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The Source: Antebellum Slave Narratives

1 | Henry Bibb, Narrative of the Life and
- Adventures of Henry Bibb, An American
Slave, Written by Himself, 1849

Henry Bibb was born a slave in Kentucky and married another slave who
lived on a nearby plantation. After multiple escape attempts, he and his
family were sold to a new master in Louisiana, who subsequently sold Bibb
away from his wife and child. Bibb ran away for the last time in 1842 and
settled in Detroit, where he became an abolitionist speaker. He published his
narrative in 1849 with the assistance of Lucius C. Matlack, a minister and
abolitionist author. Matlack stated in the book’s introduction that his only
alterations to Bibb’s original manuscript were corrections in punctuation and
spelling and the arrangement of the story into chapters.

I was born May 1815, of a slave mother, in Shelby County, Kentucky, and
was claimed as the property of David White Esq. He came into possession of
my mother long before I was born. I was brought up in the Counties of Shelby,
Henry, Oldham, and Trimble. Oz, more correctly speaking, in the above coun-
ties, I may safely say, I was flogged up; for where I should have received moral,
mental, and religious instruction, I received stripes without number, the
object of which was to degrade and keep me in subordination. I can truly
say, that I drank deeply of the bitter cup of suffering and woe. I have been
dragged down to the lowest depths of human degradation and wretchedness
by Slaveholders.

My mother was known by the name of Milldred Jackson. She is the mother
of seven slaves only, all being sons, of whom I am the eldest. She was also so
fortunate or unfortunate, as to have some of what is called the slaveholding
blood flowing through her veins. I know not how much; but not enough to
prevent her children though fathered by slaveholders, from being bought and
sold in the slave markets of the South. It is almost impossible for slaves to give
a correct account of their male parentage. All that I know about it is, that my
mother informed me that my father’s name was JAMES BIBB. He was doubtless
one of the present Bibb family of Kentucky?!; but I have no personal knowledge
of him at all, for he died before my recollection. . . .

The poor and loafering class of whites, are about on a par in point of mor-
als with the slaves at the South. They are generally ignorant, intemperate,

1 Bibb is implying here that his father was James Bibb, a prominent Kentucky politician who
served in the U.S. Senate.

Source: Henry Bibb, Narrative of the Life and Adventures of Henry Bibb, An American Slave,
Written by Himself (New York: Published by the Author, 1849), 13-14, 24-27, 42-44, 176-78.
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licentious, and profane. They associate much with the slaves; are often found
gambling together on the Sabbath; encouraging slaves to steal from their
owners, and sell to them, corn, wheat, sheep, chickens, or any thing of the
kind which they can well conceal. For such offences there is no law to reach a
slave but lynch law. But if both parties are caught in the act by a white person,
the slave is punished with the lash, while the white man is often punished with
both lynch and common law. But there is another class of poor white people in
the South, who, I think would be glad to see slavery abolished in self defence;
they despise the institution because it is impoverishing and degrading to them
and their children.

The slave holders are generally rich, aristocratic, overbearing; and they
look with utter contempt upon a poor laboring man, who earns his bread by
the “sweat of his brow,” whether he be moral or immoral, honest or dishonest.
No matter whether he is white or black; if he performs manual labor for a liveli-
hood, he is looked upon as being inferior to a slaveholder, and but little better
off than the slave, who toils without wages under the lash. It is true, that the
slaveholder, and non-slaveholder, are living under the same laws in the same
State. But the one is rich, the other is poor; one is educated, the other is unedu-
cated; one has houses, land and influence, the other has none. This being the
case, that class of the non-slaveholders would be glad to see slavery abolished,
but they dare not speak it aloud.

