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and after the passage of the Fugitive Slave Law “

William Wells Brovih by

statesmen held slaves, but

of the national dama as well. Citing the selective
Father’s ardor for individual freedom, Brown

ing of the probability that the slaves

The same man, speak
might some day attempt to gain thdr liberties by a revolution,

said:
«] tremble for my country, vhen I recollect that God is
just, and that His justice cannot skep for ever. The Almighty
has 1o attribute that can take sides with us in such a steuggle.”
But, sad to say, Jefferson is ot the only American states-
man who has spoken high-sounding words in favour of free-
dom, and then left his own children to die slaves.

For further emphasis, a passage from the Declaration of Independence’
appears on the book’s title page. (In the first American edition of the
book, retitled Clotelle; A Tale of the Southern States [1864], a senator
stands in for the president. The origial version of the novel was not
published in the United States until 1969.)

Like Harriet Wilson’s Our Nig, Clotel belies its claim to be an imagi-
pative work. In several places in the novel the author admonishes “This,
veader, is no fiction,” and the story is stocked with autobiographical ele-
ments and touched by the events of carrent history, including Nat Tur-
ner’s rebellion, the colonization debate, and the increasing international
isolation of the United States on the practice of slavery. Indeed, one
wonders why Wells was drawn to fiction, rather than the more overtly
political essays and pamphlets. He may have been influenced by the enor-
mous popularity of Harriet Beecher Stowe’s Uncle Tom’s Cabin, published
in 1852; ot perhaps the newer form freed Brown’s fictional characters from
the specificity of a single time and place, using his “unvarnished narrative

of one doomed by the laws of the Southern States” to tell “not only its

own story of grief, but speak of a thowand wrongs and woes beside, which

never see the light.”

William Wells Brown was the author of more than sixteen volumes,
including the first drama written by an African-American, The Escape or a
Leap for Freedom (1858); The Black Man: His Antecedents, His Genius, and
His Achievements (1863); a very early work of black history, The Negro in

the American Rebellion, His Heroism and His Fidelity (1867); The Rising

Son: or the Antecedents and Advancenent of the g;:ored Race (1874); and

My Southern Home (1880). He died in Chelsea, Massachusetts, in 1884.
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Narrative of Slave Life in the Um'led States
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CHAPTER I
) THE NEGRO SALE
Why stand she near the auction stand
That girl so young and fair? ,
What brings her to this dismal place
Why stand she weeping there?” ,

ul Si*:t:sﬂﬁfcliowntre PolfULATION OF SLAVES IN THE SOUTHERN
merica, there is a fearful i
increase of half whi
. most of whose fathers othens
: are slaveowners, and thei
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der : ‘ , said in a spee
et rtebof hl; native state, that “the blood of the first Americgm iila i he
wsed d br:tsxlg the veins of the slave of the South.” In all the citit:ssmezi1
s of the ailve statesi,‘ the real Negro, or clear black, does not amoun:r:
ce than on or; i\{)eryd our c;)f;l the slave population. This fact is, of itself. thz
e degraded and immoral iti : :
! . ( condition o i
te; an;il s;i:lve in the United States of America f the xlaion of
na .
ol ieslalredstates, th.e law says:—“Slaves shall be deemed, sold
ds,of thei,r ;i VE: ed, a:ixd adjudged in law to be chattels personal i,n the
ers and possessors, and thei
‘ eir ex ini
3ns, to all intents, constructions a)nd purposes ei:or’ admlxsmlmts -
20, , whatsoever. A slave i
is in the ot
foin h gzx‘ver of a master to whom he belongs. The master m, . onle
.ess ﬁ 's:}el of his person, his industry, and his labour. He can do at}l"l‘se I
ess nothing, nor acquire anythin : st
thing, g, but what must bel i ’
5 o . : elong to his m
Slave ,: :lx:txrelz subject to the will of his master, who nrgxay corre : Stez
- . c
e exp(,)se (;lilg noth with unusual rigour, or see as to maim and mutiall:te
e him to the danger of loss of life, or to cause his d
, to remain a slave, must be sensible that there o . The
re is no appeal from hi
s

er.” Where the sl ve i nd h f he
ave 1s placed by Iaw enti
- ; rely U contro!l o
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pected than the most depraved social cordition? The marriage relation, the
iven t man by his Creatot, is unknown

oldest and most sacred institution g
and unrecognised in the slave laws of the United States. Would that we

could say, that the moral and religious teaching in the slave states were better
than the laws; but, alas! we cannot. A kw years since, some slaveholders

became a litde uneasy in their minds about iohtfulness of permitting

slaves to take to.themselves husbands and wives, while they still had others

living, and_applied to their religious teahers for advice; and the following
will show how this grave and important subject was treated:—

“Is a servant, whose husband or vife has been sold by his ot
het mastet into a distant country, to be permitted to marry
again?”’
The query was referred to a commitee, who made the following report;
which, after discussion, was adopted:—

“That in view of the circumstanes in which servants in this
country are placed, the committet are unanimous in the opin*
jon, that it is better to permit srvants thus circumstance to:

take another husband or wife.”

tee of the “Shiloh Baptist Associa-

Such was the answer from a comumit
se who asked the question were

tion;” and instead: of receiving light, tho
plunged into deeper darkness!

