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    A young woman’s claim to her own body, family, and future stands at the center of a society built to deny all three. Harriet Jacobs’s Incidents in the Life of a Slave Girl endures because it brings the human realities of American slavery into sharp, intimate view. Rather than treating bondage as an abstract political issue, the narrative attends to the daily pressures that slavery imposed upon a person’s safety, dignity, relationships, and moral choices. Its power lies in this combination of personal testimony and public witness, making the book both a compelling life narrative and an essential document in the history of the United States.

First published in Boston in 1861, Incidents in the Life of a Slave Girl appeared at a decisive moment in American history, as conflict over slavery had reached a national crisis. The book was published under the name Linda Brent, a pseudonym used by Harriet Jacobs to protect identities connected with her account. Jacobs presented the work as the story of an enslaved girl and woman, addressing readers who might have known slavery chiefly through political debate, newspapers, or distant generalizations. Her narrative insists that slavery must also be understood through the lived experiences of those whom the institution attempted to control.

Harriet Jacobs was born into slavery in Edenton, North Carolina, in 1813. Her life and writing gave her a perspective rarely represented so fully in the published antislavery literature of her era: that of an enslaved Black woman describing the particular dangers and obligations imposed by gender as well as race. During the 1850s, Jacobs composed the account that would become Incidents in the Life of a Slave Girl. She worked with the writer and abolitionist Lydia Maria Child, who edited the book for publication. The resulting narrative joins personal memory, antislavery argument, and an appeal to readers’ conscience.

The central premise is direct but profound. Jacobs recounts her early life in slavery and the increasing threats that confront her as she grows older, especially the vulnerability of enslaved women to the power of enslavers. She also portrays the importance of family ties, community connections, religious feeling, and the desire for self-determination. Without reducing its subject to a single experience, the book shows how slavery entered domestic life, shaped intimate relationships, and made ordinary human hopes difficult and dangerous to pursue. The narrative’s focus remains firmly on the individual costs of a system sustained by law, custom, and violence.

As a slave narrative, the book belongs to a major tradition of nineteenth-century African American writing. Such narratives exposed slavery through the testimony of people who had endured it, challenging racist claims that enslaved people lacked intellect, feeling, or moral authority. Jacobs’s work shares that abolitionist purpose, yet it also broadens the form. It gives sustained attention to the household, motherhood, sexual exploitation, and the difficult calculations required of women under slavery. These concerns make the book indispensable to an understanding of both the slave narrative tradition and the history of Black women’s literary expression.

The book’s classic status rests partly on its remarkable literary control. Jacobs addresses her audience with clarity and urgency, shaping a narrative that moves between private experience and public argument. Her account asks readers not merely to sympathize, but to recognize how slavery distorted the ideals of home, family, faith, law, and womanhood that many nineteenth-century Americans claimed to honor. The force of the narrative comes from its careful attention to circumstance: the restrictions surrounding movement, education, kinship, reputation, and personal security. These details turn historical evidence into an enduring work of literature.

Incidents in the Life of a Slave Girl also matters because it challenges narrow ideas about what counts as political writing. Jacobs demonstrates that domestic life was not separate from public power. Decisions about where one could live, whom one could protect, whether a family could remain together, and how a woman might resist abuse were shaped by the institution of slavery. By bringing these realities into print, she confronted readers with forms of oppression often omitted from conventional accounts. Her narrative therefore helped establish a fuller language for discussing slavery’s effects on women, children, families, and communities.

The book has had a lasting place in the study of African American literature, women’s history, and the history of slavery. It is frequently read alongside other nineteenth-century slave narratives, but its perspective remains distinct. Jacobs writes from within a world in which legal status, racial hierarchy, gendered vulnerability, and family responsibility are inseparable. Later writers concerned with Black women’s lives, historical memory, and the relationship between private experience and public injustice have found an important predecessor in her work. Its continued presence in classrooms and libraries reflects its literary achievement as well as its documentary value.

