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 “I danced my dance,” Those were the written words of William J. Byrd.  To dance a dance that consists of violence and inhumane punishment towards the people you include in your life seems like a dance that no one would be willingly eager to partner you in.  So why does William Byrd II record his life onto paper and jump from “eating his milk for breakfast” to punishing his slaves inhumanly, as if it is in the same category as “okay?”  That is a dance that I certainly would not want to partner him in.

William Byrd II was born March 28, 1674 to William and Mary Byrd in Charles City County, Virginia. Growing up Byrd received a privileged education. It is said that his personal library consisted of around 4,000 books. After the passing of his father in 1704 William inherited his fortune and assumed a place among the Virginia elite. Later taking a position on the King’s Counsel, he was an active member for 37 years.  As an educated man he was later known for his work, “History of the Dividing Line,” which was an important discovery that helped establish a boundary between Virginia and North Carolina in 1728.

Although being a slave owner in the 1700’s was common, the harsh treatment of William Byrd to his slaves was less common.  Byrd took high interest in his slaves and even included them as “part of his family.” However, the slaves were treated very differently and with ill violence. Byrd claims that this was his way of maintaining order; an approach to slave ownership that I find even more barbaric. For the slaves to be included in and feel apart of a family that they were abused by makes me wonder how they felt in this situation. If I were in a slave’s position, I would rather not be included in the family and then viscously punished and embarrassed. Byrd and his wife often had disagreements over the treatment of their slaves; making it worse for the slaves. 

The life of William Byrd as we now know it, stemmed from a collection of his own written thoughts. These thoughts were recorded and kept in his diary, which should be assumed as private. This was not the case for William Byrd. His diary’s were later found and released for everyone to read. We now call that stolen property a piece of history.  I personally think that it is a violation of privacy, regardless of the historical value it provides. In my opinion, the person who came across his diary should not have invaded the privacy of William Byrd.  Even then, Byrd’s diaries were written in a short hand code, a syntax that could easily be taken out of perspective, which brings up another important point; the person who unlocked his shorthand may not have accurately interpreted the coding. Who knows if this piece of history that we have is actually true?

   
As I read through the diaries I noticed a similarity to all of them. Byrd mentions waking up in the morning, eating his breakfast, and accounting all of the details through out the day; just like any other diary. The majority of Byrd’s diary entries also include some sort of punishment that he bestows on one or more of his slaves. However, this strikes me as odd since he could write about saying his prayers and then directly into “whipping Eugene for pissing in bed and Jenny for concealing it.” To me, this conveys that whipping his slaves was just as ordinary as saying his prayers.


Byrd also took the effort to prove everyday how intelligent he was, mentioning in almost every entry the many bits of literature that he read most every morning.  Would a man of such intellect need to mention those things for personal ego or was he just making note of what he has read in his day?

It was also necessary for Byrd to mention many times in his diary how he must “maintain order” in his home and by doing so he tells how he punished his slaves.  This makes me think that he did not feel very secure in himself as a slave holder, husband or even a man. A man more secure would not feel the need to mention such things.  Byrd was comfortable with the contradiction in himself. He often mentions about his romantic exploits and savory actions, but that was not a bad thing for a person to do. Byrd felt that as long as he asked for forgiveness, God would forgive him. Why even ask for forgiveness at all? It doesn’t seem to bother him either way; he shows no sign of guilt or remorse. Does William Byrd II have a conscience? One thing is for sure; Byrd’s diary unfolds a picture of a man with many faults. Although, we all have faults, most of us are lucky enough to not have our diary released to the entire world to read, dissect and form an opinion about.

As humans, we all make mistakes. The important thing is that we learn from those mistakes. William Byrd II didn’t feel that how he lead his life was wrong, and at that time most people agreed with him. I can’t blame William Byrd II for the way he was. Knowing that most were just like him and that his upbringing in that era is what shaped him to be the man he was. However, I can’t help but feel enraged how life was lead in his time. Not only for slaves, for women as well.  I am grateful for the diaries of William Byrd II. Without them we would have missed out on the little insights that he gives us into our history. It is a nice reminder to see how far we have come.