There is much superstition among slaves. Many of them believe in what
they call “conjuration,” tricking, and witchcraft; and some of them pretend to
understand the art, and say that by it they can prevent their masters from exer-
cising their will over slaves. Such are often applied to by others, to give them
power to prevent their masters from flogging them. The remedy is most gener-
ally some kind of bitter root; they are directed to chew it and spit towards their
masters when they are angry with their slaves. At other times they prepare cer-
tain kinds of powders, to sprinkle about their masters’ dwellings. This is all done
for the purpose of defending themselves in some peaceable manner, although I
am satisfied there is no virtue at all in it. I have tried it to perfection when I was
a slave at the South. I was then a young man, full of life and vigor, and was very
fond of visiting our neighbors’ slaves, but had no time to visit only Sundays,
when I could get a permit to go, or after night, when I could slip off without
being seen. If it was found out, the next morning I was called up to give an
account of myself for going off without permission; and would very often get a
flogging for it.

I got myself into a scrape at a certain time, by going off in this way, and 1
expected to be severely punished for it. I had a strong notion of running off, to
escape being flogged, but was advised to go to one of those conjurers, who
could prevent me from being flogged. I went and informed him of the difficulty.
He said if I would pay him a small sum, he would prevent my being flogged. After
I had paid him, he mixed up some alum, salt, and other stuff into a powder, and
said I must sprinkle it about my master, if he should offer to strike me; this would
prevent him. He also gave me some kind of bitter root to chew, and spit towards
him, which would certainly prevent my being flogged. According to order 1
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used this remedy, and for some cause I was let pass without being flogged that
time.

I had then great faith in conjuration and witchcraft. I was led to believe that
I could do almost as I pleased, without being flogged. So on the next Sabbath my
conjuration was fully tested by my going off, and staying away until Monday
morning, without permission. When I returned home, my master declared that
he would punish me for going off; but I did not believe that he could do it while
I'had this root and dust; and as he approached me, I commenced talking saucy to
him. But he soon convinced me that there was no virtue in them. He became so
enraged at me for saucing him, that he grasped a handful of switches and pun-
ished me severely, in spite all of my roots and powders. . ..

[Bibb’s first wife was Malinda, a slave on the nearby plantation of William Gatewood.
According to Bibb, his master sold him to Gatewood because he realized Bibb would
absent himself to be with Malinda anyway. —Eds.]

Not many months after I took up my residence on Wm. Gatewood'’s plantation,
Malinda made me a father. The dear little daughter was called Mary Frances. She
was nurtured and caressed by her mother and father, until she was large enough
to creep over the floor after her parents, and climb up by a chair before 1 felt it
my duty to leave my family and go into a foreign country for a season. Malinda’s
business was to labor out in the field the greater part of her time, and there was
no one to take care of poor little Frances, while her mother was toiling in the
field. She was left at the house to creep under the feet of an unmerciful old mis-
tress, whom I have known to slap with herihand the face of little Frances, for
crying after her mother, until her little face was left black and blue. I recollect
that Malinda and myself came from the ﬁel‘id one summet’s day at noon, and
poor little Frances came creeping to her mother smiling, but with large tear drops
standing in her dear little eyes, sobbing and trying to tell her mother that she
had been abused, but was not able to utter a word. Her little face was bruised
black with the whole print of Mrs. Gatewood’s hand. This print was plainly to be
seen for eight days after it was done. But oh! this darling child was a slave; born
of a slave mother. Who can imagine what could be the feelings of a father and
mother, when looking upon their infant child whipped and tortured with impu-
nity, and they placed in a situation where they could afford it no protection. But
we were all claimed and held as property; the father and mother were slaves!

