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Antebellum abolitionist writing has long been revered by cultural historians and 

literary scholars for its social and political role in bringing about the end of slavery in the 

United States. But what happened to abolitionist texts, which originally urged a pointed 

and timely social agenda, after emancipation? Most critical conversations around major 

abolitionist texts focus on their original publications. This study, however, demonstrates 

the significance of the republication, adaptation, and reception of those texts years later, 

well after slavery had been abolished but when the many legacies of slavery still defined 

a rapidly evolving political culture. Drawing on archival research and the methodological 

tools of book history, “Beyond Obsolescence” traces and analyzes texts that were revised, 

adapted, and republished during Reconstruction (1863 to 1877)—a time during which 

linguistic and narrative revisions both reflected and helped to produce the dramatic shifts 

occurring across the social landscape of the United States. 

The dissertation investigates a series of case studies that propose a way to read 

such textual revision in relationship to the shifting political culture of Reconstruction and 

the changing identities of African Americans within that political culture.  Through a 

consideration of the writings and revised texts of Harriet Jacobs, Lydia Maria Child, 

William Wells Brown, Harriet Beecher Stowe, and George Aiken, the project 
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demonstrates how writers, editors, and playwrights reshaped their work in response to the 

demands of their audiences as well as public debates about the meaning of slavery, 

emancipation, and Constitutional change.  These dynamic texts would keep alive a rich 

tradition of abolitionism even as they underwent revisions to meet the exigencies of a 

postbellum environment.  Ultimately, “Beyond Obsolescence” provides a novel account 

of some of the most familiar anti-slavery texts and brings to light a crucial but overlooked 

history of US abolitionist literature. 
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Uncertain Afterlives:  

Abolitionism and Its Literature in the Wake of the Civil War 

 

 
The position of the only purely Anti-Slavery press in the country is one of no small difficulty and 

delicacy.  Its duties differ from those of every other sheet, political or religious. … Its most 

brilliant future, that towards which it looks with unutterable longings, is a speedy Euthanasia—to 

be swallowed up in a happy death consequent on a glorious victory. 

Lead editorial, National Anti-Slavery Standard,  

28 February 18631 

 

My vocation, as an Abolitionist, thank God, is ended. 

William Lloyd Garrison,  

Speech before the American Anti-Slavery Society, May 1865 

 

An anti-slavery society has no more business to be stirring now-a-days than a dead man to be 

walking about his coffin.   

New York Times, 28 January 18682  
 

  

On the evening of March 9, 1865, Boston’s Music Hall drew an “immense” crowd 

of spectators, undeterred by the inclement weather and the price of admission.  The event 

promised a lecture by famous war journalist Charles Carleton Coffin, though the real 

attraction quickly became apparent.  At the front of the hall, Coffin had prominently 

displayed several artifacts from his recent trip South, a visit that corresponded with 

General William Tecumseh Sherman’s sacking of Charleston, South Carolina.  On the 

Music Hall’s large stage, as the abolitionist newspaper the Liberator exclaimed, stood 

                                                 
1 “The Office of the Abolitionists,” National Anti-Slavery Standard, February 28, 1863, 2.  

Newspaper articles from the National Anti-Slavery Standard cited in this dissertation were 

consulted at the Library Company of Philadelphia. 
2 Quoted in Julie Roy Jeffrey, Abolitionists Remember: Antislavery Autobiographies and the 

Unfinished Work of Emancipation (Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 2008), 12. 
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“The Charleston Slave Auction-Block!”3  In addition to the auction-block steps, the 

journalist brought and exhibited a sizeable sign with “MART” in gilt lettering as well as 

the heavy, iron lock from the female slaves’ “examining” room door.  After recounting his 

experiences and observations from the hotbed of the Confederacy, Coffin presented the 

auction-block steps to the Eleventh Ward Freedmen’s Aid Society with grand symbolic 

flourish.   

Longtime abolitionist William Lloyd Garrison then took to the stage and, amid 

thunderous applause, climbed the stairs of the block for the purpose of “putting the 

accursed thing under his feet.”  The crowd roared, and waving white handkerchiefs filled 

the air of the assembly room.4  For abolitionists bent on destroying slavery and 

Northerners with victory in sight, the event was a sensation.  In an open letter to the editor 

of the Independent, author and reformer Lydia Maria Child acerbically lamented that 

Coffin could not truck the entire auction block North as it would have provided “a most 

appropriate pedestal for [Northern conciliator] Daniel Webster’s statue.”5  The renowned 

abolitionist poet John Greenleaf Whittier regretted his absence that evening but, in 

remarks read aloud at the Music Hall assembly, celebrated the literal dismantling of such 

monstrous power, “the relics of the Great Barbarism.”6  

                                                 
3 “An Immense Meeting in Music Hall: The Charleston Slave Auction-Block!” Liberator, March 

17, 1865, 42. 
4 Ibid.  See also “A Relic and a Letter,” Evangelist, March 30, 1865, 6.  For Coffin’s account of 

visiting Charleston and finding the “relics,” see “The Slave Mart—Washington’s Birthday in 

Charleston—The Tables Turned,” New York Times, March 6, 1865, 8.  

I should note that Garrison founded and edited the Liberator. 
5 “Letter from Mrs. L. M. Child,” Liberator, March 24, 1865, 1.   
6 See “Immense Meeting,” Liberator, March 17, 1865, as well as “A Relic and a Letter, The 

Evangelist, March 30, 1865. 
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 Though Lee would not surrender at Appomattox for another month, the mood in 

Boston signaled the North’s unambiguous triumph.  Finally, anti-slavery activists could 

breathe a sigh of relief.  Both the House and the Senate had already passed the Thirteenth 

Amendment, and this, coupled with the South’s stunning military defeats and occupation, 

promised what such activists had long awaited.  Under this atmosphere of approaching 

victory, Whittier’s comments about the slave-mart “relics” proved unintentionally 

prescient.  Once the practical implements of brutal human trafficking, these artifacts, upon 

arriving in Boston, became triumphant, symbolic “trophies” before a public eager for 

palpable reminders of military and moral victory.7  The auction-block steps, which had for 

years borne slaves aloft as spectacles of brutal commerce, were now similarly exhibited on 

high in Music Hall as a spectacle unto themselves.  Even the “MART” sign, which had 

once represented a physical commercial space, now changed its reference point and 

became an emblem of a conqueror’s righteous triumph.  Stripped of their utilitarian, if 

inhumane, function, slavery’s “relics” represented an already accomplished history and, in 

the context of the conflict, victory—the “spoils” of a moral war.  

One newspaper poet, using only the initials A. Q. W., clearly yoked the moral and 

military in his paean, “TO WILLIAM LLOYD GARRISON, Standing on the steps of the 

Slave Block of Charleston, March 9, 1865—Boston.”  “The heroes of the ancient time / 

Crushed ‘neath their feet a conquered foe,” he begins, suggesting that Garrison’s stance 

                                                 
7 Coffin describes at least one of the items he takes from the Charleston slave mart as a “trophy”: 

“In front of the mart was a gilt star—I climbed the post and wrenched it from its spike to secure it 

as a trophy.”  See “The Slave Mart,” New York Times, March 6, 1865.  Coffin’s language here 

evokes a peculiar and somewhat ironic pillaging.  He pillages the Charleston slave mart for “loot” 

that is valuable as a moral delineator and a sign of the inferiority of the conquered Southerners, 

not as an economic asset. 
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atop the auction block resembled that of a conquering hero.  Yet the poem simultaneously 

highlights the essential human sympathy behind Garrison’s exercise.  After all, the 

antislavery editor was not placing his foot on the neck of Jefferson Davis but instead 

marking the defeat of an entire savage institution by posing with this “trophy.”  Thus the 

poet closes by imagining that God himself has honored Garrison as a steadfast “servant” 

and “with His own right hand unrolls / Freedom’s great charter on the air.” Garrison may 

be placing a tangible symbol of a military adversary under his feet, but his position above 

the slave power’s “accursed thing” signifies a conquest of far greater magnitude than any 

battlefield rout. This, the poem pronounces, has been an ethical conquest, sanctioned by 

higher law from above and actualized by the steadfast virtue of slavery’s opponents.8  

These moral “spoils” were enjoyed by far more than the formerly alienated 

abolitionists, who by 1865 could marvel that the mainstream press had also taken up the 

antislavery banner.9  The shifting permutations of Lincoln’s wartime strategy ultimately 

tied fighting slavery to fighting the Confederacy and therefore offered antislavery activists 

                                                 
8 See A. Q. W., “TO WILLIAM LLOYD GARRISON, Standing on the steps of the Slave Block 

of Charleston, March 9, 1865—Boston,” National Anti-Slavery Standard, April 1, 1865, 4. 
9 While there were a range of attitudes toward emancipation and abolition at the war’s end, the 

tide had turned enough that the National Anti-Slavery Standard cheerfully proclaimed, “We think 

that the cause of the Negro has far transcended the limits and the functions of any voluntary 

association.  It is the Nation’s work, and the Nation acknowledges it to be so.  It is the recognized 

business of the Cabinet, of Congress, of the political parties, of the Churches, of the great body of 

the people.  It is our privilege to work with these great forces, as a part of them or in concert with 

them.” “Mr. Phillips and The Standard,” National Anti-Slavery Standard, April 22, 1865, 2. 

To clarify, I use both terms “antislavery” and “abolitionist” in classifying the movement and its 

literature, and while they have slightly different meanings, I think their difference shrinks 

considerably in the postbellum period.  In the antebellum period, an individual could claim 

antislavery sentiment without necessarily endorsing the act of abolition.  After slavery was 

abolished, it would seem that professing to be either “antislavery” or “abolitionist” would be a 

moot point.  For the purposes of my discussion here, I want to note the difference in antebellum 

meanings but also point out the increasing correspondence between terms in postbellum contexts. 
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a public vindication and the chance to relish the South’s comeuppance.  Indeed, by the 

war’s end, prominent abolitionist societies began considering disbandment in earnest, and 

while some reformers urged continued activism in the name of Negro suffrage, most 

thought their primary work was done.  

This sense of necessary closure stemmed in part from abolitionism’s alliance with 

military force, which tethered the meaning of “abolition” to the aims and thus the end of 

the war.  Once this reform movement became inextricably bound up in the fighting itself, 

Confederate surrender predicated abolition and also, to a certain extent, limited its results.  

After all, once the North defeated the South and parades of triumphant veterans marched 

down city blocks, what remained to be done exactly?  If defeating the Confederacy meant 

abolishing slavery, then the accomplishment of one goal hinged on the other.  Slavery 

must have been overthrown because the Confederacy was.  The underlying logic of a war 

against slavery required that something be accomplished and finished with military 

victory, and so abolitionists found themselves in a peculiarly unsettled position with Lee’s 

surrender.  The Union had supported abolition, emancipation had been proclaimed, and 

the vast majority of Northerners now wanted to revel in the end of a struggle both military 

and moral.10  The Union army had not only invaded rebellious territories to squelch 

                                                 
10 Of course, the Union army and the North more generally had not always supported 

emancipation and, later, abolition.  As Gary Gallagher points out in his recent book, the “Union” 

as an ideal in its own right played a much greater ideological role than many modern historians 

have allowed.  Nevertheless, once emancipation and the arming of black men and former slaves 

became necessary to save the Union, the tide of general opinion turned.  Increasingly, 

Northerners realized and accepted that emancipating slaves would not only help win the war but 

would also guard the Union against the political power struggles that slavery, as an economic 

institution, had done so much to prop up.  See Gary W. Gallagher, The Union War (Cambridge, 

MA: Harvard University Press, 2011).  Though much of the book lays out this general argument, 

see especially the introduction (p. 1-6) and the chapter titled “Emancipation” (p. 75-118).   



 6 

rebellion; it had liberated slaves.  Shouldn’t abolitionists be satisfied?  This situation in the 

immediate post-war moment left the previously marginalized reformers with two 

imperfect choices: accept victory and celebrate, or point out, in a caveat that might be 

construed as unpatriotic, that work remained to be done, that on a certain level the defeat 

of slavery had not been completed.11   

This devil’s bargain was cast in sharp relief during the final spring of the war, a 

few months after the Boston Music Hall event, when abolitionist publications heralded the 

news from Appomattox just as they were announcing details for the upcoming 

Anniversary Week in New York City.  As an occasion that brought members of various 

reform organizations together for yearly meetings, Anniversary Week would be a crucial 

chance for major associations such as the American Anti-Slavery Society (AAS) to 

determine their postbellum course of action; previously, Anniversary Week was often the 

sole annual opportunity for a vast network of activists to convene and discuss their 

                                                                                                                                                 
For a detailed discussion of Lincoln’s move toward emancipation, see Allen C. Guelzo,  

Lincoln’s Emancipation Proclamation: The End of Slavery in America (New York: Simon & 

Schuster, 2004).   
11 Obviously, this was not necessarily an either-or situation for abolitionists, who could celebrate 

what had been accomplished while maintaining that work remained.  Nevertheless, this passage 

reveals the palpable public pressure abolitionists and their corresponding societies encountered 

regarding the status of their reform work after the war.  Once the broader Northern community 

perceived itself as participating in a war for freedom, that same community felt it had a stake in 

claiming victory and full accomplishment of those goals. The status of the war’s aims after the 

Confederacy’s surrender was a source of anxiety beyond the abolitionist community.  For a 

discussion of the paradox that the war itself was “done” and “yet not done” in 1865, see Nina 

Silber, The Romance of Reunion: Northerners and the South, 1865-1900, (Chapel Hill: University 

of North Carolina Press, 1993), 39-47.  Julie Roy Jeffrey considers the state of abolitionist 

societies in particular during this time and with questions of dissolution looming.  See 

Abolitionists Remember, 11-23 especially. 
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priorities for the coming year.12  In May 1865, however, Anniversary Week held even 

greater significance, particularly for the AAS.  The war had ended, and the National Anti-

Slavery Standard used its status as the AAS’s official organ to proudly declare that this 

year’s meeting would “be a Jubilee gathering—an occasion of heartfelt congratulations, 

thrilling memories and tender farewells.”13  Many attendees also suggested that they 

should honor the nation’s recent progress by formally dissolving their association’s ties.   

Among members arguing for dissolution, longtime president of the AAS, William 

Lloyd Garrison, cut an imposing figure.14  Even before the May meeting, Garrison had 

announced that his long-running Liberator would cease publication at the end of the year 

and suggested that the AAS should follow suit.  “As drops are lost in the ocean,” he wrote, 

“so are the original anti-slavery men and women lost among the millions who have come 

over to their side, and are crushing the ‘peculiar institution’ beneath their massive 

weight.”15  Now that it no longer represented an unpopular minority, the abolitionist 

movement had, according to Garrison’s logic, lost its status as a meaningfully active 

crusade.  With its main goal accomplished, the AAS should step aside and allow a now 

enlightened and antislavery Northern public to take up the work of reform.  The general 

editor of the National Anti-Slavery Standard, Edmund Quincy, expressed the view even 

                                                 
12 Even a cursory glance at New York and reform periodicals, which published lists of 

participating organizations as well as the date and location of their various meetings, from early 

May 1865 attests to the large scale of Anniversary Week.  For an example, see “Local 

Intelligence,” New York Times, May 11, 1865, 8. For a discussion of Anniversary Week’s 

significance generally and especially in 1865, see Jeffrey, Abolitionists Remember, 11-12. 
13 “The Annual Meeting,” National Anti-Slavery Standard, April 29, 1865, 2. 
14 For more background on Garrison’s support of dissolution, see Henry Mayer, All on Fire: 

William Lloyd Garrison and the Abolition of Slavery (New York: St. Martin’s Press, 1998), 586-

600.  Mayer’s extensive biography tends to take a harsh view of abolitionists who disagreed with 

Garrison (i.e. Wendell Phillips in 1865). 
15 See Garrison, “Annual Meeting,” Liberator, March 31, 1865, 50. 
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more forcefully, speaking out against the continued existence of the AAS as well as the 

paper he had been managing.  The National Anti-Slavery Standard existed as 

“Antagonism” and “dies with the antagonist it lived only to oppose,” he declared as he 

announced his resignation.16  “An Anti-Slavery Society with no Slavery to oppose,” he 

went on,  

is a solecism and an absurdity.  Nay more, it is an impossibility.  If a body of men 

choose to call themselves an Anti-Slavery Society after slavery has legally ceased 

to be, it is but a name to live that they can have, and their efforts to appear to be 

doing what has already been done can be only vain, impotent and ridiculous.17   

Reformers sharing Garrison and Quincy’s perspective frequently invoked this concern for 

appearances: that anti-slavery associations persisting after abolition would not only prove 

unnecessary but, they worried, become absurd.  Considering the history of public derision 

proudly borne by abolitionists, such novel fears over the views of others seem ironic.  

More broadly, though, the arguments of Garrison, Quincy, and other advocates of 

dissolution revolved around the apparently logical assumption that because slavery did not 

exist, neither then could anti-slavery organizations.   

The problem of such pro-dissolution arguments, as Wendell Phillips, Frederick 

Douglass, and others would point out again and again during the 1865 Anniversary Week 

meetings, was that they hinged on a limited understanding of “slavery” and the obstacles 

to black freedom that would persist even after legal abolition followed in the wake of 

                                                 
16 Quincy, “The End of the Twenty-Fifth Volume,” National Anti-Slavery Standard, May 6, 

1865, 2. 
17 Ibid., 2. 
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Union victory.  As Phillips declared, “No freedom is real, and no emancipation is 

effectual, unless, so far as we have the power, we arrange the forces of society, that 

underlie law, so that they may secure its execution.”18  Slavery might be the root of the 

problem, but the institution had so shaped the society in which it resided that many other 

institutions and practices would also need serious reform.  For Phillips and Douglass, the 

adversary loomed far larger than the de jure practice of slavery; rather, they saw their foe 

as a deep-seated, profoundly racist social system and culture that could be more difficult 

to identify and combat than the mere economic practice of legally trafficking in slaves.   

In a series of debates and parliamentary procedures that mirrored Civil War-era 

arguments over the meaning and authority of the national Constitution, members of the 

American Anti-Slavery Society parsed the language of Garrison’s original “Declaration of 

Sentiments” in an effort to determine the extent of the association’s duties and 

responsibilities.  Garrison himself took part energetically in the assembly, repeatedly 

interrupting other attendees in order to vigorously insist that he of all people should know 

what the document signified. “I think I am competent to interpret the language of the 

Declaration of Sentiments, if any man living be,” he cried at one point in the proceedings.  

“I was the author of it; and unless I have grown demented, I ought to know what I meant, 

and what our Society meant in using that language.”19   

                                                 
18 “Speech of Wendell Phillips,” National Anti-Slavery Standard, May 13, 1865, 2. 
19 “Business Meetings,” National Anti-Slavery Standard, May 20, 1865, 1.  (Wendell Phillips’s 

remarks appeared in the May 13 edition of the newspaper.  Due to the high volume of business 

and speeches during the annual meeting, reports and articles on the meeting filled more than one 

issue.) 
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Yet to some, Garrison’s authorship of the AAS’s founding document did not 

ensure his authority over it.  The text he composed decades ago had responded to a 

particular set of circumstances and sought to expedite the end of slavery in the United 

States.  However, like the national Constitution that Garrison famously denounced and 

even publicly burned, his own text comprised a living document that not only reflected the 

conditions of its original composition but also represented an ongoing institution forced to 

adapt and respond to changing political realities (such as the Union forces’ application of 

those “carnal weapons” which Garrison had originally denigrated in the 1833 document 

and the cause he held so dear).20   

Garrison’s word on the matter turned out to be anything but final, in part because 

other powerful abolitionists and those formerly enslaved demanded a say.  At several 

points in the Anniversary Week proceedings, black participants including Douglass and 

Charles Remond raised concerns about the realities of post-slavery life, detailing the 

prejudice and unequal treatment they still faced and suggesting that work remained for this 

venerable society.  Phillips chimed in that the “American Anti-Slavery Society” as a name 

                                                 
20 Garrison, “Declaration of Sentiments of the National Anti-Slavery Convention” (1833) in 

Antislavery Political Writings, 1833-1860: A Reader, ed. C. Bradley Thompson (Armonk, NY: 

M. E. Sharpe, 2004), 41-45.   

The reference to “carnal weapons” appears on page 42.  

Garrison’s accommodation with such weapons and with more moderate supporters of abolition 

had solidified by the end of the war.  Only a few hours before Lincoln’s assassination, the 

prominent abolitionist delivered a speech in Charleston, South Carolina, in which he asserted, “Of 

one thing I feel sure, either he has become a Garrisonian abolitionist or I have become a Lincoln 

Emancipationist, for I know that we blend, like kindred drops, into one.”  This speech was printed 

in the Liberator, May 12, 1865, 1.  Even the categories Garrison mentions held little weight in the 

post-Emancipation period, because the war had radically altered the contours of a debate between 

once clearly delineated parties.  The necessities of conflict drew Garrisonians into a political 

system they had once rejected entirely, and Lincoln adopted abolitionist measures that would 

have been unthinkable only a few years earlier. 
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held a great deal of power, both for the oppressed it had helped to serve and for those in 

political and leadership positions who now sought assistance in drafting new laws and 

policies.  Why, Phillips asked, would members dismantle an effective, efficient, and 

established institution?  When so much remained to be done for the freedmen—education, 

the ballot, citizenship rights, land apportionment—why dissolve the organization most 

equipped to effect these desirable outcomes?  As soon as Phillips paused, the Rev. Mr. 

Spaulding of Salem, Massachusetts, rose and drove Phillips’s points home, first 

comparing the freed people to felons whose prison doors have been opened but whose 

limbs remain fastened to debilitating chains.  With rousing words that drew, as reported by 

the National Anti-Slavery Standard, “loud applause,” Spaulding bellowed:    

I do not believe that this Society was organized to inaugurate the work of 

emancipation merely, but to carry it on, and to complete it.  I do not believe it was 

founded to utter great prophecies, but to fulfill great hopes.  I do not think it was 

established to go out upon the sea and bring in the men floating in peril of their 

lives there, and place them so near the shore that it shall be within the compass of 

their vision, and then throw them upon an undertow that may take them all back 

into the very depths of the sea. … It was not to let him go until it found for him the 

high ground of equality before the law. 

Spaulding’s evocative metaphor identifying the recently freed with near-drowning men, as 

well as Douglass and Phillips’s impassioned arguments ultimately averted dissolution 

when the question came to a vote.  Nevertheless, they could not hold the membership 

together.  Despite his re-nomination as president of the Society, Garrison declined the 
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position and officially withdrew from the AAS, taking many of his persuasion with him.  

“My vocation, as an Abolitionist, thank God, has ended,” he stated firmly.  Before they 

adjourned, members on both sides of the dissolution debate warmly expressed their 

goodwill toward those with whom they had disagreed in a series of speeches and 

resolutions, and whether continuing in the society or not, most members seemed 

committed to the reform work that lay ahead, especially in regard to the question of 

suffrage.  Nevertheless, the discussion of the Declaration of Sentiments, and the society’s 

original and ultimate purposes, did not end in consensus; as some members continued to 

argue that abolition was the final goal and others insisted on citizenship and civil rights, 

the fracturing society offered a prelude to the debates that would shape the coming 

Reconstruction era. 21 

The American Antislavery Society did not disappear with the legal abolition of 

slavery—it would not formally dissolve until 1870—but neither did it represent the same 

body of members or the same work in the postbellum era.  As the vigorous debate in May 

1865 makes clear, the work of both those who left and those who remained would take 

new forms, harnessed to goals beyond legal abolition that would redirect and reinterpret 

an animating antislavery impulse.22  To a large degree that work would rely not on 

antebellum societies and associations, but rather on the revision and redeployment of 

antislavery texts. 

                                                 
21 “Business Meetings,” National Anti-Slavery Standard, May 20, 1865, 4. “Speech of Wm Lloyd 

Garrison,” National Anti-Slavery Standard, May 20, 1865, 1. 
22 For an example of the “mainstream” press’s account of the AAS meeting and its viability as a 

society by 1865, see George W. Curtis, “Editor’s Easy Chair,” Harper’s New Monthly Magazine 

(July 1865), 265-66.  Curtis clearly sides with Garrison’s argument.  (Jeffrey discusses Curtis’s 

report in Abolitionists Remember, 11-13.) 
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In part, this dependence on old texts, newly revised, was necessitated by a 

postbellum publishing shift.  Garrison and others were not just closing down associations, 

after all; they were also closing down the publishing ventures that had long circulated 

abolitionist arguments and narratives.23  Since Lincoln’s Emancipation Proclamation went 

into effect, the National Anti-Slavery Standard had earnestly articulated the “delicacy” of 

its position as a reform periodical, and it would take up the question anew in the spring of 

1865.24 In the joyful weeks following the 1863 Proclamation, the lead editorial in the 

National Anti-Slavery Standard rhapsodized about the destiny of a “purely Anti-Slavery 

press”: “Its most brilliant future, that towards which it looks with unutterable longings, is 

a speedy Euthanasia—to be swallowed up in a happy death consequent on a glorious 

victory.”25  The invocation of a good death was characteristic.  While most partisan 

journals, whether religious or political, sought to coalesce a group of readers around their 

cause and thereby benefit from increasing circulation and power, abolitionist newspapers 

oriented themselves toward their own obsolescence, an endpoint at which they would no 

longer be necessary.26  Like rapturous Christians who proclaimed a victory in death, or 

                                                 
23 Ford Risley briefly discusses the closing of abolitionist presses and the eventual recognition 

that the abolitionist movement’s success was not as clear-cut as many first supposed.  See 

Abolition and the Press: The Moral Struggle Against Slavery (Evanston, IL: Northwestern 

University Press, 2008), 84-92. 
24 The Liberator had been running since 1831, but its circulation remained limited (estimated at 

around 3,000). The National Anti-Slavery Standard, on the other hand, operated as the official 

organ of the American Anti-Slavery Society, which functioned as an umbrella society serving and 

uniting many smaller organizations and abolitionists scattered across the United States. 
25 “The Office of the Abolitionists,” National Anti-Slavery Standard, February 28, 1863, 2. 
26 The term ‘obsolescence’ is an evocative one that first came into use as a noun in 1832, 

according to the Oxford English Dictionary.  The term appears to have enjoyed greater use as the 

nineteenth century progressed and it was used in biological and economic contexts.  The term 

‘planned obsolescence’ did not emerge until early in the twentieth century.  Oxford English 

Dictionary, 2
nd

 ed., s.v. “obsolescence.”  
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members of a society who celebrated its ultimate dissolution, a true abolitionist journal 

would enjoy its proudest moment when its reason for existence was obviated.  The 

language of “euthanasia” echoed other editorials published in the aftermath of the 

Emancipation Proclamation and Civil War and implied something more complicated than 

a simple “happy death.”  Rather, it represented a desire to relinquish agency, to expire 

“gently and easily” in a world that no longer needed abolitionism’s persistent stridency.27  

The promise of being “swallowed up in a happy death consequent on a glorious victory” 

suggested that a triumphal tide of moral opinion and social change would sweep away the 

exigency of a reform press.28  Moreover, the metaphor’s logical conclusion presupposed 

that anti-slavery institutions, including its press, could not and would not retain any power 

as reconstituted bodies in the post-emancipation period.  The “most brilliant future” of 

such a publication was, in fact, to have no future at all.   

                                                 
27 The Oxford English Dictionary defines “euthanasia” as “a gentle and easy death.”  Oxford 

English Dictionary, 2
nd

 ed., s.v. “euthanasia.”  
28 Of course, abolition did not result from a triumphal tide of public opinion in the same way that 

it did in, for example, Great Britain.  While many in the North came to accept and support 

emancipation and abolition, they did so in the context of a civil war.  Their adversaries’ political 

power prior to secession derived largely from slavery, and slavery as a system propped up the 

Southern economy, ensuring rich profits for a small plantation class with corresponding political 

clout. Although many Northerners felt uncomfortable over slavery’s seeming encroachment 

through such developments as the Fugitive Slave Law, it is important to remember that their 

increased opposition to the system of slavery developed in the context of a political and economic 

struggle.  Ethical concerns certainly played a role, but this was not the only factor.  This complex 

response to slavery and similarly complicated commitment to abolition suggests that the work of 

antislavery societies was far from done at the war’s conclusion—an understanding that drove 

Phillips and Douglass to argue for the continuation of the AAS and its newspaper. 

As Jeffrey points out, many similar societies did not disband in Britain following its abolition of 

the slave trade. This meant that they retained political organization and power in ways that many 

US abolitionists failed to do, first with the exodus of so influential a contingent as Garrison and 

his peers and later with the society’s dissolution in 1870.  Abolitionists Remember, 9. 
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Following in this figurative vein (and at the height of the AAS and Liberator 

debate in 1865), editor Edmund Quincy heartily concurred with Henry Ward Beecher’s 

pronouncement, “That is a brave and good institution which hastens to dig its own 

grave.”29  Of course, with these “happy deaths” and dug “graves,” writers aligned with the 

abolitionist movement lost a powerful vehicle for their arguments and narratives as these 

periodicals slowed or ceased publication.   

This is not to suggest, however, that abolitionist texts necessarily expired in a 

“speedy Euthanasia.”  On the contrary, many of these texts enjoyed rich and complex 

afterlives as they were revised and recirculated, performing new “cultural work” during a 

period that would decide the fate of those whom abolition had nominally freed. These 

texts are the subject of this dissertation.30 

 

THE FATE OF ABOLITIONIST LITERATURE IN 1865 

 

Many of the literary voices who had built careers around their creative 

engagements with abolition (and, more practically, the increasing audiences for 

antislavery periodicals) also took the measure of abolitionists’ 1865 debates.  Like the 

association’s leadership, they debated in public and private whether or not the movement 

had ended with the war.  Writing to her friend the Duchess of Argyll, Harriet Beecher 

                                                 
29 “The Liberator and Mr. Garrison,” National Anti-Slavery Standard, April 15, 1865, 1. 
30 In using the term “cultural work,” I am drawing on Jane Tompkins and her argument that 

nineteenth-century literature functioned “as a political enterprise, halfway between sermon and 

social theory, that both codifies and attempts to mold the values of its time.”  See Jane Tompkins, 

Sensational Designs: The Cultural Work of American Fiction, 1790-1865 (New York: Oxford 

University Press, 1985), 126. 
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Stowe reported on the recent shifts within the old guard of the abolitionist movement and 

commended Garrison for closing down the Liberator and acknowledging “the great deed 

done.”  Wendell Phillips, she lamented, seemed determined to undervalue abolition’s 

accomplishment and focus on the “inevitable shortcomings” and obstacles. Recently, 

Stowe had been rereading her most famous novel as a way of remembering and honoring 

all that had happened in the relatively short time since it first arrived like a comet in the 

pages The National Era in 1851. Recollecting the inevitable horror that Uncle Tom’s 

Cabin depicted, she wrote that she rejoiced to think “it is all over now, all past.”  Her book 

had galvanized readers and been part of a great reform movement, and she, like Garrison, 

could take comfort and a large measure of pride in the “mighty work” completed.31  While 

Stowe supported prospective advancements such as legal suffrage for the freedmen, her 

framing of the abolitionist movement as an accomplished objective suggested the 

triumphant consummation of a glorious crusade.  “We have a Congress of splendid 

men…and a President honestly seeking to do right,” she stated confidently, implying that 

abolitionists should trust these political leaders rather than harping on “inevitable 

                                                 
31 Stowe to the Duchess of Argyll, February 1866 in Life of Harriet Beecher Stowe, Compiled 

from Her Letters and Journals, ed. Charles Edward Stowe (Boston: Houghton Mifflin, 1890), 

395-396.  These pages feature a transcription of Stowe’s letter to the Duchess of Argyll.   

Uncle Tom’s Cabin first appeared in serialized form beginning in 1851; it completed its run and 

was published as a book in 1852.  Stowe’s 1868 Men of Our Times includes Garrison and Phillips 

among its eighteen biographies; the latter is entitled “A Change of Tone Recommended” and 

cautions against Phillips’s “exacting mind” and lack of appreciation for accomplishment.  In her 

biography of Garrison from the same volume, she writes of the 1865 debates: “There were those 

in the party of the Garrisonian Abolitionists whose course at this time seemed to justify the 

popular impression that faultfinding had so long been their occupation, that they were not willing 

to accept even their own victory at the price of giving up their liberty of denunciation.”  Stowe, 

Men of Our Times; Or, Leading Patriots of the Day (Hartford, CT: Hartford, 1868), 208. 

Stowe’s positive view of Garrison’s sense of closure is echoed by Garrison’s recent biographer, 

Henry Mayer.  (See, for example, All on Fire, 587-88.) 
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shortcomings and imperfections.”32  For Stowe, the essential work of abolitionists seemed 

done, and this belief is reflected in her attitude toward Uncle Tom’s Cabin as a finished 

text that had contributed to an already successful mission. 

Lydia Maria Child, on the other hand, did not share Stowe’s assured outlook.  

Child was a tireless reformer and author who had made her political convictions known 

early in her career with the 1833 publication of An Appeal in Favor of That Class of 

Americans Called Africans.33  In December 1865, Child voiced her uncertainty over 

emancipation’s legacy and the trajectory of reform with an article, evocatively titled 

“Through the Red Sea and Into the Wilderness,” that appeared in the valedictory issue of 

the Liberator (29 December 1865).  In it, Child counseled vigilance toward President 

Johnson, describing the same chief executive whose honesty and morality Stowe had 

lauded as a “doubtful sort of Moses, who seems to occupy himself more earnestly with 

striving to save the drowning host of Pharaoh than he does with leading Israel into the 

                                                 
32 Charles Edward Stowe, Life, 396. 

At times, Stowe betrayed conflicting feelings about abolition’s accomplishments and its seeming 

progress.  In her “A Family-Talk on Reconstruction,” a husband and wife express pessimistic and 

optimistic views, respectively, on the future of Reconstruction, and there seems to be an anxious 

uncertainty behind some of this rhetoric.  See David S. Reynolds, Mightier Than the Sword: 

Uncle Tom’s Cabin and the Battle for America (New York: Norton, 2011), 171-72, and Stowe, 

“The Chimney-Corner for 1866, Being a Family Talk on Reconstruction,” Atlantic Monthly, 

January 1866, 98-99. 
33 Despite a somewhat unwieldy title, Child’s Appeal was forceful—and quickly resulted in large 

numbers of readers pulling their subscriptions to her Juvenile Miscellany. Child consistently 

yoked politics and literature during her relatively long life and writing career. After publishing 

her first novel at the age of twenty-four, Child wrote, edited, and published at an astonishing pace 

and until the end of her life.  She lived to be seventy-eight.  For a comprehensive and 

extraordinary biography of Child as well as a thoughtful discussion of the major currents in 

nineteenth-century politics and reform, see Carolyn Karcher, The First Woman in the Republic: A 

Cultural Biography of Lydia Maria Child (Durham, NC: Duke University Press, 1994). 
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promised land.”34 With Johnson and Congressional leaders angling to determine the future 

of the South, too many unknown factors remained for activists to take their progress for 

granted.  Even before the war ended, as abolitionists began to debate what their role would 

be after slavery, Child urged that “the newly-emancipated [would] need vigilant 

watchmen on the towers for one generation more, at least.”35  A close friend of both 

Garrison and Phillips, Child carefully couched her opinions about the future and shape of 

abolitionist societies and activism to avoid driving a wedge in decades-old friendships.36  

                                                 
34 Child, “Through the Red Sea and Into the Wilderness,” Liberator, December 29, 1865, 1.  Like 

many abolitionists and Radical Republicans, Child was initially enthusiastic about Johnson’s 

Presidency, though she of course mourned Lincoln’s untimely death.  The “honeymoon” with 

President Johnson did not last long for her.  

Carolyn Karcher recounts Child’s growing “disillusionment with Johnson” (493) through her 

pieces for the Independent during 1865 and 1866. First Woman, 491-93.  Johnson, who had once 

famously declared that “treason is a crime and must be made odious,” seemed to take a different 

tack once in office.  While his initial $20,000 exemption was calculated to punish the very 

wealthy slaveholding class, his political policies of Southern reconstruction ceded increasing 

authority to those with Confederate ties and questionable loyalty to the Union.  Indeed, many 

Radical Republicans became dismayed over Johnson’s hostility toward black suffrage.  His anti-

slavery sentiment seemed rooted in a strong opposition to the political clout of the Slave Power, 

rather than a moral opposition to human bondage itself.  Moreover, Johnson appeared 

unsympathetic to advocacy for black suffrage, a position made quite clear in his February 1866 

meeting with a black delegation that included Frederick Douglass.  For further discussion, see 

Karcher, 488-495; Eric Foner, Reconstruction: America’s Unfinished Revolution, 1863-1877 

(New York: Harper, 1988), 177-181.  
35 “Letter from Mrs. L. M. Child,” Liberator, March 24, 1865, 1. 
36 In an 1868 letter to Samuel Sewall, Child clarifies her allegiance: “…we have always agreed 

with Mr. Phillips in thinking that the Anti Slavery Society ought not to be disbanded, until the 

rights of the freed men were much more secure than they are at present.” Child to Samuel E. 

Sewall, 21 March 1868, in Lydia Maria Child: Selected Letters, 1817-1880, ed. Milton Meltzer 

and Patricia G. Holland (Amherst: University of Massachusetts Press, 1982), 478. 

Child’s published letter in the 24 March 1865 issue of the Liberator illustrates her careful 

handling of the Garrison-Phillips debacle.  (See note above.)  While Child thought the abolitionist 

societies should remain intact, she proposes in the letter that if they want to disband as 

“abolitionist societies,” then perhaps they could reconstitute themselves immediately as 

“protection societies.”  In other words, she suggests a compromise between the two abolitionist 

leaders that would allow reform work to go on.  Of course, many in the Phillips camp feared that 

even such a move would signal completion and accomplishment rather than an ongoing 

commitment to former slaves and black suffrage.  
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Still, she firmly believed that abolitionists and their associations had a role to play in 

advocating for the rights of the newly freed, and this conviction was further strengthened 

by her growing cynicism toward Johnson and his policies in the South.  One of the ways 

Child would maintain the antislavery cause in the post-slavery world was by returning to 

antislavery texts and source materials that could be revised and reused in the emerging 

debates on that region’s reconstruction, and specifically on the future status of former 

slaves within the nation.  

A major vehicle in Child’s revisionist effort was published in Boston, 

Massachusetts, the same month that her “Red Sea” article on abolitionism’s unfinished 

work graced the Liberator’s front page.  Edited by Child, The Freedmen’s Book named its 

intended audience in its title and incorporated abridged and revised first-person accounts 

by African Americans with the hope that readers would “derive fresh strength and courage 

from this true record of what colored men have accomplished, under great 

disadvantages.”37  Many of these accounts had originally circulated as antebellum texts 

that clearly announced their antislavery politics.  No less political after the war, these 

texts, now revised and repurposed by Child, took up new meanings for a formerly 

enslaved readership bent on articulating its own sense of community and identity within a 

nation-in-transition.  Figures like Frederick Douglass and Harriet Jacobs, whose life 

stories and textual constructions had long functioned as powerful antislavery testimonials, 

reappeared to provide narrative arguments in support of a different cause: building 

respectable black communities.  The emergence of these newly freed communities easily 

                                                 
37 Child, preface to The Freedmen’s Book (Boston: Ticknor and Fields, 1865). 
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constituted one of the most radical developments of the post-emancipation era, and Child, 

ever the activist writer, reshaped familiar texts to meet this new political and social reality 

in the way she knew best. 

This was a revisionist strategy other antislavery writers would adopt as well.  Like 

Child, former slave and abolitionist author William Wells Brown saw abolitionists’ work 

and commitments as ongoing.  He, too, would continue to write and speak out, and he 

would also persist in revising and republishing his earlier writings to ensure that they 

could continue to influence postbellum audiences.  Brown publicly sided with Wendell 

Phillips in the AAS debates and adopted forceful language about the status of rights and 

reform as he attended a boisterous antislavery celebration in Framingham, Massachusetts, 

on the Fourth of July, 1865.38  Standing on a platform and looking over a crowd of reform-

minded friends, Brown gave the opening address solemnly, urging caution: “If there was 

ever a time when Abolitionists should be on the alert, it is now.”39  For a black man in 

1865, the Fourth of July surely signaled a momentous shift with the defeat of the South 

and the Thirteenth Amendment’s passage in the House.  It would seem that, at last, the 

black community could celebrate a new relationship to the nation at large, making 

Brown’s prophetic warnings in Framingham all the more telling and remarkable.  

Reflecting on recent labor policies, stringent contract requirements, and substandard pay, 

Brown militantly objected that:  

                                                 
38 William Edward Farrison, William Wells Brown: Author and Reformer (Chicago: University of 

Chicago Press, 1969), 397.  Though Brown had not been part of the Anniversary Week 

proceedings in early May, he gave a speech in Boston at the New England Anti-Slavery 

Convention on May 31, voicing his agreement with Phillips.  
39 “Anti-Slavery Celebration at Framingham, July 4

th
, 1865,” Liberator, July 14, 1865, 112.   
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…The policy of the government shows its determination to keep the black man 

down.  But he cannot be put back into slavery without a struggle on his part.  Two 

hundred thousand black men under arms will give the South some trouble.  

(Cheers.)  If the government fails to protect the black man, we shall have St. 

Domingo over again.  (Cheers.)40   

A mere matter of months after the cessation of battlefield hostilities and on a day that, if 

anything, would seem joyous, Brown invoked an uprising that had long been a threatening 

specter in the white imagination.  His speech did not ally the black community with the 

nation or its government but endorsed a critical view, holding Washington’s policies and 

practices at arm’s length.  To Frederick Douglass’s resounding question of 1852, “What, 

to the slave, is the Fourth of July?”, Brown didn’t respond as we might have expected on 

Independence Day in 1865.  Even as the Constitutional amendment ending slavery was 

heading for ratification, his speech answered Douglass not with a jubilant “Everything,” 

but a rather disillusioned “Not very much.”41 

Brown’s speech in Framingham, and another he delivered in Boston, expressed a 

typical fear that Andrew Johnson would dismantle the fragile scaffolding of rights and 

reform only recently constructed.  The representatives of abolitionism, from individual 

advocates to capacious societies, were becoming swept up in fractious internal debates 

                                                 
40 Ibid., 112.   
41 On July 5

th
, 1852, Frederick Douglass famously addressed the Rochester Ladies’ Anti-Slavery 

Society with a speech alternately referred to as his Fifth of July Speech, or “What to the slave is 

the Fourth of July?”  As his biographer William McFeely notes, the ladies’ society had invited 

Douglass to speak, but he declined to do so on the suggested date, pointedly insisting on the day 

after the national holiday.  See William S. McFeely, Frederick Douglass (New York: Norton, 

1991), 172.  For Douglass’s full speech, see “What to the Slave is the Fourth of July?” in The 

Frederick Douglass Papers, ed. John W. Blassingame, Series One, vol. 2 (New Haven, CT: Yale 

University Press, 1979), 359-88. 
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over purpose, politics, and policies, leading Brown and Child to worry that distracted 

abolitionists would not be “on the alert” to the still menacing forces of reaction.  The 

Union had won the war, but the powerful political movement that had helped shape its 

aims seemed to these writers to have lost clarity of purpose while the fruits of its labor 

remained to be harvested.  The question for them was whether the war fervor that inspired 

the nation to free the slaves would settle into stagnation before the rights of these still only 

nominally freed men were secured. 

Faced with the abolitionist movement’s apparently undetermined sense of 

direction, many of its agents refused to stand still.  Rather, authors like Brown, who were 

committed to continuing the old antislavery crusade, would ensure that abolitionist texts 

continued to circulate, taking up new meanings in a post-abolition context but remaining 

culturally and politically relevant as revised texts encountering new audiences and 

communities.  Even as Brown warned from the Framingham podium that “a new form of 

slavery [was] being inaugurated” in 1865, one of his books was circulating in the southern 

locales that Brown feared were retreating from meaningful reform. 

