
 

 

 

 

 

 
From Frederick Douglass’s Autobiography, 1827 



“It Was a Mournful Scene Indeed”: Solomon Northup Remembers 

the New Orleans Slave Market 

The slave auction was one of the most barbaric practices of the harsh system of slavery. The slave trade within the United 

States destroyed families and tore apart communities, especially after 1840 when slavery was extended into the newer 

lands of the lower South and Southwest. Planters in the older settled areas of the upper South could realize substantial 

profits selling enslaved people, and New Orleans became the center of the trade. The resulting forced migration involved 

hundreds of thousands of African Americans. Some moved with their masters, but the migration also tore apart slave 

families residing on different plantations. Others were sold on the block, as Solomon Northup described in his Twelve 

Years a Slave. Narrative of Solomon, a Citizen of New-York, Kidnapped in Washington City in 1841.  

“..Next day many customers called to examine Freeman’s “new lot.” The latter gentleman was very loquacious, dwelling 

at much length upon our several good points and qualities. He would make us hold up our heads, walk briskly back and 

forth, while customers would feel of our hands and arms and bodies, turn us about, ask us what we could do, make us 

open our mouths and show our teeth, precisely as a jockey examines a horse which he is about to barter for or purchase. 

Sometimes a man or woman was taken back to the small house in the yard, stripped, and inspected more minutely. Scars 

upon a slave’s back were considered evidence of a rebellious or unruly spirit, and hurt his sale.  

One old gentleman, who said he wanted a coachman, appeared to take a fancy to me. From his conversation with Burch, I 

learned he was a resident in the city. I very much desired that he would buy me, because I conceived it would not be 

difficult to make my escape from New-Orleans on some northern vessel. Freeman asked him fifteen hundred dollars for 

me. The old gentleman insisted it was too much, as times were very hard. Freeman, however, declared that I was sound 

and healthy, of a good constitution, and intelligent. He made it a point to enlarge upon my musical attainments. The old 

gentleman argued quite adroitly that there was nothing extraordinary about the nigger, and finally, to my regret, went out, 

saying he would call again. During the day, however, a number of sales were made. David and Caroline were purchased 

together by a Natchez planter. They left us, grinning broadly, and in the most happy state of mind, caused by the fact of 

their not being separated. Lethe was sold to a planter of Baton Rouge, her eyes flashing with anger as she was led away.  

The same man also purchased Randall. The little fellow was made to jump, and run across the floor, and perform many 

other feats, exhibiting his activity and condition. All the time the trade was going on, Eliza was crying aloud, and 

wringing her hands. She besought the man not to buy him, unless he also bought her self and Emily. She promised, in that 

case, to be the most faithful slave that ever lived. The man answered that he could not afford it, and then Eliza burst into a 

paroxysm of grief, weeping plaintively. Freeman turned round to her, savagely, with his whip in his uplifted hand, 

ordering her to stop her noise, or he would flog her. He would not have such work - such snivelling; and unless she ceased 

that minute, he would take her to the yard and give her a hundred lashes. Yes, he would take the nonsense out of her pretty 

quick - if he didn’t, might he be d—d. Eliza shrunk before him, and tried to wipe away her tears, but it was all in vain. She 

wanted to be with her children, she said, the little time she had to live. All the frowns and threats of Freeman, could not 

wholly silence the afflicted mother. She kept on begging and beseeching them, most piteously not to separate the three. 

Over and over again she told them how she loved her boy. A great many times she repeated her former promises - how 

very faithful and obedient she would be; how hard she would labor day and night, to the last moment of her life, if he 

would only buy them all together. But it was of no avail; the man could not afford it. The bargain was agreed upon, and 

Randall must go alone. Then Eliza ran to him; embraced him passionately; kissed him again and again; told him to 

remember her - all the while her tears falling in the boy’s face like rain.  

