INCIDENTS IN THE LIFE OF A SLAVE GIRL

Harriet Jacobs: Incidents in the
Life of a Slave Girl (1861)
I. Childhood
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
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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 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 sales 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
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grandmother’s breast. In fact, my mother had been weaned at three
months old, that the babe of the mistress might obtain sufficient food.
They played together as children; and, when they became women, my
mother was a most faithful servant to her whiter foster sister. On her
death-bed her mistress promised that her children should never suffer
for any thing; and during her lifetime she kept her word. They all
spoke kindly of my dead mother, who had been a slave merely in
name, but in nature was noble and womanly. I grieved for her, and my
young mind was troubled with the thought who would now take care
of me and my little brother. I was told that my home was now to be
with her mistress; and I found it a happy one. No toilsome or disagreeable duties were imposed upon me. My mistress was so kind to me
that I was always glad to do her bidding, and proud to labor for her as
much as my young years would permit. I would sit by her side for
hours, sewing diligently, with a heart as free from care as that of any
free-born white child. When she thought I was tired, she would send
me out to run and jump; and away I bounded, to gather berries or
flowers to decorate her room. Those were happy days–too happy to
last. The slave child had no thought for the morrow; but there came
that blight, which too surely waits on every human being born to be a
chattel.
When I was nearly twelve years old, my kind mistress sickened and
died. As I saw the cheek grow paler, and the eye more glassy, how
earnestly I prayed in my heart that she might live! I loved her; for she
had been almost like a mother to me. My prayers were not answered.
She died, and they buried her in the little churchyard, where, day after
day, my tears fell upon her grave.
I was sent to spend a week with my grandmother. I was now old
enough to begin to think of the future; and again and again I asked
myself what they would do with me. I felt sure I should never find
another mistress so kind as the one who was gone. She had promised
my dying mother that her children should never suffer for any thing;
and when I remembered that, and recalled her many proofs of attachment to me, I could not help having some hopes that she had left me
free. My friends were almost certain it would be so. They thought she
would be sure to do it, on account of my mother’s love and faithful

service. But, alas! we all know that the memory of a faithful slave does
not avail much to save her children from the auction block.
After a brief period of suspense, the will of my mistress was read,
and we learned that she had bequeathed me to her sister’s daughter, 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.

