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Prefaces to Slave Narratives

From Slavery in the United States: A Narrative of the Life and Adventures of Charles Ball, a Black Man, Who 
Lived Forty Years in Maryland, South Carolina and Georgia as a Slave, recorded and published by John S. 
Taylor, 1837.

PREFACE.

In the following pages, the reader will find embodied the principal incidents that have occurred in the life 
of a slave, in the United States of America. The narrative is taken from the mouth of the adventurer himself; 
and if the copy does not retain the identical words of the original, the sense and import, at least, are faithfully 
preserved.

Many of his opinions have been cautiously omitted, or carefully suppressed, as being of no value to the 
reader; and his sentiments upon the subject of slavery, have not been embodied in this work. The design of the 
writer, who is no more than the recorder of the facts detailed to him by another, has been to render the nar-
rative as simple, and the style of the story as plain, as the laws of the language would permit. To introduce the 
reader, as it were, to a view of the cotton fields, and exhibit, not to his imagination, but to his very eyes, the 
mode of life to which the slaves on the southern plantations must conform, has been the primary object of the 
compiler.

The book has been written without fear or prejudice, and no opinions have been consulted in its com-
position. The sole view of the writer has been to make the citizens of the United States acquainted with each 
other, and to give a faithful portrait of the manners, usages, and customs of the southern people, so far as those 
manners, usages, and customs have fallen under the observations of a common negro slave, endued by nature 
with a tolerable portion of intellectual capacity. The more reliance is to be placed upon his relations of those 
things that he saw in the southern country, when it is recollected that he had been born and brought up in a 
part of the state of Maryland, in which, of all others, the spirit of the “old aristocracy,” as it has not unaptly been 
called, retained much of its pristine vigour in his youth; and where he had an early opportunity of seeing many 
of the most respectable, best educated, and most highly enlightened families of both Maryland and Virginia, 
a constant succession of kind offices, friendly visits, and family alliances, having at that day united the most 
distinguished inhabitants of the two sides of the Potomac, in the social relations of one people.

It might naturally be expected, that a man who had passed through so many scenes of adversity, and had 
suffered so many wrongs at the hands of his fellow-man, would feel much of the bitterness of heart that is en-
gendered by a remembrance of unatoned injuries; but every sentiment of this kind has been carefully excluded 
from the following pages, in which the reader will find nothing but an unadorned detail of acts, and the impres-
sions those acts produced on the mind of him upon whom they operated.
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From Incidents In the Life of a Slave Girl: Written By Herself, edited by Lydia Maria Child, 1861.

INTRODUCTION BY THE EDITOR.

The author of the following autobiography is personally known to me, and her conversation and manners 
inspire me with confidence. During the last seventeen years, she has lived the greater part of the time with a 
distinguished family in New York, and has so deported herself as to be highly esteemed by them. This fact is suf-
ficient, without further credentials of her character. I believe those who know her will not be disposed to doubt 
her veracity, though some incidents in her story are more romantic than fiction.

At her request, I have revised her manuscript; but such changes as I have made have been mainly for pur-
poses of condensation and orderly arrangement. I have not added any thing to the incidents, or changed the 
import of her very pertinent remarks. With trifling exceptions, both the ideas and the language are her own. I 
pruned excrescences a little, but otherwise I had no reason for changing her lively and dramatic way of telling 
her own story. The names of both persons and places are known to me; but for good reasons I suppress them.

It will naturally excite surprise that a woman reared in Slavery should be able to write so well. But cir-
cumstances will explain this. In the first place, nature endowed her with quick perceptions. Secondly, the 
mistress, with whom she lived till she was twelve years old, was a kind, considerate friend, who taught her to 
read and spell. Thirdly, she was placed in favorable circumstances after she came to the North; having frequent 
intercourse with intelligent persons, who felt a friendly interest in her welfare, and were disposed to give her 
opportunities for self-improvement.