Readers should approach the narrative with attention to its publication circumstances. Jacobs used changed names and a pseudonym, practices that were common in accounts shaped by danger, privacy, and the need to protect living people. The book nevertheless presents itself as testimony, and its authority arises from Jacobs’s effort to make readers understand experiences that slavery had encouraged many Americans to ignore. Lydia Maria Child’s editorial involvement placed the work within abolitionist print culture, while Jacobs’s voice and perspective give it its defining character. The narrative is both carefully crafted for publication and rooted in the realities it seeks to reveal.

The title’s emphasis on “incidents” should not obscure the larger structure of Jacobs’s purpose. What may seem like separate events in an individual life are shown to be consequences of an institution that claimed ownership over human beings. The narrative reveals how slavery worked not only through overt force but also through surveillance, legal inequality, threats, dependence, and the disruption of family life. Jacobs’s attention to these pressures makes her account especially valuable for readers seeking to understand slavery as a system rather than as a collection of isolated cruelties. Her writing keeps human agency visible amid severe constraint.

This edition, presented in the Voices From the Past Series, invites readers to encounter Jacobs’s work as a voice that speaks across historical distance. The language and social setting belong to the nineteenth century, yet the questions raised by the narrative remain accessible and demanding. What does freedom require beyond legal definitions? How do institutions shape personal safety and family life? Whose experiences are excluded when history is told only through the actions of the powerful? Jacobs does not offer an abstract answer to such questions; instead, she makes them immediate through the perspective of a person compelled to confront them in daily life.

More than a century and a half after its publication, Incidents in the Life of a Slave Girl retains its urgency because it joins historical testimony to enduring questions of power, bodily autonomy, family separation, racial injustice, and the struggle to be heard. Its appeal rests not only on the importance of the past it records, but also on the intelligence and moral seriousness with which Harriet Jacobs addresses her readers. The book remains a classic because it enlarges historical understanding while demanding ethical attention. In doing so, it continues to illuminate how personal stories can challenge public silence and preserve the voices that injustice sought to suppress.
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    Harriet Jacobs’s Incidents in the Life of a Slave Girl is a first-person slave narrative first published in 1861 under the pseudonym Linda Brent. Addressed especially to Northern women, the work presents slavery as a system that governs family life, labor, sexuality, religion, and law. Jacobs frames her account as both personal testimony and an appeal to readers who may understand slavery only in abstract terms. The narrative traces the experiences of an enslaved girl in North Carolina and emphasizes the distinctive vulnerabilities faced by enslaved women, whose bodies and domestic relationships were subject to the control of enslavers.

The narrative begins with the narrator’s early childhood, when she initially experiences relative stability within her family and household. This early period establishes the importance of kinship, community, literacy, and a sense of personal dignity. It also reveals how precarious such security remains under slavery: legal ownership can override affection, custom, and individual wishes at any moment. Following a change in ownership, the narrator confronts a more openly oppressive household environment. Jacobs uses this transition to show that enslaved people’s circumstances could be transformed abruptly by deaths, inheritances, debts, and decisions made by white families.

As the narrator enters adolescence, the book focuses on the sexual harassment and coercive power exercised by her enslaver. Jacobs presents this conflict as inseparable from the institution itself, rather than as an isolated moral failing. The narrator has little legal protection, while the enslaver’s wife directs hostility toward the person being abused rather than toward her husband. These circumstances expose how slavery distorts domestic life and encourages silence, suspicion, and cruelty. The account carefully addresses subjects often omitted from earlier public discussions of slavery, including the particular dangers that enslaved women faced within households.

The narrator’s efforts to preserve some measure of autonomy shape the middle portion of the book. Her choices are constrained by the desire to resist an enslaver’s control, protect her reputation as far as possible, and maintain ties to those she loves. Jacobs does not present these decisions as simple or free; instead, she explains the pressures that make conventional moral judgments inadequate when people are denied control over their own lives. The narrative repeatedly asks readers to consider how slavery limits consent, privacy, and family responsibility, particularly for women whose personal circumstances are scrutinized without regard for coercion.

