Gann and Willen Five Thousand Years of Slavery

Drama Activity 4

Worksheet F: An Abridged Version of the MNarrative of the Life of
Henry Box Brown, Written by Himself

Henry Brown made up his mind to escape from slavery after his wife and
child were sold south. In 1851 he published an account of his life as a slave in
Richmond, Virginia, which told the story of his ingenious escape. The full
account is at Documenting the American South. This is an abridged version.

I was well acquainted with a store-keeper in the city of Richmond, from
whom I used to purchase my provisions; and having formed a favourable
opinion of his integrity, one day in the course of a little conversation with
him, I said to him if I were free I would be able to do business such as he
was doing; he then fold me that my occupation (a tobacconist) was a money-
making one, and if I were free I had no need to change for another. I then
told him my circumstances in regard o my master, having to pay him 25
dollars per month, and yet that he refused to assist me in saving my wife
from being sold and taken away to the South, where I should never see her
again; . . .

The man asked me if I was not afraid to speak that way to him; I said no, for
I imagined he believed that every man had a right to liberty. He said I was
quite right, and asked me how much money I would give him if he would assist
me to get away. I told him that I had 166 dollars and that I would give him
the half; so we ultimately agreed that I should have his service in the
attempt for 86 dollars. Now I only wanted to fix upon a plan. . ..

One day, while T was at work, and my thoughts were eagerly feasting upon
the idea of freedom, I felt my soul called out to heaven to breathe a prayer
to Almighty God . . . when the idea suddenly flashed across my mind of
shutting myself up in a box, and getting myself conveyed as dry goods to a
free state. . ..

My next object was to procure a box, and with the assistance of a carpenter
that was very soon accomplished, and taken to the place where the packing
was to be performed. In the mean time the storekeeper had written to a
friend in Philadelphia. . . .
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The box which I had procured was three feet one inch [94 cm] long, two
feet six inches [76 cm] high, and two feet [61 cm] wide: and on the morning
of the 29th day of March, 1849, T went into the box, having previously bored
three gimlet holes opposite my face, for air, and provided myself with a
bladder of water, both for the purpose of quenching my thirst and for
wetting my face, should I feel getting faint. ... My friends nailed down the
lid and had me conveyed to the Express Office. ... I had no sooner arrived
at the office than I was turned heels up . .. I was then put upon a waggon
and driven off to the depdt with my head down, and I had no sooner arrived
at the dep6t, than the man who drove the waggon tfumbled me roughly into
the baggage car, where, however, I happened to fall on my right side.

The next place we arrived at was Potomac Creek, where the baggage had to
be removed from the cars, to be put on board the steamer; where I was
again placed with my head down, and in this dreadful position had to remain
nearly an hour and a half, which, from the sufferings I had thus to endure,
seemed like an age to me. . .. I felt my eyes swelling as if they would burst
from their sockets. . . I felt a cold sweat coming over me which seemed to be
a warning that death was about to terminate my earthly miseries, but as I
feared even that, less than slavery, I resolved to submit to the will of God. .
.. I could hear a man saying to another, that he had travelled a long way and
had been standing there two hours, and he would like to get somewhat to sit
down; so perceiving my box, standing on end, he threw it down and then the
two sat upon it. T was thus relieved from a state of agony. . ..

The next place at which we arrived was the city of Washington, where I was
taken from the steam-boat, and again placed upon a waggon and carried to
the depdt right side up with care; but when the driver arrived at the depét I
heard him call for some person to help to take the box off the waggon, and
some one answered him to the effect that he might throw it off; but, says
the driver, it is marked "this side up with care:" so if I throw it off I might
break something, the other answered him that it did not matter if he broke
all that was in it, the railway company were able enough to pay for it. No
sooner were these words spoken than I began to tumble from the waggon,
and falling on the end where my head was, I could hear my neck give a crack,
as if it had been snapped asunder and I was knocked completely insensible.
The first thing I heard after that, was some person saying, "there is no
room for the box, it will have to remain and be sent through to-morrow with
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the luggage train;” but . .. I now heard a man say that the box had come with
the express, and it must be sent on. T was then tumbled into the car with my
head downwards again, but the car had not proceeded far before . .. my box
got shifted about and so happened fo turn upon its right side; and in this
position I remained till [T heard] some person say, "We are in port and at
Philadelphia." My heart then leaped for joy. . ..

I was then placed on a waggon and conveyed to the house where my friend in
Richmond had arranged I should be received. A number of persons soon
collected round the box after it was taken in to the house, but as I did not
know what was going on I kept myself quiet. I heard a man say, "let us rap
upon the box and see if he is alive;" and immediately a rap ensued and a voice
said, fremblingly, "Is all right within?" to which I replied -- “all right." The
joy of the friends was very great; when they heard that I was alive they
soon managed to break open the box, and then came my resurrection from
the grave of slavery. I rose a freeman, but I was too weak, by reason of long
confinement in that box, to be able to stand, so T immediately swooned away.
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