
Promise of a Slave 
 
Booker T. Washington (1856-1915), born into slavery in Virginia, describes 
meeting an ex-slave from that state in his book, Up from Slavery: 
 
"I found that this man had made a contract with his master, two or three years 
previous to the Emancipation Proclamation, to the effect that the slave was to be 
permitted to buy himself, by paying so much per year for his body; and while he 
was paying for himself, he was to be permitted to labor where and for whom he 
pleased. 
 
"Finding that he could secure better wages in Ohio, he went there. When 
freedom came, he was still in debt to his master some $300. Notwithstanding that 
the Emancipation Proclamation freed him from any obligation to his master, this 
black man walked the greater portion of the distance back to where his old 
master lived in Virginia, and placed the last dollar, with interest, in his hands. 
 
"In talking to me about this, the man told me that he knew that he did not have to 
pay his debt, but that he had given his word to his master, and his word he had 
never broken. He felt that he could not enjoy his freedom till he had fulfilled his 
promise." 
 
What a powerful story! After reading it, I have asked myself: What promises have 
I made to my Master that need to be fulfilled today? Is it to love someone who is 
unlovely, according to the world's standards? Is it to help a person who has no 
food or clothing out of the abundance of the blessings I have received? Is it to 
share a hug or a smile or a word of encouragement to a resident who 
desperately hungers for one or all? 
 
And what about you? Is there a promise to the Master calling you? 
 
        --Beecher Hunter 