A similar question was put to th
the answer, as the following will show,
we have already given:—

¢ “Savannah River Association,” and
did not materially differ from the one

«“Whether, in a case of involuntry separation, of such a char-
acter as to preclude all prospect of future intercourse, the par-

ties ought to be allowed to marty again.”

Answer—

“That such separation among persons situated as our slaves
are, is civilly a separation by deah; and they believe that, in the
sight of God, it would be so viewed. To forbid second mar-
h cases would be toexpose the patties, not only to
stronger hardships and strong emptation, but to church-cen-
sure for acting in obedience t their master, who cannot be
expected to acquiesce in 2 regulition at variance with justice to
the slaves, and to the spirit of that command which regulates
e The slaves are not free agents; and

riages in suc
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" t}mwlgnm by death is not more entrely without their con-
sent, and beyond their control, than by such separation.”

Alth i indi i
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4 inv};ﬂ;le :hﬁagngimt:-[nﬁ-and-;wa every germ of goodness within it
incalculablé; influence ife act: e upon the
ild than all the efforts of e,ducatio;:m?vfﬁggﬁr"g% i e more spon he
. the efforts of 2. Whe y me i i
ecept, or exhortation. If this be a true picture of the Va;talr:lsﬂ()f msft;r “Ctm":is
ecept, o ext ' uence for goo.
;I}Dxlz 1tx;st1t}1:tlon of 1.narrzag§, what must be the moral degradation ofg that
whom marriage is denied? Not co i ivi
‘ ? ntent with de h
> higher and holier enj i D g ond dompe
2 enjoyments of this relation, by d i
| egrading and dark
y their souls, the slavehold i s victim even shat sl iation
] , veholder denies to his victim hat sli i
e oy s even that slight alleviation
. would result from the marri i
: rriage relation bei
law and public opini i ; e
pinion. Such is the influence of sl i
c « slavery in the United
ites, that the ministers of religi i , o
gion, even in the so-called free s
‘ tates
te ;;hoes, instead of the correctors, of public sentiment e the
n e h;:/e th'ought it ad.visable to show that the present system of chattel
y n;l mednca undermines the entire social condition of man, so as to
are i i
pare the reader for the following narrative of slave life, in that :otherwi
py and prosperous country. *
In Malltlgelargetown§m ,gliag_é?gthern States, there is a class of slaves
> are permitted to hire their time-of their swiers; and- for-which the
1] 1 . > F i a
Wprlce dThesgﬂ-ar:eﬂ mulatto-women;-or. quadroons, a3 h‘ey:_‘jjfé”f"é“’xfz'ill)iaﬁ
’ . P I T R
un, an a;_le, 1.snggg;shed~~for'“the1r fascinating beauty. Themf{éﬁdﬁmfﬁesz
ally pay; the highest price for her time. Many of these women-afe the
urites of persons who furnish-them with the means of paying Hﬂeﬂ
us who, ns of paying their own-

s ¢ a.goveinment appointment,
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ers, and not a few ave dressed in the most extravagant_ manner, Reader, when
you take into consideration the fagt, that amongst the_slave population no
safeguard is thrown. amux(d_mx_wnﬁgw d 1o inducement held out to_slave
women to be chaste, you will 16t be surprisedwhen we tell you that immo-
rality and vice pervade the cities -of the Southern. States in a manner un-
known in the cities and towns_of the Northern States, Indeed most of the
dJave wometi-haveno higher aspiration than that of becoming the finely-
dressed mistress of some white man. And at Negro balls and parties, this
class of women usually cut the greatest figure.