At first glance, William Wells Brown’s thick, clothbound book, The Black Man: 

His Antecedents, His Genius, and His Achievements, appears too substantial a volume of 

history to qualify as a candidate for revision.  Yet, Brown, the author of the perennially 

revised novel Clotel, never treated texts as finished and continually reworked his 

antislavery materials well into the postbellum period.  First published in 1863, a revised 

edition of The Black Man appeared in Savannah, Georgia in 1865 under the imprint of 
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James M. Symms & Co.42  The Black Man sought to dispel prejudice with biographies of a 

number of singular men and a few women of African descent.  The first edition attempted 

to subvert proslavery arguments about natural inferiority and limited capacity, but Brown 

tailored the text of the second edition for the postbellum period by including sketches of 

black soldiers serving in the Union Army. 

By early 1865, Brown had noticed a sudden interest for his volume in Union-

occupied Southern cities, many of the same cities that were witnessing swelling African 

American populations.  Brown wrote to his friend and fellow abolitionist William Still 

about selling The Black Man’s stereotyped plates a young man of Still’s acquaintance, 

implying that perhaps an eager and ambitious African American would want the 

opportunity to manage the book’s production at an exciting time and in places where the 

book was newly circulating.43  Brown recognized, in other words, that his book was being 

taken up by new readers and moving in ways he could not have predicted when he 

composed the first edition to help counter racism. 

On 16 July 1865 (and less than two weeks after Brown’s Fourth of July address), 

John Moultrie, the Secretary of a local A. M. E. Church presented a volume of The Black 

                                                 
42 As Phil Lapsansky points out, the imprint was almost certainly a typographical error.  James 

Meriles Simms was a well-known black leader and preacher in Savannah during this time.  The 

Black Man was first published in 1863 with Thomas Hamilton and R. F. Walcutt, but within 

months Brown had revised and expanded the text for a second edition, which was issued by the 

same publishers.  James Redpath published an edition as well, from the same plates as Hamilton 

and Wallcut.  Wallcut would issue a fourth edition in 1865.  The Savannah edition, according to 

Lapsansky, “was assembled in part from Redpath’s 1863 edition and Walcutt’s 1865 fourth 

edition.”  For a thorough discussion of The Black Man’s publication history, see Phillip S. 

Lapsansky, “Afro-Americana” The Annual Report of the Library Company of Philadelphia for 

the Year 1989 (Philadelphia: Library Company, 1990), 25. 
43 William Wells Brown to William Still, 2 February 1865, American Negro Historical Society 

Papers, Historical Society of Pennsylvania, Philadelphia. 
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Man to Anthony Desverney, inscribing it to “one of our … gentlemen of Edisto 

Is[land].”44  Northeast of Savannah, the island and its nearby environs boasted numerous 

freedmen’s schools and tremendous plantations, many of which were now run by groups 

of black workers and families.45 Moultrie’s inscription offers a glimpse of this world, a 

reminder of its hope and possibility in the heady postwar days (and before Johnson’s 

clemency encouraged former plantation owners to return and claim their land).  Desverney 

is hailed as “one of our gentlemen,” one of our Black Men, and Moultrie’s proud language 

extends Brown’s historical text to include the present, and through the education of black 

men, the future.  The Black Man was circulating not as a work of accomplished history in 

Savannah and on these barrier islands, but as an invitation into a nascent community.  The 

book’s very circulation could ensure that its work—its sense of community and 

accomplishment—would go on rather than becoming stagnant and dusty on a shelf.  

Brown’s preface to The Black Man spells out the power of language and narrative to 

combat prejudice, and as the material book was printed in Savannah and crossed 

waterways to reach freedmen’s plantations and schools, its very presence and trajectory 

                                                 
44 The word between “our” and “gentlemen” in Moultrie’s inscription is illegible, which is why 

an ellipses appears in the middle of the quotation. 
45 Many of these islands had been occupied by the Union relatively early in the war.  The famous 

“Port Royal experiment” took place nearby, just outside of Beaufort.  Of course, Sherman’s Field 

Order No. 15 would have been in effect when Moultrie presented this book to Desverney on 

Edisto Island.  The Field Order granted land on the sea islands and along the coasts to freedman 

until it was revoked by Andrew Johnson.  See James M. McPherson, Battle Cry of Freedom: The 

Civil War Era (New York: Ballantine, 1988), 841-42.  On Johnson’s revocation of the order, see 

McPherson, Ordeal by Fire: The Civil War and Reconstruction, 3
rd

 ed. (New York: McGraw-

Hill, 2001), 547-49. 

In discussing the effect of Sherman’s order on the Savannah area’s black inhabitants, Jacqueline 

Jones points out that the order was always a matter of political expedience and did not 

demonstrate a particularly deep commitment to the black community.  See Jones, Saving 

Savannah: The City and the Civil War (New York: Knopf, 2008), 219-26.  Moultrie’s inscription 

reflects a hope that many subsequent political decisions would dash. 
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reinforced Brown’s original message among readers who served as extensions of the 

book’s own subjects.  On the barrier islands of Georgia and South Carolina, the already 

revised The Black Man was now being changed by the way it was taken up, passed 

around, and celebrated in communities hardly thought possible only a few years before. 46 

The revisions of The Black Man suggest how new versions of antislavery texts 

moved in surprising and unpredictable ways as the abolitionist cause itself was revised, 

and this would prove true even for works by authors, such as Harriet Beecher Stowe, who 

did not share Brown’s outlook about the ongoing political relevance of these antislavery 

texts.  Despite Stowe’s postbellum resolution to fix Uncle Tom’s Cabin within the 

political moment of its antebellum inception, her narrative was far from static and was 

constantly being adapted and revised by others.  A political lightning rod with a powerful 

plot that proved irresistible to a variety of audiences, Uncle Tom’s Cabin had begun as a 

serial in an antislavery periodical in 1851 but quickly made its way into other cultural 

forms—from newsprint to novel, to plays and poems, to wallpaper and parlor games.  

Onstage, it became a text in performance as early as 1852, revised and calibrated to 

varying audience demands and expectations.47   

                                                 
46 This particular volume of The Black Man is housed at the Library Company of Philadelphia 

and was kindly brought to my attention by Phil Lapsansky.  For more on the Library Company’s 

inscribed 1865 volume, see Lapsansky, “Afro-Americana,” 23-27. 
47 Stephen Railton’s remarkable Uncle Tom’s Cabin and American Culture website offers a sense 

of the novel’s reach and spread in popular culture (i.e. dolls, games, biscuit tins, and decorative 

plates on the “Tomitudes” page).  Railton also demonstrates the novel’s tremendous influence 

onstage through many adaptations and versions.  See “UTC on Stage,” Uncle Tom’s Cabin and 

American Culture, http://utc.iath.virginia.edu/ onstage/oshp.html.   

Reynolds offers an overview of the novel’s dramatic adaptation in the early 1850s; Mightier Than 

the Sword, 136-48.  This will be discussed in greater detail in a subsequent chapter of the 

dissertation.  
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Thus, even as Stowe was writing to the Duchess of Argyll about the welcome 

irrelevance of her famous story, the dramatic form of the narrative was showing no signs 

of slowing down, in part because audiences were not ready to let its highly politicized 

message die.  During Anniversary Week 1865, as members of the American Anti-Slavery 

Society met in New York City’s Church of the Puritans at Union Square, members of the 

George C. Howard Company were staging the play in a theatre south of Union on Bowery 

Street.  Relying on George Aiken’s well-known dramatic adaptation of Stowe’s novel, this 

troupe had already performed the play for well over a decade and did not intend to stop 

staging a piece so popular and profitable anytime soon.  Nevertheless, the company’s 

commercial priorities did not require the Howard company to abandon the story’s politics. 

Part of the play’s appeal, it turned out, was its ongoing engagement with political 

questions, and while the playscript from this particular run at the Old Bowery Theatre in 

1865 does not exist, other surviving Howard company scripts from the era dramatically 

attest to both the play’s politically motivated revisions and its continuing relevance to its 

audiences.48   

The company began its run of Uncle Tom’s Cabin at the Old Bowery on April 3
rd

, 

1865, and continued performing through April 14
th

, when news of Lincoln’s death 

                                                 
48 Consider, for example, the company’s yoking of politics and performance early in the Civil 

War, in October 1861.  Playing at the Howard Athenaeum in Boston, the company presented 

what appeared to be a shortened version of Uncle Tom’s Cabin in order to accommodate a 

performance of “that Great Union Drama, The Patriot’s Dream.”  “An original military 

spectacle,” The Patriot’s Dream “depicted, in a series of tableaux, the firing on Fort Sumter, a 

march through Baltimore, and an imagined outcome to the hostilities with the punishment of the 

traitors.”  Andrew Davis, America’s Longest Run: A History of the Walnut Street Theatre 

(University Park, PA: Pennsylvania State University Press, 2010), 120.  (The Howard Company’s 

itinerary of performances is available on Railton’s website.  See “UTC Company Itineraries,” 

under “UTC on Stage.”) 

Other examples and playscripts will be discussed in detail later in the dissertation. 
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shuttered theatres and businesses across the nation.  A funeral train bore the President’s 

body through several major cities, including New York, on its way to Illinois, and he lay 

in state at New York’s City Hall on April 25
th

.  When the Bowery reopened on the 26
th

, 

the Howard troupe again headlined with Uncle Tom’s Cabin on a stage a few blocks from 

where President Lincoln’s corpse had lain the day before.  We can safely assume that the 

show staged in the wake of the body’s removal was not the same show staged before 

Lincoln’s death.  The traumatic context alone ensured this, but it would also be 

characteristic for this company to revise its performance to reflect such dramatic recent 

events and the public’s mourning.  Thus, despite its original author’s assumptions about 

the death of slavery, Uncle Tom’s Cabin was not about to disappear.  Modified first by 

Aiken and then by Howard and his troupe, the era’s preeminent antislavery text was still 

gripping audiences across town, night after night, by dramatizing the enduring force of the 

novel’s abolitionist legacy. 

The similar trajectories of The Freedmen’s Book, The Black Man, and Uncle 

Tom’s Cabin in the immediate aftermath of the war suggested that the antislavery show 

would go on, but as was already apparent in those early and uncertain postbellum days, it 

would not be the same show.  Revised and recalibrated, these texts became sites of 

negotiation and challenge, contest and compromise, in a changed political environment 

where the legacy of slavery rather than slavery itself defined the cultural context of their 

transmission and consumption.  Through this process of revision, the texts at the heart of 

this study participated in ongoing debates about the status and rights of black individuals 

within a fragile body politic.  Slaves had been freed and slavery abolished, but the place of 
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these former slaves within the national community remained far from determined.  The 

texts that had once eloquently taken up the subject of slavery’s evil and its victims’ 

humanity emerged to ask new questions about citizenship and the meaning of freedom.  

After emancipation and during Reconstruction (1863 to 1877), their linguistic and 

narrative revisions both reflected and helped to produce dramatic shifts in the social 

landscape of the United States.49  By charting and analyzing such revisions, this 

dissertation explores the rich and complex afterlives of abolitionist texts long associated 

with the antebellum period, texts persisting and even thriving “beyond obsolescence.” 

 

MATERIALS AND METHOD 

 

In order to trace and study these textual afterlives, this dissertation draws on 

original archival research.  Although contemporary editorial practices have largely moved 

away from the idea of “authoritative” editions, it is still difficult to examine different 

                                                 
49 David Blight and Nina Silber offer important insight into how a contest over meaning-making 

played out in the postbellum period surrounding the legacy of war and emancipation.  Blight 

contends that three perspectives or narrative threads competed in this “memory war” of sorts (the 

“emancipationist,” the “reconciliationist,” and the “white supremacist”) and the 

“reconciliationist” view gradually undermined and ultimately eclipsed the “emancipationist” 

perspective, sacrificing black rights and freedom “on the altar of reunion.”  See Blight, Prologue 

to Race and Reunion: The Civil War in American Memory (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University 

Press, 2001), 1-5. It was, as Silber points out, largely “a white-washed road.” (See Romance of 

Reunion, 124).  Blight and Silber have significantly influenced my thinking about how the war’s 

legacy was conceptualized in the Reconstruction years, but they analyze very different texts.  The 

texts in this study illustrate just how complicated and contentious that emancipationist legacy 

was.  In Abolitionists Remember, Julie Roy Jeffrey has examined this through the lens of 

abolitionists’ memoirs, written after the war and anxious to assess antebellum accomplishments 

as well as the present state of affairs amid the increasing disappointments of Reconstruction.  Her 

work has also been influential for me but, again, is looking at a very different set of texts than the 

revised abolitionist literature I consider.   
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versions of even famous texts without the aid of archival collections, which also help to 

excavate and recover information about a text’s specific history of publication, circulation, 

and reception.50 Fortunately, some of these archives are now available digitally; my own 

work has benefitted from the scope of Stephen Railton’s Uncle Tom’s Cabin and 

American Culture website as well as the recovered texts of Christopher Mulvey’s Clotel, 

by William Wells Brown: An Electronic Scholarly Edition.51  Even with the breadth of 

these digital resources, though, my work with physical archives filled gaps and proved 

essential, conveying historical information that might have been otherwise inaccessible.  

For instance, while Railton’s site allowed me to compare various stage adaptations of 

Uncle Tom’s Cabin and the related ephemera of particular performances, the George C. 

Howard and Family Collection at the Harry Ransom Center formed the core of my work 

on Uncle Tom’s Cabin revisions because it provided a rare glimpse into a major acting 

troupe’s process of writing and rewriting a central playscript.52  George Howard’s 

personal journal, replete with financial records, newspaper clippings, and his occasional 

poetry, gave more perspective on this process and the company’s shifts over time.  In 

addition to working at the Ransom Center, I also examined collections at the American 

                                                 
50 I am thinking here of someone like Jerome McGann, who has persuasively argued for “social” 

texts and a more nuanced, capacious definition of authorship against the idea of authoritative 

texts that represent an author’s final intentions but fail to recognize the social or public life of a 

text among particular readerships at particular moments.  McGann advances and elaborates this 

argument in more than one scholarly book, including A Critique of Modern Textual Criticism, 2
nd

 

ed. (Charlottesville: University of Virginia Press, 1992). 
51 I should note that both sites are supported by the pioneering E-Text center at the University of 

Virginia. 
52 Railton provides some materials from the Howard Collection digitally, but the entire 

playscripts are not available.  Moreover, what is available has been transcribed, so that it is not 

possible to observe the layers of revision demonstrated by different handwriting. 
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Antiquarian Society, the Library Company of Philadelphia, the Historical Society of 

Pennsylvania, and the Small Special Collections Library at the University of Virginia. 

My study of texts, then, looks not only to the texts themselves and the language 

contained within narratives but to the conditions of texts’ development, publication or 

performance, and reception.  To this end, I draw on traditions in book history to read texts 

as “laced networks of linguistic and bibliographical codes,” sites where the meaning that 

inheres in textual language is inextricable from the cultural history that a text’s material 

form embodies.53  Scholars like Jerome McGann and D. F. McKenzie have pushed 

bibliography and textual studies toward broader considerations of authorship and textual 

production, and my analysis of revised abolitionist literature is indebted to this 

understanding of the “sociology of texts” and the importance of reading textual meaning 

and construction through the lens of complex social interactions.54  Robert Darnton’s 

theory of the “communications circuit” also considers the complex negotiations between 

texts, authors, readers, and broader cultural and political developments.55  Under such a 

model, political and cultural shifts emerge as agents or even authors of sorts, exerting 

                                                 
53 Jerome J. McGann, The Textual Condition (Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 1991), 

13. 

These codes include what Gérard Genette has labeled the “paratext” (i.e. what occurs “around” a 

text like title pages, prefaces, and even typography).  Genette, Paratexts: Thresholds of 

Interpretation, trans. Jane E. Lewin (New York: Cambridge University Press, 1997). 
54 I refer, of course, to D. F. McKenzie’s Bibliography and the Sociology of Texts.  McKenzie 

explains using the term “sociology” because it “directs us to consider the human motives and 

interactions which texts involve at every stage of their production, transmission, and 

consumption.  It alerts us to the roles of institutions, and their own complex structures, in 

affecting the forms of social discourse, past and present.”  See D. F. McKenzie, Bibliography and 

the Sociology of Texts (New York: Cambridge University Press, 1999), 15. 
55 Darnton helpfully provides a model to illustrate these complex relationships.  For a fuller 

discussion of the “communications circuit,” see Robert Darnton, The Forbidden Bestsellers of 

Pre-Revolutionary France (New York: Norton, 1996), 182-90.   
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pressures that profoundly alter texts and narratives.  In Darton’s view, this influence is far 

from unilinear; readers and audiences provide a kind of feedback loop, leading to 

revisions or re-revisions that respond to the text’s reception.  The revised abolitionist texts 

in this dissertation were often the products of such “feedback loops” with authors, editors, 

and adapters responding to changing political contexts, shifting cultural assumptions, and 

the explicit or perceived desires of their audiences.   

The brief sketch of the 1865 texts mentioned above opens a window into the 

abolitionist movement’s post-emancipation extension and suggests why focusing on such 

circuits and their resulting revisions is so crucial for understanding abolitionist literatures.  

Each of the following chapters will expand on my argument through close readings of 

revisions to abolitionist texts, and Brown, Child, and Stowe will remain central writers 

and editors in the stories of these revisions.  Every text in this study was originally 

published in the antebellum period, and for a particular political aim firmly situated 

within that period, but the meaning of each changed significantly in the wake of 

emancipation.  While the meaning of any abolitionist text clearly changes when removed 

from its original political context and audience, these particular examples also take on 

new meanings when they undergo actual textual revisions.  By attending to the specific 

revisions themselves, and charting the distance between earlier versions and those that 

emerged in the post-slavery era, this study provides a more complete and accurate 

account of the political impact and cultural meaning of these dynamic texts.   

My approach roughly accords with John Bryant’s theory of the “fluid text,” and I 

find his understanding of revision especially helpful in parsing out the cultural 
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implications of textual emendations.  While Bryant acknowledges that a single individual 

engaging with an audience cannot stand in for something like national culture writ large, 

he notes that such a “particularized instance” of textual creation (or revision) is, despite 

its particularity, “a concrete enactment of culture” and a “graphic manifestation of the 

discourses of self, word, and society.”56  As a result, for Bryant textual fluidity, measured 

in the difference between revisions, functions as a kind of cultural barometer.57  Bryant’s 

fluid text model helps bridge the divide in book history scholarship between 

“intentionalist” and “materialist” textual frameworks, clearing space for careful readings 

of not only authorial forces and intentions, broadly construed, but the resulting 

interactions between texts and readers as well.58 

This project demonstrates that closely reading revisions of linguistic and 

bibliographical codes deepens our understanding of key abolitionist texts as they were 

being revised, reproduced, and republished and proposes a way to read such fluid texts in 

relationship to the shifting political culture of Reconstruction and the changing identities 

of African Americans within that political culture. While one aspect of these close 

readings involves representations and revised representations of African Americans 

                                                 
56 John Bryant, The Fluid Text: A Theory of Revision and Editing for Book and Screen (Ann 

Arbor: University of Michigan Press, 2002), 9. 
57 “Critical and cultural meanings can be derived from the distance and direction charted by the 

end points of the intended revision.” See Bryant, Fluid Text, 96. 

Linda Hutcheon emphasizes the concept of adaptation (over a term like revision) and points out 

the telling significance of a desire for cultural narratives that are “repetitions but not replications.”  

Narratives “affirm and reinforce basic cultural assumptions,” and so their repetition, on some 

level, should come as no surprise.  But if those same narratives are revised and changed, then they 

simultaneously reveal shifting commitments and perhaps the reevaluations of some assumptions 

that were taken for granted.  Linda Hutcheon, A Theory of Adaptation (New York: Routledge, 

2006), 176. 
58 Bryant, Fluid Text, 59-63. 
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within the texts, this project argues for a more complex picture and a more engaged way 

of thinking about race.  Depictions of race within these narratives matter, but so do the 

material contact points of writers, editors, publishers, books, readers, performers, 

playscripts, and audiences.  Racial politics underpin these many contact points and are 

thrown into even sharper relief during Reconstruction, when the vexed relationship 

between postbellum politics and race was in a near constant state of flux, and when social 

interactions, including interactions around texts, reflected and helped individuals 

negotiate these shifts. 

 I recognize that to move beyond the text is to risk oversimplifying both what is 

going on within the text and the social environment surrounding it.  There is the danger 

of flattening out nuance and reading correspondences between text and context as 

transparently political and significant.  But while politics and literature should not be 

conflated as a general rule, it is important to remember that didactic, political texts 

function differently and are attuned differently to readers than many other sorts of 

literature.  These texts came into being to affect real-world politics.  Unlike most major 

literary writers, didactic authors feared that readers would fail to connect the 

straightforward messages of the text with the larger world in a direct and even simplistic 

way.59  Nevertheless, despite their explicitness, these texts’ involvements with the 

                                                 
59 For more discussion of nineteenth-century US reform literature and its relationship to the idea 

of fiction, see María Carla Sánchez, Reforming the World: Social Activism and the Problem of 

Fiction in Nineteenth-Century America (Iowa City: University of Iowa Press, 2009).  Sánchez, for 

instance, emphasizes the importance of taking nineteenth-century reform literature at its word in 

terms of its truth claims, rather than reading such claims as mere conventions borne of the evils-

of-novel-reading debate.  For such social reform novels, “being understood to tell the truth is of 

paramount importance.  Failure in this regard means failure, period.”  Ibid., 19. 
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broader world tended to be more complex than their authors could predict; the robust 

tradition of book history helps navigate both the complicated movements of texts and 

shifts in readership in this study, and (hopefully) has helped prevent me from mistaking 

correspondences between politics and literature for causality. 

Furthermore, studying fluid texts and their revisions through the war years and the 

Reconstruction period ultimately allows us to think constructively about the shifting and 

unstable identities of the African Americans they claimed to represent.  Within a rapidly 

changing political culture, the fluidity of texts and identities illustrated the provisional 

nature of the relationship between African Americans and larger literary and political 

communities within the United States.60 

One of the benefits of such a study is that it recovers the actual instability of texts 

as they traveled over time and between multiple readerships, a shifting history that has 

sometimes been obscured by a critical emphasis on the political significance of such 

works’ origination, especially when African Americans were the originators.  For 

abolitionist literature penned by African Americans, this focus on origination and first 

publications makes a good deal of sense.  After all, early African American texts bear 

impressive cultural power, in part because they inaugurated a literary tradition whose very 

existence defied the institutionally mandated illiteracy imposed upon slaves.  (This power, 

we might observe, is reflected in the privileged status first editions hold in today’s 

                                                 
60 John Ernest discusses the promise of a fluid-text model for thinking about nineteenth-century 

African American literature and the unstable identities with which such literature is concerned.  

See Ernest, Chaotic Justice: Rethinking African American Literary History (Chapel Hill: 

University of North Carolina Press, 2009), 10-11.  Ernest explores the idea of the fluid text 

specifically in relationship to narrative constructions of Sojourner Truth on pages 125-29.  
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American literature anthologies.)  Clearly, in the field of African American literature, 

there is much to be said about the significance of “firsts.”  With their initial publications, 

African American abolitionist texts and especially antebellum slave narratives, like those 

of Frederick Douglass and Harriet Jacobs, compelled attention not only because of what 

they said but because of what they materially represented to their nineteenth-century 

audiences. By audaciously entering the literary arena, they staked claims to personhood 

bound up in paper and ink and cloth, creating a tangible space for the construction of an 

African American self as a newly empowered author within a community of politicized 

readers. But even these texts, so powerful and political in their original forms, had 

fascinating and revelatory afterlives as well—lives often overlooked and bound up in 

revised stories, changed media, new readers, and radically shifting political contexts.  By 

expanding our frame of reference to include later iterations, adaptations, and editions, we 

can see that the revisions of unstable texts both reveal and define the parameters of 

unstable, ever-evolving identities as well as the contemporary political currents shaping 

them. 

As a forthcoming volume on early African American print culture points out, the 

study of print culture in relationship to identity formation usually thinks of print as a 

“stabilizing technology” for emergent political identities, yet this model often proves 

unreliable, especially when applied to African American print culture.61  Examining 

revised abolitionist literature provides hard evidence to refute this notion. While there can 

be no doubt that increasingly available forms of print helped to inspire and bind African 

                                                 
61 Lara Langer Cohen and Jordan Alexander Stein, introduction to Early African American Print 

Culture (Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania Press, 2012), 2.   
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American communities, the fluidity inherent in these texts points toward a different 

phenomenon—the vision and revision, construction and reconstruction of communities 

within an often mercurial political culture.  In an era in which African Americans and their 

advocates were vying for meaningful representation amid the ebb and flow of American 

slavery’s abiding sway, the fluidity of such texts would prove paradoxically fundamental.  

 

CHAPTER SUMMARIES 

 

 The first chapter, “Lives Reconstructed: Slave Narratives in The Freedmen’s 

Book,” analyzes Lydia Maria Child’s 1865 primer-anthology and its relatively 

understudied revisions of canonical antebellum narratives, such as those by Harriet Jacobs 

and Frederick Douglass.  Given Child’s extensive involvement in the editing and 

publication of Jacobs’s original 1861 narrative (Incidents in the Life of a Slave Girl), as 

well as her active work with abolitionist periodicals committed to circulating such 

narratives as powerful anti-slavery arguments, these narrative revisions speak eloquently 

to the profound political and cultural reorientation taking place in 1865.  Seeking to help 

freed slaves integrate into a national community, The Freedmen’s Book struggles to 

balance traditional domestic ideals with a revolutionary abolitionist culture and its 

attendant social disruptions. I argue that Child’s revisions reveal a core tension in her 

Reconstruction rhetoric: she advocates conventional gender roles while simultaneously 

encouraging freed slaves to take up a radical position as newly empowered members of 

society. Nevertheless, this chapter ultimately situates Child’s revisions as admittedly 
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imperfect attempts to redeploy rather than abandon powerful elements of the abolitionist 

legacy.  Notably, Child continues the fugitive slave writers’ habit of measuring individual 

slavery and freedom in familial terms, and presents images of family drawn from the 

narratives as a means to define liberty for the newly freed and inspire former slaves to 

build strong communities.  Focusing primarily on revisions to Jacobs’s Incidents, the 

chapter interprets Childs’s primer-anthology as a window into freedmen’s reading 

communities—a space where language and meaning-making bore extraordinary power—

and as a guide for black readers during the transitional, post-emancipation period. 

In the next chapter, I consider how William Wells Brown’s prolific publications 

in history and literature represent and reimagine African Americans in relationship to 

national and international communities.62  In particular, I interrogate how Brown’s four 

versions (and dramatic revisions) of the novel Clotel (1853-1867) demonstrate an 

ongoing engagement with contemporary concerns. By examining the various editions of 

Clotel as distinct material objects and textual forms, I trace how Brown’s revisions 

respond to changing political climates and readers: Northern and British abolitionists in 

1853, disaffected free black communities in 1860 contemplating Haitian emigration in 

The Weekly Anglo-African, and Union soldiers grappling with emancipation during the 

final push of the war in 1864.  I argue that, by the 1867 edition, Clotel incorporates Civil 

War history into a problematic conclusion that unsettles the supposed victories of 

emancipation. The chapter reads Brown’s textual revisions alongside the political 

                                                 
62 Brown’s historical publications included The Black Man (1863), The Negro in the American 

Rebellion (1867), and The Rising Son (1874).  Brown also published multiple versions of his life 

story (from his 1847 Narrative of William Wells Brown, a Fugitive Slave to his later memoir My 

Southern Home in 1880). 
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concerns of four discrete readerships, but ultimately suggests that Clotel is best 

understood as a fluid text in its revised entirety.  Taken together, its revisions offer the 

clearest representation of Brown’s engagement with the thoroughly unsettled question of 

African Americans’ political status during one of the nation’s most tumultuous eras.  

“‘Poor Tom Still a Slave:’ Uncle Tom’s Cabin under Reconstruction,” my final 

chapter, offers a comparative, in-depth analysis of the rare George C. Howard 

Company’s play-scripts and demonstrates that America’s best-known melodrama played 

a more nuanced social role after the Civil War than has been previously documented. 

Drawing on original archival research (including a study of play-scripts, playbills, 

reviews, advertisements, various theaters’ histories, and George Howard’s personal 

notebooks), I interpret the famous Howard company’s revisions to George Aiken’s Uncle 

Tom’s Cabin play-text (1858) as attempts to capture popular sentiment surrounding the 

post-emancipation status of blacks in 1869 and 1876 respectively.  I argue that these 

adaptations are much more than glorified minstrel or “Tom shows,” as many have 

assumed.  In fact, these adaptations register and respond to the history of African 

American civil rights at two key moments, revealing a relative progressivism in 1869 

(between the passage of the Fourteenth and Fifteenth Amendments at the height of 

Radical Reconstruction), and then a retreat from such politics in 1876 (amid preparations 

for the nation’s centennial celebration). 

Through this dissertation’s series of case studies, I argue that these abolitionist 

texts failed to disappear once the primary political objective of their antebellum versions 

had been met because they were tied to an abolitionist tradition whose social agenda 
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extended beyond the mere legislative ban on slavery as a practice.  Rather, these revised 

texts were actively engaged in determining the legacy of both slavery and emancipation 

in the United States and responded to a rapidly evolving political culture in order to make 

sense of an uncertain future.  While many factors undoubtedly contributed to the texts’ 

ongoing viability in the postbellum period, my research suggests that authors and readers 

returned to these narratives to advance and measure concerns that had always been 

central to the abolitionist movement: civil rights, equality, and social progress.  These 

issues, of course, remained profoundly unsettled within the intensely mercurial political 

debates of Reconstruction, making the engaged revision of these texts all the more 

necessary. 

This dissertation focuses on the surprising vitality of revised, abolitionist texts 

after abolition and during a time when abolition’s gains were still being very much 

determined.  This is not to suggest that the story ended with the fall of Reconstruction, 

and the dissertation concludes with a brief description of the post-Reconstruction fates of 

these abolitionist texts.  While the central texts in this project did not become utterly 

obsolete after 1877, neither did they engage to the same pressing degree with the political 

concerns of emancipation’s legacy.  Rather, as national commitments to civil rights 

dwindled, the vibrant Reconstruction-era afterlives of the texts steadily faded as well.  

Thus, the close of Reconstruction marked the texts’ shift not into total irrelevance but 

into a state of relative political dormancy.  Bereft of much of their institutional support, 

they would await new moments and audiences ready to engage their timely questions. 
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Lives Reconstructed:  

Slave Narratives in The Freedmen’s Book 

  

In the late fall of 1861, Lydia Maria Child began gathering items for the newly 

declared “contrabands” at Fortress Monroe.  Earlier that year, General Benjamin Butler 

resourcefully designated slaves escaping across the Hampton Roads harbor and into 

Union lines as “contraband of war,” and by the end of the summer, President Lincoln had 

formally legitimated the move by signing a confiscation act into law.63  Now Monroe was 

teeming with “contrabands,” who, according to the Reverend Lewis C. Lockwood, were 

destitute, hungry, and ill-prepared for the coming winter.  Child read Lockwood’s plea 

for donations in the American Missionary and rapidly set to work, gathering supplies and 

calling on friends and neighbors to do the same.  In addition to buying fifteen dollars’ 

worth of calico and flannel, Child mended worn clothing and remade scraps and pieces of 

cloth into “hoods for the women and woollen [sic] caps for the men.”64   

She did not only repurpose clothing, though, to suit the needs of Monroe’s new 

population.  In a letter to Helen Frances Garrison (daughter of the famed abolitionist), she 

reported: 

                                                 
63 McPherson, Ordeal by Fire, 290. 
64 Child to Helen Frances Garrison, 5 November 1861, in Selected Letters, ed. Meltzer and 

Holland, 397. 
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I gathered up all the Biographies of runaway slaves, that I could find.  I bound 

them anew, and pasted on the covers the Liberator heading of horses and men 

sold at auction. I sent 6 of my West India Tract, and cut from duplicate Liberators 

the Christ coming to rescue the oppressed, and the happy Emancipation scene of 

the children with their lambs &c; these I pasted on the covers, as nicely as if I 

were doing it for Queen Victoria.65 

By rebinding and re-covering slave narratives for “contraband” readers, Child put to new 

use biographies that, in their original forms and publications, had primarily circulated in 

the North to galvanize antislavery sentiment.  Now these narratives would be used by 

students in a fledgling school, students who could hone their reading skills with 

inspirational stories of individuals who persisted in hardship and, like them, bravely 

escaped to fashion lives in freedom.  Child reused the elder Garrison’s newspaper—long 

a bastion of abolitionism—to create collaged covers that would likewise stir readers to 

reflect on their recent and dramatic movement out of slavery with images contrasting the 

degrading spectacle of the slave market with a “happy Emancipation scene.”  While the 

letter does not detail which biographies wound up in the parcels, Child likely included 

Harriet Jacobs’s Incidents in the Life of a Slave Girl, which had been published earlier 

that year and which Child had helped to edit.  She also tucked in among the woolen 

                                                 
65 Ibid., 397. 

In the letter, Child also shares that she sent a letter to one of the contraband preachers there: “I 

enclosed the letter in that funny envelope, of slaves running to Fort Monroe, with their master 

after them.”  Ibid., 398.  It seems likely that Child is referring to an envelope described in Alice 

Fah’s The Imagined Civil War.  In sending this to a black preacher, shortly after the Confiscation 

Act passed, Child offers a shared joke through a representation of slaves-turned-contraband 

talking back to their erstwhile masters.  See Fahs, The Imagined Civil War: Popular Literature of 

the North and South, 1861-1865 (Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 2001), 151-53. 
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blankets another abolitionist story worth retelling, a donated copy of Uncle Tom’s Cabin.  

In other words, Child was assembling famous antislavery texts she considered vital for 

the contrabands to read alongside the more general schoolbooks that others had already 

contributed.  At this moment, Child simply rebound the narratives with durable covers 

and abolitionist iconography.  Before long, though, she would decide to revise and 

repurpose antislavery materials directly and comprehensively, creating a primer-

anthology explicitly for ex-slaves throughout the South.66 

 This decision stemmed from wartime developments.  The Emancipation 

Proclamation would render the very term “contraband” anachronistic in 1863 and usher 

into the political life of the nation populations of newly freed men and women.  How, 

though, would they assimilate into a society still undecided over their precise status?  For 

Child, at least part of the answer lay in the antislavery tradition and its rich narratives.  

After the Proclamation and especially after the war’s end (when Northern arms had 

enforced that Proclamation throughout the South), abolitionist societies often fractured 

over the question of their ongoing relevance, but for Child, that relevance was clear.  

While simply rebound “Biographies of runaway slaves” had sufficed in 1861 for Fort 

Monroe’s contrabands, Child recognized a need for a more sophisticated and coherent 

account of the antislavery tradition specifically designed for the growing population of 

                                                 
66 Carolyn Karcher’s biography discusses Child’s response to Lockwood’s appeal for the Fort 

Monroe contrabands, and Karcher points out that Child was supplementing “the textbooks with 

antislavery literature of the kind she would later anthologize in her reader The Freedmen’s Book.”  

See Karcher, First Woman, 454. 

Furthermore, Child did send copies of Incidents to Colonel James Montgomery’s Kansas 

regiment around the same time, making it more likely that Incidents was among the volumes 

included in the Fort Monroe package.  Ibid., 455. 
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freed men and women as the war drew to a close.  According to Child, slave narratives 

and other antislavery texts remained as pertinent to the moment as to the antebellum 

period from which they sprang, but they needed to be revised and reshaped to reflect the 

exigencies of their new readers and the post-emancipation period.  Rather than turning 

from a powerful movement or consigning its texts to the past as relics of an already 

accomplished history, Child embraced the ability of such texts to function differently 

through revisions that would strive mightily to balance the animating, often revolutionary 

force of the original texts with the demands of a new era, when former slaves needed to 

navigate communities and institutions from which they had previously been excluded. 

 

INCIDENTS IN THE LIFE OF THE FREEDMEN’S BOOK   

 

 At the beginning of April 1864, these ambitions had begun to coalesce, and Child 

wrote to wealthy abolitionist friend Gerrit Smith about a new book she hoped to put 

together that would draw on antislavery texts for the benefit of ex-slaves: 

The Freed men and women are fast learning to read, and are much taken up with 

the new acquisition.  There seem to be very few books suitable to their condition.  

I have had thoughts of compiling one, consisting of the best biographies of 

colored people, stories about slaves, good hymns, and the best pieces of poetry by 

colored people &c. &c.  The whole to be carefully adapted to their condition, and 

especially to have a good moral effect, and an encouraging effect.  The 

miscellaneous contents might be introduced to them by an Address written 
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especially for them.  I would have it sold at the lowest possible price, and the 

money it brought used to purchase libraries for their schools.67 

Often struggling financially, Child and her husband were particularly strapped after a fire 

burned half of their home, and she hoped that Smith could assist her in accruing enough 

capital to get the project started.  Smith sent thirty dollars, but Child had to postpone her 

venture because of the high projected expenses and cost of paper.68  When she resumed 

the project in earnest a year later, it took the basic shape she described to Smith.  The 

Freedmen’s Book—which Carolyn Karcher has dubbed a “primer, anthology, history 

text, and self-help manual rolled into one”—was ultimately designed to help freedmen 

and women become literate and make a life for themselves in a country still divided over 

their political status.69  Intended to celebrate and promote readers’ progress, the volume 

opens with Child’s prefatory address “To the Freedmen” in which she urges readers to 

“derive fresh strength and courage from this true record of what colored men have 

accomplished, under great disadvantages.”70   

But the book was not merely a compilation of impressive individuals’ life stories; 

it had been shaped “to have a good moral effect” on the newly freed, as Child 

emphasized to Smith and as she would stress repeatedly in correspondence with James T. 

Fields, Lucy Osgood, Sarah Shaw, and John Greenleaf Whittier.  Writing to Osgood on 

                                                 
67 Child to Gerrit Smith, 4 April 1864 in Selected Letters, ed. Meltzer and Holland, 441. 
68 Child to Gerrit Smith, 23 July 1864 in Selected Letters, ed. Meltzer and Holland, 445-46.  

Child reports that she cannot keep expenses under $1000 for two thousand volumes, even if she 

published the book in as cheap a manner as possible.  Stereotyping would add another $150 to the 

cost.   
69 Karcher, First Woman, 496. 
70 Lydia Maria Child, preface to The Freedmen’s Book (Boston: Ticknor and Fields, 1865).  
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19 June 1864, she explained, “My object is to encourage them by honorable examples of 

men of their own color, and to convey moral instruction in a simple, attractive form. I 

also intend that the general tone shall inspire them with forgiving feelings towards their 

old masters.”71 A radical abolitionist her entire life, Child would avoid the often 

condescending tone that the American Tract Society adopted in its textbooks for the 

freedmen. Still, she could not ignore the degree to which the freed slaves would be 

scrutinized politically in a nation unsettled by war and emancipation.  So Child developed 

a book that would celebrate revolutionary progress but do so in accordance with 

cherished Northern standards of domestic stability and social obligation.   

Of course, the antislavery texts Child excerpted, abridged, and revised to 

accomplish these occasionally conflicting goals of revolution and reconciliation had been 

considered politically radical and divisive only a few years before.  Addressed to a 

largely white, Northern audience, slave narratives were originally composed to lambast 

the South’s peculiar institution, the hypocrisy of slaveholders claiming paternalistic 

benevolence, and Northern apathy toward the slave’s plight.  In the 1865 volume, they 

would reappear in an altered form to support the moderate aim of “uplifting” new readers 

who were former slaves themselves.  While the early iterations of these narratives had 

always stressed the hard work, sacrifice, and ingenuity of their protagonists, the inherent 

individualism of their storylines was leavened by a social consciousness that attacked the 

                                                 
71 Child to Lucy Osgood, 19 June 1864, in The Collected Correspondence of Lydia Maria Child, 

1817-1880, ed. Patricia G. Holland and Milton Meltzer (Millwood, KY: KTO Microform, 1979), 

59/1568. The number code identifying this letter corresponds to the microform collection from 

which it is taken. (Holland and Meltzer use this system in their guide to the collection.) The first 

number is the fiche card number. The second is the letter number. 
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immoral institutions of a broader, slave-based society for perpetuating inequality and 

oppression.  Now that the “peculiar institution” had been abolished, Child’s 1865 

revisions of the slave narratives would maintain their individualistic storylines but would 

have to redirect their primary rhetorical energy away from social criticism of slavery’s 

iniquities.  Instead, Child would present African American lives as positive models for 

the freed.  These exemplars were intended to demonstrate how former slaves might thrive 

in local communities and a nation that had only recently acknowledged their right to 

liberty and remained uncommitted to their welfare.   

The Freedmen’s Book’s recalibration of antislavery narratives from an antebellum 

to a postbellum purpose was neither simple nor seamless, in part because its revisions 

addressed a central tension of the Reconstruction project.  Just as victorious Northerners 

celebrated the violent destruction of the old system as they sought to reconstruct the 

nation, so Child’s anthology struggled to praise an abolitionist legacy and its necessary 

social disruptions while simultaneously encouraging freedmen’s participation in the 

postwar society and all its norms.  Ironically, this “pragmatic” turn occasionally meant 

pushing former slaves to engage with some of the same social institutions and practices 

that had been criticized in the original texts.72  It is important to remember, however, that 

                                                 
72 William Andrews has noted the “pragmatic” shift in narratives published in the postbellum 

period. In many of these, slavery is depicted as a trial from which former slaves learned and over 

which they triumphed.  Unlike the narratives Andrews examines in his studies, the texts in The 

Freedmen’s Book are actually antebellum narratives that have been revised and refitted within the 

context of the immediate postwar moment, when much remained uncertain.  Already, these 

revisions show some of the tendencies Andrews identified, but these texts also reveal a tension to 

reconcile that revolutionary spirit of the past with the didactic, pragmatic purposes of a kind of 

moral education.  See William L. Andrews, introduction to Slave Narratives After Slavery (New 

York: Oxford University Press, 2011), vii-xxxii.  Andrews also developed this argument in an 

earlier essay; see “The Representation of Slavery and the Rise of Afro-American Literary 
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those original slave narratives were not primarily intended for the African Americans to 

whom The Freedmen’s Book appealed.  Child’s alterations were not merely adjusting to a 

new political agenda, but attempting to connect with an audience that had not existed as 

such before the war. 

 More importantly, the book actually reached those populations and circulated 

even among the marginally literate, making its way through black schools, churches, and 

communities across the South.  Education historians have pointed out the book’s limited 

circulation, especially in comparison with the American Tract Society’s publications, 

which were produced on a larger scale and shipped to many of the schools supported by 

affiliated organizations.73  It is true that The Freedmen’s Book did not achieve those 

levels of publication or distribution, partly because Child did not want to compromise its 

primary goal of highlighting African Americans’ achievements and their historical role in 

the antislavery movement.  In fact, in 1869, when Lewis Tappan tacitly agreed to 

cooperate in this distribution of Child’s text but made the offer contingent on replacing 

some selections with Christian tracts, Child refused, deciding that she preferred a limited 

circulation to the kind of orthodoxy her book would need to espouse in aligning itself 

with the American Missionary Association.74   

                                                                                                                                                 
Realism, 1865-1920” in Slavery and the Literary Imagination, ed. Deborah E. McDowell and 

Arnold Rampersad (Baltimore: Johns Hopkins University Press, 1989), 62-80. 
73 See Jacqueline Jones, Soldiers of Light and Love: Northern Teachers and Georgia Blacks, 

1865-1873 (Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 1980), 126.  See also Ronald E. 

