
New York and Slavery: Complicity and Resistance                                                                                       Gateway to the City

Narrative of the Life and Adventures of Venture Smith (1796)
(Source:  “North American Slave Narratives, Beginnings to 1920” at the “Documenting the American South”

website of The University of North Carolina at Chapel Hill, docsouth.unc.edu.

After an ordinary passage, except great mortality by the small pox, which broke out on board, we arrived at the
island of Barbadoes; but when we reached it, there were found, out of the two hundred and sixty that sailed from
Africa, not more than two hundred alive. These were all sold, except myself and three more, to the planters there.
The vessel then sailed for Rhode Island, and arrived there after a comfortable passage. Here my master sent me to
live with one of his sisters until he could carry me to Fisher’s Island, the place of his residence. I had then
completed my eighth year. After staying with his sister some time, I was taken to my master’s place to live. I was
pretty much employed in the house, carding wool and other household business. In this situation I continued for
some years, after which my master put me to work out of doors. After many proofs of my faithfulness and honesty,
my master began to put great confidence in me. My behavior had as yet been submissive and obedient.

I then began to have hard tasks imposed on me. Some of these were to pound four bushels of ears of corn every
night in a barrel for the poultry, or be rigorously punished. At other seasons of the year, I had to card wool until a
very late hour. These tasks I had to perform when only about nine years old.

Some time after, I had another difficulty and oppression which was greater than any I had ever experienced
since I came into this country. For my master having set me off my business to perform that day and then left me to
perform it, his son came up to me in the course of the day, big with authority, and commanded me very arrogantly
to quit my present business and go directly about what he should order me. I replied to him that my master had
given me so much to perform that day, and that I must faithfully complete it in that time. He then broke out into a
great rage, snatched a pitchfork and went to lay me over the head therewith, but I as soon got another and defended
myself with it, or otherwise he might have murdered me in his outrage. He immediately called some people who
were within hearing at work for him, and ordered them to take his hair rope and come and bind me with it. They all
tried to bind me, but in vain, though there were three assistants in number. I recovered my temper, voluntarily
caused myself to be bound by the same men who tried in vain before, and carried before my young master, that he
might do what he pleased with me. He took me to a gallows made for the purpose of hanging cattle on, and
suspended me on it. I was released and went to work after hanging on the gallows about an hour.

After I had lived with my master thirteen years, being then about twenty-two years old, I married Meg, a slave
of his who was about my own age. My master owned a certain Irishman, named Heddy, who about that time
formed a plan of secretly leaving his master. After he had long had this plan in meditation, he suggested it to me. At
first I cast a deaf ear to it, and rebuked Heddy for harboring in his mind such a rash undertaking. But after he had
persuaded and much enchanted me with the prospect of gaining my freedom by such a method, I at length agreed to
accompany him. Heddy next inveigled two of his fellow-servants to accompany us. The place to which we designed
to go was the Mississippi. We stole our master’s boat, embarked, and then directed our course for the Mississippi
River. We mutually confederated not to betray or desert one another on pain of death. We first steered our course
for Montauk Point, the east end of Long Island. After our arrival there, we landed, and Heddy and I made an
incursion into the island after fresh water, while our two comrades were left a little distance from the boat,
employed in cooking. When Heddy and I had sought some time for water, he returned to our companions and I
continued on looking for my object. When Heddy had performed his business with our companions who were
engaged in cooking, he went directly to the boat, stole all the clothes in it, and then traveled away for East
Hampton. I returned to my fellows not long after. They informed me that our clothes were stolen, but could not
determine who was the thief, yet they suspected Heddy, as he was missing. I then thought it might afford some
chance for my freedom, or at least be a palliation for my running away, to return Heddy immediately to his master,
and inform him that I was induced to go away by Heddy’s address. Accordingly, I set off with him and the rest of
my companions for my master’s, and arrived there without any difficulty. I informed my master that Heddy was the
ringleader of our revolt, and that he had used us ill. He immediately put Heddy into custody, and myself and
companions were well received and went to work as usual.
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At the close of that year I was sold to a Thomas Stanton, and had to be separated from my wife and one
daughter, who was about one month old. He resided at Stonington Point. About a year and a half after that time, my
master purchased my wife and her child for seven hundred pounds old tenor.

I hired myself out at Fisher’s Island, earning twenty pounds; thirteen pounds six shillings of which my master
drew for the privilege and the remainder I paid for my freedom. This made fifty-one pounds two shillings which I
paid him. In October following I went and wrought six months at Long Island. In that six month’s time I cut and
corded four hundred cords of wood, besides threshing out seventy-five bushels of grain, and received of my wages
down only twenty pounds, which left remaining a larger sum. I returned to my master and gave him what I received
of my six months’ labor. This left only thirteen pounds eighteen shillings to make up the full sum of my
redemption. My master liberated me, saying that I might pay what was behind if I could ever make it convenient,
otherwise it would be well. The amount of the money which I had paid my master towards redeeming my time, was
seventy-one pounds two shillings. Being thirty-six years old, I had already been sold three different times, made
considerable money with seemingly nothing to derive it from, had been cheated out of a large sum of money, lost
much by misfortunes, and paid an enormous sum for my freedom.

My wife and children were yet in bondage to Mr. Thomas Stanton. I worked at various places, and in particular
on Ram Island, where I purchased Solomon and Cuff, two sons of mine, for two hundred dollars each. During my
residence at Long Island, I raised one year with another, ten cart loads of watermelons. What I made by the
watermelons amounted to nearly five hundred dollars. Various other methods I pursued in order to enable me to
redeem my family. In the night time I fished with set nets and pots for eels and lobsters, and shortly after went a
whaling voyage in the service of Col. Smith. After being out seven months, the vessel returned laden with four
hundred barrels of oil.

About this time I became possessed of another dwelling house, and my temporal affairs were in a pretty
prosperous condition. This and my industry was what alone saved me from being expelled that part of the island in
which I resided, as an act was passed by the selectmen of the place, that all Negroes residing there should be
expelled. Being about forty-six years old, I bought my oldest child, Hannah for forty-four pounds. I had already
redeemed from slavery, myself, my wife and three children, besides three Negro men. About the forty-seventh year
of my life I disposed of all my property at Long Island, and came from thence into East Haddam, Conn.


