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BEHIND THE SCENES




ELIZABETH HOBBS KECKLEY (1818-1907) was born a slave near Dinwiddie Court House, Virginia, but purchased her freedom at the age of thirty-seven and set up a successful dressmaking business in Washington, D.C., in 1860. After serving as a seamstress for Varina Davis, wife of the Mississippi senator Jefferson Davis, Keckley became the modiste for Mary Todd Lincoln, the First Lady of the United States, shortly after Abraham Lincoln was inaugurated president of the United States in 1861. Gaining ready access to the Lincoln family by virtue of her constant employment by Mrs. Lincoln, Keckley spent much of the next four years in the White House, where she became not only Mary Todd Lincoln’s dressmaker but her friend and confidante. After President Lincoln was assassinated in the spring of 1865 and his widow moved back to Illinois, Keckley remained a trusted advisor and support to Mrs. Lincoln. Stung by public criticism of her efforts to help the debt-ridden former First Lady raise money by selling her expensive wardrobe, Keckley tried to defend herself in her autobiography, Behind the Scenes, Or, Thirty Years a Slave, and Four Years in the White House, which was published in New York in 1868. Keckley’s intimate perspective on the relationship between the martyred president and his wife, along with the publication of many letters from Mrs. Lincoln to Keckley, made Behind the Scenes instantly controversial as an “indecent book” authored by a “traitorous eavesdropper.” Returning to her business, Keckley lived and worked in Washington, D.C., until 1892, when she moved to Ohio to accept a position as head of Wilberforce University’s Domestic Science department. She died in 1907, a resident of the National Home for Destitute Colored Women and Children in Washington, D.C.
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Note on the Text

This edition of Behind the Scenes reprints the original 1868 edition, as published by G. W. Carleton & Company. The original spelling, capitalization, punctuation, paragraphing, and chapter and section divisions in the 1868 edition have been preserved in this edition, except when there is an inconsistency of spelling within a text, the evident result of a printer’s error. Keckley’s original footnotes are reprinted as they appeared in the 1868 edition. All numbered annotations to the text are provided by the editor of this Penguin Classics edition.




Introduction

Elizabeth Hobbs Keckley, successful African American career woman and community organizer in Washington, D.C., was taken aback by her white friends’ reaction to her plans in the summer of 1866 to visit the Virginia family that had once claimed her as their property. In her autobiography, Behind the Scenes, Or, Thirty Years a Slave, and Four Years in the White House (1868), Keckley recalls that “my Northern friends would roll up their eyes in surprise” when they heard her talk about her much-anticipated trip. As Keckley portrays them, these “Northern friends,” no doubt properly antislavery, could hardly imagine why a former slave would entertain such an invitation. “How can you have a kind thought for those who inflicted a terrible wrong upon you by keeping you in bondage?” they demand of Keckley. Her reply, as recorded in Behind the Scenes, articulates an attitude toward her southern past that diverges considerably from the way the South is depicted in most fugitive slave narratives of the pre-Civil War era. “You forget the past is dear to every one,” Keckley reminds her perplexed friends in 1866, “for to the past belongs that golden period, the days of childhood.” Few former slaves ever referred to their enslaved childhoods more positively or sentimentally. But Keckley’s attitude toward her southern roots was a good deal more complex than her apparent nostalgia suggests.

“The past is a mirror that reflects the chief incidents of my life,” Keckley goes on. “To surrender it is to surrender the greatest part of my existence—early impressions, friends, and the graves of my father, my mother, and my son.” The choice of the word “surrender” could not have been accidental for  Keckley, given the much-celebrated surrender of the Confederacy to the Union three years earlier. In deploying the word, Keckley signals a crucial decision for her as a slave narrator in the post-slavery era. To hold fast to her enslaved past, despite its many painful associations, is not an act of weakness but of strength. Inescapably, “these people [those who once held her in slavery] are associated with everything that memory holds dear, and so long as memory proves faithful, it is but natural that I should sigh to see them once more.” When her friends warn Keckley that the white Virginians are “too selfish to give a single thought to you, now that you no longer are their slave,” Keckley counters, “You do not know the Southern people as I do—how warm is the attachment between master and slave.” To this unexpected rejoinder, Keckley’s baffled white friends can manage only, “You have some strange notions, Lizzie.”

Elizabeth Keckley’s life, like her unconventional autobiography, was motivated by a number of “strange notions,” which, however surprising when articulated by an African American woman in 1868, today seem a good deal more understandable. At the heart of Keckley’s astonishing rise from exploited slave girl to accomplished modiste and personal confidante of the First Lady of the United States was an unwavering determination to prove herself in whatever she undertook, particularly in those aspects of her life that involved career. Scolded repeatedly in her early teens by a master and mistress who thought “I would never be worth my salt,” Keckley responded with a proud demeanor and self-assertive work ethic that either impressed whites or incensed them. Born in February 1818 near Dinwiddie County Court House in central Virginia, Lizzie, the daughter of Agnes and George Hobbs, went to work at the age of four in what her autobiography calls slavery’s “hardy school.” Her first responsibility was to attend the infant daughter of her master and mistress, Colonel and Mrs. Armistead Burwell. Although the four-year-old slave girl was devoted to her charge, Lizzie’s master and mistress did not hesitate to whip her whenever they deemed her careless. Nevertheless, despite “all the wrongs that slavery heaped upon me,” Keckley declares herself willing to “bless it” because it taught her “to  rely upon myself, and to prepare myself to render assistance to others.”

In Up From Slavery (1901), the most widely known post—Civil War slave narrative, Booker T. Washington made famous the metaphor of slavery as a school that Keckley had introduced into African American autobiography more than three decades earlier. Unlike Washington, who attributed to “the school of American slavery” a self-reliance among black folk that few of their onetime masters and mistresses could rival, Keckley did not claim that slavery’s hard discipline had been beneficial to the average black man or woman in the South. As her biographer Jennifer Fleischner points out, the “self-reliance” that Keckley learned in slavery was not that celebrated by Ralph Waldo Emerson. What slavery taught Lizzie by the time she became a teenager was that “there was no one for her to rely on but herself.”

Like Washington, who was often criticized for discounting the injustices of slavery in order to curry favor with his turn-of-the-century white readers, Keckley devoted more than a little space in Behind the Scenes to instances of what she called “the bright side” of slavery, such as those that demonstrate a “warm attachment between master and slave.” Given the prevalence of the rhetoric of benevolent paternalism in proslavery writing of the mid-nineteenth century, the invocation of the same sort of language in an ex-slave’s narrative may sound suspect, if not ironic. Before dismissing this as another of Keckley’s “strange,” or even retrograde, notions, however, today’s readers should realize that, far from trying to rehabilitate slavery, one aim of Behind the Scenes was the reclamation of the image of the former slave, especially the class of people with whom Keckley most identified, the literate, mixed-race, middle-class aspirants of post-Civil War black America. Behind the Scenes was the first major text to represent the interests and aims of this nascent African American leadership class in the postwar era. Rejecting a popular notion of the recently freed people of the South as ignorant, incompetent, demoralized, and dependent on the government, Keckley fashioned her autobiography into a brief not only for herself as a black woman, but also for the new black middle class. What she  learned in slavery—“to rely upon myself, and to prepare myself to render assistance to others”—serves as a kind of implicit motto for this new class of aspiring leaders intent on taking their rightful place in freedom as self-respecting, forward-looking contributors to a new American socioeconomic order.