Butchart, Schooling the Freed People: Teaching, Learning, and the Struggle for Black Freedom, 

1861-1876 (Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina, 2010), 125-26.  
74 See Karcher, First Woman, 504. 
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Despite lacking this powerful religious publisher’s support, Child’s book 

managed to reach its intended audience in respectable numbers.  Ticknor and Fields’s 

account books and the firm’s 1878 plate inventory (presently housed at Harvard’s 

Houghton Library) show that The Freedmen’s Book underwent four printings through 

1869 and was sold, in decreasing numbers, until 1878.75  With 3011 copies printed, the 

book was not a bestseller, but it did enjoy a decent circulation for that period, especially 

considering how it was likely used in the emerging freedmen’s schools.76  

 The book’s seemingly small print run can be misleading, if read apart from its 

educational context and the reading practices of communities constituted by the recently 

freed; publication numbers alone do not adequately represent the reach of a book that 

circulated in unusual ways through impoverished and only partially literate populations.77  

As valued commodities in communities with few possessions, such books were 

                                                 
75 This arrangement basically covered plate costs. Ticknor and Fields Records, Cost book, fair D 

(April 1863-June 1867), 226.   

According to business records, 3011 copies of the book were printed. Ticknor and Fields 

Records, Sheet stock book 1 (1851-1870), 190. 

The Houghton account books offer no record of The Freedmen’s Book after 1878, and by 1877, 

even the plate inventory only values the book’s plates for their worth in metal. Ticknor and Fields 

Records, Stock account (Jan 1872-July 1879). Also, Plate inventory (1873-1877).  For all of these 

records, see Ticknor and Fields Records (MS Am 2100), Houghton Library, Harvard University.  

A special thanks to Michael Winship for allowing me to use his microfilm of the Ticknor and 

Fields records, and for helping me decipher the account books. 
76 For evidence of some of this circulation, see Ronald E. Butchart, Northern Schools, Southern 

Blacks, and Reconstruction: Freedmen’s Education, 1862-1875 (Westport, CT: Greenwood 

Press, 1980), 151; also Heather Andrea Williams, Self-Taught: African-American Education in 

Slavery and Freedom (Chapel Hill: Univ. of North Carolina Press, 2005), 129 and 247 n. 10; and 

Karcher, First Woman, 503-4 and 733 n. 53.  My research at the American Antiquarian Society 

turned up additional evidence of the book’s use, and this, along with Karcher’s evidence, is 

detailed in subsequent footnotes.  
77 In an 1870 letter, Child tells Lucy Osgood that freedpeople had not been able to buy the book 

for themselves to the extent that she had hoped.  “Their wages have been so very low, and so 

badly paid,” she laments.  Letter to Lucy Osgood, 14 February 1870 in Selected Letters, ed. 

Meltzer and Holland, 490. 
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frequently shared, passed around, read aloud, and even declaimed from memory.  Jane 

Briggs Smith reported that freedmen in Sumter, South Carolina (where she was working 

as a teacher) begged her to read and re-read Whittier’s “Song of the Negro Boatmen at 

Port Royal” from her copy of The Freedmen’s Book until they could recite it from 

memory.78  Across the state at a freedmen’s school in Florence, South Carolina, Joshua 

Wilson cited the “Emancipation in the District of Columbia” poem by African American 

James Madison Bell as a particular favorite for declamation among his young students, 

who also extended its influence into the community at large.  Wilson recounted the 

powerful response of an “old woman” who listened to a fourteen year-old boy recite 

Bell’s verses and then “vented her feelings with a heavy sigh, from a heart that ached 

oft.”79   

 Teachers might also carry The Freedmen’s Book with them as they traveled across 

state lines to new schools and communities, further extending its impact.  Lucy and Sarah 

Chase, Quaker sisters and teachers from Worcester, Massachusetts, employed Child’s 

book from Columbus, Georgia, to Gordonsville, Virginia.80  Their correspondence 

reveals the book’s significant effect on a range of readers.  One man in their Richmond, 

                                                 
78 Jane B. Smith to Ednah Dow Cheney, 17 February 1866 in Freedmen’s Record: Organ of the 

New England Freedmen’s Aid Society, April 1867, 59.  Jane Briggs Smith Fiske’s original papers 

and correspondence are available at the American Antiquarian Society. 
79 Joshua E. Wilson to Ednah Dow Cheney, 18 January 1870 in Freedmen’s Record, February 

1870, 61-62.  (Karcher references this letter in First Woman, 733 n. 53.) 
80 The Freedmen’s Book was well-known among those connected with the New England 

Freedmen’s Aid Society, so it is not surprising that the Chase sisters, like Jane Briggs Smith and 

Joshua Wilson, took up the book.  It is also possible that they found out about it through a 

Worcester acquaintance, Stephen Salisbury.  His personal copy of The Freedmen’s Book is the 

one currently held at the American Antiquarian Society, and it bears an inscription from Child: 

“Perhaps Mr. Salisbury, by lending this volume, can help onward the cause of the colored race.”  

While it seems unlikely that this particular volume was lent out much if at all, Salisbury may have 

told the Chases about the book. 
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Virginia night school gladly took up the book “as a most refreshing substitute” after 

frequent study of Abercrombie’s The Philosophy of Moral Feelings.81  The letter implies 

that the student and his teachers were grateful for a book explicitly directed toward 

readers like him, people who desperately wanted to read but who often lacked relevant, 

useful materials.  In her Gordonsville school, Lucy Chase found the book advantageous 

for school-wide exercises on vocabulary and reading comprehension.82  Nearly two years 

after Chase’s account of her pedagogical experiments with Child’s text, students from the 

Gordonsville school wrote to their former teacher, letting her know that she was missed 

and that they were still “studding in the freadman Book [sic].”83 

 Beyond suggesting the scope of The Freedmen’s Book’s readership, the Chases’ 

correspondence from Columbus, Georgia, suggests the depth of communities’ financial 

and emotional investment in the volume and, perhaps more broadly, in what a volume 

emphasizing African American achievements and potential signaled to the freed 

population.  Writing in the Freedmen’s Record, Sarah Chase recounted the book’s 

welcome arrival and the assembly she and her sister organized at “the largest colored 

church” in town to introduce it to the community:   

                                                 
81 Chase to Anna Lowell, June 1868, MS box 4, folder 1, Papers of Lucy Chase, Chase Family 

Papers, American Antiquarian Society, Worcester, MA.  
82 Chase to Anna Lowell, 14 December 1869, MS box 4, folder 1, Papers of Lucy Chase, Chase 

Family Papers.    
83 Thomas Fry to Lucy Chase, [n. d.] 1870, MS box 4, folder 4, Papers of Lucy Chase, Chase 

Family Papers.  See also Dennis Colmon to Lucy Chase, 29 April 1870, MS Box 4, folder 4, 

Papers of Lucy Chase, Chase Family Papers.  Both letters mention The Freedmen’s Book in 

particular, and I am grateful for Lucia Knoles’s online exhibition, which first led me to these 

letters and pointed out their reference to Child’s book.  See American Antiquarian Society, 

“Letters from Freedmen,” in Northern Visions of Race, Region, and Reform in the Press and 

Letters of Freedmen and Freedmen’s Teachers in the Civil War Era, curated by Lucia Z. Knoles, 

2006, http://faculty.assumption.edu/aas/ manuscripts/indexdocs.html#freedmen. 
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The church was crowded with adults and their kindly, earnest gaze inspired us 

with courage; and, from the inspiration of the moment, I was enabled to talk with 

them at much length of the responsibility of their condition, &c.  While I spoke, 

that great, crowded house was as quiet as possible, an occasional “Tank de Lord!” 

or low sobbing, only, breaking the stillness.  My sister made remarks, also, and 

introduced Mrs Child’s book, reading extracts from it.  A hundred names were 

subscribed, and we think you might send one hundred and fifty.84 

Accounts of public readings such as those contained in Sarah Chase’s letter offer an 

invaluable glimpse into a book’s “life” among its actual readers, but they raise questions 

as well.  What were the listeners responding to so strongly?  What elicited sobs, or the 

exclamations of gratitude, that Chase chronicled?  What actions might such emotions 

inspire?   

Implicit in Sarah Chase’s description of The Freedmen’s Book’s immediate 

reception in Columbus is a central tension in how the freed were expected to respond to 

stories of the antislavery struggle.  There are limits, certainly, to what can be gleaned 

from such an account, but we know that excerpts the sisters read aloud were intended to 

elicit a sense of pride and accomplishment.  At the same time, these readings were 

                                                 
84 Joshua E. Wilson to Ednah Dow Cheney, 18 January 1870 in Freedmen’s Record, February 

1870, 61-62. 

Sarah Chase, “From Columbus” in Freedmen’s Record, June 1866, 119.  (See also Karcher First 

Woman, 733 n. 53.) 

I do not know whether the aid society sent the copies requested via subscription in Columbus.  

Still, subscriptions for one hundred volumes is no small number in this context, and based on 

Chase’s description, the book seems to have had an effect at this assembly. 

In addition to the Chase Family Papers at the American Antiquarian Society, Henry L. Swint 

provides some of the Chase sisters’ correspondence from this time period.  See Henry L. Swint, 

Dear Ones at Home: Letters from Contraband Camps (Nashville, TN: Vanderbilt University 

Press, 1966). 
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partially framed for the freedpeople by a discourse on “the responsibility of their 

condition” as the beneficiaries of the long struggle against slavery.  As Saidiya Hartman 

suggests, freedmen’s primers often revolved around a problematic rhetoric of duty and 

indebtedness, and while less prominent in Child’s text than in other primers, such rhetoric 

left its mark on Chase’s account.85  Indeed, the act of listening or reading alone carried a 

sense of this communal obligation, for the book contained prescriptive instructions that 

required the literate to assist those who could not access its content without assistance.  

But the text suggested other obligations as well.  Directed to those she intended to school, 

Sarah Chase’s invocation of the freedpeople’s “responsibility” might have referred to any 

number of Child’s didactic admonitions, which ran the gamut from marital advice to tips 

on personal hygiene.  Thus while the public reading would certainly have inspired 

attendees to reflect proudly on their people’s historic progress, those assembled were also 

subjected to numerous reminders that their transition from slavery to freedom remained 

bound by social expectations and communal responsibilities. 

Chase’s vivid description of the public reading also reminds us of just how 

important consideration of the audience becomes when interpreting the contents of The 

                                                 
85 Saidiya V. Hartman’s Scenes of Subjection takes up the role of freedmen’s primers within a 

larger transition from bondage to freedom and comments on the way freedmen’s primers relied 

on a rhetoric of duty and obligation to render “freedom” actually little more than a condition of 

“indebted servitude.”  Hartman, Scenes of Subjection: Terror, Slavery, and Self-Making in 

Nineteenth-Century America (New York: Oxford, 1997), 125-37.  While this body of didactic 

texts, and the American Tract Society’s publications in particular, traffic in this language, I would 

note that Child’s text does not fit quite so neatly into this pattern, straining against this model 

even as it urges improvement alongside pride.  Indeed, Susan M. Ryan and Karcher have noted 

Child’s necessary balancing of what can seem to be warring values in this book, though they are 

not looking at her in terms of revision or in terms of a reusable past. Ryan writes that “Child’s 

text balances exhortation to improvement against celebration of African Americans’ already 

considerable accomplishments.” Ryan, The Grammar of Good Intentions: Race and the 

Antebellum Culture of Benevolence (Ithaca, NY: Cornell University Press, 2003), 116.  
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Freedmen’s Book.  When read to former slaves, what otherwise might appear as a heroic 

history of the American antislavery movement becomes instead a source of personal 

pride in specifically African American achievements.  Similarly, the most mundane and 

seemingly patronizing advice often encouraged former slaves to take on personal 

responsibilities that slaveholders had refused to grant them: new duties indelibly linked to 

values of self-ownership, property ownership, stable families, and communal bonds that 

slavery had explicitly forbade.  Even the act of producing and distributing such a text was 

helping to construct a public that legally could not exist under slavery’s anti-literacy 

laws.  Thus the history that included the achievements of African American writers was 

also a story of how the assembled audience in the church had become an audience in the 

first place. 

In other words, this incipient community of freed readers was encountering, in 

Child’s anthology, a vision of themselves.  But what characterized that vision?  With its 

mixture of biography, poetry, speeches, historical accounts, and advice articles, The 

Freedmen’s Book defies easy categorization, but its overriding concerns are to celebrate 

emancipation and black achievement while simultaneously urging the continued 

improvement and elevation of the race.  As mentioned above, these dual (and, at times, 

dueling) concerns generate tension, and the overall volume sometimes strains to balance 

its aims.  The book consists of fifty-four selections, with eighteen penned by black 

writers.  All of the selections take up subject matter related to black individuals or 

historical events tied to the black community, and nearly every writer represented in the 

volume would have been readily identified in public as an abolitionist—from Garrison 
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and Douglass to John Greenleaf Whittier and Frances E. W. Harper to Harriet Beecher 

Stowe and Harriet Jacobs.  In drawing so heavily on recognized abolitionists, The 

Freedmen’s Book clearly connects that tradition of activist print to the immediate postwar 

period and serves as a reminder, at a time of dissonance within abolitionism’s formal 

structures, of those authors’ and texts’ ongoing and even critical relevance.   

This implicit insistence on antislavery’s ongoing importance was only one of 

many signs of Child’s active role in harmonizing the many voices that make up The 

Freedmen’s Book.  All of the selections frequently, if silently, attested to her editorial 

role through their selective framing and revisions.  Child also signaled her centrality by 

presenting herself as the author of roughly a third of the book, or sixteen separate 

pieces—nine of which she drew from African American lives.  Some of these, such as the 

personal narratives of Frederick Douglass and William and Ellen Crafts, were rewritten 

by Child even though accounts by these individuals had been in print some time when 

she compiled the volume.  In such cases, Child simply used the name of the individual as 

the selection title and noted herself as the author.  She explained this decision in a letter 

to publisher James T. Fields:  

The reason my name appears so often in the Index is that I re-wrote all the 

Biographies. They are not only interspersed with remarks of my own, but are so 

completely and entirely told in my own way, that I cannot, with any propriety 

ascribe them to any one else. ... My object in doing this was to condense as much 
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into small space as possible, and to give the most interesting facts only, and those 

in very clear and simple language.86 

Because Child had so much potentially useful material to draw on in composing 

her own versions of well-known biographies, her particular selections suggest a great 

deal about the priorities governing her revisionary project.  Frederick Douglass, for 

instance, had already published two book-length autobiographies by this time, his 1845 

Narrative and the 1855 My Bondage and My Freedom.  A famous national figure and 

editor whose abolitionist activities and newspapers kept him before the public eye, 

Douglass-as-public-figure offered Child a wealth of printed materials from which to cull 

her “most interesting facts” in a sketch of only twenty pages.  Given the breadth of 

possible details available for a biography of a prolific writer like Douglass, Child’s 

editorial choices carried great weight, for her selections became the key moments in a 

necessarily short narrative.  Financial pressures also ensured that every carefully selected 

word in The Freedmen’s Book would count.  Child directed Fields to maximize the 

amount of type per page with narrow margins, so that the materials in the book could be 

“strong” and simultaneously economical, and did her own part to keep production costs 

low by communicating as much information as concisely as possible.87  The requirements 

                                                 
86 Child to James T. Fields, 27 August 1865, in Selected Letters, eds. Meltzer and Holland, 458-

59.  (The words in italics were emphasized in the original letter.) 
87 Ibid., 458.  “In printing it, my idea is to get as much into every page as is consistent with 

sizable type; no spaces left at top or bottom.  Where spaces occur, I shall fill them up with short 

extracts, as in the Sunset Book.  I want economy rather than beauty consulted in the whole getting 

up; but I want the materials to be strong.”  Child’s Looking Toward Sunset, an anthology and 

economical gift-book designed for aging readers, compiled many selections as well, but it does 

feature wider margins and embellishments that preclude extra type or short passages.  When 

comparing the two books side-by-side, it is easy to observe that The Freedmen’s Book fits more 

into its pages, a fact in keeping with its priorities.  While Child’s experience organizing the 
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of extreme compression that shaped The Freedman’s Book magnify the significance of 

Child’s distinctive choices in each revised and condensed narrative, indicating the 

editor’s larger goals and her perception of what the post-emancipation reader needed 

most. 

Child offset her prominent role in The Freedmen’s Book by underscoring the 

contributions of black agents in her history and black writers in her anthology.  Indeed, 

the table of contents visually honors black achievement, noting that “the names of the 

colored authors are marked with an asterisk.”  The highlighted designation drew writers 

and readers together under a shared racial heritage and incorporated them into a Ticknor 

and Fields book, and thus American literary culture, pressing into print an inextricable 

association between these authors and their blackness.  Not unlike the racist social logic 

Child herself scorned, this editorial decision seems to draw an essentializing line in the 

sand, marking writers with black dots that are uncomfortably reminiscent of the one-drop 

rule.  For the purposes of Child’s volume, however, this table’s assemblage emerges 

more as a site of racial and communal pride.  The asterisks function as reminders that The 

Freedmen’s Book is not merely written for freedmen and women.  It has been written by 

them, too.  For a community long deprived of education and even the legal right to 

literacy, this white editor’s representation of a racial bond between her chosen writers and 

their readers operates to solidify a sense of communal achievement, even as it more 

                                                                                                                                                 
Sunset book may have influenced her next project, Sunset’s financial success ended up affecting 

her desire to help the freed people even more; she invested many of the proceeds in aid work and 

her book project.  Child to Sarah Shaw, 11 August 1865 in Selected Letters, ed. Meltzer and 

Holland, 457-58; Karcher, First Woman, 485. 
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problematically reinforces the racial boundaries that continued to justify social 

oppression. 

Similarly, Child saw her book as a means of forging a stronger African-American 

community that could advance the goals of educating the freed through mutual 

assistance.  The work’s preface, titled “To the Freedmen” in bold capital letters and 

signed “Your old friend, L. Maria Child,” certainly communicates as much. “I have 

prepared this book expressly for you,” she writes, “with the hope that those of you who 

can read will read it aloud to others, and that all of you will derive fresh strength and 

courage from this true record of what colored men have accomplished, under great 

disadvantages.”88 Hardly individual or private, the reading practices Child advocates here 

insist on a community of readers, bound by race as well as voice and text, to reinforce her 

emphasis on collective success.  Acknowledging the limitations of literacy among 

freedmen (“those of you who can read”), the preface stresses a mode of education that 

both takes racial community as its historical subject matter and in turn works to solidify 

and further that community.  Nearly all the above-mentioned accounts of how the book 

functioned in specific communities underscore this communal experience with the text, 

whether children were reciting poetry to elders or compelling teachers to repeat, again 

and again, a favorite selection drawn from the annals of a rich African American history.  

Child also presents the consumption and circulation of the volume as a way to 

participate in that ongoing history by further strengthening educational and social bonds 

among freedmen and women throughout the country. “I take nothing for my services; and 

                                                 
88 Child, preface to The Freedmen’s Book. 
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the book is sold to you at the cost of paper, printing, and binding. Whatever money you 

pay for any of the volumes will be immediately invested in other volumes to be sent to 

freedmen in various parts of the country, on the same terms; and whatever money 

remains in my hands, when the book ceases to sell, will be given to the Freedmen’s Aid 

Association, to be expended in schools for you and your children.”89 Formerly 

commodified as property themselves, these black readers were now trafficking in a new 

kind of human market.  Instead of being degraded and sold for profit, they were being 

invited to purchase a book that symbolized the uplifted lives of other former slaves whose 

education the buyers were helping to finance.  In this way, Child approaches her readers 

as active participants, those still learning and those already learned, in a transformative 

process of collective redemption from a dehumanizing history.90 A plain cloth-bound 

volume, the material existence of The Freedmen’s Book (as a consumable product and 

book) ultimately rendered tangible freedom’s elusive gains of personhood and codified 

knowledge, attesting to the subject positions of its owners, who owning property 

themselves could not be property.91 

 Child’s address to the readers as participants in the advance of the black 

community’s historical progress reinforces the progressive trajectory she sought to 

                                                 
89 Ibid. 
90 Ryan, Grammar of Good Intentions, 123.  Both Ryan and Karcher note the inclusiveness and 

encouraged, “active participation” of Child’s educational vision in the book. Moreover, as Ryan 

has pointed out, even Child’s language, reassuring the freedmen that she is not getting rich from 

Freedmen’s Book profits but investing them in freedmen’s education, is telling here because it 

attests to her respect for those she is helping.  Ryan reminds us that it would be far more common 

for someone in Child’s position to be reassuring, say, a benevolent agency rather than the objects 

of her benevolence.  Ibid., 123. 
91 I echo Incidents here: “…according to Southern laws, a slave, being property, can hold no 

property.” Harriet A. Jacobs, Incidents in the Life of a Slave Girl, ed. Lydia Maria Child (Boston: 

Published for the author, 1861), 13.  Subsequent page references are to this edition. 
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represent in her arrangement of The Freedmen’s Book materials.  Child described this 

progression to Fields as “a continuous plan” extending from “the groans and aspirations 

of slaves, the prayers and prophecies of their friends” through Toussaint L’Ouverture, 

emancipation in the West Indies, the Fugitive Slave Law and finally on to “Lincoln’s 

Proclamation” and “jollification and jubilee.”92  Arranged roughly chronologically, the 

Freedmen’s early selections mostly focus on slavery’s oppression as well as former 

slaves’ admirable persistence and even unexpected success in the face of such adversity.  

The book ends with selections that represent the joy of emancipation and what it means 

to stand on the cusp of a freedom whose practical meanings were still being worked out.  

Child’s language of a “continuous plan” leading to “jubilee” suggests a particular view of 

social progress through history, an upward trajectory that does not end with the boon of 

emancipation and freedom but instead continues forward.  Rather than simply recounting 

history, The Freedmen’s Book uses and repurposes the stories and lore of abolitionism for 

an idea of still greater good and still more comprehensive reform.  

The penultimate text and final direct address to readers in the volume, Child’s 

“Advice from an Old Friend,” powerfully illustrates the editor’s aspiration that 

international emancipation’s future history will be written partly in the ordinary actions 

and moral behavior of those she advises. “You can do a vast amount of good to people in 

various parts of the world, and through successive generations,” she counsels warmly, 

                                                 
92 Child to James T. Fields, 27 August 1865, in Selected Letters, ed. Meltzer and Holland, 458-

60. 
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“by simply being sober, industrious, and honest.”93  Cultivating proper attitudes and 

attributes, she continues, will convince slaveholders and prejudiced people elsewhere of 

emancipation’s sensibility and demonstrate that freedmen and women can positively 

contribute to their societies as social equals.   

From this international vantage point, the reforming power of antislavery 

narratives is not only very much alive in The Freedmen’s Book, but is exerting a seminal 

influence as well.  By Child’s lights, such texts could shape and encourage emancipation 

across the world, partly by putting their moral stamp on former slaves in America who 

would themselves become exemplars of the value and values of global abolitionism.  As 

Child closes her “Advice,” she urges readers forward and assures them that they are 

helping to lay track with “strong, smooth rails for the steam-car called Progress of the 

Colored Race.”94   

Child’s “Advice from an Old Friend” finally invites and constructs her readers as 

characters in a text still being written.  The Freedmen’s Book does not rest at the end of 

the line; it helps lay down new track.  And Child herself figures into this ongoing 

narrative as an “old friend,” an appellation she employs in both the preface and this final 

article and thus one that operates to frame the entire book.  As an “old friend” from 

abolitionism’s earliest days, she remains committed to the people she addresses as well as 

to that tradition—for what it has already accomplished and for the work it has left to do.  

Child’s use of the designation carries the tradition forward as she develops sustained 

                                                 
93 Child, “Advice from an Old Friend,” in The Freedmen’s Book, 270.  The title of this piece 

reinforces Child’s designation (“an old friend”) from the preface.  
94 Ibid., 276. 



 61 

arguments throughout the volume about the role readers can play in the next chapter of 

antislavery’s unfolding legacy. 

Of course, carrying the tradition forward entails sacrifices on the part of those 

readers, some of which might seem to compromise the same freedoms they had so 

recently won.  Child’s revisions of historical accounts and especially biographies in The 

Freedmen’s Book do not simply describe the behavior of celebrated individuals from the 

past but actively seek to prescribe the behavior of readers in the present.  Advocating 

particular conduct for the sake of “uplift” and progress exposes the tension between the 

revolutionary potential of the antislavery heritage and the more practical motives 

underpinning Child’s Reconstruction-era project.  Her biographies retain ties to their 

antebellum originals and the revolutionary past in which they were so thoroughly 

embedded.  Yet repurposed as didactic texts, they struggle to hold onto that past while 

taking up a new function of molding lives to fit the social expectations and moral 

conventions of the incipient Reconstruction era.   

In order to properly evaluate the political stance of any one of Child’s particular 

selections, we must consider their explicit framing as revisions drawn from the radical 

antislavery tradition to which the editor, as we have seen, was still deeply committed.  

Given that the African American characters the text celebrates can seem to advance 

accommodationist strategies through conservative moral standards, this relatively 

progressive framing is especially important to take into account.  According to the 

research of Ronald Butchart, Child’s reader offered forward-thinking views about 

pedagogy and African Americans, especially when compared to volumes like The 
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Freedman’s Third Reader or any other publications from the American Tract Society.95  

For instance, The Freedmen’s Book included materials on the Haitian revolution and the 

recently liberated Russian serfs, historical comparisons intended to naturalize the idea of 

social equality.  Carolyn Karcher has even suggested that the book’s pedagogical 

methods and advocacy of political awareness through education anticipated the theories 

of Paulo Freire in Pedagogy of the Oppressed.96  Still, Butchart finds Child’s appeals to 

character and virtue sometimes problematic, relying on “the same tired panacea of 

liberalism that the abolitionist educators had espoused before the war,” and in this he 

identifies a moralistic strain seemingly counterproductive to the empowerment of Child’s 

project.97   

These scholars are right to note both the progressive politics and the problematic 

moralism at the heart of Child’s text, yet both these strains are best understood in the 

context of The Freedmen’s Book’s status as a revision project.  While it is true that 

                                                 

95 Butchart writes, “Child never stooped to writing in dialect and avoided the driveling 

sentimentality that larded the American Tract Society textbooks.”  Moreover, she “anticipat[ed] 

curricular strictures a full century after her time.”  Butchart, Schooling the Freed People, 125.  

(See also Edward J. Blum, Reforging the White Republic: Race, Religion, and American 

Nationalism, 1865-1898 (Baton Rouge: Louisiana State University Press, 2005), 56-58.) 
96 Karcher, First Woman, 454 and 614. 
97 Butchart, Northern Schools, 154.  Robert C. Morris labels the volume “moderate” even as he 

notes Child’s otherwise “militant abolitionism.” Robert C. Morris, Reading, ‘Riting, and 

Reconstruction: The Education of Freedmen in the South, 1861-1870 (Chicago: University of 

Chicago Press, 1981), 204-7.  Unlike Butchart and Morris, Hartman does not take Child’s book 

into account specifically but analyzes the tensions more generally arising from this class of books 

and what she identifies as “the burdened individuality of freedom.”  Scenes of Subjection, 130; 

for a fuller discussion, see Scenes of Subjection, 125-63. 

I note these perspectives from educational historians and literary scholars to acknowledge the 

limits of thinking about Child’s project solely in terms of conservatism or progressivism—

categories that restrict our study of her book and fail to fully acknowledge its context.  I also 

point this out while recognizing my own struggles to analyze The Freedmen’s Book and its 

treatment of texts without flattening its complexities and social negotiations. 
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Child’s texts and her biographies in particular can struggle to stake out a middle ground 

between empowerment and improvement, the prior life of these texts as agents of the 

antislavery movement is key to how they functioned within the African American 

communities for which they were intended.  Child might have easily written all-new 

reform texts wholesale rather than redeploying materials from the antislavery cause, or 

she might have included the sort of materials that the AMA had suggested.  Her 

commitment to maintain a coherent set of texts that harkened to the historical African 

American struggle against slavery, and to connect them to a new age and a audience 

manifested her larger refusal to give up the ghost of abolition.  

The Freedmen’s Book strove to enact a difficult balance between recounting a 

heroic history and educating freedman for a present and future in which they would bear 

the burden of living up to expectations that had arrived along with their freedom.  Armies 

would enforce their liberty to some degree, and at least for a time the Freedmen’s Bureau 

would seek to right the scales of justice in the practical matters of freedmen’s lives.  But 

the freedmen themselves would be expected to prove their capacity to make productive 

contributions to society.  Unfair as this onus would be, Child perceived that lasting and 

meaningful freedom would be partially contingent on these former slaves’ ability to live 

up to a set of social and moral behaviors from which many were likely to feel alienated. 

To address this pressing problem, her selections and revisions in The Freedmen’s 

Book attended to the exigencies and practical considerations of the complex postbellum 

milieu even as they sought to hold onto, celebrate, and extend in some degree the robust 

abolitionist legacy.  Juggling these considerations proved to be no easy task, and perhaps 
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the clearest example of the conflict between them appears in Child’s revision of the 

famous slave narrative she had helped to publish and publicize at the start of the Civil 

War, Harriet Jacobs’s Incidents in the Life of a Slave Girl. 

 

THE GOOD GRANDMOTHER; OR, HARRIET JACOBS CIRCA 1865 

 

 In nearly every biography she included in The Freedmen’s Book, Child listed 

herself as the author, noting to her publisher that these selections were “told in my own 

way.”98  By this she meant that she had so thoroughly crafted and shaped these selections 

that although they had been based on published abolitionist texts, she thought it 

impossible to ascribe the revised versions to their original authors. With Harriet Jacobs’s 

account, however, Child did not present herself as the author and assigned “Harriet 

Jacobs” that asterisked position as the African American author of her own slave 

narrative.  In naming Jacobs the author, Child accorded a certain narrative authority to 

this account and, as a result, set generic expectations that did not exist in the biographical 

synopses appearing under Child’s name.  Printing “Harriet Jacobs” in that racially 

signifying table of contents formally fixed Jacobs’s actual name to her autobiographical 

narrative, officially designating her as both an author and an active participant in Child’s 

educational text.  Using “Harriet Jacobs” rather than “Linda Brent,” the pseudonym under 

which Incidents had first appeared, fulfilled the “contractual function” so central to 

                                                 
98 Letter to James T. Fields in Selected Letters, ed. Meltzer and Holland, 459. 
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autobiographies.99 A proper name, in essence a differentiated individual, replaced the 

elusive “Herself” that had appeared in the 1861 book, thus staking a claim to the 

historical reliability of what would follow. Child’s anthology exchanged a masked, 

fictionalized narrator for the signifier of documented, physical presence.100  

 Child’s selection and revision of the Jacobs’s tale in 1865 takes on added meaning 

in light of her crucial role in editing and publishing the original account.  Unable to get 

her story into print, Jacobs had already been embarrassed and rebuffed by Harriet 

Beecher Stowe when she turned to Child and was relieved to find “a whole souled 

Woman” whom she could trust with her text.101  Child ended up serving as Jacobs’s 

editor and writing the book’s preface, where she took pains to establish Jacobs’s authority 

and quell inevitable speculation about the narrative’s authenticity and veracity:  “With 

trifling exceptions, both the ideas and the language are her own. I pruned excrescences a 

little, but otherwise I had no reason for changing her lively and dramatic way of telling 

                                                 
99 As Gerard Genette writes, “The author’s name fulfills a contractual function whose importance 

varies greatly depending on genre: slight or nonexistent in fiction, it is much greater in all kinds 

of referential writing, where the credibility of the testimony, or of its transmission, rests largely 

on the identity of the witness or the person reporting it.” See Paratexts, 41. 
100 This move in some ways echoes those required of fugitive slaves during antebellum 

abolitionist lecture circuits (i.e. the expectation that they would bear their backs and show their 

scars to authenticate their accounts of slavery).  
101 Jacobs to Amy Post, 8 October 1860 in Incidents in the Life of a Slave Girl: Written By 

Herself, ed. Jean Fagan Yellin (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1987), 247.  

Originally, Jacobs planned to narrate her story to someone who could write it on her behalf and 

had hoped that Stowe might be interested.  Instead, Stowe offered to put Jacobs’s details into A 

Key to Uncle Tom’s Cabin, which she was then in the process of completing.  This offer came 

after Stowe declined to take Jacobs’s daughter on a trip to England because she thought Louisa 

might be spoiled from too much attention.  Coupled with Stowe’s apparent lack of discretion in 

confirming details of Jacobs’s life story, these incidents did not endear the famous author to 

Jacobs.  See Yellin, Harriet Jacobs: A Life (New York: Basic Civitas, 2004), 119-21. Thayer and 

Eldridge had agreed to publish Jacobs’s narrative as long as she could secure a respected 

abolitionist figure like Lydia Maria Child to write the preface.  Ibid., 140-41; see also Karcher, 

First Woman, 435. 
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her own story.”102  Child’s insistence on Jacobs’s original “ideas” and “language” in 1861 

corresponds with her decision to name Harriet Jacobs as the official author in The 

Freedmen’s Book’s table of contents.  Indeed, the Jacobs’s piece excerpts large portions 

of text directly from the original narrative, rather than merely featuring Child’s version of 

a synopsis as is the case with the collection’s other African American biographies. 

Nevertheless, as much as The Freedmen’s Book emphasizes Jacobs’s authority 

and authorship, Child put her editorial stamp on the piece by selecting, reframing, and, in 

some cases, revising passages from the original text.  The significant textual shifts from 

the Incidents narrative to The Freedmen’s Book version of the Jacobs story attested to 

Child’s delicate balancing act between the emancipatory power of the original narrative 

and the changed context of the post-emancipation world in which the freedpeople found 

themselves.   

Even the selection’s title, “The Good Grandmother,” signals an essential 

divergence from the 1861 Incidents’s focus on “Linda” and points to the paradox of the 

selection.  Child foregrounds Harriet Jacobs’s authorial presence while at the same time 

drawing on her narrative in such a way that the character who once stood in for Jacobs is 

completely eclipsed by her “good grandmother.”  A slave who was eventually freed, the 

grandmother’s matriarchal figure loomed large in the original text as a living symbol of 

industriousness, entrepreneurial spirit, persistence in the face of suffering, and Christian 

                                                 
102 Child, introduction by the editor to Incidents, 7. 

Scandals over collaboratively produced slave narratives—such as The Narrative of James 

Williams—had helped intensify debates over the importance of authenticating former slaves’ 

accounts.  See Ann Fabian, The Unvarnished Truth: Personal Narratives in Nineteenth-Century 

America (Berkeley: University of California Press, 2000), especially 84-93. 
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faith.  Despite the character’s importance in the first published version of Jacobs’s 

narrative, Child’s choice to focus almost exclusively on the grandmother’s story in The 

Freedmen’s Book selection is troubling for several reasons.  In Incidents, Linda not only 

seizes her freedom dramatically as might be expected in a slave narrative; she offers a 

fairly radical version of female morality to boot, insisting that morality itself was 

contingent in a slave society.  While the grandmother plays a significant role in the 

original narrative, she always operates in relationship to Linda, representing and 

advocating an unwavering moral code, particularly in terms of female sexuality, that 

Linda finds herself compelled to challenge both in her actions and in her narrative 

addresses to her readers.103  In order to preserve her dignity and exercise a modicum of 

choice in a system that granted her very little autonomy, Linda conceives two children 

with a wealthy white man in town rather than acquiescing to the increasingly violent 

demands of her master, Dr. Flint.  She ultimately enacts a remarkable escape and hides 

for seven years in the crawlspace of her grandmother’s attic, consistently hoodwinking 

Dr. Flint while also keeping a watchful eye over her children.  In other words, Jacobs’s 

Incidents powerfully articulates a vision of motherhood and family that resists and 

redefines the sexual and moral code her grandmother espouses.104   

                                                 
103 Specifically, Brent challenged the veneration and expectation of women’s sexual purity, 

noting that it proved a double standard for slave women who did not have the luxury of moral 

choice. 
104 This is a fairly standard argument about Incidents, advanced early on in work by Hazel Carby 

and Jean Yellin.  See, for instance, Yellin, introduction to Incidents, ed. Yellin, xiii-xiv; also 

Hazel Carby, Reconstructing Womanhood: The Emergence of the Afro-American Woman 

Novelist (New York: Oxford University Press, 1987), 56-59.  For a more recent discussion of 

Linda Brent’s complicated negotiation of “true womanhood” via her grandmother’s example, see 

P. Gabrielle Foreman, Activist Sentiments: Reading Black Women in the Nineteenth Century 

(Urbana: University of Illinois Press, 2009), especially 36-42 (“Aunt Martha’s Mask”). 
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What does it mean, then, for the Harriet Jacobs’s story in The Freedmen’s Book to 

become solely the story of “the good grandmother”?  What does it mean for the 

grandmother to be so prominently labeled “good” when Linda’s perspective in Incidents 

had troubled the basis and repercussions of that moral fixity?  Not surprisingly, the 

Freedmen selection privileges quite a different view of African American womanhood 

than Incidents and, in the process, repeatedly stresses for its newly freed readers 

particular social virtues based on industriousness and republican motherhood.105  With its 

revisions and shift in focus, “The Good Grandmother” seems to move Jacobs’s narrative 

away from its animating antislavery origins.  The radical gender politics that the original 

narrative had established in resistance to slavery appear, like Linda’s character, to be 

eclipsed by the sorts of practical considerations that recommend the good grandmother as 

a moral exemplar for the freed. 

 

Foreshadowed by the removal of Linda as the protagonist of Jacobs’s story, the 

altered politics of The Freedmen’s Book selection most clearly emerge when the revised 

excerpts appearing as the “The Good Grandmother” piece are compared, line by line, 

with the original Incidents text.106  While some passages do remain unchanged, even 

these are clearly governed by the 1865 narrative’s new structure and points of emphasis.  

                                                 
105 I am drawing on Linda K. Kerber’s landmark definition of “republican motherhood.” See 

Kerber, Women of the Republic: Intellect and Ideology in Revolutionary America (Chapel Hill: 

University of North Carolina Press, 1980). 
106 When I first researched The Freedmen’s Book and its revision of Incidents, Yellin’s Family 

Papers project had not been published, and there was no account of the many changes to the text. 

Yellin’s footnotes now provide that bibliographic record for those interested in the complete 

extent of the revision.  See The Harriet Jacobs Family Papers, ed. Jean Fagan Yellin (Chapel 
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“The Good Grandmother” begins with an excerpt from the first chapter of 

Incidents that recounts the history of the grandmother’s life and, at first, contains few 

emendations.  We are told in both texts that “she was the daughter of a planter in South 

Carolina,” an heir, in other words, of white hypocrisy and forced miscegenation.107  In 

Incidents, this fact establishes a sadly persistent pattern in the slave family’s lineage and 

prefigures Linda’s struggles as well as her resistance; without Linda’s accompanying 

account, however, this detail loses its resonance and a measure of its impact in the 

Freedmen text.   

 The selection goes on to relate how the grandmother’s children were divided 

among the master’s family after his death. Because Jacobs’s grandmother had one more 

child than her master had, her youngest, Benjamin, was sold so that each of the heirs 

might receive an equal share of the inheritance in persons.  Though the text follows 

Incidents almost exactly here, Child excises the sentence that reveals Benjamin’s age and 

monetary value: “Though only ten years old, seven hundred and twenty dollars were paid 

for him.” In this deleted passage, a ten year-old child is poignantly and painfully equated 

                                                                                                                                                 
Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 2008), 595-608.  
This chapter argues for a close analysis of these emendations and what they signal. 

Other than Yellin, the only other scholar to consider The Freedmen’s Book in relation to Incidents 

and its editing is Bruce Mills, who contends that the Freedmen text underscores why Child 

recommended that Incidents end with the grandmother’s death. Mills reads the Freedmen 

selection generally as significant in that it is an excerpt of Incidents’s frame, thus creating 

“another mininarrative for freed slaves” (124) that emphasizes a persuading “matriarchal 

plotting” (125).  I agree that Child’s choices may shed light on her suggestions for the original 

narrative’s framing, but I also think that her revisions are primarily concerned with this new 

intended audience.  Her concerns about these different audiences (Northern white readers in 1861 

and freed slaves in 1865) may bear some similarities, but she is not shaping the 1865 text for the 

same purposes, or to the same effect. See Mills, Cultural Reformations: Lydia Maria Child and 

the Literature of Reform (Athens: University of Georgia Press, 1994), 124-25. 
107 Incidents, 12; Freedmen’s Book, 206.   
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with his market value; literally and grammatically objectified, he becomes property 

within the space of the sentence: “seven hundred and twenty dollars were paid for 

him.”108 Child’s choice to remove the reference to the boy’s price aligns the revised text 

with the overall book’s emphasis on industry as a social obligation and work as a source 

of individual pride.  Rather than stressing the logic of a slave-based economy that held 

sway in the period in which the piece was set and which assigned a price to individuals as 

property, the Freedmen selection will stress the economic value of individual work habits 

under the free labor system that attained in the year of its publication. Because the 

original sentence points up American capitalism’s troubling complicity in slavery, the 

excision of this detail also keeps the text from raising the specter of marketplace 

corruption over a postwar economy in which African American labor was still valued as a 

vital national resource.  Rather than dwelling on the pitfalls of amoral economic systems, 

the book’s black readers are encouraged to participate in the economic and capitalist 

structures of their local communities while focusing on the moral and material benefits of 

industry. 

 As the Freedmen text continues, we learn more of Benjamin’s struggles with his 

new master (who lives in the same community as Jacobs and her grandmother).  Indeed, 

Benjamin’s troubles, his escape, and his lasting effect on the family he must ultimately 

leave behind supplant the position Linda commands in the original narrative.  If the 

relatively sedentary “good grandmother” occupies the starring role as the moral 

foundation of the piece, then Benjamin fulfills the generic expectations of a slave 

                                                 
108 Incidents, 13. 
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narrative with its account of struggles and escape.  One of the most telling moments in 

the Freedmen’s Benjamin plot occurs when the grandmother visits a now older 

Benjamin, incarcerated as a runaway.109  In both the 1861 and 1865 texts, Benjamin 

divulges that he almost killed himself to escape his captors but desisted when he thought 

of his mother.110  A brief conversation ensues as Jacobs’s grandmother urges the 

importance of Christian submission.  In Incidents, she exhorts, “Put your trust in God.  

Be humble, my child, and your master will forgive you.”  Benjamin responds 

passionately with a “liberty-or-death” speech:  

Forgive me for what, mother? For not letting him treat me like a dog?  No! I will 

never humble myself to him.  I have worked for him for nothing all my life, and I 

am repaid with stripes and imprisonment.  Here I will stay till I die, or till he sells 

me.”111   

Benjamin’s anger softens when he realizes the effect his defiant words have on his 

mother, who reasonably fears for his life, but the political implications of this antebellum 

                                                 
109 In this 1865 selection, Benjamin’s escape narrative supplants Jacobs’s own, fulfilling our 

expectation of the slave narrative but erasing what made the 1861 text so compelling. Such a 

shift, of course, calls to mind John S.’s “A True Tale” and how it reconfigures the force of 

Jacobs’s narrative—a point both Jacqueline Goldsby and Jean Yellin make in Deborah M. 

Garfield and Rafia Zafar’s critical volume.  Yellin writes, “In erasing this sexual history, “A True 

Tale” reveals…how fully gendered the text of Incidents in the Life of a Slave Girl really is.  

Without Linda Brent’s sexual history, without the story of the besieged desperate girl, the “fallen 

woman,” and the fierce mother, what story is left to tell?” (52). See “Through Her Brother’s 

Eyes: Incidents and ‘A True Tale,’” Harriet Jacobs and Incidents in the Life of a Slave Girl: New 

Critical Essays, ed. Garfield and Zafar (New York: Cambridge University Press, 1996), 44-56.  