VII. The Lover
Why does the slave ever love? Why allow the tendrils of the heart
to twine around objects which may at any moment be wrenched away
by the hand of violence? When separations come by the hand of death,
the pious soul can bow in resignation, and say, “Not my will, but thine
be done, O Lord!” But when the ruthless hand of man strikes the
blow, regardless of the misery he causes, it is hard to be submissive. I
did not reason thus when I was a young girl. Youth will be youth. I
loved, and I indulged the hope that the dark clouds around me would
turn out a bright lining. I forgot that in the land of my birth the shadows are too dense for light to penetrate. A land
“Where laughter is not mirth; nor thought the mind;
Nor words a language; no e’en men mankind.
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Where cries reply to curses, shrieks to blows,
And each is tortured in his separate hell.”
There was in the neighborhood a young colored carpenter; a free
born man. We had been well acquainted in childhood, and frequently
met together afterwards. We became mutually attached, and he proposed to marry me. I loved him with all the ardor of a young girl’s first
love. But when I reflected that I was a slave, and that the laws gave no
sanction to the marriage of such, my heart sank within me. My lover
wanted to buy me; but I knew that Dr. Flint was too wilful and arbitrary a man to consent to that arrangement. From him, I was sure of
experiencing all sorts of opposition, and I had nothing to hope from
my mistress. She would have been delighted to have got rid of me, but
not in that way. It would have relieved her mind of a burden if she
could have seen me sold to some distant state, but if I was married near
home I should be just as much in her husband’s power as I had previously been,–for the husband of a slave has no power to protect her.
Moreover, my mistress, like many others, seemed to think that slaves
had no right to any family ties of their own; that they were created
merely to wait upon the family of the mistress. I once heard her abuse
a young slave girl, who told her that a colored man wanted to make
her his wife. “I will have you peeled and pickled, my lady,” said she, “if
I ever hear you mention that subject again. Do you suppose that I will
have you tending my children with the children of that nigger?” The
girl to whom she said this had a mulatto child, of course not acknowledged by its father. The poor black man who loved her would have
been proud to acknowledge his helpless offspring.
Many and anxious were the thoughts I revolved in my mind. I was
at a loss what to do. Above all things, I was desirous to spare my lover
the insults that had cut so deeply into my own soul. I talked with my
grandmother about it, and partly told her my fears. I did not dare to
tell her the worst. She had long suspected all was not right, and if I
confirmed her suspicions I knew a storm would rise that would prove
the overthrow of all my hopes.
This love-dream had been my support through many trials; and I
could not bear to run the risk of having it suddenly dissipated. There
was a lady in the neighborhood, a particular friend of Dr. Flint’s, who
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often visited the house. I had a great respect for her, and she had always manifested a friendly interest in me. Grandmother thought she
would have great influence with the doctor. I went to this lady, and
told her my story. I told her I was aware that my lover’s being a freeborn man would prove a great objection; but he wanted to buy me; and
if Dr. Flint would consent to that arrangement, I felt sure he would be
willing to pay any reasonable price. She knew that Mrs. Flint disliked
me; therefore, I ventured to suggest that perhaps my mistress would
approve of my being sold, as that would rid her of me. The lady listened with kindly sympathy, and promised to do her utmost to promote my wishes. She had an interview with the doctor, and I believe
she pleaded my cause earnestly; but it was all to no purpose.
How I dreaded my master now! Every minute I expected to be
summoned to his presence; but the day passed, and I heard nothing
from him. The next morning, a message was brought to me: “Master
wants you in his study.” I found the door ajar, and I stood a moment
gazing at the hateful man who claimed a right to rule me, body and
soul. I entered, and tried to appear calm. I did not want him to know
how my heart was bleeding. He looked fixedly at me, with an expression which seemed to say, “I have half a mind to kill you on the spot.”
At last he broke the silence, and that was a relief to both of us.
“So you want to be married, do you?” said he, “and to a free nigger.”
“Yes, sir.”
“Well, I’ll soon convince you whether I am your master, or the
nigger fellow you honor so highly. If you must have a husband, you
may take up with one of my slaves.”
What a situation I should be in, as the wife of one of his slaves,
even if my heart had been interested!
I replied, “Don’t you suppose, sir, that a slave can have some preference about marrying? Do you suppose that all men are alike to her?”
“Do you love this nigger?” said he, abruptly.
“Yes, sir.”
“How dare you tell me so!” he exclaimed, in great wrath. After a
slight pause, he added, “I supposed you thought more of yourself; that
you felt above the insults of such puppies.”
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I replied, “If he is a puppy I am a puppy, for we are both of the negro race. It is right and honorable for us to love each other. The man
you call a puppy never insulted me, sir; and he would not love me if he
did not believe me to be a virtuous woman.”
He sprang upon me like a tiger, and gave me a stunning blow. It
was the first time he had ever struck me; and fear did not enable me to
control my anger. When I had recovered a little from the effects, I
exclaimed, “You have struck me for answering you honestly. How I
despise you!”
There was silence for some minutes. Perhaps he was deciding what
should be my punishment; or, perhaps, he wanted to give me time to
reflect on what I had said, and to whom I had said it. Finally, he asked,
“Do you know what you have said?”
“Yes, sir; but your treatment drove me to it.”
“Do you know that I have a right to do as I like with you,–that I
can kill you, if I please?”
“You have tried to kill me, and I wish you had; but you have no
right to do as you like with me.”
“Silence!” he exclaimed, in a thundering voice. “By heavens, girl,
you forget yourself too far! Are you mad? If you are, I will soon bring
you to your senses. Do you think any other master would bear what I
have borne from you this morning? Many masters would have killed
you on the spot. How would you like to be sent to jail for your insolence?”
“I know I have been disrespectful, sir,” I replied; “but you drove
me to it; I couldn’t help it. As for the jail, there would be more peace
for me there than there is here.”
“You deserve to go there,” he said, “and to be under such treatment, that you would forget the meaning of the word peace. It would
do you good. It would take some of your high notions out of you. But I
am not ready to send you there yet, notwithstanding your ingratitude
for all my kindness and forbearance. You have been the plague of my
life. I have wanted to make you happy, and I have been repaid with the
basest ingratitude; but though you have proved yourself incapable of
appreciating my kindness, I will be lenient towards you, Linda. I will
give you one more chance to redeem your character. If you behave
yourself and do as I require, I will forgive you and treat you as I always

