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Introduction

I am late for an appointment, and I use my smartphone
to hail one of Washington, DC’s rideshare services. The driver goes
to the wrong location, and we spend a few moments on the phone as I
redirect him to where I am standing impatiently on the sidewalk.
When I get in the car, I notice he is a distinguished, older
gentleman, and we begin to chat, both of us warming up to the
other. He tells me about his grown children. He is most proud of
his daughter who is due to graduate college in the spring. Then we
talk about my children, both of us chuckling over a shared sense of
how independent children are these days. This man could be my
father or uncle. I am certain he thinks I could be his daughter.
Just as I am about to exit the car, I ask him, “What did you do
before you retired?” He answers that he was a driver for the
president. I ask, “Which one?” Quietly he answers, “Five of them.
Reagan through Obama. Yes, ma’am. I drove five presidents.” I shake
his hand and thank him.

Living in Washington gives one a deep appreciation
for how significant federal jobs have been to the African American
community here. Though most tourists do not venture beyond the
Northwest quadrant of the city, longtime residents are well aware
that the core of Washington’s African American residents in
Northeast, Southeast, and Southwest has been largely stabilized by
generations of federal employment. I am not too young to remember
just how prestigious it was for my parents’ generation to get a job
with the U.S. Postal Service.

Speaking with the driver that day brings to my mind
The Butler, a film based on the story of Eugene Allen
(renamed Cecil Gaines in the script), who worked in the White House
for over thirty years. Unlike Gaines’s fictional son in the film, I
have an abiding respect for domestic employment. The White House
is, arguably, the pinnacle of that field; historically, those who
have worked inside the storied residence on Pennsylvania Avenue
often enjoyed elevated status among their friends and peers.
Elizabeth Keckly, dressmaker to Mary Todd Lincoln, wife of
President Abraham Lincoln, was no exception. Keckly achieved a
special position in the city due to her enviable position.
[Editor's note: The spelling of Keckly in the
Introduction differs from the spelling Keckley, in the rest
of the text, and intentionally so. Keckly’s name was misspelled in
the original publication of Behind the Scenes in 1868, a
misspelling that has endured.]

It is still remarkable that Keckly, born into
slavery, managed to gain access to the capital’s most prominent
social circles. After purchasing freedom for herself and her son in
the mid-1850s, she made her way to Washington, DC, where she set up
a dressmaking business. Before long, she earned a position as
modiste to Varina Davis, wife of then-Senator Jefferson Davis. Once
it became clear that war was imminent, the Davis family chose to
move South; however, Keckly declined their offer to accompany them,
preferring instead to try her prospects in the North. With pride,
Keckly believed Jefferson Davis likely wore one of her dressing
gowns during his later tenure as president of the Confederate
States.

Within days of the inauguration of the new president,
Keckly was introduced to Mary Todd Lincoln. They agreed upon a
financial arrangement, and Keckly earned a position as her modiste.
She worked for the Lincolns throughout the war, until the time of
President Lincoln’s assassination. Her proximity to both Jefferson
Davis’s and Abraham Lincoln’s families at this critical juncture of
American history is notable enough, but it is even more interesting
when one understands the talent and intellect behind her success,
as revealed in her 1868 narrative Behind the Scenes: Or, Thirty
Years a Slave, and Four Years in the White House.

The book begins with the familiar constraints of an
antebellum autobiographical slave narrative: the story of her
birth, a family devastated by forced separation, sexual violation
resulting in the birth of a child, and her subsequent emancipation.
Many antebellum slave narratives were quick to point out the moral
high ground occupied by African Americans. Throughout Behind the
Scenes, Keckly is careful to maintain the appearance of a
respectable lady. She omits details of the rape that resulted in
the birth of her son. Later, she merely says of her husband “Mr.
Keckley—let me speak kindly of his faults—proved dissipated, and a
burden instead of a help-mate.” However, it is likely that
Elizabeth Keckly was more interested in Victorian propriety than
she was in insisting upon her Christian salvation. Eventually, the
narrative departs from the antebellum tradition. Published after
the war, Behind the Scenes’s intentions differ from
abolitionist-oriented narratives. More in the tradition of Booker
T. Washington’s Up from Slavery than Harriet Jacobs’s
Incidents in the Life of a Slave Girl, Keckly’s narrative
centers upon her ability to create a life after emancipation.