During the year in which Elizabeth Keckley’s autobiography appeared, the United States government made several momentous decisions with regard to the political fate of the defunct Confederate States of America and the black people who resided within it. Although President Andrew Johnson believed in readmitting the formerly rebellious states to the Union speedily and magnanimously, by 1868 many Republican members of Congress had become convinced that the South needed a more thoroughgoing and punitive form of reconstruction to eradicate all vestiges of white supremacy and to guarantee the former slaves something more than mere freedom from outright enslavement. As Congress moved to displace the many ex-Confederates who bid for political ascendancy in the South in the late 1860s, a new group of leaders, those whom the historian Joel Williamson has termed “the mulatto elite,” dissolved their traditional alliances with the white upper class (in the South as well as the North) to champion the cause of the rank-and-file freedmen and freedwomen of the South.

Many members of this mixed-race elite, among them the diarist Charlotte Forten and the fugitive slave narrator Harriet Jacobs, migrated from the North to the South after the war to serve as teachers, relief workers, and community organizers. Some representatives of this class, such as Blanche K. Bruce of Mississippi, Francis L. Cardozo of South Carolina, P. B. S. Pinchback of Louisiana, and John Mercer Langston of Virginia, parlayed their training, skills, and connections into state and national political office. Behind the Scenes links Keckley to both the male and female exemplars of this class through her ongoing relationship to Frederick Douglass and her founding of the Contraband Relief Association in Washington, D.C., in 1862, the purpose of which, as Keckley states in her autobiography, was to enable “well-to-do colored people ... to do something for the benefit of the suffering blacks.”

One of the chief reasons for the controversies that beset Keckley soon after her autobiography was published was its author’s refusal to confine her social commentary exclusively (and much more safely) to spheres traditionally accorded women. Instead Behind the Scenes regularly ventures into decidedly political questions, such as Mary Todd Lincoln’s disapproval of and active lobbying against certain prominent members of her husband’s cabinet, which most white Americans would have felt were beyond the license of a woman, especially an African American woman, and a servant to boot, to air publicly. Blurring the lines between what she could say and what she should say about the white power elite in Washington, D.C., let Keckley challenge conventions of black as well as female autobiography that might have muted or stifled her voice altogether. At the same time, writing as frankly as she did—though we sometimes sense her straining to curb a desire to be more outspoken—left Keckley open to charges of self-serving egotism and publicity-mongering, which are frequently used to discredit unwelcome revelations about how people at the top think and behave in private.

The first important ex-slave autobiography to be published after slavery had been abolished, Behind the Scenes was a notable literary experiment for which there were few, if any, models and almost no direct predecessors. Before 1865 the fugitive slave narrative, featuring graphic depictions of inhuman suffering, intrepid escapes to freedom, and dedication to the antislavery cause, had won international applause and respect for men such as Frederick Douglass, William Wells Brown, and Henry “Box” Brown. But once slavery had been outlawed, would anyone feel a need to read still more about slavery’s evils? After all, what else was there to say about slavery that had not already been disclosed in the more than one hundred slave narratives that had appeared in English before 1865? What more could a former slave offer to the public that would engage the curiosity, if not the social conscience, of whites in the recently United States? The fact that Keckley was a formerly enslaved woman only compounded the doubtfulness of her undertaking. The  Narrative of Sojourner Truth (1850) and Jacobs’s Incidents in  the Life of a Slave Girl (1861), the only two female slave narratives to garner significant attention in America, had little currency by the late 1860s.

Nevertheless, Keckley’s manuscript readily attracted a publisher, G. W. Carleton of New York City, a commercial house that energetically advertised her book and ensured that it was widely noticed and reviewed in the white press. As Fleischner’s research shows, Keckley would come to regret all the attention, most of it negative, some of it scurrilous, that Behind the Scenes  received. Touted as a “literary thunderbolt” by the New York Commercial on the eve of its publication, Behind the Scenes  met indignant opposition from many northern newspapers, notably over the prospect of having “to tolerate the back-stairs gossip of negro servant girls” in print. “Where will it end?” worried a Washington, D.C., reviewer, who feared for the peace and well-being of every American family that might innocently employ “a servant” as “treacherous” as “the Keckley woman.” Feeling betrayed by her white editor, the antislavery journalist James Redpath, and convinced that the Lincoln family had turned on her without justification, the author of the most important African-American autobiography of the Reconstruction era watched her book fade from public discourse within a few months of its sensational appearance. Until her death, thirty-nine years after her book was published, Elizabeth Keckley kept out of the public eye, becoming increasingly reclusive in her later years, partly because of ill health and poverty, and never again writing for publication. When she died in 1907, a resident of the National Home for Destitute Colored Women and Children in Washington, D.C., her pastor eulogized her as “a woman of unusual intelligence, of fine native ability ... never at a loss for a word, and her words were always well chosen. ” Ironically, even this admirer seemed to have remembered little, if anything, about her foray into literature. “If she had had the advantages which the young people are having to-day,” the minister observed, “she would have distinguished herself in some line of literature.”

Though inexperienced and untested when she resolved to write her life story, Elizabeth Keckley was not naive about the  considerable assets that she brought to her autobiographical enterprise. She assures her reader from the start of her book that hers was a life “so full of romance” that many might find it more “like a dream” than reality. In one sense the “dream” she subscribed to in Behind the Scenes was the American Dream of success, made all the more fascinating because it was achieved single-handedly by a slave-born mother who, not content with purchasing her own freedom and that of her child, was determined to make a place for herself among the movers and shakers of the white world. Even more valuable to her literary ambitions, Keckley had what we call today “access.” Success elevated Keckley to the highest echelons of American political life immediately before and during the Civil War. Skillfully positioning herself via her profession as a dressmaker whose day-or-night on-call service made her almost a fixture in the parlors and dressing rooms of her most demanding clients, Keckley carefully cultivated her access to the rich and powerful. Forbidden by color and sex from stepping directly into the footlights of history, the dignified and accommodating modiste made the most of her time “behind the scenes,” preparing formidable people for their moments on the public stage, observing their performances, studying their motives and goals, and ingratiating herself to them in countless ways. In the process she stored up memories and preserved documents that paved her entry into the world of authorship.

