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Harriet Wilson’s novel 6ur Nig; or Sketches from the Life of a free Black, in
a Two-Story White House, North, Showing that Slavery’s Shadows Fall Even
Theﬂrinted in 1859, is considered the first novel published by an Afri-
can-Atherican in the United States. (William Wells Brown’s Clotel; or, The
President’s Daughtert appeared six years earlier in London, but was not
published in Boston until 1864.) Whatlittle is known about its author’s life
has been gleaned from several letters of support appended to the work, and
recent diligent scholarship.

According to Henry Louis Gates, who has pieced together details of
the author’s life, Flarriet E. Adams was probably born in Fredericksburg,
Virginia, in 1807 or 1808. She married Thomas Wilson in 1851 in New
Hampshire and gave birth to a son, George Mason, in 1852. The boy’s
father seems to have deserted the fanily before the child was born, and
Wilson gave him up to foster care while she attempted to have her book
published to raise funds, appealing directly to her readers in the book’s
preface: “Deserted by kindred, disabled by failing health, I am forced to
some experiment which shall aid me i1 maintaining myself and child with-
out extinguishing this feeble life.” ,

Like other sentimental women’s novels of the period, Our Nig is full
of melodramatic scenes as it recounts the life of its heroine, Alfrado, a
young mulatto referred to contemptuously as “Our Nig,” abandoned by
her impoverished white mother on the doorstep of an extended Northern
family. While Mr. Bellmont is “a kind, humane man,” Mrs. Bellmont is
“self-willed, haughty, undisciplined, arbitrary and severe,” and the novel is
full of physical beatings and psycholegical cruelty, though in several in-
stances Frado asserts herself with surprising boldness. The young girl
eventually outlasts her period of servitude and, broken in health, makes
vatious attempts at self-support. At the novel’s end, she marries, has a
child, and is abandoned before she comes into possession of “a valuable
recipe, from which she might herself manufacture a useful article for her
maintainance.”

As did William Wells Brown in Chbtel, Wilson displays here an ambiv- !
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“She did not feel responsible for her spiritual culture, and
hardly believed she had a soul.”

CHAPTER VIII.
VISITOR AND DEPARTURE.

“Other cares engross me, and my tired soul with
emulative haste, Looks to is God.”

'\ HE BROTHER ASSOCIATED WITH JAMES IN BUSINESS, IN
. Baltimore, was sent for to confer with one who might never
| be able to see him there
, James began to spek of life as closing; of heaven, as of
a place in immediate pwspect; of aspirations, which waited
- " for fruition in glory. His brother, Lewis by name, was an
especial favorite of sister Mary; more like her, in disposition and preferences
than James ot Jack.

He arrived as soon as possible after the request, and saw with regret the
sure indications of fatality in his sick brother, and listened to his admonitions
—admonitions to a Christian life—withtears, and uttered some promises of
attention to the subject so dear to the heart of James.

How gladly he would have extended healing aid. But, alas! it was not in
his power; so, after listening to his wishes and arrangements for his family
and business, he decided to return hone.

Angious for company home, he persuaded his father and mother to
permit Mary to attend him. She was not at all needed in the sick room; she
did not choose to be useful in the kitchen, and then she was fully determined
to go.
So all the trunks were assembled nd crammed with the best selections
from the wardrobe of herself and mother, where the last-mentioned articles
could be appropriated.

“Nig was never so helpful befor,” Mary remarked, and wondered
what had induced such a change in place of former sullenness.

Nig was looking further than the present, and congratulating herself
upon some days of peace, for Mary never Jost opportunity of informing her
mother of Nig’s delinquencies, were she otherwise ignorant.

Was it strange if she were officiows, with such relief in prospect?

The parting from the sick brotherwas tearful and sad. James prayed in
their presence for their renewal in holiness; and urged their immediate atten-
tion to eternal realities, and gained a promise that Susan and Charlie should

share their kindest regards.
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Angry that she should venture a reply to her commuand, she suddenly
inflicted a blow which lay the tottering gitl prostrate on the floor. Excited by
#so much indulgence of a dangerous passion, she seemed left to understand
malice; and snatching a towel, stuffed the mouth of the sufferer, and beat her
cruelly.
Frado hoped she would end her misery by whipping her to death. She
bore it with the hope of a martyr, that her misery would soon close. Though
her mouth was muffled, and the sounds much stifled, there was a sensible

commotion, which James’ quick ear detected.
“Call Frado to come here,” he said faintly, I have not seen her to-
2 y

22

Susan retired with the request to the kitchen, where it was evident some

brutal scene bad just been enacted.
Mirs. Bellmont replied that she had “some work to do just now; when

that was done, she might come.”