On this same plantation I was compelled to stand and see my wife shame-
lessly scourged and abused by her master; and the manner in which this was
done, was so violently and inhumanly committed upon the person of a female,
that I despair in finding decent language to describe the bloody act of cruelty.
My happiness or pleasure was then all blasted; for it was sometimes a pleasure
to be with my little family even in slavery. I loved them as my wife and child.
Little Frances was a pretty child; she was quiet, playful, bright, and interesting.
She had a keen black eye, and the very image of her mother was stamped upon
her cheek; but I could never look upon the dear child without being filled with
sorrow and fearful apprehensions, of being separated by slaveholders, because




The Source: Antebellum Slave Narratives 211

she was a slave, regarded as property. And unfortunately for me, I am the father
of a slave, a word too obnoxious to be spoken by a fugitive slave. It calls fresh
to my mind the separation of husband and wife; of stripping, tying up and
flogging; of tearing children from their parents, and selling them on the auc-
tion block. It calls to mind female virtue trampled under foot with impunity. |
But oh! when I remember that my daughter, my only child, is still there, des- |
tined to share the fate of all these calamities, it is too much to bear. If ever there
was any one act of my life while a slave, that I have to lament over, it is that of |
being a father and a husband of slaves. I have the satisfaction of knowing that |
I am only the father of one slave. She is bone of my bone, and flesh of my flesh; | |
poor unfortunate child. She was the first and shall be the last slave that ever I
will father, for chains and slavery on this earth. . ..

[After running away for the last time, Bibb tried to locate and reunite with Malinda
and Mary Frances. His efforts brought him back in touch with his former master |
William Gatewood. Although he was a runaway, Bibb did not fear contact with |
Gatewood at this point because Gatewood’s claim to him had ceased when he had
sold Bibb to a new master in 1839. In his narrative, Bibb included this letter from his
correspondence with Gatewood.—Eds.]

DEAR SIR:—1 am happy to inform you that you are not mistaken in the man ‘
whom you sold as property,? and received pay for as such. But I thank God that 0
I am not property now, but am regarded as a man like yourself, and although I g
live far north, I am enjoying a comfortable living by my own industry. If you I
should ever chance to be traveling this way, and will call on me, I will use you
better than you did me while you held me as a slave. Think not that I have any
malice against you, for the cruel treatment which you inflicted on me while I
was in your power. As it was the custom of your country, to treat fellow man as
you did me and my little family, I can freely forgive you.

I wish to be remembered in love to my aged mother, and friends; please tell
her that if we should never meet again in this life, my prayer shall be to God
that we may meet in Heaven, where parting shall be no more.

You wish to be remembered to King and Jack.? T am pleased, sir, to inform
you that they are both here, well, and doing well. They are both living in Canada |
West. They are now the owners of better farms than the men are who once “'
owned them.

You may perhaps think hard of us for running away from slavery, but as to
myself, I have but one apology to make for it, which is this: I have only one
regret that I did not start at an earlier period. I might have been free long before
I was. But you had it in your power to have kept me there much longer than
you did. I think it is very probable that I should have been a toiling slave on
your plantation to-day, if you had treated me differently. . ..

Henry Biss

2 Gatewood had written previously to Bibb, asking him to confirm that he was indeed the
same Henry Bibb that Gatewood had owned as a slave.

3 Two runaway slaves Bibb knew from his days on Gatewood's plantation.




212 CHAPTER 10 - Challenging the “Peculiar Institution”

2 ' Solomon Northup, Twelve Years A Slave, 1853

Northrup was a free black from New For Northup’s background, see the introduction to this chapter (pages 200-

York; in 1841, he was kidnapped and  ¢y), Northup was assisted in publishing his natrative by David Wilson, a
his "free papers" were stolen. He was  Hudson Valley attorney. Wilson was not an abolitionist, and he seems to
sold to several different masters from have been drawn to Northup chiefly out of interest in his story and a desire
to profit from it. In his preface, Wilson stated that his only purpose as editor
was “to give a faithful history of Solomon Northup’s life, as [I] received it
from his lips.”

Virginia to Louisiana. In 1853, a New
York attorney helped him to prove his
identity and return to his home.

Having been born a freeman, and for more than thirty years enjoyed the bless-
ings of liberty in a free State—and having at the end of that time been kid-
napped and sold into Slavery, where I remained, until happily rescued in the
month of January, 1853, after a bondage of twelve years—it has been suggested
that an account of my life and fortunes would not be uninteresting to the
public.

