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    A life lived under slavery and beside national power exposes the distance between public ideals and private realities. Elizabeth Keckley’s Behind the Scenes, or, Thirty Years a Slave, and Four Years in the White House is an autobiographical memoir first published in 1868, during Reconstruction. It recounts portions of Keckley’s path from enslavement to professional independence and her later association with Mary Todd Lincoln in Washington, D.C. Rather than treating these worlds as separate, the narrative places them in revealing proximity. Its central tension lies in the effort to claim dignity, security, and self-definition within institutions structured by racial and gendered inequality.

As a memoir, the book joins personal testimony to observations of household life, work, and political surroundings. Its settings include the slaveholding South, St. Louis, and Washington, D.C., with the latter shaped by Keckley’s work as a dressmaker and by her connection to the Lincoln household. The narrative is not simply a record of famous people or public events. It remains centered on the experiences that formed Keckley’s judgment and on the practical demands of earning a living. Readers should expect a nineteenth-century life narrative whose scope moves from intimate memory to the social world around the White House.

Keckley’s account confronts slavery not as an abstraction but as a system exerting force over labor, family life, movement, and personal autonomy. Her retrospective voice gives attention to the skills, relationships, and decisions through which she pursued survival and independence. The book therefore complicates simplified narratives of either helplessness or uncomplicated triumph. It acknowledges constraint while emphasizing capacity, discipline, and ambition. For modern readers, this balance is crucial: the memoir asks that its author be understood as a witness to violence, a working professional, and an individual with a sharply articulated sense of responsibility. Its force comes from that insistence on full human complexity.

The White House portion brings Keckley into proximity with a household at the center of the Civil War-era United States, yet the memoir resists reducing that access to spectacle. Her position illuminates the often-overlooked labor that sustained elite domestic life and the complicated boundaries between service, friendship, dependence, and discretion. By placing a Black dressmaker’s perspective alongside a presidential family’s private world, the book broadens conventional historical frames. It also reminds readers that national history is experienced through rooms, clothing, conversation, grief, and work, as well as through institutions and public decisions. This perspective makes the narrative historically distinctive without requiring prior expertise.

Keckley writes in a first-person voice that is purposeful, observant, and attentive to moral judgment. The reading experience alternates between scenes of recollection and reflective explanation, allowing private experience to engage larger questions of status and conduct. Her style has the formal texture of a nineteenth-century memoir, but its concerns remain immediately legible. At times, she addresses matters of reputation and interpretation directly, underscoring that the telling of a life can itself be contested. Readers may find the book most rewarding when they attend both to what it narrates and to how Keckley establishes her authority as the person entitled to narrate it.

Published in 1868, Behind the Scenes emerged during Reconstruction, when the meaning of freedom and citizenship after slavery was intensely contested in the United States. Its existence as a published memoir matters as much as its subject matter: Keckley presents herself as an author shaping the record of her own life and of events she witnessed. The book consequently raises enduring questions about who is granted credibility, whose memories are preserved, and how private testimony enters public history. It is especially significant for readers interested in Black women’s intellectual and professional lives, as well as in the limits that race, gender, and class placed on recognition.

For contemporary audiences, the memoir remains relevant because it links the structures of slavery to questions that continue to shape public life: unequal labor, access to power, the politics of respectability, and the ownership of personal stories. It challenges readers to look beyond official accounts and to consider how history changes when narrated from positions often excluded from authority. At the same time, its intimate scale prevents these themes from becoming abstract. Keckley’s attention to work, obligation, and self-presentation gives the book a durable human urgency. Behind the Scenes rewards careful reading as both an individual life narrative and a searching meditation on freedom, visibility, and historical memory.
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    Elizabeth Keckley’s 1868 memoir, Behind the Scenes, or, Thirty Years a Slave, and Four Years in the White House, joins personal narrative with an account of life near the Lincoln administration. Keckley presents herself first as a woman shaped by enslavement, family separation, labor, and the restricted choices available to Black women in the nineteenth-century United States. The book’s movement from Virginia and Missouri to Washington, D.C., frames an argument about self-reliance, dignity, and the human costs of slavery. Its title signals the two connected worlds Keckley describes: her long experience in bondage and her later access to the presidential household.