The most fateful decision Keckley made as an autobiographer, which more than likely ensured both the publication of her book and the savaging it received from its critics, was to relate in detail what famous people, especially famous women, had said and done during the momentous years of the Civil War. Had Keckley kept these conversations “off the record,” she would have written a much less controversial book, but also one much less likely to find a publisher. The largest and, at least to readers in 1868, the most remarkable portion of Behind the Scenes is devoted to what Keckley saw and heard in the White House. At a time when the cult of the martyred president was in full flower, Keckley’s idealized image of Lincoln—the indulgent father, the patient husband, the noble, Christlike  leader—was hardly unorthodox or exceptionable. Her characterization of the First Lady, on the other hand, suggests that among the many burdens the fallen president had been obliged to bear was marriage to a jealous, opinionated, self-important, mercurial, and petulant wife. Keckley softens the implicit condemnation of Mary Todd Lincoln in Behind the Scenes by underscoring the First Lady’s absolute loyalty to her husband and his agenda, by scotching rumors that she was vulgar and graceless, and by depicting her as a genuinely pitiable mother left desolate by the loss of her eleven-year-old son Willie in the winter of 1862. Thus at the center of Behind the Scenes we find a curious and fascinating tension, pitting Keckley’s awestruck adoration of her male subject, which borders on hagiography, against her judicious but unstinting dissection of her female subject, which reads like a deposition.

Regardless of whether one concludes that the businesswoman who wrote Behind the Scenes expected to maximize her profits by retailing an amalgam of saint’s life and scandal in one tell-all book, this much seems evident: a onetime slave who wanted to bid for a hearing in the post-Civil War literary world had little choice but to play her trump card, her intimate knowledge of President and Mrs. Lincoln, as strategically as she could. Anticipating accusations of breach of confidence, particularly in light of the decision (whether the author’s or her editor’s is not known) to reprint a number of letters from Mary Todd Lincoln to Keckley, Keckley insists in her preface that her only motive was “to place Mrs. Lincoln in a better light before the world.” The target of widespread criticism after leaving the White House, Mary Todd Lincoln, according to Keckley, treasured her modiste and confidante as “my best and kindest friend.” After the appearance of Behind the Scenes, however, Mrs. Lincoln contemptuously severed all ties with her former friend. The complex and conflicted portrayal of Mrs. Lincoln, of whom Keckley says, “I never in my life saw a more peculiarly constituted woman,” spurs critical debate over how Keckley really felt about the most fascinating woman she would ever know, the daughter of slaveholders to whom this former slave felt both self-sacrificial loyalty and barely concealed resentment. Whatever else we might say about the central relationship in Behind the Scenes, one thing is clear: Mary Todd Lincoln’s faults are consistently dramatized in Behind the Scenes in such a way as to reflect, though always indirectly, Elizabeth Keckley’s strengths.

Edgy but unapologetic about her treatment of Mary Todd Lincoln, Keckley also defended herself in her preface by posing as a reliable and fair-minded historian, albeit one who specialized in what she called “secret history.” To critics in 1868, Keckley’s “secret history” was nothing more than gossip, if not slander. Today, in recognition of the struggles of nineteenth-century women, white as well as black, to give voice to stories that they had been taught to keep to themselves, we may read this “secret history” as a highly personalized, unofficial reconstitution of national history designed to distill from secret words and deeds truths available only to one whose status had been relegated to “behind the scenes.” Paralleling in some respects the famed Civil War diary of the South Carolina aristocrat Mary Chesnut, Behind the Scenes represents a dramatically bold literary undertaking in post-slavery African American historiography, a self-authorizing black woman’s history of the Civil War and the Lincoln administration.

To qualify for her role as “secret” historian, Keckley makes a key decision in the early chapters of Behind the Scenes to play up, rather than minimizing, her experience as a slave. Acutely conscious of the political implications of her own stance toward slavery, Keckley takes a strikingly evenhanded, almost dispassionate attitude toward the institutionalization of slavery in the nation’s history. As though looking through the lens of history itself, the author introduces herself in the preface to her autobiography as representative of the millions of African Americans who were both instrument and agent, victim and victor, in the great national struggle to overthrow slavery. Determined to claim her rightful role and due in the greatest cause of her lifetime, Keckley as an African American woman and former slave was quite aware that few of her readers, especially those who were white, could imagine any contribution of significance that a woman of color could make to American history, unless as a  helpmeet to her husband or a mother to her children. Careful not to presume too much, Keckley portrays herself humbly as “a feeble instrument” in God’s hands. These self-abnegating words, however, bear a more assertive implication than might first be apparent. They suggest that Keckley believed that God had selected her, along with “the enslaved millions of my race,” to live out a providential, and therefore consequential, destiny. Thus even as she acknowledges that she was but “one of the victims of slavery,” Keckley quickly adds that “destiny”—God’s providential plan for the nation—“willed it so.” Endowing herself with a role in the nation’s destiny allows Keckley to shift her historical status from victim to agent: “Since I aided in bringing a solemn truth to the surface as a truth [that is, the truth of every human being’s right to be free], perhaps I have no right to complain. Here, as in all things pertaining to life, I can afford to be charitable.”

Expressing a winner’s sense of vindication and confidence, Keckley’s choice of the language of the marketplace—“I can afford to be charitable”—epitomizes the pragmatic, businesslike point of view that this autobiographer takes toward slavery in particular and life in general. Slaveholders receive surprising absolution in her preface: “The law [of slavery] descended to them” from their forefathers, “and it was but natural that they should recognize it, since it manifestly was their interest to do so.” Keckley leaves no doubt as to her personal resentment of the “cruel custom” by which “I was robbed of my dearest right.” Still, the fact that she can concede the “natural” justification of self-interest to a slaveowner while asserting in the same paragraph the right of a slave not to be robbed of her freedom indicates that the ex-slave-turned-businesswoman who wrote Behind the Scenes could as easily defend as attack the morality of the marketplace, even though she had been bought and sold according to its standards. Thus readers of Behind the Scenes should be neither startled nor disturbed to see Keckley adhere to a pragmatic and plainly self-interested ethic in the story she tells of her search for personal security and success.

Keckley’s pragmatism, reinforced by her sense of having been vindicated by history, is nowhere more remarkably evident  than in her account of her turbulent teenage years in Hillsborough, North Carolina, where she was sent to work for her master’s son, Rev. Robert Burwell, and his wife, Anna. Beaten repeatedly to subdue what her mistress regarded as the slave girl’s “stubborn pride,” Keckley defeated her brutal antagonists by sheer strength of will. But resistance to what she recalls as four years of “persecution” from a white man who “had base designs upon me” did not rescue the slave girl from a pregnancy “that brought me suffering and deep mortification.” “I do not care to dwell upon this subject,” Keckley notifies her reader calmly, “for it is one that is fraught with pain. Suffice it to say, that he persecuted me for four years, and I—I—became a mother. The child of which he was the father was the only child that I ever brought into the world. If my poor boy ever suffered any humiliating pangs on account of birth, he could not blame his mother, for God knows that she did not wish to give him life; he must blame the edicts of that society which deemed it no crime to undermine the virtue of girls in my then position.”

