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INCIDENTS IN THE LIFE OF A SLAVE GIRL

 

 

 

Harriet Ann Brent Jacobs was born in about 1813 in Edenton, North Carolina. Her brother, John S. Jacobs, was born two years later. Their parents, Delilah and Elijah Jacobs, were enslaved, but they lived together as a family with Delilah’s mother until Delilah’s death. Harriet, then six, went to live with her owner, Margaret Horniblow, who taught her to read and sew. When Margaret Horniblow died in 1825, Harriet became the slave to Horniblow’s three-year-old niece, the daughter of Dr. James Norcom, a prominent citizen, who tried to force the teenaged Harriet into a sexual relationship with him. In an effort to fend off his advances, she began a relationship with another white man, Samuel Tredwell Sawyer, and bore him two children, whom Norcom planned to send to a plantation with a reputation for treating its slaves especially brutally. To divert him, Harriet ran away, eventually hiding in a crawl space in her grandmother’s house where she remained for almost seven years before escaping to the North in 1842. She lived and worked in New York City and Boston until her freedom was purchased in 1852. In the meantime, Sawyer managed to purchase his and Harriet’s two children as well as her brother John, who went on to work for the abolitionist cause. Harriet Jacobs wrote Incidents in the Life of a Slave Girl between 1853 and 1858, finally publishing it in 1861 under the pseudonym Linda Brent. John S. Jacobs died in 1875. Harriet Jacobs died in 1897.

 

Nell Irvin Painter is Edwards Professor of American History at Princeton University, where she currently heads the Program in African-American Studies. She is the author of several books, including Sojourner Truth: A Life, A Symbol, and editor of the Penguin Classics edition of the Narrative of Sojourner Truth.
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INTRODUCTION

HARRIET JACOBS’S LINDA: Incidents in the Life of a Slave Girl, seven years concealed in Slavery, Written by Herself (1861), the best-known nineteenth-century African-American woman’s autobiography, makes a marked contribution to American history and letters by having been written, as Jacobs stressed, “by herself.”1 Many other narratives by women who had been enslaved (for example, Sojourner Truth) had been dictated to amanuenses whose roles diluted the authenticity of the texts.2 Jacobs not only wrote her own book, but as an abolitionist and ardent reader, she knew the literary genres of her time. Describing an African-American family whose members cleave to one another against great odds, she skillfully plays on her story’s adherence to and departure from the sentimental conventions of domestic fiction. In so doing, she used its difference to a woman’s advantage. Her self-consciously gendered and thoroughly feminist narrative criticizes slavery for corrupting the morals and the families of all it touched, whether rich or poor, white or black. She lays the groundwork for the analysis of black womanhood.3

Incidents in the Life of a Slave Girl makes three important points convincingly: It shows, first, the myriad traumas owners and their agents inflicted upon slaves. Bloody whippings and rapes constituted ground zero of the enslaved condition, but in addition, slaves were subject to a whole series of soul-murdering psychological violations: destruction of families, abandonment of children, sexual harassment, verbal abuse, humiliation, contempt. Jacobs details the physical violence so common in her Southern world, but she especially stresses the assault on slaves’ psyches. Second, she denounces the figure of the “happy darky.” As a slave and later as an abolitionist, she was frequently confronted with this favorite American myth, which she knew to be false. In answer to this proslavery argument, she enumerates the miseries of the enslaved; in chapter 13 she shows precisely how Northerners were gulled into believing black people liked being enslaved 4 Third, and most courageously, Jacobs insists that enslaved people—here, black women—cannot be judged by the same standards as the free. Jacobs expounds the conditions of enslavement that deprived people of autonomy, denying them influence over their own and their children’s destinies. While her enslaved friends and family took advantage of every possible loophole5 within the fabric of an evil system, working the system allowed them only a modicum of self-determination. Because they literally belonged to other people, slaves lacked the power to protect their morals, their bodily integrity, or their children.

In sum, Jacobs delineates a system in which the enslaved and their enslavers (aided and abetted by Northern sympathizers) were totally at odds or, as she says, at war.6 As she sees it, there could be no identity of interest between the two parties to the peculiar institution, even though lives and bloodlines frequently intersected. The frequent occurrence of similar names—for example, Margaret Horniblow (Harriet’s first owner) and Molly Horniblow (Harriet’s grandmother)—may confuse the reader but attest to these very intersections.

 

Harriet Ann Brent Jacobs was born in about 1813 in Edenton, North Carolina.7 Her younger brother and best friend, John S. Jacobs, was born two years later. Their parents, Delilah and Elijah 8 Jacobs, were enslaved, but they lived together as a family with Delilah’s mother, Molly Horniblow. Horniblow, the daughter of a South Carolina planter who emancipated her during the Revolutionary War and sent her to freedom outside the United States, had been captured, returned to American territory, and fraudulently reenslaved after her father’s death. The head chef at the Horniblow Inn in Edenton, Molly Horniblow managed to earn and save money as a caterer even while enslaved. Her industry and clientele made her well known, well respected, and well connected in Edenton, and even before being  freed again at the age of fifty, she had accrued as much standing as possible by one who was neither white nor free.

As a slave, Horniblow could not marry, yet her daughter Delilah and her husband Elijah lived with Molly as a married couple: Delilah even wore a wedding ring, which she left to her daughter Harriet. Horniblow’s effective marital status, on the other hand, remains a mystery, as does the never mentioned existence or identity of her own children’s father. These silences—in the historical record, in Harriet Jacobs’s Incidents in the Life of a Slave Girl, and in John S. Jacobs’s “A True Tale of Slavery”—speak volumes, given Horniblow’s seemingly hypocritical attachment to the feminine ideal of chastity. Her insistence on premarital sexual purity, a condition which often eluded even free poor and working-class white women, would wreak havoc in her enslaved granddaughter’s emotional life.

Neither Harriet nor John recalled much about their mother, who died when Harriet was about six and John about four years old, although Harriet later praised Delilah as “noble and womanly” in nature.9 Their father, Elijah, the best house carpenter in the region, hired himself out from his base at home. Both Harriet and John recalled their father as a man of independent mind, whose slave status embittered and depressed him. John was convinced that his father died young—in 1826—precisely because he was enslaved: “My father, who had an intensely acute feeling of the wrongs of slavery, sank into a state of mental dejection, which, combined with bodily illness, occasioned his death when I was eleven years of age.”10

By dint of their skills, values, connections, and ancestry, the entire Jacobs family had much in common with Edenton’s elite. However, their African descent, legal status as slaves, and extreme vulnerability placed them firmly on the wrong side of a towering color bar. Molly Horniblow and her grandchildren experienced the ambiguities of their allegiances differently. The grandchildren admired, but could not share, her heartfelt Christian piety. The grandmother counted on the existence of conscience in the slaveowning class, another faith beyond her grandchildren’s reach. She sought decent treatment through personal entreaty; they both followed the route of permanent escape. Horniblow’s son Joseph shared her grandchildren’s hatred of slavery; he ran away twice, the second time intending to leave the United States for good. Punning on the common term for whipping, he told his brother that he meant to “get beyond the reach of the stars and stripes of America.”11

The Jacobses lived on the left bank of the Chowan River where it empties into Albemarle Sound. Connected through internal waterways with Hampton Roads, Virginia, and the Chesapeake Bay during the eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries, Edenton served as an administrative center for its own Chowan and surrounding counties and as northeastern North Carolina’s main port. In 1820, the population numbered 1261, of whom 634 were white, 499 enslaved, and 67 free black.12 During Harriet’s and John’s youth, Edenton was still vibrant enough as a trading center that the town’s leading families would station members in the New York area. The Tredwells and Blounts in Brooklyn, New York, who made the Jacobses’ later residence there unsafe, belonged to Edenton’s merchant families. During the mid-nineteenth century, Edenton lost importance as the Albemarle Sound silted up and North Carolina’s economy shifted away from the heavily slaveholding and agricultural East Coast toward the diversified farming and industry located in the Piedmont farther inland.