Motherhood becomes a central source of both attachment and anguish. The narrator’s concern for her children intensifies her determination to seek a different future, but it also makes every risk more difficult to assess. Under slavery, children may be sold, separated from relatives, or used to influence the actions of their parents. Jacobs portrays the bonds among parents, children, grandparents, and siblings as enduring forms of care, even when the law refuses to recognize them fully. The book thus challenges idealized images of the Southern household by showing the instability and fear imposed on enslaved families.

The account also describes the wider social world surrounding slavery in a Southern town. Enslaved and free Black people, relatives, neighbors, employers, and religious figures appear within networks shaped by surveillance and unequal power. Some individuals offer assistance or sympathy, while others accommodate or enforce the system. Jacobs is attentive to the contradictions of slaveholding Christianity, contrasting religious language with the treatment of enslaved people. She also depicts the practical obstacles to freedom, including pursuit, legal restrictions, financial dependence, and the risk that help from others may prove unreliable or expose loved ones to punishment.

As pressure from her enslaver and his household increases, the narrator undertakes a prolonged effort to evade their control and to remain connected to her family. This part of the narrative emphasizes endurance, secrecy, and the emotional cost of living under continual threat. Rather than treating freedom as an immediate or uncomplicated change, Jacobs shows how the pursuit of safety can require painful separations and dependence on others. The narrator’s situation also illustrates the limits of legal boundaries between slaveholding and free regions, since federal law and social prejudice could continue to endanger people who had escaped enslavement.

The later sections broaden the narrative’s geographical and political scope as the narrator encounters life beyond the South. Jacobs examines the uncertain conditions faced by formerly enslaved people in Northern communities, where employment, housing, family reunification, and legal status remain pressing concerns. The book connects individual experience to national debates over slavery, including laws that strengthened slaveholders’ claims over people who had fled. By placing domestic hardship alongside public policy, Jacobs argues that readers outside the South cannot regard slavery as a distant problem. Its consequences extend across regions and into ordinary homes and workplaces.

Incidents in the Life of a Slave Girl remains significant for its account of slavery through the perspective of an enslaved woman and mother. Jacobs combines personal narrative with moral and political argument, insisting that slavery’s violence includes not only physical punishment but also the invasion of family bonds, sexual vulnerability, and the denial of self-determination. Her emphasis on testimony asks readers to recognize the humanity and agency of people whom the institution attempted to reduce to property. Without relying on an abstract discussion alone, the book endures as an important record of gender, race, family, and resistance in nineteenth-century America.
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    Harriet Jacobs’s Incidents in the Life of a Slave Girl is rooted in the slaveholding United States of the early nineteenth century, especially the small-town society of Edenton, North Carolina, where Jacobs was born around 1813. The governing institution was racial slavery: enslaved people were legally treated as property, while white owners exercised extensive power over labor, residence, family life, and bodily autonomy. The narrative’s domestic settings—houses, kitchens, streets, churches, and trading spaces—show that slavery was not confined to large plantations. Jacobs presents it as a system embedded in ordinary southern life and protected by law, custom, and white political authority.

North Carolina was an agricultural slave state, although its economy included towns, ports, small farms, and commercial connections as well as plantations. Enslaved labor supported household work, farming, skilled trades, transportation, and local commerce. In Jacobs’s account, urban and domestic slavery created forms of mobility and contact that differed from plantation life, but these circumstances did not eliminate coercion. Enslaved people could be hired out, transferred, or sold, and their work remained subject to owners’ demands. The book therefore challenges any assumption that slavery was less brutal in towns or in households than in the cotton-growing plantation regions of the Deep South.

