
By EDWARD J. PIACENTINO 

Doesticks' Assault on Slavery: 
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Slaves, at Savannah, Georgia 

THE TURBULENT YEARS preceding the Civil War were marked by widespread 
antislavery sentiment in the North. Before 1830, more than fifty newspa- 

pers supported the abolitionist cause, and in 1831 William Lloyd Garrison 
founded the Liberator, the most prominent of a large number of antislavery 
periodicals that emerged in the North before the outbreak of the war. Also, in 
1831, Garrison established the New England Anti-Slavery Society, later 
renamed the American Anti-Slavery Society, an organization, which by 1840, 
had 175,000 members.1 In addition, several graphically engaging, notoriously 
controversial, yet significantly popular abolitionist prose works were pub- 
lished, two of the most well known and influential being the former slave 
Frederick Douglass' autobiographical Narrative of the Life of Frederick 
Douglass (1845) and Harriet Beecher Stowe's Uncle Tom's Cabin, first serial- 
ized in The National Era and then published in book form in 1852. 

Another work of abolitionist social protest, Mortimer Neal Thomson's Great 
Auction Sale of Slaves, at Savannah, Georgia (1859) - while not now receiv- 
ing the attention either of Douglass' slave narrative or Stowe's agit-prop 
novel - created quite a stir when it was published initially in Horace 
Greeley's New York Tribune on 9 March 1859, under the headline, "American 
Civilization Illustrated: A Great Slave Auction." In fact, every available copy 
of this issue of the Tribune was sold, and because of the interest the article 
generated, on 11 March Greeley reprinted this same issue in its entirety.2 
Eight days later excerpts from The Great Auction Sale were reprinted in the 
National Anti-Slavery Standard, and according to a contemporary review in 
The Atlantic Monthly, Thomson's tract subsequently was reissued in numer- 
ous other newspapers in the North and widely circulated abroad, initially in 
The London Times and later in pamphlet form in Edinburgh, Glasgow, and 
Belfast.3 Likewise, in 1859, when the influential American Anti-Slavery Soci- 
ety published The Great Auction Sale as a pamphlet, an even wider circula- 
tion of the work resulted. Nor did its popularity decline; four years later the 
tract was published once again, this time under the title, What Became of the 
Slaves on a Georgia Plantation? ... A Sequel to Mrs. Kemble's Journal.4 

1 Frank Luther Mott, A History of American Magazines, 1741-1850, 4 vols. (Cambridge, Mass., 1957), 1: 456. 
2 David E. E. Sloane, "Mortimer Thomson (Q. K. Philander Doesticks, P. B.)," American Humorists, 1800-1950, 
ed. Stanley Trachtenberg (Detroit, 1982), 1: 495. Excerpts from the original Tribune article have been 
reprinted in The Literary Humor of the Urban Northeast, 1830-1890, ed. David E. E. Sloane (Baton Rouge, 
1983), pp. 172-81. 

3 Review of The Great Auction Sale of Slaves, at Savannah, Georgia, by Mortimer Thomson, in Atlantic 
Monthly, September, 1859, p. 387. 
J. Louis Kuethe, "Q. K. Philander Doesticks, P. B., Neologist," American Speech 12(April, 1937): 113. 
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The author of The Great Auction Sale, Mortimer Thomson, better known 
by his pseudonym, Q. K. Philander Doesticks, P. B. (Q. K. for queer kritter 
and P. B. for perfect brick), a writer who was one of the most popular Ameri- 
can humorists of the 1850s, previously had published five books - all with a 
humorously satiric thrust: Doesticks: What He Says (1855), a burlesque of 
many facets of New York City life in the 1850s; Plu-ri-bus-tah, A Song That's- 
By-No-Author (1856), a poetic burlesque social history of the United States 
parodying the trochaic metrics of Longfellow's Hiawatha; The History and 
Records of the Elephant Club (1856), a farcical satire written in collaboration 
with Edward F. Underhill and drawing on popular police-court sketches that 
Thomson previously had penned for the Tribune; Nothing to Say (1857), a 
poetic parody of William Allen Butler's satire on women's clothing, "Nothing 
to Wear"; and The Witches of New York (1858), anl expose detailing the dis- 
reputable practices of New York City fortune tellers and clairvoyants.5 