In 1819 and 1820 Edenton rated two visits from President James Monroe; in 1820 the town offered him a banquet, prepared by none other than Molly Horniblow, the region’s finest chef, at the Horniblow Inn, the local elite’s gathering place.

The inn sat on the main street, across an alley from the courthouse. Between the inn, the jail, and the courthouse stood the whipping post, where slaves were disciplined and blood flowed. John S. Jacobs recalled seeing “men and women stripped, and struck from fifteen to one hundred times and more. Some whose backs were cut to pieces were washed down with strong brine or brandy ...” He described one instrument of torture, the oak backing paddle, the blade of which was full of small holes that pulverized the body and left “the flesh like a steak.” He himself had dressed the back of a woman whose back he “solemnly declare[d] ... had not a piece of skin left on it as wide as my finger.”13

The Edenton elite, small and inbred, was closely connected through ties of ownership and sentiment to the Jacobses and included the heads of the Sawyer, Tredwell, and Norcom families. Drs. Matthias Sawyer (d. 1835) and James Norcom (1778-1850) were longtime business and professional partners. An 1808 inventory of the value of their joint practice revealed a net worth of $8000, half of which consisted of outstanding debts.14 The financial precariousness of medicine, combined with doctors’ ostentatious standard of living, kept them constantly on the lookout for financial advantage. Both Sawyer and Norcom operated plantations that (usually) contributed to their income and where Harriet and John had occasion to work. During this same period, Samuel Tredwell Sawyer (1800-1863)15 and John Norcom (1802-?), attended the Edenton academy together; the younger Norcom followed in his father’s footsteps by graduating from the University of Pennsylvania with a medical degree. Samuel Tredwell Sawyer attended but dropped out of William and Mary College. With his family connections, neither his limitations as a scholar nor his feckless dandyism impeded his flourishing as a lawyer.16

After her mother’s death in 1819, Harriet went to the home of her owner, Miss Margaret Horniblow. Harriet Jacobs recalled Margaret Horniblow as a kind mistress “almost like a mother to me.”17 During her six years with Margaret Horniblow, Harriet learned to read, sew, and generally to carry herself as a lady, a bearing others remarked upon for the rest of her life.

Reflecting the extreme vulnerability of enslaved people to the fates of those who owned them, Margaret Horniblow’s death in 1825 made Harriet the slave of Horniblow’s sister’s three-year-old daughter, also the daughter of James Norcom, who became her de facto owner. The following year, Harriet’s father died, leaving the child with only her grandmother as protector. Molly Horniblow’s stature and residence in the center of town did pose a counterweight to Norcom’s power over his young female  slave. Harriet realized that both the town’s gossip mill and her grandmother’s standing offered her limited but tangible protection.

When her own mistress died in 1828, fifty-year-old Molly Horniblow, too, fell to James Norcom and was put up for sale at auction. On account of her age and stature, the sight of Molly Horniblow on the auction block scandalized the good citizens of Edenton, but her sale, entirely legal, went through. According to Incidents, an older white woman bought Molly Horniblow, emancipated her, and made Molly the owner of her own older son, Mark Ramsey. John S. Jacobs’s “A True Tale of Slavery” tells a different story. It says the grandmother entrusted her savings to a kindly white man, who carried out her wishes.18  In any case, Horniblow’s younger son Joseph ran away, was recaptured, jailed in Edenton, and sold to New Orleans. Joseph escaped again and met his brother Mark Ramsey in New York City, prior to disappearing forever. Mark Ramsey hired his time as a steward on a passenger boat, a position that made it possible for him to aid many a fugitive slave running toward freedom. Molly Horniblow bought her own seven-room house in the very center of the town with excellent access to her catering market of Edenton’s elite.

At the same 1828 auction at which James Norcom sold Molly Horniblow, he bought Harriet’s brother John, then about thirteen years old. John worked in Norcom’s medical office, where he learned the then common practices of cupping, leeching, and bleeding, and the manufacture and use of various salves and dressings. As a youth, John doctored the enslaved and later attracted the attention of a medical student, who attempted to buy him. His then owner, Samuel Tredwell Sawyer, refused to sell him even for the handsome price of $1500.19

By 1829 Harriet had fallen in love with a free black carpenter, who wanted to marry her. James Norcom forbade the marriage and intensified his pursuit of her by threatening to place her in a small house outside of town—the isolation of concubinage. As a very young, enslaved, orphaned African-American woman, Harriet was virtually powerless to resist the obscene advances of her leading-citizen, middle-aged, white male medical doctor owner.

The close relationship between the elder Norcom and Sawyer and their sons grew thornily incestuous around the person of young Harriet. James Norcom, at fifty-two, was trying to seduce thirteen-year-old Harriet, who lived in his house as a dependent. He dared not exercise one right against her—exiling her to the plantation where his son John lived—for fear John would possess her sexually.

Harriet found herself in a common quandary, for during the nineteenth century, young girls of all races and sexes were regarded as little more than prey: men saw even the most privileged mainly as rich potential wives. In Incidents, Jacobs attacks this dynamic, calling slavery “that cage of obscene birds.” She chastises Northerners who married their daughters to Southern slaveholders, for the “poor girls” would soon find themselves victims of adultery, their homes scenes of “jealousy and hatred.” 20 Conservatives like the South Carolina novelist Sue Petigru King and Civil War diarist Mary Chestnut—both of whom accepted the justice of Negro slavery—deplored Southern husbands’ habit of committing adultery with women who belonged to them; it mattered less to Chestnut and Petigru King that the women under the husbands’ control were mere girls. But girls they often were, vulnerable in both their status and their youth.21  James Norcom had been following a Southern tradition of taking advantage of girls when he married a teenager situated to improve his financial situation. He had been a thirty-two-year-old divorce in 1810, when he married Mary Matilda Horniblow, the barely sixteen-year-old daughter of the woman whose business affairs he managed. This marriage had brought him control of Harriet Jacobs’s family.

Norcom’s threats and Harriet’s distress alerted Norcom’s partner’s son, the unmarried young lawyer Samuel Tredwell Sawyer, to her sexual availability and made her quarry. He began courting her through letters and other expressions of sympathy. Finding herself trapped, Harriet “made a headlong plunge” into a sexual relationship with Sawyer. Jacobs admits she knew what she was doing when she slept with Sawyer instead of Norcom: Norcom was building a cottage in which to hide her from the town whose gaze had lent her some meager protection. Harriet  had “exhausted [her] ingenuity in avoiding the snares, and eluding the power of the hated tyrant.” In Incidents, she says, “I tried hard to preserve my self-respect; but I was struggling alone in the powerful grasp of the demon Slavery; and the monster proved too strong for me.... I saw whither all this was tending.” 22 Caught between two older stalkers, Harriet gave in to the younger evil. As the peer of Norcom’s son John, Samuel Sawyer belonged to a filial generation. In relation to fourteen-year-old Harriet, he belonged to a parental generation. When he impregnated her, he was nearly thirty years old.

Harriet’s difficulties increased when her pregnancy began to show. Already jealous of her husband’s pursuit of Harriet, Mary Matilda Horniblow Norcom assumed the child Harriet was carrying was her husband’s and threw her out of her house. Harriet went to her grandmother, touching off a scene that scarred the younger woman for life.