At times, Mary Todd Lincoln and her husband’s
celebrity threaten to overtake the narrative. Even Keckly declares
that the book is about her employer rather than herself. In the
preface, she clearly states that her intention is to “place Mrs.
Lincoln in a better light before the world.” As Keckly navigates
her work life in the White House, one cannot help but be mesmerized
by the spectacle of that famous First Family. President Lincoln
loved animals and had pet goats? Keckly often brushed his hair? Yet
ultimately the reader’s eye returns to Keckly, the teller of this
tale, as one fathoms how this formerly enslaved woman was able to
gain access to many of the most prominent white women of
Washington.

On the one hand, there is Keckly’s obvious talent
with a needle. In order to get a detailed sense of her work with my
own eyes, I set off to the Smithsonian’s National Museum of
American History. On the third floor, there is an exhibit called
“The First Ladies.” I have walked through it before; it is one of
the more popular attractions. This time, however, I am specifically
going to look at Keckly’s work on gowns worn by Mary Todd Lincoln.
I know little more than a historical novelist’s textbook study of
period costume, but immediately Lincoln’s dress stands out to me.
It is a purple velvet three-piece ensemble piped with white satin.
Lucy Hayes’s 1880 damask and satin gown features beautifully
intricate beadwork. Julia Grant’s silk damask gown is patterned
with roses. Yet Mary Lincoln’s dress, though the velvet and satin
are quite elegant, looks plainly styled next to the others. It is
not overly adorned. Instead, the dress is sophisticated,
unpretentious. It seems perfect for a First Lady from a western
state who wants to fit into high society without appearing like she
is trying too hard. Next to the dress there is a window containing
a picture of Keckly as well as the president’s inkwell, given to
her as a gift after his death.

Keckly’s business acumen made her quite successful.
She built a thriving business in the nation’s capital, and the
narrative clearly marks this achievement as a sign of African
American potential unfettered. In a 2002 essay in Feminist
Studies, Xiomara Santamarina writes

 


Although southerners who sought to reassert their
authority over the former slaves promoted stereotypes of freedmen
as “lazy” and unwilling to work, Keckly’s Behind the Scenes
testified to the productive possibilities of black workers.

 


In turn, Keckly’s industry was duly rewarded.

Her sewing skills paid off, in no small part, due to
another talent Keckly possessed. She was good with people.
Throughout her life, Keckly relied upon her vast network of
friendships and benefactors. The letters between Keckly and
Frederick Douglass included in her book are a testament to the
respect afforded her by important personalities. She founded the
Contraband Relief Association in 1862, gathering her initial
financial donations from the Lincolns and other well-heeled
associates.

Finally, Keckly’s complicated relationship with Mary
Todd Lincoln, as unequal in class and stature as it was, may have
lasted a lifetime had Keckly not published her book. It is no
secret that Mary Todd Lincoln had a tricky personality, prone to
mood swings and episodes of depression. Even so, Keckly proved to
be one of Mary Lincoln’s closest confidantes.

President Lincoln’s untimely death thrust his widow
into financial distress. Burdened by debt, she left the White House
and returned to Illinois with her sons. Keckly fully intended to
stay in Washington and continue her successful business. Instead,
she agreed to meet her friend and former employer in New York in
order to help Mary Todd Lincoln discreetly sell some of her
wardrobe to help pay her living expenses. At this point, one gets
the sense that Keckly has made her first significant error. One
wonders why she spent so much time in those few years trying to
help Mary Lincoln without reasonable hope of compensation. As the
former First Lady's panic grew, the frequency of letters increased
at an almost alarming rate. One reads the end of the narrative with
a painful sense of the burden of duty. Keckly stayed close to Mary
Lincoln not only because she genuinely cared for the woman, but
Keckly also felt indebted to the late president for his great act
of Emancipation. As a result, her own business and fortunes
declined.

In the preface of Behind the Scenes, Keckly
implies that she is well aware there will be some blowback
surrounding the publication of her narrative. She had been around
the celebrity of the Lincoln family long enough to have a general
sense of how vicious public life could be. However, she vastly
underestimated the negative critical reception she would receive.
Critics and the public viewed her book as a betrayal; most
importantly, Mary Todd Lincoln viewed it as a breach of trust and,
despite numerous pleas from Keckly to her former employer, the two
women were never known to speak again.