The opening sections recount Keckley’s childhood in Virginia and the circumstances of her enslavement. She describes domestic labor, physical hardship, and the unstable position of family members whose lives could be directed by enslavers’ financial and personal decisions. Her account also records the development of practical skills, especially sewing and dressmaking, that would later become essential to her independence. Rather than treating emancipation as a simple turning point, the narrative emphasizes the obstacles facing an enslaved person seeking security, family stability, and control over her own labor. These early experiences establish the memoir’s moral and emotional foundation.

After being taken to Missouri, Keckley increasingly relies on her ability as a seamstress and dressmaker. The memoir follows her efforts to earn money under conditions in which her labor and earnings remained subject to others’ authority. Her pursuit of freedom for herself and her son becomes a central practical and ethical struggle, revealing how freedom could require resources, negotiation, and assistance as well as courage. Keckley’s later reflections make clear that legal emancipation did not erase grief, prejudice, or economic vulnerability. Her professional talent nevertheless provides a path toward greater autonomy and public respect.

Keckley eventually establishes herself in Washington, D.C., where her dressmaking business brings her into contact with influential clients. Her skill, discretion, and social intelligence enable her to build a career in a city transformed by the Civil War and federal politics. This portion of the memoir broadens from individual survival to the opportunities and limits confronting free Black professionals in the capital. Keckley depicts work as both a means of livelihood and a source of personal authority. Her growing reputation ultimately introduces her to Mary Todd Lincoln, opening the book’s best-known historical setting.

The account of the White House centers on Keckley’s service as Mary Lincoln’s dressmaker and her developing relationship with the First Lady. Keckley portrays the household not simply as a seat of national power but as a private family space affected by wartime pressure, bereavement, public scrutiny, and political uncertainty. Her perspective offers a rare contemporary view from someone employed within that environment while remaining outside its formal political authority. The memoir is attentive to Mary Lincoln’s temperament and distress, but it also preserves Keckley’s own judgment, obligations, and sense of independence.

As the Civil War advances, the personal and national narratives become more closely intertwined. Keckley records the strain of conflict on Washington society and on the Lincoln family, while also remaining conscious of the war’s meaning for formerly enslaved people and those still seeking freedom. She addresses loss and social upheaval without reducing public events to private sentiment. The later White House chapters examine the altered circumstances that followed the administration’s tragedies and the difficulties faced by Mary Lincoln afterward. Keckley’s access gives these episodes unusual intimacy, yet the memoir consistently returns to questions of loyalty, responsibility, and survival.

Behind the Scenes concludes as a defense of Keckley’s character and motives as much as a recollection of extraordinary proximity to history. Its publication attracted attention in part because it disclosed aspects of the Lincolns’ private life and included correspondence connected to Mary Lincoln, placing Keckley’s intentions under public scrutiny. Read today, the work remains significant as an enslaved woman’s testimony, a record of Black enterprise and kinship, and a distinctive source on the Civil War era. Its enduring force lies in the way personal endurance, professional accomplishment, and national history remain inseparable throughout the narrative.
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    Elizabeth Keckley’s Behind the Scenes, published in New York in 1868, emerged from the upheavals of slavery, civil war, emancipation, and Reconstruction. Keckley was born enslaved in Virginia in 1818 and spent much of her early life in Virginia and North Carolina before moving to St. Louis, Missouri. Her narrative spans the antebellum South and the national capital during Abraham Lincoln’s presidency. It addresses households, churches, courts, labor arrangements, and political circles that shaped nineteenth-century American life. The book appeared when former enslaved people were asserting legal freedom and citizenship amid fierce resistance across the country.

American slavery was protected by state laws and, before 1865, by federal constitutional arrangements that treated enslaved people as property. In Missouri, a border state, slavery coexisted with a substantial free Black population and urban commerce. Skilled domestic and dressmaking labor could enable limited earnings, but enslaved workers remained subject to owners’ authority, sale, and family separation. Keckley learned sewing and dressmaking while enslaved and later used those skills to earn money. In 1855, she purchased freedom for herself and her son, George, in St. Louis. Her recollections of coercion, labor, and kinship document slavery’s personal consequences as well as its legal structure.

Washington, D.C., where Keckley settled in 1860, was both a slaveholding city and the seat of the federal government. Congress abolished slavery in the District of Columbia in April 1862, months before the Emancipation Proclamation took effect in Confederate-held areas on January 1, 1863. Keckley established a successful dressmaking business serving prominent women and became Mary Todd Lincoln’s dressmaker and confidante after the Lincolns entered the White House in 1861. This position placed her near a presidential household operating under extraordinary public scrutiny while the Union confronted secession and war.

