VENTURE SMITH (1729–1805)

A NARRATIVE OF THE LIFE AND ADVENTURES OF VENTURE (1798)
The first of the time of living at my master’s own place, I was pretty much employed in
the house at 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 to
him 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 I was about nine years old . . .
This was the third time of my being sold, and I was then thirty-one years old. As I never
had an opportunity of redeeming myself whilst I was owned by Miner, though he
promised to give me a chance, I was then very ambitious of obtaining it. I asked my
master one time if he would consent to have me purchase my freedom. He replied that he
would. I was then very happy, knowing that I was at that time able to pay part of the
purchase money, by means of the money which I some time since buried. This I took out
of the earth and tendered to my master . . . What was wanting in redeeming myself, my
master agreed to wait on me for, until I could procure it for him.
Being encouraged by the success which I had met in redeeming myself, I again solicited
my master for a further chance of completing it. The chance for which I solicited him was
that of going out to work the ensuing winter. He agreed to this on condition that I would
give him one quarter of my earnings. On these terms I worked the following winter, and
earned four pounds sixteen shillings, one quarter of which went to my master for the
privilege, and the rest was paid him on my own account. This added to the other
payments made up forty-four pounds, eight shillings, which I had paid on my own
account. I was then about thirty-five years old.
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 one pounds two shillings. The
reason of my master for asking such an unreasonable price, was he said, to secure himself
in case I should ever come to want. Being thirty-six years old, I left Col. Smith once for
all. I had already been sold three different times, made considerable money with
seemingly nothing to derive it from, been cheated out of a large sum of money, lost much
by misfortunes, and paid an enormous sum for my freedom.
My freedom is a privilege which nothing else can equal. Notwithstanding all the losses I
have suffered by fire, by the injustice of knaves, by the cruelty and oppression of false
hearted friends, and the perfidy of my own countrymen whom I have assisted and
redeemed from bondage, I am now possessed of more than one hundred acres of land,
and three habitable dwelling houses. It gives me joy to think that I have and that I deserve
so good a character, especially for truth and integrity.
Taken from “Venture Smith’s Account of Slavery and Freedom, 1700s,” in Interpreting a Continent:
Voices from Colonial America, eds. Kathleen DuVal and John DuVal (London: Rowman & Littlefield
Publishers, 2009), 171–178.