Since my return to liberty, I have not failed to perceive the increasing inter-
est throughout the Northern States, in regard to the subject of Slavery. Works of
fiction, professing to portray its features in their more pleasing as well as more
repugnant aspects, have been circulated to an extent unprecedented, and, as I
understand, have created a fruitful topic of comment and discussion.

I can speak of Slavery only so far as it came under my own observation—only
so far as I have known and experienced it in my own person. My object is, to
give a candid and truthful statement of facts: to repeat the story of my life, with-
out exaggeration, leaving it for others to determine, whether even the pages of
fiction present a picture of more cruel wrong or a severer bondage. . ..

[In the passage below, Northup describes a confrontation he had with John M. Tibeats,
who had purchased Northup from his first master, William Ford.—Eds.]

As the day began to open, Tibeats came out of the house to where I was, hard
at work. He seemed to be that morning even more morose and disagreeable
than usual. He was my master, entitled by law to my flesh and blood, and to
exercise over me such tyrannical control as his mean nature prompted; but
there was no law that could prevent my looking upon him with intense con-
tempt. I despised both his disposition and his intellect. I had just come round
to the keg for a further supply of nails, as he reached the weaving-house.

“I thought I told you to commence putting on weatherboards this morn-
ing,” he remarked.

“Yes, master, and I am about it,” I replied.

“Where?” he demanded.

“On the other side,” was my answer.

Source: Solomon Northup, Twelve Years A Slave: Narrative of Solomon Northup, A Citizen of
New-York, Kidnapped in Washington City in 1841, and Rescued in 1853, from a Cotton Plantation
Near the Red River, in Louisiana (Auburn, NY: Derby and Miller, 1853), 17-18, 109-14, 165-71.
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He walked round to the other side, examined my work for a while, mutter-
ing to himself in a fault-finding tone.

... [ knew he intended to whip me, and it was the first time any one had
attempted it since my arrival at Avoyelles.! I felt, moreover, that I had been
faithful —that [ was guilty of no wrong whatever, and deserved commenda-
tion rather than punishment. My fear changed to anger, and before he reached
me I had made up my mind fully not to be whipped, let the result be life or
death.

Winding the lash around his hand, and taking hold the small end of the
stock, he walked up to me, and with a malignant look, ordered me to strip.

“Master Tibeats,” said I, looking him boldly in the face, “I will not.” 1 was
about to say something further in justification, but with concentrated ven-
geance, he sprang upon me, seizing me by the throat with one hand, raising
the whip with the other, in the act of striking. Before the blow descended,
however, I had him by the collar of the coat and drawn him closely to me.
Reaching down, I seized him by the ankle, and pushing him back with the
other hand, he fell over on the ground. ...I cannot tell how many times I
struck him. Blow after blow fell fast and heavy upon his wriggling form. At
length he screamed —cried murder—and at last the blasphemous tyrant called
on God for mercy. But he who had never shown mercy did not receive it. The
stiff stock of the whip warped his cringing body until my right arm ached. . ..

As I stood there, feelings of unutterable agony overwhelmed me. I was con-
scious that I had subjected myself to unimaginable punishment. The reaction
that followed my ebullition of anger produced the most painful sensation of
regret. An unfriended, helpless slave—what could I do, what could I say, to
justify in the remotest manner, the heinous act I had committed, of resenting a
white man’s contumely and abuse. I tried to pray—1 tried to beseech my Heav-
enly Father to sustain me in my sore extremity, but emotion choked my utter-
ance, and I could only bow my head upon my hands and weep. For at least an
hour I remained in this situation, finding relief only in tears, when, looking up,
I beheld Tibeats, accompanied by two horsemen, coming down the bayou. They
rode into the yard, jumped from their horses, and approached me with large
whips, one of them also carrying a coil of rope. . . .

