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1 

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 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 

sale was a terrible blow to my grandmother, but she was naturally hopeful, and she went to work with 

renewed energy, trusting in time to be able to purchase some of her children. She had laid up three 

hundred dollars, which her mistress one day begged as a loan, promising to pay her soon. The reader 

probably knows that no promise or writing given to a slave is legally binding; for, according to Southern 

laws, a slave, _being_ property, can _hold_ no property. When my grandmother lent her hard earnings 

to her mistress, she trusted solely to her honor. The honor of a slaveholder to a slave!  



To this good grandmother I was indebted for many comforts. My brother Willie and I often 

received portions of the crackers, cakes, and preserves, she made to sell; and after we ceased to be 

children we were indebted to her for many more important services. 

 Such were the unusually fortunate circumstances of my early childhood. When I was six years 

old, my mother died; and then, for the first time, I learned, by the talk around me, that I was a slave. My 

mother's mistress  was the daughter of my grandmother's mistress. She was the foster sister of my 

mother; they were both nourished at my grandmother's breast. In fact, my mother had been weaned at 

three months old, that the babe of the mistress might obtain sufficient food. They played together as 

children; and, when they became women, my mother was a most faithful servant to her whiter foster 

sister. On her death-bed her mistress promised that her children should never suffer for any thing; and 

during her lifetime she kept her word. They all spoke kindly of my dead mother, who had been a slave 

merely in name, but in nature was noble and womanly. I grieved for her, and my young mind was 

troubled with the thought who would now take care of me and my little brother. I was told that my 

home was now to be with her mistress; and I found it a happy one. No toilsome or disagreeable duties 

were imposed on me. My mistress was so kind to me that I was always glad to do her bidding, and proud 

to labor for her as much as my young years would permit. I would sit by her side for hours, sewing 

diligently, with a heart as free from care as that of any free-born white child. When she thought I was 

tired, she would send me out to run and jump; and away I bounded, to gather berries or flowers to 

decorate her room. Those were happy days--too happy to last. The slave child had no thought for the 

morrow; but there came that blight, which too surely waits on every human being born to be a chattel.  

When I was nearly twelve years old, my kind mistress sickened and died. As I saw the cheek 

grow paler, and the eye more glassy, how earnestly I prayed in my heart that she might live! I loved her; 

for she had been almost like a mother to me. My prayers were not answered. She died, and they buried 

her in the little churchyard, where, day after day, my tears fell upon her grave.  

I was sent to spend a week with my grandmother. I was now old enough to begin to think of the 

future; and again and again I asked myself what they would do with me. I felt sure I should never find 

another mistress so kind as the one who was gone. She had promised my dying mother that her children 

should never suffer for any thing; and when I remembered that, and recalled her many proofs of 

attachment to me, I could not help having some hopes that she had left me free. My friends were 

almost certain it would be so. They thought she would be sure to do it, on account of my mother's love 

and faithful service. But, alas! we all know that the memory of a faithful slave does not avail much to 

save her children from the auction block.  

After a brief period of suspense, the will of my mistress was read, and we  learned that she had 

bequeathed me to her sister's daughter, a child of five years old. So vanished our hopes. My mistress 

had taught me the precepts of God's Word: "Thou shalt love thy neighbor as thyself." "Whatsoever ye 

would that men should do unto you, do ye even so unto them." But I was her slave, and I suppose she 

did not recognize me as her neighbor. I would give much to blot out from my memory that one great 

wrong. As a child, I loved my mistress; and, looking back on the happy days I spent with her, I try to think 

with less bitterness of this act of injustice. While I was with her, she taught me to read and spell; and for 

this privilege, which so rarely falls to the lot of a slave, I bless her memory.  

She possessed but few slaves; and at her death those were all distributed among her relatives. 

Five of them were my grandmother's children, and had shared the same milk that nourished her 

mother's children. Notwithstanding my grandmother's long and faithful service to her owners, not one 

of her children escaped the auction block. These God-breathing machines are no more, in the sight of 

their masters, than the cotton they plant, or the horses they tend. 

 



V 

The Trials of Girlhood 

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 I now 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 gentleness 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 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, 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 listens 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 compelled 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 position; 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 compel 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 that roof; and 

they were aware that to speak of them was an offence that never went unpunished. 