Jacobs was born into slavery even though her parents had mixed legal statuses and family connections that might have suggested a measure of security. Her experience reflected the principle of partus sequitur ventrem, established in colonial slave law: a child inherited the legal condition of the mother. This rule made slavery hereditary and helped preserve enslavers’ wealth across generations. It also gave legal force to the separation of Black families from white kin networks and to the sale of children. Jacobs’s narrative emphasizes how slavery converted intimate relationships—motherhood, marriage, childhood, and kinship—into matters controlled by property law.

The book addresses the vulnerability of enslaved women to sexual harassment and coercion. Under slavery, an enslaved woman generally had no effective legal protection against abuse by an owner or other white man. Courts and public institutions were structured to uphold enslavers’ claims, while racial prejudice sharply limited Black testimony and legal recourse. Jacobs wrote frankly, though carefully, about this subject because antislavery literature often avoided it. Her account exposes a central contradiction in a society that publicly praised white womanhood and Christian morality while allowing slaveholding men broad power over enslaved women’s bodies and family lives.

Family separation was one of the defining features of American slavery. Enslaved marriages lacked secure legal protection, and owners could sell, hire out, or move family members according to financial interest or personal preference. The expanding interstate slave trade intensified this danger after the United States ended the legal transatlantic slave trade in 1808. Traders transported large numbers of enslaved people from the Upper South to the cotton and sugar regions of the Southwest. Jacobs’s fear that her children might be sold reflects a widespread reality and explains why family preservation became a major theme in enslaved people’s testimony and abolitionist writing.

The growth of cotton production gave slavery increasing national importance during Jacobs’s lifetime. Cotton exports linked southern slave labor to northern merchants, textile mills, shipping interests, banks, and international markets, particularly Britain’s textile industry. Although northeastern North Carolina was not identical to the cotton frontier, its legal and social order was shaped by the same slaveholding system. Jacobs’s narrative connects personal suffering to this wider political economy by showing that enslaved people were valued as laborers and saleable property. The book contests claims that slavery was merely a local custom rather than a national economic institution.

Religion occupied an important and contested place in slaveholding culture. Many white southerners defended slavery through selective biblical arguments, and churches often accommodated slaveholders or maintained racially segregated practices. At the same time, enslaved and free Black people created religious communities that offered spiritual strength, mutual aid, and networks of communication. Jacobs sharply criticizes religious hypocrisy, especially when professed Christians participated in cruelty, sexual exploitation, or the buying and selling of people. Her critique belonged to a broader abolitionist argument that slavery corrupted Christian ethics and contradicted the moral teachings invoked to defend it.

Literacy was another source of conflict. Enslaved people’s access to reading and writing varied by location and owner, but southern authorities increasingly feared literacy because it could aid communication, foster independent thought, and facilitate escape or resistance. After Nat Turner’s 1831 rebellion in Virginia, several southern states tightened restrictions on Black education and assembly. Jacobs’s narrative reflects an environment in which knowledge could be dangerous yet essential. The ability to read, write, follow news, use letters, and understand legal or social conditions could expand an enslaved person’s limited opportunities for self-protection and connection.

The aftermath of Nat Turner’s rebellion formed part of the political atmosphere surrounding Jacobs’s early life. In August 1831, Turner led an uprising of enslaved people in Southampton County, Virginia, in which white residents were killed before the rebellion was suppressed. Southern officials and communities responded with violent reprisals and stricter controls over Black people, including limits on education, preaching, movement, and gatherings in various places. Jacobs does not present organized rebellion as the center of her story, but her account reveals the climate of surveillance and fear that followed such events. It shows how white anxieties translated into harsher regulation of enslaved and free Black lives.

Free Black communities existed in North Carolina and elsewhere in the South, but freedom was precarious. Free people of color faced discriminatory laws, restricted political rights, and growing pressure from white authorities in the antebellum decades. North Carolina’s legislature imposed additional restrictions on free Black people after 1835, including the loss of voting rights for most free Black men. Jacobs’s family and community connections demonstrate that free Black relatives could provide support, skills, information, and refuge. Yet the narrative also makes clear that legal freedom did not guarantee safety when slave catchers, hostile laws, and white violence could threaten Black people across regional boundaries.

