yes,’ they said, ‘your mother.’ I thought they said this in jest – I could scarcely believe them for joy; but when I saw my poor mammy my joy was turned to sorrow, for she had gone from her senses. ‘Mammy,’ I said, ‘is this you?’ She did not know me. ‘Mammy,’ I said, ‘what’s the matter?’ She began to talk foolishly, and said that she had been under the vessel’s bottom. They had been overtaken by a violent storm at sea. My poor mother had never been on the sea before, and she was so ill, that she lost her senses, and it was long before she came quite to herself again. She had a sweet child with her – a little sister I had never seen, about four years of age, called Rebecca. I took her on shore with me, for I felt I should love her directly; and I kept her with me a week. Poor little thing! her’s has been a sad life, and continues so to this day. My mother worked for some years on the island, but was taken back to Bermuda some time before my master carried me again thither.*

After I left Turk’s Island, I was told by some negroes that came over from it, that the poor slaves had built up a place with boughs and leaves, where they might meet for prayers, but the white people pulled it down twice, and would not allow them even a shed for prayers. A flood came down soon after and washed away many houses, filled the place with sand, and overflowed the ponds: and I do think that this was for their wickedness; for the Buckra men† there were very wicked. I saw and heard much that was very very bad at that place.

I was several years the slave of Mr D— after I returned to my native place. Here I worked in the grounds. My work was planting and hoeing sweet-potatoes, Indian corn, plaintains,42 bananas, cabbages, pumpkins, onions, &c. I did all the household work, and attended upon a horse and cow besides, – going also upon all errands. I had to curry the horse – to clean and feed him – and sometimes to ride him a little. I had more than enough to do – but still it was not so very bad as Turk’s Island.

My old master often got drunk, and then he would get in a fury with his daughter, and beat her till she was not fit to be seen. I remember on one occasion, I had gone to fetch water, and when I was coming up the hill I heard a great screaming; I ran as fast as I could to the house, put down the water, and went into the chamber, where I found my master beating Miss D— dreadfully. I strove with all my strength to get her away from him; for she was all black and blue with bruises. He had beat her with his fist, and almost killed her. The people gave me credit for getting her away. He turned round and began to lick me. Then I said, ‘Sir, this is not Turk’s Island.’ I can’t repeat his answer, the words were too wicked – too bad to say. He wanted to treat me the same in Bermuda as he had done in Turk’s Island.

He had an ugly fashion of stripping himself quite naked, and ordering me then to wash him in a tub of water. This was worse to me than all the licks. Sometimes when he called me to wash him I could not come, my eyes were so full of shame. He would then come to beat me. One time I had plates and knives in my hand, and I dropped both plates and knives, and some of the plates were broken. He struck me so severely for this, that at last I defended myself, for I thought it was high time to do so. I then told him I would not live longer with him, for he was a very indecent man – very spiteful, and too indecent; with no shame for his servants, no shame for his own flesh. So I went away to a neighbouring house and sat down and cried till the next morning, when I went home again, not knowing what else to do.

After that I was hired to work at Cedar Hills43 and every Saturday night I paid the money to my master. I had plenty of work to do there – plenty of washing; but yet I made myself pretty comfortable. I earned two dollars and a quarter a week, which is twenty pence a day.

During the time I worked there, I heard that Mr John Wood was going to Antigua.44 I felt a great wish to go there, and I went to Mr D—, and asked him to let me go in Mr Wood’s service. Mr Wood did not then want to purchase me; it was my own fault that I came under him, I was so anxious to go. It was ordained to be, I suppose; God led me there. The truth is, I did not wish to be any longer the slave of my indecent master.