The Great Auction Sale, Thomson's next book, represented the culmination 
of five years of prolific productivity for the author. Soon after its publication 
as a separate pamphlet, it was lauded highly by the illustrious Atlantic 
Monthly. Noting that "the style is clear, distinct, and often eloquent" and that 
"the scene and transaction are brought vividly to the reader's mind," the 
anonymous Atlantic reviewer also claimed that Thomson's antislavery tract 
"furnishes the best and most minute description of an auction-sale of slaves 
that has ever been published; and it admirably illustrates the enterprise and 
prompt energy which often distinguish the journalism of America above that 
of any other country."6 

The incident that provided the occasion for Thomson's bitter attack on the 
"peculiar institution" actually occurred at a slave auction conducted at a race 
track near Savannah, Georgia, on 2 and 3 March 1859, when 436 slaves, one 
half of the human chattel formerly belonging to one Major Butler, were sold 
by his son and sole surviving heir, Pierce M. Butler of Philadelphia. Accord- 
ing to Thomson, who had been sent to Savannah by the New York Tribune to 
report the sale, Pierce Butler's decision to dispose of his slaves in this manner 
was necessitated by personal financial "losses in the great crash of 1857-8, and 
other exigencies of business."7 Pressured by his creditors, Butler decided that 
the most expedient recourse would be to sell the slaves from two of his late 
father's Georgia plantations at a public auction, which had been widely pub- 
licized and which attracted numerous speculators not only from Georgia but 
from North and South Carolina, Virginia, Alabama, and Louisiana as well. As 
a representative of the Tribune, one of the most despised of all Northern 
newspapers committed to the abolitionist cause, Doesticks (as Thomson usu- 
ally will be referred to hereafter), intent on protecting his own safety, dis- 
guised himself as a Southern planter and even made some modest bids at the 
auction, knowing they would be superseded by other speculators. At various 

For biographical information on Thomson, see Sloane, "Mortimer Thomson" in American Humorists, pp. 491- 
97 and Fletcher D. Slater, "The Life and Letters of Mortimer Thomson" (M.A. thesis, Northwestern Univer- 
sity, 1931). 

6 See review of The Great Auction Sale, op. cit., pp. 387, 386. 
7Mortimer Thomson, The Great Auction Sale of Slaves, at Savannah, Georgia (New York, 1859). Subsequent 

references to this work will be designated GAS, and page numbers will be cited parenthetically in the text. 
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times during the two-day sale, Doesticks, according to his own account, 
covertly made brief notations on the hideous proceedings. And on his return 
trip to New York by train, he used these jottings as a basis for the article about 
the auction sale that he wrote for the Tribune.8 

Although The Great Auction Sale treats a matter of serious topical concern, 
"its style as a social document," David E. E. Sloane has observed recently, "is 
noteworthy."9 A composition of recognizable literary quality, Doesticks' most 
unrestrained work of polemical satire, and his most unrelenting piece of 
propagandistic protest, The Great Auction Sale reflects, as I hope to show, how 
style may be a useful accessory to effective social commentary. One of the 
most readily noticeable strategies that Doesticks uses to elicit sympathetic 
reader identification with the plight of Butler's chattels is through his poign- 
ant delineations of the bewildered slaves awaiting their uncertain fate. In a 
graphic and pathetically evocative picture of the slaves who have been trans- 
ported to Savannah for the sale, Doesticks reports: 

Immediately on their arrival they were taken to the Race Course, and there 
quartered in the sheds erected for the accommodation of the horses and carriages of 
gentlemen attending the races. Into the sheds they were huddled pell-mell, without 
any more attention to their comfort than was necessary to prevent their becoming 
ill and unsalable. 