 I longed for some one to confide in. I would have given the world to have laid my head on my 

grandmother's faithful bosom, and told her all my troubles. But Dr. Flint swore he would kill me, if I was 

not as silent as the grave. Then, although my grandmother was all in all to me, I feared her as well as 



loved her. I had been accustomed to look up to her with a respect bordering upon awe. I was very 

young, and felt shamefaced about telling her such impure things, especially as I knew her to be very 

strict on such subjects. Moreover, she was a woman of a high spirit. She was usually very quiet in her 

demeanor; but if her indignation was once roused, it was not very easily quelled. I had been told that 

she once chased a white gentleman with a loaded pistol, because he insulted one of her daughters. I 

dreaded the consequences of a violent outbreak; and both pride and fear kept me silent. But though I 

did not confide in my grandmother, and even evaded her vigilant watchfulness and inquiry, her 

presence in the neighborhood was some protection to me. Though she had been a slave, Dr. Flint was 

afraid of her. He dreaded her scorching rebukes. Moreover, she was known and patronized by many 

people; and he did not wish to have his villany made public. It was lucky for me that I did not live on a 

distant plantation, but in a town not so large that the inhabitants were ignorant of each other's affairs. 

Bad as are the laws and customs in a slaveholding community, the doctor, as a professional man, 

deemed it prudent to keep up some outward show of decency. 

 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.  

I once saw two beautiful children playing together. One was a fair white child; the other was her 

slave, and also her sister. When I saw them embracing each other, and heard their joyous laughter, I 

turned sadly away from the lovely sight. I foresaw the inevitable blight that would fall on the little slave's 

heart. I knew how soon her laughter would be changed to sighs. The fair child grew up to be a still fairer 

woman. From childhood to womanhood her pathway was blooming with flowers, and overarched by a 

sunny sky. Scarcely one day of her life had been clouded when the sun rose on her happy bridal 

morning.  

How had those years dealt with her slave sister, the little playmate of her childhood? She, also, 

was very beautiful; but the flowers and sunshine of love were not for her. She drank the cup of sin, and 

shame, and misery, whereof her persecuted race are compelled to drink.  

In view of these things, why are ye silent, ye free men and women of the north? Why do your 

tongues falter in maintenance of the right? Would that I had more ability! But my heart is so full, and my 

pen is so weak! There are noble men and women who plead for us, striving to help those who cannot 

help themselves. God bless them! God give them strength and courage to go on! God bless those, every 

where, who are laboring to advance the cause of humanity! 

 

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 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 my 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 106 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 overworked; 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 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 stuck 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!  

My condition was now a little improved. But for weeks I was tormented by hundreds of little red 

insects, fine as a needle's point, that pierced through my skin, and produced an intolerable burning. The 

good grandmother gave me herb teas and cooling medicines, and finally I got rid of them. The heat of 

my den was intense, for nothing but thin shingles protected me from the scorching summer's sun. But I 

had my consolations. Through my peeping-hole I could watch the children, and when they were near 

enough, I could hear their talk. Aunt Nancy brought me all the news she could hear at Dr. Flint's. From 

her I learned that the doctor had written to New York to a colored woman, who had been born and 

raised in our neighborhood, and had breathed his contaminating atmosphere. He offered her a reward if 

she could find out any thing about me. I know not what was the nature of her reply; but he soon after 

started for New York in haste, saying to his family that he had business of importance to transact. I 

peeped at him as he passed on his way to the steamboat. It was a satisfaction to have miles of land and 

water between us, even for a little while; and it was a still greater satisfaction to know that he believed 

me to be in the Free States. My little den seemed less dreary than it had done. He returned, as he did 

from his former journey to New York, without obtaining any satisfactory information. When he passed 

our house next morning, Benny was standing at the gate. He had heard them say that he had gone to 

find me, and he called out, "Dr. Flint, did you bring my mother home? I want to see her." The doctor 



stamped his foot at him in a rage, and exclaimed, "Get out of the way, you little damned rascal! If you 

don't, I'll cut off your head."  

Benny ran terrified into the house, saying, "You can't put me in jail again. I don't belong to you 

now." It was well that the wind carried the words away from the doctor's ear. I told my grandmother of 

it, when we had our next conference at the trap-door, and begged of her not to allow the children to be 

impertinent to the irascible old man.  