Those familiar with the classic Incidents in the Life of a Slave Girl will notice immediately several similarities, as well as even more striking differences, between the lives and life stories of Harriet Jacobs and Elizabeth Hobbs Keckley. Published only seven years apart, their narratives serve as bookends of the Civil War. Both women lived and worked in the Washington, D.C., area from 1862 to 1865, each an active participant in relief efforts for escaped slaves from the South. The chances of their meeting each other or knowing about each other were more than slight. Yet even if the two women never met, it seems unlikely that Keckley would have never heard or taken notice of Incidents, given the response it garnered in the early 1860s, the public presence of its activist author in Keckley’s hometown for three years, and perhaps most importantly, given the striking parallels between what Jacobs revealed about her slave past and what Keckley knew to be true about her own.

Though Keckley telescoped her life in slavery in Behind the Scenes so that she could get to her career in freedom and her relationship to the Lincolns, the details that Keckley did record  about her youth inevitably recall that of Harriet Jacobs. Born five years apart, the two women grew up among the comparatively privileged of the slave population. They were raised under similar circumstances, as house servants, not field workers. No effort was made to keep them from learning how to read and write. They were both light-complexioned and considered good-looking by blacks and whites alike. They had strong family ties, particularly to a mother or grandmother. Though both wanted to escape slavery as teenagers, neither secured her freedom until she was a mature woman, Jacobs almost thirty years of age and Keckley some seven years older. The most arresting of all the links between these two women, however, was the fact that by the age of twenty both had borne children by white men.

“Pity me, and pardon me, O virtuous reader!” Jacobs pleads just prior to launching into her account of how she as a teenage slave voluntarily entered into a sexual liaison with a white man. Keckley, by contrast, declines to present herself as a supplicant before her reader. There is no reason to think that the memory of her harsh sexual initiation was any less “fraught with pain” to Keckley than to Jacobs, yet Keckley refuses to expose her pain and “deep mortification” to her reader. The whole vexed question of moral responsibility, which Jacobs wrestles with in her plea for empathy from her reader, is simply shunted aside in Keckley’s bold pronouncement, “he could not blame his mother.” Clearly, Keckley faults southern white society, but she has no interest in pursuing the matter of moral responsibility. By concluding with a reference to “the virtue of girls in my then position” (emphasis added), Keckley stresses the contrast between her past and current positions in society. What matters to Keckley is not the exploited slave girl she was but the successful and independent free woman she has become.

Keckley and Jacobs had congruent missions as female slave narrators of the 1860s : to portray their evolution from sexual exploitation in slavery to triumphant single motherhood in freedom. Willing and able to take care of themselves and their families, each writer shows how she became on her own a self-supporting contributor to the social good. The chief difference  between Jacobs and Keckley lies in the spheres in which each woman recounted her success. Jacobs wanted her readers to respect her as a selfless mother, utterly dedicated to the freedom and opportunity of her children. Keckley, who also labored, like Jacobs, to purchase her son’s freedom and secure him an education, banked on her reader’s respect by recounting her career as a female entrepreneur dedicated not only to her own economic independence but to the advancement of her people. Representing the disposition of her sexuality in slavery as her own tortured but defensible ethical choice constituted the biggest risk Jacobs faced in cultivating trust between herself and her reader. Keckley had to contend with similarly problematic, though not so sensational, choices in deciding how to depict herself as an aspiring black businesswoman in the post-Civil War socioeconomic arena. Just as Jacobs had no models to follow in introducing her first-person account of a sexually wronged slave woman in 1861, Keckley could draw on no precedents in broaching her personal story of a free black career woman in 1868. Indeed, the story Keckley had to tell was likely even more confounding to popular white notions of black womanhood than was Jacobs’s. Keckley knew she risked sounding self-centered rather than self-reliant by making public her story of individual success. To articulate her achievements without seeming immodest and unwomanly was fraught with pitfalls, given the racial prejudice, as well as gender biases, of her audience. What Keckley had to reconcile in writing her autobiography was a potential contradiction built into her sense of self and her sense of the class of black Americans whom she represented. Behind the Scenes reflects but never entirely resolves the tension between Keckley’s intense commitment to  personal freedom, economic independence, and societal respect on the one hand, and her powerful sense of social obligation, engendered by her training as a slave, her experience as a woman, and her consciousness as a middle-class African American, on the other.

Behind the Scenes is predicated, therefore, on both an enticing opportunity and a daunting challenge: could the first African American author after 1865 to have a real chance at a  national reading audience construct her own selfhood and voice so that her personal agenda, with its extremely complex mix of motives (acknowledged and unacknowledged), would not interfere with or overshadow her incipient sense of responsibility to the African American middle class, not to mention African American women? The answer to this question has yet to be settled, partly because Elizabeth Keckley’s decision in representing herself as a free black woman was to claim her hybridity, in particular, her cultural hybridity—the once enslaved, now free southerner successfully thriving in the North—as the most salient dimension of her personhood and her greatest asset in the role that, she suggests in her autobiography, history has assigned her and other middle-class African Americans. That role, we discover as we read Behind the Scenes, was to exemplify the practical value of self-reliance and hard work in the economic sphere while at the same time assisting in the realization of the nation’s great postwar destiny, the reconciling of North and South through sectional reunification. Liberated from bitterness over past wrongs, Keckley as former slave professes to have learned how to hold in equable balance the best and the worst aspects of slavery. Throughout Behind the Scenes  the author espouses a rhetoric of balance as she negotiates the many competing loyalties and responsibilities occasioned by her middling, often mediative positioning between whites and blacks. Keckley never acknowledges any political shrewdness or savvy, yet her consistent positioning of herself squarely in the middle, the voice of moderation within a cacophony of extremes, in Behind the Scenes testifies to her canniness. It is not by accident that the only character in her story to rival her in representing balance, evenhandedness, and self-control is Lincoln himself.