Mr Wood took me with him to Antigua, to the town of St John’s,45 where he lived. This was about fifteen years ago.46 He did not then know whether I was to be sold; but Mrs Wood found that I could work, and she wanted to buy me. Her husband then wrote to my master to inquire whether I was to be sold? Mr D— wrote in reply, ‘that I should not be sold to any one that would treat me ill.’ It was strange he should say this, when he had treated me so ill himself. So I was purchased by Mr Wood for 300 dollars, (or £100 Bermuda currency.)*

My work there was to attend the chambers and nurse the child, and to go down to the pond and wash clothes. But I soon fell ill of the rheumatism, and grew so very lame that I was forced to walk with a stick. I got the Saint Anthony’s fire,47 also, in my left leg, and became quite a cripple. No one cared much to come near me, and I was ill a long long time; for several months I could not lift the limb. I had to lie in a little old out-house, that was swarming with bugs and other vermin, which tormented me greatly; but I had no other place to lie in. I got the rheumatism by catching cold at the pond side, from washing in the fresh water; in the salt water I never got cold. The person who lived in next yard, (a Mrs Greene,) could not bear to hear my cries and groans. She was kind, and used to send an old slave woman to help me, who sometimes brought me a little soup. When the doctor found I was so ill, he said I must be put into a bath of hot water. The old slave got the bark of some bush that was good for the pains, which she boiled in the hot water, and every night she came and put me into the bath, and did what she could for me: I don’t know what I should have done, or what would have become of me, had it not been for her. – My mistress, it is true, did send me a little food; but no one from our family came near me but the cook, who used to shove my food in at the door, and say, ‘Molly, Molly, there’s your dinner.’ My mistress did not care to take any trouble about me; and if the Lord had not put it into the hearts of the neighbours to be kind to me, I must, I really think, have lain and died.

It was a long time before I got well enough to work in the house. Mrs Wood, in the meanwhile, hired a mulatto woman to nurse the child; but she was such a fine lady she wanted to be mistress over me. I thought it very hard for a coloured woman to have rule over me because I was a slave and she was free. Her name was Martha Wilcox; she was a saucy woman, very saucy; and she went and complained of me, without cause, to my mistress, and made her angry with me. Mrs Wood told me that if I did not mind what I was about, she would get my master to strip me and give me fifty lashes: ‘You have been used to the whip,’ she said, ‘and you shall have it here.’ This was the first time she threatened to have me flogged; and she gave me the threatening so strong of what she would have done to me, that I thought I should have fallen down at her feet, I was so vexed and hurt by her words. The mulatto woman was rejoiced to have power to keep me down. She was constantly making mischief; there was no living for the slaves – no peace after she came.

I was also sent by Mrs Wood to be put in the Cage48 one night, and was next morning flogged, by the magistrate’s order, at her desire; and this all for a quarrel I had about a pig with another slave woman.49 I was flogged on my naked back on this occasion: although I was in no fault after all; for old Justice Dyett, when we came before him, said that I was in the right, and ordered the pig to be given to me. This was about two or three years after I came to Antigua.

When we moved from the middle of the town to the Point,50 I used to be in the house and do all the work and mind the children, though still very ill with the rheumatism. Every week I had to wash two large bundles of clothes, as much as a boy could help me to lift; but I could give no satisfaction. My mistress was always abusing and fretting after me. It is not possible to tell all her ill language. – One day she followed me foot after foot scolding and rating me. I bore in silence a great deal of ill words: at last my heart was quite full, and I told her that she ought not to use me so; – that when I was ill I might have lain and died for what she cared; and no one would then come near me to nurse me, because they were afraid of my mistress. This was a great affront. She called her husband and told him what I had said. He flew into a passion: but did not beat me then; he only abused and swore at me; and then gave me a note and bade me go and look for an owner. Not that he meant to sell me; but he did this to please his wife and to frighten me. I went to Adam White, a cooper,51 a free black, who had money, and asked him to buy me. He went directly to Mr Wood, but was informed that I was not to be sold. The next day my master whipped me.

Another time (about five years ago) my mistress got vexed with me, because I fell sick and I could not keep on with my work. She complained to her husband, and he sent me off again to look for an owner. I went to a Mr Burchell, showed him the note, and asked him to buy me for my own benefit; for I had saved about 100 dollars, and hoped, with a little help, to purchase my freedom. He accordingly went to my master: – ‘Mr Wood,’ he said, ‘Molly has brought me a note that she wants an owner. If you intend to sell her, I may as well buy her as another.’ My master put him off and said that he did not mean to sell me. I was very sorry at this, for I had no comfort with Mrs Wood, and I wished greatly to get my freedom.

