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I will begin the story of our escape! where it began in my
own mind — in the little slave cabin where 1 was born and brought
up in Chesterfield County, South Caroling.? It was a warm
Sunday evening in May 1853. That was a long time ago and
P've grown a lot and learned a lot since then, but I still remember
that evening just as if it was yesterday:® the warm air, the smeil
of food cooking inside and flowers outside, the nice feeling of
Mama moving around in the cabint My brother Obadiah®
was sitting by me in the doorway. We had just got back from
a church meeting® and were cating our supper of thin soup and
corn buns” in the light of the setting sun.® Mama hadn’t gone
to the meeting because our little sister was sick — she was sick
almost al! the time — so she was questioning us to see if we had
paid attention.®

“What were the hymns,1® Amos?”!l she started.
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1 remembered three or four for her.t

“And Obie,> what did the Preacher® talk about?”

Obie hadn’t been sitting still most of the time at the meet-
ing and I didn't think he’d know, so I tried to help him out.t

“It was something about Abel, and then Noah, and then
Abraham,® and how they all had a lot of faith,” T said.

But Obie surprised me. He must have been listening®
after all” because he remembered the Preacher’s very words.®

“Abraham, he was called to go out, and he went out not
knowing where ,...”

He turned and smiled at Mama, and looking into the dark
of the cabin 1 saw her long, dark face light up a little bit with
pride.?

“And, Mama, you know what? Preacher Prenticel® walked
back over this way after the meeting and was visiting some people
here and —” Obie stopped suddenly and we both got to our
feet!! as the Preacher himself, white haired and walking slowly,
came round the corner of our cabin.

Preacher Prentice was just about everything we could hope
to become.2He was a freedman,® he could read and write,and he
worked for himself, travelling about the country with a horse
and cart, repairing and selling pots and pans. The white people
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called him a tinker, but to us he was the Preacher.

“Saw you boys at the meeting, didn’t 17 he asked.

We both nodded. We hoped he hadn’t come to tell Mama
that Obic hadn’t sat very quietly.?

“Do I know your pa?”

I shook my head. “No, sir.”” And Obie explained, “Pa’s
been gone these five years. He belonged to Master Smithers,?
and they moved up to Maryland® when we were little.”

Mama joined us in the doorway now, and the Preacher
looked at her.

“So you must be the wife of Henry that used to be hired out4
to do carpentry work.5”

“That's right,” said Mama. “I'm Henry's wife. The Smi-
thers moved away just after my little girl was born, and they
took Henry along, as the boy said.”

“I used to know him a little,” said the Preacher. Then he
looked quickly around and lowered his voice. “Can I come
inside a minute?”

Mama looked surprised,® but she went back into the cabin.
We all followed her. Then, standing away from the door, the
Preacher took off his hat and pulled out a piece of paper. He
handed it to Mama.

“Tve got a letter for you from Henry,” he said. “I'd just
been trying to find the right cabin without asking too many
questions.” Here it 1557
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Mama studied the piece of paper for a while. There was
no excitement on her face, but T could see that the hand that
held the letter was trembling. Then she said softly.

“I can’t read.”

The Preacher stood right beside the door,! trying to get
some of the light without letting himself be seen from the outside.
It was hard for him to make out? the words, and he read slowly,
word by word.

“My dear wife, I am sorry that 1 did not write to you for so
long, but I could noi send any more letters in the usual way.”?

“T guess he doesn’t want to send any more letters by Master
Bricker,” said Obie excitedly.

“Quiet, son,” Mama said sharply, and the Preacher put a
finger to Lis lips.

The letter went on: “Master Smithers fell ill and died last
October. He set me free before he died, so 1 went north. 1
have taken the name of Carpenter and am living in a small town
called Lemhorn near the city of Philadelphiat  There is a lot of
building going on here and T always have work, I save all the
money [ can,® and I hope in maybe four years or even a little
leas® 1 will have enough money to buy you and little Sally from
Master Bricker. ] wish Amos and Obadiah were here to help
me. God bless and keep you all”™ Your loving husband.”

For a minute nobody spoke. Then Mama said softly,
“Four vears.” I couidr’t tell whether she was sad or happy.

1. right beside the door: T #7173, 2. make out: JAf, 3. in the
usual way: @iE MR, 4. Philadelphia [\filo'delfio]: () BWEfERIER
(ptesey, 5. T save all the money T com: R HOEWHTAE. 6 in
mavbe four vears or even a little less: Ao##r TUES T - SR E 25,
7. God bless and keep you all: B LRG0l GRigpifR BLEE, &5
Eg).

4



“What about us?” said Obie. “*He says he’s going to ask
to buy Mama and Sally, but what about us?”