At the close of the year—the following advertisement appeared in a
newspaper published in Richmond, the capital of the state of Virginia:—
“Notice: Thirty-eight Negroes will be offered for sale on Monday, Novem-
ber 10th, at twelve o’clock, being the entire stock of the late John Graves,
Esq. The Negroes are in good condition, some of them very prime; among
them are several mechanics, able-bodied field hands, ploughboys, and women
with children at the breast, and some of them very prolific in their generating
qualities, affording a rare opportunity to any one who wishes to raise a strong
and healthy lot of servants for their own use. Also several mulatto girls of
rare personal qualities: two of them very superio, Any genteman or lady
wishing to purchase,.can take any of the above slaves on trial for a week, for
which nio charge will be made.” Amongst.the above slaves to be sold were
Currer and ber two daughters, Clotel and Al hesa; the latter were the gitls
spoken of in the advertisement as ‘ver§ superios2~ Currer was a bright
mulatto, and of prepossessing appearan;,z;_l;ough then nearly forty years of
age. She had hired her time for mote than twenty years, during which time
she had lived in Richmond. In her younger days Currer had been the house-
keeper of a young slaveholder; but of later years had been a laundress or
washerwoman, and was considered to be a woman of great taste in getting up
Jinen. The gentleman for whom she had kept house was Thomas Jefferson,

F¥by whom she had two daughters. Jefferson being called to Washington to fill

: ‘C;]ﬁrrewﬁs left behind, and thus took hetself to
the business of washing, by Which-fieans she paid her master, Mr. Graves,
and supported herself and two children. At the time of the decease of her
master, Currer’s daughters, Clotel and Althesa, were aged respectively six-
teen and fourteen years, and both, like most of their sex in America, were
well grown. Currer early resolved to bring her daughters up as ladies, as she
termed it, and therefore imposed little or no work upon them As her daugh-
ters grew older, Currer had to pay a stipulated price for them; yet her
notoriety as a laundress of the first class enabled her to put an extra price
upon her charges, and thus she and her daughters lived in comparative
luxury. To bring up Clotel and Althesa to attract attention, and especially at
balls and parties-was—the-geéat aim of Cutrer. Although the term “Negro
ball".is applied to most of these gatherings, yet 2 majority of the attendants

are often whites. Nearly all the Negro parties in the cities and towns of the
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gcr hery States are o
"Fh%&?:?r? m_*_gz! f%gﬂgj%:;amf j;"]ya;tlman andd mulatro girls, und white ;
s oG g ng?, where genilemen, Shopkeepers; and il
o degmfm . i;:w o perf.’ect‘ equality. And there is a degm;&
i ond, decorum in ¢ eszlel companies that is not surpassed by similopig
githerings of Greenpthf se tn the Slave States. It was at one of these parties
a0 Sreen, the on of a wealth;{ gentleman of Richmond, was f
fnttor twenty—secon& he yo(t;ing man had just returned from collegt; and wag '}
s twenty-second 3; ):.I otel was sixteen, and was admitted by,aﬂ to by §
o peaifl gu;d:;)oom;d ot white, in the city. So attentive was the 8
o Decame ion; while Currer 3 &
ygung Gre;;nn:e;::laest:;: fflt hex: da'ughter’s conquest. From tg:eziiiig& ]
e & e became h avourite visitor at Currer’s house. He soon pro .
e purchase C dwél;s s‘peedﬂy as it could be effected, and maki hx?;
time i ber own dwel mgl; and Currer looked forward with pride to thé
bemitl el hteie ;r daughter emancipated and free. It was a
. e § ‘ nth ugust, w}{en all who reside in tropical climes
are cager it Hinbrb ea ’of fresh air, ?hat Horatio Green was seated in
b g onlen behind dv.llrrefr-; cottage, with the object of his affections b
vt o b s hete :lt A oratio d.rew from his pocket the newspa ery
e om the | auu:{ed. Cea the advertisement for the sale of the slavef t ’
e o e aliuded; utrer :'md her two daughters being of the numbeo
i cose of the ng’s visit, and as the young man was leaving, h d
A% m,ighto;a :e 11! soon be fiiee and your own mistress.” " e said
een expected, the day of sale b .
s , y of sale brought a
businet;:gztfl}iz itsc:ncon;pete for the property to be soldngar;e:?'ﬁgzlrf:I%e
oiness of 1 a[si sn zw:zs for the market were there; slave-traders auac‘l3
g oy were also ;rously' represe:‘nted; and in the midst of this
e e oho d:;z. eeper interest in the result of the sale than an
e of the bytan ban,k ngewle:s young Green. True to his ptomise, he wai
o s Elanke bank d.,c bm l:xls pocket, awaiting with impatience to
o ploced e e f ;1 eautiful slave. The less valuable slayes were
o Pl o {he s Wi:::: ock, one after afnother, and sold to the highest
unknoHﬂ;mgmbiMag ;;_m“e ; were :ep;zate L with a degree of indifference that
t?; v\Izere tprn,from«.e&hmr; and zﬂégmﬁg‘gﬁ?; Ymﬁfaﬁlél’s“&nd
s 12 ast tllm e Qn*d;]is- earth, " T ~,.1L'\_C,__i__§_§£\riblea%¢them
was late in the day, when the ons
o w greatest number of
1;I‘lge placebi, fl.azs'e;:n% f;:t Currer and her daughters were broiegrl:: ?er::c?
i Place of sl ; tremgfi was first ordered to ascend the auction stand
ety frlxg step. The slave mother was sold to a trader,
o the you trad;r nd x:no v;as scarcely less beautiful than her sister. was
e ame trades fo hf: t ousapd dollars. Clotel was the last, and a
ed a higher price than any that had been off"ered ’foi

