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

CHAPTER I. CHILDHOOD.

I was born a slave; but | never knew it till six years
of happy childhood had passed away. My father
was a carpenter, and considered so intelligent and
skillful 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, | was so fondly shielded that |
never dreamed | was a piece of merchandise,
trusted to them for safekeeping and liable to be
demanded of them at any moment. | had one
brother, William, who was two years younger than
myself—a bright, affectionate child. | had also a
great treasure in my maternal grand-mother, who
was a remarkable woman in many respects. . . .

... When | was six years old, my mother died,;
and then for the first time | learned, by the talk
around me, that | was a slave. My mother’s

“I was born a slave”’

Two African American women relate
their childhood years and the growing
awareness of being enslaved

Harriet Jacobs and Elizabeth Keckley were born
into slavery, Jacobs in North Carolina in 1813
and Keckley in Virginia ca. 1818. Jacobs es-
caped in 1842, and Keckley bought her freedom
in 1855. Both published narratives in the 1860s,
from which excerpts from the first chapters are

Elizabeth Keckley

Elizabeth Keckley

Behind the Scenes, or, Thirty Years a Slave,
and Four Years in the White House, 1868

CHAPTER I. WHERE I WAS BORN.

My life has been an eventful one. | was born a
slave—was the child of slave parents—therefore |
came upon the earth free in God-like thought but
fettered in action. My birthplace was Dinwiddie
Court-House, in Virginia. . . | presume that | must
have been four years old when 1 first began to re-
member; at least, | cannot now recall anything
occurring previous to this period.

My master, Col. A. Burwell, was somewhat
unsettled in his business affairs, and while I was
yet an infant he made several removals [moves].
While living at Hampton Sidney College, Prince
Edward County, Va., Mrs. Burwell gave birth to a
daughter, a sweet, black-eyed baby, my earliest and
fondest pet. To take care of this baby was my first
duty. True, | was but a child myself—only four
years old—but then | had been raised in a hardy
school—had been taught to rely upon myself and
to prepare myself to render assistance to others. . .
Notwithstanding all the wrongs that slavery heaped
upon me, | can bless it for one thing—youth’s
important lesson of self-reliance.

The baby was named Elizabeth, and it was
pleasant to me to be assigned a duty in connection
with it, for the discharge of that duty transferred me
from the rude cabin to the household of my master.
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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 deathbed her mistress prom-
ised that her children should never suffer for
anything; 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. | grieved for her,
and my young mind was troubled with the thought
who would now take care of me and my little
brother.

| was told that my home was now to be with
her mistress; and | found it a happy one. No toil-
some or disagreeable duties were imposed upon
me. My mistress was so kind to me that | was
always glad to do her bidding and proud to labor
for her as much as my young years would permit. |
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 | was tired,
she would send me out to run and jump; and away
| 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 | was nearly twelve years old, my kind
mistress sickened and died. As | saw the cheek
grow paler and the eye more glassy, how earnestly
| prayed in my heart that she might live! | 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.

| was sent to spend a week with my grand-
mother. | was now old enough to begin to think of
the future, and again and again | asked myself
what they would do with me. | felt sure | 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 anything, and
when | remembered that and recalled her many
proofs of attachment to me, | could not help
having some hopes that she had left me free. My
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My simple attire was a short dress and a little white
apron. My old mistress encouraged me in rocking
the cradle by telling me that if I would watch over
the baby well, keep the flies out of its face, and not
let it cry, | should be its little maid. This was a
golden promise, and | required no better induce-
ment for the faithful performance of my task.

| began to rock the cradle most industriously,
when lo! out pitched little pet on the floor. I
instantly cried out, “Oh! the baby is on the floor,”
and not knowing what to do, | seized the fire-
shovel in my perplexity and was trying to shovel
up my tender charge when my mistress called to
me to let the child alone, and then ordered that | be
taken out and lashed for my carelessness.

The blows were not administered with a light
hand, | assure you, and doubtless the severity of the
lashing has made me remember the incident so
well. This was the first time | was punished in this
cruel way, but not the last. The black-eyed baby
that I called my pet grew into a self-willed girl, and
in after years was the cause of much trouble to me.