At first reading, Molly Horniblow’s reputation appears to have both protected Harriet against Norcom and aggravated her vulnerability. On the one hand, Horniblow’s standing among the Edenton elite made outright rape of her granddaughter too costly for Norcom and his reputation as a gentleman. The dozen or so slave women he had raped, impregnated, and sold had all lived outside of town on the plantation and lacked highly visible family connections. On the other hand, Harriet held back from confessing Norcom’s harassment to her grandmother, who, in a contradictory but time-honored pattern, would have blamed Harriet for prompting the advances both women deplored. Harriet’s reticence forestalled her grandmother’s confronting Norcom head-on and, perhaps, forcing him to desist.

A second look at Incidents, however, shows Molly Horniblow aware of her granddaughter’s peril and taking all the steps open to her to warn Norcom off. Her approach—indirect, moral, and highly contingent—reflected the fundamental disparity of power between owner and grandmother. Although Horniblow could not afford a direct or angry confrontation with one of the town’s first citizens, she had “high words” with him over Harriet.23 In the last analysis, she lacked means of retaliating  against him materially; her puny weapons and the need to keep up appearances failed her on Edenton’s sexual hunting ground.

Horniblow’s staunch belief in the ideal of female chastity put her nearly as much at odds with her granddaughter as with her harasser. Jacobs addresses her reader directly in Incidents: “You never knew what it is to be a slave; to be entirely unprotected by law or custom; to have the laws reduce you to the condition of a chattel, entirely subject to the will of another.”24 But when she says that the prospects of the unfree are so “blighted by slavery” that chastity becomes an impossible goal, she speaks to her grandmother as well as the Northern reader she addresses as “you.”25

Molly Horniblow accused Harriet of disgracing her dead mother’s memory after Harriet had been turned out of the Norcoms’ house. “I had rather see you dead than to see you as you now are,” Horniblow exclaimed as she wrenched Harriet’s mother’s wedding ring from her finger and sent her away. Molly Horniblow waited several days before answering Harriet’s plea to take her back home. Even on relenting, Horniblow pitied Harriet but never forgave her. One critic wonders whether Harriet sinned chiefly by losing caste: Becoming pregnant without marrying, she was acting just like all the other ordinary slave girls. Horniblow, after all, took pride in her and Harriet’s superiority over the common run of “degraded” Negro slaves.“26

In 1831, two years after Harriet gave birth to her son Joseph, Nat Turner led an insurrection in Southampton, Virginia, some forty miles from Edenton. As in insurrection scares in 1807, 1819, and 1822, the Nat Turner insurrection fomented a pogrom in and around Edenton.27 On the pretext of searching for insurrectionists, white men looted, beat, raped, murdered, and generally terrorized African Americans. For a moment, Southern legislators, particularly in Virginia, considered the possibility of saving their skins by abolishing slavery. They decided instead to tighten its controls, making manumission more difficult and the lives of free blacks yet more precarious.

During the early and mid-1830s, Samuel Tredwell Sawyer launched his political career with service in the North Carolina  state house and senate. He spent increasing amounts of time in Raleigh but fathered a second child with Jacobs, Louisa Matilda, born in 1833. Meanwhile, James Norcom flourished in Edenton as chairman of the town commissioners.28 To punish Harriet for rejecting his renewed advances, he sent her to one of his plantations. Upon learning in 1835 that he intended to send her children to the plantation to be “broken in,” Jacobs panicked. She knew the breaking-in process entailed much physical and psychological abuse, which Harriet had already witnessed to her sorrow. Several times in Incidents she mentions slaves who had been so “brutalized” as to lose all human feeling. We still recognize the behavior she described, now labeling it trauma and the effects of post-traumatic stress syndrome: depression, self-loathing, anger, violence against the self and/or others.29 The plantation to which Norcom proposed sending her children was a place of bloodletting torture.

To divert Norcom from his plan and persuade him to let her children’s father purchase them, Harriet ran away, commencing the long process of self-emancipation that would entail spending several days and nights in a swamp full of snakes and nearly seven years hidden in a crawl space in her grandmother’s house. Norcom imprisoned Jacobs’s Aunt Betty, her brother John, and her children, but in the end he would allow Sawyer to purchase their two children and Harriet’s brother John.

 

Sawyer was elected to one term in the United States House of Representatives in 1837. He took his slave John S. Jacobs to Washington and then with him on a wedding trip to Chicago, Canada, and New York. To travel in the North, Sawyer bade Jacobs pose as a free man working for wages, which Jacobs, who said he hated lies and hypocrisy, found repugnant. Toward the end of the journey he left Sawyer in New York City and emancipated himself.

Now free, John S. Jacobs quickly made his way to New Bedford, Massachusetts, a haven for fugitive slaves where young Frederick and Anna Douglass had recently settled and where doubtless all three became acquainted as fellow workers and budding abolitionists.30

The early 1840s also brought the emancipation of Harriet Jacobs and her children, one by one. Sawyer had brought little Louisa from Edenton to Washington, D.C., to tend her half-sister, his and his wife’s new baby. Once Sawyer’s term ended, he sent Louisa to work for his Tredwell cousins in Brooklyn. Harriet finally escaped from Edenton to New York in 1842. Her grandmother sent Harriet’s son Joseph to her, and Harriet sent Joseph to her brother in New Bedford. She lived and worked in the Astor House, the favorite New York stopping place of wealthy white Southerners and the same hotel where John S. Jacobs had left Sawyer in 1839.

Harriet served as the live-in baby nurse of Nathaniel Parker Willis, the popular poet, litterateur, and editor of the weekly  Home Journal, and his English wife Mary Stace Willis. They lived well, thanks to her father’s £300/year subvention.31 Willis was well known among New York’s smart set and among its abolitionists; he had courted Lydia Maria Child, editor of the New York National Anti-Slavery Standard, who later became Harriet Jacobs’s editor. Child described Willis in terms of his “aristocratic tastes, social snobbery, dandyism, and political conservatism.” 32 Jacobs did not weigh in on the first three of these characteristics, but she knew Willis to be proslavery. In 1850 he wrote “Negro Happiness in Virginia,”33 dismissing whatever doubts Jacobs might have harbored about his politics and, undoubtedly, inspiring a scene she includes in chapter 13 of Incidents. Here, a slaveholder seduces a Northern visitor, producing slaves who—because, as Jacobs explains, they would suffer violent reprisals if they spoke the truth—attest to their perfect contentment. While Willis was hobnobbing with apologists for slavery, Jacobs attended abolitionist meetings on a regular basis.

During her years in antebellum New York, Jacobs always felt hunted. As the North’s busiest seaport and one of fugitive slaves’ preferred destinations, New York harbored numerous slave catchers, whose numbers increased after the 1850 passage of the Fugitive Slave Act made the recapture of fugitives—or black people alleged to be fugitives—even more lucrative. Jacobs always felt somewhat safer in Massachusetts. In 1843 she fled to  Boston. She returned to New York City, but another scare in 1844 sent her back to Boston with her daughter Louisa.

After the death of Mary Stace Willis in 1845, Nathaniel Parker Willis took his daughter Imogen and Jacobs to England to visit Imogen’s grandparents. In London, Jacobs felt truly free—of slavery, of American white supremacy and racial oppression—for the first time in her entire life. She was thirty-two years old. But needing to make a living for herself and her children, Jacobs returned to employment in New York City and several subsequent recapture scares. Finally, Cornelia Grinnell (the second Mrs. Willis) bought Jacobs for $300 in 1852 and freed her.34

 

During Harriet Jacobs’s years with the Willises, John S. Jacobs extended his activism in the abolitionist movement, serving as the corresponding secretary of Boston’s black New England Freedom Association. In 1848 and 1849 he toured as a paid lecturer of the Massachusetts Anti-Slavery Society, appearing with star speakers such as Frederick Douglass, who praised Jacobs’s “calm but feeling manner.”35 In 1849 John S. Jacobs purchased the Rochester Antislavery Office and Reading Room, a bookstore located above Douglass’s North Star newspaper offices. Harriet sent Louisa to school in Clinton, New York, and joined her brother’s antislavery enterprise. The reading room failed, as did John’s succeeding endeavor, an oyster restaurant.