He sounded just about ready to cry,! so I said quickly:

“He said he wished we were there, Obie. But he won't
have money, not for all four of us?2. He wants Mama the most,
and Master would maybe sell Sally cheap because she’s not
strong.” '

Obie felt better then. “Maybe he wants us to run away and
go north and help him.”

Mama and I started to tell him not to say such things when
the Preacher said slowly,® “Maybe that’s just what he does want.+”

We all stared at him. Obie was the most surprised of all
at the idea that he might be right.®

The Preacher went on,  “He couldn’t say just what he meant.
He knows we can't talk openly here, and even my letters get read
at the post office® before I ever see them. But what he says about
wishing Amos and Obadiah could be with him, that’s written
larger and darker than the rest of the letter. It's got to have?
some special meaning.”

“But they’re just little children,” whispered Mama, “Amos,
he’s only twelve, and Obie’s nine. And they’re both small
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and thin for their age.”

The Preacher looked at us and rubbed his head. “I guess
they know how to do a full day’s work though,!” he said.

We nodded. We had to know how. Every able-bodied?*
slave worked from sun-up to late afternoon on the Bricker
plantation.®

“And they look clever boys,” the Preacher went on.

“Yes, indeed they are,” said Mama. “They're like their
pa. Amos, he’'s — well, he’s quite grown-up although he’s so
young. He’s been the man* around here these five years, since
he was small. And my Obie,” she smiled a little bit, “he’s very
clever at talking, he could talk his way out of anything.5”

Obie was full of excitement. “We could do it,* Mama,”
he told her. “Amos and I are very good wulkers. Remember
last Christmas we walked all the way to Searsville and back,
and we weren't even tired. That must have been twelve miles
at least. We could do it.”

“We could try, Mama,” I added, trying to sound braver than
I felt.

Mama shook her head. “It must be hundreds and hun-
dreds of miles. I don't know how far ... And they wouldn't
even know the way.”?

That was true enough. We all knew that we lived in South
Carolina and that North Carolina® began just a little way past
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Searsville. But where was Philadelphia? We only knew that
it was up north! and very far away.

That didn’t seem to worry the Preacher though. “There
are people who would help them along the way,” he said. “I
could put them on the underground railroad.”

“The what?”

“The underground railroad.” The Preacher explained that
name which then meant nothing to us? but soon would mean so
much. The “railroad™ was people, people who hid and helped
runaway slaves and sent them on to the next “station’® on the
road north to freedom.

Mama was still shaking her head and saying how little we
were when he finished explaining, but sorcehow 1 already knew
we would go.

“You don't need to make up your mind right now,” the
Preacher said finally. “But if you decide, this is what you can
do. Does Master Bricker give you a day off* on July 4th 7"

We nodded.

“Well, the fourth comes on a Monday this year. If you
were to® get away Saturday night or Sunday morning early,
you'd have two days’ stari’ before anyone would notice you
were gone. You should be able to walk to the new bridge over
the Pee Dee River in that time. It's no more than twenty-five
miles, I guess. Well, you sit there on the river bank under the
bridge — no one will see you there. TI'll come with my cart
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some time on July 5th. I'll stop near the bridge and go down
to the river for some water. When 1 start singing that means
it’s safe for you to come out from under the bridge and get into
my cart. 1 can take you up as far as Raleigh, maybe, and I'll
leave you with someone' who'll send you up farther on the
underground railroad.”

“But what about Mama ?” I asked. “If we ran away Master
Bricker would punish her.”

Mama put her arm around me. “If you boys were free,”
she said, “there wouldn’t be anything Master Bricker could do
that would hurt me.?”

“Besides,” the Preacher added, “you could fix it® so he
wouldn’t know just what happened to you, whether you’d run
away, got stolen or drowned or what.”

“Can we go, Mama?”’ begged Obie.

“I've got to think some more,” she answered uncertainly.
“It’s so far to go and you'rs so little.”” Then turning to the
Preacher she asked, “Couldn’t you pick them up* some place
nearer than that bridge?”

He shook his head, “It’s not safe for me to be in the neigh-
bourhood when any slave runs away. If the white people begin
to think I am helping them, I can't be of any more use.5”

Then he asked me to look outside and see if he could leave
without being seen. I told him yes, and then showed him the
way along the path to the main road where he had slept the night
before.
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As he went off he put his hand on my shoulder. “I'll see
you, I guess. July 5th, by the ncw Pee Deze Bridge.”

1 walked slowly back to the cabin. All of a sudden' I could
feel my head full of new thoughts and my heart full of new feel-
ings. Everything seemed strange and dangerous and excit-
ing. Some slaves had got together behind the cabins and were
singing, as they often did on Sunday night. Through the dark
I heard the words of the song; they moved me very much:

“Didn’t my Lord deliver Daniel, deliver Daniel, deliver
Danicl 72

“Didn't my Lord deliver Daniel, ther: why not every man?”

