
 

 

A SLAVE BOY WHO RAN AWAY: WILLIAM HENRY SINGLETON’S RESISTANCE TO SLAVERY 
STUDENT HANDOUT 1 

The following is an excerpt from William Henry Singleton’s narrative, Recollections of My Slavery 
Days with emphasis added to the sections that reveal the various ways in which Singleton 
resisted slavery as a young boy.  In the bold passage, Singleton recounts his experience 
running away all the way from Georgia to North Carolina when he was a young boy.   

Excerpt from Recollections of My Slavery Days  
 
One day when I was about four years old a strange man came to this central house where all 
us children were and asked me if I liked candy. I told him yes. So he gave me a striped stick of 
candy. Then he asked me if I liked him. I said, yes, sir, because he had given me the candy. 
There was a colored woman with him and he asked me then how I would like to go and live 
with him. Of course I did not know him nor the woman, but without saying any more the man 
took me away with him and gave me to the strange woman who took me to Atlanta, Georgia, 
and delivered me to a white woman who had bought me. That night when my mother came to 
get me and my brothers I was not there. I had been sold off the plantation away from my 
mother and brothers with as little formality as they would have sold a calf or a mule. Such 
breaking up of families and parting of children from their parents was quite common in slavery 
days and was one of the things that caused much bitterness among the slaves and much 
suffering, because the slaves were as fond of their children as the white folks. But nothing 
could be done about it, for the law said we were only things and so we had no more rights 
under the law than animals. I believe it was only the more cruel masters, however, who thus 
separated families. I learned afterwards that the reason I was sold was because there had been 
trouble between my master and his brother over me and as my presence on the plantation was 
continually reminding them of something they wanted to forget my master sold me to get me 
out of the way. I suppose they sold me cheap for that reason. I was bought by a white woman 
in Atlanta, a widow, who ran a slave farm. That is, she would buy up young slaves whose 
pedigrees were good and would keep them till they grew up and sell them for a good price. 
Perhaps she would have them taught to do something and thus add to their value. These slave 
farms were quite common. Most of the work of the South in those days was done by slaves. 
Slaves were ginners, that is, they knew how to run cotton gins; they were carpenters, 
blacksmiths, ship carpenters and farmers. An ordinary slave sold for from $500 to $600 to $700, 
but a slave of good stock who was a good carpenter or a good ginner would be worth from 
$1,000 to $1,500. And when such a slave got on a plantation he would not be apt to be sold. 
They would keep him on the plantation to do their work. So it was to a slave's advantage to 
learn to do some work, because then he would be treated better and would not be sold. A slave 
like that would have his wife and he would be of higher standing among the other slaves. But 
his children, of course, would belong to his master and he would have no legal right to keep his 
wife if his master chose to take her away from him. But a slave that was lazy or shiftless or 
inclined to run away would not be wanted on a plantation and he would be sold for almost 
nothing. 
 
Young as I was when I was sold the first time I did not like the idea of leaving my mother and 
brothers. And I did not like my new mistress, either. Not that she treated me so very bad. I was 
too young to work much so I stayed around the house. I had all I wanted to eat. Of course I 
had hardly any clothes, but then I did not need many clothes to keep me warm. I did not have  
any bed to sleep on, simply slept on the dirt floor by the fireplace in the house like a little dog.  



 

But my mistress had a great habit of whipping me. Some slave owners used to have a custom 
of whipping their slaves frequently to keep them afraid. They thought it made them more 
obedient. My mistress had a bundle of twigs from a black walnut tree with which she used to 
whip me. My particular work was in running errands and in carrying things from one place to 
another, and if I did not come back from doing what she told me to do as soon as she thought 
I should, she would whip me. One day when I was about seven years old she sent me 
on an errand. I must have been gone entirely too long for when I returned she 
started for the whip to whip me again. I suddenly decided to run away, and I did. 
After I had started I was afraid to come back. My mistress's farm was a little ways 
outside of Atlanta and I ran into the city. There on the streets I ran across an old 
colored man who asked me my name and what part of the country I was from and 
what my mother's name was. When I had told him, he said: "I know your people. I 
was sold from that part of the country." Then he told me about my great 
grandmother and her burned hand and how she lived at Newbern. He pointed out 
the road that led to Newbern and said I might get a ride on the stage. "But don't tell 
anybody your name," he said, "If they ask you your name, you don't know, and keep 
agoing." Not long afterward, I saw a stage standing up before a building. So I 
waited around to see when it would start. Finally I saw a white lady with a carpet 
bag coming toward the stage and I went and took her carpet bag and helped her in 
the stage. The colored man who drove the stage thought I belonged to the white 
lady, because of that fact. It proved that the lady was going by stage route from 
Atlanta to Wilmington, North Carolina. Of course the same horses and driver that 
started from Atlanta did not make the whole journey to Wilmington. The horses 
were changed and the first driver went back, and a new man took the stage until 
the next change was made. But as all the drivers thought I was with the white lady 
and as she seemed to be willing to help me by letting them think so, I got to 
Wilmington in that manner. There the white lady said to me, "Little boy, I have got 
to stop here and I do not go any further." She did not want me to go with her any 
further. I suppose she knew I was running away and sympathized with me, but she 
did not want to get in any difficulty herself, for she did not ask me my name and 
cautioned me that I did not know anything about her. 
 