During her nine months in Rochester, Harriet roomed with Amy and Isaac Post, a white feminist abolitionist couple unusual in their ability to deal with African Americans on a footing of equality. Through the Posts, Jacobs met another of their black house guests, the chatty young Bostonian, William C. Nell, who worked in the offices of William Lloyd Garrison’s Liberator. Jacobs had already left Rochester when the Posts hosted the itinerant antislavery preacher Sojourner Truth. During their time together, Harriet Jacobs shared her life story with Amy Post, who encouraged her to write and publish it. Jacobs eventually acted on the suggestion, but not in the 1840s.

The Compromise of 1850 included a tough new Fugitive Slave Act. On the lecture circuit, John S. Jacobs exhorted his black brethren and sisters to arm themselves for self-defense, then left  the East for safer and potentially more lucrative fields. Always enterprising, he went to California to pan for gold.36 Harriet returned to New York City; her son Joseph, now twenty-one years old, joined her brother in California. Unbeknownst to her, her Edenton tormentor, Dr. James Norcom, died late in 1850.

During the 1850s, when she was in her late thirties, Harriet Jacobs worked for the Willises, who were now settled in their Hudson River estate, and wrote her book in secret. LINDA: Incidents in the Life of a Slave Girl, seven years concealed in Slavery, Written by Herself was issued in January 1861 under the pseudonym “Linda Brent.” In it Jacobs indicted the institution of chattel slavery for its physical torture, its debasement of family attachments among white as well as black, ifs corruption of Southern white religion, and the prostitution of young women. Such a firsthand account had never before appeared. Despite its uniqueness, Incidents in the Life of a Slave Girl failed to capture the attention of a public preoccupied with the breakup of the Union and the impending war. John S. Jacobs, now living in London, published serially “A True Tale of Slavery” in the London magazine Leisure Hour in February 1861.

Harriet Jacobs, like several other women abolitionists (including, later, Sojourner Truth and Maria Stewart), put her antislavery principles to work in 1862, moving to Washington, D.C., to volunteer in the freedmen’s relief movement under the auspices of New York and Philadelphia Quakers. Her daughter Louisa, now about thirty, joined Harriet in 1863. They distributed food and clothing to “contraband”—black people who had escaped slavery in Maryland and warfare in northern Virginia. Freed-men’s relief took Harriet back to Edenton in 1865 and 1867, as a free woman able to succor the poor who had in the past shared her oppression. This relief mission also took her to Savannah, Georgia; she then traveled to England and raised £100 to build an orphanage and old-age home. (Harriet Tubman, in Auburn, New York, acted on a similar vision.) But Ku Klux Klan terrorism made the Savannah undertaking dangerous, and Jacobs finally recommended the home not be built. With the end of Reconstruction in Georgia and North Carolina, the Jacobses returned North. By 1870 they were running a rooming house for  Harvard faculty and students in Cambridge, Massachusetts; by 1885 they were living in Washington, D.C., where Louisa taught at Howard University. Harriet accompanied Louisa to meetings in 1895 at which the National Association of Colored Women was organized. Harriet Jacobs died in 1897; Louisa died in 1917.

Although Harriet and Louisa stayed together until the end of Harriet’s life, Joseph, the son and brother, disappeared in Australia in 1863; his mother had been able to send him money but not to save his life. Harriet’s brother John S. Jacobs died in 1875 and is buried beside his sister and niece in Mt. Auburn Cemetery in Cambridge.37

 

Incidents in the Life of a Slave Girl is first and foremost a piece of engaged writing, a means of advancing the struggle against the institution of slavery by politicizing respectable Northern white women—as women. Jacobs agreed with her friend and sister abolitionist Amy Post that her story should be told in order to reveal gendered evils of slavery that—due to their sexual nature—were usually passed over in silence. Whereas many other ex-slave narratives presented testimonials against a vicious institution and also served as a means for their authors’ financial support, Jacobs wrote purely out of her antislavery ideology. Well and gainfully employed, her children grown up, she was not in great need of money.38

Lacking formal education, Jacobs initially doubted her ability as a writer to strike the right balance between candor and prurient detail. She thought first to dictate her experiences to someone more comfortable with writing for publication, as Sojourner Truth had to Olive Gilbert in the 1840s.39 The best-selling author of Uncle Tom’s Cabin struck Jacobs as a potential amanuensis, but Harriet Beecher Stowe saw in Jacobs only grist for her own mill. She asked to print the whole of Jacobs’s experiences in her Key to Uncle Tom’s Cabin, but Jacobs allowed her only a brief sketch. Stowe not only sought to appropriate Jacobs’s material, she also sent Jacobs’s letter, containing details about her sexual history, to Jacobs’s employer, without Jacobs’s permission. Jacobs, perhaps naively, had also proposed to Stowe that Louisa accompany Stowe on a trip to England. Stowe’s patronizing refusal offended Jacobs. Deeply chagrined, Jacobs decided to become an author in her own right. The death of her grandmother in 1853 removed the last obstacle to her writing her own story, “by herself.”

Between 1853 and 1858, Jacobs wrote in secret, certain her employer would oppose her mission. She also honed her skills by writing letters to the editors of New York newspapers.40  Once the book manuscript was complete, her daughter Louisa, who had the advantage of formal education, recopied the manuscript, standardizing the spelling and punctuation. Jacobs took the recopied manuscript to England to engage a publisher; she did not succeed. In Boston in 1859 she found Phillips and Sam-son, but the firm went bankrupt before the book could be printed. Meanwhile, like many other abolitionists, Harriet Jacobs was deeply inspired by John Brown’s 1859 raid on the Federal Arsenal at Harpers Ferry, Virginia. She added a final chapter to her book on Brown’s visionary attack.

A new publishing firm in Boston, Thayer and Eldridge, agreed in 1860 to publish Incidents, provided the experienced abolitionist author and editor Lydia Maria Child would add a preface. William C. Nell, whom Jacobs knew as a fellow abolitionist and Post family friend, introduced Jacobs to Child. Child agreed, further, to edit the manuscript in the late summer of 1860.

The two women’s correspondence shows that Jacobs had completed her book before meeting Child and that Child made only two substantive changes, minor cuts, and one act of reorganization. Child suggested that Jacobs delete the chapter on John Brown and end with her purchase by Cornelia Grinnell Willis and subsequent emancipation. Jacobs complied. Child also gathered together the stories of physical torture, placing them in one chapter, “Sketches of Neighboring Slaveholders.” In addition to Child’s authenticating preface, Jacobs’s friends Amy Post (a white woman) and John Lowther (“a highly respectable colored citizen of Boston,” according to the National Anti-Slavery Standard 41), appended endorsements.

Thayer and Eldridge went bankrupt in December 1860, having stereotyped the plates but not printed the book. Jacobs  bought the plates and published the book herself using a Boston printer, a recourse Sojourner Truth had also used in 1850 with her Narrative. Lydia Maria Child continued to help with publishing and promotion. She had arranged for a subvention so that Thayer and Eldridge could print 2000 copies (it is unclear whether 1000 or 2000 were finally printed), and she wrote friends such as John Greenleaf Whittier, urging them to have their local booksellers stock copies of Incidents.42

LINDA: Incidents in the Life of a Slave Girl, seven years concealed in Slavery, Written by Herself appeared in Boston in January 1861. Although the name “Linda” appeared on the book’s spine, its title page omitted it. As a result, the book is better known today without “Linda.”43 (W. Tweedie published the English edition, entitled The Deeper Wrong: or, Incidents in the Life of a Slave Girl, Written by Herself, in September 1862.44  Child used parts of Incidents [citing Jacobs as author] in The Freedmen’s Book, an anthology she compiled for the freedpeople in 1865.)

