
“I Began to Feel the Happiness, Liberty, of which I Knew 

�othing Before”: Boston King Chooses Freedom and the 

Loyalists during the War for Independence, 1798 

Realizing that their best chance of emancipation lay with the British army, as many as 100,000 

enslaved African Americans became Loyalists during the War for Independence. They risked 

possible resale by the British or capture by the Americans, and many became refugees when the 

British withdrew at the end of the war. Born near Charleston, South Carolina, Boston King fled 

his owner to join the British. He escaped captivity several times and made his way to New York, 

the last American port to be evacuated by the British. King was listed in the “Book of Negroes” 

and issued a certificate of freedom, allowing him to board one of the military transport ships 

bound for the free black settlements in Nova Scotia. There, King worked as a carpenter and 

became a Methodist minister. He moved to Sierra Leone in 1792 and published his memoirs, one 

of a handful of first-person accounts by African-American Loyalist refugees.  

 

Boston King:  

When 16 years old, I was bound apprentice to a trade. After being in the shop about two years, I 

had the charge of my master’s tools, which being very good, were often used by the men, if I 

happened to be out of the way: When this was the case, or any of them were lost, or misplaced, 

my master beat me severely, striking me upon my head, or any other part without mercy. One 

time in the holy-days, my master and the men being from home, and the care of the house 

devolving upon me and the younger apprentices, the house was broke open, and robbed of many 

valuable articles, thro‘ the negligence of the apprentice who had then the charge of it. When I 

came home in the evening, and saw what had happened, my consternation was inconceivable, as 

all that we had in the world could not make good the loss. The week following, when the master 

came to town, I was beat in the most unmerciful manner, so that I was not able to do any thing 

for a fortnight. About eight months after, we were employed in building a store-house, and nails 

were very dear at that time, it being in the American war, so that the work-men had their nails 

weighed out to them; on this account they made the younger apprentices watch the nails while 

they were at dinner. It being my lot one day to take care of them, which I did till an apprentice 

returned to his work, and then I went to dine. In the mean time he took away all the nails 

belonging to one of the journeymen, and he being of very violent temper, accused me to the 

master with stealing of them. For this offence I was beat and tortured most cruelly, and was laid 

up three weeks before I was able to do any work. My proprietor, hearing of the bad usage I 

received, came to town, and severely reprimanded my master for beating me in such a manner, 

threatening him, that if he ever heard the like again, he would take me away and put me to 

another master to finish my time, and make him pay for it. This had a good effects and he 

behaved much better to me, the two succeeding years, and I began to acquire a proper knowledge 

of my trade. My master being apprehensive that Charles-Town was in danger on account of the 

war, removed into the country, about 38 miles off. Here we built a large house for Mr. Waters, 

during which time the English took Charles-Town. Having obtained leave one day to see my 

parents, who had lived about 12 miles off, and it being late before I could go, I was obliged to 



borrow one of Mr. Waters’s horses; but a servant of my master’s, took the horse from me to go a 

little journey, and stayed two or three days longer than he ought. This involved me in the greatest 

perplexity, and I expected the severest punishment, because the gentleman to whom the horse 

belonged was a very bad man, and knew not how shew mercy. To escape his cruelty, I 

determined to go Charles-Town, and throw myself into the hands of the English. They received 

me readily, and I began to feel the happiness of liberty, of which I knew nothing before, altho’ I 

was much grieved at first, to be obliged to leave my friends, and reside among strangers. In this 

situation I was seized with the small-pox, and suffered great hardships; for all the Blacks affected 

with that disease, were ordered to be carried a mile from the camp, lest the soldiers should be 

infected, and disabled from marching. This was a grievous circumstance to me and many others. 

We lay sometimes a whole day without any thing to eat or drink; but Providence sent a man, who 

belonged to the York volunteers whom I was acquainted with, to my relief. He brought me such 

things a I stood in need of; and by the blessing of the Lord I began to recover.  

By this time, the English left the place; but as I was unable to march with the army, I expected to 

be taken by the enemy. However when they came, and understood that we were ill of the small-

pox, they precipitately left us for fear of the infection. Two days after, the waggons were sent to 

convey us to the English Army, and we were put into a little cottage, (being 25 in number) about 

a quarter of a mile from the Hospital.  