From Wilmington I walked and caught rides the rest of the distance to Newburn. It 
was a city I should judge about as large as Peekskill is now, perhaps a little larger. I 
remembered what the old colored man in Atlanta had told me to do when I reached 
there, ask for an old colored woman with a burned hand. My great grandmother 
must have been quite a well known character in the city, for I soon was directed to 
where she lived. When I knocked at the door the old colored woman who came to 
the door wanted to know what I wanted. I told her I was looking for my great 
grandmother She asked me who I was. I was afraid to tell her and so said, "I don't 
know." She said, "You little fool, how is anybody going to know what you want? Are 
you the little runaway boy that the white people were here looking for?" I said, "I 
don't know." While we were talking there we heard some men coming. My great 
grandmother said, "You better get away." Her house was next to the jail. She was 
owned by a man named Jacobs at that time. I afterwards learned that he was a 
great friend of colored people. So I ran and hid myself back of the jail until the men 
were gone. Then I started from Newbern down the road to the plantation where my 
mother was. That was on the Neuse river, about 35 miles from Newbern. I walked in 
the road, but if I heard any one coming I would go in the woods and wait until they 
passed. As it happened nobody molested me and I made the journey from Newbern  



 

to the plantation in about a day and a night. In order to reach the plantation I had 
to cross a creek, Adams Creek. When I reached there a little before dusk, I saw a 
man fishing a little ways from the shore. I knew he must be a colored man, because 
the white people as a rule did not fish, they generally got their fish without taking 
that trouble. So I hailed the man and asked him if he could put me across the creek. 
He said he could and pulled to the shore and I got in. When he saw how young I was 
he said, "Look here, little boy, where are you going." I said, "I don't know." He said, 
"How am I going to tell where to put you?" I said, "Put me over across the creek? 
This is Adams Creek?" He said, "Yes." "I want to go down to the Singleton 
plantation. Do you know where that is?" He said "Oh, yes." He was a colored man, 
as I had supposed. I said, "My mother's name is Lettis." He said, "Oh, yes. I know 
Aunt Let. I know her well, you go right straight down the road until you get to the 
school house and when you get there keep to your left hand. The road will take you 
right into the Singleton plantation." So he put me ashore on the other side of the 
creek and I followed his directions and in a little while I came to the school house 
and then after that it was not long before I was running down the road that led to 
the plantation and home. It was the only home I knew. It was where my mother 
was. 
 
II 
 
Luckily the first door I knocked at when I reached the Singleton plantation 
happened to be the door of my mother's house, but of course I did not know my 
mother, so when she opened the door and asked me what I wanted, I made my 
usual reply, "I don't know." I did not know my mother and she did not know me. 
She said, "What do you want, little boy?" I said, "I am looking for my mother." 
"Your mother?" "Yes, ma'am." Just then my older brother, Hardy, came to the door 
and he said, "Mamma, that's Henry." My mother said, "No, it isn't; that child 
wouldn't know how to get back here alone like that. When he went from here he 
was nothing but a baby." But Hardy said, "Mamma, that's Henry, that's our Henry." 
Hardy was two years older than I and so was about nine years old then. He was big 
enough to be working on the plantation. My mother said, "I won't believe it's Henry 
except I can see a scar on the back of his neck where he was burned; I burned him 
when I was smoking my pipe one night and when he went away that scar was plain 
on the back of his neck. If it is there now, I will believe it is Henry." But when I 
heard her say that I was afraid because I did not know that I had a scar there and I 
thought it was a trap to catch me and turn me over to the white people. So I ran, 
but Hardy ran me down and caught me and mother found the scar and then I was all 
right. We went in the house and I was telling them about my trip when we heard 
the patrol coming. The patrols were something like our mounted police, they were 
men who rode around the country and if they found any colored people off the 
plantations where they belonged, they would lash them and turn them over to their 
masters. Nights they would go around to the houses where the slaves lived and go 
in the houses to see if there was anybody there who had no right to be there. If they 
found any slaves in a house where they had no right to be, or where they did not 
have a permit to be, they would ask the reasons why and likely arrest them and 
whip them. My mother had a board floor to her house and underneath that a cellar. 
It was not exactly a cellar, but a hole dug out to keep potatoes and things out of the 
way. When she heard the patrol coming she raised up one of the boards of the floor 
and I jumped down in the cellar and when the men on the patrol came in they did  