The way in which I made my money was this. – When my master and mistress went from home, as they sometimes did, and left me to take care of the house and premises, I had a good deal of time to myself, and made the most of it. I took in washing, and sold coffee and yams and other provisions to the captains of ships. I did not sit still idling during the absence of my owners; for I wanted, by all honest means, to earn money to buy my freedom. Sometimes I bought a hog cheap on board ship, and sold it for double the money on shore; and I also earned a good deal by selling coffee. By this means I by degrees acquired a little cash. A gentleman also lent me some to help to buy my freedom – but when I could not get free he got it back again. His name was Captain Abbot.52

My master and mistress went on one occasion into the country, to Date Hill, for change of air, and carried me with them to take charge of the children, and to do the work of the house. While I was in the country, I saw how the field negroes are worked in Antigua. They are worked very hard and fed but scantily. They are called out to work before daybreak, and come home after dark; and then each has to heave his bundle of grass for the cattle in the pen. Then, on Sunday morning, each slave has to go out and gather a large bundle of grass; and, when they bring it home, they have all to sit at the manager’s door and wait till he come out: often they have to wait there till past eleven o’clock, without any breakfast. After that, those that have yams or potatoes, or fire-wood to sell, hasten to market to buy a dog’s worth* of salt fish,53 or pork, which is a great treat for them. Some of them buy a little pickle out of the shad barrels,54 which they call sauce, to season their yams and Indian corn. It is very wrong, I know, to work on Sunday or go to market; but will not God call the Buckra men to answer for this on the great day of judgment – since they will give the slaves no other day?

While we were at Date Hill Christmas came; and the slave woman who had the care of the place (which then belonged to Mr Roberts the marshal),55 asked me to go with her to her husband’s house, to a Methodist meeting56 for prayer, at a plantation called Winthorps. I went; and they were the first prayers I ever understood. One woman prayed; and then they all sung a hymn; then there was another prayer and another hymn; and then they all spoke by turns of their own griefs as sinners. The husband of the woman I went with was a black driver.57 His name was Henry. He confessed that he had treated the slaves very cruelly; but said that he was compelled to obey the orders of his master. He prayed them all to forgive him, and he prayed that God would forgive him. He said it was a horrid thing for a ranger† to have sometimes to beat his own wife or sister; but he must do so if ordered by his master.

I felt sorry for my sins also. I cried the whole night, but I was too much ashamed to speak. I prayed God to forgive me. This meeting had a great impression on my mind, and led my spirit to the Moravian church;58 so that when I got back to town, I went and prayed to have my name put down in the Missionaries’ book; and I followed the church earnestly every opportunity.59 I did not then tell my mistress about it; for I knew that she would not give me leave to go. But I felt I must go. Whenever I carried the children their lunch at school, I ran round and went to hear the teachers.

The Moravian ladies (Mrs Richter, Mrs Olufsen, and Mrs Sauter) taught me to read in the class; and I got on very fast. In this class there were all sorts of people, old and young, grey headed folks and children; but most of them were free people. After we had done spelling, we tried to read in the Bible. After the reading was over, the missionary gave out a hymn for us to sing. I dearly loved to go to the church, it was so solemn. I never knew rightly that I had much sin till I went there. When I found out that I was a great sinner, I was very sorely grieved, and very much frightened. I used to pray God to pardon my sins for Christ’s sake, and forgive me for every thing I had done amiss; and when I went home to my work, I always thought about what I had heard from the missionaries, and wished to be good that I might go to heaven. After a while I was admitted a candidate for the holy Communion. – I had been baptized long before this, in the year 1817, by the Rev. Mr Curtin, of the English Church, after I had been taught to repeat the Creed and the Lord’s Prayer. I wished at that time to attend a Sunday School taught by Mr Curtin, but he would not receive me without a written note from my master, granting his permission. I did not ask my owner’s permission, from the belief that it would be refused; so that I got no farther instruction at that time from the English Church.*