have done; but if you disobey me, I will punish you as I would the
meanest slave on my plantation. Never let me hear that fellow’s name
mentioned again. If I ever know of your speaking to him, I will cowhide you both; and if I catch him lurking about my premises, I will
shoot him as soon as I would a dog. Do you hear what I say? I’ll teach
you a lesson about marriage and free niggers! Now go, and let this be
the last time I have occasion to speak to you on this subject.”
Reader, did you ever hate? I hope not. I never did but once; and I
trust I never shall again. Somebody has called it “the atmosphere of
hell;” and I believe it is so.
For a fortnight the doctor did not speak to me. He thought to
mortify me; to make me feel that I had disgraced myself by receiving
the honorable addresses of a respectable colored man, in preference to
the base proposals of a white man. But though his lips disdained to
address me, his eyes were very loquacious. No animal ever watched its
prey more narrowly than he watched me. He knew that I could write,
though he had failed to make me read his letters; and he was now
troubled lest I should exchange letters with another man. After a while
he became weary of silence; and I was sorry for it. One morning, as he
passed through the hall, to leave the house, he contrived to thrust a
note into my hand. I thought I had better read it, and spare myself the
vexation of having him read it to me. It expressed regret for the blow
he had given me, and reminded me that I myself was wholly to blame
for it. He hoped I had become convinced of the injury I was doing
myself by incurring his displeasure. He wrote that he had made up his
mind to go to Louisiana; that he should take several slaves with him,
and intended I should be one of the number. My mistress would remain where she was; therefore I should have nothing to fear from that
quarter. If I merited kindness from him, he assured me that it would
be lavishly bestowed. He begged me to think over the matter, and
answer the following day.
The next morning I was called to carry a pair of scissors to his
room. I laid them on the table, with the letter beside them. He
thought it was my answer, and did not call me back. I went as usual to
attend my young mistress to and from school. He met me in the street,
and ordered me to stop at his office on my way back. When I entered,
he showed me his letter, and asked me why I had not answered it. I
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replied, “I am your daughter’s property, and it is in your power to send
me, or take me, wherever you please.” He said he was very glad to find
me so willing to go, and that we should start early in the autumn. He
had a large practice in the town, and I rather thought he had made up
the story merely to frighten me. However that might be, I was determined that I would never go to Louisiana with him.
Summer passed away, and early in the autumn, Dr. Flint’s eldest
son was sent to Louisiana to examine the country, with a view to emigrating. That news did not disturb me. I knew very well that I should
not be sent with him. That I had not been taken to the plantation before this time, was owing to the fact that his son was there. He was
jealous of his son; and jealousy of the overseer had kept him from punishing me by sending me into the fields to work. Is it strange that I
was not proud of these protectors? As for the overseer, he was a man
for whom I had less respect than I had for a bloodhound.
Young Mr. Flint did not bring back a favorable report of Louisiana, and I heard no more of that scheme. Soon after this, my lover met
me at the corner of the street, and I stopped to speak to him. Looking
up, I saw my master watching us from his window. I hurried home,
trembling with fear. I was sent for, immediately, to go to his room. He
met me with a blow. “When is mistress to be married?” said he, in a
sneering tone. A shower of oaths and imprecations followed. How
thankful I was that my lover was a free man! that my tyrant had no
power to flog him for speaking to me in the street!
Again and again I revolved in my mind how all this would end.
There was no hope that the doctor would consent to sell me on any
terms. He had an iron will, and was determined to keep me, and to
conquer me. My lover was an intelligent and religious man. Even if he
could have obtained permission to marry me while I was a slave, the
marriage would give him no power to protect me from my master. It
would have made him miserable to witness the insults I should have
been subjected to. And then, if we had children, I knew they must
“follow the condition of the mother.” What a terrible blight that
would be on the heart of a free, intelligent father! For his sake, I felt
that I ought not to link his fate with my own unhappy destiny. He was
going to Savannah to see about a little property left him by an uncle;
and had as it was to bring my feelings to it, I earnestly entreated him