Freeman damned her, calling her a blubbering, bawling wench, and ordered her to go to her place, and behave herself; and 

be somebody. He swore he wouldn’t stand such stuff but a little longer. He would soon give her something to cry about, if 

she was not mighty careful, and that she might depend upon.  The planter from Baton Rouge, with his new purchases, was 

ready to depart.  “Don’t cry, mama. I will be a good boy. Don’t cry,” said Randall, looking back, as they passed out of the 

door. What has become of the lad, God knows. It was a mournful scene indeed. I would have cried myself if I had dared.” 



 

From the oral history of ex-slave Annie Coley, telling her story in the 1930s. 
 



 

William Harper's Apology (1837)  

Slavery was forced upon us by the most extremist exigency of circumstances in a struggle for very existence. 

Without it, it is doubtful whether a white man would now be existing on this continent--certain that, if there 

were, they would be in a states of the utmost destitution, weakness, and misery. I neither deprecate nor resent 

the gift of slavery. 

The Africans brought to us had been slaves in their own country and only underwent a change of masters...that 

there are great evils in a society where slavery exists, and that the institution is liable to great abuse, I have 

already said. But the whole of human life is a system of evils and compensations. The free laborer has few real 

guarantees from society, while security is one of the compensations of the slave's humble position. There have 

been fewer murders of slaves than of parents, children, and apprentices in society where slavery does not exist. 

The slave offers no temptation to the murderer, nor does he really suffer injury from his master. Who but a 

driveling fanatic has thought of the necessity of protecting domestic animals from the cruelty of their owners? 

...It is true that the slaved is driven to labor by stripes (lashes); and if the object of punishment be to produce 

obedience or reformation with the lest permanent inure, it is the best method of punishment. Men claim that this 

intolerable. It is not degrading to a slave, nor is tit felt to be so. Is it degrading to a child? 

Odium (hatred) has been cast upon our legislation on account of its forbidding the elements of education to be 

communicated to slaves. But in truth what injury has been done them by this? He who works during the day 

with his hands does not read in intervals of leisure for is amusement or the improvement of his mind--or the 

exception is so rare as scarcely to need the being provided for. If there were any chance of elevating their rank, 

the denial of the rudiments of education might be a matter of hardship. But this they know cannot be and that 

further attainments would be useless to them. 

...Supposing finally that the abolitionists should effect their purpose. What would be the result? The first and 

most obvious effect would be to put an end to the cultivation of our great Southern staple (cotton)...the 

cultivation of the great staple drops cannot be carried on in any portion of our own country where there are not 

slaves...Even if it were possible to procure laborers at all, what planter would venture to carry on his operations? 

Imagine an extensive rice or cotton plantation cultivated by free laborers who might perhaps strike for an 

increase of wages at a season when the neglect of a few days would insure the destruction of the whole crop. I 

need hardly say that these staples cannot be produced to any extent where the proprietor of the soil cultivates it 

with his own hands. 

And what would be the effect of putting an end to the cultivation of these staples and thus annihilating, at a 

blow, two-thirds or three-fourths of our foreign commerce? Can any same mind contemplate such a result 

without terror? Our slavery has not only given existence to millions of slaves within our own territories; it has 

given the means of subsistence, and therefore of existence to millions of free men in our Confederate States, 

enabling them to send forth their swarms to overspread the plains and forests of the West and appear as the 

harbingers of civilization. Not only on our continent, but on the other it has given existence (in textile mills) to 

hundreds of thousands and the means of comfortable subsistence to millions. A distinguished citizen of our state 

has lately stated that our great staple, cotton, has contributed more than anything else of later times to the 

progress of civilization. By enabling the poor to obtain cheap, and becoming clothing, it has inspired a taste for 

comfort, the first stimulus to civilization. 



In December 1833, more than 60 abolitionists met in Philadelphia and founded the American Anti-Slavery Society. Devoted to 

immediate and uncompensated emancipation for African-American slaves, the members of the society drafted the following manifesto 

to articulate clearly their goals. They based their opposition to slavery both on the principle of equality as stated in the Declaration of 

Independence and on the commands of Biblical scripture. Maintaining that slavery was a grievous sin, the society championed 

nonviolence and racial equality. Its membership included several African Americans, although women from both races were excluded 

from the group.  