Autumn came, with a pleasant abatement of heat. My eyes had become accustomed to the dim 

light, and by holding my book or work in a certain position near the aperture I contrived to read and 

sew. That was a great relief to the tedious monotony of my life. But when winter came, the cold 

penetrated through the thin shingle roof, and I was dreadfully chilled. The winters there are not so long, 

or so severe, as in northern latitudes; but the houses are not built to shelter from cold, and my little den 

was peculiarly comfortless. The kind grandmother brought me bedclothes and warm drinks. Often I was 

obliged to lie in bed all day to keep comfortable; but with all my precautions, my shoulders and feet 

were frostbitten. O, those long, gloomy days, with no object for my eye to rest upon, and no thoughts to 

occupy my mind, except the dreary past and the uncertain future! I was thankful when there came a day 

sufficiently mild for me to wrap myself up and sit at the loophole to watch the passers by. Southerners 

have the habit of stopping and talking in the streets, and I heard many conversations not intended to 

meet my ears. I heard slave-hunters planning how to catch some poor fugitive. Several times I heard 

allusions to Dr. Flint, myself, and the history of my children, who, perhaps, were playing near the gate. 

One would say, "I wouldn't move my little finger to catch her, as old Flint's property." Another would 

say, "I'll catch _any_ nigger for the reward. A man ought to have what belongs to him, if he _is_ a 

damned brute." The opinion was often expressed that I was in the Free States. Very rarely did any one 

suggest that I might be in the vicinity. Had the least suspicion rested on my grandmother's house, it 

would have been burned to the ground. But it was the last place they thought of. Yet there was no 

place, where slavery existed, that could have afforded me so good a place of concealment.  

Dr. Flint and his family repeatedly tried to coax and bribe my children to tell something they had 

heard said about me. One day the doctor took them into a shop, and offered them some bright little 

silver pieces and gay handkerchiefs if they would tell where their mother was. Ellen shrank away from 

him, and would not speak; but Benny spoke up, and said, "Dr. Flint, I don't know where my mother is. I 

guess she's in New York; and when you go there again, I wish you'd ask her to come home, for I want to 

see her; but if you put her in jail, or tell her you'll cut her head off, I'll tell her to go right back." 

 

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. She could not write; but she 

employed others to write for her. The following is an extract from one of her last letters:--  

“Dear Daughter: I cannot hope to see you again on earth; but I pray to God to unite us above, 

where pain will no more rack this feeble body of mine; where sorrow and parting from my 

children will be no more. God has promised these things if we are faithful unto the end. My age 



and feeble health deprive me of going to church now; but God is with me here at home. Thank 

your brother for his kindness. Give much love to him, and tell him to remember the Creator in 

the days of his youth, and strive to meet me in the Father's kingdom. Love to Ellen and 

Benjamin. Don't neglect him. Tell him for me, to be a good boy. Strive, my child, to train them 

for God's children. May he protect and provide for you, is the prayer of your loving old mother.” 

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 freedom 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 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.  

 It was lucky for me that the evening paper was not burned up before I had a chance to examine 

the list of arrivals. It was not long after Mrs. Bruce's return to her house, before several people came 

to inquire for me. One inquired for me, another asked for my daughter Ellen, and another said he had 

a letter from my grandmother, which he was requested to deliver in person.  

They were told, "She _has_ lived here, but she has left." 



 "How long ago?"  

"I don't know, sir." 

 "Do you know where she went?" 

 "I do not, sir." And the door was closed.  

This Mr. Dodge, who claimed me as his property, was originally a Yankee pedler in the south; 

then he became a merchant, and finally a slaveholder. He managed to get introduced into what was 

called the first society, and married Miss Emily Flint. A quarrel arose between him and her brother, 

and the brother cowhided him. This led to a family feud, and he proposed to remove to Virginia. Dr. 

Flint left him no property, and his own means had become circumscribed, while a wife and children 

depended upon him for support. Under these circumstances, it was very natural that he should make 

an effort to put me into his pocket. 

 I had a colored friend, a man from my native place, in whom I had the most implicit confidence. 

I sent for him, and told him that Mr. and Mrs. Dodge had arrived in New York. I proposed that he 

should call upon them to make inquiries about his friends at the south, with whom Dr. Flint's family 

were well acquainted. He thought there was no impropriety in his doing so, and he consented. He 

went to the hotel, and knocked at the door of Mr. Dodge's room, which was opened by the 

gentleman himself, who gruffly inquired, "What brought you here? How came you to know I was in 

the city?" 

 "Your arrival was published in the evening papers, sir; and I called to ask Mrs. Dodge about my 

friends at home. I didn't suppose it would give any offence." 

 "Where's that negro girl, that belongs to my wife?" 

 "What girl, sir?" 

 "You know well enough. I mean Linda, that ran away from Dr. Flint's plantation, some years 

ago. I dare say you've seen her, and know where she is." 