Jacobs escaped from slavery in 1842, during a period when informal antislavery networks were expanding. Such networks, later commonly called the Underground Railroad, consisted not of a single organization but of many individuals and groups who assisted freedom seekers with shelter, transportation, money, information, and contacts. Their work was dangerous because federal law required the return of people claimed as fugitives from slavery. Jacobs’s movement from North Carolina toward the North illustrates both the courage of freedom seekers and the practical importance of Black communities, sympathetic abolitionists, maritime travel, and private households in making escape possible.

The North offered greater legal freedom than the slave states, but it was not free from racism or from obligations to slavery under federal law. Northern Black residents encountered segregated schools, unequal employment, housing discrimination, and the threat of kidnapping. At the same time, cities such as New York supported active Black churches, mutual-aid societies, newspapers, reform organizations, and abolitionist networks. Jacobs lived and worked in the North after her escape, and her narrative rejects the comforting idea that crossing the Mason-Dixon line automatically ended danger. It portrays freedom as something that had to be defended politically as well as attained personally.

Federal fugitive-slave policy is central to the book’s urgency. The Fugitive Slave Act of 1793 authorized slaveholders or their agents to seek the return of alleged escapees, even in free states. The much harsher Fugitive Slave Act of 1850, enacted as part of the Compromise of 1850, strengthened federal enforcement, denied alleged fugitives ordinary jury protections, and penalized people who aided them. The law placed northern officials and residents under pressure to cooperate with slave catching. Jacobs’s account reflects how this legislation extended slaveholders’ power beyond the South and made formerly enslaved people vulnerable long after escape.

The Fugitive Slave Act of 1850 also intensified northern resistance. Black activists, abolitionists, vigilance committees, lawyers, ministers, and some state officials organized to assist people targeted by slave catchers. Public conflicts over rendition cases demonstrated that slavery was a national issue rather than a purely southern one. Jacobs’s narrative speaks directly to northern readers whose daily lives were implicated by federal law and commercial ties. By describing the continuing insecurity of a woman who had reached the North, she challenges readers to recognize that passive opposition to slavery was insufficient when the federal government actively protected enslavers’ claims.

Incidents in the Life of a Slave Girl emerged from the abolitionist print culture of the antebellum United States. Abolitionists used lectures, newspapers, petitions, conventions, pamphlets, and autobiographical narratives to document slavery and persuade readers. Formerly enslaved writers such as Frederick Douglass had already shown the political power of firsthand testimony. Jacobs wrote under the pseudonym Linda Brent and enlisted the support of the writer and editor Lydia Maria Child, who edited the book and wrote its introduction. The narrative’s direct address to women readers reflects abolitionist efforts to connect slavery’s abuses to domestic morality, motherhood, sexual vulnerability, and Christian responsibility.

The book was published in Boston in 1861, at the beginning of the Civil War. By then, sectional conflict over slavery had culminated in southern secession after Abraham Lincoln’s election in 1860. The war initially centered on preserving the Union, but it rapidly transformed the status of slavery as enslaved people sought refuge with Union forces and federal policy moved toward emancipation. Jacobs’s publication appeared at a moment when Americans were debating slavery’s future with unprecedented intensity. Her personal testimony supplied historical evidence of the system whose destruction was becoming a central consequence of the conflict.

As a historical work, Incidents in the Life of a Slave Girl is both a personal narrative and a critique of the institutions that shaped the antebellum United States. It records how law, commerce, religion, gender ideals, family arrangements, and federal politics worked together to sustain slavery. Its attention to an enslaved woman’s experience broadened public understanding beyond the labor system alone, emphasizing sexual coercion, motherhood, and the struggle to protect children. Published on the eve of emancipation, the book mirrors an era of escalating conflict while insisting that slavery’s injustice was visible in everyday life, not only in dramatic political events.
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    Harriet Ann Jacobs was an American writer, abolitionist, and formerly enslaved woman whose life spanned the first decades of the nineteenth century through the post–Civil War era. Born into slavery in Edenton, North Carolina, in 1813, she became one of the most important firsthand chroniclers of slavery in the United States. Her best-known work, Incidents in the Life of a Slave Girl, brought particular attention to the gendered conditions of enslavement and to the efforts of enslaved people to claim autonomy. Writing under the name Linda Brent, Jacobs joined personal testimony to antislavery argument in a work of lasting literary and historical importance.