Keckley’s liberality extends, most incredibly to us today, even to Jefferson Davis. While making clear her belief that slavery was utterly wrong and that people like Davis were justly punished for their part in it, Keckley also balances these public political faults of Davis with personal respect for him because, in her personal dealings with him, he abided by an American middle-class consensus of values—dedication to family, social  and economic respectability, kindness toward the less fortunate—to which Keckley herself subscribes throughout her autobiography. One way, therefore, for Keckley to appropriate the status she quietly claims from her white reader—that of spokeswoman for the middle-class consensus on which national reunification must be based—was for Keckley to concede the same status to the former President of the Confederate States of America. In making this magnanimous concession, Keckley suggests that while ex-slaves like herself might bear social or political liabilities from the past, as Davis did, once their personal conduct and values coincided with that of the victorious middle-class majority, then these same former slaves were just as worthy of an equitable reintegration into the postwar socioeconomic order as was the ex-slaveholding president of the rebellious confederacy.

Consistent with the political implication of her own rise to success in the white world, the mediative role that Keckley ascribes to herself as a middle-class African American has a plainly assimilationist and accommodating tone. Unlike the confessional and confrontational narrator of Incidents in the Life of a Slave Girl, a decidedly pre-Civil War text, Behind the Scenes does not challenge white America’s postwar consensus of values so much as it tries to emulate it, and to do so more productively than the leading white ladies of Keckley’s acquaintance, in particular, Varina Davis, wife of the discredited president of the confederacy, and Mary Todd Lincoln, spouse of the heroic president of the United States. Without ever forgetting her place (Keckley pointedly observes that she did not approve of women customers coming to her rooms, preferring instead to wait on them in their own residences), or sounding resentful of her mediative status, Keckley ultimately identified her own multifarious racial, cultural, and gendered hybridity not with the margins but with the middle. This move, she evidently believed, would allow her the latitude to define a self unbound to the extremes of the past, embodied in Behind the Scenes by the outdated standard-bearers of pre-Civil War southern and northern womanhood, Varina Davis and Mary Todd Lincoln. Thus  Behind the Scenes articulates Elizabeth Keckley’s search for  what we might call the freedom of the middle, where she could evoke an alternate, progressive image of womanhood for mixed-race women like herself, which she could then ally to a similarly progressive standard of leadership that she allotted to the African American middle class. In the convergence of these two agendas—one that prefigured a revised model of womanhood for post-slavery black women and another that forecast a revised model of leadership for post-slavery era black America—Behind the Scenes speaks to us today as both an intriguing experiment in life writing and a provocative statement of an emerging class consciousness.

WILLIAM L. ANDREWS 
Chapel Hill, North Carolina
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PREFACE

I have often been asked to write my life, as those who know me know that it has been an eventful one. At last I have acceded to the importunities of my friends, and have hastily sketched some of the striking incidents that go to make up my history. My life, so full of romance, may sound like a dream to the matter-of-fact reader, nevertheless everything I have written is strictly true; much has been omitted, but nothing has been exaggerated. In writing as I have done, I am well aware that I have invited criticism; but before the critic judges harshly, let my explanation be carefully read and weighed. If I have portrayed the dark side of slavery, I also have painted the bright side. The good that I have said of human servitude should be thrown into the scales with the evil that I have said of it. I have kind, true-hearted friends in the South as well as in the North, and I would not wound those Southern friends by sweeping condemnation, simply because I was once a slave. They were not so much responsible for the curse under which I was born, as the God of nature and the fathers who framed the Constitution for the United States. The law descended to them, and it was but natural that they should recognize it, since it manifestly was their interest to do so. And yet a wrong was inflicted upon me; a cruel custom deprived me of my liberty, and since I was robbed of my dearest right, I would not have been human had I not rebelled against the robbery. God rules the Universe. I was a feeble instrument in His hands, and through me and the enslaved millions of my race, one of the problems was solved that belongs to the great problem of human destiny; and the solution was developed so gradually that there was no great convulsion  of the harmonies of natural laws. A solemn truth was thrown to the surface, and what is better still, it was recognized as a truth by those who give force to moral laws. An act may be wrong, but unless the ruling power recognizes the wrong, it is useless to hope for a correction of it. Principles may be right, but they are not established within an hour. The masses are slow to reason, and each principle, to acquire moral force, must come to us from the fire of the crucible; the fire may inflict unjust punishment, but then it purifies and renders stronger the principle, not in itself, but in the eyes of those who arrogate judgment to themselves. When the war of the Revolution established the independence of the American colonies, an evil was perpetuated, slavery was more firmly established; and since the evil had been planted, it must pass through certain stages before it could be eradicated. In fact, we give but little thought to the plant of evil until it grows to such monstrous proportions that it overshadows important interests; then the efforts to destroy it become earnest. As one of the victims of slavery I drank of the bitter water; but then, since destiny willed it so, and since I aided in bringing a solemn truth to the surface as a truth, perhaps I have no right to complain. Here, as in all things pertaining to life, I can afford to be charitable.

It may be charged that I have written too freely on some questions, especially in regard to Mrs. Lincoln. I do not think so; at least I have been prompted by the purest motive. Mrs. Lincoln, by her own acts, forced herself into notoriety. She stepped beyond the formal lines which hedge about a private life, and invited public criticism. The people have judged her harshly, and no woman was ever more traduced in the public prints of the country. The people knew nothing of the secret history of her transactions, therefore they judged her by what was thrown to the surface. For an act may be wrong judged purely by itself, but when the motive that prompted the act is understood, it is construed differently. I lay it down as an axiom, that only that is criminal in the sight of God where crime is meditated. Mrs. Lincoln may have been imprudent, but since her intentions were good, she should be judged more kindly than she has been. But the world do not know what her intentions were; they have only been made acquainted with her acts without knowing what feeling guided her actions. If the world are to judge her as I have judged her, they must be introduced to the secret history of her transactions. The veil of mystery must be drawn aside; the origin of a fact must be brought to light with the naked fact itself. If I have betrayed confidence in anything I have published, it has been to place Mrs. Lincoln in a better light before the world. A breach of trust—if breach it can be called—of this kind is always excusable. My own character, as well as the character of Mrs. Lincoln, is at stake, since I have been intimately associated with that lady in the most eventful periods of her life. I have been her confidante, and if evil charges are laid at her door, they also must be laid at mine, since I have been a party to all her movements. To defend myself I must defend the lady that I have served. The world have judged Mrs. Lincoln by the facts which float upon the surface, and through her have partially judged me, and the only way to convince them that wrong was not meditated is to explain the motives that actuated us. I have written nothing that can place Mrs. Lincoln in a worse light before the world than the light in which she now stands, therefore the secret history that I publish can do her no harm. I have excluded everything of a personal character from her letters; the extracts introduced only refer to public men, and are such as to throw light upon her unfortunate adventure in New York. These letters were not written for publication, for which reason they are all the more valuable; they are the frank overflowings of the heart, the outcropping of impulse, the key to genuine motives. They prove the motive to have been pure, and if they shall help to stifle the voice of calumny, I am content. I do not forget, before the public journals vilified Mrs. Lincoln, that ladies who moved in the Washington circle in which she moved, freely canvassed her character among themselves. They gloated over many a tale of scandal that grew out of gossip in their own circle. If these ladies, could say everything bad of the wife of the President, why should I not be permitted to lay her secret history bare, especially when that history plainly shows that her life, like all lives, has its good side as well as its bad side! None of us are  perfect, for which reason we should heed the voice of charity when it whispers in our ears, “Do not magnify the imperfections of others.” Had Mrs. Lincoln’s acts never become public property, I should not have published to the world the secret chapters of her life. I am not the special champion of the widow of our lamented President; the reader of the pages which follow will discover that I have written with the utmost frankness in regard to her—have exposed her faults as well as given her credit for honest motives. I wish the world to judge her as she is, free from the exaggerations of praise or scandal, since I have been associated with her in so many things that have provoked hostile criticism; and the judgment that the world may pass upon her, I flatter myself, will present my own actions in a better light.