2

The next few weeks were different from any that had gone
before. I was doing the same things, mostly® hoeing, weeding
and watering in the vegetable garden or in the cotton fields,
but I did it all with a strange new feeling that after thirty, after
twenty, after ten, and then at last after one more day 1 would
never work in those ficlds again. When I talked to one of the
other boys I was always remembering that pretty scon* he
wouldn’t see me any more, and he didn’t even know it. And
in the evening when I looked around our bare little cabin, and
especially when 1 talked to Mama and Sally, the excitement and
adventure got all mixed up with a sad feeling that I would soon
be leaving them.
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I knew that Obie was feeling the same way, and with him
everything showed more.! Every few days? Mama or I would
have to tell him not to talk so openly, not to look at me in a kind
of knowing way,® or not to smile so much.

Saturday night, July 2nd, finally came, and as soon as we
bad washed ourselves and eaten, we got everyvthing ready for
the next morning. Obie and 1 got out our fishing poles — we'd
decided that nobody would notice two black boys walking away
from their master’s plantation if they carried fishing poles.t
Mama was going to tell the master on Monday night that we’d
gone fishing and hadn’t comne back. That would perhaps make
him think that we might have got lost or drowned instead of
making him sure we'd run away.

Mama packed up some food in a bag for us. The Mistress
(Master’s wife) sometimes gave her eggs for little Sally, and she
had saved four of them and cooked them hard for us. She
put in some vegetables, too, and a lot of corn-bread. After that
we all lay down and tried to sleep. It must have been several
hours before I fell asleep,® and then I kept waking up wonder-
ing if it was time to get up, but Mama, who was lying on her
bed wide awake, would® tell me it was still night. Sometime
after midnight I really went to sleep but was soon woken up by
Obie shaking my shoulder and whispering excitedly. *“Amos,
get up, get up. It must be time.”

I went out and looked at the sky, but it was still very dark.

1. with him everything chowed more: HEHY, —MHAXBATHE,
2. every fewdays: /LK. 3. look at mein a kind of knowing way: i
OBTEMGHETHEN, 4. Gshing poles: #4424, 5. It must be several
hours before... asleep: f&it 2t THNLA M 2ZFERAANE. 6. would: 76

EEHARSE 23 §7 would have 1o tell ... —BEF Rmic A MR, Mzl
Bl—4id 8% W M A e,

10




After that none of us slept any more and finally Mama told us
we could get up and dress. She gave us each a big plate of por-
ridge she had made the night before.  She couldn’t make it hot
because she didn’t want anyone to smell the fire so early in the
morning. 1 tried to eat because I knew it would be the last
real meal I'd have for two days, but I found that eating was just
as hard as sleeping. I felt sick,! and every mouthful of cold por-
ridge made me feel sicker. Obie was the same, so after telling
us to eat several times Mama took the plates away. Then she
went to a box where she kept her few things and brought out
a small bag of candies which she put in our food bag.

“There’s a little present I got for you boys,” she said.

“How'd you get them, Mama?”

“Remember the Master gave me ten cants when I found
his hunting knife just after Christmas?”

We both felt the love behind that present? and were very
moved. Obie took two candies out of the bag, took them over
to Sally and put them into her hand.

“That's for you, Sally,” he said solemnly, “from me and
Amos.”

Mama put her arms around us and told us to say a prayer
to God before we left.  The three of us went down on our knces
on the dirt floor, and Mama’s lips were moving, but no words
came, only a kind of crying sound. At last she whispered in a
broken, almost angry voice, *I can’t do any more for them, Lord.
You've got to help them now.”

We got up, took our fishing poles and the bag of food, kiss-
ed Mama, and went out of the door — for the last time.® QObic

1. sick: RE,i>, 2. felt the love behind that present: {23 842
& -Jrigik. 3. for the last time: fi 5 —k (BT L0AT),

11



was crying bitterly — crying for both of us, I guess —as we
walked up the path to the road in the early morning light. The
sky had already turned from black to gray, and we could hardly
see the stars any more. Once we got to the main road Obic's
crying soon got quieter.

“In four years we'll be almost grown-up,” he said after a
while.

“When we get North we can help Pa, and then he'll be able
to get Mama sooner,” I reminded him.?

“Maybe we could get Mama sooner if we didn’t ask for
Sally at the same time.” He said a little bit morc hopefully.

“Obie, you know Mama would never leave Sally all alone.”
I tried to sound shocked,® and didn't tell him that I'd had the
same idea myself.

“Maybe when we're all together again we can have a little
farm. Maybe we could even get a dog...”