Susan’s appearance confirmed her husband’s fears, and he requested his
father, who sat by the bedside, to go for her. This was a messenger, as James
well knew, who could not be denied; and the gitl entered the room, sobbing
and faint with anguish.

James called her to him, and inquired the cause of her sorrow. She was
afraid to expose the cruel author of her misery, lest she should provide new
attacks. But after much entreaty, she told him all, much which had escaped
his watchful ear. Poor James shut his eyes in silence, as if pained to forgetful-
ness by the recital. Then turning to Susan, he asked her to take Chatlie, and
walk out; “she needed the fresh air,” he said. “And say to mother I wish
Frado to sit by me till you return. I think you are fading, from staying so
long in this sick room.” Mr. B. also left, and Frado was thus left alone with
her friend. Aunt Abby came in to make her daily visit, and seeing the sick
countenance of the attendant, took her home with her to administer some
cordial. She soon returned, however, and James kept her with him the rest of
the day; and a comfortable night’s repose following, she was enabled to
continue, as usual, her labors. James insisted on her attending religious
meetings in the vicinity with Aunt Abby.

Frado, under the instructions of Aunt Abby and the minister, became a
believer in a future existence~—one of happiness or misery. Her doubt was, is
there a heaven for the black? She knew there was one for James, and Aunt
Abby, and all good white people; but was there any for blacks? She had

listened attentively to all the minister said, and all Aunt Abby had told her;
but then it was all for white people.

As James approached that blessed world, she felt a strong desire to
follow, and be with one who was such a dear, kind friend to her.

While she was exercised with these desires and aspirations, she attended
an evening meeting with Aunt Abby, and the good man urged all, young or
old, to accept the offers of mercy, to receive a compassionate Jesus as their

day.
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“I. want your attention to what I am going to say. I have let Nig go out
to evening meetings a few times, and, if you will believe it, I found her
rending the Bible to-day, just as though she expected to turn pious nigger,
und preach to white folks. So now you see what good comes of sending her
tor school. If she should get converted she would have to go to meeting: at
least, as long as James lives. I wish he had not such queer notions about her.
It seems to trouble him to know he must die and leave her. He says if he
should get well he would take her home with him, or educate her here. Oh,
how awful! What can the child mean? So careful, too, of her! He says we
shall ruin her health making her work so hard, and sleep in such a place. O,

John! do you think he is in his right mind?”

“Yes, yes; she is slender.”
“Yes, yes!” she repeated sarcastically, “you know these niggers are just

like black snakes; you can’ kill them. If she wasn’t tough she would have
been killed long ago. There was never one of my girls could do half the

work.”
“Did they ever try?” interposed het husband. “I think she can do more

than all of them together.”
“What a man!” said she, peevishly. “But I want to know what is going

to be done with her about getting pious?”
“Let her do just as she has a mind to. If it is a comfort to her, let her

enjoy the privilege of being good. I see no objection.”

“I should think you were crazy, sure. Don’t you know that every night
she will want to go toting off to meeting? and Sundays, too? and you know
we have a great deal of company Sundays, and she can’t be spared.”

“I thought you Christians held to going to church,” remarked Mr. B.

“Yes, but who ever thought of having a nigger go, except to drive
others there? Why, according to you and James, we should very soon have
her in the patlor, as smart as our own gitls. It’s of no use talking to you or
James. If you should go on as you would like, it would not be six months
before she would be leaving me; and that won’t do. Just think how much

profit she was to us last summer. We had no work hired out; she did the
work of two girls—"
“And got the whippings for two with it!” remarked Mr. Bellmont.

. “T'll beat the money out of her, if I can’t get her worth any other way,”
retorted Mis. B. sharply. While this scene was passing, Frado was trying to
utter the prayer of the publican, “God be merciful to me a sinner.”

- 1859