ELIZABETH KECKLEY. 
14 Carroll Place, New York, 
March 14, 1868.




CHAPTER I

WHERE I WAS BORN

My life has been an eventful one. I was born a slave—was the child of slave parents2—therefore I came upon the earth free in God-like thought, but fettered in action. My birthplace was Dinwiddie Court-House, in Virginia.3 My recollections of childhood are distinct, perhaps for the reason that many stirring incidents are associated with that period. I am now on the shady side of forty, and as I sit alone in my room the brain is busy, and a rapidly moving panorama brings scene after scene before me, some pleasant and others sad; and when I thus greet old familiar faces, I often find myself wondering if I am not living the past over again. The visions are so terribly distinct that I almost imagine them to be real. Hour after hour I sit while the scenes are being shifted; and as I gaze upon the panorama of the past, I realize how crowded with incidents my life has been. Every day seems like a romance within itself, and the years grow into ponderous volumes. As I cannot condense, I must omit many strange passages in my history. From such a wilderness of events it is difficult to make a selection, but as I am not writing altogether the history of myself, I will confine my story to the most important incidents which I believe influenced the moulding of my character. As I glance over the crowded sea of the past, these incidents stand forth prominently, the guide-posts of memory. I presume that I must have been four years old when I first began to remember; at least, I cannot now recall anything occurring previous to this period. My master, Col. A. Burwell,4 was somewhat unsettled in his business affairs, and while I was yet an infant he made several removals. While living at Hampton Sidney College, Prince Edward County, Va.,5 Mrs.

Burwell gave birth to a daughter, a sweet, black-eyed baby, my earliest and fondest pet. To take care of this baby was my first duty. True, I was but a child myself—only four years old—but then I had been raised in a hardy school—had been taught to rely upon myself, and to prepare myself to render assistance to others. The lesson was not a bitter one, for I was too young to indulge in philosophy, and the precepts that I then treasured and practised I believe developed those principles of character which have enabled me to triumph over so many difficulties. Notwithstanding all the wrongs that slavery heaped upon me, I can bless it for one thing—youth’s important lesson of self-reliance. The baby was named Elizabeth, and it was pleasant to me to be assigned a duty in connection with it, for the discharge of that duty transferred me from the rude cabin to the household of my master. My simple attire was a short dress and a little white apron. My old mistress encouraged me in rocking the cradle, by telling me that if I would watch over the baby well, keep the flies out of its face, and not let it cry, I should be its little maid. This was a golden promise, and I required no better inducement for the faithful performance of my task. I began to rock the cradle most industriously, when lo! out pitched little pet on the floor. I instantly cried out, “Oh! the baby is on the floor;” and, not knowing what to do, I seized the fire-shovel in my perplexity, and was trying to shovel up my tender charge, when my mistress called to me to let the child alone, and then ordered that I be taken out and lashed for my carelessness. The blows were not administered with a light hand, I assure you, and doubtless the severity of the lashing has made me remember the incident so well. This was the first time I was punished in this cruel way, but not the last. The black-eyed baby that I called my pet grew into a self-willed girl, and in after years was the cause of much trouble to me. I grew strong and healthy, and, notwithstanding I knit socks and attended to various kinds of work, I was repeatedly told, when even fourteen years old, that I would never be worth my salt. When I was eight, Mr. Burwell’s family consisted of six sons and four daughters, with a large family of servants. My mother was kind and forbearing; Mrs. Burwell a hard task-master; and as mother had so much  work to do in making clothes, etc., for the family, besides the slaves, I determined to render her all the assistance in my power, and in rendering her such assistance my young energies were taxed to the utmost. I was my mother’s only child, which made her love for me all the stronger. I did not know much of my father, for he was the slave of another man, and when Mr. Burwell moved from Dinwiddie he was separated from us, and only allowed to visit my mother twice a year—during the Easter holidays and Christmas. At last Mr. Burwell determined to reward my mother, by making an arrangement with the owner of my father, by which the separation of my parents could be brought to an end. It was a bright day, indeed, for my mother when it was announced that my father was coming to live with us. The old weary look faded from her face, and she worked as if her heart was in every task. But the golden days did not last long. The radiant dream faded all too soon.

In the morning my father called me to him and kissed me, then held me out at arms’ length as if he were regarding his child with pride. “She is growing into a large fine girl,” he remarked to my mother. “I dun no which I like best, you or Lizzie, as both are so dear to me.” My mother’s name was Agnes, and my father delighted to call me his “Little Lizzie.” While yet my father and mother were speaking hopefully, joyfully of the future, Mr. Burwell came to the cabin, with a letter in his hand. He was a kind master in some things, and as gently as possible informed my parents that they must part; for in two hours my father must join his master at Dinwiddie, and go with him to the West, where he had determined to make his future home. The announcement fell upon the little circle in that rude-log cabin like a thunderbolt. I can remember the scene as if it were but yesterday;—how my father cried out against the cruel separation; his last kiss; his wild straining of my mother to his bosom; the solemn prayer to Heaven; the tears and sobs—the fearful anguish of broken hearts. The last kiss, the last good-by; and he, my father, was gone, gone forever. The shadow eclipsed the sunshine, and love brought despair. The parting was eternal. The cloud had no silver lining, but I trust that it will be all silver in heaven. We who are crushed to earth with heavy chains,  who travel a weary, rugged, thorny road, groping through midnight darkness on earth, earn our right to enjoy the sunshine in the great hereafter. At the grave, at least, we should be permitted to lay our burdens down, that a new world, a world of brightness, may open to us. The light that is denied us here should grow into a flood of effulgence beyond the dark, mysterious shadows of death. Deep as was the distress of my mother in parting with my father, her sorrow did not screen her from insult. My old mistress said to her: “Stop your nonsense; there is no necessity for you putting on airs. Your husband is not the only slave that has been sold from his family, and you are not the only one that has had to part. There are plenty more men about here, and if you want a husband so badly, stop your crying and go and find another.” To these unfeeling words my mother made no reply. She turned away in stoical silence, with a curl of that loathing scorn upon her lips which swelled in her heart.

