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BACKGROUND: Henry Bibb was born May 10, 1815, in Shelby County, 
Kentucky. His father was state senator James Bibb, and his mother was an 
enslaved woman named Mildred Jackson. When Bibb was a teenager, his 
enslaver, David White, sold him to a man from Newcastle, Kentucky. There 
he endured tremendous cruelties. Bibb repeatedly attempted to escape. 
Eventually, he was returned to David White. Over the next several years, 
Bibb met and fell in love with an enslaved woman named Malinda. They had 
a daughter. Bibb’s love for his family stoked his desire for freedom. After 
several more attempts to escape, in 1840, Bibb was finally successful and 
escaped to Detroit, Michigan. While there Bibb became an active 
abolitionist and traveled throughout the north giving lectures on the evils of 
slavery.  
 
The following is an excerpt from Henry Bibb’s autobiography. 
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When we arrived at the city of Vicksburg [Mississippi], he intended to 
sell a portion of his slaves there and stopped for three weeks trying to sell. 
But he met with very poor success.  

We had there to pass through an examination or inspection by a city officer, whose business it was to 
inspect slave property that was brought to that Market for sale. He examined our backs to see if we had 
been much scarred by the lash. He examined our limbs to see whether we were inferior.  

As it is hard to tell the ages of slaves, they look in their mouths at their teeth and prick up the skin on 
the back of their hands, and if the person is very far advanced in life, when the skin is pricked up, the pucker 
will stand so many seconds on the back of the hand.  

But the most rigorous examinations of slaves by those slave inspectors is on the mental capacity. If they 
are found to be very intelligent, this is pronounced the most objectionable of all other qualities connected 
with the life of a slave. In fact, it  
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undermines the whole fabric of his chattelhood; it prepares for what slaveholders are pleased to pronounce 
the unpardonable sin when committed by a slave. It lays the foundation for running away and going to 
Canada. They also see in it a love for freedom, patriotism, insurrection, bloodshed, and exterminating war 
against American slavery.  

Hence they are very careful to inquire whether a slave who is for sale can read or write. This question has 
been asked me often by slave traders and cotton planters, while I was there for market. After conversing 
with me, they have sworn by their Maker that they would not have me among their negroes and that they 
saw the devil in my eye; I would run away, &c [etc.].  

I have frequently been asked also if I had ever run away, but Garrison would generally answer this 
question for me in the negative. He could have sold my little family without any trouble for the sum of one 
thousand dollars. But for fear he might not get me off at so great an advantage, as the people did not like 
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my appearance, he could do better by selling us all together. They all wanted my wife, while but very few 
wanted me. He asked twenty-five hundred dollars but was not able to get us off at that price.  
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He tried to speculate on my Christian character. He tried to make 
it appear that I was so pious and honest that I would not run away for 
ill treatment, which was a gross mistake, for I never had religion enough 
to keep me from running away from slavery in my life.  

But we were taken from Vicksburgh to the city of New Orleans 
where we were to be sold at any rate. We were taken to a trader’s yard 
or a slave prison on the corner of St. Joseph street. This was a common 
resort for slave traders and planters who wanted to buy slaves; and all 
classes of slaves were kept there for sale, to be sold in private or public 
–young or old, males or females, children or parents, husbands or 
wives.  

Everyday at 10 o’clock they were exposed for sale. They had to be 
in trim for showing themselves to the public for sale. Everyone’s head 
had to be combed and their faces washed, and those who were inclined 
to look dark and rough were compelled to wash in greasy dish water, 
to look slick and lively.  

When spectators would come in the yard, the slaves were ordered 
out to form a line. They were made to stand up straight and look as 
sprightly as they could; and when they were asked a question, they had to answer it as promptly as they 
could and try to induce the spectators to buy them. If they failed to do this, they were severely paddled 
after the spectators were gone. The object for using the paddle in the place of a lash was to conceal the 
marks which would be made by the flogging. And the object for flogging under such circumstances is to 
make the slaves anxious to be sold.  

The paddle is made of a piece of hickory timber, about one inch thick, three inches in width, and about 
eighteen inches in length. The part is applied to the flesh is bored full of quarter-inch  
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auger holes, and every time this is applied to the flesh of the victim, the blood gushes through the holes 
of the paddle or a blister makes its appearance. The persons who are thus flogged are always stripped 
naked and their hands tied together. They are then bent over double, their knees are forced between their 
elbows, and a stick is put through between the elbows and the bend of the legs in order to hold the victim 
in that position, while the paddle is applied to those parts of the body which would not be so likely to be 
seen by those who wanted to buy slaves.  
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Source: Anti-Slavery Bugle (Lisbon, Ohio), August 12, 1854. 
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