Some time after I began to attend the Moravian Church, I met with Daniel James, afterwards my dear husband. He was a carpenter and cooper to his trade; an honest, hard-working, decent black man, and a widower. He had purchased his freedom of his mistress, old Mrs Baker, with money he had earned whilst a slave. When he asked me to marry him, I took time to consider the matter over with myself, and would not say yes till he went to church with me and joined the Moravians. He was very industrious after he bought his freedom; and he had hired a comfortable house, and had convenient things about him. We were joined in marriage, about Christmas 1826, in the Moravian Chapel at Spring Gardens, by the Rev. Mr Olufsen.60 We could not be married in the English Church. English marriage61 is not allowed to slaves; and no free man can marry a slave woman.

When Mr Wood heard of my marriage, he flew into a great rage, and sent for Daniel, who was helping to build a house for his old mistress. Mr Wood asked him who gave him a right to marry a slave of his? My husband said, ‘Sir, I am a free man, and thought I had a right to choose a wife; but if I had known Molly was not allowed to have a husband, I should not have asked her to marry me.’ Mrs Wood was more vexed about my marriage than her husband. She could not forgive me for getting married, but stirred up Mr Wood to flog me dreadfully with the horsewhip. I thought it very hard to be whipped at my time of life for getting a husband – I told her so. She said that she would not have nigger men about the yards of premises, or allow a nigger man’s clothes to be washed in the same tub where hers were washed. She was fearful, I think, that I should lose her time, in order to wash and do things for my husband; but I had then no time to wash for myself; I was obliged to put out my own clothes, though I was always at the wash-tub.

I had not much happiness in my marriage, owing to my being a slave. It made my husband sad to see me so ill-treated. Mrs Wood was always abusing me about him. She did not lick me herself, but she got her husband to do it for her, whilst she fretted the flesh off my bones. Yet for all this she would not sell me. She sold five slaves whilst I was with her; but though she was always finding fault with me, she would not part with me. However, Mr Wood afterwards allowed Daniel to have a place to live in our yard, which we were very thankful for.

After this, I fell ill again with the rheumatism, and was sick a long time; but whether sick or well, I had my work to do. About this time I asked my master and mistress to let me buy my own freedom. With the help of Mr Burchell, I could have found the means to pay Mr Wood; for it was agreed that I should afterwards serve Mr Burchell a while, for the cash he was to advance for me. I was earnest in the request to my owners; but their hearts were hard – too hard to consent. Mrs Wood was very angry – she grew quite outrageous – she called me a black devil, and asked me who had put freedom into my head. ‘To be free is very sweet,’ I said: but she took good care to keep me a slave. I saw her change colour, and I left the room.

About this time my master and mistress were going to England to put their son to school, and bring their daughters home; and they took me with them to take care of the child. I was willing to come to England: I thought that by going there I should probably get cured of my rheumatism, and should return with my master and mistress, quite well, to my husband. My husband was willing for me to come away, for he had heard that my master would free me, – and I also hoped this might prove true; but it was all a false report.

The steward of the ship was very kind to me. He and my husband were in the same class in the Moravian Church. I was thankful that he was so friendly, for my mistress was not kind to me on the passage; and she told me, when she was angry, that she did not intend to treat me any better in England than in the West Indies – that I need not expect it. And she was as good as her word.