Being recovered, I marched with the army to Chamblem. When we came to the head-quarters, 

our regiment was 35 miles off. I stayed at the head-quarters three weeks, during which time our 

regiment had an engagement with the Americans, and the man who relieved me when I was ill of 

the small-pox, was wounded in the battle, and brought to the hospital. As soon as I heard of his 

misfortune, I went to see him, and tarried with him in the hospital six weeks, till he recovered; 

rejoicing that it was in my power to return him the kindness he had shewed me. From thence I 

went to a place about 35 miles off, where we stayed two months: at the expiration of which, an 

express came to the Colonel to decamp in fifteen minutes. When these orders arrived I was at a 

distance from the camp, catching some fish for the captain that I waited upon; upon returning to 

the camp, to my great astonishment, I found all the English were gone, and had left only a few 

militia. I felt my mind greatly alarmed, but Captain Lewes, who commanded the militia, said, 

“You need not be uneasy, for you will see your regiment before 7 o’clock tonight.” This satisfied 

me for the present, and in two hours we set off. As we were on the march, the Captain asked, 

“How will you like me to be your master?” I answered, that I was Captain Grey’s servant. “Yes,” 

said he; “but I expect they are all taken prisoners before now; and I have been long enough in the 

English service, and am determined to leave them.” These words roused my indignation, and I 

spoke some sharp things to him. But he calmly replied, “If you do not behave well, I will put you 

in irons, and give you a dozen stripes every morning.” I now perceived that my case was 

desperate, and that I had nothing to trust to, but to wait the first opportunity for making my 

escape. The next morning, I was sent with a little boy over the river to an island to fetch the 

Captain some horses. When we came to the Island we found about fifty of the English horses, 

that Captain Lewes had stolen from them at different times while they were at Rockmount. Upon 

our return to the Captain with the horses we were sent for, he immediately set off by himself. I 

stayed till about 10 o’clock, and then resolved to go to the English army. After travelling 24 

miles, I came to a farmer’s house, where I tarried all night, and was well used. Early in the 

morning I continued my journey till I came to the ferry, and found all the boats were on the other 



side of the river: After anxiously waiting some hours, Major Dial crossed the river, and asked me 

many questions concerning the regiment to which I belonged. I gave him satisfactory answers, 

and he ordered the boat to put me over. Being arrived at the head-quarters, I informed my 

Captain that Mr. Lewes had deserted. I also told him of the horses which Lewes had conveyed to 

the Island. Three weeks after, our Light-horse went to the Island and burnt his house; they 

likewise brought back forty of the horses, but he escaped. I tarried with Captain Grey about a 

year, and then left him, and came to Nelson’s ferry. Here I entered into the service of the 

commanding officer of that place. But our situation was very precarious; and we expected to be 

made prisoners every day; for the Americans had 1600 men, not far off; whereas our whole 

number amounted only to 250: But there were 1200 English about 30 miles off; only we knew 

not how to inform them of our danger, as the Americans were in possession of the country. Our 

commander at length determined to send me with a letter, promising me great rewards, if I was 

successful in the business, I refused going on horse-back, and set off on foot about 3 o’clock in 

the afternoon; I expected every moment to fall in with the enemy, whom I well knew would 

shew me no mercy. I went on without interruption, till I got within six miles of my journey’s 

end, and then was alarmed with a great noise a little before me. But I stepped out of the road, and 

fell flat upon my face till they were gone by. I then arose, and praised the Name of the Lord for 

his great mercy, and again pursued my journey, till I came to Mums-corner tavern. I knocked at 

the door, but they blew out the candle. I knocked again, and intreated the master to open the 

door. At last he came with a frightful countenance, and said “I thought it was the Americans; for 

they were here about an hour ago, and I thought they were returned again.” I asked, How many 

were there? he answered, “about one hundred,” I desired him to saddle his horse for me, which 

he did, and went with me himself. When we had gone about two miles, we were stopped by the 

picket-guard, till the Captain came out with 30 men: As soon as he knew that I had brought an 

express from Nelson’s-ferry, he received me with great kindness, and expressed his approbation 

of my courage and conduct in this dangerous business. Next morning, Colonel Small gave me 

three shillings, and many fine promises, which were all that I ever received for this service from 

him. However he sent 600 men to relieve the troops at Nelson’s-ferry.  

Soon after I went to Charles-Town, and entered on board a man of war. As we were going to 

Chesepeak-bay, we were at the taking of a rich prize. We stayed in the bay two days, and then 

sailed for New-York, where I went on shore. Here I endeavoured to follow my trade, but for 

want of tools was obliged to relinquish it, and enter into service. But the wages were so low that 

I was not able to keep myself in clothes, so that I was under the necessity of leaving my master 

and going to another. I stayed with him four months, but he never paid me, and I was obliged to 

leave him also, and work about the town until I was married. A year after I was taken very ill, 

but the Lord raised me up again in about five weeks. I then went out in a pilotboat. We were at 

sea eight days, and had only provisions for five, so that we were in danger of starving. On the 9th 

day we were taken by an American whale-boat. I went on board them with a cheerful 

countenance, and asked for bread and water, and made very free with them. They carried me to 