not to come back. I advised him to go to the Free States, where his
tongue would not be tied, and where his intelligence would be of more
avail to him. He left me, still hoping the day would come when I could
be bought. With me the lamp of hope had gone out. The dream of my
girlhood was over. I felt lonely and desolate.
Still I was not stripped of all. I still had my good grandmother, and
my affectionate brother. When he put his arms round my neck, and
looked into my eyes, as if to read there the troubles I dared not tell, I
felt that I still had something to love. But even that pleasant emotion
was chilled by the reflection that he might be torn from me at any
moment, by some sudden freak of my master. If he had known how we
love each other, I think he would have exulted in separating us. We
often planned together how we could get to the north. But, as William
remarked, such things are easier said than done. My movements were
very closely watched, and we had no means of getting any money to
defray our expenses. As for grandmother, she was strongly opposed to
her children’s undertaking any such project. She had not forgotten
poor Benjamin’s sufferings and she was afraid that if another child
tried to escape, he would have a similar or a worse fate. To me, nothing seemed more dreadful than my present life. I said to myself, “William must be free. He shall go to the north, and I will follow him.”
Many a slave sister has formed the same plans.

XIV.

Another Link to Life

I had not returned to my master’s house since the birth of my
child. The old man raved to have me thus removed from his immediate power; but his wife vowed, by all that was good and great, she
would kill me if I came back; and he did not doubt her word. Sometimes he would stay away for a season. Then he would come and renew the old threadbare discourse about his forbearance and my ingratitude. He labored, most unnecessarily, to convince me that I had lowered myself. The venomous old reprobate had no need of descanting
on that theme. I felt humiliated enough. My unconscious babe was the
ever-present witness of my shame. I listened with silent contempt
when he talked about my having forfeited his good opinion; but I shed
bitter tears that I was no longer worthy of being respected by the good
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and pure. Alas! slavery still held me in its poisonous grasp. There was
no chance for me to be respectable. There was no prospect of being
able to lead a better life.
Sometimes, when my master found that I still refused to accept
what he called his kind offers, he would threaten to sell my child.
“Perhaps that will humble you,” said he.
Humble me! Was I not already in the dust? But his threat lacerated
my heart. I knew the law gave him power to fulfill it; for slaveholders
have been cunning enough to enact that “the child shall follow the
condition of the mother,” not of the father; thus taking care that licentiousness shall not interfere with avarice. This reflection made me
clasp my innocent babe all the more firmly to my heart. Horrid visions
passed through my mind when I thought of his liability to fall into the
slave trader’s hands. I wept over him, and said, “O my child! perhaps
they will leave you in some cold cabin to die, and then throw you into
a hole, as if you were a dog.”
When Dr. Flint learned that I was again to be a mother, he was exasperated beyond measure. He rushed from the house, and returned
with a pair of shears. I had a fine head of hair; and he often railed
about my pride of arranging it nicely. He cut every hair close to my
head, storming and swearing all the time. I replied to some of his
abuse, and he struck me. Some months before, he had pitched me
down stairs in a fit of passion; and the injury received was so serious
that I was unable to turn myself in bed for many days. He then said,
“Linda, I swear by God I will never raise my hand against you again;”
but I knew that he would forget his promise. […]

was a carpenter, had very skilfully made a concealed trap-door, which
communicated with the storeroom. He had been doing this while I was
waiting in the swamp. The storeroom opened upon a piazza. To this
hole I was conveyed as soon as I entered the house. The air was stifling; the darkness total. A bed had been spread on the floor. I could
sleep quite comfortably on one side: but the slope was so sudden that I
could not turn on the other without hitting the roof. The rats and
mice ran over my bed; but I was weary, and I slept such sleep as the
wretched may, when a tempest has passed over them. Morning came. I
knew it only by the noises I heard; for in my small den day and night
were all the same. I suffered for air even more than for light. But I was
not comfortless. I heard the voices of my children. There was joy and
there was sadness in the sound. It made my tears flow. How I longed
to speak to them! I was eager to look on their faces; but there was no
hole, no crack, through which I could peep. This continued darkness
was oppressive. It seemed horrible to sit or lie in a cramped position
day after day, without one gleam of light. Yet I would have chosen
this, rather than my lot as a slave, though white people considered it
an easy one; and it was so compared with the fate of others. I was never
cruelly over-worked; I was never lacerated with the whip from head to
foot; I was never so beaten and bruised that I could not turn from one
side to the other; I never had my heel-strings cut to prevent my running away; I was never chained to a log and forced to drag it about,
while I toiled in the fields from morning till night; I was never branded
with hot iron, or torn by bloodhounds. On the contrary, I had always
been kindly treated, and tenderly cared for, until I came into the hands
of Dr. Flint. I had never wished for freedom till then. But though my
life in slavery was comparatively devoid of hardships, God pity the
woman who is compelled to lead such a life!
My food was passed up to me through the trap-door my uncle had
contrived; and my grandmother, my uncle Phillip, and aunt Nancy
would seize such opportunities as they could, to mount up there and
chat with me at the opening. But of course this was not safe in the
daytime. It must all be done in darkness. It was impossible for me to
move in an erect position, but I crawled about my den for exercise.
One day I hit my head against something, and found it was a gimlet.
My uncle had left it sticking there when he made the trap-door. I was