 


As contemporary readers, we are now faced with the
task of reconstructing these pieces of American history, fitting
together a puzzle that allows us to make sense of this moment.
Keckly’s story is clearly important, but we are still struggling to
understand her place in a larger historical narrative. In recent
years, she has experienced a kind of resurgence in American
discourse: novels depicting her relationship with Mary Lincoln; a
play at a major theater in Washington; a musical by a Pulitzer
Prize–winning playwright featuring her as a character; and,
finally, her mostly silent presence in Steven Spielberg’s 2012 film
Lincoln.

Some view Keckly’s story as evidence of racial
reconciliation after the war, a story vindicating the oft-repeated
belief in the possibilities of black and white women’s friendships
in inequitable times. Others view it as a tragic story, the very
public fall from grace of two prominent women. Still others see it
as a story of black female entrepreneurship that carefully
exemplifies Victorian ideals of femininity.

Had Elizabeth Keckly worked for Franklin Pierce or
James Buchanan, her story would not be as compelling. She is
important not just because of the time in which she lived, not just
because of her proximity to major historical figures, but because
she was an intelligent observer and agent in her own life.

As I ponder Keckly’s life and narrative, my thoughts
return to that intriguing film The Butler, in which the
butler’s wife, played by Oprah Winfrey, declares to her son,
“Everything you are and everything you have is because of that
butler.” In other words, show him the respect he deserves. Keckly
felt a keen sense of her duty to Mary Lincoln. What, I ask, is our
duty to Keckly? Why does she still matter, and how has she shaped
us? Why does Behind the Scenes still matter? Surely she has
more to teach us.

As a novelist, I often find the answers to questions
like these by spending some time alone and going for a walk. With
that in mind, I head out to the National Harmony Memorial Park in
Landover, Maryland, to visit Keckly’s gravesite on a clear, cold
winter day. I am thinking of the end of her life, and how
disappointing it was to read about her last days.

After Behind the Scenes was so ill-received,
Mary Todd Lincoln’s son Robert successfully petitioned to have it
removed from the shelves of bookshops and libraries. As a result,
the book’s sales were dismal. In addition, Keckly lost many of her
white customers. She continued to earn a small living by sewing,
but her business was never the same. In 1892, Keckly accepted a
position as head of the Department of Sewing and Domestic Science
Arts at Wilberforce University in Ohio. She taught at Wilberforce
until her health forced her to return to Washington, where she died
in 1907 at the National Home for Destitute Colored Women and
Children, an institution ironically funded in part by the
Contraband Relief Association Keckly had founded four and a half
decades earlier.

Elizabeth Keckly was buried in the Columbian Harmony
Cemetery on Ninth Street in Washington, but after the land was sold
to developers in the 1950s, her remains and those of almost 37,000
others were moved to unmarked graves in National Harmony Memorial
Park in Maryland. In 2009, Richard Smyth, a real estate agent and
Civil War buff, uncovered the location of her grave while
researching historical gravesites. A marker was placed at her grave
in 2010. The thought of Elizabeth Keckly in a mass grave without a
marker is difficult for me to digest. Her only son was killed in
the Civil War, and she had no other descendants. I am eager to find
her, and as I drive past the cemetery’s white brick pillars at the
entrance, I realize I have forgotten to bring flowers.

My directions to her gravesite refer to her as Mrs.
Keckly, and that is the name on my lips as I wind slowly through
the well-kept memorial park. It is hilly and beautiful, though to
be honest, graveyards are not my favorite place. I turn down my
radio, reading the signs, and looking out for the “Costin” section.
I find the sign and park my car on the side of the road. I step
gingerly and respectfully through the grave markers, looking for
hers. There are so many. I know that she is near the fence, and I
walk around and around, unable to find her. I search for another
visitor to ask, but there are none. Would they even know who she
was?

A tractor rolls slowly by in the distance. A gaggle
of geese stare at me for a moment and then go back to their ground
search. I look back down at the markers, scanning the names again.
My eyes linger on the unfamiliar stones. I cannot help but notice
dates, doing the quick mental calculation to determine the person’s
age when they passed. Some of the markers have clear pictures
etched into the facade. All of the pictures are of African American
faces. Some are very young. Children. Others died long ago. Some
markers bear Bible verses, others poems. Many are carefully tended.
Though a sign warns that there are to be no artificial flowers
placed in winter, the graves are full of them, and they really are
quite beautiful. It seems appropriate, somehow, to place silk
flowers on a grave.