I grew strong and healthy, and, notwith-
standing I knit socks and attended to various kinds
of work, | was repeatedly told, when even fourteen
years old, that | would never be worth my salt.
When | was eight, Mr. Burwell’s family consisted
of six sons and four daughters, with a large family
of servants. My mother was kind and forbearing;
Mrs. Burwell a hard task-master; and as mother
had so much work to do in making clothes, etc., for
the family, besides the slaves, | determined to
render her all the assistance in my power, and in
rendering her such assistance my young energies
were taxed to the utmost.

I was my mother’s only child, which made her
love for me all the stronger. | did not know much
of my father, for he was the slave of another man,
and when Mr. Burwell moved from Dinwiddie he
was separated from us and only allowed to visit my
mother twice a year—during the Easter holidays
and Christmas.

At last Mr. Burwell determined to reward my
mother by making an arrangement with the owner
of my father, by which the separation of my
parents could be brought to an end. It was a bright
day, indeed, for my mother when it was an-
nounced that my father was coming to live with
us. The old weary look faded from her face, and
she worked as if her heart was in every task. But
the golden days did not last long. The radiant



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 mis-
tress 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 | was her
slave, and | suppose she did not recognize me as
her neighbor. | would give much to blot out from
my memory that one great wrong. As a child, |
loved my mistress; and, looking back on the happy
days | spent with her, | try to think with less
bitterness of this act of injustice. While | 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 grand-
mother’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.

I was born a slave; but I never knew it till six years
of happy childhood had passed away. . . . 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.

___Harriet Jacobs

I was born a slave—was the child of slave parents—
therefore I came upon the earth free in God-like
thought but fettered in action. . . . Notwithstanding
all the wrongs that slavery heaped upon me, I can
bless it for one thing—youth’s important lesson of

self-reliance.
___FElizabeth Keckley
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dream faded all too soon.

In the morning my father called me to him and
kissed me, then held me out at arms’ length as if he
were regarding his child with pride. “She is
growing into a large fine girl,” he remarked to my
mother. “I dun no which I like best, you or Lizzie,
as both are so dear to me.” My mother’s name was
Agnes, and my father delighted to call me his
“Little Lizzie.” While yet my father and mother
were speaking hopefully, joyfully of the future, Mr.
Burwell came to the cabin with a letter in his hand.
He was a kind master in some things, and as gently
as possible informed my parents that they must
part; for in two hours my father must join his
master at Dinwiddie and go with him to the West,
where he had determined to make his future home.

The announcement fell upon the little circle in
that rude-log cabin like a thunderbolt. 1 can
remember the scene as if it were but yesterday—
how my father cried out against the cruel separa-
tion, his last Kiss, his wild straining of my mother
to his bosom, the solemn prayer to Heaven, the
tears and sobs—the fearful anguish of broken
hearts. The last kiss, the last good-by; and he, my
father, was gone, gone forever. . . .

.. . Deep as was the distress of my mother in
parting with my father, her sorrow did not screen her
from insult. My old mistress said to her: “Stop your
nonsense; there is no necessity for you putting on
airs. Your husband is not the only slave that has
been sold from his family, and you are not the only
one that has had to part. There are plenty more men
about here, and if you want a husband so badly, stop
your crying and go and find another.” To these
unfeeling words my mother made no reply. She
turned away in stoical silence, with a curl of that
loathing scorn upon her lips which swelled in her
heart.

My father and mother never met again in this
world. They kept up a regular correspondence for
years, and the most precious mementoes of my
existence are the faded old letters that he wrote, full
of love, and always hoping that the future would
bring brighter days. In nearly every letter is a mes-
sage for me. “Tell my darling little Lizzie,” he
writes, “to be a good girl, and to learn her book.
Kiss her for me, and tell her that I will come to see
her some day.” Thus he wrote time and again, but
he never came. He lived in hope, but died without
ever seeing his wife and child.



