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Miss Grimké is a daughter of the late Judge Grimké, of the Supreme 
Court of South Carolina, and sister of the late Hon. Thomas S. Grimké.  
As I left my native state on account of slavery, and deserted the home 
of my fathers to escape the sound of the lash and the shrieks of 
tortured victims, I would gladly bury in oblivion the recollection of 
those scenes with which I have been familiar; but this may not, cannot 
be; they come over my memory like gory spectres, and implore me with 
resistless power, in the name of a God of mercy, in the name of a 
crucified Savior, in the name of humanity; for the sake of the 
slaveholder, as well as the slave, to bear witness to the horrors of the 
southern prison house. 
 
I feel impelled by a sacred sense of duty, by my obligations to my 
country, by sympathy for the bleeding victims of tyranny and lust, to 
give my testimony respecting the system of American slavery,--to detail 
a few facts, most of which came under my personal observation. And 
here I may premise, that the actors in these tragedies were all men and 
women of the highest respectability, and of the first families in South 
Carolina, and, with one exception, citizens of Charleston; and that 
their cruelties did not in the slightest degree affect their standing in 
society.  
 
A handsome mulatto woman, about 18 or 20 years of age, whose 
independent spirit could not brook the degradation of slavery, was in 
the habit of running away: for this offence she had been repeatedly 
sent by her master and mistress to be whipped by the keeper of the 
Charleston work-house. This had been done with such inhuman 
severity, as to lacerate her back in a most shocking manner; a finger 
could not be laid between the cuts. But the love of liberty was too 
strong to be annihilated by torture; and, as a last resort, she was 
whipped at several different times, and kept a close prisoner. A heavy 
iron collar, with three long prongs projecting from it, was placed round 
her neck, and a strong and sound front tooth was extracted, to serve as 
a mark to describe her, in case of escape. Her sufferings at this time 
were agonizing; she could lie in no position but on her back, whieh was 
sore from scourgings, as I can testify, from personal inspection, and her 
only place of rest was the floor, on a blanket.  
 
These outrages were committed in a family where the mistress daily 
read the scriptures, and assembled her children for family worship. She 



was accounted, and was really, so far as alms-giving was concerned, a 
charitable woman, and tender hearted to the poor; and yet this 
suffering slave, who was the seamstress of the family, was continually 
in her presence, sitting in her chamber to sew, or engaged in her other 
household work, with her lacerated and bleeding back, her mutilated 
mouth, and heavy iron collar, without, so far as appeared, exciting any 
feelings of compassion.  
 
A highly intelligent slave, who panted after freedom with ceaseless 
longings, made many attempts to get possession of himself. For every 
offence he was punished with extreme severity. At one time he was 
tied up by his hands to a tree, and whipped until his back was one gore 
of blood. To this terrible infliction he was subjected at intervals for 
several weeks, and kept heavily ironed while at his work. His master 
one day accused him of a fault, in the usual terms dictated by passion 
and arbitrary power; the man protested his innocence, but was not 
credited. He again repelled the charge with honest indignation. His 
master's temper rose almost to frenzy; and seizing a fork, he made a 
deadly plunge at the breast of the slave. The man being far his superior 
in strength, caught his arm, and dashed the weapon on the floor. His 
master grasped at his throat, but the slave disengaged himself, and 
rushed from the apartment.  
 
Having made his escape, he fled to the woods; and after wandering 
about for many months, living on roots and berries, and enduring every 
hardship, he was arrested and committed to jail. Here he lay for a 
considerable time, allowed scarcely food enough to sustain life, 
whipped in the most shocking manner, and confined in a cell so 
loathsome, that when his master visited him, he said the stench was 
enough to knock a man down. The filth had never been removed from 
the apartment since the poor creature had been immured in it. 
Although a black man, such had been the effect of starvation and 
suffering, that his master declared he hardly recognized him--his 
complexion was so yellow, and his hair, naturally thick and black, had 
become red and scanty; an infallible sign of long continued living on 
bad and insufficient food. Stripes, imprisonment, and the gnawings of 
hunger, had broken his lofty spirit for a season; and, to use his master's 
own exulting expression, he was “as humble as a dog.”  
 
After a time he made another attempt to escape, and was absent so 
long, that a reward was offered for him, dead or alive. He eluded every 
attempt to take him, and his master, despairing of ever getting him 



again, offered to pardon him if he would return home. It is always 
understood that such intelligence will reach the runaway; and 
accordingly, at the entreaties of his wife and mother, the fugitive once 
more consented to return to his bitter bondage. I believe this was the 
last effort to obtain his liberty.  
 