The American Anti-Slavery Society Manifesto 

Whereas the Most High God "hath made of one blood all nations of men to dwell on all the face of the earth," 

and hath commanded them to love their neighbors as themselves; and whereas, our National Existence is based 

upon this principle, as recognized in the Declaration of Independence, "that all mankind are created equal, and 

that they are endowed by their Creator with certain inalienable rights, among which are life, liberty, and the 

pursuit of happiness"; and whereas, after the lapse of nearly sixty years, since the faith and honor of the 

American people were pledged to this avowal, before Almighty God and the World, nearly one-sixth part of the 

nation are held in bondage by their fellow citizens and whereas, Slavery is contrary to the principles of natural 

justice, of our republican form of government, and of the Christian religion, and is destructive of the prosperity 

of the country, while it is endangering the peace, union, and liberties of the States; and whereas, we believe it 

the duty and interest of the masters immediately to emancipate their slaves, and that no scheme of expatriation, 

either voluntary or by compulsion, can remove this great and increasing evil; and whereas, we believe that it is 

practicable, by appeals to the consciences, hearts, and interests of the people, to awaken a public sentiment 

throughout the nation that will be opposed to the continuance of Slavery in any part of the Republic, and by 

effecting the speedy abolition of Slavery, prevent a general convulsion; and whereas, we believe we owe it to 

the oppressed, to our fellow-citizens who hold slaves, to our whole country, to posterity, and to God, to do all 

that is lawfully in our power to bring about the extinction of Slavery, we do hereby agree, with a prayerful 

reliance on the Divine aid, to form ourselves into a society, to be governed by the following Constitution:  

ARTICLE I.This Society shall be called the AMERICAN ANTI-SLAVERY SOCIETY.  

ARTICLE II.The objects of this Society are the entire abolition of Slavery in the United States. While it admits 

that each State, in which Slavery exists, has, by the Constitution of the United States, the exclusive right to 

legislate in regard to its abolition in said State, it shall aim to convince all our fellow-citizens, by arguments 

addressed to their understandings and consciences, that Slaveholding is a heinous crime in the sight of God, and 

that the duty, safety, and best interests of all concerned, require its immediate abandonment, without 

expatriation. The Society will also endeavor, in a constitutional way, to influence Congress to put an end to the 

domestic Slave trade, and to abolish Slavery in all those portions of our common country which come under its 

control, especially in the District of Columbia,and likewise to prevent the extension of it to any State that may 

be hereafter admitted to the Union.  

ARTICLE III.This Society shall aim to elevate the character and condition of the people of color, by 

encouraging their intellectual, moral, and religious improvement, and by removing public prejudice, that thus 

they may, according to their intellectual and moral worth, share an equality with the whites, of civil and 

religious privileges; but this Society will never, in any way, countenance the oppressed in vindicating their 

rights by resorting to physical force.  

ARTICLE IV.Any person who consents to the principles of this Constitution, who contributes to the funds of 

this Society, and is not a Slaveholder, may be a member of this Society, and shall be entitled to vote at the 

meetings.  