“Now, then,” inquired one of Tibeats companions, “where shall we hang
the nigger?” . ..

[Northup was saved from hanging when an overseer reminded Tibeats that he still
owed money to Ford for Northup's purchase. Northup was eventually sold to another
master, Edwin Epps, who put him to work on his cotton plantation.—Eds.]

In the latter part of August begins the cotton picking season. At this time each

slave is presented with a sack. A strap is fastened to it, which goes over the
neck, holding the mouth of the sack breast high, while the bottom reaches

! Avoyelles Parish, on the Red River in Louisiana.
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nearly to the ground. Each one is also presented with a large basket that will
hold about two barrels. This is to put the cotton in when the sack is filled. The
baskets are carried to the field and placed at the beginning of the rows.

When a new hand, one unaccustomed to the business, is sent for the first
time into the field, he is whipped up smartly, and made for that day to pick as
fast as he can possibly. At night it is weighed, so that his capability in cotton
picking is known. He must bring in the same weight each night following. If it
falls short, it is considered evidence that he has been laggard, and a greater or
less number of lashes is the penalty.

An ordinary day’s work is considered two hundred pounds. A slave who is
accustomed to picking, is punished, if he or she brings in a less quantity than
that. There is a great difference among them as regards this kind of labor.
Some of them seem to have a natural knack, or quickness, which enables them
to pick with great celerity, and with both hands, while others, with whatever
practice or industry, are utterly unable to come up to the ordinary standard.
Such hands are taken from the cotton field and employed in other business.
Patsey,? of whom I shall have more to say, was known as the most remarkable
cotton picker on Bayou Boeuf.3 She picked with both hands and with such suz-
prising rapidity, that five hundred pounds a day was not unusual for her. Each
one is tasked, therefore, according to his picking abilities, none, however, to
come short of two hundred weight. I, being unskillful always in that business,
would have satisfied my master by bringing in the latter quantity, while on the
other hand, Patsey would surely have been beaten if she failed to produce
twice as much. . . .

The hands are required to be in the cotton fields as soon as it is light in the
morning, and, with the exception of ten or fifteen minutes, which is given
them at noon to swallow their allowance of cold bacon, they are not permitted
to be a moment idle until it is too dark to see, and when the moon is full, they
often times labor till the middle of the night. They do not dare to stop even at
dinner time, nor return to the quarters, however late it be, until the order to
halt is given by the driver.

The day’s work over in the field, the baskets are “toted,” or in other words,
carried to the gin-house, where the cotton is weighed. No matter how fatigued
and weary he may be—no matter how much he longs for sleep and rest—a
slave never approaches the gin-house with his basket of cotton but with fear. If
it falls short in weight—if he has not performed the full task appointed him,
he knows that he must suffer. And if he has exceeded it by ten or twenty pounds,
in all probability his master will measure the next day’s task accordingly. So,
whether he has too little or too much, his approach to the gin-house is always
with fear and trembling. Most frequently they have too little, and therefore
they are not anxious to leave the field. After weighing, follow the whippings;
and then the baskets are carried to the cotton house, and their contents stored
away like hay, all hands being sent to tramp it down. ...

2 Another of Epps’s slaves.
3 The location of Epps’s plantation in Avoyelles Parish.
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This done, the labor of the day is not yet ended, by any means. Fach one
must then attend to his respective chores. One feeds the mules, another the
swine—another cuts the wood, and so forth; besides, the packing is all done by
candle light. Finally, at a late hour, they reach the quarters, sleepy and over-
come with the long day’s toil. Then a fire must be kindled in the cabin, the
corn ground in the small hand-mill, and supper, and dinner for the next day in
the field, prepared. All that is allowed them is corn and bacon, which is given
out at the corncrib and smoke-house every Sunday morning. Each one receives,
as his weekly allowance, three and a half pounds of bacon, and corn enough to
make a peck of meal. This is all—no tea, coffee, sugar, and with the exception
of a very scanty sprinkling now and then, no salt. I can say, from a ten years’
residence with Master Epps, that no slave of his is ever likely to suffer from
gout,* superinduced by excessive high living. ...