When we drew near to England, the rheumatism seized all my limbs worse than ever, and my body was dreadfully swelled. When we landed at the Tower,62 I shewed my flesh to my mistress, but she took no great notice of it. We were obliged to stop at the tavern till my master got a house; and a day or two after, my mistress sent me down into the wash-house to learn to wash in the English way. In the West Indies we wash with cold water – in England with hot. I told my mistress I was afraid that putting my hands first into the hot water and then into the cold, would increase the pain in my limbs. The doctor had told my mistress long before I came from the West Indies, that I was a sickly body and the washing did not agree with me. But Mrs Wood would not release me from the tub, so I was forced to do as I could. I grew worse, and could not stand to wash. I was then forced to sit down with the tub before me, and often through pain and weakness was reduced to kneel or to sit down on the floor, to finish my task. When I complained to my mistress of this, she only got into a passion as usual, and said washing in hot water could not hurt any one; – that I was lazy and insolent, and wanted to be free of my work; but that she would make me do it. I thought her very hard on me, and my heart rose up within me. However I kept still at that time, and went down again to wash the child’s things; but the English washerwomen who were at work there, when they saw that I was so ill, had pity upon me and washed them for me.

After that, when we came up to live in Leigh Street,63 Mrs Wood sorted out five bags of clothes which we had used at sea, and also such as had been worn since we came on shore, for me and the cook to wash. Elizabeth the cook told her, that she did not think that I was able to stand to the tub, and that she had better hire a woman. I also said myself, that I had come over to nurse the child, and that I was sorry I had come from Antigua, since mistress would work me so hard, without compassion for my rheumatism. Mr and Mrs Wood, when they heard this, rose up in a passion against me. They opened the door and bade me get out. But I was a stranger, and did not know one door in the street from another, and was unwilling to go away. They made a dreadful uproar, and from that day they constantly kept cursing and abusing me. I was obliged to wash, though I was very ill. Mrs Wood, indeed once hired a washerwoman, but she was not well treated, and would come no more.

My master quarrelled with me another time, about one of our great washings, his wife having stirred him up to do so. He said he would compel me to do the whole of the washing given out to me, or if I again refused, he would take a short course with me: he would either send me down to the brig64 in the river, to carry me back to Antigua, or he would turn me at once out of doors, and let me provide for myself. I said I would willingly go back, if he would let me purchase my own freedom. But this enraged him more than all the rest: he cursed and swore at me dreadfully, and said he would never sell my freedom – if I wished to be free, I was free in England,65 and I might go and try what freedom would do for me, and be d—d. My heart was very sore with this treatment, but I had to go on. I continued to do my work, and did all I could to give satisfaction, but all would not do.

Shortly after, the cook left them, and then matters went on ten times worse. I always washed the child’s clothes without being commanded to do it, and any thing else that was wanted in the family; though still I was very sick – very sick indeed. When the great washing came round, which was every two months, my mistress got together again a great many heavy things, such as bed-ticks,66 bed-coverlets, &c. for me to wash. I told her I was too ill to wash such heavy things that day. She said, she supposed I thought myself a free woman, but I was not; and if I did not do it directly I should be instantly turned out of doors. I stood a long time before I could answer, for I did not know well what to do. I knew that I was free in England, but I did not know where to go, or how to get my living; and therefore, I did not like to leave the house. But Mr Wood said he would send for a constable to thrust me out; and at last I took course and resolved that I would not be longer thus treated, but would go and trust to Providence. This was the fourth time they had threatened to turn me out, and, go where I might, I was determined now to take them at their word; though I thought it very hard, after I had lived with them for thirteen years, and worked for them like a horse, to be driven out in this way, like a beggar. My only fault was being sick, and therefore unable to please my mistress, who thought she never could get work enough out of her slaves; and I told them so: but they only abused me and drove me out. This took place from two to three months, I think, after we came to England.

When I came away, I went to the man (one Mash) who used to black the shoes67 of the family, and asked his wife to get somebody to go with me to Hatton Garden68 to the Moravian Missionaries: these were the only persons I knew in England. The woman sent a young girl with me to the mission house, and I saw there a gentleman called Mr Moore. I told him my whole story, and how my owners had treated me, and asked him to take in my trunk with what few clothes I had. The missionaries were very kind to me – they were sorry for my destitute situation, and gave me leave to bring my things to be placed under their care. They were very good people, and they told me to come to the church.