 

not find me. That cellar was my hiding place and sleeping place for three years. My 
mother fed me and looked out for me, and although the white people suspected me 
and looked for me they could not find me. They got me finally, however, by a trick. One 
Sunday morning my mother and brothers went to a camp meeting and left me in the cellar. 
There were cracks in the cellar through which I could see out of doors. Looking out I saw there 
were some biscuits on a fence not far away. That was one of the tricks the masters had to 
catch slaves who were in hiding. They would put food on the fences where a slave they 
suspected of being in hiding could see it in the hope that he would get hungry and venture out 
and take it and thus reveal himself. That is what happened to me, for no sooner did I go out 
after the biscuits than I heard a horn blow and soon I was surrounded and caught. They sold 
me that time to the overseer on the plantation, John Peed. But he did not buy me to keep me 
on the plantation, he bought me to send me to Jones County, North Carolina, to his folks. He 
paid $500 for me. But when he sent me to my mother's house to get my clothes to take with 
me I ran to the woods. They tried to find me, but they could not. Nights I came back to my 
mother's house and to the cellar and very early in the morning before the sun was up I would 
go to the woods and watch the men go to their work. I would stay in the woods all day and 
then come back at night. Of course I could not have done this if the colored people had not 
been friendly to me. Finally my mother got notice that if I would come back and give myself up 
they would put me to work on the plantation, helping the boys feed the horses and things of 
that kind, that Mr. Peed did not own me any more for they had given him his money back when 
I ran away. So I gave myself up, but very soon the folks up at the big house began to find fault 
about my being on the place, so my master sold me the third time. He virtually gave me away, 
for he received only $50 for me and sold me to a poor white woman of the neighborhood. She 
was very good to me. She had a little farm and was what might be called one of the "poor 
whites." The plantation owners considered any one who did not own a good deal of property 
and slaves poor. She was named Mrs. Wheeler. But she got tired of me for some reason and 
sold me to a party who was to come for me. But before they could come to take me away I ran 
away. I went to the city of Newbern and hired out as a bell boy at the Moore Hotel. Of course 
they did not know that I was a runaway slave and they did not know my name, either, for I 
would not tell them. They called me the "Don't know" boy. But they gave me three dollars a 
week and my food. I was then about ten years old. I stayed at the Moore House three years. I 
left because some of the other colored boys about there had found out who I was and said they 
were going to give me away. So I went back to the plantation again to my mother's house. She 
told me that they had promised not to sell me any more if I would give myself up and go on the 
plantation and go to work. And she wanted me to do that, because she was very tired of my 
foolishness, as she called it, in running away and going about the country. So I did give myself 
up. I went to the big house and saw my master and told him I had come home to stay now. He 
was a tall, raw-boned, black faced man, quite old then, too old to go to war when the war 
came. He said, "All right, go out to the barn and go to work and it will be all right. Go out and 
help the men take care of the horses and stay home." And I did. I learned to plow and to do all 
kinds of work about the plantation and in the cotton and corn fields. I was not given any 
chance to learn a trade, though. And of course I was given no opportunity to learn to read. 
There was no school for the slaves to attend. I would not have wanted to go to school any way 
for my only experience with a book was not a pleasant one. One day my master's son, who was 
just my age, had a bag coming home from school and he gave me the bag to carry. The bag 
had books in it. I slung the bag over my shoulder but did not take any of the books out. But 
Edward said I took one of his books out of the bag and opened it. When his father heard that, 
he said he would teach me better things than to do that, and he whipped me very severely. I 
cried and told him that I did not take the book out, and then he whipped me all the harder for 
disputing his word. He whipped me with a harness strap. That was not the first time my master  



 

whipped me, however. Whipping with him was a very common thing. He was one of the 
masters who believed in whipping their slaves to keep them in subjection. If you looked cross at 
them, they would whip you. They did not see the propriety of treating their slaves well to get 
more out of them. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Teachers may use and reproduce the material on the Crafting Freedom website for instructional purposes. 