See also Jacqueline Goldsby’s article, “‘I Disguised My Hand’: Writing Versions of the Truth in 

Harriet Jacobs’s Incidents in the Life of a Slave Girl and John Jacobs’s ‘A True Tale of Slavery,’” 

New Critical Essays, ed. Garfield and Zafar, 11-43. 
110 The designation of “grandmother” and “mother” can get a little confusing here because Linda 

Brent’s grandmother is Benjamin’s mother. 
111 Incidents, 36. 
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dialogue hinges on the son’s indignant speech, rather than his mother’s prudent appeal for 

patient submission; in Jacobs’s first account it is Benjamin’s refusal to demean himself 

within a system designed for that purpose that the reader finds most admirable.   

In contrast to this passage, the Freedmen text removes this indictment to focus on 

the response of Benjamin’s mother. Here, the good grandmother makes no mention of 

begging the master’s forgiveness but instead urges, “Try to be humble, and put your trust 

in God.”  Benjamin immediately replies, “I wish I had some of your goodness. You bear 

everything patiently.”112  In this scene of the Freedmen selection, Benjamin’s strongest 

negative expression is one of spiritual despair.  (When his grandmother asks him if he did 

not think of God when tempted to commit suicide, he responds, “No mother, I did not.  

When a man is hunted like a wild beast, he forgets that there is a God.”113)  While 

Benjamin still conveys the hopelessness of being hunted and captured, the moral upshot 

of this scene’s dialogue has shifted toward the forbearance invoked in his final words.  

When his mother counsels humility and faith, he wishes for her “goodness” and the 

ability to “bear everything patiently.”   

Rather than advocating a particular response to injustice within a slave society, 

the Freedmen Benjamin functions to valorize the grandmother’s position for a post-

slavery reader.  Once an articulation of masculine resistance both to his mother’s patience 

and to the slaveholder’s oppression, this Benjamin accommodates a more unified 

viewpoint—a consolidation of perspectives that characterizes The Freedmen’s Book as a 

whole.  Utilizing a larger cast of characters, Incidents offered its readers multiple 

                                                 
112 Freedmen’s Book, 212. 
113 Ibid., 211. 
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responses to an unjust slave society, none of which were wholly satisfying: from a 

fugitive resisting reenslavement in the face of death to a young woman challenging a 

moral code denied her in the first place to a matriarch working within the system to 

support a kinship network of enslaved relatives.  “The Good Grandmother” seeks to 

harmonize these voices, with the grandmother herself providing the keynote.  Although 

the Freedmen selection does not wholly erase either Linda or Benjamin’s discomfort with 

her grandmother’s attitude, it is difficult for readers of The Freedmen’s Book to fully 

appreciate their perspectives without the benefit of Linda’s story.  The hints of her 

presence in the narration do not, by themselves, wholly articulate another view, and so 

the grandmother’s position emerges as the primary and validated one. 

If the gender-coded violence of Benjamin’s manly resistance withers under the 

influence of the good grandmother’s patient faith, Linda’s original challenge to feminine 

decorum suffers a similar fate.  As P. Gabrielle Foreman and others have noted, Jacobs, 

eliding certain details, sets her grandmother up in Incidents to represent the model 

femininity she herself will question and revise, but in the Freedmen text this negotiation 

is flattened as a benevolent matriarch subsumes Linda.114  Given the absence of the 

narrator’s own story, the “I” of “The Good Grandmother” represents little more than a 

conduit for another woman’s narrative, and it becomes difficult to locate the bitter 

                                                 
114 Foreman, Activist Sentiments, 36-37.  Furthermore, Foreman and others have noted, the 
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her to look out, rather than into, her grandmother’s house.  See Sanchez-Eppler, Touching 

Liberty: Abolition, Feminism, and the Politics of the Body (Berkeley: University of California 

Press, 1993), 87-88. 
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“tension” Foreman identifies as key to the oppositional gendered definitions at work.  

Indeed, if we read Linda’s self-construction as dependent on that oppositional 

relationship, what happens when the original foil stands alone, stripped of irony? 

One outcome is obviously a more wholehearted endorsement of the good 

grandmother’s motherly virtue.  Yet the expression of her maternal character also shifts 

significantly to address the concerns of its newly freed audience, as the scene of 

Benjamin’s sale makes clear. When he is sold in Incidents, Jacobs marshals all the force 

of the sentimental tradition to convey a slave mother’s anguish: 

Could you have seen that mother clinging to her child, when they fastened the 

irons upon his wrists; could you have heard her heart-rending groans, and seen her 

bloodshot eyes wander wildly from face to face, vainly pleading for mercy; could 

you have witnessed that scene as I saw it, you would exclaim, Slavery is 

damnable! 

Benjamin, her youngest, her pet, was forever gone!115   

Punctuated with exclamation marks and an italicized declaration, the passage begs 

the reader to imagine and “feel” the mother’s pain.  Jacobs’s evocative imagery of iron 

manacles, “heart-rending groans,” and “bloodshot eyes” creates an uncomfortable and 

graphic reality for the presumed (white) reader, and the passage’s verbs stress her 

grandmother’s desperation and harrowing, utter powerlessness.  She “clings” to the child 

she knows she will lose, “vainly pleading for mercy” and with eyes that “wander wildly 

from face to face.”   

                                                 
115 Incidents, 23.   
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In the Freedmen text, the lines read simply, “When they fastened irons upon his 

wrists to drive him off with the coffle, it was heart-rending to hear the groans of that poor 

mother, as she clung to the Benjamin of her family,—her youngest, her pet.”116  While 

the information provided in both texts is basically the same, the rhetorical approach to 

communicating this information changes drastically. Specifically, the passage shifts from 

an emotionally charged “you” and second person address to a third person perspective 

functioning through a duller passive voice.  While the Incidents version invites the reader 

into the emotionally fever-pitched scene through the anaphoric and sermonic repetition of 

“could you,” this passage backs away, settling into a much simpler and more subdued 

sentence structure.  At first, it seems an odd editorial choice for a text bent on 

championing a certain brand of femininity, but the original wording dwells on the 

helplessness of a grief-stricken mother as a means of appealing to the sympathies of 

Northern mothers who had never been compelled to face slavery directly.  Absent the 

overwrought appeals to the feminine white reader, the later text is free to focus on the 

diligent grandmother’s practical response: she will raise enough money to buy her 

children’s freedom herself.  “Grandmother stifled her grief,” the narrator reports, “and 

with strong arms and unwavering faith set to work to purchase freedom for Benjamin.”117  

In detailing her industrious, entrepreneurial nature, the Freedmen text describes 

how the grandmother, as a former slave, obtained permission to bake at night so that she 

might create a fund for her children’s freedom.  Both texts recount how she graciously 

loaned three hundred dollars to her mistress, who never repaid her.  As one might expect 
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by now, the later version curbs the sense of outrage we see in the Incidents passage, 

which ends with an angry exclamation, “The honor of a slaveholder to a slave!”118  

Lacking this charged exclamation, the Freedmen text does not overlook the hypocrisy, 

but nor does it dwell on it.  The selection appears more intent on emphasizing the 

grandmother’s notable feat—putting by at least three hundred dollars through bakery 

sales—and her Christian generosity to her oppressors. Child further underscores such 

piety by referring to her as a “faithful old servant” rather than simply an “old servant” in 

the scene where a kind, elderly, white woman purchases her freedom.119  On the surface, 

this emendation may seem insignificant, but the change works to evoke the Biblical 

“Well done, good and faithful servant,” a pronouncement of one’s fitness for heavenly 

reward.120   

The “good grandmother” emerges as a model of true womanhood more markedly 

(and with less irony) than she does in Incidents, becoming a paragon of industriousness. 

But she also, significantly, emerges as a freed slave who can serve as a model for the 

freed.  For example, Incidents reads, “By perseverance and unwearied industry, she was 

now mistress of a snug little home, surrounded with the necessaries of life.”121  Child 

edits this to “Her perseverance and unwearied industry continued unabated after her time 

was her own, and she soon became mistress of a snug little home, and surrounded herself 

                                                 
118 Incidents, 13. 
119 The grandmother is referred to as a “faithful old servant” in two passages of the Freedmen’s 

Book selection.  See pages 208, 209. 
120 Matthew 25:21. 
121 Incidents, 28. 
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with the necessaries of life.”122  In the later version, “her” modifies “perseverance” and 

“industry” to emphasize the grandmother’s possession of these traits. She labors 

“unabated” to reach her goals, and rather than the “necessaries of life” appearing as part 

and parcel of her “snug little home,” she actively works to “surround herself” with these 

prized objects.  The language in this selection strongly resembles Child’s later 

description, in “Advice from an Old Friend,” about the worthy example of former slaves 

in Jamaica, who labored faithfully and diligently even amid provocation from the old 

slaveholding class.  “By their united industry and economy, they soon had comfortable 

little homes of their own,” Child approvingly records.123  The implication, of course, is 

that readers can likewise succeed by following the example of the Jamaicans and the 

grandmother of Harriet Jacobs now that their “time is [their] own.”  As a woman whose 

goodness partially stems from industry, the “good grandmother” also represents the value 

of a strong work ethic under a new system where blacks can own the fruits of their labor, 

which helps explain why The Freedmen’s Book so consistently underscores hard work as 

a key social virtue.   

While the good grandmother’s values certainly might suit the situation of the 

formerly enslaved readers of The Freedmen’s Book, their apotheosis required a 

corresponding sacrifice of the vastly different value system suggested by her 

granddaughter.  As indicated above, Incidents’s complex negotiations of female morality 

as well as its ambivalence toward “good” behavior are lost without the foil of Linda 

Brent; amid the Freedmen text’s practical concerns the reader is left with a more 

                                                 
122 Freedmen’s Book, 209. 
123 “Advice,” Freedmen’s Book, 274. 
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straightforward account of a freedwoman’s perseverance and reward, and that impression 

is cemented by the selection’s last pages, which conclude,, like Incidents itself, in an 

elegiac mode that likens memories of the grandmother to “fleecy clouds floating over a 

dark and troubled sea.”124  In the 1861 text, this narrative description frames Linda’s 

account and contains the overall narrative within a commemoration of matriarchal power.  

This first published conclusion was based on Child’s editorial advice.  In an August 1860 

letter, she urged Jacobs to excise the manuscript’s final chapter, a tribute to John Brown. 

“Nothing can be so appropriate to end with,” she wrote, “as the death of your 

grandmother.”125  While Brown and the violent agitation he represented was still 

controversial among Northerners in 1860, the rhetorical appeal of Jacobs’s grandmother 

would be nearly universal.  An ideal sentimental frame in Incidents, the grandmother’s 

life story is the Harriet Jacobs story in The Freedmen’s Book.   

As if to reinforce this point, Child affixes Jacobs’s initials, “H. J.,” to the 

nostalgic end of the selection—a paratextual detail analogous to a signature.  This 

editorial decision mirrors the table of contents’s reminder of Jacobs’s authorship and also 

draws attention to her presence at the very moment that her grandmother’s story fully and 

finally subsumes her own narrative.  Immediately following Jacobs’s initials, Child 
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In explaining this letter, Yellin’s biography of Jacobs implies that the manuscript originally ended 
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encapsulates her life story into the briefest of notes, reducing the central plot of Incidents 

into the following paragraph-length appendix:  

[Here follows a long account of persecutions endured by the granddaughter, who 

tells this story. She finally made her escape, after encountering great dangers and 

hardships.  The faithful old grandmother concealed her for a long time at great 

risk to them both, during which time she tried in vain to buy free papers for her. 

...]”126   

So completely has Jacobs’s tale been effaced that, tellingly, Child feels the need 

to remind us who narrated the preceding account.  Moreover, even as Child briefly fills in 

the contours of Linda Brent’s story, she continues to underscore the grandmother’s role.  

The text emphasizes that the grandmother hid Linda, not that Linda made a dangerous 

escape that would allow her to flee her captor while keeping an eye on her young 

children.  Here, the grandmother is most responsible for securing Linda’s freedom, as she 

first attempts to buy her papers and then helps arrange Linda’s passage on a northbound 

ship. The few details offered of Linda’s entire and dramatic story of escape primarily 

involve her grandmother’s role in securing her successful flight.  Some of the language 

here is lifted almost verbatim from Incidents but because it is all we learn of Linda’s 

escape, her role as the beneficiary of her grandmother’s goodness becomes the 

centerpiece of what little we know of her.  For instance, she tells us that her grandmother 

pressed a bag of money on her, insisting that she take the full amount because she would 

not have friends or family (like the grandmother herself) to help her should she become 
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ill or fall on hard times.  “Ah, that good grandmother!” the narrator exclaims, before 

recounting her grandmother’s fervent prayer upon her departure.127  This is the last time 

the two will ever see each other, and despite the fact that Linda is the fugitive, the 

grandmother commands the scene and the story. 

In a final footnote to update readers on Harriet Jacobs’s current life, Child writes 

that “she has devoted all her energies to the poor refugees in our camps, comforting the 

afflicted, nursing the sick, and teaching the children.”128  On many levels, then, the 

Freedmen “Harriet Jacobs” is collapsed into the “good grandmother” herself.  No longer 

the protagonist of her own narrative, this Jacobs has become an almost disembodied 

voice, a conduit for her grandmother’s morality rather than a mature woman constructed 

through a complex negotiation with an elder’s revered but not unquestioned example. 

 

LINDA’S DISAPPEARANCE AND GENRES OF POSTBELLUM LITERATURE 

 

Given the significant textual and narrative shifts between Incidents and the 

Freedmen selection, it seems that we are not only observing textual transformation or 

fluidity but, indeed, texts inscribed in divergent genres with divergent aims—the 

narrative that targeted slavery and an anthology intended to educate and instill communal 

pride.  The alterations express a profound historical shift as well; after emancipation, 

sensational, sympathy-inducing slave narratives and instructional, moralistic texts were 

sometimes forced to eke out a new coexistence under the nation-building agendas of 
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Reconstruction.  Moreover, while antebellum slave narratives operated as particular 

evidentiary testimony during the abolitionist movement, new as well as revised narratives 

tracing the lives of the formerly enslaved functioned very differently following 

emancipation.  While leading fugitive slave authors such as Frederick Douglass insisted 

that the communal memory of antislavery resistance be preserved in order to right the 

scales of social justice, the newer postbellum slave accounts tended to follow in the 

tradition of African American “uplift” books and thus situated the genre of the slave 

narrative in a fundamentally different rhetorical position. As William Andrews has 

claimed, the way in which these postbellum narratives constructed “the measure of a 

slave's dignity [became] much more pragmatic than existential.”129  Certainly, the 

expansion of authorship well beyond those bold and lucky enough to have escaped 

slavery helps explain this altered focus.  For those who became free during the war, and 

who wrote about slavery after the peculiar institution’s abolishment, enslavement had 

been a historical hardship to survive and overcome, rather than an extant evil to escape 

and then attack through literature.130 The new narratives were thus often predictably 

scripted into paradigmatic, “pull-yourself-up-by-your-bootstraps” tales of Horatio Alger-

like success in which African American figures surmount the difficulties of slavery, adapt 

themselves to “proper” society, and prove their worth as individuals.   

This new postbellum impetus to reimagine slavery as a context in which African 

American character could be developed and revealed helps explain Child’s editorial note 

at the end of “The Good Grandmother,” which signals her desire that the narrative 
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“illustrate the power of character over circumstances.”  Furthermore, this moralizing 

tendency in both Child’s account and the new slave narratives paralleled broader trends 

in nineteenth-century biographies that consistently addressed questions of citizenship and 

character through life stories.131  As early as the 1820’s, publishers in the United States 

had begun to feature an increasing number of biographies intended to encourage and 

shape readers’ identities as successful citizens; Reconstruction-era biographies promised 

to serve a similar purpose in establishing models of black character that could maximize 

African American participation in the life of the nation after the Civil War, and Child was 

one of this mode’s early adopters.132   

 In assembling her biographies in a volume designed for schools, Child also drew 

on longstanding practices.  Biographical narratives and didactic literary models had 

become increasingly influential as standardized education developed—first in the 

antebellum common school movement and later in the Freedmen’s Bureau schools.  In 

examining some of this educational literature, Sarah Robbins identifies the antebellum 

emergence of the “domestic literacy narrative,” which conditioned readers toward 

cultural norms and fostered the development of nation-building after the war and 

throughout the United States’ imperial expansion at the end of the century.  Historically, 

as middle-class “teacher-mothers” fanned out beyond the home and into the community 

to instruct the freed people and those of the lower class, they viewed themselves as aiding 

the “needy but salvageable recipients of their charitable instruction.” Predictably, the 
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practice of instructing the masses often revealed the underlying anxieties and 

assumptions that middle-class (white) America harbored regarding the freed slaves and, 

as the United States extended its imperial reach, foreign nationals.133   

With popular publications like The Mother’s Book and The Frugal Housewife, 

Lydia Maria Child had already successfully engaged this didactic tradition.  The 

Freedmen’s Book might seem a natural extension of these instructional works, but the 

uneasy combination of domestic advice and antislavery politics represented in “The Good 

Grandmother” highlights the tension inherent in pursuing multiple social reform projects 

within the same text.   “Domestic literacy narratives” and, on a more general level, the 

textbooks of the common school movement might seem ideal for shaping newly liberated 

members of American society.  Constraining an antebellum slave narrative to such a 

format, however, seems more problematic: originally these texts were designed to 

struggle against the status quo of a slave society established in a nation that had legalized 

human bondage and white supremacy.  In order to help former slaves assimilate into the 

society in which they found themselves, such stories would need to be domesticated. 

One way to interpret the revised narrative of Harriet Jacobs, then, is as a telling 

example of Child’s efforts to smooth out the conflict between competing generic 

elements.  The character at the heart of Incidents is a freedom fighter; the Freedmen 

“Harriet Jacobs”—anthologized within The Freedman’s Book alongside some of Child’s 

own advice columns on womanly conduct—ultimately embraces a didactic hermeneutics 
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intended to facilitate black acclimation to existing social norms.  Although Child’s hybrid 

project was certainly undertaken in the name of the speedy assimilation of former slaves 

into a wary and fractured body politic and for the purpose of improving African 

American lives, it required some measure of accommodation with social relations that 

still bore the marks of patriarchal and racist oppression.  

A significant component of these relations, aside from the necessarily fraught 

racial divide, involved the gender roles fixed at the heart of American society at large. 

Subverting Linda’s character in 1865 also meant Child was removing the challenge 

Jacobs had posed to such roles when her original narrative was published in the midst of 

the secession crisis, and this move might also be seen as an accommodation to a postwar 

trend toward more conservative social structures.  As many others—Catherine Clinton, 

Margaret Higonnet, Nina Silber, Lee Ann Whites, and Elizabeth Young among them—

have noted, civil wars often occasion intense reexaminations of both femininity and 

masculinity, “awaken[ing] our awareness of the ways sexual territory is mapped because 

they disrupt the normal division of labor by gender.”134  Perhaps, then, it is not surprising 

that war’s corollary, peace, should induce an attempt to reestablish the status quo by 
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promoting more traditional gender roles.  In desiring a reunited, national “family,” 

members of society implicitly endorse a metaphorically consistent return to familial (and 

thus gendered) positions.135  To some degree, each family unit constitutes a microcosm of 

the republic’s larger governing order and therefore takes part in the overall structure of 

governance, and Kathleen Diffley has shown how an entire body of literature centered on 

marriage and family emerged after the war in order to address recent challenges to 

Constitutional unity.136  Usually in these models, the woman is restored to the pedestal 

and hearth, where she may instill the necessary values of a productive society and, 

ultimately, nation.  And while Child hardly seems to advocate women being 

circumscribed in their roles concerning public life, “The Good Grandmother” and The 

Freedmen’s Book as a whole tend to normalize traditionally gendered activities and 

reinforce the grandmother as “pure and pious, a fountainhead of physical and spiritual 

sustenance for Linda, her whole family, and the wider black community.”137   

                                                 
135 Ibid., 80. 
136 In focusing on periodical postbellum literature, Diffley looks at the predominance of family 

tropes, and argues that the proliferation of these family narratives “suggests that the appeal of 

restorative domestic values was most often called upon when domestic precincts and national 

stability were most vulnerable.”  Kathleen Diffley, Where My Heart Is Turning Ever: Civil War 

Stories and Constitutional Reform, 1861-1876 (Athens: University of Georgia Press, 1992), 15. 
137 Hazel Carby, Reconstructing Womanhood, 72. 

In “Advice from an Old Friend,” Child advocates appointing men and women to various public 

committees, claiming that “the habit of thinking and talking about serious and important matters 

makes women more sensible and discreet.”  Clearly, Child does not want to see women’s roles 

restricted completely along the lines of “true womanhood,” but her revision does shift the 

narrative’s gendered behavior toward a more traditional standard.  Furthermore, her other 

comments in this same advice article promote conventional understandings of what will signify 

progress in the African American community: “…if your houses look neat, and your clothes are 

clean and whole, and your gardens well weeded, and your work faithfully done, whether for 

yourselves or others…” See Freedmen’s Book 271, 270. 

Jessica Enoch has argued that The Freedmen’s Book combines “a range of conservative and 

radical positions” in order to create “a two-pronged rhetorical education.” I read Child’s strategy 
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At the same time, it seems important to remember that what can appear to modern 

readers as the gendered status quo of the patriarchal North was actually not standard for 

most enslaved African Americans.  In both Jacobs’s original and revised texts, the good 

grandmother becomes exceptional precisely to the degree that she is able to thwart the 

assumptions and expectations of the enslavers and cultivate in some small degree a 

traditional family unit.  One need not lose sight of Linda’s creative resistance to the moral 

standards of either her grandmother or the Northern cults of domesticity, in order to recall 

her basic criticism: that whether such standards of propriety were legitimate or 

illegitimate, they were impossible to fulfill under the pressures of slavery.  Domestic 

bliss, inasmuch as it appears at all in Jacobs’s narratives, appears as anything but a norm.  

For characters living under a slave system whose greatest evils often operate through the 

perversion and suppression of African Americans’ familial attachments, the ideals of 

domesticity could seem a dream at least as distant as freedom. 

 

RECONSIDERING CHILD’S REVISIONS 

 

Freedom had arrived by The Freedmen’s Book’s 1865 publication, and new post-

emancipation institutions such as the freedman’s school determined the book’s shape.  

The advent of the Reconstruction era had a profound effect on how Child gathered and 

                                                                                                                                                 
here differently—as bringing a radical tradition and its texts into a new community of readers 

whose exigencies profoundly alter and shape the texts.  The resulting tension is inevitable, if 
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organized her antislavery sources.  Of the many factors shaping The Freedmen’s Book by 

far the most important is the shift in audience indicated by its title.  When we consider the 

unique position of the nascent community of the freed that had prompted the book, it 

becomes clear that texts like “The Good Grandmother,” which encouraged black 

adherence to the norms of the surrounding white society, still maintained significant 

elements of the antislavery movement’s revolutionary impulse.  While “The Good 

Grandmother” obscures the centrality of Linda’s story, it retains vital elements of the 

original Incidents narrative.  Moreover, through the connection it forges with the freed 

men and women, the new version even fulfills some of the key ambitions of the original 

text, by locating a positive conclusion to the Linda Brent story in the historical reality of 

Harriet Jacobs’s return to the South as a teacher in a freedman’s school. 

To perceive how Child’s revisions stayed true to the spirit of their source, it is 

important to remember that the audience for whom Incidents was originally written no 

longer existed in 1865, any more than the audience for The Freedmen’s Book had existed 

prior to that date.  No one needed to appeal to sympathetic white Northerners to convince 

them of slavery’s perniciousness or the need for abolition.  Racism might still persist, but 

slavery as an institution was legally dead.  What seems like an obvious point about the 

political objectives of the original Incidents can be overlooked if we focus our attention 

only on textual revisions to that first narrative without noting the underlying shift in 

audience.  While the 1865 text might seem to lose its voice, it has actually lost its 

conversation partner: it no longer addresses a mostly female white readership with all the 

tragic power a compromised but heroic “slave girl” could summon.  Addressing instead a 
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newly freed readership still working out the practical implications of emancipation and 

navigating a frequently hostile society, Child’s framing and revisions in “The Good 

Grandmother” make a good deal of sense and, beyond that, even maintain something of a 

revolutionary spirit.  That spirit in the Reconstruction period would be devoted primarily 

to building and sustaining the sorts of communities that slavery had denied to slaves, and 

would persevere even amid ongoing struggles against the old system’s unavoidable and 

still damaging legacy. 

Consider how the shift in audience clearly affects the scene of Benjamin’s sale 

and the grandmother’s desperation as he is chained and led away.  Incidents vividly 

paints the distress and anguish of the scene by focusing on the grandmother’s “heart-

rending groans” as her “bloodshot eyes wander wildly from face to face.”   By contrast, 

while the Freedmen selection still expresses her distress, it includes much less emphasis 

on the horror of the situation.  In Incidents, the passage invokes the reader as “you” three 

times in a single sentence: “Could you have seen that mother clinging to her child…; 

could you have heard her heart-rending groans…; could you have witnessed that scene as 

I saw it…”138  More even than the arresting details of an anguished separation, this 

repetition of “could you” in the original text serves a crucial function as it draws the 

reader in and then addresses that reader baldly: “could you have witnessed that scene as I 

saw it, you would exclaim, Slavery is damnable!”  The reader needs to witness that scene 

as the narrator saw it, and of course in the space of the passage, the reader does witness it.  

That is the point of telling the story in the first place: to make sure that white Northern 
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readers confront that damning scene and recognize its implications for families rent by 

slavery.   

Newly free readers in 1865 do not need to be invoked in this way at all.  “Could 

you have witnessed that scene as I saw it” makes no sense for people who had long been 

at the center of similar scenes; such readers do not need to imagine slavery’s horrors nor 

to exclaim, “Slavery is damnable!”  In excising these elements, the Freedmen selection is 

not so much pretending that moments such as this one never existed or were not terrible, 

as it is seeking to relate honestly to the actual experience of its audience.   The former 

slaves had been shaped by a system that divided their families and denied their humanity.   

Following that system’s abolition, Child’s slave narratives did not need to remind them of 

slavery’s destruction of family and community, but to show them how they might both 

construct and sustain families and communities in the postbellum world.  That was the 

new question wrought by emancipation. 

But it was also always part of the old question.  Antebellum slave narratives like 

Incidents frequently featured appeals to domesticity, drawing on a sentimental tradition 

with which Northern readers were familiar and could identify.  Nevertheless, just because 

these appeals were structured around white middle-class notions of home and family did 

not mean the desire for home and family was any less pressing or real for the slaves to 

whom it was denied.139  Slavery’s evil in antebellum accounts derived not only from its 
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threat to individual liberty, but also from its denial of families and relationships. Again 

and again, former and fugitive slaves wrote bitterly of that denial, and in many of their 

accounts, the creation and sustenance of families and relationships outside of slavery 

indexed the extent and practical meaning of their newfound freedom.140 

The black family’s symbolic role in assessing both the perversions of slavery and 

the possibilities of freedom lay at the core of the Harriet Jacobs story as well, and Child’s 

1865 revisions highlight this aspect of her original narrative.  In “The Good 

Grandmother” (as in Incidents), Benjamin escapes once again after he is sold south to 

New Orleans.  Another of Linda’s uncles, Phillip, meets Benjamin unexpectedly in New 

York City and eagerly communicates to the runaway that their mother is saving all she 

can—including a pledge on her house—to purchase his freedom.  Benjamin resolutely 

refuses to allow the purchase.  He is already free, although a fugitive, and he urges the 

purchase of Phillip instead.  When the brothers bid farewell, both Incidents and the 

Freedmen selection report Benjamin’s final words: “I part from all my kindred.”  “And 

so it proved,” both passages continue.  “We never heard from him again.”141  Given 

Benjamin’s more prominent role in “The Good Grandmother,” this scene looms larger 

than in the original text.  Moreover, it holds onto a key antislavery message about the 

                                                                                                                                                 
Multiple scholars have commented on Jacobs’s engagement with a range of nineteenth-century 

literary conventions; for example, see Frances Smith Foster, “Resisting Incidents” in New Critical 

Essays, ed. Garfield and Zafar, 62-67. 
140 As William Andrews points out, the individual focus of antebellum narratives (what he calls 

“the heroic rebel-fugitive profile” [xi]) moves to more familial or communal focus in postbellum 

narratives.  While Andrews is talking about narratives first written and published after abolition, 

not revised antebellum narratives, his observation highlights the governing challenges and 

orientations of these narratives in different contexts.  Moreover, even antebellum slave narratives 

had elements of this familial and communal focus—they just tended to become a larger part of 

the story after the war.  See introduction to Slave Narratives After Slavery, xiii-xv. 
141 Incidents, 42; Freedmen’s Book, 214. 
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struggle of family members to remain connected.  Benjamin has no choice but to “part 

from all [his] kindred” because, under the Fugitive Slave Law, any connection he 

maintains with them will threaten them both.  His words reveal the tragic necessity of the 

loss, and once that relationship is severed, they never reunite.  Part of the tragedy then is 

that a beloved son, brother, and uncle disappears as if he had never existed, and no one 

knows where he is or what became of him.142  In recounting this story, the Freedmen 

selection implicitly reminds readers of the changed situation, of the tragedy they no 

longer face and of the gift of maintaining relationships they were once forced to 

relinquish.  Child’s use of these details in the Benjamin story highlights the yearning for 

connection that consistently underpinned dreams of freedom in fugitive narratives, 

including Jacobs’s Incidents.  Such details reinforce what Linda Brent desperately sought 

in the original text: the ability to constitute her own family and home-place, to construct a 

life apart from slavery but not apart from those she held dear.  She would not “part from 

all [her] kindred.” 

After describing the leave-taking between Benjamin and Phillip, the Freedmen 

selection goes on to share the grandmother’s joyful purchase of Phillip’s freedom, but it 

immediately juxtaposes that triumph with the death of the grandmother’s daughter, 

Nancy—a story that occurs much later in Incidents and much later chronologically in 

                                                 
142 In “The Tender of Memory,” Stephanie A. Smith reads this scene as one of many in Incidents 

that remind readers of the centrality of family connections to an articulation of freedom: 

“Although she rejoices that her Uncle has escaped being deemed a white man’s property, Brent 

shows that Benjamin still loses what the slavocracy insisted a slave had no real cognizance of, 

outside, of course, the bonds in the ‘peculiar institution’—a family” (257).  Smith points out that 

Benjamin could have just as easily been sold down river because his separation is just as 

complete.  See Smith, “The Tender of Memory: Restructuring Value in Harriet Jacobs’s Incidents 

in the Life of a Slave Girl” in New Critical Essays, ed. Garfield and Zafar, 257. 
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Linda’s life.  In other words, the Freedmen selection arranges the story to underscore 

slavery’s outrages upon familial relationships.  Nancy dies at the Flint household, wasted 

away after years of wearing “herself out in their service,” and the Freedmen selection 

preserves the details from the original text that attest to the close-knit family’s care for 

her, even amid slavery’s obstacles.143  The grandmother stays by Nancy’s bedside for her 

final days, and they stare into one another’s eyes, unable to speak the secrets they long to 

but communicating nonetheless with their silent gazes.  After Nancy passes away, Phillip 

requests (and is granted) “permission to bury his sister at his own expense.”144  The 

emotional force of the passage here reminds readers of slavery’s assault on families while 

also bearing witness to the slave’s deep desire to stake a claim on identity and autonomy 

through relationship.  The “good grandmother” tends to her daughter.  Phillip, free but 

poor, scrapes together the money to honor his sister with a proper burial.  The family 

strains, but holds together.  In passages such as these “The Good Grandmother” clasps 

tightly to the revolutionary potential of the original text, reminding a black audience of 

the most important ways that freedom was denied and what it might promise after 

emancipation.  

Moreover, although the Freedmen selection can seem to deprive its narrator of the 

voice and perspective she so carefully cultivated in Incidents, it is important to remember 

that Linda’s opposition to her cherished grandmother was never total.  She earnestly 

sought freedom not only for the sake of individual liberty but also so that she could create 

the sort of home and family her grandmother had made.  In one passage from Incidents 

                                                 
143 Freedmen’s Book, 215. 
144 Ibid., 215. 
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that The Freedmen’s Book preserves, Linda notes her grandmother’s “beautiful faith”—

her insistence on accepting the will of God and “pray[ing] for contentment.”145  The 

grandmother adheres to this faith even amid direct threats to her family.  In the only 

passage in the Freedmen selection where Linda’s voice of resistance remains, it persists 

not so much to contest her grandmother’s faith as to affirm her devotion to family.  In this 

briefest of objections, Linda rejects her grandmother’s advice, but does so because the 

Christian patience she recommends would in this case countenance slavery’s attack on an 

African American family as the will of God.  Linda declares, “It appeared to us that it 

was much more according to the will of God that we should be free, and able to make a 

home for ourselves, as she had done.”146  On the one hand, Linda rejects her 

grandmother’s definition of Christian obedience merely as a submission to suffering.  

Linda does not accept the appalling circumstances, nor will she “pray for contentment” in 

this midst of her oppression.  At the same time, though, Linda spurns her grandmother’s 

advice here because she recognizes that claiming freedom will allow her to “make a 

home…as [her grandmother] had done.”   Essentially, Linda rejects her grandmother’s 

pragmatic counsel in the name of fashioning the kind of life her grandmother already 

leads.  It is worth noting, furthermore, that even the grandmother does not wholly 

embrace what she seems to espouse here.  Rather than accepting the turn of events, for 

instance, she actively works to purchase Benjamin’s freedom when he is sold to a New 

Orleans slave trader.  

                                                 
145 Freedmen’s Book, 210. 
146 Ibid., 210. 



 94 

Throughout “The Good Grandmother” and, indeed, throughout The Freedmen’s 

Book as a whole, Child suggests that liberation is ultimately measured by one’s ability to 

fashion families and communities, but this was not her own invention.  Rather Child drew 

on a history of slave narratives and biographies that often defined freedom in terms of the 

capacity to establish lasting family structures and to build and belong to viable 

communities.  Given the slave system’s attacks on and prohibitions against these 

institutions and structures, they emerged, in the antebellum tradition, as nothing short of 

revolutionary.  In crafting a text that encouraged those freed from slavery to follow a 

similar path, Child extended what had always been an important element of antislavery 

literature generally and many slave narratives in particular.  This emphasis on individuals 

within the context of domestic and communal structures becomes especially apparent in 

the narratives and biographies fitted to the 1865 volume, which consistently recasts 

biographical subjects as models of civic virtue and stable family relationships.   

 The story of Madison Washington, for instance, recounts the life of a slave who 

won fame among abolitionists when he led a successful revolt on the high seas and yet 

showed mercy to the captors he had overpowered.  While Douglass famously 

memorialized Washington as an insurgent in the spirit of 1776 in “The Heroic Slave,” 

Child honors him as a natural-born leader whose actions won him his true desire: 

domestic happiness.  After recounting how Washington led the uprising aboard the 

Creole, Child stresses his reunion with his wife: “…he had his beloved Susan in his arms, 

carrying her to a land where the laws would protect their domestic happiness. He felt 
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richer at that moment than any king with a golden crown upon his head.”147  Under 

Child’s pen, Washington’s act of liberation becomes a vehicle for his own “pursuit of 

happiness,” and that pursuit hinges on a domestic ideal.  

The Freedmen story of Madison Washington lingers over details about his wife 

and his desire for family to a greater degree than either Douglass’s “Heroic Slave” or 

William Wells Brown’s briefer account in 1863’s The Black Man.  In Douglass’s 

fictionalized version, Susan is shot and killed as she runs beside her husband, trying to 

flee her master’s house, and so of course, there is no family reunion or domestic bliss 

waiting for Washington in Nassau.  Still, Douglass uses Susan’s death to shape his 

account around the importance of family, emphasizing slavery’s outrages and allowing 

the cruel denial of the lovers’ relationship to function as a motivating factor for 

Washington’s rebellion.148  In a biographical sketch in The Black Man, Brown features 

the story of the couple more prominently, telling of their overjoyed, unexpected meeting 

aboard the Creole after Washington had taken control of operations.149   

                                                 
147 Freedmen’s Book, 153. 
148 Douglass, “The Heroic Slave” in Autographs for Freedom, ed. Julia Griffiths (Cleveland, OH: 

John P. Jewett, 1853), 174-239.   
149 Obviously, Susan does not die in Brown’s account.  This only happens in Douglass’s 

fictionalized “The Heroic Slave.”  See William Wells Brown, “Madison Washington” in The 

Black Man: His Antecedents, His Genius, and His Achievements, rev. ed. (New York: Thomas 

Hamilton, 1863), 75-85.  Richard Yarborough and Jennifer James have commented on Brown’s 

account of Madison Washington and how its differences, particularly compared to Douglass, 

reveal the centrality and significance of a domestic ideal for Brown—a “domestic circle” and 

“homespace.” See Yarborough, “Race, Violence and Manhood: The Masculine Ideal in Frederick 

Douglass’s ‘The Heroic Slave,’” in Haunted Bodies: Gender and Southern Texts, ed. Anne 

Goodwyn Jones and Susan V. Donaldson (Charlottesville: University Press of Virginia, 1997), 

172-73; see also Jennifer James, “‘Civil’ War Wounds: William Wells Brown, Violence, and the 

Domestic Narrative,” African American Review 39 (Spring-Summer 2005): 41.  Yarborough 

discusses several accounts of Madison Washington in relationship to Douglass’s novella and 

points out that Child’s, like Brown’s, is concerned with “the restoration of the integrity of the 
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But it is Child who stresses their future as a couple in “a land where the laws 

would protect their domestic happiness,” rather than merely their individual liberty.  

Brown’s biography makes no mention of what becomes of them upon gaining the 

Bahamian shore, but The Freedmen’s Book, for obvious reasons, pushes readers to 

consider those post-emancipation promises and possibilities of a heroic antebellum story.  

Even Child’s conclusion in the present tense seems to leave her characters in the precise 

moment and situation of her recently freed readers, under a domestic benediction: 

“Captain Washington and his companions sprang out upon free soil.  There he and his 

beloved Susan are living under the protection of laws which make no distinction on 

account of complexion.”150  In telling Washington’s story, it was important to Child not 

to lose sight of the revolution that had brought Washington this blissful fate as a family 

man.  Yet it is finally family that offers the truest measure of what that revolution had 

achieved. 

While these elements of the revised Madison Washington story seem to reflect the 

values of the Jacobs selection, in the Frederick Douglass biography Child actually does 

locate another “good grandmother” who is praiseworthy for her industry and care for 

those around her.  Even with the tight constraints of a short biography, Child includes 

details about his Grandma Betty’s famed sweet potatoes and diligent work in her 

garden.151  The Freedmen selection also explicitly binds Douglass’s realization of slavery 

and subsequent resistance to that system to familial relationships.  While this appears to 

                                                                                                                                                 
domestic circle” but that it goes on to stress “an added concern with the beautiful slave as the 

embodiment of endangered womanhood”; see “Race, Violence, Manhood,” 172-73. 
150 Freedmen’s Book, 154. 
151 Freedmen’s Book, 157-58. 
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depart from the intense individualism we tend to associate with his earlier narratives, the 

familial focus essentially echoes and intensifies a motif that was present in both the 1845 

Narrative and the 1855 My Bondage and My Freedom, and that was especially central to 

the latter text.152 

Before even introducing Douglass in the biography, Child traces his genealogical 

history and thus establishes, early on, his status within a larger kinship network. 

Douglass’s grandmother solidifies this family lineage and quickly emerges as a principal 

character in the Freedmen version.  Grandma Betty’s nurturing nature conceals the harsh 

realities of slave life, and the children she cares for are “as well satisfied with [the cabin] 

as if it had been a palace.”153  She is “the greatest of their blessings,” and in the Freedmen 

version, young Frederick’s separation from her, the only family he has ever known, is 

                                                 
152 Frederick Douglass, Narrative of the Life of Frederick Douglass, an American Slave. Written 

by Himself (Boston: Anti-Slavery Office, 1845).  Also Douglass, My Bondage and My Freedom 

(New York: Miller, Orton & Mulligan, 1855). 

Indeed, William Andrews has even identified the trope of the grandmother as a significant link 

between Douglass’s 1855 text and Jacobs’s 1861 Incidents.  See To Tell a Free Story: The First 

Century of Afro-American Autobiography, 1760-1865 (Urbana: University of Illinois Press, 

1986), 249. 

Particularly when compared to the 1845 Narrative, My Bondage and My Freedom can appear as a 

text constructed around sentimental tropes. Arthur Riss makes a compelling case for this in 

“Sentimental Douglass” in The Cambridge Companion to Frederick Douglass, ed. Maurice S. 

Lee (New York: Cambridge University Press, 2009), 103-17.  Obviously, there is a large body of 

literature that deals with Douglass’s famed revisions in his autobiographies, and his move from 

the framing conventions and expectations of white abolitionists in his first autobiography.  For 

instance, Robert Levine’s essay, “Identity in the Autobiographies,” offers an overview of the 

shifts across Douglass’s three autobiographies and points out the greater emphasis on family in 

the 1855 book.  (See “Identity in the Autobiographies” in Cambridge Companion to Frederick 

Douglass, ed. Lee, 31-45.)  Drawing on Orlando Patterson, Eric Sundquist comments on the My 

Bondage and My Freedom revisions as a reminder that a slave’s first “act of consciousness” is “a 

refutation of the social death imposed upon him as a slave.”  Douglass’s revisions reinforce the 

social as the field in which first slavery and then liberation are defined.  See Sundquist, To Wake 

the Nations: Race in the Making of American Literature (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University 

Press, 1993), 124. 
153 Freedmen’s Book, 156. 
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described as the most psychologically disturbing event of his life—a crucial loss that 

haunts this 1865 narrative and one that, as Arthur Riss has observed, also defined his 

realization of what it was to be a slave in the 1855 Bondage text.154 

Even though Grandma Betty exits the narrative after the cruel separation, her 

example anchors the Douglass Freedmen biography as he carves out a life defined by 

commitments to hard work and family.  Like Grandma Betty, the fugitive Douglass and 

the free black inhabitants of New Bedford emerge as models of industry.  The Freedmen 

text explains, at length, Douglass’s monetary value as an expert ship-caulker and relates 

his satisfaction as a free laborer: “He worked hard, but that was a pleasure, now that he 

could enjoy his own earnings.”155  Similarly, the free blacks of New Bedford—where the 

escaped Douglass is working—form a kind of utopian community and, on a broader 

level, reveal the promising social possibilities of emancipation.  Intelligent and 

industrious, they “[live] in convenient houses, [take] newspapers, [buy] books, … [send] 

their children to good schools,” and have “various societies for improvement.”156 

Child’s Douglass functions as a model member of society in The Freedmen’s 

Book.  His long and violent fight with Covey, the “negro-breaker” in the Narrative and 

Bondage texts, is reduced to “he struggled with [Covey] and threw him down,” and while 

Child does allude to this scene’s importance in terms of Douglass’s manhood, she does 

                                                 
154 Ibid., 157.  Arthur Riss remarks that, in My Bondage and My Freedom, Douglass’s 

“separation from his grandmother makes this fact [the fact that he is a slave] comprehensible.  