When I went back to Mr Wood’s to get my trunk, I saw a lady, Mrs Pell, who was on a visit to my mistress. When Mr and Mrs Wood heard me come in, they set this lady to stop me, finding that they had gone too far with me. Mrs Pell came out to me, and said, ‘Are you really going to leave, Molly? Don’t leave, but come into the country with me.’ I believe she said this because she thought Mrs Wood would easily get me back again. I replied to her, ‘Ma’am, this is the fourth time my master and mistress have driven me out, or threatened to drive me – and I will give them no more occasion to bid me go. I was not willing to leave them, for I am a stranger in this country, but now I must go – I can stay no longer to be so used.’ Mrs Pell then went up stairs to my mistress, and told that I would go, and that she could not stop me. Mrs Wood was very much hurt and frightened when she found I was determined to go out that day. She said, ‘If she goes the people will rob her, and then turn her adrift.’ She did not say this to me, but she spoke it loud enough for me to hear; that it might induce me not to go, I suppose. Mr Wood also asked me where I was going to. I told him where I had been, and that I should never have gone away had I not been driven out by my owners. He had given me a written paper some time before, which said that I had come with them to England by my own desire; and that was true. It said also that I left them of my own free will, because I was a free woman in England; and that I was idle and would not do my work – which was not true. I gave this paper afterwards to a gentleman who inquired into my case.*69

I went into the kitchen and got my clothes out. The nurse and the servant girl were there, and I said to the man who was going to take out my trunk, ‘Stop, before you take up this trunk, and hear what I have to say before these people. I am going out of this house, as I was ordered; but I have done no wrong at all to my owners, neither here nor in the West Indies. I always worked very hard to please them, both by night and day; but there was no giving satisfaction, for my mistress could never be satisfied with reasonable service. I told my mistress I was sick, and yet she has ordered me out of doors. This is the fourth time; and now I am going out.’

And so I came out, and went and carried my trunk to the Moravians. I then returned back to Mash the shoe-black’s house, and begged his wife to take me in. I had a little West Indian money in my trunk; and they got it changed for me. This helped to support me for a little while. The man’s wife was very kind to me. I was very sick, and she boiled nourishing things up for me. She also sent for a doctor to see me, and he sent me medicine, which did me good, though I was ill for a long time with the rheumatic pains. I lived a good many months with these poor people, and they nursed me, and did all that lay in their power to serve me. The man was well acquainted with my situation, as he used to go to and fro to Mr Wood’s house to clean shoes and knives; and he and his wife were sorry for me.

About this time, a woman of the name of Hill told me of the Anti-Slavery Society, and went with me to their office, to inquire if they could do any thing to get me my freedom, and send me back to the West Indies. The gentlemen of the Society took me to a lawyer, who examined very strictly into my case; but told me that the laws of England could do nothing to make me free in Antigua.* However they did all they could for me: they gave me a little money from time to time to keep me from want; and some of them went to Mr Wood to try to persuade him to let me return a free woman to my husband; but though they offered him, as I have heard, a large sum for my freedom, he was sulky and obstinate, and would not consent to let me go free.

This was the first winter I spent in England, and I suffered much from the severe cold, and from the rheumatic pains, which still at times torment me. However, Providence was very good to me, and I got many friends – especially some Quaker ladies, who hearing of my case, came and sought me out, and gave me good warm clothing and money. Thus I had great cause to bless God in my affliction.

When I got better I was anxious to get some work to do, as I was unwilling to eat the bread of idleness.70 Mrs Mash, who was a laundress, recommended me to a lady for a charwoman.71 She paid me very handsomely for what work I did, and I divided the money with Mrs Mash; for though very poor, they gave me food when my own money was done, and never suffered me to want.

In the spring, I got into service with a lady, who saw me at the house where I sometimes worked as a charwoman. This lady’s name was Mrs Forsyth. She had been in the West Indies, and was accustomed to Blacks, and liked them. I was with her six months, and went with her to Margate.72 She treated me well, and gave me a good character73 when she left London.*

After Mrs Forsyth went away, I was again out of place, and went to lodgings, for which I paid two shillings a week, and found coals and candle.74 After eleven weeks, the money I had saved in service was all gone, and I was forced to go back to the Anti-Slavery office to ask a supply, till I could get another situation. I did not like to go back – I did not like to be idle. I would rather work for my living than get it for nothing. They were very good to give me a supply, but I felt shame at being obliged to apply for relief whilst I had strength to work.