XXI. The Loophole of Retreat
A small shed had been added to my grandmother’s house years ago.
Some boards were laid across the joists at the top, and between these
boards and the roof was a very small garret, never occupied by any
thing but rats and mice. It was a pent roof, covered with nothing but
shingles, according to the southern custom for such buildings. The
garret was only nine feet long and seven wide. The highest part was
three feet high, and sloped down abruptly to the loose board floor.
There was no admission for either light or air. My uncle Phillip, who
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as rejoiced as Robinson Crusoe could have been at finding such a treasure. It put a lucky thought into my head. I said to myself, “Now I will
have some light. Now I will see my children.” I did not dare to begin
my work during the daytime, for fear of attracting attention. But I
groped round; and having found the side next the street, where I could
frequently see my children, I struck the gimlet in and waited for evening. I bored three rows of holes, one above another; then I bored out
the interstices between. I thus succeeded in making one hole about an
inch long and an inch broad. I sat by it till late into the night, to enjoy
the little whiff of air that floated in. In the morning I watched for my
children. The first person I saw in the street was Dr. Flint. I had a
shuddering, superstitious feeling that it was a bad omen. Several familiar faces passed by. At last I heard the merry laugh of children, and
presently two sweet little faces were looking up at me, as though they
knew I was there, and were conscious of the joy they imparted. How I
longed to tell them I was there! […]

dom her mistress had promised her, and how he had persecuted her
children; and I thought to myself that she was a better Christian than I
was, if she could entirely forgive him. I cannot say, with truth, that the
news of my old master’s death softened my feelings towards him.
There are wrongs which even the grave does not bury. The man was
odious to me while he lived, and his memory is odious now.
His departure from this world did not diminish my danger. He had
threatened my grandmother that his heirs should hold me in slavery
after he was gone; that I never should be free so long as a child of his
survived. As for Mrs. Flint, I had seen her in deeper afflictions than I
supposed the loss of her husband would be, for she had buried several
children; yet I never saw any signs of softening in her heart. The doctor had died in embarrassed circumstances, and had little to will to his
heirs, except such property as he was unable to grasp. I was well aware
what I had to expect from the family of Flints; and my fears were confirmed by a letter from the south, warning me to be on my guard,
because Mrs. Flint openly declared that her daughter could not afford
to lose so valuable a slave as I was.
I kept close watch of the newspapers for arrivals; but one Saturday
night, being much occupied, I forgot to examine the Evening Express
as usual. I went down into the parlor for it, early in the morning, and
found the boy about to kindle a fire with it. I took it from him and
examined the list of arrivals. Reader, if you have never been a slave,
you cannot imagine the acute sensation of suffering at my heart, when
I read the names of Mr. and Mrs. Dodge, at a hotel in Courtland
Street. It was a third-rate hotel, and that circumstance convinced me
of the truth of what I had heard, that they were short of funds and had
need of my value, as they valued me; and that was by dollars and cents.
I hastened with the paper to Mrs. Bruce. Her heart and hand were
always open to every one in distress, and she always warmly sympathized with mine. It was impossible to tell how near the enemy was.
He might have passed and repassed the house while we were sleeping.
He might at that moment be waiting to pounce upon me if I ventured
out of doors. I had never seen the husband of my young mistress, and
therefore I could not distinguish him from any other stranger. A carriage was hastily ordered; and, closely veiled, I followed Mrs. Bruce,
taking the baby again with me into exile. After various turnings and