And, it makes it comprehensible in an unambiguously sentimental register: slavery violates the 

principles of sympathy and love…”  See “Sentimental Douglass,” 104-5.   
155 Freedmen’s Book, 173. 
156 Ibid., 173. 
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not emphasize Douglass’s famous lines about “see[ing] how a slave was made a man.”157 

The rhetoric of robust masculinity and manhood, so prevalent and central in Douglass’s 

own accounts, gives way to a discourse of gentlemanliness in The Freedmen’s Book.  For 

instance, while lecturing in England, Douglass, “behaved like a gentleman, and was 

treated like a gentleman.  Many distinguished and wealthy people invited him to their 

houses, as a mark of respect for his natural abilities and the efforts he had made to 

improve himself.”158  Given the pervasiveness of the term ‘manhood’ in Narrative and its 

even greater emphasis—following Eric Sundquist’s argument—in Bondage, this move 

toward describing Douglass as a gentleman suggests the importance to Child of social 

appearances and well-mannered gentility as opposed to hard-won self-awareness.159 

 Grandma Betty’s persistent influence over the Freedmen biography also seems to 

reinforce the gentlemanly qualities of Child’s vision of Douglass, inasmuch as she serves 

as a paragon of the sort of industriousness that marks her grandson’s success in New 

Bedford and propels him across the Atlantic.  Nevertheless, the power of her example has 

as much to do with Douglass’s emancipation as his domestication.  The family bond that 

makes her so compelling in his life spurs him to pursue his own liberty and provides one 

of the clearest indications of his final triumph over slavery.  Child makes this clear by 

referencing the remarkably defiant letter that Douglass wrote to his former master: “What 

                                                 
157 Ibid., 170; Narrative, 107. 
158 Freedmen’s Book, 175. 
159 In To Wake the Nations, Eric Sundquist redefines the canon of the American Renaissance to 

feature lesser-known works more intimately concerned with a revolutionary tradition.  In this 

vein, the precedence of Douglass’s popular Narrative gives way to My Bondage and My 

Freedom, which Sundquist identifies as transforming what was formerly a slave narrative into a 

“text of revolution” that emphasized Douglass’s manipulation of power and his resulting 

manliness in the face of oppressive paternalism; see To Wake the Nations, especially 122-24.   
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has become of my dear old grandmother, whom you turned out, like an old horse, to die 

in the woods?” Douglass demands.  “Send her to me at Rochester, and it shall be the 

crowning happiness of my life to take care of her in her old age.”160  As Douglass’s 

language illustrates, this is no mere expression of mild sentimental attachment.  The 

recovery of his grandmother will be the “crowning happiness” of his life, and he 

flourishes his ability to take care of her as a sign of the fulfillment of his long quest to 

escape his bondage.  His command to his former master, “Send her to me at Rochester,” 

is as much about Douglass and his capacities as a freed man to take care of his own as it 

is about his heartfelt concern for the well-being of his “dear grandmother.”  This letter is 

the capstone of Child’s vision of Douglass, but unlike the editor’s rather precious 

references to Douglass’s delicate manners and gentlemanly conduct, her vision of a 

grandmother’s caretaker seems to fulfill the fighting spirit of the antebellum Douglass.   

His letter demonstrates that Douglass regards the ability to voice such sentimental 

attachments to family as a measure of his own freedom.  As Riss suggests, this kind of 

sentimental expression is no mere rhetorical flourish but rather an “enabling condition” 

that “enacts this difference” between slavery and freedom.161  Furthermore, the ability to 

form familial attachments represented the fulfillment of a desire that runs through many 

of Douglass’s antislavery texts.  The opening of his first narrative, for example, 

catalogues numerous perversions of family life under slavery as a means of representing 

                                                 
160 Freedmen’s Book, 176. 
161 Arthur Riss, “Sentimental Douglass,” 111. 
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the evils of the system from which he had escaped.162  The beginning of the 1855 text 

cites the young Douglass’s separation from his grandmother as the moment in which he 

first recognized the reality of his enslavement.163 Family, and community by extension, 

will be the pole star guiding Douglass’s movement toward freedom, just as the lack of 

family serves as a the symbol for his enslaved point of origin.  His own liberated ability 

to take responsibility for those he loves is his true North, his Rochester, and it is this rich 

vein in the abolitionist tradition that Child finds particularly valuable for helping her 

shape family life among the newly freed.   

Child had located this familial strain in the accounts of Washington, Douglass, 

and Jacobs that she drew on in The Freedmen’s Book, but she could not fail to note its 

importance in a letter from Jacobs herself, written from the havoc and poverty of 

Alexandria, Virginia in early 1864.  Jacobs had been working among the newly freed 

population in the teeming city and visiting their makeshift homes.  She wrote of these 

homes that “there was nothing about them to indicate the presence of a wifely wife, or a 

motherly mother… The consciousness of working for themselves, and of having a 

character to gain, will inspire them with energy and enterprise, and a higher civilization 

will gradually come.”164 

                                                 
162 For example, Douglass remarks that he never knew his parents and only saw his mother a 

handful of times before she died.  Several pages later, he recounts witness the beating of his Aunt 

Hester, who was punished for visiting with another slave and presumed beau.  Narrative, 2-3; 6-

8.   
163 Riss, “Sentimental Douglass,” 104-5.   
164 Jacobs to Child, 26 March 1864, in Harriet Jacobs Family Papers, ed. Jean Fagan Yellin, 560.  

Also qtd in Bruce Mills, Cultural Transformations, 125.  Mills points out that Child’s project 

“expands on the sentiments expressed” in this letter. 
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In other words, Jacobs’s letter registered and articulated a need for precisely the 

sort of “primer, anthology, history text, and self-help manual” that Child would soon 

create, with the help of Jacob’s life story.165  While there is certainly legitimacy in 

critiques of “uplift” texts as patronizing or even racist, The Freedmen’s Book, especially 

in its treatment of Harriet Jacobs and her grandmother, appears differently in light of 

Jacobs’s own language of individual uplift and family virtues.  She sighs over the lack of 

“a wifely wife, or motherly mother” and stresses how critical industry, “enterprise,” and 

“character” will be in attaining a “higher civilization.”  Jacobs’s words here sound 

familiar, like Child herself—or, more surprisingly perhaps, the good grandmother.   

As Jacobs’s letter continues, the tension that so often seems to drive Child’s 

project appears to abate, suggesting that an advice manual and revolutionary history text 

need not be mutually exclusive.  Jacobs was not only volunteering as an aid worker in 

Alexandria; she was helping her daughter Louisa run a school as well, and she shared 

with Child her ambitions for the young pupils in her classroom: “When I look at these 

bright little boys, I often wonder whether there is not some Frederick Douglass among 

them, destined to do honor to his race in the future.  No one can predict, now-a-days, how 

rapidly the wheels of progress will move on.”166  Jacobs’s letter signaled the importance 

of carrying on the antislavery tradition, of telling stories like those of Frederick Douglass 

or even herself, and of ensuring that a young generation of freed slaves would write the 

                                                 
165 This quote is a reference to Karcher’s description of The Freedmen’s Book, mentioned earlier 

in the chapter. (Karcher, First Woman, 496.) 
166 Jacobs to Child, 26 March 1864, in Harriet Jacobs Family Papers, ed. Jean Fagan Yellin, 560.  

See also Yellin, Harriet Jacobs: A Life (New York: Basic Civitas, 2004), 179. 
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next chapter in a still unfolding history.  With The Freedmen’s Book, Child sought to do 

just that, channeling the spirit of a tradition that still had much to say. 
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“Passing Into History”:  

Clotel’s Revisions and an Uncertain Black Future 

 

In The Freedmen’s Book, Lydia Maria Child recounted a history of black 

accomplishments in hopes of carrying that tradition forward to new readers, freedmen 

and women who would not only learn and pass on those stories but also enact stories of 

their own.  In one sense, the book’s history of black progress ended in the year of its 

publication, with emancipation and the conclusion of the war in 1865; as part of 

Reconstruction and freedmen’s schools, however, the book pushed beyond its printing 

toward what emancipation and education promised for future generations.  Child’s 

history of emancipation culminated—and began—at the freedmen’s school. 

 William Wells Brown’s final version of his novel, Clotelle, published two years 

after The Freedmen’s Book in 1867, also ended in a freedmen’s school.  Like Child’s 

anthology, the text was a historical work that drew on the antebellum antislavery 

tradition, for Brown had written, rewritten, and republished it in four distinct editions 

across a span of fourteen years.167  In the 1867 Clotelle, the titular character returns South 

and purchases her former master’s plantation, where she establishes a school for newly 

freed slaves, and the narrator tells readers that “at this writing—now June, 1867” she 

lives there still, ostensibly teaching and bettering the lives of ex-slaves like herself.  It 

seems a triumphant ending, with Clotelle living a proudly liberated life and fulfilling the 

sorts of obligations Child hoped all freedpeople would recognize as their legacy.  Brown 

                                                 
167 This will be clarified momentarily in the chapter, but I wanted to point out that the 1853 

version is Clotel, while several of the later editions were titled Clotelle. 
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had been revising this story continually since 1853, but with this edition he stopped, 

allowing a long writing process to come to rest with this version, this moment.  The 1867 

ending, then, became Brown’s final word on the character Clotelle and the book that 

shared her name.  For a writer and ongoing book project long concerned with the future 

of African Americans in the United States, closing with the forward-looking endeavor of 

freedmen’s education made sense.   

 Despite the shared setting of their conclusions, however, Brown’s vision of 

African American history is not as settled or as hopeful as Child’s, and Clotelle’s final 

pages are shot through with tragedy and ambiguity.  Shortly before Clotelle returns to the 

site of her former enslavement as a free woman and landowner, her husband Jerome is 

decapitated on the field of battle in a fool’s errand to recover the corpse of a white 

officer.  This is hardly a celebratory conclusion for a character Brown spent fourteen 

years cultivating.  Yet the novel’s troubling resolution is consistent with that long history 

of revisions, and seems to fix permanently the same deep ambivalence that had 

compelled Brown to return again and again to the Clotel narrative.  Throughout those 

fourteen years Brown had been considering and reconsidering unsettled questions about 

African Americans’ identity and relationship to the nation, and those questions had 

shaped and reshaped the novel since its inception.  What place do black men and women 

hold in the United States?  Is there a future for them here?   

Each iteration of this novel unveils Brown, himself a black man, thinking through 

and exploring these questions at key moments in the history of African American 

liberation when the nation confronted the place and future of black individuals.  As the 



 106 

United States passed from a system of legal, racialized enslavement through the Civil 

War and into a Reconstruction predicated on abolition and then black suffrage, national 

responses to these questions shifted dramatically.  It is therefore not surprising that 

Brown would feel compelled to reconsider and significantly alter the narrative at each 

stage of its revision.  Indeed, the only way to fully understand the meaning of Clotel and 

what the novel has to say about questions of liberation and black identity is to examine 

the narrative as a whole and the distance between Brown’s revised versions.  That 

consideration is the subject of this chapter.168 

 

First published in Great Britain in 1853 and addressed primarily to Christian 

abolitionists there, Clotel took as its starting point a piece of famous Presidential lore: 

namely, that the father of the Declaration of Independence, Thomas Jefferson, also 

fathered slave children with a woman he owned.  (Indeed, the 1853 novel’s subtitle was 

“The President’s Daughter.”)  Although only proven relatively recently, this scandalous 

fact had long been repeated in African American circles and the early national period’s 

                                                 
168 This will be discussed in greater detail as the chapter develops and considers each version and 

its revisions, but I wanted to point out that other scholars such as M. Giulia Fabi, Jennifer James, 

and Robert Levine have recognized the need to consider Brown’s multiple versions and revisions.  

Indeed, Christopher Mulvey’s electronic scholarly edition of the Brown texts, launched in 2006, 

encourages and aids this work. Many scholars, in their discussion of Brown’s revisions, end up 

focusing on a particular edition, and I hope to demonstrate the significance of closely reading 

revisions across these texts, as they respond to changing audiences and historical contexts. 

Mulvey’s introduction to the four reading texts on the site emphasizes the importance of reading 

Clotel “as an evolving whole” and claims that “a great deal is to be lost by reading any one 

version in isolation.”  (Mulvey, “Critical Introduction,” Clotel, by William Wells Brown: An 

Electronic Scholarly Edition, ed. Christopher Mulvey, 

http://rotunda.upress.virginia.edu.ezproxy.lib.utexas.edu/clotel/introduction.html.) This chapter 

endorses such a view, adding that a novel that refuses to remain settled can never be read as 

settled (i.e. as only this or that version) and thus must be read as fluid to be read at all.  
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equivalent of political attack ads when Brown took it up to imagine the ironic tragedy of 

the life of Jefferson’s enslaved daughter.169  In the process, Brown crafted what seems a 

quintessentially American tale of an iconic founding father and his legacies of freedom 

and slavery.   

The 1853 sprawling narrative centers on the daughters—Althesa and especially 

the titular Clotel—of Jefferson and a slave woman named Currer.  When the three 

women are sold at auction, the young, white, and wealthy Horatio Green purchases the 

striking sixteen year-old Clotel and sets up house with her outside of town.  They seem 

happy and soon have a daughter of their own together, named Mary.  

In the meantime, Clotel’s mother Currer has become a slave in the household of 

Mr. Peck, a parson whose status as a slaveholder gives the narrator free rein to comment 

on the Church’s complicity in a system of legal bondage.  The Peck household has one 

saving grace in the form of Peck’s daughter Georgiana, and her strong antislavery 

sentiments offer a glimmer of hope as evidence that someone from a slaveholding society 

can see its evils and work to right its wrongs.  Upon her father’s death and her subsequent 

inheritance, Georgiana emancipates all of the slaves and then offers regular wages and 

support for those who wish to remain as free laborers. 

                                                 
169 See, for instance, Annette Gordon-Reed’s Thomas Jefferson and Sally Hemings: An American 

Controversy (Charlottesville: University Press of Virginia, 1997) and, more recently, Gordon-

Reed’s The Hemingses of Monticello: An American Family (New York: Norton, 2008).  Ann 

duCille provides a useful overview of the authentication of the Jefferson-Hemings story, putting 

this into conversation with Brown’s text and its sometimes neglected place in African American 

literary history.  See duCille, “Where in the World is William Wells Brown?  Thomas Jefferson, 

Sally Hemings, and the DNA of African American Literary History” American Literary History 

12, no. 3 (2000): 443-62.  
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Clotel’s seemingly idyllic life changes abruptly when she discovers that Horatio 

has not honored their marriage vows, conveniently siding with the legal argument that a 

marriage to a slave is not recognized anyway.  He has married a white woman whose 

family secures tantalizing political advantages for him.  Virtuous and indignant, Clotel 

casts him out of her life, but not before the new wife learns of her existence and insists on 

the immediate sale of Horatio’s mistress and love-child.  After the mother and daughter 

are cruelly separated, Clotel spends the remainder of her short life trying to escape and 

find Mary.  When her final escape plan is foiled, she commits suicide by leaping into the 

Potomac River, in full view of the White House.   

Mary has grown up and fallen in love with a fellow slave named George with 

whom she plans to run away.  Their plans are thwarted, until they meet unexpectedly in 

Europe years later after they both have fled the United States.  George and Mary wed, 

and the novel concludes by ruminating on their unlikely reunion and the fact that they 

cannot return to the United States without becoming slaves. 

Even more fascinating than Brown’s bold premise here about a founding father’s 

enslaved lineage is the fact that he returned, again and again, to revise it—reconsidering 

Jefferson’s legacy and reimagining the future of his literal and figurative heirs.  In the 

space of six short years, Brown published three new versions, dramatically different from 

the 1853 novel and from each other.  The first revision arrived in 1860 at a remarkable 

moment in America’s racial politics (when the first antislavery President was elected and 

civil war erupted).  Brown rechristened the novel as Miralda and printed it serially in the 

Weekly Anglo-African for a largely black audience.  Published alongside increasingly 
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heated debates about Haitian emigration in 1860 and 1861, Miralda took on new meaning 

in the context of these contemporaneous political discussions and through its revisions of 

the original Clotel text, many of which directly responded to these pressing political 

concerns.  In 1864, the already revised story found new life when James Redpath issued a 

new version with a new spelling of “Clotelle” as part of his Books for the Camp Fires 

series.  As an explicit intervention into debates surrounding the war’s causes, Redpath 

hoped the book would “kindle [Union soldiers’] zeal for universal emancipation.”170  

What had once been an antebellum abolitionist novel aimed at British readers now found 

a place in a series designed for soldiers who had only recently become liberators.  Three 

years later and just after passage of the Reconstruction Act of 1867, Brown published the 

narrative yet again, still as Clotelle, but this time extending the story to encompass new 

material on both the war and Reconstruction.  This final edition took in the sweep of 

recent history and registered Brown’s uncertainty about the future of the black 

community in the United States, even as major legislative changes would seem to 

safeguard that future.171 

                                                 
170 William Wells Brown, Clotelle: A Tale of the Southern States (Boston: James Redpath, 1864), 

179. 
171 Previous scholars have written about the publication history of Clotel’s various editions, and 

of course, Mulvey’s site makes this readily accessible.  See, for example, M. Giulia Fabi, “The 

‘Unguarded Expressions of the Feelings of the Negroes’: Gender, Slave Resistance, and William 

Wells Brown’s Revisions of Clotel, African American Review 27, no. 4 (1993): 639-54; Fabi, 

Passing and the Rise of the African American Novel (Urbana: University of Illinois Press, 2001), 

ch. 1.  William Edward Farrison’s biography of Brown offers an overview, as does Robert 

Levine’s 2000 edition of Brown’s novel, which includes excerpts from the 1864 and 1867 

versions.  See Farrison, William Wells Brown: Author and Reformer (Chicago: University of 

Chicago Press, 1969); Clotel; Or, The President’s Daughter, ed. Robert S. Levine (Boston: 

Bedford/St. Martin’s, 2000). 
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The revisionary history of Clotel across the 1850s and 60s reveals a writer 

constantly engaged with changing audiences, as well as the intricate, changing politics of 

race during a turbulent era of US history.  Rather than merely four discrete snapshots of 

racial politics in America, however, the revisions of Clotel comprise the history of what 

John Bryant calls a fluid text, and the narrative is best viewed in its entirety—both to 

allow each version of the novel to be seen from the perspective of other versions and 

revisions and also to recognize what a narrative that refused to remain settled can suggest 

about its subject.172  Stretched across a momentous, fourteen-year span, this shifting 

narrative powerfully signals the unsettled position of African Americans at a time when 

the nation itself was constantly revising its position toward that community.  Given that 

these visions and revisions of black freedom would be contested through battlefield 

conflicts as well as heated cultural debates and Constitutional reforms, Brown’s unsettled 

text is best considered with all its parts in view.  As an object of repeated revision, the 

fluid text offers a more appropriate representation of the provisional nature of nineteenth-

century African American identity and political status than any of its single articulations 

could.  

 

                                                 
172 I am drawing, of course, on Bryant and particularly his emphasis on what the distance 

between revisions can tell us: “…revision always reveals an intention to change meaning, and we 

sense that a text with a history of revision is always more deeply interpretable than if that same 

text were known to us only as an act of genesis.  Moreover, critical and cultural meanings can be 

derived from the distance and direction charted by the end points of the intended revision.” Fluid 

Text, 96.   
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BLACK READERS IN FLUX: 

MIRALDA, THE WEEKLY ANGLO-AFRICAN, AND HAITIAN EMIGRATION 

 

The 24 November 1860 issue of the Weekly Anglo-African (WAA) proudly 

announced that its next issue would feature the first installment of a serial publication 

“from the pen of that able and popular writer, WILLIAM WELLS BROWN.” Identified 

as a “thrilling anti-slavery story,” Brown’s work would appear exclusively for this 

audience, according to the WAA.  Though Brown had already published Clotel across the 

Atlantic seven years earlier, the newspaper’s claim to an exclusive text was justified by 

the extent of the narrative’s emendations and by what would turn out to be a thorough 

engagement with the paper’s ongoing political discussions, especially those related to the 

last major colonization scheme prior to emancipation.173  In this new context and 

addressing many disaffected black readers, Miralda would underscore questions of 

African American belonging at a moment when that belonging was provisional at best.174   

                                                 
173 All of the Miralda installments appeared on the first page of their respective Weekly Anglo-

African (WAA) issues. To ensure that citations are not redundant, I will simply cite the date when 

necessary. When comparing Miralda to another version of Clotel, the title will be duly noted to 

avoid confusion.   

Also, I’d like to note that the Miralda issues of the Weekly Anglo-African are available through 

Christopher Mulvey’s site, making it possible to read not only Brown’s 1860-61 version of the 

narrative but the paper in which it appeared as well. However, the WAA issues containing the first 

two installments of Miralda have been lost to history, so my discussion of revisions will be 

limited to those that can be documented. 
174 Studies of Brown and Clotel tend to privilege Brown’s later revisions and especially the 1867 

edition.  William Edward Farrison, in the most recent book-length biography of Brown, gives an 

overview of Miralda’s major changes, which he reads primarily as Brown’s failed attempt at 

“improving the work as art if not as argument”; Author and Reformer, 328. M. Giulia Fabi offers 

excellent readings of Brown’s revisions but focuses especially on the later versions of Clotel in 

both her article and her later book, Passing and the Rise of the African American Novel. In a brief 

comparison of the 1860-61 version to later editions, Fabi notes Miralda’s “greater 

outspokenness” on race issues as well as its tantalizing allusion to the scandal of Thomas 
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Printed in New York City by Thomas Hamilton, the WAA presented news and 

politics alongside poetry and fictional compositions that were often political in nature.  

Hamilton insisted that African Americans should be at the forefront of antislavery efforts 

and shaped his publication for a black audience, with contributions by black writers.  As 

he wrote in March 1859, “[S]ince colored men are the oppressed, it were unfortunate that 

every anti-slavery journal in the country is not edited by colored men.”175  With its robust 

circulation, the WAA quickly emerged as a potent discussion forum for racial issues, and 

editorial columns, letters to the editor, and correspondence from African American 

communities and associations filled the bulk of each four-page issue.  By the time serial 

installments of Miralda began appearing in late 1860, the paper’s emphasis on current 

events and politics was intensifying—a reflection of explosive sectionalism and the 

deepening secession crisis. The WAA’s literary contributions increasingly mirrored these 

contemporary developments.  Readers might peruse John Greenleaf Whittier’s stirring 

lyrics about the impending national crisis, just before they studied an editorial opining on 

the newly elected President’s position toward the entrenched Democrats of the South.176   

                                                                                                                                                 
Jefferson’s black descendants (Passing, 22-23).  In other words, while Miralda has not been 

ignored, I do think its importance has been overlooked in favor of Brown’s later versions and that 

this oversight restricts our sense of Clotel as a fluid text in the midst of a mercurial political 

culture.   
175 Qtd in Patricia Okker, Social Stories: The Magazine Novel in Nineteenth-Century America 

(Charlottesville: University Press of Virginia, 2003), 103. 
176 For instance, the 29 December 1860 issue features Whittier’s poem, “Silence is Crime” 

(“Now, by our father’s ashes! where’s the spirit / Of the true-hearted and th’ unshackled gone? / 

Sons of old freemen, do we but inherit / Their names alone?”) as well as an editorial 

recommending that Lincoln send black troops South, a move that would surely compel 

Confederates to flee.  “Silence is Crime,” WAA, December 29, 1860, 4; “A Cool Head,” WAA, 

December 29, 1860, 2.    
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In the 24 November 1860 issue, for example, the announcement about Miralda’s 

serialization precedes a tongue-in-cheek editorial that purposely misreads South 

Carolina’s politics and, in the process, encourages readers to join in an analytical scrutiny 

of recent events and their repercussions.  Titled “A Colored State,” the editorial feigns 

surprise to discover that, despite widespread anxiety and reports to the contrary, a so-

called black state already exists in the Union. In fact, this state’s black population 

outnumbers whites “two to one,” and surely these numbers, the editorial surmises, reflect 

the relative power each group holds.  Without ever naming the state explicitly, the article 

leaves little doubt as to that state’s identity, reasoning that only a “colored state” would 

actually contemplate secession from a slavery-friendly nation.  For once that state 

seceded, its governing bodies could lose their stability, and power might shift completely 

to a dominant group, such as the well-populated African Americans. “And what better 

way is there to account for the desperate energy with which this State struggles to veer 

from its moorings,” the WAA exclaims, “than to say that her feeble legislators are 

magnetized by the terrible energies of their black superiors to do that act—secession—

which will forever consecrate it to God and liberty!”177  With this sarcasm, the editorial 

invites readers to share in the joke and imagine, however unlikely, a political alternative 

to what was actually unfolding in South Carolina.  Turning a critical eye to current events 

and political machinations, the Weekly Anglo-African encouraged reading practices that 

                                                 
177 “A Colored State,” WAA, November 24, 1860, 1.  For more on South Carolina’s secession 

crisis in late 1860, see Walter Edgar, South Carolina: A History (Columbia: University of South 

Carolina Press, 1998), 349-53. 
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did not always take words at face value, and it was in this context that William Wells 

Brown’s Miralda fittingly appeared.  

Miralda and its 1853 predecessor drew on a range of sources and materials: from 

newspaper articles to legislative decrees to firsthand accounts. In assembling the plot, 

Brown’s bricolage technique blurs the boundary between fact and fiction, facilitating a 

text that is both sentimental romance and shrewd cultural commentary.178  As John Ernest 

has pointed out, Brown took on the role of “cultural editor” as he pieced together a 

narrative that called “national texts” into question by highlighting their “meaningful 

incoherence.”179  Not unlike the WAA editor who mocked South Carolina’s political 

frenzy in the weeks following Lincoln’s election, Brown gathered facts into his fiction 

that would provoke surprise and reflection.  In 1853, a thick clothbound book presented 

Clotel’s text in the shape of a novel, and while the words on its pages still prodded the 

reader to consider and evaluate a broad spectrum of history, legislation, and even 

religious teachings, the book as a material object reinforced the idea of a discrete, private 

reading experience.  With the publication of Miralda, however, Brown’s words took up 

residence in the columns of a political newspaper, inviting comparison between the 

“fiction” of his text and the increasingly urgent editorials that chronicled secession and 

the onset of civil war. As Patricia Okker has pointed out, “Because magazine novels 

                                                 
178 For more on Brown’s use of pastiche and bricolage, see Robert S. Levine, introduction to 

Clotel; Or, The President’s Daughter, ed. Robert S. Levine (Boston: Bedford/St. Martin’s, 2000), 

especially pages 6-8. Levine also references Ann duCille’s helpful discussion of what she terms 

the “unreal estate” of Clotel’s text, or Brown’s yoking of fact and fiction. See duCille, The 

Coupling Convention: Sex, Text, and Tradition in Black Women’s Fiction (New York: Oxford 

University Press, 1993), 18-19. 
179 John Ernest, Resistance and Reformation in Nineteenth-Century African American Literature: 

Brown, Wilson, Jacobs, Delany, Douglass, and Harper (Oxford: University of Mississippi Press, 

1995), 23-24, 34.  See also Levine, introduction to Clotel, 8. 
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reached audiences much more quickly than those in book form, magazine novels 

encouraged a certain timeliness, and the magazines' other content often invited readers to 

consider the fiction in the context of contemporary events.”180   

Reading Miralda, as opposed to Clotel, meant reading a newspaper that had been 

swept into an intense political situation.  Its editorials, letters, and articles debated the 

merits of Haitian emigration, John Brown’s legacy, and Lincoln’s overtures to the South, 

but one central concern drove all these discussions: Do African Americans have a viable 

future in the United States?  Brown’s novel ponders the same question, and the Weekly 

Anglo-African in late 1860 and early 1861 provided a space where this practical concern 

manifested itself again and again, in a range of articles and texts. 

These contextual differences framed the meaning and reception of the narrative, 

and Miralda’s textual emendations further indicated that Brown was reimagining the 

novel as a companion narrative for his politically astute WAA audience. Even the new 

title reflects this fact, but Brown did more than change characters’ names.  He also 

pruned large sections of the novel, wrote in new material, and emended significant details 

of the plot.  Ultimately, Brown’s revisions wrought two major changes in the 1860 

version: less overall discussion of American religious hypocrisy and, more significantly, 

a greater emphasis on possibilities for African Americans outside of the United States. 

                                                 
180 Okker, Social Stories, 23.  Okker has written extensively on the “social stories” serialized in 

nineteenth-century US periodicals and their interaction with contemporary context and events.  

Partially drawing on the work of Susan Belasco Smith, Okker notes how serialized narratives 

became sites of social reform and were increasingly recognized as such.  Harriet Beecher Stowe, 

for example, addressed this phenomenon directly in the first installment of My Wife and I (23-25). 
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 The first of these major revisions seems reasonable given the shifts in audience. 

Primed for British readers in 1853, Clotel wielded a popular weapon from the 

abolitionists’ rhetorical arsenal: identifying and detailing the hypocrisy of American 

Christians who countenanced—or worse, openly supported—slavery.  In his brief 1853 

conclusion to the novel, Brown directly addresses British Christians and their 

denominations, enumerating the statistics of slaveholding American Methodists, Baptists, 

Episcopalians, and Presbyterians before exhorting his readers to “let no association be 

maintained with those who traffic in blood and bones.”181  Rather than leaving this 

statement in the realm of vague abstraction, Brown even offers practical suggestions to 

church leaders about how to distance themselves from US delegations.182  Calibrated to a 

specific audience, Clotel’s varied scenes and episodes often feature avowedly religious 

characters and their damningly revelatory behavior.  Seven years later and a continent 

away, Brown mentions this hypocrisy less frequently, excising from the 1853 novel many 

of the novel’s incidents that reinforced the idea of religious hypocrisy as well as his 

concluding remarks that drove this point home.  Substantial portions of the Peck/Wilson 

household plot are cut, including Georgiana’s passionate plea that her father stop using 

the Bible to defend slavery as well as Reverend Hontz Snyder’s sanctimonious sermon to 

                                                 
181 William Wells Brown, Clotel; Or, The President’s Daughter: A Narrative of Slave Life in the 

United States (London: Partridge & Oakey, 1853), 227.  Subsequent page references are to this 

edition. 
182 While readers generally should not assume that narrators constitute authors, Brown is self-

consciously styled as the author and narrator in Clotel. A rather long “sketch of the author’s life” 

establishes his presence early on and suggests that future remarks by the narrator, concluding or 

otherwise, should be attributed to Brown.  Of course, “Brown” himself represents something of a 

construction, but the book purposefully conflates the author and narrator—a process not 

uncommon for an author who wanted to reinforce his identity and stake a claim to credibility. 
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the Peck/Wilson slaves.183 After all, a black reader in 1860 didn’t need to be told about 

the inconsistencies of America’s religious institutions.  On the eve of the American Civil 

War, Brown would have been “preaching to the choir” and wasting precious column 

space.  

With the excision of much of the Peck/Wilson plot, Georgiana’s role in the novel 

shrinks, so that the character the 1853 Clotel had dubbed “The Liberator” no longer 

emancipates her father’s slaves upon his death.  In Passing and the Rise of the African 

American Novel, Giulia Fabi suggests in writing about the later 1864 revision that 

Georgiana’s “role as ‘The Liberator’ is implicitly taken over by the Union soldiers to 

whom the book is addressed.”184  While this appears to be true for the 1864 edition when 

compared to the 1853 original, this portion of the later narrative actually follows the 1860 

Miralda text precisely, so it is clear that Brown did not specifically revise the 1864 text to 

reflect the changed role of “liberators.”  He simply chose not to change a section of the 

text that he had already revised for Miralda several years earlier.  Without Georgiana’s 

effective, if limited, role as emancipator, the tentative promise of freedom grows dim for 

the slaves populating Miralda.  In 1860, there is no liberator.  Georgiana is ineffectual, 

and the soldier-readers of Redpath’s 1864 edition have yet to appear.  As the slavery-at-

all-costs South veered toward secession, Brown simultaneously foreclosed opportunities 

for black freedom in the fictive landscape of his novel.  

                                                 
183 In 1853, Peck is the last name of Georgiana and her father.  In 1860, Brown emends their 

surname to Wilson and changes Georgiana’s suitor’s name from Carlton to Carlingham. 
184 Fabi, Passing, 24. 



 118 

 Brown did, however, see fit to extend the Jerome and Miralda storyline in the 

1860 version, following them on adventures in exotic locales such as India and France.  

To summarize this portion of the revised novel, fugitive slaves Jerome and Miralda 

(George and Mary in 1853) flee the United States separately, hoping to reunite with one 

another on free soil.  With melodramatic flair, Brown—no stranger to the stage himself—

placed both characters on the prows of Europe-bound ships, where they recite poetry that 

indicts the United States.  With tear-filled eyes, Miralda whispers to the fast-receding 

shoreline of “her native land”:  

Farewell, farewell to the land of my birth, and welcome,  

welcome, ye dark blue waves.  I care not where I go, so it is  

‘Where a tyrant never trod,  

Where a slave was never known,  

But where nature worships God,  

If in the wilderness alone.’  …  

‘Away, away, o’er land and sea,  

America is now no home for me.’185   

In similar fashion, though with much more anger, Jerome mounts a pile of lumber on 

deck and delivers his lines aloft as if to illustrate his restored, manly vigor:  

In my bosom new feelings are born,  

New hopes have sprung up in my path,  

And I leave to my country defiance and scorn,  

                                                 
185 Miralda, February 16, 1861. 
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The curse of a fugitive’s wrath!  

My country? Away! For the gifts which she gave  

Were the whip and the fetter, the life of a slave.186  

Despite their frustration, both Miralda and Jerome unwittingly express an attachment to a 

nation that is both home and not-home, a domestic denial in multiple senses of the term. 

They are not only turned away from the safety and security that a nation affords its 

citizens, after all, but the domestic sanctuary of a recognized marriage as well.  After 

acknowledging the “land of [her] birth,” Miralda cries that America “is now no home,” 

drawing attention to the paradox of a birthplace that refuses to be a home-place.  At the 

same time, Miralda’s use of the present tense, reinforced by the word ‘now,’ suggests a 

breach of faith.  While she does not elaborate on this point, her language draws attention 

to the fact that she once perceived America differently.  

Animated by a confrontational tone, Jerome’s lines betray a more vexed 

relationship.  Not unlike the George Harris of Uncle Tom’s Cabin fame, Jerome catches 

himself applying a possessive pronoun to the word ‘country.’187  Instantly recognizing the 

contradiction in terms, he spurns even that nominal ownership.  Despite his angry 

protestations and the tangibly widening, watery rift that separates him from the United 

States, Jerome fails to sever himself from the object of his scorn.  His fiery apostrophe 

begins, “Good bye, good bye, the land that gave me birth!” and, rather than disavowing 

                                                 
186 Miralda, February 23, 1861. 
187 George L. Aiken, Uncle Tom’s Cabin: A Domestic Drama in Six Acts (New York: Samuel 

French, [1858]), II.3.  References are to act and scene.  
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America, actually reinforces its symbolic presence and power.188  As a synecdoche for 

the nation, the land emerges as more than a political entity in Jerome’s utterance: it 

becomes an ambivalent birthmother and ironically parallels the complicated parentage of 

the founding father so prominent in Brown’s narrative.  Moreover, even in his 

denunciation, Jerome’s supposed slip—saying “my country”—reveals his political claim, 

an underlying sense that this is his country regardless of his status or lack of legal 

recognition.  Whatever their speeches may say, neither Jerome nor Miralda truly abandon 

the United States, and even as they leave, they do so with hopes of slowly bringing about 

change. They will gradually undermine that peculiar institution by reconstituting their 

lives, families, and small communities elsewhere.  They may relocate abroad, but they do 

so with a prolonged, backward glance. 

Again and again, Miralda’s narrator compares their experiences in foreign lands 

to the United States, tallying a history of injustice and drawing attention to the 

possibilities that a less racist society affords.  Shortly after her overseas escape, for 

instance, Miralda weds a French officer and accompanies him to Paris and, later, 

Calcutta, where she is introduced to royalty and quickly becomes a favorite among their 

high society friends.  Although her meeting with the King of France, Louis-Philippe, 

merits no more than passing mention in the narrative, its inclusion offers a bit of poignant 

irony.189  A descendant of Thomas Jefferson, as American “royalty,” may be honored by 

a European monarch, but her own nation snubs her, relegating her mixed-race body into 

                                                 
188 Miralda, February 23, 1861. 
189 Miralda, February 16, 1861. 
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bondage.190  Brown and other abolitionists made much of America’s putative freedom 

and relished pointing out that the imperial Old World extended individuals far more civil 

liberties than the arrogant, upstart democracy across the Atlantic.  Brown’s personal 

narratives, drawing on his own experiences in England, frequently mention this fact, and 

Miralda’s juxtaposition of American and French royalty reinforces his point.191  With a 

nod to Shakespeare and an authorial sleight of hand, Brown closes the chapter on 

Miralda’s foreign adventures by acknowledging the inherent performance of socially 

constructed identities: “This life is a stage, and we are indeed all actors.”192  It is a line he 

did not include in the 1853 version, and its presence in 1861 seems fitting, especially 

given the dramatic irony of Miralda’s situation. 

By the end of the novel, Jerome and Miralda effect change in the United States 

from afar.  After a chance meeting in France with Mr. Linwood, Miralda’s white father 

who has become a raving and guilt-ridden lunatic, Miralda and Jerome gradually 

persuade the old man, who had expressed consternation over Miralda’s marriage to a very 

dark-skinned man, of his own misguided prejudice.  Once he has been convinced of 

slavery’s injustice, he travels back to the United States to free all of his slaves and help 

them settle comfortably in Northern states.  The narrator informs us that Linwood will 

                                                 
190 In the 1853 version, Mary is the granddaughter of Jefferson and Currer.  By 1860, Brown 

revises her lineage and notes instead that she is a “descendant” of Jefferson.  This revision, of 

course, distances Jefferson from the family as he moves from a principal actor in the background 

to an indefinite relative. Thus, Miralda remains politically and culturally forceful but relies less 

on Jefferson’s name to make its arguments about the tottering foundations of American “liberty.”  
191 Indeed, Brown and other abolitionists had collaborated on a formal “Address” to honor the 

Prince of Wales, who visited Boston in October 1860.  Their declaration did not mince words, 

emphasizing the welcome shelter his nation offered to American fugitives. Farrison, Author and 

Reformer, 322.  
192 Miralda, February 16, 1861. 
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then “return to France to end his days in the society of his beloved daughter” —living out 

an existence hardly possible on his native shore.193  

 

 Brown’s overseas plots come into even sharper focus when we consider the 

lively, ongoing debate that was impossible to miss in the pages of the WAA during the 

months when Miralda was appearing there.  While multiple articles and letters had taken 

up the subject of Haitian emigration during Miralda’s serialization in late 1860, the 

discussion had grown heated by the following spring, filling the columns of the weekly 

periodical inch by inch.  In the 2 February 1861 issue, Hamilton even published a notice 

about the volume of correspondence he had received concerning Haiti.  Pledging to print 

all of the letters in due time, the editor resorts to simply naming their authors, leaving 

readers to surmise the contents.194  In fact, his list of names is almost enough to catch the 

gist of the conversation.  The Haiti debate in the WAA had escalated to such a degree that 

ad hominem attacks had become a matter of course.  Several readers even wrote in to 

complain about the vitriol and request that correspondents adhere to reasoned arguments 

rather than petty insults.  Yet the fuel that fired the debate was the same question that had 

driven Brown to write and then revise his novel: did African Americans have a place in 

America?  Or would they be better off elsewhere? 

                                                 
193 Ibid. 
194  On page 2 of the 2 February 1861 issue, the following notes appear: “Rev. J. T. 

Holly’s reply to Dr. Delany is received, and will appear in our next” and “CROWDED 

OUT.—Communications from Rev. J. T. Holly, Rev. Samuel V. Berry, “A Layman,” 

“Emigrationist,” and “One of the People,” all discussing the emigration question.” Even 

with this delay, the February 2 issue is full of correspondence, editorials, and articles on 

Haiti. 



 123 

 These questions were echoed in many quarters at a time when enslaved African 

Americans had become the central issue in national politics, spawning new parties and 

remapping territories.  In addition to the opinions of recognized African American 

leaders, the WAA featured letters from readers around the country and even created a new 

section to accommodate this public interest, titled in bold capital letters—“THE 

EMIGRATION QUESTION; LETTERS FROM THE PEOPLE.”  One gentleman from 

Elizabeth City, NJ, for instance, solemnly despaired of any positive political 

developments in the United States despite the rise of a newly competitive Republican 

party in the North that opposed the expansion of slavery, noting: “Our highest aim 

appears to be, to obtain the elective franchise, and vote for one of the two great parties…, 

the one proclaiming that this continent was made for the white man; the other, that they 

are determined to preserve it alone for the white man. … The truth is, we are all slaves 

North as well as South.”195  The writer, like many others, goes on to make the case for a 

black nation whose agricultural exports could compete with the South’s, thereby 

weakening the slave-based economy.  In the 16 February issue, Miralda’s charged, 

shipboard poetry is followed by a lengthy missive from Rev. J. T. Holly who takes a cue 

from the pulpit and likens emigration’s naysayers to those “debased Israelites of 

old…who murmured against Moses and sighed for the flesh-pots of Egypt.”196  The 

Haitian Emigration Society of Toledo, Ohio reports on recent resolutions and claims that 

African Americans have an opportunity in Haiti similar to that of the Pilgrims, and the 

Salem Baptist Church of New Bedford, Massachusetts, gives an account of a recent 

                                                 
195 J. Murray Wells, letter to the editor, WAA, February 2, 1861, 1. 
196 Rev. J. T. Holly, letter to the editor, WAA, February 16, 1861, 1-2.  
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lecture on Haiti, noting attendants’ interest in the subject despite their general disapproval 

of emigration schemes.197  I should note that all of these examples come from a single 

issue and make up only a fraction of that issue’s Haiti-related texts.  What we witness in 

these few examples, though, is a community bound by print, sutured by the common 

fears and desires of a more physical manifestation of community—namely, recognition, 

rights, and citizenship. While the newspaper facilitates a kind of “imagined community,” 

it is neither a substitute for, nor a realization of, the actual community its contributors 

seek.198  Rather, the WAA invites debate and reflection on a transnational network of 

possibilities, both within and without the nation proper.  In these discussions, Haiti often 

serves as a stand-in and foil to the United States, and its proponents urge emigration both 

for the purposes of legitimate recognition and as a way to sabotage the South’s cotton 

industry through direct competition. 

 By early 1861, the Haitian emigration debate had speedily emerged as the 

foremost concern in the weekly newspaper, and despite Thomas Hamilton’s initial 

pronouncement against such schemes, his paper was often subsumed by the debate.199  In 

                                                 
197 The Haitian Emigration Society of Toledo, Ohio, sent its meeting notes and resolutions, 

including the following: “…we recommend the precepts of the Pilgrims to build up a glorious 

future for our posterity; therefore, be it Resolved, that we view in Hayti the chief corner-stone of 

an Ethiopic empire, and that we see in her the elements of a future that are nowhere to be found 

on or adjacent to the American continent” “Emigration Meeting,” WAA, February 16, 1861, 2.  