At last I went into the service of Mr and Mrs Pringle, where I have been ever since, and am as comfortable as I can be while separated from my dear husband, and away from my own country and all old friends and connections. My dear mistress teaches me daily to read the word of God, and takes great pains to make me understand it. I enjoy the great privilege of being enabled to attend church three times on the Sunday; and I have met with many kind friends since I have been here, both clergymen and others. The Rev. Mr Young, who lives in the next house, has shown me much kindness, and taken much pains to instruct me, particularly while my master and mistress were absent in Scotland.75 Nor must I forget, among my friends, the Rev. Mr Mortimer, the good clergyman of the parish, under whose ministry I have now sat for upwards of twelve months. I trust in God I have profited by what I have heard from him. He never keeps back the truth, and I think he has been the means of opening my eyes and ears much better to understand the word of God. Mr Mortimer tells me that he cannot open the eyes of my heart, but that I must pray to God to change my heart, and make me to know the truth, and the truth will make me free.

I still live in the hope that God will find a way to give me my liberty, and give me back to my husband. I endeavour to keep down my fretting, and to leave all to Him, for he knows what is good for me better than I know myself. Yet, I must confess, I find it a hard and heavy task to do so.

I am often much vexed, and I feel great sorrow when I hear some people in this country say, that the slaves do not need better usage, and do not want to be free.* They believe the foreign people,† who deceive them, and say slaves are happy. I say, Not so. How can slaves be happy when they have the halter round their neck and the whip upon their back? and are disgraced and thought no more of than beasts? – and are separated from their mothers, and husbands, and children, and sisters, just as cattle are sold and separated? Is it happiness for a driver in the field to take down his wife or sister or child, and strip them, and whip them in such a disgraceful manner? – women that have had children exposed in the open field to shame! There is no modesty or decency shown by the owner to his slaves; men, women, and children are exposed alike. Since I have been here I have often wondered how English people can go out into the West Indies and act in such a beastly manner. But when they go to the West Indies, they forget God and all feeling of shame, I think, since they can see and do such things. They tie up slaves like hogs – moor* them up like cattle, and they lick them, so as hogs, or cattle, or horses never were flogged; – and yet they come home and say, and make some good people believe, that slaves don’t want to get out of slavery. But they put a cloak about the truth. It is not so. All slaves want to be free – to be free is very sweet. I will say the truth to English people who may read this history that my good friend, Miss S—,76 is now writing down for me. I have been a slave myself – I know what slaves feel – I can tell by myself what other slaves feel, and by what they have told me. The man that says slaves be quite happy in slavery – that they don’t want to be free – that man is either ignorant or a lying person. I never heard a slave say so. I never heard a Buckra man say so, till I heard tell of it in England. Such people ought to be ashamed of themselves. They can’t do without slaves, they say. What’s the reason they can’t do without slaves as well as in England? No slaves here – no whips – no stocks – no punishment, except for wicked people. They hire servants in England; and if they don’t like them, they send them away: they can’t lick them. Let them work ever so hard in England, they are far better off than slaves. If they get a bad master, they give warning and go hire to another. They have their liberty. That’s just what we want. We don’t mind hard work, if we had proper treatment, and proper wages like English servants, and proper time given in the week to keep us from breaking the Sabbath. But they won’t give it: they will have work – work – work, night and day, sick or well, till we are quite done up;77 and we must not speak up nor look amiss, however much we be abused. And then when we are quite done up, who cares for us, more than for a lame horse? This is slavery. I tell it, to let English people know the truth; and I hope they will never leave off to pray God, and call loud to the great King of England,78 till all the poor blacks be given free, and slavery done up for evermore.
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