The Civil War, fought from 1861 to 1865, transformed Washington into a military, administrative, and humanitarian center. Soldiers, federal employees, refugees, and visiting delegations crowded the city, while news from battlefields shaped official and private life. The Lincoln administration pursued preservation of the Union and, increasingly, destruction of slavery as a war measure and national policy. Keckley’s White House observations are informed by this setting, including the death of the Lincolns’ son Willie in February 1862. Her account records domestic grief alongside the burdens placed on the presidency during wartime.

The Union victory in 1865 brought constitutional change but not immediate equality. The Thirteenth Amendment abolished slavery in December 1865; the Fourteenth Amendment, ratified in 1868, established national birthright citizenship and equal protection; and the Fifteenth Amendment would prohibit racial discrimination in voting in 1870. During early Reconstruction, Congress created and expanded institutions, including the Freedmen’s Bureau, to address labor, education, relief, and legal disputes involving formerly enslaved people. Keckley published her memoir amid these contested efforts to define freedom. Her life story joined a broader body of African American testimony challenging proslavery representations and affirming Black experience and authorship.

Behind the Scenes appeared in 1868 through the New York publishing firm G. W. Carleton and Company. Its publication attracted controversy, particularly because it reproduced letters connected with Mary Lincoln and described private White House life. In 1867, after leaving the White House, Mary Lincoln sought Keckley’s help in selling clothing and other personal goods, an episode that contributed to public discussion of the former first lady’s finances and reputation. The memoir’s treatment of these matters illustrates the limited privacy available to prominent women and their associates. It also shows how race, class, gender, and access to influential households shaped public judgments.

Keckley’s book belongs to the nineteenth-century tradition of African American slave narratives, which used personal testimony to expose slavery’s violence and to argue for Black humanity, literacy, and civic standing. Earlier antislavery narratives by writers such as Frederick Douglass and Harriet Jacobs had reached wide audiences before the Civil War. Unlike many accounts centered chiefly on escape, Keckley’s narrative follows her movement from enslavement to independent paid work and then into Washington society. Her account also reflects the importance of dressmaking as a skilled occupation available to some women. By presenting professional competence alongside memories of bondage, the work contests racial assumptions that limited Black women’s independence and authority.

Written during Reconstruction, Behind the Scenes connects intimate experience with the nation’s central conflicts over slavery, war, and citizenship. Keckley portrays institutions often treated separately—enslaving households, urban labor markets, the federal government, and the presidential family—as parts of the same historical world. Her perspective as a formerly enslaved woman and successful dressmaker gives particular force to her observations of dependence, work, bereavement, and social rank. The narrative does not offer a detached chronicle of national events; rather, it preserves the viewpoint of someone whose life was directly shaped by them. In doing so, it critiques slavery’s legacy and documents the unequal freedoms of its age.
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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[1]. I do not think so; at least I have been prompted by the purest motive. Mrs. Lincoln, by her own acts, forced herself into notoriety. She stepped beyond the formal lines which hedge about a private life, and invited public criticism. The people have judged her harshly, and no woman was ever more traduced in the public prints of the country. The people knew nothing of the secret history of her transactions, therefore they judged her by what was thrown to the surface. For an act may be wrong judged purely by itself, but when the motive that prompted the act is understood, it is construed differently. I lay it down as an axiom, that only that is criminal in the sight of God where crime is meditated. Mrs. Lincoln may have been imprudent, but since her intentions were good, she should be judged more kindly than she has been. But the world do not know what her intentions were; they have only been made acquainted with her acts without knowing what feeling guided her actions. If the world are to judge her as I have judged her, they must be introduced to the secret history of her transactions. The veil of mystery must be drawn aside; the origin of a fact must be brought to light with the naked fact itself. If I have betrayed confidence in anything I have published, it has been to place Mrs. Lincoln in a better light before the world. A breach of trust — if breach it can be called — of this kind is always excusable. My own character, as well as the character of Mrs. Lincoln, is at stake, since I have been intimately associated with that lady in the most eventful periods of her life. I have been her confidante, and if evil charges are laid at her door, they also must be laid at mine, since I have been a party to all her movements. To defend myself I must defend the lady that I have served. The world have judged Mrs. Lincoln by the facts which float upon the surface, and through her have partially judged me, and the only way to convince them that wrong was not meditated is to explain the motives that actuated us. I have written nothing that can place Mrs. Lincoln in a worse light before the world than the light in which she now stands, therefore the secret history that I publish can do her no harm. I have excluded everything of a personal character from her letters; the extracts introduced only refer to public men, and are such as to throw light upon her unfortunate adventure in New York. These letters were not written for publication, for which reason they are all the more valuable; they are the frank overflowings of the heart, the outcropping of impulse, the key to genuine motives. They prove the motive to have been pure, and if they shall help to stifle the voice of calumny, I am content. I do not forget, before the public journals vilified Mrs. Lincoln, that ladies who moved in the Washington circle in which she moved, freely canvassed her character among themselves. They gloated over many a tale of scandal that grew out of gossip in their own circle. If these ladies, could say everything bad of the wife of the President, why should I not be permitted to lay her secret history bare, especially when that history plainly shows that her life, like all lives, has its good side as well as its bad side! None of us are perfect, for which reason we should heed the voice of charity when it whispers in our ears, "Do not magnify the imperfections of others." Had Mrs. Lincoln's acts never become public property, I should not have published to the world the secret chapters of her life. I am not the special champion of the widow of our lamented President; the reader of the pages which follow will discover that I have written with the utmost frankness in regard to her — have exposed her faults as well as given her credit for honest motives. I wish the world to judge her as she is, free from the exaggerations of praise or scandal, since I have been associated with her in so many things that have provoked hostile criticism; and the judgment that the world may pass upon her, I flatter myself, will present my own actions in a better light.