In these sheds were the chattels huddled together on the floor, there being no 
sign of bench or table. They eat and slept on the bare boards, their food being rice 
and beans, with occasionally a bit of bacon and corn bread. Their huge bundles 
were scattered over the floor, and thereon the slaves sat or reclined, when not 
restlessly moving about, or gathered into sorrowful groups, discussing the chances 
of their future fate. On the faces of all was an expression of heavy grief; some 
appeared to be resigned to the hard stroke of Fortune that had torn them from their 
homes, and were sadly trying to make the best of it; some sat brooding moodily over 
their sorrows, their chins resting on their hands, their eyes staring vacantly, and 
their bodies rocking to and fro, with a restless motion that was never stilled; few 
wept, the place was too public and the drivers too near, though some occasionally 
turned aside to give way to a few quiet tears. (GAS, pp. 8-9) 

Doesticks' moving account of the conditions to which Pierce Butler's slaves 
have been subjected, their pitiful uneasiness, and their discernibly aggrieved 
state after arriving at the Race Course cumulatively induce the desired pathos. 
And this is in part accomplished through the syntax of the passage: carefully 
wrought sentences, structured on parallel grammatical patterns which some- 
times exhibit a climactic emphasis. 

In a manner not unlike Harriet Beecher Stowe's in Uncle Tom's Cabin, 
Doesticks attempts to engage his readers' sensibilities through the medium of 
unadulterated sentiment.10 He does so by juxtaposing the relatively secure 
position of the Butler slaves before their removal from Major Butler's Georgia 
plantations where they had formerly resided with their families and loved 

8 Slater, "The Life and Letters of Mortimer Thomson," p. 178. 
9 Sloane, "Mortimer Thomson," p. 495. 
Doesticks actually alludes to Uncle Tom's Cabin in a "dear reader" passage in The Great Auction Sale, p. 18, in 
an effort to draw a parallel between some of the speculators and drivers, who advocate whipping and even 
worse forms of punishment for handling "refractory" slaves, and Mrs. Stowe's Simon Legree. 
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ones to the uncertain status that awaits them after they are auctioned. Again, 
relying on vivid and scrupulously patterned parallel sentences as well as 
emotionally charged language in describing their close family connections, he 
writes: 

Here have they lived their humble lives, and loved their simple loves; here were 
they born, and here have many of them had children born unto them; here had 
their parents lived before them, and are now resting in quiet graves on the old 
plantations that these unhappy ones are to see no more forever; here they left not 
only the well-known scenes dear to them from very babyhood by a thousand fond 
memories, and homes as much loved by them, perhaps, as brighter homes by men of 
brighter faces; but all the clinging ties that bound them to living hearts were torn 
asunder, for but one half of each of these two happy little communities was sent to 
the shambles, to be scattered to the four winds, and the other half was left behind. 
And who can tell how closely interwined [sic] are the affections of a little band of 
four hundred persons living isolated from all the world beside, from birth to middle 
age? Do they not naturally become one great family, each man a brother unto the 
other? (GAS, pp. 6-7) 

In this passage - obvious in its heavy-handed sentimentality - Doesticks 
solicits empathy through familiar, reassuring references to home and hearth 
and the endearing associations that such a subject matter typically evoke. 
Moreover, the pathos is intensified when Doesticks establishes a direct and 
appropriate link between the bewildered feelings of the unfortunate Butler 
slaves and the sentiments white persons would undoubtedly experience un- 
der similar circumstances involving upheaval and separation. Therefore, in 
establishing this common connection between the slaves and the dominant 
white community, Doesticks creates a situation in which vicarious identifica- 
tion seems practically unavoidable. And to this he adds two guilt-inducing 
rhetorical questions which provide the emotional clincher for this scene. 

Such a forthright appeal to sentiment is compounded by Doesticks' further 
revelation that the slave families were not always sold intact. As a conse- 
quence, those affected by this atrocity become victims of a hopeless and 
ineradicable isolation: 

It is true that they were sold "in families"; but let us see: a man and his wife 
were called a "family," their parents and kindred were not taken into account; the 
man and wife might be sold to the pine woods of North Carolina, their brothers and 
sisters be scattered through the cotton fields of Alabama and the rice swamps of 
Louisiana, while the parents might be left on the old plantation to wear out their 

weary lives in heavy grief, and lay their heads in far-off graves over which their 
children might never weep. And no account could be taken of loves that were as yet 
unconsummated by marriage; and how many aching hearts have been divorced by 
this summary proceeding, no man can ever know. And this separation is as utter, 
and is infinitely hopeless, than that made by the Angel of Death, for then the loved 
ones are committed to the care of a merciful Deity; but in the other instance, to the 
tender mercies of the slave driver. These dark-skinned unfortunates are perfectly 
unlettered, and could not communicate by writing even if they should know where 
to send their missives. And so to each other, and to the old familiar places of their 

youth, clung all their sympathies and affections, not less strong, perhaps, because 

they are so few. The blades of grass on all the Butler estates are outnumbered by the 
tears that are poured out in agony at the wreck that has been wrought in happy 
homes, and the crushing grief that has been laid on loving hearts. (GAS, p. 7) 
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The message of Doesticks' impassioned editorializing is unmistakably blunt. 
He presents a deliberately orchestrated indictment in which style has been 
fused with content to transmit the desired assault. In short, Doesticks 
bombards the emotions of his readers, who have likely taken for granted the 
security and closeness they enjoy in their own families and communities. 