e
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sl that day, The appearance of Clotd on the nuction block created a deep
sensation amongst the crowd. There she stond, with a complexion as white as
most of those who were waiting with 1 wish to become her purchasers; her
features as finely defined as any of her sex of pure Anglo-Saxon; her long
hlack wavy hair done up in the neatest manner; her form tall and graceful,

und her whole appearance indicating orfé”superios to her position. The auc-
lioncer commenced by saying that “i\{liss Clotel/had been reserved for the

list, because she was the most valuablesFo
bino, fit for a fancy gitl for any one. She enjoys good health, and has a sweet

temper. How much do you say?”

“Five hundred dollars.”
“Only five hundred for such a gil as this? Gentlemen, she is worth a

deal more than that sum; you certainly don’t know the value of the article
you are bidding upon. Here, gentlemen, [ hold in my hand a paper cettifying

that she has a good moral character.”

“Seven hundred.”

“Ah; gentlemen, that is something like. This paper also states that she is
very intelligent.”

“Eight hundred.”

“She is a devoted Christian, and perfectly trustworthy.”

“Nine hundred.”

“Nine fifty.”

“Ten.”

“Eleven.”
“Twelve hundred.” Here the sale came to a dead stand. The auctioneer

stopped, looked around, and began in a rough manner to relate some anec-
dotes relative to the sale of slaves, which, he said, had come under his own

observation. At this juncture the scene was indeed strange. Laughing. joking.
kept up a continual hum and noise

much, gentlemen? Real Al-

swearing, smoking, spitting, and talking
amongst the crowd; while the slave-girl stood with tears in her eyes, at one

time looking towards her mother and sister, and at another towards the
young man whom she hoped would become her purchaser.
“The chastity of this girl is pure; she has never been from under her
mother’s care; she is a virtuous creature.”
. “Thirteen.”
“Fourteen.”

“Fifteen.”
“Fifteen hundred dollars,” cried the auctioneer, and the maiden was

struck for that sum. This was a Southern auction, at which the bones,
blood and nerves of a voung lady of sixteen were sold for

foe handred dollars; hermoral chatacter for two hundred: her improved

ve_fundred
intellect for one hundred; her Christianity for three hundred: and her chas-
fity and_virtue for four hundred dollars more. And this, too, in a city

e T whose tall spires look like so many signals pointing

muscles, sinews,
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to heaven, and whose mini

( sters pre : ' ‘ :
to b ers presch that slavery s u God-ordained instivu-

What words can tel inhumani ‘
that doctrine which, f:ointh:xﬁg:gnz?;i?: he rnen
favour of enlightened and Christian peo ,l
world is not due to the governmenlt) azlz
Ftrength and power to keep in existence s
it; the age repels it; and Christianity nee

C‘flotel was sold for fifteen hundr
Horatio Green. Thus closed a Negr:

d all her meekness to forgive it,

Thomas Jefferson, the writer of the Decl

ind one of the presid
righest bidder! presidents of the great

arauon'of American Independence
republic, were disposed of to thej

O God! My every heart-string cries

D(?st thou these scenes behold ’
In this our boasted Christian land
And must the truth be told? ,

“Blush, Christian, blush! for ¢’
Untutored heathen se;a or cen the duck,
Thy inconsistency; and, lo!

They scorn thy God, and thee!”

1853

and the immoralj ;
. ality of 48
commends such a crime to the 3

de? What indignation from all the ‘L
geopl.e u.rho put forth all their §
uch an institution? Nature abhops ¥

ed dollars, but her purchaser was
o sale, at which two daughters of §

Harriet E. Wilson
(1807?—-?1870)

Harriet Wilson’s novel @ur Nig; or Sketches from the Life of @ free Black, in
a Two-Story White House, North, Showing that Slavery’s Shadows Fall Even
Ther;iyrinted in 1859, is considered the first novel published by an Afri-
can-Arherican 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.) What little 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, Harriet 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 family 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 in 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,” Mzs. Bellmont is
“self.willed, haughty, undisciplined, arbitrary and severe,” and the novel is
full of physical beatings and psychological 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
various attempts at self-support. At the novel’s end, she marties, 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 Clotel, Wilson displays here an ambiv-




