Module 7: Balancing the Individual and Society
Topic 2 Content: from The History of Mary Prince by Mary Prince

I was born at Brackish-Pond, in Bermuda, 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. When | was an infant, old Mr. Myners died, and there was a division of the
slaves and other property among the family. | 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 | was purchased, and who was about my own age. | 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 | 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 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 | have forgot the name. My poor mistress bore his ill-treatment
with great patience, and all her slaves loved and pitied her. | 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 | felt for her, and not from fear of the power which
the white people's law had given her over me....

After Mrs. Williams dies, Mary is separated from her mother and sisters when each daughter is sold to
different masters. Mary is purchased by a man known as Captain I—.

It was night when | 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 | entered the house, two slave women, hired from another owner, who were at work in the yard,
spoke to me, and asked who | 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 | went in, | stood up crying
in a corner. Mrs. —— 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 | was, | 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 | saw Mrs. ——, and heard the harsh sound of her voice.

The person | took the most notice of that night was a French Black called Hetty, whom my master took in
privateering from another vessel, and made his slave. She was the most active woman | ever saw, and she
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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. |
liked to look at her and watch all her doings, for hers was the only friendly face | had as yet seen, and |
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. ——'s chamber.

I got a sad fright, that night. | was just going to sleep, when | 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. | 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. | 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 | forgot 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 | 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....

Poor Hetty, my fellow slave, was very kind to me, and | 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. 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. |
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. | 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
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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 | knew not, was
stretched over me; and | 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 | must go on with the thread of my story....

For five years after this | remained in his house, and almost daily received the same harsh treatment. At
length he put me on board a sloop, and to my great joy sent me away to Turk's Island. | 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 people who keep slaves think that black people are
like cattle, without natural affection. But my heart tells me it is far otherwise....

My new master [Mr. D——] was one of the owners or holders of the salt ponds, 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. | was immediately sent to work in the salt
water with the rest of the slaves. This work was perfectly new to me. | 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 corn 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 trusses 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——. | hoped, when | left Capt.
I—, that | should have been better off, but | 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
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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, | 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....

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

During the time | worked there [Cedar Hills], I heard that Mr. John Wood was going to Antigua. | felt a
great wish to go there, and | 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 | came under him, | was so anxious to
go. It was ordained to be, | 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, where he lived. This was about fifteen
years ago. He did not then know whether | was to be sold; but Mrs. Wood found that I could work, and
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she wanted to buy me. Her husband then wrote to my master to inquire whether 1 was to be sold? Mr.
D—— wrote in reply, "that | 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 | 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 | was forced to walk with a stick.
I got the Saint Anthony's fire, 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. | had to lie in a little
old out-house, that was swarming with bugs and other vermin, which tormented me greatly; but | had no
other place to lie in. | got the rheumatism by catching cold at the pond side, from washing in the fresh
water; in the salt water | 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 | was so ill, he said | 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: | don't know
what | 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, | must,
I really think, have lain and died.

It was a long time before | 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. |
thought it very hard for a coloured woman to have rule over me because | 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.... 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....

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

The Woods take Mary with them to Date Hill in the countryside. Mary begins secretly attending a
Moravian church.
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Some time after | 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, |1 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. We could not be married in the English Church. English marriage is not allowed to slaves;
and no free man can marry a slave woman....

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 | 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....

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. | was willing to come to England: |
thought that by going there | 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 | also hoped this might prove true; but it was all a false
report....

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, | 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. | told my mistress | 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 | came from the West Indies, that | was a sickly body and the washing did not agree
with me. But Mrs. Wood would not release me from the tub, so | was forced to do as I could. | grew
worse, and could not stand to wash. | 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 |
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 | was lazy and insolent, and wanted to be free of my work; but that she
would make me do it. | thought her very hard on me, and my heart rose up within me. However | 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 | was so ill, had pity upon me and washed them for me....

Shortly after, the cook left them, and then matters went on ten times worse. | always washed the child's
clothes without being commanded to do it, and any thing else that was wanted in the family; though still |
was very sick—very sick indeed. When the great washing came round, which was every two months, my
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mistress got together again a great many heavy things, such as bed-ticks, bed-coverlets, &c. for me to
wash. | told her | was too ill to wash such heavy things that day. She said, she supposed | thought myself
a free woman, but | was not; and if 1 did not do it directly | should be instantly turned out of doors. I stood
a long time before | could answer, for I did not know well what to do. | knew that | was free in England,
but I did not know where to go, or how to get my living; and therefore, | did not like to leave the house.
But Mr. Wood said he would send for a constable to thrust me out; and at last | took courage and resolved
that | would not be longer thus treated, but would go and trust to Providence. This was the fourth time
they had threatened turn me out, and, go where | might, | was determined now to take them at their word;
though | thought it very hard, after | 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 | 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 | came away, | went to the man (one Mash) who used to black the shoes of the family, and asked
his wife to get somebody to go with me to Hatton Garden to the Moravian Missionaries: these were the
only persons | knew in England. The woman sent a young girl with me to the mission house, and | saw
there a gentleman called Mr. Moore. | told him my whole story, and how my owners had treated me, and
asked him to take in my trunk with what few clothes | 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....

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 | have heard, a large sum for my freedom, he was sulky and obstinate, and would not
consent to let me go free....

At last | went into the service of Mr. and Mrs. Pringle, where | have been ever since, and am as
comfortable as | 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. | enjoy the great privilege of being enabled to attend church three times
on the Sunday; and | have met with many kind friends since | 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. Nor must | forget, among
my friends, the Rev. Mr. Mortimer, the good clergyman of the parish, under whose ministry | have now
sat for upwards of twelve months. | trust in God | have profited by what | 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 |
must pray to God to change my heart, and make me to know the truth, and the truth will make me free.
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I still live in the hope that God will find a way to give me my liberty, and give me back to my husband. |
endeavour to keep down my fretting, and to leave all to Him, for he knows what is good for me better
than | know myself. Yet, I must confess, | find it a hard and heavy task to do so.

I am often much vexed, and | feel great sorrow when | 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. | 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 | 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, | 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. | will say the
truth to English people who may read this history that my good friend, Miss S——, is now writing down
for me. | 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. | never heard a slave say so. | 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; 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. | tell
it, to let English people know the truth; and | hope they will never leave off to pray God, and call loud to
the great King of England, till all the poor blacks be given free, and slavery done up for evermore.
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