My father and mother never met again in this world. They kept up a regular correspondence for years, and the most precious mementoes of my existence are the faded old letters that he wrote, full of love, and always hoping that the future would bring brighter days. In nearly every letter is a message for me. “Tell my darling little Lizzie,” he writes, “to be a good girl, and to learn her book. Kiss her for me, and tell her that I will come to see her some day.” Thus he wrote time and again, but he never came. He lived in hope, but died without ever seeing his wife and child.

I note a few extracts from one of my father’s letters to my mother, following copy literally:

 

“SHELBYVILE,6 Sept. 6, 1833.




”MRS. AGNES HOBBS

“Dear Wife: My dear biloved wife I am more than glad to meet with opportun[i]ty writee thes few lines to you by my Mistress who ar now about starterng to virginia, and sevl others of my old friends are with her; in compeney Mrs. Ann Rus the wife of master Thos Rus and Dan Woodiard and his family and I am very sorry that I havn the chance to go with them as I feele

Determid to see you If life last again. I am now here and out at this pleace so I am not abble to get of at this time. I am write well and hearty and all the rest of masters family. I heard this eveng by Mistress that ar just from theree all sends love to you and all my old frends. I am a living in a town called Shelbyville and I have wrote a greate many letters since Ive beene here and almost been reeady to my selfe that its out of the question to write any more at tall: my dear wife I dont feeld no whys like giving out writing to you as yet and I hope when you get this letter that you be Inncougege to write me a letter. I am well satisfied at my living at this place I am a making money for my own benifit and I hope that its to yours also If I live to see Nexct year I shall heve my own time from master by giving him 100 and twenty Dollars a year and I thinke I shall be doing good bisness at that and heve something more thean all that. I hope with gods helpe that I may be abble to rejoys with you on the earth and In heaven lets meet when will I am detemnid to nuver stope praying, not in this earth and I hope to praise god In glory there weel meet to part no more forever. So my dear wife I hope to meet you In paradase to prase god forever * * * * F * * I want Elizabeth to be a good girl and not to thinke that becasue I am bound so fare that gods not abble to open the way ** * *

“GEORGE PLEASANT,  
”Hobbs a servant of Grum.“

 

The last letter that my mother received from my father was dated Shelbyville, Tennessee, March 20, 1839. He writes in a cheerful strain, and hopes to see her soon. Alas! he looked forward to a meeting in vain. Year after year the one great hope swelled in his heart, but the hope was only realized beyond the dark portals of the grave.

When I was about seven years old I witnessed, for the first time, the sale of a human being. We were living at Prince Edward, in Virginia, and master had just purchased his hogs for the winter, for which he was unable to pay in full. To escape from his embarrassment it was necessary to sell one of the slaves. Little Joe, the son of the cook, was selected as the victim. His mother was ordered to dress him up in his Sunday clothes,  and send him to the house. He came in with a bright face, was placed in the scales, and was sold, like the hogs, at so much per pound. His mother was kept in ignorance of the transaction, but her suspicions were aroused. When her son started for Petersburgh in the wagon, the truth began to dawn upon her mind, and she pleaded piteously that her boy should not be taken from her; but master quieted her by telling her that he was simply going to town with the wagon, and would be back in the morning. Morning came, but little Joe did not return to his mother. Morning after morning passed, and the mother went down to the grave without ever seeing her child again. One day she was whipped for grieving for her lost boy. Colonel Burwell never liked to see one of his slaves wear a sorrowful face, and those who offended in this particular way were always punished. Alas! the sunny face of the slave is not always an indication of sunshine in the heart. Colonel Burwell at one time owned about seventy slaves, all of which were sold, and in a majority of instances wives were separated from husbands and children from their parents. Slavery in the Border States forty years ago was different from what it was twenty years ago. Time seemed to soften the hearts of master and mistress, and to insure kinder and more humane treatment to bondsmen and bondswomen. When I was quite a child, an incident occurred which my mother afterward impressed more strongly on my mind. One of my uncles, a slave of Colonel Burwell, lost a pair of ploughlines, and when the loss was made known the master gave him a new pair, and told him that if he did not take care of them he would punish him severely. In a few weeks the second pair of lines was stolen, and my uncle hung himself rather than meet the displeasure of his master. My mother went to the spring in the morning for a pail of water, and on looking up into the willow tree which shaded the bubbling crystal stream, she discovered the lifeless form of her brother suspended beneath one of the strong branches. Rather than be punished the way Colonel Burwell punished his servants, he took his own life. Slavery had its dark side as well as its bright side.




CHAPTER II

GIRLHOOD AND ITS SORROWS

I must pass rapidly over the stirring events of my early life. When I was about fourteen years old I went to live with my master’s eldest son, a Presbyterian minister.7 His salary was small, and he was burdened with a helpless wife8, a girl that he had married in the humble walks of life. She was morbidly sensitive, and imagined that I regarded her with contemptuous feelings because she was of poor parentage. I was their only servant, and a gracious loan at that. They were not able to buy me, so my old master sought to render them assistance by allowing them the benefit of my services. From the very first I did the work of three servants, and yet I was scolded and regarded with distrust. The years passed slowly, and I continued to serve them, and at the same time grew into strong, healthy womanhood. I was nearly eighteen when we removed from Virginia to Hillsboro’, North Carolina9, where young Mr. Burwell took charge of a church. The salary was small, and we still had to practise the closest economy. Mr. Bingham, a hard, cruel man, the village schoolmaster, was a member of my young master’s church, and he was a frequent visitor to the parsonage. She whom I called mistress seemed to be desirous to wreak vengeance on me for something, and Bingham became her ready tool. During this time my master was unusually kind to me; he was naturally a good-hearted man, but was influenced by his wife. It was Saturday evening, and while I was bending over the bed, watching the baby that I had just hushed into slumber, Mr. Bingham came to the door and asked me to go with him to his study. Wondering what he meant by his strange request, I followed him, and when we had entered the study he  closed the door, and in his blunt way remarked: “Lizzie, I am going to flog you.” I was thunderstruck, and tried to think if I had been remiss in anything. I could not recollect of doing anything to deserve punishment, and with surprise exclaimed: “Whip me, Mr. Bingham! what for?”

“No matter,” he replied, “I am going to whip you, so take down your dress this instant.”

Recollect, I was eighteen years of age, was a woman fully developed, and yet this man coolly bade me take down my dress. I drew myself up proudly, firmly, and said: “No, Mr. Bingham, I shall not take down my dress before you. Moreover, you shall not whip me unless you prove the stronger. Nobody has a right to whip me but my own master, and nobody shall do so if I can prevent it.”