 

The earliest notices of the publication of Incidents in the Life of a Slave Girl amounted to far less than sustained book reviews. Jacobs’s old friend, William C. Nell, puffed the book in a letter to the editor in the Boston Liberator. Nell acknowledged that the Liberator overflowed with news of secession and impending civil war, but he wanted to alert readers to the existence of a newly published book, “LINDA: Incidents in the Life of a Slave Girl, seven years concealed in Slavery,” which he thought certain to “render a signal and most acceptable service” in a time of crisis. Nell praised the book as more useful than most ex-slave narratives because it was straight fact, with no fiction: “This record of complicated experience in the life of a young woman, a doomed victim to America’s peculiar institution-her seven years’ concealment in slavery—continued persecutions—hopes, often deferred, but which at length culminated in her freedom—surely need not the charms that any pen of fiction, however gifted and graceful, could lend. They shine by the lustre of their own truthfulness ...” Nell expressed the hope that all mothers  and daughters would read it and “learn yet more of the barbarism of American slavery and the character of its victims.”45

The New York National Anti-Slavery Standard published the book’s “Preface by the Author,” signed “Linda Brent,” as well as Lydia Maria Child’s introduction and the accompanying notes from Amy Post and George W. Lowther in its “New Publications” column on 23 February 1861. The editor, claiming to have read the book, added a paragraph assuring readers that it “will not disappoint the expectation which these testimonials are so well adapted to excite. It casts a strong light upon the system of slavery, revealing features too often obscured by a mistaken delicacy. If this narrative of the terrible experiences of a noble woman in slavery could be read at every fireside in the free States, it would kindle such a feeling of moral indignation against the system and its guilty abettors” that Northerners would no longer coddle Confederate secessionists.46 Several months later,  National Anti-Slavery Standard columnist Richard D. Webb briefly noted the publication of both Jacobses’ narratives, calling hers “one of the most interesting and affecting in the whole compass of anti-slavery literature.”47 The New York Anglo-African  ran an unsigned review praising Incidents for portraying “the true romance of American life and history” and showing a “more revolting phrase ... because it is of the spirit and not the flesh.” The reviewer condemned the sexual dynamics of American slavery and said the book would strike a telling blow against this “cursed system.” As though anticipating twentieth-century interpretations of the provenance of the text, the Anglo-African review stressed the circumscribed nature of Child’s role as editor.48

Lydia Maria Child deplored the antislavery press’s lack of interest in Incidents in the Life of a Slave Girl as early as February 1861, and unfortunately, that interest hardly picked up.49 Jacobs’s publication date, coinciding with the furor preceding the outbreak of the Civil War, practically consigned the book to obscurity; the demise of the institution Jacobs attacked diminished its interest for American readers for more than a century. Only in the aftermath of the civil rights, black power, and black studies movements did Incidents in the Life of a Slave Girl begin to  find a larger readership. The growth of the fields of women’s history and women’s studies has further elevated it to the status of a classic American text. The narrative of a slave woman is being recognized as a story of a representative American woman.

 

Thanks for research assistance to Malinda Alaine Lindquist and especially, as ever, to Elaine Wise.

 

NELL IRVIN PAINTER

East Charleston, Vermont, August 1999
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A NOTE ON THE TEXT

The text reproduced here of Incidents in the Life of a Slave Girl  is based on the 1861 first Boston edition. That of “A True Tale of Slavery” comes from a bound copy of the Leisure Hour, a London periodical, in which it was published serially in February 1861.

None of the three original manuscripts of Incidents—Harriet Jacobs’s version, Louisa Jacobs’s copy, or Lydia Maria Child’s edited version—survives. After the initial publications in Boston in 1861 and London in 1862, the book did not begin to circulate until it was reprinted in 1960 and 1961 in facsimile editions by Ayer Publishers and the Scholarly Press. In 1972 the travel writer Walter Magnes Teller published excerpts in an anthology entitled Twelve Works of Naive Genius (New York: Harcourt Brace Jovanovich, 1972) and the first annotated edition in 1973.1  Also in 1973, the AMS Press published a facsimile edition.

In the late 1970s and early 1980s Jean Fagan Yellin, following in the footsteps of Dorothy Sterling, used the Jacobs letters in the recently deposited Isaac and Amy Post Family Papers in the University of Rochester Library to corroborate Jacobs’s claim, in her title, to have written her book “herself.” Although Jacobs was known as her book’s author in the nineteenth century, twentieth-century readers preferred to see it as the work of Child. Before Yellin’s research, historians and critics did not consider the book the authentic work of a former slave.

Yellin began publishing her findings on Jacobs in 1981, demonstrating conclusively that Jacobs was the actual author of  Incidents. Sterling included Jacobs’s letters in We Are Your Sisters, published in 1984. Yellin’s research on the Jacobs family continues, and she is currently preparing the papers of both Harriet and John S. Jacobs for publication.2 Historians such as John  W. Blassingame doubted both the book’s truth value and its authenticity as the work of a former slave. In 1972 and 1979 Blassingame exaggerated the role of Lydia Maria Child and called Jacobs’s story “not credible” and “too melodramatic.”3  Even in the 1980s, critics and historians continued their disparagement of Jacobs’s claim.

The 1987 publication of Yellin’s carefully researched and annotated edition by Harvard University Press converted literary critics, and they have continued to give the book far more attention than historians, perhaps in part because Yellin herself works out of an English department and publishes in literary journals. The historian Elizabeth Fox-Genovese, writing in 1988, followed Blassingame’s lead in disparaging Incidents’s usefulness as autobiography. For Fox-Genovese, Incidents should be read skeptically, as an improbably “crafted representation” resting upon “a great factual lie,” for Jacobs could not in fact have evaded Norcom’s sexual grasp.4 Doubting historians are now the minority of Jacobs’s readers; since the late 1980s, Incidents has gained wide acceptance as an important black feminist autobiography. In 1987 Henry Louis Gates, Jr., included it in the one-volume Classic Slave Narratives (New York: New American Library) and, in 1988, in the multivolume Schomburg Library of Nineteenth-Century Black Women Writers (New York: Oxford University Press). The late 1990s witnessed the incorporation of  Incidents into the college curriculum and the publication of editions for classroom use.
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2   Bibliographical information from the Jacobs family papers is not yet available.
3   John W. Blassingame, The Slave Community: Plantation Life in the Antebellum South (revised and enlarged edition) (New York: Oxford University Press, 1979), 373.
4   Elizabeth Fox-Genovese, Within the Plantation Household (Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 1988), 392-394.
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IN THE LIFE OF A SLAVE GIRL.

WRITTEN BY HERSELF.

[image: 003]

“Northerners know nothing at all about Slavery. They think it is perpetual bondage only. They have no conception of the depth of degradation involved in that word, SLAVERY; if they had, they would never cease their efforts until so horrible a system was overthrown.”

A WOMAN OF NORTH Carolina.2

 

 

“Rise up, ye women that are at ease! Hear my voice, ye careless daughters! Give ear unto my speech.”

ISAIAH XXXII.9.3
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Preface by the Author

READER, BE ASSURED THIS narrative is no fiction. I am aware that some of my adventures may seem incredible; but they are, nevertheless, strictly true. I have not exaggerated the wrongs inflicted by Slavery; on the contrary, my descriptions fall far short of the facts. I have concealed the names of places, and given persons fictitious names. I had no motive for secrecy on my own account, but I deemed it kind and considerate towards others to pursue this course.