My fear of the graveyard disappears as I squat down
to read the markers. Some of them bear the unusual surnames of
people I know, and I think of how connected we all are. I have an
urge to sit on the stone bench and pull out my notebook to write. I
want to hear what they have to say. It is a strange sensation. I
look at my phone and realize an hour has passed. I look again for
Mrs. Keckly’s marker before giving up and driving to the cemetery
office.

Inside the building, a twenty-something woman sits at
the reception desk. I ask her if she knows the name Elizabeth
Keckly and she answers yes. I ask her if she knows where the
gravesite is located, and she answers no. “I don’t really go to the
graves,” she admits. I understand the feeling. I ask her if there
is someone who can help me. She asks me to sign in and assigns me
to a family counselor. A man comes out immediately and shakes my
hand. He wears a suit and has the gravity of an undertaker or a
minister. He does not know where the grave is located, but with the
number I have, he informs me, I can find it by looking at the
numbers in the lower right corner of the marker.

“I didn’t know that,” I say. I’m a little
embarrassed. I have been out there communing with strangers for
over an hour, and Mrs. Keckly might have been right under my
nose.

“I’ll meet you out there,” he says.

A few minutes later, he drives up in a Lincoln Town
Car. We walk through the graves together, counting the numbers. 99.
104. 109. Finally, we seem to be in the vicinity of 115.

He stoops down and begins to brush off a marker.

“That’s it,” I say. “That’s her!” I am excited, and I
lean down to help him. Her marker is covered in grass and debris.
It is no wonder I could not find it. It is a beautiful marker,
still rather new looking, though not larger or grander than most of
the other markers. Someone has left orange silk carnations at the
head of it. Even after we have cleaned the stone off, I continue to
wipe and polish it with my hand. I do not know when someone else
will visit, and I want her marker to be as well tended as the
others. There is a small likeness of her, a black-and-white
photograph that is so light she appears to be a white woman.

 


Elizabeth Keckly

1818–1907

Enslaved. Modiste. Confidante.

 


The words seem to imply an ascendancy. Mrs. Keckly
went from an enslaved woman to a professional seamstress to the
confidante of an important historical figure. I think she would be
happy with the summation. The family counselor asks me about her
life, and I tell him all that I know. He is intrigued and pulls out
his own phone to take a picture of the grave. He mentions they
should include her on the cemetery tour. As he walks away, he stops
and looks back at me, “Are you her granddaughter or something?”

“No, I’m just a researcher,” I say, feeling sad once
more that there is no granddaughter alive to tend Mrs. Keckly’s
grave.

I linger a while longer after he leaves. I watch a
woman park her car and walk through the graves to the site of her
remembered one. She is the first visitor I have seen since
arriving, and I wonder which stone is hers.

I want to remember them all, I think.

As I drive home, I realize I have the answer to my
question. What does Elizabeth Keckly’s life have to teach us? In
keeping with the custom of the period, none of the dresses Keckly
designed bore her name. The Smithsonian researchers write the dress
in the First Ladies exhibit is “believed to have been made by
African American dressmaker Elizabeth Keckly.” Because her dress
work maintained its anonymity for decades, I believe she would have
been delighted to have a stone placed in her honor, to have a
marked grave with her name on it. She worked very hard to
accomplish all that she did, and Behind the Scenes clearly
reflects her pride and dignity.

Having said that, I believe she also would have been
happy to be in that cemetery among her beloved African American
people. Yes, she would have been pleased to have us remember her.
She would have also made sure that we remembered the others as
well. She devoted a portion of her life to helping freedmen and
women get on their feet as they transitioned from slavery to
freedom. These wonderfully tended graves bear a testament to all
the love and community that her people managed to create around
them. These are unsung American heroes, people who have sustained
our country. Each day, they woke up and toiled in the shadows.
Drivers, butlers, dressmakers, and more. Their dresses may be
unsigned, but the evidence of their work remains.

Remember them all, she might have whispered to me on
that cold, wintry day.