XLI. Free at Last
Mrs. Bruce, and every member of her family, were exceedingly
kind to me. I was thankful for the blessings of my lot, yet I could not
always wear a cheerful countenance. I was doing harm to no one; on
the contrary, I was doing all the good I could in my small way; yet I
could never go out to breathe God’s free air without trepidation at my
heart. This seemed hard; and I could not think it was a right state of
things in any civilized country.
From time to time I received news from my good old grandmother. […]
These letters both cheered and saddened me. I was always glad to
have tidings from the kind, faithful old friend of my unhappy youth;
but her messages of love made my heart yearn to see her before she
died, and I mourned over the fact that it was impossible. Some months
after I returned from my flight to New England, I received a letter
from her, in which she wrote, “Dr. Flint is dead. He has left a distressed family. Poor old man! I hope he made his peace with God.”
I remembered how he had defrauded my grandmother of the hard
earnings she had loaned; how he had tried to cheat her out of the free-
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crossings, and returnings, the carriage stopped at the house of one of
Mrs. Bruce’s friends, where I was kindly received. Mrs. Bruce returned
immediately, to instruct the domestics what to say if any one came to
inquire for me.
[…]
Without my knowledge, Mrs. Bruce employed a gentleman in New
York to enter into negotiations with Mr. Dodge. He proposed to pay
three hundred dollars down, if Mr. Dodge would sell me, and enter
into obligations to relinquish all claim to me or my children forever
after. He who called himself my master said he scorned so small an
offer for such a valuable servant. The gentleman replied, “You can do
as you choose, sir. If you reject this offer you will never get any thing;
for the woman has friends who will convey her and her children out of
the country.”
Mr. Dodge concluded that “half a loaf was better than no bread,”
and he agreed to the proffered terms. By the next mail I received this
brief letter from Mrs. Bruce: “I am rejoiced to tell you that the money
for your freedom has been paid to Mr. Dodge. Come home tomorrow. I long to see you and my sweet babe.”
My brain reeled as I read these lines. A gentleman near me said,
“It’s true; I have seen the bill of sale.” “The bill of sale!” Those words
struck me like a blow. So I was sold at last! A human being sold in the
free city of New York! The bill of sale is on record, and future generations will learn from it that women were articles of traffic in New
York, late in the nineteenth century of the Christian religion. It may
hereafter prove a useful document to antiquaries, who are seeking to
measure the progress of civilization in the United States. I well know
the value of that bit of paper; but much as I love freedom, I do not like
to look upon it. I am deeply grateful to the generous friend who procured it, but I despise the miscreant who demanded payment for what
never rightfully belonged to him or his.
I had objected to having my freedom bought, yet I must confess
that when it was done I felt as if a heavy load had been lifted from my
weary shoulders. When I rode home in the cars I was no longer afraid
to unveil my face and look at people as they passed. I should have been
glad to have met Daniel Dodge himself; to have had him seen me and

known me, that he might have mourned over the untoward circumstances which compelled him to sell me for three hundred dollars.
When I reached home, the arms of my benefactress were thrown
round me, and our tears mingled. As soon as she could speak, she said,
“O Linda, I’m so glad it’s all over! You wrote to me as if you thought
you were going to be transferred from one owner to another. But I did
not buy you for your services. I should have done just the same, if you
had been going to sail for California tomorrow. I should, at least, have
the satisfaction of knowing that you left me free woman.”
My heart was exceedingly full. I remembered how my poor father
had tried to buy me, when I was a small child, and how he had been
disappointed. I hoped his spirit was rejoicing over me now. I remembered how my good old grandmother had laid up her earnings to purchase me in later years, and how often her plans had been frustrated.
How that faithful, loving old heart would leap for joy, if she could look
on me and my children now that we were free! My relatives had been
foiled in all their efforts, but God had raised me up a friend among
strangers, who had bestowed on me the precious, long-desired boon.
Friend! It is a common word, often lightly used. Like other good and
beautiful things, it may be tarnished by careless handling; but when I
speak of Mrs. Bruce as my friend, the word is sacred.
[…]
Reader, my story ends with freedom; not in the usual way, with
marriage. I and my children are now free! We are as free from the
power of slaveholders as are the white people of the north; and though
that, according to my ideas, is not saying a great deal, it is a vast improvement in my condition. […]

