
 
 

The year: 1853. The place: Richmond, 
Virginia. A traveling British artist 

casually peruses the city’s newspapers and 
scans the notices of slave auctions alongside 
the advertisements for dry goods, patent 
medicines, and runaway slaves. His curiosity 
aroused, he decides to attend a sale of 
human beings. The resulting paintings and 
illustrations created by the artist Eyre Crowe 
solidified an enduring record of Richmond’s 
infamous trade. To Be Sold: Virginia and the 
American Slave Trade examines Crowe’s art 
as well as the enslaved African Americans 
sold into the largest forced migration in U.S. 
history. Solomon Northup of Twelve Years 
a Slave fame was imprisoned here, as was 
Anthony Burns, whose case became a cause 
célèbre of the Fugitive Slave Act. 

If there is one feature of 
American slavery more 
abominable than another, 
it is that which sanctions 
the buying and selling of 
human beings.

 —William Wells Brown, 
escaped slave and abolitionist
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Charles B. Wang Center
September 8–December 31, 2021

Monday–Friday, 9:00 am–5:00 pm

Saturday-Sunday, 9:00 am–7:00 pm

Richmond is the great Slave Market for the South.
—Nancy Whets, former slave

Upper South cities such as Alexandria and Richmond 
became slave-collecting and resale centers. A large 
network of traders worked in the surrounding counties, 
purchasing people and selling them in the urban markets. 
The slave trade spawned a Traders Bank, accommodations 
for visiting traders, slave jails, a side business in slave 
hiring, and even clothing dealers who specialized in 
dressing enslaved people for sale. By the 1840s, Virginia’s 
capital, Richmond, was the largest slave-trading center 
in the Upper South. In an area just a few blocks from 
the State Capitol, a bustling trade in human trafficking 
thrived, with nearly daily commerce in the selling of 
people. In 1857, the trade in Richmond was estimated at 
$4 million (more than $440 million today), making the 
slave trade one of Virginia’s largest industries. After the 
sale, people were transported by ship, rail, or overland 
in groups called coffles that sometimes numbered as 
many as three hundred people. The end of the journey 
was often New Orleans, the largest slave-trading city 
in the United States. 

The 

TraDe
Until the pictures of the slave’s sufferings were drawn 
and held up to the public gaze, no Northerner had any 
idea of the cruelty of the system.

—Angelina Grimké, abolitionist

an arTiST”S eyewiTneSS

EyrE 
CrowE 
Early in the 1850s, Eyre Crowe, a British artist traveling throughout the 
United States, purchased a copy of the best-selling abolitionist novel Uncle 
Tom’s Cabin and met several important anti-slavery activists. The descriptions 
of the auction blocks and separation of families inspired Crowe to learn more. 
While in Richmond, Crowe visited the auction rooms near his hotel and 
sketched the proceedings. His actions aroused suspicion among the buyers 
and sellers, who threw him out of the rooms. Returning to London, Crowe 
exhibited at least three paintings focused on American slavery that spoke 
eloquently of the pathos and upheaval of human trafficking. Crowe depicted 
the complexity of the trade by presenting not only the typical auction scene, 
but also the moments before and after the auction. 

Slaves Waiting for Sale, Richmond, 
Virginia. 1861. Eyre Crowe. Oil on 
canvas. Courtesy of the Heinz  
Family Foundation.

Some years after de war 
one of my daughters carried 
me back down to Powhatan 
county on de James River 
to see if I could find my 
mother. After we got dere 
dey tol’ me my mother had 
been dead three years.

—Martha Showvely,  
former slave

e

If they got short of cash and 
wanted four or five hundred 
dollars—they would say, 
John, Mary, James, I want 
you to get ready and go to 
the courthouse with me this 
morning. They would take 
you on down there and that’s 
the last we’d see of them.

—William I. Johnson Jr., 
former slave

Who 

Profited?
The business of the domestic slave trade permeated every aspect of the 
American economy. Slave-trade profits flowed not only to masters and traders 
in the South, but to merchants who supplied clothing and food to the slave 
traders, and to steamboat, railroad, and ship owners who carried enslaved 
people. Northern capitalists invested in banks that handled the exchange 
of money for people and in insurance companies that protected the owners’ 
investments. Foreign investors bought southern securities, some of which 
were issued on mortgaged slaves. New England, the hotbed of American 
abolitionism and the home of America’s cotton textile industry, grew rich 
on the backs of the enslaved people. Sugar produced in the Deep South was 
used in homes throughout the United States. 

EpiloguE 
After the end of the Civil War and the passage of the 
Thirteenth Amendment, slavery and the slave trade 
ended in the United States. Though the pain of the 
trade was felt for generations, the places of the slave 
trade soon were forgotten or destroyed. Lumpkin’s Jail 
became a school for newly freed African Americans, 
which later became Virginia Union University. Much of 
the area in Richmond where the trade was concentrated 
was erased from the landscape in the 1950s and 1960s 
through construction of Interstate 95. Yet echoes remain.

whaT Do we Know abouT The Slave TraDe?
Records of the internal trade in enslaved people survive in account books, ledgers, correspondence, receipts, and ship manifests. The 
Library of Virginia’s collections include the records of slave traders as well as descriptions of slave auctions in personal papers. In 
Virginia’s county courts, suits filed between former partners offer rich details about the mechanics of the trade, the money generated, 
and lists of names of those sold from Virginia to the Cotton South. The Library also has microfilm of the account books of Hector 
Davis and Dickinson, Hill & Co., two major Richmond traders, as well as federal ship manifests that document the movement of the 
enslaved in the trade. To determine the scope of records about the slave trade, visit the searchable public database Virginia Heritage 
(http://vaheritage.org/about-vhp).

After the Sale: Slaves Going South. 1854. Eyre Crowe. Oil on 
canvas. Courtesy of the Chicago History Museum. 

related Programs

Lecture 
University Senate Inaugural Presidential Lecture 
Wednesday, October 20, 2021 @ 3 PM 
Charles B. Wang Center Theatre

Art crAwL 
To Be Sold: Virginia and the American Slave Trade 
Saturday, October 23, 2021 @ 1 PM 
Charles B. Wang Center Theatre Gallery

To Be Sold is curated by Maurie D. McInnis, 
president of Stony Brook University, based on her 
book Slaves Waiting for Sale: Abolitionist Art and 
the American Slave Trade (Chicago, 2012).

The Exhibition was first organized by the Library 
of Virginia with support from the National 
Endowment for the Humanities. Any views, 
findings, conclusions or recommendations 
expressed in this exhibition do not necessarily 
represent those of the National Endowment for 
the Humanities.
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