I think of other words we could have added to her
stone: mother, daughter, friend to her people, agent of her
destiny. Yes, she was once Mary Todd Lincoln’s modiste and
friend. But like the others surrounding her in that beautiful place
on a hill in Maryland, she was so much more.

 


—Dolen Perkins-Valdez

Washington, DC

 


Dolen Perkins-Valdez is the author
of two critically acclaimed historical novels: Wench
and Balm. Her novels explore African American life before
and after the Civil War. She has been a finalist for two NAACP
Image Awards as well as the Hurston-Wright Legacy Award for
fiction. Wench received the First Novelist Award from the
Black Caucus of the American Library Association. A graduate of
Harvard and a former University of California President’s
Postdoctoral Fellow at UCLA, she lives in Washington, DC, with her
family.

 


 


 


 


 



PREFACE

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

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

 


—ELIZABETH KECKLEY.

14 Carroll Place, New York,

March 14, 1868.

 


 


 


 


 



CHAPTER I

WHERE I WAS BORN

 


My life has been an eventful one. I was born a
slave—was the child of slave parents—therefore I came upon the
earth free in God-like thought, but fettered in action. My
birthplace was Dinwiddie Court-House, in Virginia. My recollections
of childhood are distinct, perhaps for the reason that many
stirring incidents are associated with that period. I am now on the
shady side of forty, and as I sit alone in my room the brain is
busy, and a rapidly moving panorama brings scene after scene before
me, some pleasant and others sad; and when I thus greet old
familiar faces, I often find myself wondering if I am not living
the past over again. The visions are so terribly distinct that I
almost imagine them to be real. Hour after hour I sit while the
scenes are being shifted; and as I gaze upon the panorama of the
past, I realize how crowded with incidents my life has been. Every
day seems like a romance within itself, and the years grow into
ponderous volumes. As I cannot condense, I must omit many strange
passages in my history. From such a wilderness of events it is
difficult to make a selection, but as I am not writing altogether
the history of myself, I will confine my story to the most
important incidents which I believe influenced the moulding of my
character. As I glance over the crowded sea of the past, these
incidents stand forth prominently, the guide-posts of memory. I
presume that I must have been four years old when I first began to
remember; at least, I cannot now recall anything occurring previous
to that period. My master, Col. A. Burwell, was somewhat unsettled
in his business affairs, and while I was yet an infant he made
several removals. While living at Hampton Sidney College, Prince
Edward County, Va., Mrs. Burwell gave birth to a daughter, a sweet,
black-eyed baby, my earliest and fondest pet. To take care of this
baby was my first duty. True, I was but a child myself—only four
years old—but then I had been raised in a hardy school—had been
taught to rely upon myself, and to prepare myself to render
assistance to others. The lesson was not a bitter one, for I was
too young to indulge in philosophy, and the precepts that I then
treasured and practised I believe developed those principles of
character which have enabled me to triumph over so many
difficulties. Notwithstanding all the wrongs that slavery heaped
upon me, I can bless it for one thing—youth’s important lesson of
self-reliance. The baby was named Elizabeth, and it was pleasant to
me to be assigned a duty in connection with it, for the discharge
of that duty transferred me from the rude cabin to the household of
my master. My simple attire was a short dress and a little white
apron. My old mistress encouraged me in rocking the cradle, by
telling me that if I would watch over the baby well, keep the flies
out of its face, and not let it cry, I should be its little maid.
This was a golden promise, and I required no better inducement for
the faithful performance of my task. I began to rock the cradle
most industriously, when lo! out pitched little pet on the floor. I
instantly cried out, “Oh! the baby is on the floor;” and, not
knowing what to do, I seized the fire-shovel in my perplexity, and
was trying to shovel up my tender charge, when my mistress called
to me to let the child alone, and then ordered that I be taken out
and lashed for my carelessness. The blows were not administered
with a light hand, I assure you, and doubtless the severity of the
lashing has made me remember the incident so well. This was the
first time I was punished in this cruel way, but not the last. The
black-eyed baby that I called my pet grew into a self-willed girl,
and in after years was the cause of much trouble to me. I grew
strong and healthy, and, notwithstanding I knit socks and attended
to various kinds of work, I was repeatedly told, when even fourteen
years old, that I would never be worth my salt. When I was eight,
Mr. Burwell’s family consisted of six sons and four daughters, with
a large family of servants
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