An hour before day light the horn is blown. Then the slaves arouse, prepare
their breakfast, fill a gourd with water, in another deposit their dinner of cold
bacon and corn cake, and hurry to the field again. It is an offence invariably
followed by a flogging, to be found at the quarters after daybreak. Then the
fears and labors of another day begin; and until its close there is no such thing
as rest. He fears he will be caught lagging through the day; he fears to approach
the gin-house with his basket-load of cotton at night; he fears, when he lies
down, that he will oversleep himself in the morning. Such is a true, faithful,
unexaggerated picture and description of the slave’s daily life, during the time
of cotton-picking, on the shores of Bayou Boeuf.

* A disease that causes painful inflammation in the joints, often referred to in Northup’s time
as the “rich man’s disease” because it was associated with excessive eating and drinking.

3 Harriet Jacobs, Incidents in the Life of a
- Slave Girl. Written by Herself, 1861

Harriet Jacobs was a slave from North Carolina who escaped to Philadelphia
in 1842. She spent most of the next seventeen years working as a household
servant in New York City. Her narrative, published in 1861, was not the first
female slave narrative, but it is remarkable for its depiction of the psycho-
logical and sexual torments of slavery from a woman’s perspective. Jacobs
had editorial assistance from writer and abolitionist Lydia Maria Child (you
read an excerpt from one of her child-rearing books in Chapter 8). Child
described her contributions to the book as changes made only “for the pur-
poses of condensation and orderly arrangement.”

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 skill-
ful 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
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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. . . .

[Jacobs devotes much her narrative to her struggle to defend herself from the sexual
advances of her master, Dr. Flint. In the passage below, she describes the vulnerability
of a female slave to such abuse. —Eds.]

During the first years of my service in Dr. Flint’s family, I was accustomed to
share some indulgences with the children of my mistress. Though this seemed
to me no more than right, I was grateful for it, and tried to merit the kindness
by the faithful discharge of my duties. But now I entered on my fifteenth
year—a sad epoch in the life of a slave girl. My master began to whisper foul
words in my ear. Young as I was, I could not remain ignorant of their import. I
tried to treat them with indifference or contempt. The master’s age, my extreme
youth, and the fear that his conduct would be reported to my grandmother,’
made him bear this treatment for many months. He was a crafty man, and
resorted to many means to accomplish his purposes. Sometimes he had stormy,
terrific ways, that made his victims tremble; sometimes he assumed a gentle-
ness that he thought must surely subdue. Of the two, I preferred his stormy
moods, although they left me trembling. He tried his utmost to corrupt the
pure principles my grandmother had instilled. He peopled my young mind
with unclean images, such as only a vile monster could think of. I turned from
him with disgust and hatred. But he was my master. I was compelled to live
under the same roof with him—where I saw a man forty years my senior daily
violating the most sacred of commandments of nature. He told me I was his
property; that I must be subject to his will in all things. My soul revolted
against the mean tyranny. But where could I turn for protection? No matter
whether the slave girl be as black as ebony or as fair as her mistress. In either
case, there is no shadow of law to protect her from insult, from violence, or
even from death; all these are inflicted by fiends who bear the shape of men.
The mistress, who ought to protect the helpless victim, has no other feelings
towards her but those of jealousy and rage. The degradation, the wrongs, the
vices, that grow out of slavery, are more than I can describe. They are greater
than you would willingly believe. Surely, if you credited one half the truths that
are told you concerning the helpless millions suffering in this cruel bondage,

1 Jacobs'’s grandmother was a free black woman who lived nearby and served as a mother
figure for her.

Source: Harriet Jacobs, Incidents in the Life of a Slave Girl. Written by Herself, ed. L. Maria Child
(Boston: Published for the Author, 1861), 11-12, 44-47, 90-93, 302-3.
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you at the north would not help to tighten the yoke. You surely would refuse to
do for the master, on your own soil, the mean and cruel work which trained
bloodhounds and the lowest class of whites do for him at the south.