Elizabeth Keckley.

14 Carroll Place, New York,

March 14, 1868.
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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[1q]. 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 this period. My master, Col. A. Burwell[2], 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. My mother was kind and forbearing; Mrs. Burwell a hard task-master; and as mother had so much work to do in making clothes, etc., for the family, besides the slaves, I determined to render her all the assistance in my power, and in rendering her such assistance my young energies were taxed to the utmost. I was my mother's only child, which made her love for me all the stronger. I did not know much of my father, for he was the slave of another man, and when Mr. Burwell moved from Dinwiddie he was separated from us, and only allowed to visit my mother twice a year — during the Easter holidays and Christmas. At last Mr. Burwell determined to reward my mother, by making an arrangement with the owner of my father, by which the separation of my parents could be brought to an end. It was a bright day, indeed, for my mother when it was announced that my father was coming to live with us. The old weary look faded from her face, and she worked as if her heart was in every task. But the golden days did not last long. The radiant dream faded all too soon.

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

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

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


"SHELBYVILE, Sept. 6, 1833.


"Mrs. Agnes Hobbs

"Dear Wife: My dear biloved wife I am more than glad to meet with opportunity writee thes few lines to you by my Mistress who ar now about starterng to virginia, and sevl others of my old friends are with her; in compeney Mrs. Ann Rus the wife of master Thos Rus and Dan Woodiard and his family and I am very sorry that I havn the chance to go with them as I feele Determid to see you If life last again. I am now here and out at this pleace so I am not abble to get of at this time. I am write well and hearty and all the rest of masters family. I heard this eveng by Mistress that ar just from theree all sends love to you and all my old frends. I am a living in a town called Shelbyville and I have wrote a greate many letters since Ive beene here and almost been reeady to my selfe that its out of the question to write any more at tall: my dear wife I dont feeld no whys like giving out writing to you as yet and I hope when you get this letter that you be Inncougege to write me a letter. I am well satisfied at my living at this place I am a making money for my own benifit and I hope that its to yours also If I live to see Nexct year I shall heve my own time from master by giving him 100 and twenty Dollars a year and I thinke I shall be doing good bisness at that and heve something more thean all that. I hope with gods helpe that I may be abble to rejoys with you on the earth and In heaven lets meet when will I am detemnid to nuver stope praying, not in this earth and I hope to praise god In glory there weel meet to part no more forever. So my dear wife I hope to meet you In paradase to prase god forever * * * * * I want Elizabeth to be a good girl and not to thinke that becasue I am bound so fare that gods not abble to open the way * * * *

"George Pleasant,

    "Hobbs a servant of Grum."




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

When I was about seven years old I witnessed, for the first time, the sale of a human being. We were living at Prince Edward, in Virginia, and master had just
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