“Affairs in New Bedford,” WAA, February 16, 1861, 3.  
198 In using the term “imagined community,” I am obviously drawing on the seminal work of 

Benedict Anderson.  While Anderson is interested in the formation of national identity, the 

Weekly Anglo-African’s readers and contributors indicate the conflicts involved in both national 

and transnational identifications, as suggested by their discussion of emigration schemes and even 

the title under which their debates appeared.  Benedict Anderson, Imagined Communities: 

Reflections on the Origins and Spread of Nationalism, rev. ed. (New York: Verso, 2006). 
199 Patricia Okker offers a brief discussion of Hamilton’s anti-emigrationist position; see Social 

Stories, 100. For more on the prospect of black emigration to Haiti, particularly in 1861 and 
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March of 1861, James Redpath purchased the paper from Hamilton, placing George 

Lawrence at its helm.  By this time, the Haitian government had named Redpath its 

emigration bureau chief in the United States, and he was actively petitioning African 

Americans to relocate to a nation eager for their labor.  Soon the Weekly Anglo-African, 

renamed the Pine and Palm, became an emigrationist organ, featuring regular 

informational pieces on Haiti and entreating readers to migrate on one of the many ships 

heading south with the Haitian Bureau’s blessing.200 

 Given this context, what, then, do we make of the international thrust of Brown’s 

revisions to his Clotel narrative?  What did Miralda signify for African American readers 

deeply disturbed by recent political developments in the United States, readers uncertain 

if sectional conflict might sound slavery’s death knell or force Lincoln and the 

Republican Party to genuflect to the Slave Power’s demands?  The context of Miralda’s 

periodical publication already placed the narrative within emigrationist discourse, but 

Brown’s significant textual revisions ensured that the debate did more than frame the 

margins of his novel.  In extending his account of Jerome and Miralda overseas and 

offering readers more narrative commentary on his characters’ response to leaving the 

                                                                                                                                                 
during Redpath’s tenure with the Haitian Emigration Bureau, see Chris Dixon, African America 

and Haiti: Emigration and Black Nationalism in the Nineteenth Century (Westport, CT: 

Greenwood Press, 2000), 129-69.  Dixon claims that, as black communities debated the merits of 

relocating to Haiti, “the year 1861 proved to be as tumultuous for black Americans as it was for 

their white compatriots” (129). 
200 For a full discussion of Redpath’s purchase of the WAA and its subsequent promotion of Haiti, 

see John R. McKivigan, Forgotten Firebrand: James Redpath and the Making of Nineteenth-

Century America (Ithaca, NY: Cornell University Press, 2008), 69-73.  By the summer of 1861, 

James McCune Smith, a chief opponent of Haitian emigration and the Pine and Palm, had 

successfully helped restart the Weekly Anglo-African for the purpose of challenging Redpath’s 

periodical and its domination of the Haiti debate; ibid., 73. 
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United States, Brown interpolated his novel with questions and concerns of emigration, 

creating a text that was acutely relevant for his audience.   

To be clear, Miralda does not offer a ringing endorsement of Haitian emigration.  

Rather, Brown’s narrative reflects the ambivalence of the black community, which, like 

that revised text, was exploring the possibility of discovering a meaningful existence 

abroad rather than at home.  Brown himself wavered on the issue of Haitian emigration, 

especially as the sectional conflict deepened and civil war loomed.  In February 1861, for 

example, he attended a “Colored Convention” in Boston and publicly opposed that 

convention’s appeal to Massachusetts’s white citizens.  The appeal formally lodged 

complaints against the recently proposed Crittenden Compromise, a move Brown found 

precipitate and unnecessary.  According to the Liberator’s account of the meeting, Brown 

declared that the compromise would not be adopted and went on to say that “he never felt 

more buoyant than at this time.  They had only to sit still, and the law of progress shall 

give the black man his freedom.”201  In the context of the WAA’s Haiti discussions, these 

remarks would likely be interpreted as opposing relocation and favoring engagement in 

the political fortunes of the United States.  And yet, by May of that same year, Brown had 

signed on as a “special contributor” to Redpath’s Pine and Palm and was lecturing in the 

North to promote Haitian emigration.202  Brown’s shifting positions mirrored those of 

many fellow African Americans, perhaps most notably Frederick Douglass, and it should 

                                                 
201 W. C. B., “Protest of Colored Citizens,” Liberator, February 22, 1861, 31.  

See also Farrison, Author and Reformer, 329-30.  Farrison details Brown’s activities during the 

1860-61 period and provides a helpful bibliography of relevant articles, such as the “Protest of 

Colored Citizens.” 
202 Farrison, Author and Reformer, 334-38. 
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come as no surprise that the novel he was working on at the time, Miralda, reflects such 

uncertainty.203  Given Brown’s work habits and history, it seems likely that he submitted 

Miralda to Thomas Hamilton in piecemeal fashion, revising periodically with each 

installment.204  In other words, the text of Miralda emerged as he reconsidered and 

revised his own position on Haiti. 

 Like his characters Miralda and Jerome, Brown was not so much abandoning the 

United States as hoping to intervene in it from afar.  While he saw expatriation as a viable 

and potentially productive alternative, Brown like those shipboard declaimers did not lose 

sight of the United States or the fate of its inhabitants, exposing an attachment even amid 

denunciation.  In the chapter relating Isabella’s death, the narrator bitterly describes the 

numerous slave-pens situated within sight of the White House and Capitol: “To the 

eternal shame and disgrace of our country, there are in the District of Columbia a number 

of slave-prisons, occupied mostly by slave-traders, who make their fortunes by buying 

and selling American citizens.” The narrator’s slip of the tongue—like Jerome’s—reveals 

                                                 
203 In Dislocating Race and Nation, Robert Levine cautions against the comfortable nationalist 

paradigms on which literary historians rely.  Perhaps his strongest example in the book is 

Frederick Douglass’s “hemispheric nationalism” (as opposed to US nationalism), and Levine 

draws out the implications of Douglass’s interest in Haiti.  In one section, Levine analyzes 

Douglass’s surprising 1861 article, “A Trip to Hayti,” which begins as an endorsement of 

emigration but abruptly changes course to support, instead, the American civil war (and 

involvement in US communities).  Douglass claimed to have learned about the beginning of the 

war when part of the article was already set in type, but Levine argues otherwise, suggesting that 

Douglass preserved the first half of the article to underscore the “conflicted quality of the essay” 

(198).  See Dislocating Race and Nation: Episodes in Nineteenth-Century American Literary 

Nationalism (Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 2008), 195-98.  For a fuller 

discussion of Haiti’s importance for Douglass and within the context of Redpath’s (and, at some 

points, William Wells Brown’s) advocacy, see ibid., 192-200.  
204 Ezra Greenspan, email message to author, April 4, 2011. 

Ezra Greenspan, currently at work on a biography of William Wells Brown, has suggested that 

Brown worked in piecemeal fashion on Miralda.  According to Greenspan, this process seems 

especially likely given Brown’s history and his relationship with Thomas Hamilton. 
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an almost unwitting bond.  Whatever the prevailing legislative semantics, the narrator 

clearly assumes that slaves are in fact “American citizens,” and that the nation, despite its 

exasperating faults, is “our country.” A similarly telling remark occurs as the narrator 

describes Jerome’s arrival in Canada: “no longer within the pale of our Union,” Jerome 

breathes “free air.”205  Slipped into longer descriptions, this seemingly casual deployment 

of possessives implies a deep ambivalence in Brown’s expatriates about their putative 

homeland. Perhaps African Americans will find and found communities and nations 

elsewhere, but their starting point remains a vexed, filial relationship to the land of their 

birth.  In moments like these, Brown suggests that they cannot undo that connection; and 

in the narrator’s line of reasoning, their status as natural citizens of the United States 

renders their treatment all the more outrageous.  

Absent from the 1853 Clotel, these comments resonate in the context of the 

Weekly Anglo-African’s timely debates about emigration.  For black readers in 1860-61, 

such rhetoric possessed new currency.  George Harris had voiced similar apprehensions 

about national belonging in Stowe’s novel and on many a stage; similarly, Frederick 

Douglass had hammered home the point in “What to the Slave is the Fourth of July?”  

Indeed, abolitionist literature had long pointed out this paradox.  But Brown’s concerns 

take on new meaning and urgency in 1860-61, at the outset of civil war, when very real 

questions materialized about the nature and potential outcomes of a conflict over slavery.   

 Many of the literary scholars who have considered Miralda’s revisions have 

emphasized Jerome’s blackness, or the fact that Brown published Miralda and all 

                                                 
205 WAA, January 19, 1861; WAA, February 16, 1861. 
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subsequent versions in the United States (as opposed to the British publication of Clotel). 

Taken together, the transatlantic movement of Brown’s text and his black character 

reinforces the emigrationist suggestion that African Americans might be better off 

overseas.  The original Clotel had emphasized the relatively enlightened stance of 

European Christians compared to their American cousins, but Jerome’s immigration 

highlights this tolerance in a new and powerful way.  In the 1853 narrative, George Green 

clearly occupied a light-skinned mulatto body with “his pale and marble-like cheeks,” 

whereas in the 1860 narrative Jerome, his successor with “ebony cheeks,” models an 

unmistakably black, virile masculinity.206  As an individual exemplar of the African 

American community, Jerome demonstrates an inescapable relationship with blackness 

and therefore emerges as a hero of “manly resistance” to American racism in a way that 

was less available to the light skinned George.207  Amid his foreign adventures, on the 

other hand, Jerome’s emended skin color becomes a symbol of international tolerance.  

Since it prevents him from passing as the nearly white George Green did in 1853, his 

                                                 
206 These quoted details are found in the chapter of Mary/Miralda’s reunion with George/Jerome. 

See Clotel, 237; Miralda, WAA, March 2, 1861. 
207 Although the revision may seem minor, it defied the frequent yoking of Anglo-Saxon blood 

with heroism in many popular nineteenth-century novels.  Numerous scholars have argued that 

light-skinned heroes such Harriet Beecher Stowe’s character, George Harris, became foils for 

black passivity (i.e. Uncle Tom) and implied that the presence of whiteness ensured desirable, 

“heroic,” or “manly” traits.  For instance, Giulia Fabi discusses Jerome’s blackness as a marker of 

“manly resistance,” though she focuses on this revision in the context of the 1864 edition.  Fabi, 

“Unguarded,” 647-50.  Still, I agree with her point that Jerome’s blackness stresses a yoking of 

“manly resistance” with racial identity that George Green (from 1853) does not.  With a brief 

discussion of Jerome’s blackness, Katie Frye considers Clotel in the context of whiteness studies 

and argues that, particularly in the later editions, Brown “inverts traditional color symbology, 

turning up a blackness that offers safety and a whiteness that wreaks havoc” (528).  In other 

words, Frye emphasizes color as subversion and does so by looking specifically at the book 

editions of Brown’s narrative from 1853, 1864, and 1867.  Katie Frye, “The Case Against 

Whiteness in William Wells Brown’s Clotel,” Mississippi Quarterly 62 (Summer-Fall 2009): 

527-40. 
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character’s new blackness gives Brown the opportunity to emphasize the lack of color 

prejudice abroad in the midst of an emigration debate.  The revision allows the author to 

suggest that far from being self-evident in America, Jeffersonian truths might only be 

recognized outside the United States, where they would not be obscured by the literal 

darkness of a man’s skin.  The change also requires other alterations in the plot.  Unlike 

George Green, Jerome does not become rich by working in England as a white man.  Yet 

by succeeding with his blackness intact, Brown’s new version of his character 

underscores the promise of a future abroad, where the equal opportunity imagined by 

Jefferson might finally and ironically be realized far from the country the founder had 

helped create. 

 This theme of equality surfaces in a more puzzling way in the final words of the 

Miralda narrator, appearing in the 16 March 1861 installment.  After attesting to the 

truthfulness of his tale, the narrator oddly apologizes to the Weekly Anglo African 

audience for appearing “to favor the slaveholder” and claims, “…I have tried to do justice 

to both master and slave, knowing I must meet both in the world to come.”  If Miralda, 

with its details of slavery’s cruelties, in fact constitutes a favorable account, what sorts of 

brutal stories would appear in an unfavorable one?  Brown’s sly point—that he has 

generously depicted the slaveholders in a more flattering light than they deserve—

underscores slavery’s horror substantially more than outright invective.  Additionally, his 

reminder of “the world to come” suggests the impermanence of unsustainable US social 

and legislative policies, many of which would end up on the “wrong side” of sacred as 

well as secular history.  Like the European and South Asian nations where Jerome and 
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Miralda thrive, heaven—and, one would assume, hell—offer the true democracy that a 

celebrated, earthly republic refuses.  Brown’s closing reference to afterlives and a divine 

bar of justice give a story that has already crossed oceans in search of an elusive 

American equality an even more expansive and transcendent narrative arc.  From this 

perspective, the United States loses power and authority, its practices out-of-step with 

higher natural as well as international laws. 

 Such a message certainly resonated on the front page of the Weekly Anglo-

African, where every issue’s banner proclaimed, “Man must be Free!—if not through 

Law, why then above the Law.”208  Operating apart from American law could mean 

inciting a new revolution rather than arguing about the one Jefferson had helped 

inaugurate.  Yet most readers of the WAA lacked the citizenship status to advocate 

effectively for radical change through ordinary political action.  Under such 

circumstances the higher law that, as Brown’s characters had found, was respected 

abroad might justify violent revolt or at least violent resistance at home.  John Brown Jr. 

had blatantly advocated this sort of rebellion in a speech printed alongside an early 

Miralda installment. Speaking at J. Sella Martin’s Boston church on the anniversary of 

his father’s execution, Brown suggested that the anti-slavery movement help “thoroughly 

organize and arm our free colored population” because they needed to “meet slavery 

upon his own terms of force.”209  One year after Harper’s Ferry and in the midst of an 

intensifying secession crisis, these were bold words indeed. The paper’s editors quickly 

                                                 
208 Fabi points out the paper’s “confrontational motto” and its presence just above Miralda’s 

harsh critiques of the United States; Passing, 22-23.  
209 John Brown, Jr., “Speech of John Brown, Jr.”  WAA, December 22, 1860, 1. 
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quelled the idea, appending their own commentary to the radical scion’s remarks and 

reminding readers that, should they act on Brown’s advice, they would only ensure 

hostility and “furnish a pretext for violence.”210  With this possibility exhausted, working 

“above the law” might entail working outside of that law’s jurisdiction entirely—namely, 

leaving the place where such laws held sway—perhaps to the island nation where violent 

revolt had already cleared the way for former slaves to take a central role in bringing 

national law into closer alignment with the higher law.   

In late 1860 and early 1861, neither Miralda nor the Weekly Anglo-African openly 

endorsed a particular political position, but both were deeply engaged in the politics of 

the moment.  Like the articles and correspondence in surrounding columns, Miralda 

became yet another mediator in a paper whose very existence was tied to the viability of 

African American communities—textual and physical.  As Patricia Okker, Susan Belasco 

Smith, Kathleen Diffley, and Katy Chiles have noted in their studies of serialized 

narratives and contemporary culture, nineteenth-century periodicals often encouraged a 

kind of reading across the columns, an attunement to the “intratextuality” of periodical 

texts which were contained within still larger texts.211  While readers of the WAA 

certainly recognized the paper’s various texts as discrete, this distinction may have 

mattered little given the stakes of the discussion.  For that audience at that time, Haitian 

                                                 
210 Editorial on “Speech of John Brown, Jr.” WAA, December 22, 1860, 2. 
211 For a detailed discussion of “intratextuality,” see Katy Chiles’s article on Martin Delany’s 

Blake, a novel that was also serialized in the WAA.  See Chiles, “Within and Without Raced 

Nations: Martin Delany, and Blake; Or, The Huts of America,” American Literature 80, no. 2 

(2008): 323-52. For other examples of similar analysis (i.e. reading “intratextually” or across 

texts appearing within the same periodical), see Kathleen Diffley, Where My Heart is Turning 

Ever; Patricia Okker, Social Stories; and Susan Belasco Smith, “Serialization and the Nature of 

Uncle Tom’s Cabin,” in Periodical Literature in Nineteenth-Century America, ed. Kenneth M. 

Price and Susan Belasco Smith (Charlottesville: University Press of Virginia, 1995), 69-89. 
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emigration was the issue, and Brown’s narrative served as yet another textual site 

relevant for contemplation.   

By the time Miralda’s serialization concluded, seven states had seceded from the 

Union and drawn up a Confederate Constitution, and yet the escalating tensions within 

the United States did not appear to promise a substantial change in legislative policy 

toward slavery.  Indeed, Lincoln used the occasion of his inaugural address to reassure 

Democrats and Southerners, promising support for a Constitutional amendment that 

safeguarded against any federal interference with “domestic institutions.”  In the 16 

March issue of WAA, several columns after Miralda drew to a close, the editorial staff 

responded wearily to Lincoln’s address, urging readers to be realistic now and recognize 

that even Lincoln would not intervene on their behalf.212  After noting that there was 

some hope before the inaugural, the editor concluded that there could be none now.  

Lincoln’s famed “plain-spokenness” gave even more occasion for despair, because he 

                                                 
212 With the advent of the Fugitive Slave Law, even those citizens in so-called “free” states 

realized their complicity in the South’s peculiar institution.  Moreover, as Steven Hahn reminds 

us in The Political Worlds of Slavery and Freedom, most “free” blacks in the United States were 

never really free, perhaps most especially following the 1850 law’s passage.  After all, essentially 

any undocumented African American could be subject to imprisonment and sold south.  Given 

such circumstances, Hahn challenges us to recognize the “uneven” and often weak nature of 

emancipation in northern states.  The entire nation supported slavery, and even free blacks lived 

at the verge of enslavement and re-enslavement.  Steven Hahn, The Political Worlds of Slavery 

and Freedom (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 2009), especially 1-53. 

The WAA frequently offered reminders of this fact.  In its 26 January 1861 issue, the paper 

reported on a group of free blacks fleeing South Carolina because of the state’s secession and 

fears that they along with their property will likely be seized.  The individuals in the group had 

already been subjected to heavy fines as penalties for their “freedom.”  On 2 March, the WAA 

provided an update on the South Carolina group, reporting that they had boarded a Haiti-bound 

vessel and plan to take up the government’s offer to start a new life in a nation friendly toward 

African Americans.  “Arrival of Free Colored People from South Carolina,” WAA, January 26, 

1861, 2; “The Haytian Emigrants,” WAA, March 2, 1861, 2.  
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bluntly stated his position and could be relied on to stand by his words.  The editorial 

ends with a call to self-reliance: 

We gather no comfort from the Inaugural of President Lincoln.  Its force is 

strengthened by our conviction of his own earnestness and honesty.  Actively 

oppressed in the one section of this country, and in the other as actively rejected, 

we can see but little left us.  Our hope must be in ourselves—in the energy and 

vigor, the ability and courage we claim to possess, and for all of which we shall 

have a full use.  We must throw off the yoke of policy, of subserviency, of 

submission, mark out a line of conduct, and pursue it manfully to the end. … The 

Republican party is for the white man.  We must rely on ourselves. 

The editorial that directly follows these words proclaims its position with a bold 

title, “Emigration to Hayti.”  While the paper had refrained from a categorical position 

during the recent debate in its columns, the editor here takes the occasion of Lincoln’s 

inaugural to urge every man—and the language is very much addressed to men—to 

consider his own duties and prospects and follow whichever course best suits him and his 

family. 213  Several years earlier, Thomas Hamilton had publicly opposed emigration 

and founded the publication with hopes of nurturing a community within the United 

States.  By spring of 1861, however, the WAA expressed hope that its readers would 

choose wisely and go to Haiti if they found prospects in the United States unappealing.  

Of course, this is communicated just after a report on the decidedly unappealing 

prospects in the United States, as evidenced by President Lincoln’s speech. Moreover, the 

                                                 
213 “President Lincoln’s Inaugural,” WAA, March 16, 1861, 2; “Emigration to Hayti,” WAA, 

March 16, 1861, 2. 
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very same page of this issue introduces readers to the WAA’s new owner and editor-in-

chief, George Lawrence, Jr., who worked for James Redpath of the Haitian Emigration 

Bureau.214  At the close of Miralda’s run, international emigration may have seemed 

like the only viable option. 

 As a product of its moment, and as the first major revision among several yet to 

come, Miralda reflects the abiding ambivalence of the author and audience of this fluid 

text, and the African American community more generally.  In the course of several 

months, Brown’s thinking on Haiti had shifted radically, as had the thinking of many 

abolitionists and African Americans.  While not all became ardent supporters of Haitian 

emigration, at this moment that appeared less imprudent and escapist than many had 

judged it in the past.  The tide had turned, it seemed, and Frederick Douglass’s jaunty 

title “All Going to Hayti” appeared more realistic than ever.215  By late 1861, opposition 

to emigration would swell once again, and most African American leaders, with Brown 

among them, would support the burgeoning war and its opportunities for advancement.  

But this was not the case at the beginning of 1861 when William Wells Brown, struggling 

to determine his own position on emigration, revised his major novel to respond to 

readers grappling with the same concern.  Brown’s careful, textual alterations ultimately 

reveal the resonant significance of Haitian emigration at a time when US emancipation 

seemed even less realistic than the potential to form an expatriate community of black 

                                                 
214 Thomas Hamilton, “Announcement,” WAA, March 16, 1861, 2. A brief note from Lawrence 

(“To the Readers of the Anglo-African”) appears just below Hamilton’s announcement. 
215 Douglass’s article, “All Going to Hayti,” appeared in his Monthly in May 1859, a time when 

he was still weighing emigration as a viable option, but this particular article was fairly optimistic 

about the potential of the island nation.  See Levine, Dislocating Race and Nation, 193-94.   
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cotton growers on a faraway, poverty-stricken island.  Indeed, Miralda bears witness to a 

crucial moment in African American history, a moment in which a people’s identification 

as American was itself subject to revision. 

  

“I LOVE MY COUNTRY STILL”:  

ENDORSING THE UNION WITH THE 1864 CLOTELLE 

 

 Three years after Miralda’s serialization when Brown determined once again to 

revisit his text, the country Miralda and Jerome had abandoned had become virtually 

unrecognizable.  The president and the political party about which the WAA had 

expressed sober doubts were now leading armies into the field whose explicit charge was 

the destruction of American slavery.  Brown now faced quite a different audience than he 

had in the Weekly Anglo-African: Union soldiers.  His former employer at the Haitian 

Emigration Bureau, James Redpath, had moved on to other, more promising ventures, 

abandoning a now-dead emigration scheme and throwing his support behind the Union 

war effort.  Reform-minded though he was, Redpath recognized the business opportunity 

of a new market niche and quickly set out in January 1864 to produce titles for the troops, 

or “Books for the Camp Fires,” as he dubbed the series.  Beadle’s Dime Tales, “pioneers 

in the mass circulation industry,” had debuted in the summer of 1863, and Redpath hoped 

to cash in on their publisher’s success with quality literary fare for a cheap price.216  With 

a timely, nationalistic flair, Redpath urged “the friends of our patriotic soldiers…to 

                                                 
216 For more information on Redpath’s publishing venture, see McKivigan, Forgotten Firebrand, 

86.  The listed price on the blue paper wrappers of Redpath’s Camp Fires books is also ten cents.  
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supply them with a copy.”  Such books would be “welcome visitors in the camp” and 

“just the thing to beguile an otherwise tedious hour.”217  More than a cure for boredom, 

though, such texts were also intended to elevate readers’ minds and, in the case of the 

Camp Fire edition of Clotelle, “kindle their zeal for universal emancipation.”218   

 By 1864, Brown, like his publisher, had renounced emigration.  Once an agent 

urging emigration from the United States, Brown now worked as a recruiter for the Union 

Army, urging African Americans to take up arms against the South and slavery.  By this 

point in the war, Lincoln had issued the transformative Emancipation Proclamation, and 

African American soldiers found themselves in the spotlight following their sacrifices at 

Port Hudson and Fort Wagner.  While black soldiers had yet to secure equal pay or 

positions as commissioned officers, leaders such as Brown pushed forward in their 

support of Union efforts, arguing that the black community should accept these gains 

                                                 
217 Advertisements quoted in McKivigan, Forgotten Firebrand, 87.  Originally quoted in 

Madeleine B. Stern, Publishers for Mass Entertainment in Nineteenth-Century America (Boston: 

G. K. Hall, 1980), 265.  See also Stern, Imprints on History: Book Publishers and American 

Frontiers (Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 1956), 81. 
218 1864 Clotelle, 179.  Redpath’s pun about kindling antislavery zeal with a Camp Fire book is 

offered in a note at the end of Clotelle.  According to McKivigan’s research in the Louisa May 

Alcott papers, Redpath did not consider Clotelle particularly strong in terms of its literary merits 

(“a book of a second rate character”) but pushed its publication in his series precisely because of 

its antislavery message.  See Forgotten Firebrand, 88. 

Other authors in the Books for the Camp Fires series included Honoree de Balzac, Victor Hugo, 

Louisa May Alcott, and Jonathan Swift.  See McKivigan, 86.  McKivigan does not mention this 

title, but the blue paper wrappers on the 1864 Clotelle advertise another Camp Fire book, 

Toussaint L’Ouverture: A Biography and Autobiography.  Based on the description, it seems that 

Redpath authored and edited the volume, probably hoping that soldier-readers would respect 

L’Ouverture and, by extension, blacks more generally.  (I examined the 1864 book’s 

advertisements and paper wrappers at the Albert and Shirley Small Special Collections Library at 

the University of Virginia and at the American Antiquarian Society.) 

Since both the 1864 and 1867 versions shared the title Clotelle, the publication date will be used 

in the text and in notes to designate particular editions.   
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while continuing to work for more.219  In the summer of 1864, Brown delivered several 

prominent speeches at the New England Anti-Slavery Convention in which he exhorted 

others’ to sustain their anti-slavery commitments and guard against political 

complacency.220  In other words, Brown did not endorse the United States without 

qualifications or reservations, but he did embrace the war cause of a nation that now 

fought for emancipation, if not equality. 

 Just as Brown the army recruiter urged African Americans to cast their lot with 

Union soldiers, so did his revised 1864 Clotelle encourage these same Union soldiers to 

recognize the plight and worthiness of their fellow African Americans.  In this spirit of 

brotherhood, the 1864 edition skirts harsh criticism of the United States as a whole and 

concentrates its political denunciations on the Confederacy, an appropriate move amid 

civil war.  The title alone signals Brown’s intention as Miralda; or, The Beautiful 

Quadroon becomes Clotelle: A Tale of the Southern States.221  With the nation’s sins 

squarely located in the enemy territory of the South, Clotelle invites soldier-readers to 

feel a sense of solidarity with the narrative’s characters, who no longer harp at length on 

Northern hypocrisy or prejudice.  For example, Brown excises his caustic commentary on 

Ohio and other self-satisfied states in a passage describing Jerome’s flight.  The Miralda 

version of the novel related, “On arriving in Ohio, however, the fugitive was met by that 

revolting prejudice against the Negro which has long characterized the people of the 

                                                 
219 For more on Brown as a Union recruiter, see Farrison, Author and Reformer, 381-83. 
220 Ibid., 389-90. 
221 The title of the 1853 London publication had indicted the entire nation with its overt 

references to the Presidency and the country as a whole: Clotel; or, The President’s Daughter: A 

Narrative of Slave Life in the United States. 
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nominally free States, and which is so injurious to the cause of freedom.”222  Brown’s 

cutting remark about “the nominally free States” emphasizes not only the complicity of 

Northern states in the institution of slavery but their participation in its social 

repercussions and prejudice as well.  In the original passage, a knowing narrator exposes 

the false virtue of whites in the North.  Now, such smugness is gone, the remaining vitriol 

conserved for attacks aimed below the Mason-Dixon line.  In similar fashion, Brown 

revises the verb tense from present to past in a sentence on Indiana, locating the state’s 

collusion with slavery firmly in the past.  The narrator remarks that “liberty was a mere 

name” in Indiana long ago but implies that this is no longer the case.  Moreover, the once 

abjured “nominally free States” of 1853 and 1860 become simply and straightforwardly 

the “free States,” and what was formerly their “revolting prejudice” is now overlooked.223  

In 1864, as soldiers from these same Northern states fought alongside black regiments, 

such charges might have been uncomfortably divisive, distractions from the larger goal of 

defeating the Confederacy.  With a changed political landscape, Brown adapted 

accordingly, aligning his text with the Northern audience he hoped to win over in a fight 

for hearts and minds.224 

 In addition to excising the formerly blunt censure of specific states, Brown toned 

down his polemic against the United States more generally.  The 1853 Clotel featured a 

                                                 
222 Miralda, February 16, 1861. 
223 In Miralda, “liberty is a mere name in Indiana” as opposed to the 1864 edition, where it “was 

a mere name”—see 1864 Clotelle, 67.  In 1864, cutting references to the “nominally free States” 

(i.e. the Northern states) have been conspicuously removed. 
224 These are not the only examples of such revisions.  Later in the 1864 narrative, for instance, 

Brown cuts a long passage comparing an open-minded Europe to Northern states.  In the 1860 

passage from chapter 29, “Stranger in a Strange Land,” the narrator had singled out Philadelphia 

and New York City as examples of Northern bigotry; see WAA, February 23, 1861. 
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bricolage of lengthy anti-slavery arguments and sentimental narrative, and while the 1864 

Clotelle remained firmly anti-slavery, it relied less on abolitionist rhetoric and speeches 

to illustrate its points.  Many Brown scholars have treated these revisionary trends as 

evidence of Brown’s artistic development toward a more fully realized sentimental 

romance.  In more recent years, literary historians such as M. Guilia Fabi, Robert Levine, 

and Jennifer James have emphasized the significance of historical context in Clotel’s 

publishing history.  In doing so, however, most of these scholars focus most of their 

attention on the 1867 version—a version so clearly wedded to its political moment that it 

furnishes a new ending replete with Civil War battles and the South under 

Reconstruction.225  Given Brown’s conspicuous use of recent history in 1867, this revised 

conclusion naturally merits considerable study.  However, without attending to the 

intermediate revisions of 1860 and 1864, we might not recognize how dynamically each 

text is linked to a nuanced and shifting political context.  More than a simple picture of 

the pre- and post-war period, the revision history of Clotel across the decades of the 

1850s and 60s reveals a writer persistently addressing and responding to shifting racial 

                                                 
225 Fabi does note some of the changes to the 1864 text, though she focuses on representations of 

passing and what this communicates about gendered and raced identities.  Fabi points out 

Brown’s awareness of Northern readers and his subsequent focus on the South as the bastion of 

slavery and prejudice.  See Passing, 23.  She also notes the newfound patriotism of Jerome and 

Clotelle in 1867 as well as Jerome’s seemingly patriotic lines in 1864 upon leaving the United 

States.  (See Ibid., 26 and 152 n. 33.)  However, Fabi does not elaborate on the significance of 

these changes.  Jennifer James’s article, “‘Civil’ War Wounds: William Wells Brown, Violence, 

and the Domestic Narrative,” makes only brief mention of the 1864 text and looks primarily at 

the four new chapters in 1867.  The Bedford/St. Martin’s edition of Clotel, edited by Robert 

Levine, includes excerpts from the 1864 and 1867 texts, and the introductory remarks to the 1864 

excerpt can be a bit confusing because they identify several textual revisions that actually first 

appeared in the 1860—not the 1864—edition.  By not mentioning this fact, some of these 

revisions (e.g. Jerome’s blackness and the European family reunion) appear to be new to the 1864 

Clotelle and might be read in light of that context instead.  (See the remarks, in bold, on page 

309.) 
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politics and the new audiences those shifting politics would help create.  What emerges in 

these years is not merely an expedient set of adjustments.  Rather, through the narrative’s 

many iterations, Brown projects a literary vision through repeated revisions of the tumult 

surrounding the basic questions governing African American life in the Civil War era.  

Miralda’s revisions, as previously discussed, offered poignant commentary on whether 

the black audience inscribed in the pages of the Weekly Anglo-African would be better off 

in Haiti.  In the beginning of 1864, the Camp Fires edition of Clotelle revealed a text 

recommitted both to American anti-slavery politics and to the homeland Miralda’s 

characters had fled, as well as Brown’s willingness to extend beyond the African 

American community in search of new allies for the fight against slaveholders.   

With this audience in mind, the less strident tone of Clotelle’s narrator smoothes 

over potential differences between abolitionist and Union rhetoric and stresses the role of 

Southern states as the purveyors of an evil traffic within the nation.  For example, in 

chapter 19, “The True Heroine,” Jerome is questioned about a recent, failed insurrection.  

A white magistrate visits Jerome in jail and hints that he might suspend capital 

punishment if Jerome can help him to ferret out those responsible for the foiled revolt.  In 

all versions of the text, Jerome is indignant, proudly responding that, even if he did know, 

he would hardly share such information with the likes of the magistrate.  In 1853 and 

1860, Jerome launches into an extended tirade against the United States with its 

hypocritical designation as a land of freedom.  In 1864, Jerome remains angry, but his 

speech has been curtailed.  He no longer lambasts the nation at large, and Brown cuts out 

all of the following remarks:  
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You make merry on the Fourth of July; the thunder of cannon and ringing of bells 

announce it as the birthday of American independence.  Yet while these cannons 

are roaring and bells ringing, one sixth of the people of this land are in chains and 

slavery.  You boast that this is the “land of the free;” but a traditionary freedom 

will not save you.  It will not do to praise your fathers and build their sepulchres.  

Worse for you that you have such an inheritance if you spend it foolishly and are 

unable to appreciate its worth.  Sad if the genius of true humanity, beholding you 

with tearful eyes from the mount of vision, shall fold his wings with sorrowing 

pity and repeat the strain, ‘O land of Washington! how often would I have 

gathered thy children together as a hen doth gather her brood under her wings, 

and ye would not; behold your house is left unto you desolate.’  

This was standard abolitionist fare for the time.  Many others, perhaps Frederick 

Douglass most notably, had commented on the bitter irony of the Fourth of July and the 

fact that “American independence” was borne on the backs of millions of slaves.  It 

seems unlikely that Jerome was making any arguments that reader-soldiers in 1864 would 

have been shocked to read.  Still, for soldiers now fighting to preserve the Union and, 

more recently, “freedom,” remarks denying them the mantle of the Revolution could be a 

slap in the face.226  The South was already claiming the Revolutionary forebears for its 

                                                 
226 Indeed, the prophetic language of the original version might have sounded, in 1864, as if 

Jerome was questioning the ability of the Union soldiers to succeed in their aims, while rather 

callously casting their own battlefield losses as a divine judgment rather than a noble sacrifice.  

Such considerations were especially important after 1863, when the Emancipation Proclamation 

had converted the Union army into an agent of black liberation.  In the words of general-in-chief 

Halleck, “the character of the war [had] very much changed within the last year” even if many 

Union soldiers were still somewhat lukewarm on questions of abolition.  See McPherson, Battle 

Cry, 558-59.  
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cause; to the Confederacy, secession amounted to another name for rightful 

independence.  Why disparage the United States and its traditions as a whole when the 

“United States” now represented a profoundly altered entity?  If Union soldiers saw 

themselves as acting in the tradition of freedom through their liberation of slaves, why 

disabuse them of that notion and emphasize their nation’s historical guilt? 

The deleted tirade ends with a bitter pronouncement of biblical proportions, a 

vision of a nation forsaken by the gods of humanity.  In 1864, the country’s metaphorical 

house was in disarray and facing the destruction many abolitionists had grimly predicted.  

It hardly seemed necessary to point out that dismal fact to soldiers fighting to hold the 

house together.  After all, Brown was no longer mustering foreigners to his abolitionist 

cause, nor was he addressing discontented black readers ready to strike out for new 

nations.  In 1864, he was writing to Union soldiers still coming to terms, sometimes 

grudgingly, with a sea-change in social relations.  Black men were serving in many 

regiments.  Contraband slaves had been flooding into Union camps and setting up tent 

cities around them.  In other words, the time was ripe for these men to begin recognizing 

African Americans as a vital part of their vision of a future United States.227 

                                                                                                                                                 
Also, Jerome’s excised speech can be found in 1853 Clotel, 225; and Miralda, WAA, January 26, 

1861. 
227 The Camp Fires edition of Clotelle was published at the beginning of 1864 (either January or 

February).  While battlefield successes in the summer of 1863 had seemed to indicate that an 

ultimate Union victory was assured, the effort bogged down considerably in 1864; indeed, until 

Sherman’s capture of Atlanta in September, there was a very real chance that Democrats 

promising a negotiated settlement of hostilities might make Lincoln a one-term president.  Even 

after Sherman’s Southern victories helped reestablish Northern confidence, there remained the 

question of what precisely a Northern victory would secure, especially in terms of African 

American rights.  Thus, the timing of Brown’s revised text (and a text revised by someone who 

was serving as a Union army recruiter, no less) gave it a chance to both encourage the efforts of 

Union soldiers and help define the cause for which they fought.  For a fuller discussion of the 
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 The 1864 version of Clotelle offers numerous examples of Brown softening his 

national rhetoric via excision.  In chapter 28, the narrator no longer calls out those who 

label African American emigres traitors: “He who feels like blaming the negro for calling 

the Americans tyrants, let him first put himself in the negro’s stead.  Let him ask himself 

what would be his own thoughts and feelings were he quitting a land that had made him a 

slave, before he condemns too harshly the whip-scarred fugitive.”228  Also gone is 

Chapter 33’s protracted comparison of Europe and what Brown tartly calls “democratic, 

Christian America.”229  The 1861 “Conclusion,” which related not only the narrative 

denouement but also functioned as a rousing quasi-anti-American abolitionist speech is 

missing as well, and its absence ensures that Clotelle ends in a narrative, rather than a 

polemic, mode.230  While the 1864 version did not betray its antislavery sentiments, it 

could not afford to alienate readers who were tentatively incorporating an emancipatory 

project into their larger understanding of the war. 

 Ultimately, the most obvious illustration of Brown’s accommodation of this 

mostly white audience occurs in chapter 16 as he relates the imprisonment and 

                                                                                                                                                 
developing crisis of confidence leading up to Sherman’s victory, see McPherson, Battle Cry, 760-

73. 
228 Miralda, WAA, February 23, 1861.  This speech does not exist in the 1853 version of Clotel.  

In that version, Brown’s plot extended only briefly into Europe and did not feature lengthy 

commentary on George and Mary’s decisions to leave the United States. 
229 Miralda, WAA, March 9, 1861. 
230 A passage from the 1860 “Conclusion” illustrates the extent to which Brown blended direct, 

polemical address with the narrative plotline.  Note that the following is all in one paragraph: 

“We have well nigh lost our national reputation, by keeping within our embrace the foul 

institution which degrades man, as no other kind of vassalage ever did. In all his travels in 

Europe, Mr. Linwood saw that liberty at home, was more a name than reality, and felt that our 

country ought to be redeemed from the dark stain. On their return from Geneva, the party stopped 

a few days at Lyons, and remained a week at Paris, where Jerome’s letters of introduction gained 

them admission into the best society of which the French metropolis could boast” (Miralda, WAA, 

March 16, 1861). 
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subsequent suicide of Clotelle’s mother, Isabella.231  In 1853 and 1860, this chapter is one 

of the novel’s most damning, given its setting in the nation’s capital, near monuments to 

liberty.  In these early versions of the narrative, as he described the slave pens in 

Washington DC, Brown drew attention to national complicity in and sanctioning of 

slavery.  In 1853, he even pointed out to British readers that the United States 

government owned and operated several of these pens.232  In the pages of the Weekly 

Anglo-African, Brown went still further in his indictment as he detailed the location of 

Isabella’s prison—“…midway between the Capitol and the White House, the residence of 

the President of the United States.”233  Isabella is imprisoned between two seats of federal 

power, the President’s home and the Capitol, and this stressed detail reminds readers of 

an entire nation’s complicity in the institution of slavery.  In the 1853 and 1860 texts, the 

nation’s capital is situated firmly within the bounds of slavery’s geography, making clear 

the dubious distinction between the boundaries of “free” and “slave” states.  States in 

union with “slave” states cannot escape being “nominally free,” and when, as Brown’s 

text suggests, the District of Columbia so openly endorses a practice being hotly debated 

on the floors of Congress, there can be little doubt about the pervasiveness of the Slave 

Power.  In 1864, these opening descriptions have been excised, and Isabella’s capture and 

imprisonment take place in vague locations in the environs of Richmond, Virginia, 

capital of the Confederacy and the primary military target of the Union fighting men. 

                                                 
231 To clarify, in the 1853 version Clotel was the character who committed suicide after an 

unsuccessful search for her daughter, Mary.  In 1864 (and 1867), Clotelle is the daughter’s name, 

and the mother is Isabella.  
232 1853 Clotel, 215. 
233 WAA, January 19, 1861. 



 146 

As the chapter continues, references to the Potomac and Arlington Heights 

indicate that Isabella is fleeing her pursuers in the vicinity of the capitol, and she plunges 

to her death within “sight of the President’s house.”234  Nevertheless, Brown downplays 

the significance of location, staging Isabella’s death as a symbol of slavery’s evils rather 

than the emblematic guilt of Washington, DC. 235  The Confederacy, like the site of the 

suicide, was maddeningly close to the President’s house as well.   

By far the most significant excision of the 1864 Clotel is the central irony of the 

original work, the fact that Jefferson’s descendents were denied the divinely ordained 

rights Jefferson’s own “Declaration” had insisted belonged to “all men.”  In the 1853 and 

1860 versions of the novel, the charged setting of the heroine’s suicide is further 

underscored by Clotel/Isabella’s lineage.  She is first the daughter (1853) and then the 

descendant (1860) of none other than Thomas Jefferson, “the immortal author of the 

Declaration of Independence.”236  By the 1864 version, such resonance is lost, and we 

know only that Isabella’s mother, Agnes, was the daughter of an unnamed American 

senator.237  The narrator makes no other references to the family’s political connections, 

and Isabella’s suicide, while still tragic, loses the bitter tinge of irony that once defined it.   

The Clotelle that Union soldiers might have read while huddled around a campfire 

cast little aspersion on the institutions and liberties these soldiers believed they were 

defending.  Since the Compensated Emancipation Act of April 1862, many freed slaves 

                                                 
234 1864 Clotelle, 92. 
235 Indeed Brown takes considerable care not to mention explicitly that Isabella’s final place of 

imprisonment is the national capital.  See 1864 Clotelle, 50-52. 
236 1853 Clotel, 60; WAA, January 19, 1861. 
237 1864 Clotelle, 14. 
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had made a home in the nation’s capital, often supporting themselves by helping to build 

fortifications around the city.  The capital of a formerly slavery-friendly country had 

become a trial site for emancipation as well as the administrative center of a massive 

army of liberators.238  Given this context, the District of Columbia no longer represented 

the same degree of stinging irony.  Harping on Northern complicity in Clotelle by 

lambasting Washington’s ties to slavery might not win over this 1864 audience.  

Furthermore, Clotelle’s soldier-readers from Ohio or Indiana regiments need not worry 

about personal insults to their home states.  After all, these “nominally free states” had 

now taken up arms against slaveholders, and Brown and Redpath, for reasons financial as 

well as ideological, likely recognized that it was in their best interest to emphasize the 

South as the perpetrator of slavery’s iniquity. 

In concentrating the nation’s problems geographically, Brown also raised the 

possibility of redemption.  Perhaps the disillusioned Jerome and Clotelle no longer 

needed to hang their futures on foreign domiciles.  In 1860, Brown had carefully 

expanded and revised the European portion of the narrative, focusing a great deal of 

attention on the couple’s bitter “farewells” to America.  These revisions emphasized the 

dissonance of a black community’s future within a nation committed to slavery.  In 1864, 

Brown reconsidered this portion of the manuscript yet again, now stressing a more 

ambivalent leave-taking that hinted strongly at the couple’s inevitable return to the 

United States.  Indeed, given Brown’s extensive 1860 revisions stressing Jerome’s anger 

at the United States, the 1864 excisions constitute a form of retraction.  In 1860, Jerome 

                                                 
238 For a fuller discussion of the legislative development of this emancipation act, as well as its 

effect on the District of Columbia, see Guelzo, Lincoln’s Emancipation Proclamation, 91-102. 
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mounted a pile of lumber and lambasted his nation in several pages’ worth of vitriolic 

verse, including several apocalyptic lines about America’s certain destruction:  

Proud land! there is vengeance in store  

For thy soul-crushing despots and thee—  

…  

When thy cup with the mixture of wrath  

Shall be full—the Avenger in power,  

Shall sweep like a tempest of fire o’er thy path,  

Consuming the tree and the flower;  

And thy mountains shall echo the shriek of despair,  

While the smoke of thy torments shall darken the air.  

My country!—the land of my birth—  

Farewell to thy fetters and thee!  