Every where the years bring to all enough of sin and sorrow; but in slavery
the very dawn of life is darkened by these shadows. Even the little child, who is
accustomed to wait on her mistress and her children, will learn, before she is
twelve years old, why it is that her mistress hates such and such a one among
the slaves. Perhaps the child’s own mother is among those hated ones. She lis-
tens to violent outbreaks of jealous passion, and cannot help understanding
what is the cause. She will become prematurely knowing in evil things. Soon
she will learn to tremble when she hears her master’s footfall. She will be com-
pelled to realize that she is no longer a child. If God has bestowed beauty upon
her, it will prove her greatest curse. That which commands admiration in the
white woman only hastens the degradation of the female slave. I know that
some are too much brutalized by slavery to feel the humiliation of their posi-
tion; but many slaves feel it most acutely, and shrink from the memory of it. I
cannot tell how much I suffered in the presence of these wrongs, nor how I am
still pained by the retrospect. My master met me at every turn, reminding me
that I belonged to him, and swearing by heaven and earth that he would com-
pel me to submit to him. If I went out for a breath of fresh air, after a day of
unwearied toil, his footsteps dogged me. If I knelt by my mother’s grave, his
dark shadow fell on me even there. The light heart which nature had given me
became heavy with sad forebodings. The other slaves in my master’s house
noticed the change. Many of them pitied me; but none dared to ask the cause.
They had no need to inquire. They knew too well the guilty practices under the
roof; and they were aware that to speak of them was an offense that never went
unpunished. . ..

O, what days and nights of fear and sorrow that man caused me! Reader, it
is not to awaken sympathy for myself that I am telling you truthfully what I
suffered in slavery. I do it to kindle a flame of compassion in your hearts for my
sisters who are still in bondage, suffering as I once suffered. . . .

[Jacobs refused Flint’s advances. Instead, she began a consensual sexual relationship
with a local free white man and became pregnant. In the passage below, she describes
a confrontation with Flint several days after she told him of her pregnancy.—Eds.]

I'had not seen Dr. Flint for five days. I had never seen him since I made the
avowal to him. He talked of the disgrace I had brought on myself; how I had
sinned against my master, and mortified my old grandmother. He intimated
that if I had accepted his proposals, he, as a physician, could have saved me
from exposure. He even condescended to pity me. Could he have offered
wormwood? more bitter? He, whose persecutions had been the cause of my sin!

2 Wormwood was an herb used in the nineteenth century to end an unwanted pregnancy.
Flint has implied that if he had impregnated Jacobs, he could have used his knowledge as a
doctor to perform an abortion.
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CHAPTER 10

- Challenging the “Peculiar Institution”

“Linda,”? said he, “though you have been criminal torwards me, I feel for
you, and I can pardon you if you obey my wishes. Tell me whether the fellow
you wanted to marry is the father of your child. If you deceive me, you shall
feel the fires of hell.”

I did not feel as proud as | had done. My strongest weapon with him was
gone. I was lowered in my own estimation, and had resolved to bear his abuse
in silence. But when he spoke contemptuously of the lover who had always
treated me honorably; when I remembered that but for him I might have been
a virtuous, free, and happy wife, I lost my patience. “I have sinned against God
and myself,” I replied; “but not against you.”

He clinched his teeth, and muttered, “Curse you!” He came towards me,
with ill-suppressed rage, and exclaimed, “You obstinate girl! I could grind your
bones to powder! You have thrown yourself away on some worthless rascal.
You are weak-minded, and have been easily persuaded by those who don’t care
a straw for you. The future will settle accounts between us. You are blinded now;
but hereafter you will be convinced that your master was your best friend. My
lenity towards you is a proof of it.  might have punished you in many ways. I
might have had you whipped till you fell dead under the lash. But I wanted you
to live; I would have bettered your condition. Others cannot do it. You are my
slave. Your mistress, disgusted by your conduct, forbids you to return to the
house; therefore I leave you here for the present; but I shall see you often. I will
call tomorrow.”