Then, Sir, there are the Abolition societies, of which I am unwilling to speak, but in regard to 
which I have very clear notions and opinions. I do not think them useful. I think their operations 
for the last twenty years have produced nothing good or valuable. At the same time, I believe 
thousands of their members to be honest and good men, perfectly well-meaning men. They have 
excited feelings; they think they must do something for the cause of liberty; and, in their sphere of 
action, they do not see what else they can do than to contribute to an Abolition press, or an 
Abolition society, or to pay an Abolition lecturer. I do not mean to impute gross motives even to 
the leaders of these societies, but I am not blind to the consequences of their proceedings. I 
cannot but see what mischiefs their interference with the South has produced. And its it not plain 
to every man? Let any gentleman who entertains doubts on this point recur to the debates in the 
Virginia House of Delegates in 1832, and he will see with what freedom a proposition made by Mr. 
[Thomas] Jefferson Randolph for the gradual abolition of slavery was discussed in that body. Every 
one spoke of slavery as he thought; very ignominious and disparaging names and epithets were 
applied to it. The debates in the House of Delegates on that occasion, I believe, were all published. 
They were read by every colored man who could read, and to those who could not read, those 
debates were read by others. At that time Virginia was not unwilling or unafraid to discuss this 
question, and to let that part of her population know as much of � discussion as they could learn. 
That was in 1832. As has been said by the honorable member from South Carolina [Calhoun], 
these Abolition societies commenced their course of action in 1835. It is said, I do not know how 
true it may be, that they sent incendiary publications into the slave States; at any rate, they 
attempted to arouse, and did arouse, a very strong feeling; in other words, they created great 
agitation in the North against Southern slavery. Well, what was the result? The bonds of the slave 
were bound more firmly than before, their rivets were more strongly fastened. Public opinion, 
which in Virginia had begun to be exhibited against slavery, and was opening out for the 
discussion of the question, drew back and shut itself up in its castle. I wish took now whether any 
body in Virginia can now talk openly as Mr. Randoph, Governor [James] McDowell, and others 
talked in 1832 and sent their remarks to the press? We all know the fact, and we all know the 
cause; and every thing that these agitating people have done has been, not to enlarge, but to 
restrain, not to set free, but to bind faster the slave population of the South... 
 
From Daniel Webster’s Seventh of March speech about the Compromise of 1850 



From Abraham Lincoln’s 1854 Speech in Peoria, Illinois 

Before proceeding, let me say I think I have no prejudice against the Southern people. They are just what we 

would be in their situation. If slavery did not now exist amongst them, they would not introduce it. If it did now 

exist amongst us, we should not instantly give it up. This I believe of the masses north and south. Doubtless 

there are individuals, on both sides, who would not hold slaves under any circumstances; and others who would 

gladly introduce slavery anew, if it were out of existence. We know that some southern men do free their slaves, 

go north, and become tip-top abolitionists; while some northern ones go south, and become most cruel slave-

masters. 

When southern people tell us they are no more responsible for the origin of slavery, than we; I acknowledge the 

fact. When it is said that the institution exists; and that it is very difficult to get rid of it, in any satisfactory way, 

I can understand and appreciate the saying. I surely will not blame them for not doing what I should not know 

how to do myself. If all earthly power were given me, I should not know what to do, as to the existing 

institution. My first impulse would be to free all the slaves, and send them to Liberia,---to their own native land. 

But a moment's reflection would convince me, that whatever of high hope, (as I think there is) there may be in 

this, in the long run, its sudden execution is impossible. If they were all landed there in a day, they would all 

perish in the next ten days; and there are not surplus shipping and surplus money enough in the world to carry 

them there in many times ten days. What then? Free them all, and keep them among us as underlings? Is it quite 

certain that this betters their condition? I think I would not hold one in slavery, at any rate; yet the point is not 

clear enough for me to denounce people upon. What next? Free them, and make them politically and socially, 

our equals? My own feelings will not admit of this; and if mine would, we well know that those of the great 

mass of white people will not. Whether this feeling accords with justice and sound judgment, is not the sole 

question, if indeed, it is any part of it. A universal feeling, whether well or ill-founded, can not be safely 

disregarded. We can not, then, make them equals. It does seem to me that systems of gradual emancipation 

might be adopted; but for their tardiness in this, I will not undertake to judge our brethren of the south. 

When they remind us of their constitutional rights, I acknowledge them, not grudgingly, but fully, and fairly; 

and I would give them any legislation for the reclaiming of their fugitives, which should not, in its stringency, 

be more likely to carry a free man into slavery, than our ordinary criminal laws are to hang an innocent one. 

 