I wish I were more competent to the task I have undertaken. But I trust my readers will excuse deficiencies in consideration of circumstances. I was born and reared in Slavery; and I remained in a Slave State twenty-seven years. Since I have been at the North, it has been necessary for me to work diligently for my own support, and the education of my children. This has not left me much leisure to make up for the loss of early opportunities to improve myself; and it has compelled me to write these pages at irregular intervals, whenever I could snatch an hour from household duties.

When I first arrived in Philadelphia, Bishop Paine4 advised me to publish a sketch of my life, but I told him I was altogether incompetent to such an undertaking. Though I have improved my mind somewhat since that time, I still remain of the same opinion; but I trust my motives will excuse what might otherwise seem presumptuous. I have not written my experiences in order to attract attention to myself; on the contrary, it would have been more pleasant to me to have been silent about my own history. Neither do I care to excite sympathy for my own sufferings. But I do earnestly desire to arouse the women of the North to a realizing sense of the condition of two millions of women at the South, still in bondage, suffering what I suffered, and most of  them far worse. I want to add my testimony to that of abler pens to convince the people of the Free States what Slavery really is. Only by experience can any one realize how deep, and dark, and foul is that pit of abominations. May the blessing of God rest on this imperfect effort in behalf of my persecuted people!

LINDA BRENT




Introduction by the Editor

THE AUTHOR OF THE following autobiography is personally known to me, and her conversation and manners inspire me with confidence. During the last seventeen years, she has lived the greater part of the time with a distinguished family in New York,5 and has so deported herself as to be highly esteemed by them. This fact is sufficient, without further credentials of her character. I believe those who know her will not be disposed to doubt her veracity, though some incidents in her story are more romantic than fiction.

At her request, I have revised her manuscript; but such changes as I have made have been mainly for purposes of condensation and orderly arrangement. I have not added any thing to the incidents, or changed the import of her very pertinent remarks. With trifling exceptions, both the ideas and the language are her own. I pruned excrescences a little, but otherwise I had no reason for changing her lively and dramatic way of telling her own story. The names of both persons and places are known to me; but for good reasons I suppress them.

It will naturally excite surprise that a woman reared in Slavery should be able to write so well. But circumstances will explain this. In the first place, nature endowed her with quick perceptions. Secondly, the mistress, with whom she lived till she was twelve years old, was a kind, considerate friend, who taught her to read and spell.6 Thirdly, she was placed in favorable circumstances after she came to the North; having frequent intercourse with intelligent persons, who felt a friendly interest in her welfare, and were disposed to give her opportunities for self-improvement.

I am well aware that many will accuse me of indecorum for presenting these pages to the public; for the experiences of this  intelligent and much-injured woman belong to a class which some call delicate subjects, and others indelicate. This peculiar phase of Slavery has generally been kept veiled; but the public ought to be made acquainted with its monstrous features, and I willingly take the responsibility of presenting them with the veil withdrawn. I do this for the sake of my sisters in bondage, who are suffering wrongs so foul, that our ears are too delicate to listen to them. I do it with the hope of arousing conscientious and reflecting women at the North to a sense of their duty in the exertion of moral influence on the question of Slavery, on all possible occasions. I do it with the hope that every man who reads this narrative will swear solemnly before God that, so far as he has power to prevent it, no fugitive from Slavery shall ever be sent back to suffer in that loathsome den of corruption and cruelty.

L. MARIA CHILD




 INCIDENTS IN THE LIFE OF A SLAVE GIRL, SEVEN YEARS CONCEALED.




I

Childhood

I WAS BORN A slave; but I never knew it till six years of happy childhood had passed away. My father1 was a carpenter, and considered so intelligent and skilful in his trade, that, when buildings out of the common line were to be erected, he was sent for from long distances, to be head workman. On condition of paying his mistress two hundred dollars a year, and supporting himself, he was allowed to work at his trade, and manage his own affairs. His strongest wish was to purchase his children; but, though he several times offered his hard earnings for that purpose, he never succeeded. In complexion my parents were a light shade of brownish yellow, and were termed mulattoes. They lived together in a comfortable home; and, though we were all slaves, I was so fondly shielded that I never dreamed I was a piece of merchandise, trusted to them for safe keeping, and liable to be demanded of them at any moment. I had one brother, William,2 who was two years younger than myself—a bright, affectionate child. I had also a great treasure in my maternal grandmother, 3 who was a remarkable woman in many respects. She was the daughter of a planter in South Carolina, who, at his death, left her mother and his three children free, with money to go to St. Augustine, where they had relatives. It was during the Revolutionary War; and they were captured on their passage, carried back, and sold to different purchasers. Such was the story my grandmother used to tell me; but I do not remember all the particulars. She was a little girl when she was captured and sold to the keeper of a large hotel. I have often heard her tell how hard she fared during childhood. But as she grew older she  evinced so much intelligence, and was so faithful, that her master and mistress could not helping seeing it was for their interest to take care of such a valuable piece of property. She became an indispensable personage in the household, officiating in all capacities, from cook and wet nurse to seamstress. She was much praised for her cooking; and her nice crackers became so famous in the neighborhood that many people were desirous of obtaining them. In consequence of numerous requests of this kind, she asked persmission of her mistress to bake crackers at night, after all the household work was done; and she obtained leave to do it, provided she would clothe herself and her children from the profits. Upon these terms, after working hard all day for her mistress, she began her midnight bakings, assisted by her two oldest children. The business proved profitable; and each year she laid by a little, which was saved for a fund to purchase her children. Her master died, and the property was divided among his heirs. The widow had her dower in the hotel, which she continued to keep open. My grandmother remained in her service as a slave; but her children were divided among her master’s children. As she had five, Benjamin,4 the youngest one, was sold, in order that each heir might have an equal portion of dollars and cents. There was so little difference in our ages that he seemed more like my brother than my uncle. He was a bright, handsome lad, nearly white; for he inherited the complexion my grandmother had derived from Anglo-Saxon ancestors. Though only ten years old, seven hundred and twenty dollars were paid for him. His sale was a terrible blow to my grandmother; but she was naturally hopeful, and she went to work with renewed energy, trusting in time to be able to purchase some of her children. She had laid up three hundred dollars, which her mistress one day begged as a loan, promising to pay her soon. The reader probably knows that no promise or writing given to a slave is legally binding; for, according to Southern laws, a slave, being property, can hold no property. When my grandmother lent her hard earnings to her mistress, she trusted solely to her honor. The honor of a slaveholder to a slave!

To this good grandmother I was indebted for many comforts. My brother Willie and I often received portions of the crackers,  cakes, and preserves, she made to sell; and after we ceased to be children we were indebted to her for many more important services.

Such were the unusually fortunate circumstances of my early childhood. When I was six years old, my mother5 died; and then, for the first time, I learned, by the talk about me, that I was a slave. My mother’s mistress was the daughter of my grandmother’s mistress. She was the foster sister of my mother; they were both nourished at my grandmother’s breast. In fact, my mother had been weaned at three months old, that the babe of the mistress might obtain sufficient food. They played together as children; and, when they became women, my mother was a most faithful servant to her whiter foster sister. On her death-bed her mistress promised that her children should never suffer for any thing; and during her lifetime she kept her word. They all spoke kindly of my dead mother, who had been a slave merely in name, but in nature was noble and womanly. I grieved for her, and my young mind was troubled with the thought who would now take care of me and my little brother. I was told that my home was now to be with her mistress; and I found it a happy one. No toilsome or disagreeable duties were imposed upon me. My mistress was so kind to me that I was always glad to do her bidding, and proud to labor for her as much as my young years would permit. I would sit by her side for hours, sewing diligently, with a heart as free from care as that of any free-born white child. When she thought I was tired, she would send me out to run and jump; and away I bounded, to gather berries or flowers to decorate her room. Those were happy days—too happy to last. The slave child had no thought for the morrow; but there came that blight, which too surely waits on every human being born to be a chattel.