To be sure that the intended message not be overlooked by the reader, 
particularly women, Doesticks occasionally interjects into his narrative the 
all-too-familiar nineteenth-century convention of the "dear reader", a prac- 
tice whereby he can establish a more explicit intimacy with his audience. As 
he employs it in The Great Auction Sale, this technique serves to accentuate 
the impact of his social criticism. For instance, in a section entitled "Daphney's 
Baby" in which he recounts the heart-rending story of a slave woman who has 
been sick and who has been cruelly misjudged and insulted by white specula- 
tors because she has attempted to protect her two-week-old infant from the 
rain and chill, Doesticks directly addresses the maternal instincts of his 
women readers: 

Will your readers look at the circumstances of this case. The day was the 2d day 
of March. Daphney's baby was born into the world on St. Valentine's happy day, the 
14th of February. Since her confinement, Daphney travelled from the plantation to 
Savannah, where she had been kept in a shed for six days. On the sixth or seventh 
day after her sickness, she had left her bed, taken a railroad journey across the 
country to the shambles, was there exposed for six days to the questionings and 
insults of the negro speculators, and then on the fifteenth day after her confinement 
was put up on the block, with her husband and her other child, and, with her new- 
born baby in her arms, sold to the highest bidder. (GAS, p. 20) 

Another strategy that Doesticks uses to advantage is to combine poignant 
scenic vignettes and direct quotations, the most memorable illustration being 
the distressing story of Jeffrey and Dorcas. Although engaged and expecting 
to marry, Jeffrey and Dorcas are separated forever when they are sold to 
different buyers. Jeffrey, who is sold first, desperately pleads with his new 
master to buy Dorcas also. In recording Jeffrey's plea, Doesticks not only 
manipulates the obligatory pathos that the situation generates but also enve- 
lopes the scene with an ambience of shocking authenticity. Humbly addres- 
sing his new master, Jeffrey explains the relationship he shares with Dorcas, 
couching his entreaty in maudlin rhetoric: 

"I loves Dorcas, young mas'r; I loves her well an' true; she says she loves me, 
and I know she does; de good Lord knows I love her better than I loves any one in de 
wide world - never can love another woman half so well. Please buy Dorcas, 
mas'r. We're be good sarvants to you long as we live. We're be married right soon, 
young mas'r, and de chillun will be healthy and strong, mas'r. We loves each other a 
heap - do, really, true, mas'r." (GAS, p. 22) 

Yet realizing "that no loves and hopes of his are to enter into the bargain" 
(GAS, pp. 22-23), which will convince his master to buy Dorcas, Jeffrey tries a 
new tack, one devoid of personal sentiment and predicated instead on a 
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sheerly practical economic rationale which the impersonally crass speculator 
has no trouble comprehending: 

"Young mas'r, Dorcas prime woman - A 1 woman, sa. Tall gal, sir; long arms, 
strong, healthy, and can do a heap of work in a day. She is one of de best rice hands 
on de whole plantation; worth $1,200 easy, mas'r an' fus'rate bargain at that." (GAS, 
p. 23) 

Although Jeffrey manages to persuade his new master of Dorcas' worth so 
that he agrees to buy her, the speculator reneges on his promise. Shocked and 
disheartened, Jeffrey and Dorcas must travel their separate ways - she to the 
South Carolina cotton fields and he to a rice plantation in the Great Swamp. 