The byword of tyrants, the scorn of the earth,  

A mockery to all thou shalt be!” 239 

In the 1864 version of Clotelle, every single line of Jerome’s poetry has been deleted and 

replaced with a brief statement that, considering the length and force of his 1860 diatribe, 

seems to revoke the powerful rhetoric of Miralda’s Jerome.  The speech reads, in its 

entirety: “Though forced from my native land by the tyrants of the South, I hope I shall 

some day be able to return.  With all her faults, I love my country still.”240  Rather than 

threatening vengeance on the “proud land” of the nation, Jerome names the country’s true 

villains as the “tyrants of the South.”  No longer a mockery, the nation merely faces 

internal division because of a band of “tyrants,” and Jerome hopes they will not hold 

sway forever.  In 1860 Jerome questioned his national allegiance by casting aside the 

                                                 
239 WAA, February 23, 1861. 
240 1864 Clotelle, 149.  
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possessive pronoun “my” when referring to the country: “…And I leave to my country 

defiance and scorn, / The curse of a fugitive’s wrath! / My country? Away! for the gifts 

which she gave / Were the whip and the fetter, the life of a slave.”241  However, the 1864 

Jerome shows no such qualms as he describes the nation:  “With all her faults, I love my 

country still,” he concludes in an obvious departure from his earlier rhetoric.  A passage 

that thundered toward portentous crescendo in 1860 has become a flat, placid statement 

in 1864.  Indeed, given this revision, one cannot help but wonder why Jerome still climbs 

the lumber pile at all to deliver his speech. 

Yet Jerome’s love of country and use of “still” in this final speech is also 

portentous in a more subtle but equally powerful way, especially in the context of the 

Civil War.  While Jerome does not go into specific detail about a future homecoming, the 

implication of constant and patriotic love seems to carry through to the present moment 

to reinforce Brown’s own wartime attitudes toward the Union: “Though forced from my 

native land by the tyrants of the South, I hope I shall some day be able to return.”   

Moreover, the precise geographical location of Jerome’s “native land” and 

“country,” if we follow Brown’s insistent speeches, lies in the South rather than the 

nation as a whole.  Indeed, Brown frequently argued that blacks preferred the Southern 

climate and had only come North out of absolute necessity, as fugitives escaping 

bondage.  Given the choice, black individuals would certainly elect to remain in the 

South—a point Brown emphasized in speeches to wary Northern audiences.  From 

emancipation’s advent in 1862 through the publication of Clotelle in January 1864, the 

                                                 
241 WAA, February 23, 1861.  
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polished orator and writer stressed that large numbers of free blacks, living and working 

in the South, would actually be an economic boon because they would consume Northern 

goods, increasing demand and then driving up prices.  In such addresses, Brown followed 

other advocates of free labor in casting slavery as a corruption of sound capitalism as 

well as morals, because it prevented blacks from participating in the market as laborers 

and consumers.242  Following Brown’s line of reasoning, Jerome poses no threat to the 

wage workers of New York, who had rioted a few months before publication of the 1864 

edition.  Rather, he is primed to return to his “native land” in the South, far from 

Northerners leery of a potential, sudden influx of black inhabitants. 

By the time the Camp Fires edition of Clotelle appeared in print, Lincoln’s re-

election campaign was underway and, with it, renewed discussion of the war’s aims and 

goals.  George McClellan and Clement Vallandigham represented an increasingly vocal 

Northern contingent that opposed emancipation and argued about the necessity of 

negotiating with the South for peace.  A prominent Copperhead from Ohio, 

Vallandigham charged that the United States faced two rebellions, one in the South and 

another “Abolition Rebellion” in the North and West.243  This second rebellion, he 

                                                 
242 For more information on Brown’s oral and print arguments from this period about such 

economic advantages, see Farrison, Author and Reformer, 361-68.  As Farrison points out, the 

lengthy opening essay in Brown’s 1863 The Black Man rehearsed the same economic argument 

and was aimed, at least in part, at the “working classes.”  (This, at least, is what Brown told friend 

and financial backer, Gerrit Smith, who, not incidentally, also contributed significantly to Child’s 

The Freedmen’s Book.)  Ibid., 366. 
243 Frederick Douglass repeatedly used the term “Abolition War” in late 1863, though clearly 

with different intent and to different purposes than Vallandigham.  See Blight, Race and Reunion, 

15.  
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contended, proved far more pernicious and threatened “liberty” itself.244  Around the 

same time, Northern states such as Illinois and Indiana revised and enacted stringent 

“black laws” designed to keep fleeing blacks from settling within their boundaries.   

Many of these laws, as Brown testily reported in his 1867 The Negro in the American 

Rebellion, were updated and reinforced after the Emancipation Proclamation, reflecting a 

disturbing Northern ambivalence about the liberation of slaves.245   

In other words, Jerome’s patriotic language about the United States was now 

geared toward readers with divided loyalties and soldiers whose immediate future rested, 

to no small degree, upon the elected president and his wartime strategy.  While black 

regiments had increasingly come to the aid of the Union army, their very presence 

reminded Union troops that they, too, now shared in the destiny of the army and its 

nation.  Nevertheless, their place in the nation remained uncertain—a fact that Brown 

emphasized at the New England Anti-Slavery Convention in May 1864: “The war was 

begun with the purpose of restoring the nation as it was, and leaving the black man where 

he was.  Now the time has come when you must recognize the black man as on the same 

footing with the white man.”246  Brown uttered such sentiments before a friendly crowd 

of fellow abolitionists and activists celebrating their accomplishments and recognizing 

the obstacles still in their way.  For the soldier-readers of 1864, he revised his language, 

                                                 
244 Vallandigham, The Record of the Hon. C. L. Vallandigham on Abolition, the Union, and the 

Civil War (Columbus, OH: J. Walter & Co., 1863).   
245 Brown, The Negro in the American Rebellion: His Heroism and His Fidelity (Boston: Lee & 

Shepard, 1867), 142-46. 

Clearly, and despite his 1864 Clotelle revisions to the contrary, Brown knew that Indiana had its 

own issues with “freedom” at this time.  Nevertheless, he scaled back his rhetoric in what could 

only be an appeal to Union soldier-readers. 
246 Brown’s speech was reported in the National Anti-Slavery Standard, June 4, 1864, 3 and 

quoted in Farrison, Author and Reformer, 390. 



 152 

tempering the strident defenses of equality he mounted elsewhere and scaling back the 

polemics of earlier versions of the novel.  Without sacrificing abolitionist politics, the 

1864 Clotelle features less divisive rhetoric and tentatively stakes a future place, albeit a 

limited one, for blacks in the nation.  “I love my country still,” Jerome pronounces, 

indicating his allegiance even as he bids farewell.  

 

“INCIDENTS WHICH HAVE PASSED INTO HISTORY”:  

THE 1867 CLOTELLE AND EMANCIPATION’S LEGACY 

 

 By 1867, Brown decided to return to his ongoing national romance yet again, this 

time bringing his narrative through the recent events of the Civil War and emancipation.  

Brown had already been writing about blacks’ participation in the war in his historical 

anthologies, The Black Man (1863) and The Negro in the American Rebellion (1867), but 

revising the Clotelle narrative provided an opportunity to weigh that legacy through 

fiction.  Though The Black Man first appeared in 1863 and contained no references to 

black involvement in the ongoing war, Brown issued an expanded second edition later 

that year that appended four additional biographies from the recent conflict.  As Edward 

Farrison has noted, the third and fourth of these “sketches” are not in fact biographical 

but a “composite account” of the First and Third Louisiana Regiments’ role in the 1863 

Port Hudson battle.247  Brown hoped The Black Man would provide an antidote to 

                                                 
247 Farrison, Author and Reformer, 376. 
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unfounded concerns about the appropriateness and aptitude of black soldiers.248  The 

Captain Cailloux sketch explicitly refers to this continuing debate over African American 

troops.249  After relating the black regiments’ bravery and sacrifice during battle, Brown 

cites the praise various military commanders and leaders bestowed on the First and Third 

Louisiana.  For instance, the Honorable B. F. Flanders reported that black soldiers had 

“completely conquered the prejudice of the army against them.  Never was there before 

such an extraordinary revolution of sentiment as that of this army in respect to the 

negroes as soldiers.”250  While Brown’s The Black Man does not shy away from the race 

prejudice that governed many of the senior military’s decisions at Port Hudson, his 

historical narrative in 1863 generally conveys optimism born of evolving public opinion; 

a broader “revolution of sentiment,” favorable toward blacks, seems imminent.  

Given the tenor of this 1863 sketch, it is telling that Brown revisits the Port 

Hudson battle twice in 1867, first in The Negro in the American Rebellion and several 

months later in a revised Clotelle.  In both of these fictionalized versions, the description 

of incidents at Port Hudson troubles a celebratory interpretation of blacks’ future within 

                                                 
248 Even after blacks were allowed to enlist in the Union Army, public concern over their 

“manliness” and “fitness” for battle was used to exhort potential volunteers.  An example 

of this can be seen in a massive broadside, which a group of black leaders from 

Philadelphia put together on 6 July 1863 and which included the following language: 

“We say that we have manhood; now is the time to prove it. A nation or a people that 

cannot fight may be pitied, but cannot be respected.  If we would be regarded men, if we 

would forever SILENCE THE TONGUE OF CALUMNY, of Prejudice and Hate, let us 

Rise Now and Fly to Arms!”  (“Men of Color! To Arms! To Arms!” [Philadelphia, 

1863], Library Company of Philadelphia.)   
249 Brown, The Black Man: His Antecedents, His Genius, and His Achievements, rev. ed. (New 

York: Thomas Hamilton, 1863), 297-310.  Both the Cailloux and the Howard sketches discuss the 

debate. 
250 Brown, Black Man, 307. 
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the nation.  Indeed, both accounts radically destabilize the supposed gains of the battle.  

In her excellent article on Brown’s “‘civil’ war wounds,” Jennifer James comments at 

length on Brown’s dark revision of the war and Reconstruction in The Negro and the 

1867 Clotelle.  James finds Brown’s 1867 works “bleak” and out of step with the 

progressive narrative arc of his earlier writing, and Giulia Fabi, too, notes the “far from 

triumphant tone” that characterizes Brown’s Civil War chapters in the 1867 narrative.251  

I would add that Brown’s 1867 revisions are thrown into even sharper relief when we 

consider his earlier chapters on Port Hudson in The Black Man.  While Brown, for the 

most part, reuses his narrative descriptions from the 1863 The Black Man in the 1867 The 

Negro, his added commentary at several moments in the 1867 version offers a much 

more chilling assessment of race relations.  In both 1863 and 1867, he tells of General 

Dwight’s order that the black regiments continue an impossible assault that will certainly 

and unnecessarily risk their lives.  In 1863, however, it is not entirely clear that this order 

stems from racial prejudice.  It seems just as likely that General Dwight is urging all of 

his soldiers onward, even in the face of incredible odds.  In his 1867 retelling, Brown 

makes plain General Dwight’s animus toward the blacks under his command and appends 

the following: “Humanity will never forgive Gen. Dwight for this last order; for he 

                                                 
251 See James, “‘Civil’ War Wounds,” 46; Fabi, Passing, 127.   

Don Dingledine offers a more optimistic reading of Brown’s 1867 revisions in his article, which 

looks broadly at a range of representations of African American soldiers in the Civil War.  

Dingledine reads the inclusion of Jerome in a historic regiment as a move toward documenting 

black patriotic contributions, and by extension making a case for rights and citizenship.  See 

“‘The Whole Drama of War’: The African American Soldier in Civil War Literature,” PMLA 

115, no. 5 (October 2000): 1114. 
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certainly saw that he was only throwing away the lives of his men.  But what were his 

men?  ‘Only niggers.’”252   

In a similar vein, Brown emends the ending of the 1867 Port Hudson account to 

emphasize the gross injustice black prisoners-of-war faced following battle.  In the earlier 

The Black Man, the Port Hudson narrative filled two chapters, and each chapter closed by 

reiterating how black valor had won the widespread respect of white soldiers.  One 

chapter ended with the aforementioned remarks of B. F. Flanders, while the subsequent 

chapter boasted that a “great amount of prejudice was conquered that day by the intrepid 

[Capt. Joseph] Howard and his companions” at Port Hudson.253  In the 1867 The Negro, 

Brown still mentions such praise and even adds encomiums from newspaper editorials, 

but here he refuses to end the Port Hudson account with white praise of black courage.  

Black soldiers may have “conquered” some prejudice and proven themselves on the 

battlefield, but they remain at the cruel mercy of much broader bigotry.  Brown’s 1867 

chapter on Port Hudson closes as follows: “Humanity should not forget, that, at the 

surrender of Port Hudson, not a single colored man could be found alive, although thirty-

five were known to have been taken prisoners during the siege.  All had been 

murdered.”254  In the space of six short pages, then, the order of a Union general ensures 

the vicious and unnecessary slaughter of Port Hudson’s black heroes.  Those lucky 

enough to survive the battle and become prisoners-of-war face summary execution at the 

hands of vengeful Confederates.  With a sweeping, indignant declaration, Brown declares 

                                                 
252 Brown, The Negro, 170.  The corresponding page in The Black Man is 305, though The Black 

Man’s paragraph stops short before these final comments. 
253 The Black Man, 310. 
254 The Negro, 176. 
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that “humanity should never forget” this murder nor “forgive General Dwight.”  But 

Brown’s own rhetoric here reveals a deep-seated suspicion that “humanity” has forgiven 

and forgotten—or, worse, overlooked such racism within the Union ranks entirely.255  It 

is bad enough that Confederate soldiers murdered blacks rather than imprison them, but 

more outrageous still is the fact that the black soldiers’ own commander ordered them 

into certain destruction, valuing them as little more than cannon fodder.  

 Brown’s grim view of Port Hudson spills over into the 1867 edition of Clotelle, 

which was published in July and, like The Negro that preceded it by several months, 

issued by the firm of Lee and Shepard.  Given the proximity of their publication dates as 

well as their shared publisher, The Negro in the American Rebellion and Clotelle likely 

circulated among similar readers, blacks as well as whites.256  A “Uniform Trade List 

Circular” from the spring of 1867 prominently lists several titles related to the recent war, 

from soldiers’ memoirs to prisoners’ accounts to tales of “hospital life.”  Tucked into this 

list of Lee & Shepard’s books is The Negro in the American Rebellion, the only title to 

overtly reference African Americans but one of many related to the Civil War.257  In its 

                                                 
255 James, “‘Civil’ War Wounds,” 40. 
256 The books seem to have been intended for black as well as white readers. According to the 

American Literary Publishing Houses “Lee and Shepard…developed a nonfiction list which was 

considered radical at the time.  Specializing in politics and the occult, the firm published works 

by Charles Sumner, Horace Mann, Wendell Phillips, and the Reverend Charles Beecher.”  

American Literary Publishing Houses, 1638-1899, ed. Peter Dzwonkoski (Detroit, MI: Gale 

Research, 1986), 252.  The firm did quite well, and drew the bulk of its financial support, from 

books for children and young adults; the Oliver Optic series was a particular hit during the period 

in which Brown’s books were published.  For a fuller discussion of the firm’s publications during 

this time, see Raymond L. Kilgour, Lee and Shepard: Publishers for the People (Hamden, CT: 

Shoe String Press, 1965), 53-72. 
257 The business correspondence on The Negro in the American Rebellion from the Lee and 

Shepard archives clearly points to black readers, while ephemera like this circular suggest a 

broader readership.  Lee and Shepard obviously was not catering to a niche market of African 
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final chapters, Clotelle, too, took up the Civil War in general and Port Hudson 

specifically, intervening in the record of recent history through the power of historical 

fiction.  

In this 1867 edition of the narrative, Jerome and Clotelle act on the newly aroused 

patriotism they displayed in 1864 and decide to return from Europe to their war-ravaged 

homeland.  Brown reports that many Americans traveling abroad “hastened home to take 

part in the struggle,—some to side with the rebels, others to take their stand with the 

friends of liberty.  Among the latter, none came with swifter steps or more zeal than 

Jerome and Clotelle Fletcher.”258  Committed to the land of their birth, Brown’s 

characters view the developments in the United States and their own potential role in 

those developments as an opportunity to participate in an expansive and promising 

movement (taking a “stand with the friends of liberty”).  Both characters choose active 

parts in the unfolding drama, roles representative of the war’s potential to shape incipient 

African American political identities.  In the tradition of a sentimental heroine, Clotelle 

quickly becomes the “Angel of Mercy” by nursing the wounded in Union-occupied New 

Orleans, where General Butler holds command.  Jerome, on the other hand, takes up arms 

with Louisiana’s “Native Guard” (which becomes the “First Louisiana”) and soon 

                                                                                                                                                 
American readers, and it seems like The Negro and, a few months later, Clotelle, would have 

been pitched to a wider audience than, say, Miralda or the 1864 Clotelle. 

Research into the Lee and Shepard business records at the American Antiquarian Society turned 

up little on the 1867 Clotelle—only one note from an interested canvassing agent, but The Negro 

seems to have enjoyed more profitable circulation, particularly among black readers.  (Lee and 

Shepard Business Records, American Antiquarian Society, Worcester, MA.)  Michael Winship 

was kind enough to transcribe several letters for me before I had a chance to look at the archives 

myself. 
258 Brown, Clotelle; or The Colored Heroine, A Tale of the Southern States (Boston: Lee and 

Shepard, 1867), 105. 

Fabi makes note of this patriotism and its lack in the original British edition.  Passing, 26. 
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thereafter participates in the siege of Port Hudson, following a tragic script similar to the 

one Brown detailed in The Negro.  After an unsuccessful attack, a white general asks for 

volunteers from the First Louisiana to retrieve the body of a fallen white officer from the 

field.  With excruciating repetition, small groups of black soldiers venture out, only to be 

gunned down by enemy fire until Jerome also bravely volunteers.  As the narrative 

pointedly makes clear, the general betrays no guilt over sacrificing scores of black men to 

retrieve one white corpse.  That Jerome, Brown’s manly black hero, should become 

another senseless death among many serves as no small indictment:  “They started upon 

the run; and, strange to tell, all of them reached the body, and had nearly borne it from 

the field, when two of the number were cut down.  Of these, one was Jerome.  His head 

was entirely torn off by a shell.”  

Jerome does not simply perish in the line of dubious duty.  He is decapitated, 

literally cut down in one of the most brutal ways imaginable. As Jennifer James has 

pointed out, “Brown willfully presents a grotesque where once stood a ‘whole’ black 

man.”259  The narrative goes beyond the violence of war with this description.  Unlike 

preceding black soldiers who are “all swept down by the grape, canister, and shell,” 

Jerome is beheaded in an ultimate act of violence on the body—a level of violence that 

renders the body unrecognizable and strips its claim on personhood.  Jerome’s mutilated 

corpse represents his status in the eyes of an unfeeling commander: he is more a thing 

                                                 
259 1867 Clotelle, 184. 

Jennifer James, “‘Civil’ War Wounds,” 43.  James offers a thoughtful analysis of Brown’s 

historical fiction and its significance in the compressed 1867 ending of Clotelle.   
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than a man, dispatched to retrieve a white body whose recovery signifies nothing save its 

place of value, maintaining even in death its rank in America’s racist hierarchy.260   

No minor character, Jerome has developed extensively over the course of 

Brown’s narrative and revisions; seeing him in the context of the narratives in their 

entirety renders his sudden and faceless death all the more shocking and devastating.  

First a character of black resistance in Clotel, Jerome becomes a successful expatriate in 

Miralda; in the 1864 Clotelle, he and his wife effect a limited emancipation from across 

the Atlantic when they convince Mr. Linwood to liberate his slaves.  Their role in a 

small-scale emancipation scheme signals their hope that their native land will eventually 

live up to its title as “the land of liberty” by abolishing slavery altogether.  By the final 

version of Brown’s novel, Jerome and Clotelle seize the opportunity to take part in just 

such a movement.  In a chapter that consummates an impulse within the many previous 

narratives under the title, “The Return Home”, Jerome travels back to his homeland and 

joins the Union army, determined to take part in a great struggle for freedom.  Here he 

could prove his “humanity” alongside other black soldiers eager to establish their 

patriotism and place in the nation.  While the Civil War ultimately brings about the 

abolition of slavery, Jerome’s own role in that conflict points to the pervasive and 

pernicious reach of the prejudice against which he and his fellow black soldiers were also 

fighting.  Wave after wave of black troops in his regiment courageously spring forward 

for the chance to prove their valor, but to no avail.  For all that may have been 

                                                 
260 Despite the lower pay scale and his own arguments in favor of equal rank in the military, 

Brown still encouraged black men to join.  See Farrison, Author and Reformer, 382. 
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accomplished with the defeat of the Confederacy, the death of Brown’s carefully 

cultivated character in Clotelle finally serves as a chilling reminder of racial injustice.261   

As a character crafted to represent African Americans’ historic involvement in the 

Union war cause—the cause that Brown had celebrated in previous work such as 1863’s 

The Black Man—Jerome’s death bitterly reminds readers of how many promises 

surrounding black military service remained unfulfilled.  During the war, black 

enlistment had been heralded as a precursor to citizenship and a weapon against white 

prejudice. Frederick Douglass had predicted that, “Once the black man get upon his 

person the brass letters, U. S.; let him get an eagle on his button, and a musket on his 

shoulder and bullets in his pocket, and there is no power on earth which can deny that he 

has earned the right to citizenship.”262  Horace Greeley’s Tribune hailed reports of black 

valor in battle as a surefire way “to shake … inveterate Saxon prejudice against the 

capacity and courage of Negro troops.”263  More than a simple recognition of black 

manhood, participation in the war was supposed to guarantee a place in the nation.  As 

David Blight suggests, black “heroism represented not merely physical courage in battle; 

it stood for their audacious faith as black men to join up, salute, train, suffer, and give 

their lives for the chance to belong in their own land.”264  Given Brown’s previous 

lauding of heroic military service, why does the 1867 Clotelle present such a dismal 

picture of its results?   

                                                 
261 James, “‘Civil’ War Wounds,” 43-44. 
262 Qtd in McPherson, Battle Cry of Freedom, 564.  (The original quote is from Douglass’ 

Monthly, August 1863.) 
263 Qtd in Ibid., 565.  (The original quote is from the New York Tribune, February 11, 1863.) 
264 Blight, Race and Reunion, 339. 
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Brown likely completed the manuscript of this last version of Clotelle in the first 

half of 1867 during one of the most tumultuous periods in civil rights history.  African 

Americans might have expected to continue their march from battlefield victories on to 

citizenship rights and to reap some of the political rewards that so many (including 

Lincoln) had suggested would be forthcoming, including at least limited suffrage.  In the 

first months after the war, however, their future had seemed subject to the whims of 

Andrew Johnson, Lincoln’s unelected successor.  To many concerned African Americans 

and radical Republicans, Johnson and his moderate allies appeared far more willing to 

forgive the sins of former Confederates and even Southern planters than to secure any 

additional rights for the freedmen.  Indeed, under Johnson’s plan for reconstruction, the 

white South moved quickly to impose a system that would force most freedmen into a 

status that closely mirrored their experience under slavery.  The Northern backlash 

against the perception that the old Southern system was reconstituting itself under a new 

name helped strengthen the radical wing of the Republican Party and inspired the 

Freedman’s Bureau Bill and the Civil Rights Bill of 1866.  When Johnson vetoed both 

bills, he helped to set the stage for the eventual passage and ratification of the Fourteenth 

and Fifteenth Amendments that sought to define the freedom from slavery that the 

Thirteenth Amendment had secured in 1865, by establishing legal protections in 1867 

and voting rights in 1870.265  The intersectional and interparty battles over the shape of 

Reconstruction that took place during these years revealed a deep ambivalence on the 

                                                 
265 See Foner, Reconstruction, 176-227.  
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part of white Americans about African Americans’ political status as members of the 

republic.   

Brown thus had reason to be concerned with the unstable status of the freedmen 

during the period in which he was finally ending a decade of Clotel revisions.  Several 

months before the 1867 edition went to press, he voiced his anxieties about 

Reconstruction policy in an address to the Massachusetts Anti-Slavery Society’s annual 

meeting.  Across the Northeast that month, many abolitionist societies were meeting to 

commemorate the fourth anniversary of the Emancipation Proclamation.  The Fourteenth 

Amendment, having garnered the required majority in both houses the preceding June, 

was making its way through the ratification process, and while only six states had ratified 

the amendment by the end of 1866, eleven more did so in the early weeks of January 

1867.  When Brown stepped up to the podium, though, he did not seem to be in a 

celebratory mood.266  The National Anti-Slavery Standard reported the gist of his 

address: 

Mr. Wm. Wells Brown said he did not think that the people here understood the 

position of the colored people of the South.  He went into a long argument, 

showing that their condition was vastly worse than before their emancipation.  

The negroes had been armed under a promise of freedom, and now that freedom 

was withheld.  He did not believe the action of Congress [in failing to act sooner 

                                                 
266 McPherson, Ordeal by Fire, 559-63.  In the months leading up to Brown’s address, Southern 

states were dragging their heels over the amendment, and their recalcitrance was given voice in 

public statements such as Message No. 1 of His Excellency Gov. J. L. Orr, which “declared 

Southerners were being asked to ‘concede more to the will of their conquerors’ than any people in 

history.” Foner, Reconstruction, 269. 
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than it did to safeguard the rights of the freedmen] was intentional, but owing 

entirely to mismanagement and the contemptible meanness of the President.  The 

only safeguard of the race was in impartial suffrage.267 

At the time Southern state legislators were bitterly contesting the terms of the Fourteenth 

Amendment, and given President Johnson’s performance of late, Brown likely despaired 

of meaningful protection for necessary civil rights.  His language, even through the third-

person narration of the National Anti-Slavery Standard, presents a dire situation: the 

condition of “the colored people of the South…was vastly worse than before their 

emancipation.”   

 The pessimistic assessment at the heart of this early 1867 speech also casts a 

shadow over the final chapters of Brown’s novel.  At first glance, the character Clotelle’s 

position at the end of the narrative may seem to temper the bitterness and doom of her 

husband Jerome’s violently symbolic death.  After all, she purchases her former 

plantation and builds a freedmen’s school, two acts representative of transformation and 

possibility for former slaves like herself: “In the summer of 1866, the Poplar Farm, on 

which she had once lived as a slave, was confiscated and sold by Government authority, 

and was purchased by Clotelle, upon which she established a Freedmen’s School, and 

where at this writing, — now June, 1867, — resides the ‘Angel of Mercy.’” Thus the 

former Civil War nurse, Clotelle, reclaims a former place of bondage and renders it a 

space of freedom and possibility.  A slave-turned-plantation-owner, she not only buys the 

old plantation’s grounds but uses the land to ensure that what was once a space of 

                                                 
267 National Anti-Slavery Standard, February 2, 1867, 1.  As quoted in Farrison, Author and 

Reformer, 404. 
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enslavement becomes one of enlightenment.   

 Despite the apparently political promise of such an ending, Brown undercuts and 

complicates this seeming triumph.  As the war rages on, the Southern journey that 

ultimately brings Clotelle to Poplar Farm includes a brief stay with an older black couple, 

Jim and Dinah, whose bickering fights end, not infrequently, with Jim threatening to sell 

Dinah.  

‘Shet your mouf, madam, an’ hole your tongue,’ said Jim, after his wife had 

scolded and sputtered away for some minutes. ‘Shet your mouf dis minit, I say: 

you shan’t stan’ dar, an’ talk ter me in dat way. I bought you, an’ paid my money 

fer you, an’ I ain’t a gwine ter let you sase me in dat way. Shet your mouf dis 

minit: ef you don’t I’ll sell you; ’fore God I will. Shet up, I say, or I’ll sell you.’ 

This had the desired effect, and settled Dinah for the day.268   

This episode is found on the second-to-last page of the novel, with Jim and Dinah’s 

humble cabin one of the final stopping-places before Clotelle returns to Poplar Farm to 

set up her school.  Despite Clotelle’s reclaiming of the land and plantation, slavery’s 

dehumanizing legacy clearly weighs on the region’s inhabitants and disfigures their 

relationships.  The residue of slavery’s unequal and absolute power structures continues 

to hold sway over the free black characters’ interactions with one another.269  These are 

the people Clotelle will be teaching, and this is the legacy with which she must contend.  

In other words, Clotelle may have reclaimed the plantation and established a school, but 

                                                 
268 1867 Clotelle, 114. 
269 James points out the disparity between the “harmonious feelings” between Jerome and 

Clotelle and that “U/union” between Jim and Dinah in “a physically violent space where the folk 

are unmercifully taunted by slavery.”  James, “‘Civil’ War Wounds,” 48.  
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her real work has only just begun.   

Why, then, did Brown stop revising with the 1867 edition?  Did the 

Reconstruction Acts and the passage of black suffrage mean that Brown’s concerns had 

been alleviated, that a place had been found and secured for black individuals within the 

larger national community?  The Constitutional achievements of Radical Reconstruction 

might suggest such an interpretation, but Brown’s complaint in the 1867 speech that 

corresponded most closely with the conclusion of Clotelle arose after two of the three 

Constitutional amendments had already passed Congress.  Moreover, each battle waged 

and won by advocates of African American civil rights had arrived with a significant 

caveat of racist resistance and abiding prejudice.  The Emancipation Proclamation had 

not held for the loyal border states; the Thirteenth Amendment would be followed by the 

Reconstruction policies of the Johnson administration; the Fourteenth Amendment would 

explicitly leave questions of the franchise to states in a bid to avoid alienating voters in 

the 1866 elections.270  While it might be possible to see the Fifteenth Amendment 

guarantee of the franchise as a triumphant fulfillment of Brown’s most ardent political 

hopes, even this was followed by the slide toward Southern states’ “redemption” and 

subsequent voting restrictions and enforced inequalities.271  Across the Civil War and 

Reconstruction eras, supposed gains and victories often proved to be more like half 

                                                 
270 Foner, Reconstruction, 251-61.   
271 Blight notes that the 15

th
 Amendment signaled a retreat from more radical positions on black 

suffrage and that enthusiastic responses to its passage among Republicans quickly proved overly 

optimistic: “as military Reconstruction neared its end, and as most ex-Confederate states were 
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measures and compromises with prejudice that even the war’s violent conquest could not 

eradicate.  After all, Jerome’s white officer stands on the right side of the battle lines, but 

this nominal friend of liberty is just as complicit in the wasteful and racist destruction of 

African American humanity as the Confederates lobbing shells.  Ultimately Brown’s last 

version of the Clotel narrative captures the nation’s maddening proximity to but ultimate 

retreat from a meaningful recognition of black humanity.  It is the image of the white 

officer that abides as he looms over a scene of repeated African American patriotic 

sacrifice, demanding more and conceding nothing.  This image finally casts doubt on all 

the hopes the last versions of the novel had raised. 

Such an inconclusive ending seems appropriate for a fluid text whose dynamism 

across a fourteen-year span was largely tied to an ongoing and persistent question. Will 

Jefferson’s “self-evident truths” be recognized for his black descendants, or will 

American racism leave this promise eternally unfulfilled?  In their entirety Brown’s 

repeated revisions of an ever-changing narrative signal the unsettled nature of this still 

unanswered question.  Readers often privilege a particular iteration of the Clotel story, 

whether the original text or Brown’s final edition, but I have argued here that focusing on 

discrete moments obscures what John Bryant calls the text’s fluidity.  On the other hand, 

reading this narrative in its entirety across years and revisions expresses the degree to 

which African American political identity remained provisional during this chaotic period 

of United States history.  Clotel’s textual fluidity reveals a truer measure than any settled 

novel could of Brown’s experience as a black author, and his need to constantly reassess 

for himself and his community whether African Americans had a place and future in the 
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nation. 

That overarching fluidity is also what makes the novel’s final pages so apt, for the 

place and future that seem secure for the central character at the close of the final Clotelle 

edition are themselves profoundly subject to revision.  In a text that refused to be settled 

and was repeatedly revised, it is profoundly fitting that Brown’s last words refuse to 

endorse the idea of last words, denying the generic expectations of a conclusion that 

resolves and answers questions raised in the text.  The final sentence reads: “In the 

summer of 1866, the Poplar Farm, on which she had once lived as a slave, was 

confiscated and sold by Government authority, and was purchased by Clotelle, upon 

which she established a Freedmen’s School, and where at this writing, — now June, 

1867, — resides the ‘Angel of Mercy.’”  The narrative closes with its heroine in the 

present tense, in an unfinished space of possibility that exists “now” and “at this 

writing.”272  Jerome’s brutal death seems to foreclose on many of the war’s promised 

gains, and Clotelle, as a character who embodies the more recent promises of federal 

Reconstruction, calls into question the inevitability of black postbellum progress.  Thus, 

Brown’s narrative closes by leaving its final revision and the fate of African American 

characters, real and imagined, in the hands of its readers, whose fickle commitments have 

always determined the answers to the book’s fundamental question for America. 

                                                 
272 Jennifer James considers the open-ended nature of Brown’s ending and the way he places 

Clotelle in the present: “Far from being the end of anything, or even the originary moment 
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“Poor Tom Still a Slave”: 

Uncle Tom’s Cabin Under Reconstruction 

 
When all the famous “hits” went the way of the Biblical grass, the passionate heights to which our 

sole folk play aroused audiences compelled its perpetuation, and the Tommers’ lithographs were 

more than justified in advertising: ‘A Version of a Play That Has Defied Time.’   

 Harry Birdoff 

 

An adaptation is not vampiric: it does not draw the life-blood from its source and leave it dying or 

dead, nor is it paler than the adapted work. It may, on the contrary, keep that prior work alive, 

giving it an afterlife it would never have had otherwise.                  

  Linda Hutcheon   

 

 

The long stage career of Harriet Beecher Stowe’s Uncle Tom’s Cabin began 

shortly after the famous antislavery novel’s publication, with an adaptation penned by 

George Aiken and produced by George C. Howard (who managed an acting troupe 

bearing his name).  The play was a success, and throughout the 1850s Uncle Tom was a 

mainstay on the American boards.273  Like any melodrama worth its salt, the most 

famous, long-lived dramatic version of the Aiken-Howard collaboration trafficked in 

sentimental death scenes, and most of its acts end with a major character’s demise.  

Beginning in 1852 the angelic and doomed Little Eva set the bar high in Act Three, 

“feebly smiling” and crying out “Oh! Love! Joy! Peace!”  Her distraught father offers the 

final words of that act, a commentary on “the cold, gray sky of daily life” he must now 

                                                 
273 The chapter epigraphs appear in Harry Birdoff, The World’s Greatest Hit: Uncle Tom’s Cabin 

(New York: S. F. Vanni, 1947), 7; Linda Hutcheon, A Theory of Adaptation, 176. 

To clarify, Aiken and Howard were not the first to produce a play based on Stowe’s novel, but 

they were the first to have real success (and lasting runs).  J. C. Furnas wrote, this version 

“furnished the mine whence the Tommers drew their raw material.” Furnas, Goodbye to Uncle 

Tom (New York: William Sloan, 1956), 264.  Jeffrey D. Mason, Melodrama and the Myth of 

America (Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 1993), 90. 
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face without her.  In a similar vein, Uncle Tom expires with rapturous Christian rhetoric.  

“Glory be to his name!” he exclaims, shortly before reappearing in a heavenly “grand 

allegorical tableau” (as the playbills promised) with Eva hovering on the back of a “milk-

white dove.”  Melodramatic deaths punctuate these key scenes, with the lines uttered by 

expiring characters and those keeping watch offering charged commentary that often 

sums up the significance of the death-scene for the audience.  Afterlife is just as 

significant as death in these moments.  Spectators are made to understand through 

dialogue and overwrought imagery that the goodness of Eva and Tom will allow these 

characters to ultimately triumph over the grave.  A precocious and pious white child 

epitomizes a Christian innocence that returns on angel wings, while an aging black slave 

demonstrates Christ-like suffering on earth that becomes transcendent virtue in the 

hereafter. 

Despite these heavenly preoccupations, Aiken and Howard tailored Uncle Tom’s 

death scenes to fit earthly circumstances.  The scene depicting the passing of Eva’s 

father, Augustine St. Clare, for example, was later altered in accordance with the afterlife 

the play itself enjoyed once war and emancipation removed the institution that had 

engendered Stowe’s original story.  In most early versions of this drama, St. Clare’s 

demise reinforces the relatively general message of his own Christian redemption.  A 

figure of the Biblical prodigal son in the first published script, St. Clare renounces the 

error of his dissolute ways and his failure to keep his promise to Eva (that he would free 

his slave, Uncle Tom) moments before death.  “Eva, I come!” he cries out, sinking back 

into the cushions as the curtain falls on Act IV.  Despite St. Clare’s remorseful 
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acknowledgement that he did not liberate Tom, the emotional force propelling the 

antebellum play’s death-scene has little to do with the slave’s status.  Rather, the 

audience is directed toward St. Clare’s imminent reunion with Eva, his earlier religious 

skepticism eclipsed by death-bed bliss at the approach of a heavenly reward.  Yet this 

was not the only way that the scene could be played, and the most important early 

promoter of the drama would eventually see fit to alter St. Clare’s death in a way that 

responded to changing Northern commitments to black civil rights. 

 

This chapter is about the afterlives of Uncle Tom’s Cabin, not merely its 

characters whose divine ascents were so dramatically staged, but also the antislavery play 

itself, which continued long after abolition to exert a powerful influence on American 

culture.  Over a production history spanning decades, the Howard company would revise 

and re-revise its production, building its legacy as one of the primary Tom troupes in the 

nation.  Of course, the company could only build such a legacy by maintaining the play’s 

popularity and filling seats, and it did this by keeping its performances alive to the 

questions of the day. 

The continued postwar relevance of this particular play at first seems unlikely.  

After all, from the first appearance of Uncle Tom’s Cabin as a serial novel in the pages of 

the abolitionist National Era, Harriet Beecher Stowe’s story had been deeply enmeshed 

in the antislavery politics that defined the decade leading up to the Civil War.  A tale at 

least as sprawling as Brown’s Clotel, Uncle Tom’s Cabin followed the lives of several 

slaves and slave families connected to a Kentucky plantation owned by the Shelby 
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family.  Uncle Tom emerges as an archetype of Christian humility early in the story, 

quietly submitting to his sale down river and away from his wife and children.  He passes 

through the hands of the St. Clares in New Orleans, where he becomes a favorite of little 

Eva, before being sold to the evil Simon Legree, a Northerner who has fully embraced 

the peculiar institution with startling brutality, and whose cruel treatment ultimately leads 

to Tom’s death.  Moving in the opposite direction, the young and beautiful slave Eliza 

escapes the Shelby plantation and flees North when she learns that her son is about to be 

sold with Tom to cover the Shelbys’ debts.  Eliza’s husband, George, has already run 

away, and he quickly becomes a figure of heroic resistance with his defiant speeches and 

bold action.  The young family eventually reunites, but not before a series of adventures 

and close calls nearly take them back into slavery.  The novel introduces a multitude of 

other characters into the plot, notably the memorable and comical young slave Topsy and 

the octoroon concubine Emmeline, but Tom and Eliza’s families stand at the heart of 

Stowe’s novel and her critique of a system’s vicious attack on families like theirs. 

 Indeed, although it contained significant religious elements, Uncle Tom’s Cabin 

was never really about timeless questions.  Rather, the antebellum narrative in all its 

forms was closely tied to its particular historical moment.  Spawned as a response to the 

Compromise of 1850 and its stronger Fugitive Slave Law, it addressed the chief moral 

and political question of the day: whether a Christian public and a democratic republic 

would continue to countenance legalized human bondage.  Uncle Tom’s Cabin was 

designed to eliminate American slavery, and it was successful to the extent that its 

influence made abolitionist sympathy much more general, paved the way for rise of the 
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Republican Party, and thus, as Lincoln supposedly quipped, “made” the Civil War.274   

The novel had sold in the hundreds of thousands, but achieved its political effect partly 

by proxy.  Beginning with Aiken’s early adaptation, popular plays staged a vision of 

“Life among the Lowly” that Northern audiences could imagine corresponding to what 

was actually occurring on the other side of the Mason-Dixon line.   

Aiken’s would be only the first of many dramatic adaptations that carried the 

play’s story well into the twentieth century.  One reason such plays may have remained 

popular was their capacity to capture and expand on the political power of the original 

narrative.  Stowe had written the novel as a way to engage her readers intimately and 

inspire them to the collective action of abolition and freeing the slaves who even then 

were languishing in situations similar to that of Uncle Tom.  The novel had been 

compelled to inspire public work through private reading experiences.  The Tom plays, 

however, presented Stowe’s story to gathered crowds and made its characters and the 

political challenge they embodied literally and physically present to live audiences whose 

individual passionate responses could feed off each other in ways that suggested further 

public engagements with an all-too-present political evil.275   

                                                 
274 David Reynolds’s recent book reminds us of Uncle Tom’s massive influence on popular 

culture as much as politics.  For its influence on the immediate antebellum political situation, see 

Mightier than the Sword, 117-167. 

Reynolds claims that Aiken’s adaptation held onto Stowe’s “antislavery spirit” (Mightier, 138), 

and Eric Lott’s account of the play in the increasingly hostile sectionalism of the 1850s further 

attests to its status as cultural shorthand for an antislavery view (as opposed to other adaptations 

that were seen as more pro-slavery).  This will be discussed in more detail in a subsequent section 

of the chapter. 
275 For a fuller discussion of the play’s popularity and politics, see Reynolds, Mightier Than the 

Sword, especially 136-149. 

As Sarah Meer explains, house lights were usually on during performances, and this allowed 

theatergoers to observe one another, making an already public experience markedly so (as 
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As both novel and play, Uncle Tom’s Cabin was distinctly antebellum, tied more 

firmly to the politics of antislavery than perhaps any other work of fiction.  Why, then, 

did this historical play about an antebellum situation not only continue to be popular in 

the aftermath of emancipation, but also continue to be a conduit for audiences’ real-time 

engagement with post-emancipation politics? Stowe herself had suggested that the 

novel’s political relevance was exhausted by 1865, but this chapter will demonstrate that 

the story’s post-abolition afterlife on stage also kept it very much on the American 

political scene.  

 

The Howard company would change the original script of their Uncle Tom 

production several times after the war, but what did not change was the play’s timeliness 

and charged connection to racial politics.  Rather, the adjustments the company made to 

keep their production popular during the Reconstruction era helped keep the story line 

connected to rapidly shifting policy debates that were playing out in the news of the day.  

Consider the alterations in the death scene of Augustine St. Claire whose antebellum 

version is described above.  Howard radically reconstructed St. Clare’s death to 

emphasize Tom’s tragic position as a person lacking the rights of personhood.  The scene 

begins as before with St. Clare proclaiming he’s received his “death wound” and Tom 

earnestly praying for his master’s sake.  The focus of the 1869 version shifts, however, 

when St. Clare brings up the issue of Tom’s enslavement just before he dies.  “Tom, one 

                                                                                                                                                 
opposed to the privacy usually associated with reading a novel).  Meer, Uncle Tom Mania: 

Slavery, Minstrelsy, and Transatlantic Culture in the 1850s (Athens: University of Georgia Press, 

2005), 107. 
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thing preys upon my mind,” he divulges.  “I have forgotten to sign my will, that gives 

you freedom.”  In the earlier antebellum version of this scene, St. Clare makes a similar 

comment and, after Tom urges him not to focus on that, admits his own neglect.  In this 

same version, the death scene’s emphasis remains on St. Clare’s heavenly homecoming 

with Eva.  In 1869, though, the issue of Tom’s bondage and St. Clare’s negligence 

emerges as far more central (and more melodramatic); in fact, it becomes precisely the 

element that renders St. Clare’s final scene tragic, a change in the script that detracts from 

the previous version’s more typical note of Christian pathos and otherworldly family 

reunion.  After mentioning the will, St. Clare continues, and the revised scene as scripted 

in 1869 follows a bold scrawl penciled into the script-book: 

ST. CLARE: …You—you—will find it [the will] in that drawer—Marie—my 

wife—she—oh Eva my little daughter where art thou [?] 