I am well aware that many will accuse me of indecorum for presenting these pages to the public; for the 
experiences of this intelligent and much-injured woman belong to a class which some call delicate subjects, and 
others indelicate. This peculiar phase of Slavery has generally been kept veiled; but the public ought to be made 
acquainted with its monstrous features, and I willingly take the responsibility of presenting them with the veil 
withdrawn. I do this for the sake of my sisters in bondage, who are suffering wrongs so foul, that our ears are 
too delicate to listen to them. I do it with the hope of arousing conscientious and reflecting women at the North 
to a sense of their duty in the exertion of moral influence on the question of Slavery, on all possible occasions. 
I do it with the hope that every man who reads this narrative will swear solemnly before God that, so far as he 
has power to prevent it, no fugitive from Slavery shall ever be sent back to suffer in that loathsome den of cor-
ruption and cruelty.

L. MARIA CHILD.
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From A Narrative of the Adventures and Escape of Moses Roper, from American Slavery, by Moses Roper, 
1838.

PREFACE.

The following narrative was to have appeared under the auspices of the Rev. Dr. Morison, of Chelsea, whose 
generous exertions on behalf of Moses Roper have entitled him to the admiration and gratitude of every philan-
thropist. But the illness of the doctor having prevented him from reading the manuscript, I have been requested 
to supply his lack of service. To this request I assent reluctantly, as the narrative would have derived a fuller 
sanction and wider currency, had circumstances permitted the original purpose to be carried out. Moses Roper 
was introduced to Dr. Morison by an eminent American abolitionist, in a letter, dated November 9th, 1835, in 
which honourable testimony is borne to his general character, and the soundness of his religious profession. 
“He has spent about ten days in my house,” says Dr. Morison’s correspondent; “I have watched him attentively, 
and have no doubt that he is an excellent young man, that he possesses uncommon intelligence, sincere piety, 
and a strong desire to preach the gospel. He can tell you his own story better than any one else; and I believe 
that if he should receive an education, he would be able to counteract the false and wicked misrepresentations 
of American slavery, which are made in your country by our Priests and Levites who visit you.”

Dr. Morison, as might have been anticipated from his well-known character, heartily responded to the 
appeal of his American correspondent. He sent his letter to the Patriot newspaper, remarking in his own 
communication to the editor, “I have seen Moses Roper, the fugitive slave. He comes to this country, as you 
will perceive, well authenticated as to character and religious standing; and my anxiety is, that the means may 
forthwith be supplied by some of your generous readers, for placing him in some appropriate seminary, for the 
improvement of his mind, that he may be trained for future usefulness in the church. His thirst for knowledge is 
great; and he may yet become a most important agent in liberating his country from the curse of slavery.”

Moses Roper brought with him to this country several other testimonies, from persons residing in different 
parts of the States; but it is unnecessary to extend this preface by quoting them. They all speak the same lan-
guage, and bear unequivocal witness to his sobriety, intelligence, and honesty.

He is now in the land of freedom, and is earnestly desirous of availing himself of the advantages of his 
position. His great ambition is to be qualified for usefulness amongst his own people; and the progress he has 
already made justifies the belief that if the means of education can be secured for a short time longer, he will 
be eminently qualified to instruct the children of Africa in the truths of the gospel of Christ. He has drawn up 
the following narrative, partly with the hope of being assisted in this legitimate object, and partly to engage the 
sympathies of our countrymen on behalf of his oppressed brethren. I trust that he will not be disappointed in 
either of these expectations, but that all the friends of humanity and religion among us will cheerfully render 
him their aid, by promoting the circulation of his volume. Should this be done to the extent that is quite pos-
sible, the difficulties now lying in his way will be removed.

Of the narrative itself, it is not necessary that I should say much. It is his own production, and carries with 
it internal evidence of truth. Some of its statements will probably startle those readers who are unacquainted 
with the details of the slave system; but no such feeling will be produced in any who are conversant with the 
practice of slavery, whether in America or our own colonies. There is no vice too loathsome—no passion too 
cruel or remorseless, to be engendered by this horrid system. It brutalizes all who administer it; and seeks to ef-
face the likeness of God, stamped on the brow of its victims. It makes the former class demons, and reduces the 
latter to the level of brutes.

I could easily adduce from the records of our own slave system, as well as from those of America, several 
instances of equal atrocity to any which Moses Roper has recorded. But this is unnecessary; and I shall therefore 
merely add the unqualified expression of my own confidence in the truth of his narrative, and my strong recom-
mendation of it to the patronage of the British public.

THOMAS PRICE.

	 HACKNEY, July 22d.
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