
 

 
SEQUENCING OF EVENTS IN THE SLAVE NARRATIVE OF HENRY “BOX” BROWN 
STUDENT HANDOUT 1: BROWN’S OWN NARRATIVE 

The following is a single chapter from Narrative of the Life of Henry Box Brown, Written by 
Himself with bold emphasis added.  This work was originally published in 1851.   

Chapter 7 

        I had for a long while been a member of the choir in the Affeviar church in Richmond, but 
after the severe family affliction to which I have just alluded in the last chapter and the 
knowledge that these cruelties were perpetrated by ministers and church members, I began 
strongly to suspect the christianity of the slave-holding church members and hesitated much 
about maintaining, my connection with them. The suspicion of these slave-dealing christians 
was the means of keeping me absent from all their churches from the time that my wife and 
children were torn from me, until Christmas day in the year 1848; and I would not have gone 
then but being a leading member of the choir, I yielded to the entreaties of my associates to 
assist at a concert of sacred music which was to be got up for the benefit of the church. My 
friend Dr. Smith, who was the conductor of the under-ground railway, was also a member of 
the choir, and when I had consented to attend he assisted me in selecting twenty four pieces to 
be sung on the occasion. 

        On the day appointed for our concert I went along with Dr. Smith, and the singing 
commenced at half-past three o'clock, p.m. When we had sung about ten pieces and were 
engaged in singing the following verse— 
 

Again the day returns of holy rest,  
Which, when he made the world, Jehovah blest;  
When, like his own, he bade our labours cease,  

And all be piety, and all be peace, 
 
the members were rather astonished at Dr. Smith, who stood on my right hand, suddenly 
closing his book, and sinking down upon his seat his eyes being at the same time filled with 
tears. Several of them began to inquire what was the matter with him, but he did not tell them. 
I guessed what it was and afterwards found out that I had judged of the circumstances 
correctly. Dr. Smith's feelings were overcome with a sense of doing wrongly in singing for the 
purpose of obtaining money to assist those who were buying and selling their fellow-men. He 
thought at that moment he felt reproved by Almighty God for lending his aid to the cause of 
slave-holding religion; and it was under this impression he closed his book and formed the 
resolution which he still acts upon, of never singing again or taking part in the services of a pro-
slavery church. He is now in New England publicly advocating the cause of emancipation. 
 
        After we had sung several other pieces we commenced the anthem, which run thus— 
 

Vital spark of heavenly flame,  
Quit, O! quit the mortal frame-- 

 
these words awakened in me feelings in which the sting of former sufferings was still sticking 
fast, and stimulated by the example of Dr. Smith, whose feelings I read so correctly, I too made  
 



 

 
up my mind that I would be no longer guilty of assisting those bloody dealers in the bodies and 
souls of men; and ever since that time I have steadfastly kept my resolution. 
 
        I now began to get weary of my bonds; and earnestly panted after liberty. I felt convinced 
that I should be acting in accordance with the will of God, if I could snap in sunder those bonds 
by which I was held body and soul as the property of a fellow man. I looked forward to the 
good time which every day I more and more firmly believed would yet come, when I should 
walk the face of the earth in full possession of all that freedom which the finger of God had so 
clearly written on the constitutions of man, and which was common to the human race; but of 
which, by the cruel hand of tyranny, I, and millions of my fellow-men, had been robbed. 
 
        I was well acquainted with a store-keeper in the city of Richmond, from whom 
I used to purchase my provisions; and having formed a favourable opinion of his 
integrity, one day in the course of a little conversation with him, I said to him if I 
were free I would be able to do business such as he was doing; he then told me that 
my occupation (a tobacconist) was a money-making one, and if I were free I had no 
need to change for another. I then told him my circumstances in regard to my 
master, having to pay him 25 dollars per month, and yet that he refused to assist me 
in saving my wife from being sold and taken away to the South, where I should 
never see her again; and even refused to allow me to go and see her until my hours 
of labour were over. I told him this took place about five months ago, and I had 
been meditating my escape from slavery since, and asked him, as no person was 
near us, if he could give me any information about how I should proceed. I told him 
I had a little money and if he would assist me I would pay him for so doing. The man 
asked me if I was not afraid to speak that way to him; I said no, for I imagined he 
believed that every man had a right to liberty. He said I was quite right, and asked 
me how much money I would give him if he would assist me to get away. I told him 
that I had 166 dollars and that I would give him the half; so we ultimately agreed 
that I should have his service in the attempt for 86. Now I only wanted to fix upon a 
plan. He told me of several plans by which others had managed to effect their 
escape, but none of them exactly suited my taste. I then left him to think over what 
would be best to be done, and, in the mean time, went to consult my friend Dr. 
Smith, on the subject. I mentioned the plans which the storekeeper had suggested, 
and as he did not approve either of them very much, I still looked for some plan 
which would be more certain and more safe, but I was determined that come what 
may, I should have my freedom or die in the attempt. 
 