He came with frowning brows, that showed a dissatisfied state of mind. After
asking about my health, he inquired whether my board was paid, and who vis-
ited me. He then went on to say that he had neglected his duty; that as a physi-
cian there were certain things that he ought to have explained to me. Then
followed talk such as would have made the most shameless blush. He ordered me
to stand before him. I obeyed. “I command you,” said he, “to tell me whether
the father of your child is white or black.” I hesitated. “Answer me this instant!”
he exclaimed. I did answer. He sprang upon me like a wolf, and grabbed my arm
as if he would have broken it. “Do you love him?” said he, in a hissing tone.

“T am thankful that I do not despise him,” I replied.

He raised his hand to strike me; but it fell again. I don’t know what arrested
the blow. He sat down, with lips tightly compressed. At last he spoke. “I came
here,” said he, “to make you a friendly proposition; but your ingratitude chafes
me beyond endurance. You turn aside all my good intentions towards you. I
don’t know what it is that keeps me from killing you.” Again he rose, as if he
had a mind to strike me.

But he resumed. “On one condition I will forgive your insolence and crime.
You must henceforth have no communication of any kind with the father of
your child. You must not ask any thing from him, or receive any thing from
him. I will take care of you and your child. You had better promise this at once,

3 Because she feared being discovered and returned to her master, Jacobs used the pseud-
onym Linda Brent when she published her narrative. “Dr. Flint” was likewise an alias for her
master’s real name.
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and not wait till you are deserted by him. This is the last act of mercy [ shall
show torwards you.”

I'said something about being unwilling to have my child supported by a
man who had cursed it and me also. He rejoined, that a woman who had sunk
to my level had not right to expect any thing else. He asked, for the last time,
would I accept his kindness: I answered that I would not.

“Very well,” said he; “then take the consequences of your wayward course,
Never look to me for help. You are my slave, and shall always be my slave. I will
never sell you, that you may depend upon.”

Hope died in my heart as he closed the door after him. I had calculated that
in his rage he would sell me to a slave-trader; and I knew that father of my
child was on the watch to buy me. . . .

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. The dream of
my life is not yet realized. I do not sit with my children in a home of my own.
I still long for a hearthstone of my own, however humble. I wish it for my chil-
dren’s sake far more than for my own. But God so orders circumstances as to
keep me with my friend Mrs. Bruce.4 Love, duty, gratitude, also bind me to her
side. It is a privilege to serve her who pities my oppressed people, and who has
bestowed the inestimable boon of freedom on me and my children.

It has been painful to me, in many ways, to recall the dreary years I passed in
bondage. I would gladly forget them if I could. Yet the retrospection is not alto-
gether without solace; for with those gloomy recollections come tender memo-
ries of my good old grandmother, like light, fleecy clouds floating over a dark
and troubled sea.

# The woman for whom Jacobs worked as a servant in New York.

Analyzing Slave Narratives

1. What insights does each of these sources offer into slave life in the antebellum
South? Using your notes from the Source Analysis Table on page 207, summa-
rize what they tell you about the nature of slave work, family, and culture.

2. Each source contains a passage describing a confrontation between slave and
master. How do Bibbs’s and Northup’s accounts of their confrontations with
their masters differ from Jacobs’s confrontation with hers? What do these pas-
sages tell you about the different approaches slave men and slave women took
to resisting their masters?

3. Slave narratives were written by African Americans, but were read overwhelm-
ingly by white audiences. Where in these passages do you see evidence that
Bibb, Northup, and Jacobs had their white audiences in mind as they crafted

219