This and other similar incidents depicted in The Great Auction Sale graphi- 
cally demonstrate that the Butler slaves are pathetic sufferers trapped in an 
economic system about which they can do nothing. Regarded as "a choice lot 
and very desirable property" (GAS, p. 4) by the buyers in attendance at the 
Savannah auction and delimited by the dollar amount for which they eventu- 
ally are sold to the highest bidders, these slaves (the previously mentioned 
Jeffrey is a prime illustration) desperately assume a self-deprecating pose of 
attractive and functionally useful marketable commodities, hoping thereby to 
recoup by their deceptive role-playing some semblance of individual dignity. 
To flaunt themselves as desirable merchandise becomes, then, their principal 
strategem, but one that proves, as we have seen, an inadequate survival kit. 

Besides consciously manipulating his stylistics to effect a sympathetic emo- 
tional reaction in his readers, Doesticks employs some of his most caustic and 
seering rhetoric to denigrate the slave-speculators who have come to Savan- 
nah for the sale. In his initial description, Doesticks points out that these 
buyers are "generally of a rough breed, slangy, profane and bearish, being for 
the most part from the back river and swamp plantations, where the ele- 
gancies of polite life are not, perhaps, developed to their fullest extent." (GAS, 
p. 4) A later description - a vivid catalogue of the variety of buyers present - 
creates a sustained, mordantly satirical portrayal of this despicable class of 
men: 

There was the Georgia fast young man, with his pantaloons tucked into his boots, his 
velvet cap jauntily dragged over to one side, his cheek full of tobacco, which he bites 
from a huge plug, that resembles more than anything else an old bit of a rusty 
wagon tire, and who is altogether as an animal of quite a different breed from your 
New York fast man. His ready revolver or his convenient knife is ready for instant 
use in case of a heated argument. White-necked-clothed, gold-spectacled, and sil- 
ver-haired old men were there, resembling in appearance that noxious breed of 
sanctimonious deacons we have at the North, who are perpetually leaving docu- 
ments at your door that you never read, and the business of whose mendicant life it 
is to eternally solicit subscriptions for charitable associations, of which they are 
treasurers .... And then, all imaginable varieties of rough backwoods rowdies, who 
began the day in a spirited manner, but who, as the hours progressed, and their 
practice at the bar became more prolific in results, waxed louder and talkier and 
more violent, were present, and added a characteristic feature to the assemblage. 
(GAS, pp. 17-18) 

Doesticks intensifies his attack against slavery, reserving some of his most 
formidable satiric barbs for the men responsible for conducting the sale. Mr. 
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Bryan, the Negro broker, and Mr. Walsh, the auctioneer, are reduced to sheer 
caricatures. Bryan, Doesticks writes, "is a dapper little man, wearing 
spectacles and a yachting cap, sharp and sudden in his movements, and per- 
haps the least bit in the world obtrusively officious - as earnest in his lan- 
guage as he could be without actual swearing, though acting much as if he 
would like to swear a little at the critical moment." (GAS, p. 14) Walsh is 
portrayed in an even more defamatory manner than Bryan: 

Careless is his dress instead of scrupulous, [Walsh is] a large man instead of a little 
one, a fat man instead of a lean one, and a good-natured man instead of a fierce 
one.... Mr. Walsh has a florid complexion, not more so, perhaps, than is becoming, 
and possible not more so than is natural in whiskey country. Not only is his face red, 
but his skin has been taken off in spots by blisters of some sort, giving him a peely 
look; so that, taking his face all in all, the peeliness and the redness combined, he 
looks much as if he had been boiled in the same pot with a red cabbage. (GAS, p. 14) 

Yet of all the stylistic devices Doesticks employs in The Great Auction Sale, 
irony is the most sophisticated and deftly handled. Doesticks' ironic voice 
becomes his most powerful weapon in venting his reportorial outrage. Don- 
ning the mask of a Swiftian ironist, Doesticks reacts to the grief of the 
bewildered slaves, sarcastically querying: "But, then what business have 'nig- 
gers' with tears? Besides, didn't Pierce Butler give them a silver dollar apiece? 
(GAS, p. 7) This same acerbic attitude toward Butler's vacuous, patronizing 
gesture surfaces again near the end of The Great Auction Sale when Butler, 
Doesticks reports, "who was solacing the wounded hearts of the people he had 
sold from their firesides and their houses... gave the munificent stipend of 
one whole dollar, in specie; he being provided with two canvas bags of 25 cent 
pieces, fresh from the mint, to give an additional glitter to his generosity." 
(GAS, p. 27) 