        One day, while I was at work, and my thoughts were eagerly feasting upon the 
idea of freedom, I felt my soul called out to heaven to breathe a prayer to Almighty 
God. I prayed fervently that he who seeth in secret and knew the inmost desires of 
my heart, would lend me his aid in bursting my fetters asunder, and in restoring me 
to the possession of those rights, of which men had robbed me; when the idea 
suddenly flashed across my mind of shutting myself up in a box, and getting myself 
conveyed as dry goods to a free state. 
 
        Being now satisfied that this was the plan for me, I went to my friend Dr. Smith 
and, having acquainted him with it, we agreed to have it put at once into execution 
not however without calculating the chances of danger with which it was attended; 
but buoyed up by the prospect of freedom and increased hatred to slavery I was 
willing to dare even death itself rather than endure any longer the clanking of those 



 

galling chains. It being still necessary to have the assistance of the store-keeper, to 
see that the box was kept in its right position on its passage, I then went to let him 
know my intention, but he said although he was willing to serve me in any way he 
could, he did not think I could live in a box for so long a time as would be necessary 
to convey me to Philadelphia, but as I had already made up my mind, he consented 
to accompany me and keep the box right all the way. 
 
        My next object was to procure a box, and with the assistance of a carpenter 
that was very soon accomplished, and taken to the place where the packing was to 
be performed. In the mean time the storekeeper had written to a friend in 
Philadelphia, but as no answer had arrived, we resolved to carry out our purpose as 
best we could. It was deemed necessary that I should get permission to be absent 
from my work for a few days, in order to keep down suspicion until I had once fairly 
started on the road to liberty; and as I had then a gathered finger I thought that 
would form a very good excuse for obtaining leave of absence; but when I showed it 
to one overseer, Mr. Allen, he told me it was not so bad as to prevent me from 
working, so with a view of making it bad enough, I got Dr. Smith to procure for me 
some oil of vitriol in order to drop a little of this on it, but in my hurry I dropped 
rather much and made it worse than there was any occasion for, in fact it was very 
soon eaten in to the bone, and on presenting it again to Mr. Allen I obtained the 
permission required, with the advice that I should go home and get a poultice of 
flax-meal to it, and keep it well poulticed until it got better. I took him instantly at 
his word and went off directly to the store-keeper who had by this time received an 
answer from his friend in Philadelphia, and had obtained permission to address the 
box to him, this friend in that city, arranging to call for it as soon as it should arrive. 
There being no time to be lost, the store-keeper, Dr. Smith, and myself, agreed to 
meet next morning at four o'clock, in order to get the box ready for the express 
train. The box which I had procured was three feet one inch wide, two feet six 
inches high, and two feet wide: and on the morning of the 29th day of March, 1849, 
I went into the box-- having previously bored three gimlet holes opposite my face, 
for air, and provided myself with a bladder of water, both for the purpose of 
quenching my thirst and for wetting my face, should I feel getting faint. I took the 
gimlet also with me, in order that I might bore more holes if I found I had not 
sufficient air. Being thus equipped for the battle of liberty, my friends nailed down 
the lid and had me conveyed to the Express Office, which was about a mile distant 
from the place where I was packed. I had no sooner arrived at the office than I was 
turned heels up, while some person nailed something on the end of the box. I was 
then put upon a wagon and driven off to the depôt with my head down, and I had 
no sooner arrived at the depôt, than the man who drove the wagon tumbled me 
roughly into the baggage car, where, however, I happened to fall on my right side. 
 
        The next place we arrived at was Potomac Creek, where the baggage had to be 
removed from the cars, to be put on board the steamer; where I was again placed 
with my head down, and in this dreadful position had to remain nearly an hour and 
a half, which, from the sufferings I had thus to endure, seemed like an age to me, 
but I was forgetting the battle of liberty, and I was resolved to conquer or die. I felt 
my eyes swelling as if they would burst from their sockets; and the veins on my 
temples were dreadfully distended with pressure of blood upon my head. In this 
position I attempted to lift my hand to my face but I had no power to move it; I felt 
a cold sweat coming over me which seemed to be a warning that death was about 
to terminate my earthly miseries, but as I feared even that, less than slavery, I 



 

resolved to submit to the will of God, and under the influence of that impression, I 
lifted up my soul in prayer to God, who alone, was able to deliver me. My cry was 
soon heard, for I could hear a man saying to another, that he had travelled a long 
way and had been standing there two hours, and he would like to get somewhat to 
sit down; so perceiving my box, standing on end, he threw it down and then two sat 
upon it. I was thus relieved from a state of agony which may be more easily 
imagined than described. I could now listen to the men talking, and heard one of 
them asking the other what he supposed the box contained; his companion replied 
he guessed it was "THE MAIL." I too thought it was a mail but not such a mail as he 
supposed it to be. 
 
