
The Reckoning: Episode Two Transcript 

Dan Gediman: This is the Reckoning, I'm Dan Gediman. So much of the history of this 

country has been hidden from its citizens, hidden behind layers of euphemism, misdirection, 

and sometimes outright lies. But if you know what you are looking for, much of our history is 

lying in plain sight. Case in point, Uncle Tom's Cabin. Written by Harriet Beecher Stowe in 

185127
, it was a bestseller in its day, but now it's one of those books that many people have 

heard of, but far fewer have actually read. The story takes place in Kentucky and begins with a 

conversation between a slave trader and a farmer about selling off two enslaved people, Tom 

and a young child named Harry, to pay off the farmer's debts28
. 

Farmer: "I am sorry to part with Tom, I must say. You ought to let him cover the 

whole balance of the debt; and you would, Haley, if you had any conscience." 

Slave Trader: "Well, I've got just as much conscience as any man in business 

can afford to keep, - just a little, you know, to swear by, as 't were," said the 

trader, jocularly; "and, then, I'm ready to do anything in reason to 'blige friends; 

but this yer, you see, is a leetle too hard on a fellow - a leetle too hard." The 

trader sighed contemplatively, and poured out some more brandy. 

Farmer: "Well, then, Haley, how will you trade?" said Mr. Shelby, after an uneasy 

interval of silence. 

Slave Trader: "Well, haven't you a boy or gal that you could throw in with Tom?" 

Farmer: "Hmmm. None that I could well spare to tell the truth. It's only hard 

necessity makes me willing to sell at all. I don't like parting with any of my hands. 

That's fact." 

27 http://bit.ly/2S3ihxs 
28 Stowe, Harriet Beecher, Uncle Tom's Cabin 
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Dan Gediman:   One thing that is clear from reading Kentucky’s antebellum era newspapers, is 

that slavery and the white supremecy that enabled it, were deeply woven into the economic and 

social fabric of the entire state. Even those who were not slaveholders benefitted from the 

institution, in terms of a solid tax base that helped build Kentucky institutions, lower taxes on 

individuals, and the ability to feel superior to another group of people, even if your own place in 

the social pecking order was modest56.  

For families like the Bullitts and the Chenoweths, their fortunes came directly from slavery, both 

in terms of the value of the people they enslaved, and the labor they provided. And the Bullitts 
and Chenoweths were able to carry that wealth forward to future generations, ​while enslaved 

families like the Sanders had to make their way in a system that didn't even see them as fully 

human. The Civil War and the ensuing emancipation would start to change that dynamic, but 

not easily or quickly. 

On the next episode of The Reckoning, with so much money involved, and so many different 

parts of Kentucky’s economy tied to enslaved labor, it became progressively more urgent for 

white Kentuckians to control enslaved people — to keep them productive, obedient, and above 

all, to make sure they didn’t run away.  That’s next time on The Reckoning. 

* * *

56Andrews and Fenton “Archaeology and the Invisible Man” 
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