When I was nearly twelve years old, my kind mistress sickened and died. As I saw the cheek grow paler, and the eye more glassy, how earnestly I prayed in my heart that she might live! I loved her; for she had been almost like a mother to me. My prayers were not answered. She died, and they buried her in the little churchyard, where, day after day, my tears fell upon her grave.

I was sent to spend a week with my grandmother. I was now old enough to begin to think of the future; and again and again I asked myself what they would do with me. I felt sure I should never find another mistress so kind as the one who was gone. She had promised my dying mother that her children should never suffer for any thing; and when I remembered that, and recalled her many proofs of attachment to me, I could not help having some hopes that she had left me free. My friends were almost certain it would be so. They thought she would be sure to do it, on account of my mother’s love and faithful service. But, alas! we all know that the memory of a faithful slave does not avail much to save her children from the auction block.

After a brief period of suspense, the will of my mistress was read, and we learned that she had bequeathed me to her sister’s daughter,6 a child of five years old. So vanished our hopes. My mistress had taught me the precepts of God’s Word: “Thou shalt love thy neighbor as thyself.” “Whatsoever ye would that men should do unto you, do ye even so unto them.” But I was her slave, and I suppose she did not recognize me as her neighbor. I would give much to blot out from my memory that one great wrong. As a child, I loved my mistress; and, looking back on the happy days I spent with her, I try to think with less bitterness of this act of injustice. While I was with her, she taught me to read and spell; and for this privilege, which so rarely falls to the lot of a slave, I bless her memory.

She possessed but few slaves; and at her death those were all distributed among her relatives. Five of them were my grandmother’s children, and had shared the same milk that nourished her mother’s children. Notwithstanding my grandmother’s long and faithful service to her owners, not one of her children escaped the auction block. These God-breathing machines are no more, in the sight of their masters, than the cotton they plant, or the horses they tend.




II

The New Master and Mistress

DR. FLINT,1 A PHYSICIAN in the neighborhood, had married the sister of my mistress, and I was now the property of their little daughter. It was not without murmuring that I prepared for my new home; and what added to my unhappiness, was the fact that my brother William was purchased by the same family. My father, by his nature, as well as by the habit of transacting business as a skilful mechanic, had more of the feelings of a freeman than is common among slaves. My brother was a spirited boy; and being brought up under such influences, he early detested the name of master and mistress. One day, when his father and his mistress both happened to call him at the same time, he hesitated between the two; being perplexed to know which had the strongest claim upon his obedience. He finally concluded to go to his mistress. When my father reproved him for it, he said, “You both called me, and I didn’t know which I ought to go to first.”

“You are my child,” replied our father, “and when I call you, you should come immediately, if you have to pass through fire and water.”

Poor Willie! He was now to learn his first lesson of obedience to a master. Grandmother tried to cheer us with hopeful words, and they found an echo in the credulous hearts of youth.

When we entered our new home we encountered cold looks, cold words, and cold treatment. We were glad when the night came. On my narrow bed I moaned and wept, I felt so desolate and alone.

I had been there nearly a year, when a dear little friend of mine was buried. I heard her mother sob, as the clods fell on the coffin of her only child, and I turned away from the grave, feeling thankful that I still had something left to love. I met my  grandmother, who said, “Come with me, Linda;” and from her tone I knew that something sad had happened. She led me apart from the people, and then said, “My child, your father is dead.”2  Dead! How could I believe it? He had died so suddenly I had not even heard that he was sick. I went home with my grandmother. My heart rebelled against God, who had taken from me mother, father, mistress, and friend. The good grandmother tried to comfort me. “Who knows the ways of God?” said she. “Perhaps they have been kindly taken from the evil days to come.” Years afterwards I often thought of this. She promised to be a mother to her grandchildren, so far as she might be permitted to do so; and strengthened by her love, I returned to my master’s. I thought I should be allowed to go to my father’s house the next morning; but I was ordered to go for flowers, that my mistress’s house might be decorated for an evening party. I spent the day gathering flowers and weaving them into festoons, while the dead body of my father was lying within a mile of me. What cared my owners for that? he was merely a piece of property. Moreover, they thought he had spoiled his children, by teaching them to feel that they were human beings. This was blasphemous doctrine for a slave to teach; presumptuous in him, and dangerous to the masters.

The next day I followed his remains to a humble grave beside that of my dear mother. There were those who knew my father’s worth, and respected his memory.

My home now seemed more dreary than ever. The laugh of the little slave-children sounded harsh and cruel. It was selfish to feel so about the joy of others. My brother moved about with a very grave face. I tried to comfort him, by saying, “Take courage, Willie; brighter days will come by and by.”

“You don’t know any thing about it, Linda,” he replied. “We shall have to stay here all our days; we shall never be free.”

I argued that we were growing older and stronger, and that perhaps we might, before long, be allowed to hire our own time, and then we could earn money to buy our freedom. William declared this was much easier to say than to do; moreover, he did not intend to buy his freedom. We held daily controversies upon this subject.

Little attention was paid to the slaves’ meals in Dr. Flint’s house. If they could catch a bit of food while it was going, well and good. I gave myself no trouble on that score, for on my various errands I passed my grandmother’s house, where there was always something to spare for me. I was frequently threatened with punishment if I stopped there; and my grandmother, to avoid detaining me, often stood at the gate with something for my breakfast or dinner. I was indebted to her for all my comforts, spiritual or temporal. It was her labor that supplied my scanty wardrobe. I have a vivid recollection of the linsey-woolsey 3 dress given me every winter by Mrs. Flint. How I hated it! It was one of the badges of slavery.

While my grandmother was thus helping to support me from her hard earnings, the three hundred dollars she had lent her mistress were never repaid. When her mistress died, her son-in-law, Dr. Flint, was appointed executor. When grandmother applied to him for payment, he said the estate was insolvent, and the law prohibited payment. It did not, however, prohibit him from retaining the silver candelabra, which had been purchased with that money. I presume they will be handed down in the family, from generation to generation.

My grandmother’s mistress had always promised her that, at her death, she should be free; and it was said that in her will she made good the promise. But when the estate was settled, Dr. Flint told the faithful old servant that, under existing circumstances, it was necessary she should be sold.

On the appointed day, the customary advertisement was posted up, proclaiming that there would be a “public sale of negroes, horses, &c.” Dr. Flint called to tell my grandmother that he was unwilling to wound her feelings by putting her up at auction, and that he would prefer to dispose of her at private sale. My grandmother saw through his hypocrisy; she understood very well that he was ashamed of the job. She was a very spirited woman, and if he was base enough to sell her, when her mistress intended she should be free, she was determined the public should know it. She had for a long time supplied many families with crackers and preserves; consequently, “Aunt Marthy,” as she was called, was generally known, and every body who knew  her respected her intelligence and good character. Her long and faithful service in the family was also well known, and the intention of her mistress to leave her free. When the day of sale came, she took her place among the chattels, and at the first call she sprang upon the auction-block. Many voices called out, “Shame! Shame! Who is going to sell you, aunt Marthy? Don’t stand there! That is no place for you.” Without saying a word, she quietly awaited her fate. No one bid for her. At last, a feeble voice said, “Fifty dollars.” It came from a maiden lady, seventy years old, the sister of my grandmother’s deceased mistress. She had lived forty years under the same roof with my grandmother; she knew how faithfully she had served her owners, and how cruelly she had been defrauded of her rights; and she resolved to protect her. The auctioneer waited for a higher bid; but her wishes were respected; no one bid above her. She could neither read nor write; and when the bill of sale was made out, she signed it with a cross. But what consequence was that, when she had a big heart overflowing with human kindness? She gave the old servant her freedom.