The sun was slowly rising and our spirits were going up a
little bit,* too, by the time we got to the woods. Here we lcft
the road and went over to the stream where we often went fish-
ing. We had aleady decided to walk in the stream as much as

we could because the Master might send dogs out to find us. A
slave had run away the year before from a neighbouring farm
and had been found by dogs.

it was prefty slow going, walking in the stream.® The
watcr was runing so fast it was hard to keep on our feet.5 Sud-
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denly we stopped. There, about fifty feet ahead of us, fishing
in the stream, were Bricker's sons, Master Fred! and Master
Frank. We stared at them and they stared back at us. Then
Obie and 1 started whispering and pulling at each other? at the
same moment.

He was pulling me back and whispering, “‘Come on, run.”

1 was pulling him forward, saying, “Don’t do anything.
Don’t run. They've already seen us.”

But I was too nervous to walk right past them.? They were
sitting on the right bank, so, holding firmly onte Obie's shirt,
1 climbed up the left bank and walked, just as slowly as I could,
into the trees. 1 knew we shouldn’t look back, but I just couldn’t
help it* Master Fred and Master Frank were also whispering
to each other and pointing towards us. We walked on.

“Hey, come here a minute,” called a voice behind us.

Obie and 1 looked at each other in despair.® The Bricker
boys were a couple of years older then me and much bigger.
There was no time to think, and we were so used to doing what
we were told that we turned around,® crossed the stream again
and stood before them.

“Have you caught any fish, Master Fred?” I asked weakly.

“INo, we just got here.”

Nobody said anything for a long minute. Then Master
Fred went on, speaking in a strange voice, “‘Listen, if you won't
tell anyone that you saw us fishing, we’ll give you a jam bun.™?
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Obie’s mouth fell open and 1 wasn’t afraid any more.
Master Frank noticed our surprise.

“Mother doesn’t like us fishing on Sundays,” he explained.

“A couple of weeks ago! someone saw us and told her and
there was ... well, kind of trouble. And we don’t want to ... to
worry her again so soon ....%"

“We won't tell anybody,” I promised.

“Cross your heart and hope to die,3 Amos?”

[ was surprised they knew my name. The Master and the
Mistress never knew the pames of their slave children.

“Cross my heart and hope to die,” I said and Obie repeated.

Then Master Frank opened the food box beside him, care-
fully studied the three jam buns, and after deciding which was
the smallest, handed it to me. We thanked them with real feel-
ing and set off again across the stream and through the trees.
It was all I could do to keep Obie from jumping with happiness.*

As soon as they couldn’t see or hear us we sat down to rest
our legs and get over our fright. Obic wanted to eat the bun
at once.

“You can eat it,” I said. “I don’t want to take anything
more from the Brickers.”

“What d’you mean? Take it. They gave it —it is like a
goodbye present.”

“Well, I don’t want any present from them.”

Obie thought I was silly and took the bun out of the food
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bag. Itook some bread and turned my back so as not to watch
him enjoying it.! But I still couldn’t help hearing him eating
it.2  We never ate anything like that except maybe at Christmas.

“Amos,” said Obie after a few bites, “you know that old
dry bread came from the Master just as much as this delicious
bun.?”

It was true. 1 guess he saw that I was changing my mind.

“Besides, don’t you think they owe you a little after all the
weeding you've done?”

He broke the bun into two pieces and held outt one to me.
So that first meal that we ate in freedom was also the most de-
licious we'd ever had.

3

We got to Searsville late in the morning, and I guess most
of the people were in church. Anyway the streets were almost
empty and we got through without any trouble. We'd never
been farther than Searsville before, but Mama had told us to
find the Dearborn River just north of the town® and follow along
beside it® till it ran into the Pee Dee River. A road ran right
next to it the first part of the way. By the middle of the after-
noon we'd got to another little town. I don’t know what its
name was because we couldn’t read the sign, but it was a bad
place for us.
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There was a small park right about in the middle of the town
with benches around it. On the benches sat a lot of old men
smoking and sunning themselves,! and as we walked towards
them they all turned and stared at us. It made me feel nervous.
I moved my fishing pole from one shoulder to the other, then
back again to the first. 1 looked quickly at Obie. He looked
like a rabbit that’s just noticed a dog in front of him.

“Look ordinary,” T whispered.?

He gave a litile jump at the sound of my voice,® and I said
it again.

“Look ordinary.”

That was too much for him.t *“Shut up,® he said quite
angrily.

His anger gave me an idea, and 1 just hoped that he would
understand what 1 wanted him to do.

“Give me that bag,” | shouted, seizing the food bag. “It’s
mine.”

He gave me a surprised look, then his face lighted up.

“It’s mine,” he shouted back.

“It isn't.”

“It is.”

“It isn’t.”

By now we had reached the first old man, and out of the
corner of my eyes I saw that he was lavghing.

“Tis.”
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