His heart became touched with the power of the gospel; and the spirit 
which no inflictions could subdue, bowed at the cross of Jesus, and 
with the language on his lips--“the cup that my father hath given me, 
shall I not drink it?” submitted to the yoke of the oppressor, and wore 
his chains in unmurmuring patience till death released him. The master 
who perpetrated these wrongs upon his slave, was one of the most 
influential and honored citizens of South Carolina, and to his equals 
was bland, and courteous, and benevolent even to a proverb.  
A slave who had been separated from his wife, because it best suited 
the convenience of his owner, ran away. He was taken up on the 
plantation where his wife, to whom he was tenderly attached, then 
lived. His only object in running away was to return to her--no other 
fault was attributed to him. For this offence he was confined in the 
stocks six weeks, in a miserable hovel, not weather-tight. He received 
fifty lashes weekly during that time, was allowed food barely sufficient 
to sustain him, and when released from confinement, was not 
permitted to return to his wife. His master, although himself a husband 
and a father, was unmoved by the touching appeals of the slave, who 
entreated that he might only remain with his wife, promising to 
discharge his duties faithfully; his master continued inexorable, and he 
was torn from his wife and family. The owner of this slave was a 
professing Christian, in full membership with the church, and this 
circumstance occurred when he was confined to his chamber during his 
last illness.  
 
A punishment dreaded more by the slaves than whipping, unless it is 
unusually severe, is one which was invented by a female acquaintance 
of mine in Charleston--I heard her say so with much satisfaction. It is 
standing on one foot and holding the other in the hand. Afterwards it 
was improved upon, and a strap was contrived to fasten around the 
ankle and pass around the neck; so that the least weight of the foot 
resting on the strap would choke the person. The pain occasioned by 
this unnatural position was great; and when continued, as it sometimes 
was, for an hour or more, produced intense agony.  
 



I heard this same woman say, that she had the ears of her waiting maid 
slit for some petty theft. This she told me in the presence of the girl, 
who was standing in the room. She often had the helpless victims of her 
cruelty severely whipped, not scrupling herself to wield the instrument 
of torture, and with her own hands inflict severe chastisement.  
Her husband was less inhuman than his wife, but he was often goaded 
on by her to acts of great severity. In his last illness I was sent for, and 
watched beside his death couch. The girl on whom he had so often 
inflicted punishment, haunted his dying hours; and when at length the 
king of terrors approached, he shrieked in utter agony of spirit, “Oh, 
the blackness of darkness, the black imps, I can see them all around 
me--take them away!” and amid such exclamations he expired. These 
persons were of one of the first families in Charleston.  
 
A friend of mine, in whose veracity I have entire confidence, told me 
that about two years ago, a woman in Charleston with whom I was well 
acquainted, had starved a female slave to death. She was confined in a 
solitary apartment, kept constantly tied, and condemned to the slow 
and horrible death of starvation. This woman was notoriously cruel. To 
those who have read the narrative of James Williams I need only say, 
that the character of young Larrimore's wife is an exact description of 
this female tyrant, whose countenance was ever dressed in smiles 
when in the presence of strangers, but whose heart was as the nether 
millstone toward her slaves.  
 
As I was traveling in the lower country in South Carolina, a number of 
years since, my attention was suddenly arrested by an exclamation of 
horror from the coachman, who called out, “Look there, Miss Sarah, 
don't you see?”--I looked in the direction he pointed, and saw a human 
head stuck up on a high pole. On inquiry, I found that a runaway slave, 
who was outlawed, had been shot there, his head severed from his 
body, and put upon the public highway, as a terror to deter slaves from 
running away.  
 
On a plantation in North Carolina, where I was visiting, I happened one 
day, in my rambles, to step into a negro cabin; my compassion was 
instantly called forth by the object which presented itself. A slave, 
whose head was white with age, was lying in one corner of the hovel; 
he had under his head a few filthy rags, but the boards were his only 
bed, it was the depth of winter, and the wind whistled through every 
part of the dilapidated building--he opened his languid eyes when I 
spoke, and in reply to my question, “What is the matter?” he said, “I 



am dying of a cancer in my side.”--As he removed the rags which 
covered the sore, I found that it extended half round the body, and was 
shockingly neglected. I inquired if he had any nurse. “No, missey,” was 
his answer, “but de people (the slaves) very kind to me, dey often steal 
time to run and see me and fetch me some ting to eat; if dey did not, I 
might starve.” The master and mistress of this man, who had been 
worn out in their service, were remarkable for their intelligence, and 
their hospitality knew no bounds towards those who were of their own 
grade in society: the master had for some time held the highest military 
office in North Carolina, and not long previous to the time of which I 
speak, was the Governor of the State.  
 