Brunswick, and used me well. Notwithstanding which, my mind was sorely distressed at the 

thought of being again reduced to slavery, and separated from my wife and family; and at the 

same time it was exceeding difficult to escape from my bondage, because the river at Amboy 

was above a mile over, and likewise another to cross at Staten-Island. I called to remembrance 

the many great deliverances the Lord had wrought for me, and besought him to save me this 

once, and I would serve him all the days of my life. While my mind was thus exercised, I went 



into the jail to see a lad whom I was acquainted with at New-York. He had been taken prisoner, 

and attempted to make his escape, but was caught 12 miles off: They tied him to the tail of a 

horse, and in this manner brought him back to Brunswick. When I saw him, his feet were 

fastened in the stocks, and at night both his hands. This was a terrifying sight to me, as I 

expected to meet with the same kind of treatment, if taken in the act of attempting to regain my 

liberty. I was thankful that I was not confined in a jail, and my master used me as well as I could 

expect; and indeed the slaves about Baltimore, Philadelphia, and New-York, have as good 

victuals as many of the English; for they have meat once a day, and milk for breakfast and 

supper; and what is better than all, many of the masters send their slaves to school at night, that 

they may learn to read the Scriptures. This is a privilege indeed. But alas, all these enjoyments 

could not satisfy me without liberty! Sometimes I thought, if it was the will of GOD that I should 

be a slave, I was ready to resign myself to his will; but at other times I could not find the least 

desire to content myself in slavery.  

Being permitted to walk about when my work was done, I used to go to the ferry, and observed, 

that when it was low water the people waded across the river; tho‘ at the same time I saw there 

were guards posted at the place to prevent the escape of prisoners and slaves. As I was at prayer 

on Sunday evening, I thought the Lord heard me, and would mercifully deliver me. Therefore 

putting my confidence in him, about one o’clock in the morning I went down to the river side, 

and found the guards were either asleep or in the tavern. I instantly entered into the river, but 

when I was a little distance from the opposite shore, I heard the sentinels disputing among 

themselves: One said “I am sure I saw a man cross the river.” Another replied, “There is no such 

thing.” It seems they were afraid to fire at me, or make an alarm, lest they should be punished for 

their negligence. When I had got a little distance from the shore, I fell down upon my knees, and 

thanked GOD for this deliverance. I travelled till about five in the morning, and then concealed 

myself till seven o’clock at night, when I proceeded forward, thro’ bushes and marshes, near the 

road, for fear of being discovered. When I came to the river, opposite Staten-Island, I found a 

boat; and altho' it was very near a whale-boat, yet I ventured into it, and cutting the rope, got safe 

over. The commanding officer, when informed of my case, gave me a passport, and I proceeded 

to New-York.  

When I arrived at New-York, my friends rejoiced to see me once more restored to liberty, and 

joined me in praising the Lord for his mercy and goodness. But notwithstanding this great 

deliverance, and the promises I had made to serve GOD, yet my good resolutions soon vanished 

away like the morning dew: The love of this world extinguished my good desires, and stole away 

my heart from GOD, so that I rested in a mere form of religion for near three years. About which 

time, (in 1783) the horrors and devastation of war happily terminated, and peace was restored 

between America and Great Britain, which diffused universal joy among all parties, except us, 

who had escaped from slavery and taken refuge in the English army; for a report prevailed at 

New-York, that all the slaves, in number 2000, were to be delivered up to their masters, altho' 

some of them had been three or four years among the English. This dreadful rumour filled us all 

with inexpressible anguish and terror, especially when we saw our old masters coming from 

Virginia, North-Carolina, and other parts, and seizing upon their slaves in the streets of New-

York, or even dragging them out of their beds. Many of the slaves had very cruel masters, so that 

the thoughts of returning home with them embittered life to us. For some days we lost our 

appetite for food, and sleep departed from our eyes. The English had compassion upon us in the 



day of distress, and issued out a Proclamation, importing, That all slaves should be free, who had 

taken refuge in the British lines, and claimed the sanction and privileges of the Proclamations 

respecting the security and protection of Negroes. In consequence of this, each of us received a 

certificate from the commanding officer at New-York, which dispelled all our fears, and filled us 

with joy and gratitude. Soon after, ships were fitted out, and furnished with every necessary for 

conveying us to Nova Scotia. We arrived at Burch Town in the month of August, where we all 

safely landed. Every family had a lot of land, and we exerted all our strength in order to build 

comfortable huts before the cold weather set in. 

Source: Boston King, “Memoirs of the Life of Boston King, A Black Preacher,” The Methodist 

Magazine 21 (March 1798), 106–10, and 21 (April 1798), 15. 

 