At that time, my grandmother was just fifty years old. Laborious years had passed since then; and now my brother and I were slaves to the man who had defrauded her of her money, and tried to defraud her of her freedom. One of my mother’s sisters, called Aunt Nancy,4 was also a slave in his family. She was a kind, good aunt to me; and supplied the place of both housekeeper and waiting maid to her mistress. She was, in fact, at the beginning and end of every thing.

Mrs. Flint, like many southern women, was totally deficient in energy. She had not strength to superintend her household affairs; but her nerves were so strong, that she could sit in her easy chair and see a woman whipped, till the blood trickled from every stroke of the lash. She was a member of the church; but partaking of the Lord’s supper did not seem to put her in a Christian frame of mind. If dinner was not served at the exact time on that particular Sunday, she would station herself in the kitchen, and wait till it was dished, and then spit in all the kettles and pans that had been used for cooking. She did this to prevent  the cook and her children from eking out their meagre fare with the remains of the gravy and other scrapings. The slaves could get nothing to eat except what she chose to give them. Provisions were weighed out by the pound and ounce, three times a day. I can assure you she gave them no chance to eat wheat bread from her flour barrel. She knew how many biscuits a quart of flour would make, and exactly what size they ought to be.

Dr. Flint was an epicure. The cook never sent a dinner to his table without fear and trembling; for if there happened to be a dish not to his liking, he would either order her to be whipped, or compel her to eat every mouthful of it in his presence. The poor, hungry creature might not have objected to eating it; but she did object to having her master cram it down her throat till she choked.

They had a pet dog, that was a nuisance in the house. The cook was ordered to make some Indian mush for him. He refused to eat, and when his head was held over it, the froth flowed from his mouth into the basin. He died a few minutes after. When Dr. Flint came in, he said the mush had not been well cooked, and that was the reason the animal would not eat it. He sent for the cook, and compelled her to eat it. He thought that the woman’s stomach was stronger than the dog’s; but her sufferings afterwards proved that he was mistaken. This poor woman endured many cruelties from her master and mistress; sometimes she was locked up, away from her nursing baby, for a whole day and night.

When I had been in the family a few weeks, one of the plantation slaves was brought to town, by order of his master. It was near night when he arrived, and Dr. Flint ordered him to be taken to the work house, and tied up to the joist, so that his feet would just escape the ground. In that situation he was to wait till the doctor had taken his tea. I shall never forget that night. Never before, in my life, had I heard hundreds of blows fall, in succession, on a human being. His piteous groans, and his “O, pray don’t, massa,” rang in my ear for months afterwards. There were many conjectures as to the cause of this terrible punishment. Some said master accused him of stealing corn; others said  the slave had quarrelled with his wife, in presence of the overseer, and had accused his master of being the father of her child. They were both black, and the child was very fair.

I went into the work house next morning, and saw the cowhide still wet with blood, and the boards all covered with gore. The poor man lived, and continued to quarrel with his wife. A few months afterwards Dr. Flint handed them both over to a slave-trader. The guilty man put their value into his pocket, and had the satisfaction of knowing that they were out of sight and hearing. When the mother was delivered into the trader’s hands, she said, “You promised to treat me well.” To which he replied, “You have let your tongue run too far; damn you!” She had forgotten that it was a crime for a slave to tell who was the father of her child.

From others than the master persecution also comes in such cases. I once saw a young slave girl dying soon after the birth of a child nearly white. In her agony she cried out, “0 Lord, come and take me!” Her mistress stood by, and mocked at her like an incarnate fiend. “You suffer, do you?” she exclaimed. “I am glad of it. You deserve it all, and more too.”

The girl’s mother said, “The baby is dead, thank God; and I hope my poor child will soon be in heaven, too.”

“Heaven!” retorted the mistress. “There is no such place for the like of her and her bastard.”

The poor mother turned away, sobbing. Her dying daughter called her, feebly, and as she bent over her, I heard her say, “Don’t grieve so, mother; God knows all about it; and HE will have mercy upon me.”

Her sufferings, afterwards, became so intense, that her mistress felt unable to stay; but when she left the room, the scornful smile was still on her lips. Seven children called her mother. The poor black woman had but the one child, whose eyes she saw closing in death, while she thanked God for taking her away from the greater bitterness of life.




III

The Slaves’ New Year’s Day

DR. FLINT OWNED A fine residence in town, several farms, and about fifty slaves, besides hiring a number by the year.

Hiring-day at the south takes place on the 1st of January. On the 2d, the slaves are expected to go to their new masters. On a farm, they work until the corn and cotton are laid. They then have two holidays. Some masters give them a good dinner under the trees. This over, they work until Christmas eve. If no heavy charges are meantime brought against them, they are given four or five holidays, whichever the master or overseer may think proper. Then comes New Year’s eve; and they gather together their little alls, or more properly speaking, their little nothings, and wait anxiously for the dawning of day. At the appointed hour the grounds are thronged with men, women, and children, waiting, like criminals, to hear their doom pronounced. The slave is sure to know who is the most humane, or cruel master, within forty miles of him.

It is easy to find out, on that day, who clothes and feeds his slaves well; for he is surrounded by a crowd, begging, “Please, massa, hire me this year. I will work very hard, massa.”

If a slave is unwilling to go with his new master, he is whipped, or locked up in jail, until he consents to go, and promises not to run away during the year. Should he chance to change his mind, thinking it justifiable to violate an extorted promise, woe unto him if he is caught! The whip is used till the blood flows at his feet; and his stiffened limbs are put in chains, to be dragged in the field for days and days!

If he lives until the next year, perhaps the same man will hire him again, without even giving him an opportunity of going to the hiring-ground. After those for hire are disposed of, those for sale are called up.

0, you happy free women, contrast your New Year’s day with that of the poor bond-woman! With you it is a pleasant season, and the light of the day is blessed. Friendly wishes meet you every where, and gifts are showered upon you. Even hearts that have been estranged from you soften at this season, and lips that have been silent echo back, “I wish you a happy New Year.” Children bring their little offerings, and raise their rosy lips for a caress. They are your own, and no hand but that of death can take them from you.

But to the slave mother New Year’s day comes laden with peculiar sorrows. She sits on her cold cabin floor, watching the children who may all be torn from her the next morning; and often does she wish that she and they might die before the day dawns. She may be an ignorant creature, degraded by the system that has brutalized her from childhood; but she has a mother’s instincts, and is capable of feeling a mother’s agonies.

On one of these sale days, I saw a mother lead seven children to the auction-block. She knew that some of them would be taken from her; but they took all. The children were sold to a slave-trader, and their mother was bought by a man in her own town. Before night her children were all far away. She begged the trader to tell her where he intended to take them; this he refused to do. How could he, when he knew he would sell them, one by one, wherever he could command the highest price? I met that mother in the street, and her wild, haggard face lives to-day in my mind. She wrung her hands in anguish, and exclaimed, “Gone! All gone! Why don’t God kill me?” I had no words wherewith to comfort her. Instances of this kind are of daily, yea, of hourly occurrence.

Slaveholders have a method, peculiar to their institution, of getting rid of old slaves, whose lives have been worn out in their service. I knew an old woman, who for seventy years faithfully served her master. She had become almost helpless, from hard labor and disease. Her owners moved to Alabama, and the old black woman was left to be sold to any body who would give twenty dollars for her.
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