 "Yes, sir, I've seen her, and know where she is. She is out of your reach, sir." 

 "Tell me where she is, or bring her to me, and I will give her a chance to buy her freedom."  

"I don't think it would be of any use, sir. I have heard her say she would go to the ends of the 

earth, rather than pay any man or woman for her freedom, because she thinks she has a right to it. 

Besides, she couldn't do it, if she would, for she has spent her earnings to educate her children."  

This made Mr. Dodge very angry, and some high words passed between them. My friend was 

afraid to come where I was; but in the course of the day I received a note from him. I supposed they 

had not come from the south, in the winter, for a pleasure excursion; and now the nature of their 

business was very plain.  

Mrs. Bruce came to me and entreated me to leave the city the next morning. She said her house 

was watched, and it was possible that some clew to me might be obtained. I refused to take her 

advice. She pleaded with an earnest tenderness, that ought to have moved me; but I was in a bitter, 

disheartened mood. I was weary of flying from pillar to post. I had been chased during half my life, 

and it seemed as if the chase was never to end. There I sat, in that great city, guiltless of crime, yet 

not daring to worship God in any of the churches. I heard the bells ringing for afternoon service, and, 

with contemptuous sarcasm, I said, "Will the preachers take for their text, 'Proclaim liberty to the 

captive, and the opening of prison doors to them that are bound'? or will they preach from the text, 

'Do unto others as ye would they should do unto you'?" Oppressed Poles and Hungarians could find a 



safe refuge in that city; John Mitchell was free to proclaim in the City Hall his desire for "a plantation 

well stocked with slaves;" but there I sat, an oppressed American, not daring to show my face. God 

forgive the black and bitter thoughts I indulged on that Sabbath day! The Scripture says, "Oppression 

makes even a wise man mad;" and I was not wise. 

 I had been told that Mr. Dodge said his wife had never signed away her right to my children, 

and if he could not get me, he would take them. This it was, more than any thing else, that roused 

such a tempest in my soul. Benjamin was with his uncle William in California, but my innocent young 

daughter had come to spend a vacation with me. I thought of what I had suffered in slavery at her 

age, and my heart was like a tiger's when a hunter tries to seize her young. 

 Dear Mrs. Bruce! I seem to see the expression of her face, as she turned away discouraged by 

my obstinate mood. Finding her expostulations unavailing, she sent Ellen to entreat me. When ten 

o'clock in the evening arrived and Ellen had not returned, this watchful and unwearied friend became 

anxious. She came to us in a carriage, bringing a well-filled trunk for my journey--trusting that by this 

time I would listen to reason. I yielded to her, as I ought to have done before.  

The next day, baby and I set out in a heavy snow storm, bound for New England again. I received 

letters from the City of Iniquity, addressed to me under an assumed name. In a few days one came 

from Mrs. Bruce, informing me that my new master was still searching for me, and that she intended 

to put an end to this persecution by buying my freedom. I felt grateful for the kindness that 

prompted this offer, but the idea was not so pleasant to me as might have been expected. The more 

my mind had become enlightened, the more difficult it was for me to consider myself an article of 

property; and to pay money to those who had so grievously oppressed me seemed like taking from 

my sufferings the glory of triumph. I wrote to Mrs. Bruce, thanking her, but saying that being sold 

from one owner to another seemed too much like slavery; that such a great obligation could not be 

easily cancelled; and that I preferred to go to my brother in California.  

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 to-morrow. 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 to-

morrow. I should, at least, have the satisfaction of knowing that you left me a 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. 

 My grandmother lived to rejoice in my freedom; but not long after, a letter came with a black 

seal. She had gone "where the wicked cease from troubling, and the weary are at rest."  

Time passed on, and a paper came to me from the south, containing an obituary notice of my 

uncle Phillip. It was the only case I ever knew of such an honor conferred upon a colored person. It 

was written by one of his friends, and contained these words: "Now that death has laid him low, they 

call him a good man and a useful citizen; but what are eulogies to the black man, when the world has 

faded from his vision? It does not require man's praise to obtain rest in God's kingdom." So they 

called a colored man a _citizen_! Strange words to be uttered in that region!  

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 children's sake far more 

than for my own. But God so orders circumstances as to keep me with my friend Mrs. Bruce. 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 altogether without solace; for with those 

gloomy recollections come tender memories of my good old grandmother, like light, fleecy clouds 

floating over a dark and troubled sea. 