        The next place at which we arrived was the city of Washington, where I was 
taken from the steam-boat, and again placed upon a wagon and carried to the depôt 
right side up with care; but when the driver arrived at the depôt I heard him call for 
some person to help to take the box off the wagon, and some one answered him to 
the effect that he might throw it off; but, says the driver, it is marked "this side up 
with care;" so if I throw it off I might break something, the other answered him that 
it did not matter if he broke all that was in it, the railway company were able 
enough to pay for it. No sooner were these words spoken than I began to tumble 
from the wagon, and falling on the end where my head was, I could bear my neck 
give a crack, as if it had been snapped asunder and I was knocked completely 
insensible. The first thing I heard after that, was some person saying, "there is no 
room for the box, it will have to remain and be sent through to-morrow with the 
luggage train; but the Lord had not quite forsaken me, for in answer to my earnest 
prayer He so ordered affairs that I should not be left behind; and I now heard a man 
say that the box had come with the express, and it must be sent on. I was then 
tumbled into the car with my head downwards again, but the car had not proceeded 
far before, more luggage having to be taken in, my box got shifted about and so 
happened to turn upon its right side; and in this position I remained till I got to 
Philadelphia, of our arrival in which place I was informed by hearing some person 
say, "We are in port and at Philadelphia." My heart then leaped for joy, and I 
wondered if any person knew that such a box was there. 
 
        Here it may be proper to observe that the man who had promised to accompany 
my box failed to do what he promised; but, to prevent it remaining long at the 
station after its arrival, he sent a telegraphic message to his friend, and I was only 
twenty seven hours in the box, though travelling a distance of three hundred and 
fifty miles. 
 
        I was now placed in the depôt amongst the other luggage, where I lay till seven 
o'clock, P.M., at which time a wagon drove up, and I heard a person inquire for such 
a box as that in which I was. I was then placed on a wagon and conveyed to the 
house where my friend in Richmond had arranged I should be received. A number of 
persons soon collected round the box after it was taken in to the house, but as I did 
not know what was going on I kept myself quiet. I heard a man say, "let us rap 
upon the box and see if he is alive;" and immediately a rap ensued and a voice said, 
tremblingly, "Is all right within?" to which I replied--"all right." The joy of the 
friends was very great; when they heard that I was alive they soon managed to 
break open the box, and then came my resurrection from the grave of slavery. I rose 
a freeman, but I was too weak, by reason of long confinement in that box, to be 
able to stand, so I immediately swooned away. After my recovery from the swoon 



 

the first thing, which arrested my attention, was the presence of a number of 
friends, every one seeming more anxious than another, to have an opportunity of 
rendering me their assistance, and of bidding me a hearty welcome to the 
possession of my natural rights, I had risen as it were from the dead; I felt much 
more than I could readily express. 
 
        I was then taken by the hand and welcomed to the houses of the following 
friends:--Mr. J. Miller, Mr. M'Kim, Mr. and Mrs. Motte, Mr. and Mrs. Davis, and many 
others, by all of whom I was treated in the kindest manner possible. But it was 
thought proper that I should not remain long in Philadelphia, so arrangements were 
made for me to proceed to Massachusetts, where, by the assistance of a few Anti-
slavery friends, I was enabled shortly after to arrive. I went to New York, where I 
became acquainted with Mr. H. Long, and Mr. Eli Smith, who were very kind to me 
the whole time I remained there. My next journey was to New Bedford, where I 
remained some weeks under the care of Mr. H. Ricketson, my finger being still bad 
from the effects of the oil of vitriol with which I dressed it before I left Richmond. 
While I was here I heard of a great Anti-slavery meeting which was to take place in 
Boston, and being anxious to identify myself with that public movement, I 
proceeded there and had the pleasure of meeting the hearty sympathy of thousands 
to whom I related the story of my escape. I have since attended large meetings in 
different towns in the states of Maine, New Hampshire, Vermont, Connecticut, 
Rhode Island, Pennsylvania, and New York, in all of which places I have found many 
friends and have endeavoured, according to the best of my abilities, to advocate the 
cause of the emancipation of the slave; with what success I will not pretend to say--
but with a daily increasing confidence in the humanity and justice of my cause, and 
in the assurance of the approbation of Almighty God. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Teachers may use and reproduce the material on the Crafting Freedom website for instructional purposes. 