On a plantation in South Carolina, I witnessed a similar case of 
suffering--an aged woman suffering under an incurable disease in the 
same miserably neglected situation. The “owner” of this slave was 
proverbially kind to her negroes; so much so, that the planters in the 
neighborhood said she spoiled them, and set a bad example, which 
might produce discontent among the surrounding slaves; yet I have 
seen this woman tremble with rage, when her slaves displeased her, 
and heard her use language to them which could only be expected from 
an inmate of Bridewell; and have known her in a gust of passion send a 
favorite slave to the workhouse to be severely whipped.  
Another fact occurs to me. A young woman about eighteen, stated 
some circumstances relative to her young master, which were thought 
derogatory to his character; whether true or false, I am unable to say; 
she was threatened with punishment, but persisted in affirming that 
she had only spoken the truth. Finding her incorrigible, it was 
concluded to send her to the Charleston workhouse and have her 
whipt; she pleaded in vain for a commutation of her sentence, not so 
much because she dreaded the actual suffering, as because her delicate 
mind shrunk from the shocking exposure of her person to the eyes of 
brutal and licentious men; she declared to me that death would be 
preferable; but her entreaties were vain, and as there was no means of 
escaping but by running away, she resorted to it as a desperate 
remedy, for her timid nature never could have braved the perils 
necessarily encountered by fugitive slaves, had not her mind been 
thrown into a state of despair.--She was apprehended after a few 
weeks, by two slave-catchers, in a deserted house, and as it was late in 
the evening they concluded to spend the night there. What inhuman 
treatment she received from them has never been revealed. They tied 
her with cords to their bodies, and supposing they had secured their 
victim, soon fell into a deep sleep, probably rendered more profound 



by intoxication and fatigue; but the miserable captive slumbered not; 
by some means she disengaged herself from her bonds, and again fled 
through the lone wilderness. After a few days she was discovered in a 
wretched hut, which seemed to have been long uninhabited; she was 
speechless; a raging fever consumed her vitals, and when a physician 
saw her, he said she was dying of a disease brought on by over fatigue; 
her mother was permitted to visit her, but ere she reached her, the 
damps of death stood upon her brow, and she had only the sad 
consolation of looking on the death-struck form and convulsive agonies 
of her child.  
 
A beloved friend in South Carolina, the wife of a slaveholder, with 
whom I often mingled my tears, when helpless and hopeless we 
deplored together the horrors of slavery, related to me some years 
since the following circumstance.  
 
On the plantation adjoining her husband's, there was a slave of pre-
eminent piety. His master was not a professor of religion, but the 
superior excellence of this disciple of Christ was not unmarked by him, 
and I believe he was so sensible of the good influence of his piety that 
he did not deprive him of the few religious privileges within his reach. 
A planter was one day dining with the owner of this slave, and in the 
course of conversation observed, that all profession of religion among 
slaves was mere hypocrisy. The other asserted a contrary opinion, 
adding, I have a slave who I believe would rather die than deny his 
Saviour. This was ridiculed, and the master urged to prove the 
assertion. He accordingly sent for this man of God, and peremptorily 
ordered him to deny his belief in the Lord Jesus Christ. The slave 
pleaded to be excused, constantly affirming that he would rather die 
than deny the Redeemer, whose blood was shed for him. His master, 
after vainly trying to induce obedience by threats, had him terribly 
whipped. The fortitude of the sufferer was not to be shaken; he nobly 
rejected the offer of exemption from father chastisement at the 
expense of destroying his soul, and this blessed martyr died in 
consequence of this severe infliction. Oh, how bright a gem will this 
victim of irresponsible power be, in that crown which sparkles on the 
Redeemer's brow; and that many such will cluster there, I have not the 
shadow of a doubt.  
 

SARAH M. GRIMKÉ. Fort Lee, Bergen County, New Jersey, 1830 


