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Charles Ball was born in 1780 and raised a slave in Maryland, where he married and 
began a family. He was taken from his family and sold to a cotton plantation owner in 
South Carolina in 1805. This excerpt, taken from the story of his life published in 1836, 
describes the process of being sold, which many slaves experienced at least once after 
their arrival in the United States. Ball tried to escape from slavery twice before finally 
gaining his freedom. 
 
READING FOCUS: 
Does the autobiographical nature of this account affect its value as a historical document? 
Why or why not? 
 
 
 
Thirty-two of these were men, and nineteen were women. The women were merely tied 
together with a rope, about the size of a bed cord, which was tied like a halter round the 
neck of each; but the men, of whom I was the stoutest and strongest, were very 
differently caparisoned. A strong iron collar was closely fitted by means of a padlock 
round each of our necks. A chain of iron, about a hundred feet in length, was passed 
through the hasp of each padlock, except at the two ends, where the hasps of the padlocks 
passed through a link of the chain. In addition to this, we were handcuffed in pairs, with 
iron staples and bolts, with a short chain, about a foot long, uniting the handcuffs and 
their wearers in pairs. In this manner, we were chained alternately by the right and left 
hand; and the poor man, to whom I was thus ironed, wept like an infant when the 
blacksmith, with his heavy hammer, fastened the ends of the bolts that kept the staples 
from slipping from our arms. 
 
I shall never forget the sensations which I experienced this evening, on finding myself in 
chains in the state of South Carolina. From my earliest recollections, the name of South 
Carolina had been little less terrible to me than that of a bottomless pit. In Maryland, it 
had always been the practice of masters and mistresses, who wished to terrify their 
slaves, to threaten to sell them to South Carolina. I seriously meditated on self-
destruction, and had I been at liberty to get a rope, I believe I should have hanged myself. 
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