Jacobs received an unusual early advantage for an enslaved child: she learned to read and write. After the death of the woman who had taught her, however, Jacobs’s legal status as enslaved property remained unchanged, and she was transferred to another household. Her early experience of literacy later proved central to her authorship, enabling her to participate in a culture of letters and to shape her own account of slavery. Rather than a formal educational career, her intellectual development emerged through reading, lived experience, and contact with antislavery writers, reformers, and publishers. These influences informed both the documentary force and the moral purpose of her writing.

As a young woman, Jacobs faced the coercion and insecurity imposed by slavery. In the early 1840s, she left her enslaver’s control and spent years in concealment before reaching the North. She arrived in New York in 1842 and supported herself through domestic work while maintaining connections with abolitionist circles. Her legal freedom was secured in 1852. These experiences gave her direct knowledge of the dangers involved in escape, the vulnerability of free Black people, and the limits of legal protection before emancipation. They also supplied the personal history from which her major literary work would later emerge.

Jacobs’s principal book, Incidents in the Life of a Slave Girl, was published in 1861 under the pseudonym Linda Brent. Edited by the prominent antislavery writer Lydia Maria Child, the narrative combines autobiography, social criticism, and an appeal to Northern readers. Jacobs addressed subjects often minimized in other public accounts of slavery, including the sexual exploitation of enslaved women, the disruption of families, and the moral contradictions of a system defended by law and custom. She wrote with a clear awareness of her audience, using personal experience not simply as memoir but as evidence in a broader argument against slavery.

The publication of Incidents came at the beginning of the Civil War, when the political struggle over slavery had entered a decisive phase. During the war, Jacobs participated in aid and relief efforts for people escaping slavery and for newly freed communities, particularly in the South. She also contributed writing to antislavery and reform-oriented publications. Her public work connected practical assistance with the political goals expressed in her book: emancipation, safety, education, and greater independence for formerly enslaved people. Although Incidents remained her only major book, her advocacy extended its central concerns beyond the printed page.

After the war, Jacobs continued to devote attention to the needs of African American communities during Reconstruction and afterward. She lived and worked in several places in the Northeast and in Washington, D.C., remaining engaged with charitable and community efforts. Her later years were not marked by a large additional body of published books, but her earlier narrative continued to preserve a distinctive record of slavery and survival. Jacobs died in Washington in 1897. For many years, the pseudonymous form of Incidents complicated public recognition of her authorship, though subsequent archival research firmly established the work as her autobiography.

Harriet Jacobs is now widely recognized as a major figure in American literature, African American literary history, women’s writing, and the study of slavery. Scholars value Incidents in the Life of a Slave Girl for its literary craft as well as its historical testimony, noting its careful structure, direct address to readers, and sustained ethical argument. The book has become a central text in courses and research on abolition, autobiography, race, gender, and human rights. Jacobs’s legacy endures because her work insists that slavery be understood not only as an economic and legal system, but also as an assault on personal dignity, family life, and freedom.
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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 Paine 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
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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, 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. 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
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I was born a slave; but I never knew it till six years of happy childhood had passed away. My father 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, who was two years younger than myself—a bright, affectionate child. I had also a great treasure in my maternal grandmother, 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 help 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 permission 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[1] 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, 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 mother died; and then, for the first time, I learned, by the talk around 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 on 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, 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.
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Dr. Flint, 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 skillful 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 daily 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." 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[1q]. 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[2], 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 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, 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
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