Caustic irony also colors Doesticks' retrospective reflections about a slave 
woman named Margaret, who has had a baby recently and who consequently 
refuses to journey to Savannah for the appointed auction sale. Instead, Mar- 
garet remains on the plantation, an action which Doesticks sarcastically as- 
serts to be "a most culpable instance of perversity." (GAS, p. 21) Further 
elaborating on this matter, he remarks that 

Margaret should be whipped, and branded, and otherwise kindly admonished of 
her great sin in thus disappointing the reasonable expectations of so kind a master. 
But Mr. Butler bore with her in a truly Christian spirit, and uttered no reproach - 

in public at least. It was the more unkind of Margaret, too, because there were six in 
the family who would have brought, probably, $4,000, and all were detained from 
the sale by the contumacy of misguided Margaret. (GAS, p. 21) 

In yet another vignette, entitled "The Market Value of an Eye," Doesticks 
observes that Guy, Chattel No. 419, "a prime young man" of twenty years who 
was "altogether a fine article" (GAS, p. 25), sold for $1,280. Chattel No. 420, on 
the other hand, a slave named Andrew, who compared favorably to Guy "in 
all marketable points, in size, age, skill," excepting that "he had lost right eye" 
(GAS, p. 25), sold for only $1,040, or $240 less than Guy. Reacting to this, 
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Doesticks sardonically deduces "that the market value of the right eye in the 
Southern country is $240." (p. 25) 

Doesticks persists in his ironic editorializing to the end of The Great Auction 
Sale, which concludes with juxtaposition of pitiful humanity with an imper- 
sonal nature. After the auction the slaves who have been sold and who "are all 
sad and sorrowful as human hearts can be" (GAS, p. 28), stand in sharp 
contrast to the tranquil and idyllic night scene, an occasion which Doesticks, 
speaking in a less strident and intentionally subdued ironic voice, described 
thusly: "But the stars shone out as brightly as if such things had never been, 
the blushing fruit trees poured their fragrance on the evening air, and the 
scene was as calmly sweet and quiet as if Man had never marred the glorious 
beauty of Earth by deeds of cruelty and wrong." (GAS, p. 28) 

The auction-sale at Savannah lasted for two days, and, as Doesticks reports, 
"429 men, women and children" were sold, the total proceeds amounting to 
$303,850. And $6,180 was the highest price paid for a slave family - a mother 
and her five children; the highest sum paid for a single male slave, "a fair 
carpenter and caulker," was $1,750; and the lowest, $250 each for an old 
couple." (GAS, p. 27) 

In 1875, at the time of Mortimer Thomson's (Doesticks) death, sixteen years 
after The Great Auction Sale of Slaves, at Savannah, Georgia was published, 
an obituary notice in the New York Herald acknowledged the widespread 
impact of Thomson's abolitionist tract. At the time of its initial appearance in 
the New York Tribune in 1859, the reception of The Great Auction Sale was 
spectacular and its impression far-reaching - to the extent, this obituary 
asserted, that it "rang through the North like an alarm bell.""' More recently, 
David Sloane, in his essay on Thomson in American Humorists, 1800-1950, has 
claimed the work to be of "intrinsic literary interest and social impact," 
exhibiting "stylistic control and social concern."'2 And as I have attempted to 
demonstrate, it is primarily Thomson's style, his manner of using diction and 
syntax, that makes The Great Auction Sale a work of literary interest. As such 
it transcends the pedestrian level of many less well-crafted propagandistic 
period pieces berating the social and moral evils of slavery that dominated the 
popular American literary landscape of the 1850s. Meticulously detailed and 
comprised of conspicuously heart-rending vignettes, usually sentimental 
when focusing on the woes of the slaves or pejorative when describing the 
bigotry and inhumanity of the slave speculators, The Great Auction Sale 
furnished a compelling indictment of the atrocities Thomson had observed 
firsthand in Savannah. Coupled with this, the work features memorable dra- 
matic incidents, emotionally heightened dialogue, and an incisively ironic 
tone. As such, it remains one of the most readable, credibly authentic accounts 
chronicling the abuses of slavery. 

"See obituary on Thomson in New York Herald, 26 June 1875, p. 10. 
12 Sloane, "Mortimer Thomson," p. 495. 
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