My words seemed to exasperate him. He seized a rope, caught me roughly, and tried to tie me. I resisted with all my strength, but he was the stronger of the two, and after a hard struggle succeeded in binding my hands and tearing my dress from my back. Then he picked up a rawhide, and began to ply it freely over my shoulders. With steady hand and practised eye he would raise the instrument of torture, nerve himself for a blow, and with fearful force the rawhide descended upon the quivering flesh. It cut the skin, raised great welts, and the warm blood trickled down my back. Oh God! I can feel the torture now—the terrible, excruciating agony of those moments. I did not scream; I was too proud to let my tormentor know what I was suffering. I closed my lips firmly, that not even a groan might escape from them, and I stood like a statue while the keen lash cut deep into my flesh. As soon as I was released, stunned with pain, bruised and bleeding, I went home and rushed into the presence of the pastor and his wife, wildly exclaiming : “Master Robert, why did you let Mr. Bingham flog me? What have I done that I should be so punished?”

“Go away,” he gruffly answered, “do not bother me.”

I would not be put off thus. “What have I done? I will know why I have been flogged.”

I saw his cheeks flush with anger, but I did not move. He rose to his feet, and on my refusing to go without an explanation, seized a chair, struck me, and felled me to the floor. I rose, bewildered, almost dead with pain, crept to my room, dressed my bruised arms and back as best I could, and then lay down, but not to sleep. No, I could not sleep, for I was suffering mental as well as bodily torture. My spirit rebelled against the un-justness that had been inflicted upon me, and though I tried to smother my anger and to forgive those who had been so cruel to me, it was impossible. The next morning I was more calm, and I believe that I could then have forgiven everything for the sake of one kind word. But the kind word was not proffered, and it may be possible that I grew somewhat wayward and sullen. Though I had faults, I know now, as I felt then, harshness was the poorest inducement for the correction of them. It seems that Mr. Bingham had pledged himself to Mrs. Burwell to subdue what he called my “stubborn pride.” On Friday following the Saturday on which I was so savagely beaten, Mr. Bingham again directed me come to his study. I went, but with the determination to offer resistance should he attempt to flog me again. On entering the room I found him prepared with a new rope and a new cowhide. I told him that I was ready to die, but that he could not conquer me. In struggling with him I bit his finger severely, when he seized a heavy stick and beat me with it in a shameful manner. Again I went home sore and bleeding, but with pride as strong and defiant as ever. The following Thursday Mr. Bingham again tried to conquer me, but in vain. We struggled, and he struck me many savage blows. As I stood bleeding before him, nearly exhausted with his efforts, he burst into tears, and declared that it would be a sin to beat me any more. My suffering at last subdued his hard heart; he asked my forgiveness, and afterwards was an altered man. He was never known to strike one of his servants from that day forward. Mr. Burwell, he who preached the love of Heaven, who glorified the precepts and examples of Christ, who expounded the Holy Scriptures Sabbath after Sabbath from the pulpit, when Mr. Bingham refused to whip me any more, was urged by his wife to punish me himself. One morning he went to the wood-pile, took an oak broom, cut the handle off, and with this heavy handle attempted to conquer me. I fought him,  but he proved the strongest. At the sight of my bleeding form, his wife fell upon her knees and begged him to desist. My distress even touched her cold, jealous heart. I was so badly bruised that I was unable to leave my bed for five days. I will not dwell upon the bitter anguish of these hours, for even the thought of them now makes me shudder. The Rev. Mr. Burwell was not yet satisfied. He resolved to make another attempt to subdue my proud, rebellious spirit—made the attempt and again failed, when he told me, with an air of penitence, that he should never strike me another blow; and faithfully he kept his word. These revolting scenes created a great sensation at the time, were the talk of the town and neighborhood, and I flatter myself that the actions of those who had conspired against me were not viewed in a light to reflect much credit upon them.

The savage efforts to subdue my pride were not the only things that brought me suffering and deep mortification during my residence at Hillsboro’. I was regarded as fair-looking for one of my race, and for four years a white man—I spare the world his name10—had base designs upon me. I do not care to dwell upon this subject, for it is one that is fraught with pain. Suffice it to say, that he persecuted me for four years, and I—I—became a mother. The child of which he was the father was the only child that I ever brought into the world. If my poor boy11 ever suffered any humiliating pangs on account of birth, he could not blame his mother, for God knows that she did not wish to give him life; he must blame the edicts of that society which deemed it no crime to undermine the virtue of girls in my then position.

Among the old letters preserved by my mother I find the following, written by myself while at Hillsboro’. In this connection I desire to state that Rev. Robert Burwell is now living* at Charlotte, North Carolina:—

 

“HILLSBORO’, April 10, 1838.

“MY DEAR MOTHER:—I have been intending to write to you for a long time, but numerous things have prevented, and for that reason you must excuse me.

“I thought very hard of you for not writing to me, but hope that you will answer this letter as soon as you receive it, and tell me how you like Marsfield, and if you have seen any of old acquaintances, or if you yet know any of the brick-house people who I think so much of. I want to hear of the family at home very much, indeed. I really believe you and all the family have forgotten me, if not I certainly should have heard from some of you since you left Boyton, if it was only a line; nevertheless I love you all very dearly, and shall, although I may never see you again, nor do I ever expect to. Miss Anna is going to Petersburgh next winter, but she says that she does not intend take me; what reason she has for leaving me I cannot tell. I have often wished that I lived where I knew I never could see you, for then I would not have my hopes raised, and to be disappointed in this manner; however, it is said that a bad beginning makes a good ending, but I hardly expect to see that happy day at this place. Give my love to all the family, both white and black. I was very much obliged to you for the presents you sent me last summer, though it is quite late in the day to be thanking for them. Tell Aunt Bella that I was very much obliged to her for her present; I have been so particular with it that I have only worn it once.

“There have been six weddings since October; the most respectable one was about a fortnight ago; I was asked to be the first attendant, but, as usual with all my expectations, I was disappointed, for on the wedding-day I felt more like being locked up in a three-cornered box than attending a wedding. About a week before Christmas I was bridesmaid for Ann Nash; when the night came I was in quite a trouble; I did not know whether my frock was clean or dirty; I only had a week’s notice, and the body and sleeves to make, and only one hour every night to work on it, so you can see with these troubles to overcome my chance was rather slim. I must now close, although I could fill ten pages with my griefs and misfortunes; no tongue could express them as I feel; don’t forget me though; and answer my letters soon. I will write you again, and would write more now, but Miss Anna says it is time I had finished. Tell Miss Elizabeth that I wish she would make haste and get  married, for mistress says that I belong to her when she gets married.

“I wish you would send me a pretty frock this summer; if you will send it to Mrs. Robertson’s Miss Bet will send it to me.

“Farewell, darling mother. 
”Your affectionate daughter, 
“ELIZABETH HOBBS.”
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