OPHELIA: His mind is wandering.  (Searches for will & finds it.  Gives pen—St. 

Clare tries to grasp it and sign.  He—throwing down pen) 

ST. CLARE: I can’t see and my fingers are numb—Poor Tom.  Poor Tom—but I 

am coming home at last.  (Sinks back) At last—at last—Eva, I come 

Dies—Music 

OPHELIA (on knees): Poor Tom still a slave 

Slow curtain276 

                                                 
276 “Uncle Tom’s Cabin,” 1869, George C. Howard and Family Collection, Harry Ransom 

Center, The University of Texas at Austin.  (Hereafter cited as Howard Collection, HRC.)  

Throughout the chapter, I will refer to the play version by year, before noting the relevant act and 

scene being discussed. 
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Here, the final words of the scene (and act) do not refer to the dead man so much as his 

failed to keep his promise to Tom.  Ophelia—who wrings her hands over St. Clare’s 

spiritual state with some regularity in earlier scenes—does not rejoice that her beloved, 

once wayward cousin has affirmed his faith in heaven, nor does she focus on the fact that 

he has just died before her eyes.  Instead, her emotional declaration, uttered on her knees, 

no less, underscores Tom’s misfortune.  The alterations in the staging in 1869 are just as 

substantial as the changed dialogue and complicate the aesthetic coherence of the original 

version of the scene.  St. Clare’s failure to sign his will competes, dramatically, with his 

act of dying and leaves this rather short scene with two effectual climaxes.  In a fast-

paced melodrama where words and actions must be economical, Howard measures the 

meaning of St. Clare’s death according to its effect on a slave’s well-being, and thus 

pushes the audience to interpret the scene as a political failure.  Even as he is welcomed 

into heaven by little Eva, St. Clare becomes a symbol of moral inefficacy.  Due to this 

enlightened white man’s failure to follow through on his best intentions, “Poor Tom” is 

still, and will remain, a slave.  This conspicuous scene change in 1869 represents not only 

substantial textual revision but a shift in politics as well, and one that suggests, 

surprisingly, that Howard’s play may have been growing more rather than less politically 

engaged after emancipation.   

                                                                                                                                                 
William Jackson Kesler convincingly argues that Howard’s many additions and revisions, even as 

the antebellum script was being worked out, should lead us to designate the original, antebellum, 

published script as the Aiken-Howard version (as opposed to what is usually referred to as the 

Aiken version).  Kesler, “The Early Productions of the Aiken-Howard Versions of Uncle Tom’s 

Cabin” (PhD diss., The University of Texas at Austin, 1968), 245. 
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In the antebellum period a large number of other antislavery texts were advancing 

the movement, including Stowe’s novel.  While Stowe herself did not ignore the work 

remaining to aid the freedmen, she did not necessarily see the Uncle Tom story as 

contributing to that post-emancipation conversation.277  The Howard company, however, 

had a popular and profitable play on its hands, and as long as audiences were willing to 

fill theatre halls night after night, the company would keep performing their adaptation of 

her story.  But they would also adjust that adaptation according to their perceptions of 

their audiences’ shifting political concerns and attitudes, especially toward African 

Americans during a period in which intense debates over the meaning of their freedom 

ultimately resulted in major Constitutional changes and the political upheavals we have 

come to know as radical Reconstruction.278   

One of many revisions to the 1869 script, St. Clare’s death scene epitomizes the 

charged, abolitionist bent of the drama and the way it grappled with an emancipationist 

legacy and the advent of the Fourteenth and Fifteenth Amendments in the early postwar 

years.  Many scholars have commented on the admittedly problematic racial undertones 

of Stowe’s novel and its stage adaptations.  In these scholarly accounts, Uncle Tom’s 

Cabin is impaired by Stowe’s prejudice from the start, and its revolutionary impulses are 

increasingly moribund as it moves into the postbellum period and becomes a glorified 

                                                 
277 Stowe to the Duchess of Argyll, February 1866 in Life of Harriet Beecher Stowe, Compiled 

from Her Letters and Journals, ed. Charles Edward Stowe (Boston: Houghton Mifflin, 1890), 

395-396.  
278 This way of interpreting draws on the ideas of Barry Schwartz and especially his use of a 

market-based schema for interpreting cultural production and consumption (i.e. cultural producers 

try out products based on their sense of their consumers, and products either thrive or die based 

on demand.) See Barry Schwartz, Abraham Lincoln and the Forge of Memory (Chicago: 

University of Chicago Press, 2003), especially 20-21. 
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minstrel show.279  As scholars rightly point out, Stowe probably did draw, in part, on the 

minstrel tradition when she penned her novel, and there is no doubt that the minstrel 

tradition made much with her characters, molding them into convenient African-

American types for short bits and gags onstage.   

  Although Stowe may have borrowed from stereotyped dramas of antebellum slave 

life for her novel, this chapter will show how the Howard company’s postbellum 

adaptations to that novel sought to portray its characters in more flattering light.  It will 

argue that revisions of the play followed much more closely than one might assume, the 

uneven history of African American civil rights during Reconstruction, revealing a 

relative progressivism in 1869 and, then, a retreat from politics in 1876 amid preparations 

for the nation’s centennial.  Through close readings it will reveal how the Howard 

company’s substantial alterations to the script channeled the spirit of Stowe’s antebellum 

novel to address the changing times.  In particular, several revisions to the 1869 version 

of Howard’s play signal a broader shift in emphasis that corresponds to the national 

debate over the meaning of emancipation and the nation’s responsibility to the former 

                                                 
279 See, for example, Linda Williams, Playing the Race Card: Melodramas of Black and White 

from Uncle Tom to O. J. Simpson (Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 2001), 85-87.  For 

discussion of the early proliferation of minstrel and stock stereotypes surrounding dramatic 

productions of Uncle Tom’s Cabin from the 1850s onward, see Robert C. Toll, Blacking Up: The 

Minstrel Show in Nineteenth-Century America (New York: Oxford University Press, 1974), 90-

97. Not surprisingly, J. C. Furnas happily supplies a snide assessment of the Tom plays; see 

Goodbye to Uncle Tom, especially 284. 

Reynolds reads the Tom plays as being more politically engaged and even empowering for 

blacks, though he does not go into detail: “There’s a common misconception that many of the 

plays turned Stowe’s black characters into a gallery of lackeys, buffoons, and smiling 

entertainers.  True, among the countless stage adaptations of Stowe’s story, a certain number did 

make a turn toward racism.  But most did not, since the overwhelming majority adhered to the 

original Aiken play, which had generated political controversy before the Civil War and 

continued to do so through Reconstruction.” Mightier Than the Sword, 179. 
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slaves in the Reconstruction era.  The alterations Howard made to the St. Clare death 

scene offer a particularly poignant reminder of both the wartime struggle against slavery 

and the national challenge of making good on the promises made to the freed. 

  Far from being constrained to its antebellum origins, then, the political impact of 

the Aiken-Howard Uncle Tom stretched far beyond emancipation and adjusted its 

antislavery story to help postbellum audiences reflect on the relationship of African 

Americans to the broader national community.  And while many onstage iterations of 

Uncle Tom’s Cabin simplified this portrayal to flat, stereotypically racist 

characterizations of African Americans in the late nineteenth century, the Howard 

company’s production history reveals a play that for a time in the late 1860s appeared as 

the virtual antithesis of the later Tom shows, a radical reconstruction played out in the 

footlights. 

 

 

THE DEVELOPMENT OF THE AIKEN-HOWARD UNCLE TOM’S CABIN IN THE 1850S  

 

The theatre-going public long identified the Howard company with Uncle Tom’s 

Cabin and more or less knew what to expect from a Howard performance.280  After all, 

this group produced the first popular adaptation in the fall of 1852, when Stowe’s novel 

was still at the height of its popularity, and had performed it (with some revisions) well 

into the 1860s.  While several other companies had tried their hand at adapting the 

                                                 
280 Stephen Railton’s site points out, and David Reynolds quotes in his notes: “‘the Aiken script 

served as the basis for the vast majority of theatrical productions of Stowe’s novel until well into 

the 20
th
 century’ and Aiken’s play “remains the most frequently produced American drama ever 

written.”  Mightier Than the Sword, 306. 
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narrative in the early 1850s, George L. Aiken—Howard’s cousin and a member of his 

stock company—wrote the stage version that became the standard.281  Originally, Aiken 

wrote a short, four-act drama that ended with the death of Little Eva and, following 

Howard’s directive, focused on the character who could best showcase the talents of 

Howard’s four-year-old daughter, Cordelia.  The Aiken-Howard production of Uncle 

Tom’s Cabin, or Life Among the Lowly met with such success when it opened September 

27, 1852, at the Troy Museum that patrons were soon clamoring for a fuller adaptation.  

Aiken quickly scripted The Death of Uncle Tom, or Religion of the Lowly, and by 

October 26
th

—a mere month after the first installment began its run—eager Troy patrons 

could watch the rest of Stowe’s narrative unfold on the stage.  After this second 

installment took off, Howard and Aiken combined the scripts for a complete performance 

of Uncle Tom’s Cabin.  Howard simultaneously explained and advertised this 

combination in Troy’s two local papers, the Daily Times and Northern Budget, on 

November 15
th

: “The desire of the entire community being to see the work from 

beginning to end, and the Manager wishing to gratify all patrons, is why this immense 

work is undertaken.  Owing to the length of the drama, no other piece will be played.”  

This seemingly practical decision bucked the theatrical convention of staging multiple 

skits and acts during an evening’s performance.  No one seemed to mind, however, and 

theatergoers happily settled into their seats for a performance lasting well over three 

                                                 
281 As Stephen Railton points out, the Aiken-Howard version’s print publication in the late 1850s 

helped establish its longevity and popularity. (See “Aiken’s Uncle Tom,” Uncle Tom’s Cabin and 

American Culture.)  Published by Samuel French, the publication is often dated at 1858, but due 

to discrepancies in the publication information, this version may have appeared in print as early 

as 1856 (but no later than 1858).  
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hours.282  Amazingly, the Howard company’s entire process of writing, revising, 

rehearsing, and performing several versions of the play happened in the space of two 

months, setting the stage for what would soon become a dramatic phenomenon.283 

By the time the Howard actors left Troy, New York in December 1852, they were 

already beginning to set a template for the “long run” in theatre.  Anyone who thought 

playing the Troy Museum a paltry accomplishment need only look at the ticket sales to 

realize the magnitude of the company’s success.  In a town of 30,000, Uncle Tom’s Cabin 

ran for seventy-nine performances before approximately 25,000 people.284  Howard 

would later boast that this run amounted to “about seven years’ run in New York, when 

population in the two cities is considered.”285  

Following two stints in Albany and back in Troy in the first half of 1853, 

Howard’s troupe moved on (and up) to the National Theatre in New York City, where 

                                                 
282 The success (and length) of Uncle Tom’s Cabin changed theatre managers’ practice of staging 

multiple types of entertainment in one evening.  See Reynolds, Mightier Than the Sword, 137.  

Kesler’s meticulous history of the development of the early Aiken-Howard version informs my 

own and pointed me to the local Troy newspaper articles, some of which are available through 

Railton’s site.  Kesler, “Early Productions,” 118-139.  For a briefer overview of the development 

of the Aiken-Howard version, see A. M. Drummond and Richard Moody, “The Hit of the 

Century: Uncle Tom’s Cabin: 1852-1952,” Educational Theatre Journal 4, no. 4 (December 

1952): 316-18. 
283 This two-month turnaround seems remarkable if we consider Aiken and Howard’s 

responsibilities during this period.  After all, Aiken did not just write scripts, nor did Howard only 

revise scripts and direct productions.  Both played major roles as well: Howard as St. Clare and 

Aiken as George Harris and George Shelby.  (Kesler points to the two men’s many 

responsibilities during this period as further evidence of their collaboration and the significance 

of Howard’s contributions to even the early script.  “Early Productions,” 239-45.) 
284 Kesler points out that the famed 100-performance run of Uncle Tom’s Cabin at the Troy 

Museum is historical lore.  (Apparently, G. C. Howard himself stoked this myth in an 1853 press 

release.)  By tallying the performances listed in Troy’s newspapers advertisements, Kesler 

determined that the Howards staged the play seventy-nine times—still no mean feat in a relatively 

small town.  Kesler also cites the local Northern Budget’s claim about the production being 

viewed by 25,000 people with some skepticism. Ibid., 137; 131-32. 
285 See Kesler, “Early Productions,” 137 n. 30. (“George C. Howard, as quoted from Henry P. 

Phelps, Players of a Century (Albany, 1880), p. 288.”) 
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manager A. H. Purdy rapidly capitalized on the drama’s popularity as a moral, reform 

work.  After all, respectable audiences did not venture into theatres, whose balconies and 

third tiers catered to “ladies without gentleman”—a euphemism for prostitutes.  Rather, 

such middle-class, bourgeois patrons preferred the “museums” that staged the occasional 

moral drama, offered educational lectures and exhibits, and refused to serve beverages 

other than ice water.286  With Uncle Tom’s Cabin, though, Purdy’s National bridged the 

social gap separating museums from theatres; it could market itself as a family-friendly 

establishment with entertainment appealing to the Bowery Boys and the well-heeled, 

upper-middle class.  For example, on 16 October 1853, The New York Atlas emphasized 

the “new audience” of the National: “…we recognized many people who have been 

taught to look on the stage and all that belongs to it with horror and contempt.”  The 

correspondent, with some consternation, then points out the starkly different composition 

of the gallery, “filled with a heroic class of people, many of them in red woolen shirts, 

with countenances as hardy and rugged as the implements of industry employed by them 

in the pursuit of their vocation.”287  Wealthier patrons might secure balcony seats at 

double price in order to perch above the scruffy audience crowded around the orchestra 

pit, but the fact remained that they occupied the same theatre and saw the same show.288  

                                                 
286 Thomas F. Gossett, Uncle Tom’s Cabin and American Culture (Dallas, TX: Southern 

Methodist University Press, 1985), 269; Meer, Uncle Tom Mania, 113; Reynolds, Mightier, 139. 
287 Review of Uncle Tom’s Cabin at the National Theatre, The New York Atlas, October 16, 1853.   

Railton’s Howard Company itinerary compiles and provides an invaluable collection of reviews, 

advertisements, and articles related to the Company’s Uncle Tom’s Cabin performances and runs.  

(“Howards’ UTC Performances, 1852-87,” Uncle Tom’s Cabin and American Culture, 

http://utc.iath.virginia.edu/onstage /performin/tourshp.html.)  Unless otherwise noted, the 

published reviews cited below are available through Railton’s site. 
288 While audiences of lower and upper class did sometimes mix (i.e. Shakespeare’s Globe), 

Uncle Tom’s Cabin did bridge class divides in entertainment at this time in the nineteenth-
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Furthermore, while such a bridge of social classes betokened commercial success for 

enterprising theatre entrepreneurs, it also signaled the potential for greater cultural 

impact.  Both sensational and reform-minded, Uncle Tom’s Cabin yoked together 

seemingly disparate dramatic genres for seemingly disparate audiences and, in so doing, 

generated even more interest and revenue.289 

While reviewers for the New York Atlas, New York Herald, New York Tribune, 

New York Daily Times, Liberator, and National Anti-Slavery Standard were intent on 

observing this fascinating audience, this fascinating audience also had the opportunity to 

observe itself.290  As several historians have pointed out, few theatres darkened house 

lights during performances in the mid-nineteenth century, allowing audience members to 

view one another as easily as they might view the actors onstage.291  As a result, 

attending the theatre—far from a passive exercise in observation—became participatory, 

an occasion to experience and share the emotional pitch of fellow theatergoers.292  Bruce 

McConachie aptly compares the dramatic responses elicited from audience members to 

                                                                                                                                                 
century.  See, for instance, Richard Butsch, The Making of American Audiences: From Stage to 

Television, 1750-1990 (New York: Cambridge University Press, 2000), 72. 
289 For more discussion of Uncle Tom and the class as well as political differences of its 

audiences, see Reynolds, Mightier Than the Sword, 145-47; and Meer, Uncle Tom Mania, 107-9.  
290 For a range of such articles and reviews, see “Howards’ UTC Performances, 1852-87,” Uncle 

Tom’s Cabin and American Culture, http://utc.iath.virginia.edu/onstage /performin/tourshp.html. 
291 Meer, Uncle Tom Mania, 107-8.  For instance, Meer offers a particularly apt quote from a 

New York Herald reporter, who declared that “the effect of the piece on the audience was what 

most interested us, and we took a seat in a stage-box so as to witness the play of countenance of 

the crowd in pit and boxes.” (Uncle Tom Mania, 107.) 
292 For more on the development of American audience “norms” of behavior, see Butsch, Making 

of American Audiences, 1-19.  Butsch mentions the way that “middle-class decorum…privatized 

the experience of theatergoing” in the mid-nineteenth century, crystallizing ideas about “rowdy” 

behavior or interruptions (15).  Nevertheless, a lit theater did mean that the audience members 

could see one another and gauge fellow members’ reactions both visually and orally to different 

points of the performance.  Of course, Uncle Tom also played in a variety of settings. 
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those encouraged at religious revivals: “weeping, applauding, and terror.”293  Perhaps 

more powerful than the actual emotions called forth, however, was the context of 

experiencing them with others, in a setting where demonstrative reactions reinforced one 

another on an ever larger scale.  Since the play’s emotional content offered ostensible 

political commentary, audience responses could signify (and were often interpreted to 

signify) political sympathies.  Again and again, contemporary accounts of the National’s 

audience marvel at the way the crowd became swept up in the high-pitched sentiment of 

a production one paper labeled “Abolition Dramatized.”294  In February 1854, for 

example, the correspondent for the “Things Theatrical” section of The Spirit of the Times 

noted the drama’s resonance during Senate debates over slavery in Nebraska and 

predicted swelling anti-slavery sympathy among theatre-going New Yorkers.  Given the 

undiminished popularity of Uncle Tom at the National, “‘the dark-eyed ones,’” he wrote, 

“are kept constantly before the people, and thus their sufferings, pleasures and 

eccentricities, find sympathy, advocacy and representation.”295 

With public enthusiasm mounting across class lines, local abolitionist papers 

praised the drama’s ability to send a message more effectively than many a pamphlet or 

lecture.  The National Anti-Slavery Standard, for instance, mused that “perhaps no better 

sermon was ever preached to the boys of the Bowery.”  The Tribune discovered unlikely 

allies among a crowd previously known for its hostility toward abolitionists: “No mob 

would have dared to disturb the Abolition party at the National Theatre.  It was composed 

                                                 
293 Bruce A. McConachie, Melodramatic Formations: American Theatre and Society, 1820-1870 

(Iowa City: University of Iowa Press, 1992), 194; see also Meer, Uncle Tom Mania, 113. 
294 “Abolition Dramatized,” New York Tribune, August 8, 1853. 
295 “Things Theatrical,” Spirit of the Times, February 25, 1854. 
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largely of the stuff which demagogues acting under oligarchs have used for the purpose 

of burning down halls, destroying printing presses, assaulting public speakers, 

intimidating, striking, killing.  Now that is changed, at least in Chatham street.”296  

Hoping to cash in on the moral authority of the drama, A. H. Purdy decided to redecorate 

his theatre’s lobby with his own portrait.  With the new painting installed, Purdy’s 

portrait hovered benevolently over his patrons and, with a lack of subtlety befitting a 

melodrama, depicted him clutching an inspired book in each of his hands: the Bible and 

Uncle Tom’s Cabin.297  With men of the cloth tentatively endorsing “UTC,” the National 

stood to profit from its association with antislavery sympathy and certain sectors of the 

religious community.298   

While some reviewers expressed disappointment that the drama lacked the 

powerful abolitionism espoused in Stowe’s novel, few could argue with the effectiveness 

of Uncle Tom’s Cabin in humanizing the position of slave families and appealing to 

popular sentiment.  The antislavery bent of the Aiken-Howard version became even more 

apparent as rival versions established themselves in competing theatres.  Most famously, 

P. T. Barnum staged the drama at his American Museum in November 1853, relying on a 

                                                 
296 H., “‘Uncle Tom’ Among the Bowery Boys,” National Anti-Slavery Standard, August 6, 

1853. “Abolition Dramatized,” New York Tribune, August 8, 1853; qtd. in Lott, Love and Theft: 

Blackface Minstrelsy and the American Working Class (New York: Oxford, 1993), 227.  The 

National Theatre was located on Chatham Street.  During the riots of 1834, mobs targeted and 

attacked an anti-slavery meeting in the Chatham Street Chapel. 
297 Drummond and Moody, “The Hit of the Century,” 318. 
298 In addition to self-serving advertisements from Howard and the National about clerical 

support, newspaper editorials mentioned church officials’ “surprising” endorsement of a dramatic 

production.  Examples of such editorials include “Satan Transformed,” Liberator, November 4, 

1853. And also “The Moral Temple of New York,” New York Times, February 28, 1854, 5. 

This is not, of course, to suggest that all clergy uniformly supported Uncle Tom’s Cabin, as is 

evidenced in a letter to the New York Times editor.  See “The Theatre and the Clergy,” New York 

Times, February 28, 1854, 2. 
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script written by H. J. Conway.  Barnum, who emerged as Purdy’s primary competitor in 

the “UTC” market, offered a vast array of attractions at his Museum to augment public 

interest in the drama itself.  Not only could one see “the world’s fattest infant,” but the 

“Happy Family” exhibits featured the forced coexistence of natural predators and their 

prey.299  Like Purdy, Barnum began offering matinee performances targeted directly at 

schoolchildren and young families.  Far from catering to women of questionable morals 

and those with a penchant for hard liquor, the theatres of Uncle Tom’s Cabin had 

successfully rebranded themselves.   

The growing rivalry between the National Theatre and the American Museum 

ultimately pushed their respective versions of Uncle Tom’s Cabin further apart, and what 

began as simple commercial competition soon took on charged meaning as theatergoers, 

reviewers, and even newspapers chose sides based on perceived ideological alliances.  

Shortly before Uncle Tom’s Cabin debuted at the American, the New York Herald 

accused the Howard version of propagating “all the poison of the novel” and stoking 

“abolition mania” with its political message. “Driven from the church, the lecture room 

and the council chamber, W. H. Seward and his party have taken refuge in the pit of the 

National,” railed the Herald. “It is there, among the young, the uneducated and the 

inexperienced, that they are sowing the seeds of future treason and disunion.”300  Never 

reluctant to attack its publishing rivals, the Herald too the opportunity to charge the New 

York Times with subversion for praising this traitorous drama.  The Times returned fire in 

                                                 
299 For more information on the “Happy Family” exhibit, see McConachie, Melodramatic 

Formations, 169. 
300 Unsigned editorial, New York Herald, October 26, 1853.   
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its next edition, and by the time Barnum produced the Conway version of Uncle Tom’s 

Cabin, several New York newspapers found themselves embroiled in a lively war of 

words over productions of Uncle Tom’s Cabin.   

To be sure, Barnum’s production differed markedly from what was staged nightly 

at the National, and reviewers quickly seized on the contrast to ground their arguments in 

favor of a particular version.  In the starkest revision of Stowe, Conway’s script 

concluded not with Uncle Tom’s death but with George Shelby heroically rescuing him 

from Legree’s evil clutches.  In these charged final scenes, Shelby and Penetrate 

Partyside eclipse a silent Tom as they pontificate on his freedom and the lengths they 

have gone to secure it.  Thus, the drama ends by indicting a villainous person (Legree) 

rather than a villainous system, and any commentary on the significance of liberty is left 

not to the slaves but to the valiant and hard-working whites who have graciously 

bestowed it.301  Not surprisingly, the production drew the ire of The Liberator’s William 

Lloyd Garrison, who sarcastically commented that Barnum had “so shaped his drama as 

to make it quite an agreeable thing to be a slave.”302 

Early scholars of Uncle Tom, such as Harry Birdoff, have delighted in accounts of 

the storied feud between Purdy and Barnum, sharing anecdotes about patrons from both 

                                                 
301 Legree dies in both the Aiken-Howard and the Conway versions, and scholars such as Jeffrey 

Mason have argued that this plot revision denounces individual, rather than systemic, evil.  See 

Mason, Melodrama and the Myth of America, 123-26.  Nevertheless, this tendency is reinforced 

in Conway when Tom’s impending family reunion replaces his tragic martyrdom.  For a 

discussion of melodrama’s tendency to focus on stock characters, clearly marked as either good 

or evil, for its “moral lessons,” see David Grimsted, Melodrama Unveiled: American Theater and 

Culture, 1800-1850 (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1968), 220-24.  Grimsted claims that 

by mid-century some plays, such as Uncle Tom’s Cabin, “tentatively gave a social rather than 

personal explanation for evil” (222).    
302 “Barnum and Uncle Tom,” The Liberator, October 16, 1853. 
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theatres fighting one another in the street.  Nevertheless, this was no mere local brawl 

among New York’s theatergoers.  This commercial-cum-political rivalry between 

between the venue operators, and perhaps more importantly between the major New 

York papers, not only highlighted the differences between the two productions, but 

helped position the two versions of the play in warring political camps.   Indeed, Eric Lott 

and others interested in the political ramifications of Uncle Tom’s Cabin turn repeatedly 

to this moment in its history, when the National Theatre and the American Museum 

became lightning rods for the fierce national storm over slavery.  In turn, the plays began 

to reshape sectional affiliations.303  As Eric Lott observes, after the clash of these early 

productions “sectional debate henceforth became theatrical ritual, part of the experience 

of Uncle Tom.”304   

Recent scholars draw on these reports, the contemporary press, and both play 

scripts to offer comparative assessments of the productions and their cultural engagement 

with pressing political concerns.305  These accounts tend to emphasize the relative 

radicalism of the Aiken-Howard version when placed beside Conway’s script, which 

entertained with content more sympathetic to slavery.  For instance, as Bruce 

McConachie has pointed out, Legree emerges as a villain in Conway’s version because, 

more than his cruelty toward slaves, he has obtained his property through illegal 

                                                 
303 When two local department stores took sides in the fray, they not only renamed themselves to 

reflect their theatrical preferences, but also determined to feature fashions from the North (Purdy) 

and the South (Barnum).  Birdoff, World’s Greatest Hit, 96-97; see also Lott, Love and Theft, 

226. 
304 Eric Lott, Love and Theft, 223.  For more on this rivalry between Barnum and Purdy, see 

Lott’s account, which has shaped my own, in Love and Theft, 213-33.  
305 Again, Lott’s work is central to this; ibid., 218-33 especially. See also Meer, Uncle Tom 

Mania, 105-29.   
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contracts.  The audience may sympathize with the slaves, especially given Legree’s threat 

of sexual violence, but their rescue at play’s end does not, in fact, condemn slavery as a 

whole.306  The Aiken-Howard script, on the other hand, comes much closer to at least a 

moderate form of abolitionism.  Although many readers have suggested it was not as 

overtly antislavery as Stowe’s novel, it managed to win the favor of abolitionist figures 

such as Garrison.  And while no nineteenth-century stage production of Uncle Tom’s 

Cabin could entirely avoid the minstrel legacy, Lott is probably correct to observe that 

“Conway left the minstrel show’s worst contributions intact, while Aiken brought out the 

radical uses lurking in it.”307  

At the same time, making detailed comparisons between the plays’ respective 

political positions is impossible as well as imprudent, given that no manuscript from the 

Conway production exists.  Despite the considerable amount of ink spilled over 

comparisons of these dueling antebellum scripts, no scholar has actually read the Conway 

version because, unlike the Aiken-Howard version, there is no Conway script from the 

1850s available to corroborate the finer points of a comparative assessment.  Rather, 

scholars have relied on one surviving text from 1876, a manuscript from a Boston 

Museum production in which the Howards performed. The Conway script had developed 

a history at the Boston Museum, and the manager wanted patrons to see a familiar 

                                                 
306 In Melodramatic Formations, Bruce McConachie convincingly argues that Conway’s version 

centers on the immorality of contract-breaking (a serious crime in a capitalist economy) rather 

than of slavery.  He writes, “The contractualism of the law effects the freeing of all the slaves that 

the audience has any reason to care about.  This plot convenience, of course, allowed Conway to 

oppose slavery for three of its victims, but to uphold the legal structure of slavery, including the 

Fugitive Slave Law.”  McConachie, Melodramatic Formations, 188. 
307 Lott, Love and Theft, 220. 
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version of what they had, by now, come to expect.  Because the by-then-quite-famous 

Howards starred in this production and were accustomed to the Aiken-Howard script, the 

manager at the Boston Museum staged a hybrid version of the play, cobbling scenes from 

Aiken-Howard and Conway together. As a result, the available, hybridized version of 

Conway’s script is over twenty years removed from the time of its rivalry with Aiken-

Howard, and if the documented ongoing revision of the Aiken-Howard version is any 

indication of stage practices, we can safely assume that the Conway version, too, saw its 

fair share of revisions, additions, and excisions over the years.  Moreover, the Conway 

version that emerged from this one-time collaboration had not cultivated a long history 

with one company as the Aiken-Howard version had, and its use by various production 

companies playing a range of venues would seem to guarantee marked changes to the 

script in a period of several decades. Based on press notices and articles, we can 

determine the basic contours of the two antebellum dramas and their stance toward the 

developing intersectional debate over slavery.  Nevertheless, most scholarly arguments 

about the Conway script are inherently problematic, inasmuch as they rely on an 1876 

hybridized text to make arguments about an 1853 production.  

Although no Conway script exists from the antebellum period, several Aiken-

Howard play scripts do, spanning from the heyday of the antebellum years through the 

Reconstruction period.  While the exact publication date of the antebellum script remains 

unknown, Samuel French published it sometime between 1856 and 1858, shortly after the 

U.S. Copyright Amendment Act passed and extended protection to dramatic works.308 

                                                 
308 See note 281 at the beginning of this chapter. 
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With one exception, this printed text would form the basis for all of the Howards’ future 

productions and revisions.309  While the Howard company revised its performances 

repeatedly, the antebellum script was the only one published.  Nevertheless, the Howard 

Collection at the Ransom Center holds two extant play scripts, from 1869 and 1876, 

which combine printed portions of the antebellum script with handwritten revisions—

sometimes excisions, sometimes new scenes created wholesale.  This chapter analyzes 

these three available scripts. 

In addition to the afore-mentioned rivalry (whose basic contours, if not precise 

details, can be determined), George C. Howard was self-conscious about his production’s 

political ramifications and that, according to his daughter’s memoir, he “felt that the play 

would be as powerful as the novel forwarding the movement.” Cordelia Howard 

MacDonald goes on to recall the turbulence of 1860 and her father’s role in that bitter 

sectionalism:  “One of my last engagements was in Washington.  War clouds were 

gathering and the people were wearing secession badges.  One night my father was 

returning late through a quiet square where several men were standing talking.  As he 

approached, one of them said ‘that d---d Howard.  He’d better not show his face in 

Richmond!’  Of course my father was identified with the Anti-Slavery Cause.  Strangers 

have taken him by the hand and thanked him for what he had done in supplementing the 

                                                 
309 The one exception occurred in 1876 when the Howards starred in a Boston Museum 

production with a hybrid script, combining portions from both the Conway and Aiken-Howard 

versions of the play.  Even in this production, though, the Aiken-Howard text played a prominent 

role. 

For a brief discussion of the Conway version as a reconstruction from the available 1876 script, 

see Lott, Love and Theft, 274 n. 15; see also McConachie, Melodramatic Formations, 289-90 n. 

31.  Lott notes that “there are some problems with this text” (274). 
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novel by the play.” 310  Indeed, in late November of that year, Howard spirited his family 

and acting company out of Washington after determining that it was too dangerous to 

perform Uncle Tom’s Cabin for fear of a riot.  Uncle Tom was not welcome in the 

nation’s capital, and the Howards would not stage the drama on the capital’s floorboards 

until eighteen years later, in the very same theatre where John Wilkes Booth had 

assassinated President Lincoln.  

Cordelia’s testimony that the Aiken play got her family run out of town bears all 

the marks of a family myth, but it is at least plausible given the play’s strong association 

with both Stowe’s novel and the expansion of the antislavery movement in the 1850s that 

the first emergence of Uncle Tom had helped to catalyze.  To some, the entire narrative 

was anathema to the white South and a threat to the patriotism and peace to many in the 

North as well.  For both sides, the play, or at least the Aiken-Howard version of Uncle 

Tom’s Cabin, had come to represent “Abolition Dramatized.”  The play may have toned 

down Stowe’s rhetoric, but Aiken and Howard did not dodge the abolitionist essence of 

Stowe’s vision, and it made it more powerfully and personally accessible to the much 

larger audience for dramatic entertainments.  Indeed, according to George Howard’s 

private scrapbook, it seems likely that he saw himself as an agent for social good and the 

play as an entertaining text alive with contemporary politics.  In a poem dated 25 April 

                                                 
310 Cordelia Howard MacDonald, “Memoirs of the Original Little Eva,” holograph manuscript, fc 

1.27, Howard Collection, HRC.  See also “Memoirs of the Original Little Eva,” Educational 

Theatre Journal 8, no. 4 (December 1856): 270, 280.  (The memoirs run from pages 267-282.) 

Memoirs, of course, must be read within their context, and it is possible that MacDonald had her 

own reasons in this memoir for retrospectively insisting on her father’s now vindicated political 

sympathies as well as his purpose in staging the drama.  First and foremost, the Howard company 

needed to earn its keep, and a popular melodrama proved to be just the ticket.  At the same time, 

and keeping Cordelia MacDonald’s possible bias in view, it is highly plausible that Howard saw 

this as a way to entertain the masses and advocate for the anti-slavery cause at the same time.  
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1853, Howard pays tribute to his literary forebear: “Nations read the plaintive word— / 

Breathed from woman’s tongue. / Inspiration moved that mind / Lovingly for all 

mankind.”  Howard’s “Lines to the Lowly” close with an apostrophe to “Afric’s sons” 

and signal a conviction that in its dramatic form, Uncle Tom’s Cabin will continue to spur 

reform generally and, more specially, the work of abolition. 

We are brothers all! 

Rich, poor, free, enslaved; 

Love must be the cheering call 

If the bondsman’s saved, 

Hope then, lowly Afric’s son:-- 

Tell your race “THE WORK’S BEGUN.”311  

For Howard, such “work” clearly comprised his own dramatic contributions, and his 

verses predict that “good St. Clares” will arise to lead the South while “heaven-born 

Evas” and penitent Topsies captivate others’ hearts.  Howard himself, of course, 

guaranteed that multiple St. Clares, Evas, and Topsies would fill American cities, from 

New York City and Philadelphia to Fort Wayne, Indiana, and Springfield, Illinois.312  

Since “Lines to the Lowly” only appears on a scrap of newspaper among Howard’s 

memorabilia, it is difficult to determine the specifics of its publication.  In all likelihood, 

Howard published the poem in a local newspaper while staging a second run at the Troy 

Museum (13 April through 7 May 1853).313  Recognizing the value of a little self-

                                                 
311 George C. Howard’s scrapbook, oversized box (ob) 2, Howard Collection, HRC. 
312 Again, for a reference of the Howard itinerary, see “Howards’ UTC Performances, 1852-87,” 

Uncle Tom’s Cabin and American Culture, http://utc.iath.virginia.edu/onstage 

/performin/tourshp.html. 
313 In bold print beside the poem’s date reads “TROY MUSEUM.”  Howard includes many 

clippings from the Cambridge Chronicle and the Cambridge Press in other portions of the 

scrapbook, and his poetry appears with some frequency in the Press during the mid-nineteenth 

century.  Scrapbook, ob 2, Howard Collection, HRC. 
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promotion, Howard was also offering readers the opportunity to take part in something 

extending beyond the confines of the theatre.   

By the time of the Civil War, the Aiken-Howard Uncle Tom had become a 

powerful and familiar cultural agent among the mass public.  Given its popularity, its 

legendarily long runs before packed houses, and its emerging position in an atmosphere 

of intensifying sectionalism, the Aiken-Howard Uncle Tom’s Cabin became a recognized 

promoter of antislavery feeling.  It may not have converted large crowds to radical 

abolitionism, but it softened public hostility toward those who would “sacrifice the 

Union” or “betray the South.”  As the play continued to be staged across the Northeast 

and even the Midwest in the late 1850s, growing disenchantment with the South and an 

increasingly hostile political climate provided a context for warmer audience reception. 

 

UNCLE TOM’S CABIN DURING RADICAL RECONSTRUCTION    

 

 In September 1869, the Howard troupe returned to New York to stage a perennial 

favorite, the “the bread and butter” of the nineteenth-century acting profession, Uncle 

Tom’s Cabin.  While most postwar Uncle Tom runs were considerably shorter than their 

legendary antebellum stints, Howard and company would perform for nearly a month at 

the Olympic Theatre, drawing steady crowds and critical praise.  Although the Howards 

had been performing Uncle Tom’s Cabin for seventeen years, they could not be accused 

of settling into a static production.  Theatre critics might bemoan the ubiquity of Uncle 

Tom plays, but the Howard production was the gold standard, combining the now 
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familiar plot with subtle developments, revisions, and technological innovations.  

Audiences came to see the familiar and the new—the seemingly contradictory essence of 

an “adaptation,” according to performance theorist Linda Hutcheon.314  As the nation’s 

preeminent folk tale, Uncle Tom did not need to be told or performed in exactly the same 

manner every time.315  Indeed, the narrative had become a kind of cultural shorthand that 

audience members could not avoid recognizing.  Since audience members knew the 

contours of the plot long before taking their seats, stage managers and dramatists had the 

opportunity to flesh out the narrative in different ways.316  By 1869, Howard and 

company had established signature scenes and characters, but that did not prevent them 

from continually reworking key scenes and dialogue.  Indeed, the Ransom Center’s 1869 

play script affords our first glimpse of this revision process in the postwar period. 

 Like its 1876 successor, this play script combines printed text from the 

antebellum version with handwritten scenes and emendations.  As a result, the 

document’s structure reveals the literal seams of the production, a visual record of each 

change and shift.  Drawing on Robert Darnton’s theories of a communications circuit, 

Katherine Wilson analyzes the function of such play scripts as transitional texts or  

                                                 
314 Hutcheon theorizes adaptations as a yoking of “memory and change, persistence and 

variation.”  As such, they can offer “the comfort of ritual and recognition with the delight of 

surprise and novelty.”  Hutcheon, A Theory of Adaptation, 173.  Hutcheon’s explanations of 

adaptations help explain why a well-known drama like Uncle Tom’s Cabin would be attended 

again and again, becoming an onstage staple or “the bread and butter of the profession,” as qtd. in 

Jo-Ann Morgan, Uncle Tom’s Cabin as Visual Culture (Columbia: University of Missouri Press, 

2007), 137. 
315 Birdoff convincingly argues that Uncle Tom’s Cabin is the United States’ “true folk play.”  

World’s Greatest Hit, 5. 
316 Of course, Railton’s site readily offers a sense of Uncle Tom’s Cabin’s sprawling stage history 

and adaptations (“Uncle Tom’s Cabin On Stage,” http://utc.iath.virginia.edu /onstage/oshp.html).   
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other behind-the-scenes cultural documents, such as sewing patterns or an 

architect’s blueprints.  Both the rehearsal script and those schematic diagrams 

function as a transitional master plan, one to be realized materially in three-

dimensional space…317   

A play script is not, obviously, a performance, but it is a document that provided the 

scaffolding for a dramatic production.  Its text and markings expose not just the language 

and lines that characters will utter, but how they are to deliver them, where other 

characters are positioned, and when music, lighting, or other special effects will 

emphasize a moment in a scene.  In the case of the postbellum, Aiken-Howard play 

scripts, the texts cobble together scenes from the published antebellum script with 

handwritten revisions, all the while attesting to the remarkable fluidity of performance 

and production over time.  Especially considering that the first Aiken-Howard play had 

already revised the Stowe narrative upon which it was based, these later scripts capture 

two moments in an already heavily politicized narrative’s ongoing process of revision 

amid a rapidly changing political environment.   

 The Howards’ engagement at the Olympic Theatre in the fall of 1869 was the 

longest run they had had in nearly two years.  With a seating capacity of eighteen 

hundred, the Olympic constituted a sizeable venue and needed adequately large crowds to 

fill its auditorium each night (and some afternoons).  In addition, this theatre, begun in 

                                                 

317 See Katherine Wilson, “The Path of a Play Script: Louisa Medina’s Nick of the Woods,” in 

Cultural Narratives: Textuality and Performance in American Culture Before 1900, ed. Sandra 

M. Gustafson and Caroline F. Sloat (Notre Dame, IN: University of Notre Dame Press, 2010), 

157. 
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1856 as Laura Keene’s Varieties, had played a significant role in the cultural life of New 

York City and continued to do so in the late 1860s under the management of Mrs. John 

Woods, Leonard Grover, Charles Tayleure, and Dan Symons.318  Located at 624 

Broadway and boasting a “handsome exterior,” the Olympic assured both ample 

audiences and critical notice—in short, an advantageous venue with correspondingly high 

expectations.319   

When the Howard company actors took the stage for the first performance on 

September 6, they did so with a newly revised script that highlighted white betrayals of 

two of the central black characters, Tom and George, in new ways. Perhaps G. C. 

Howard saw this run as an opportunity to offer commentary on an abolitionist legacy still 

being determined or was himself endorsing increasingly radical views.320  Even if this 

was the case, Howard remained what Schwartz has called a “reputational entrepreneur,” 

and his livelihood (and indeed the livelihood of his entire family) depended on his ability 

to fill seats.  Given the pressure and financial promise of a long run at the Olympic, the 

company’s decision to perform this version of Uncle Tom signals an expectation of 

                                                 
318 The latter, Dan Symons, was managing the house when Uncle Tom’s Cabin took the stage in 

1869. For further information on the history of the Olympic Theatre, see Thomas Allston Brown, 

A History of the New York Stage, from the First Performance in 1732 to 1901, vol. 2 (New York: 

Dodd, Mead, and Co., 1903), 123-168. 
319 See Brown, A History of the New York Stage, 123.  
320 In using the term “radical,” I am drawing on the ideology of Radical Republicans during this 

time.  Foner points out that “Like the republicanism of the American Revolution, Reconstruction 

Radicalism was first and foremost a civic ideology, grounded in a definition of American 

citizenship”; Reconstruction, 233.  Foner also defines “the core of the ideology” as “the idea of a 

powerful national state guaranteeing blacks equal standing in the polity and equal opportunity in a 

free labor economy.” Ibid., 237. 
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audience approval.321  Perhaps the company decided to reflect what it perceived as public 

sympathy toward the plight and future of freed slaves at the height of Radical 

Reconstruction.  Absent a more substantive archive, such theories remain speculative, but 

they are not far-fetched.  The evolving Aiken-Howard Uncle Tom did not become a 

simplistic minstrel show in the postwar years as most scholars have assumed but, rather, 

might be read as something between a cultural barometer and bellwether—gauging and 

shaping public perception during a contentious time.  G. C. Howard, who remained 

interested in the social commentary of his profoundly socially oriented drama, 

continually re-worked Uncle Tom along with his troupe to negotiate contemporary events 

and opinions.   

As my opening reading of St. Clare’s death scene signaled, the 1869 script 

radically reconstructs the drama, emphasizing the tragedy of Tom’s enslaved status at a 

time when that status had only recently been determined constitutionally.322  Even as 

September issues of the New York Times advertised that “the best company” and the 

                                                 
321 Barry Schwartz’s term “reputational entrepreneur” is perhaps more particularly suited to his 

study of Abraham Lincoln as a major historical figure that drew the attention of numerous such 

“entrepreneurs.”  I use the term here as a way of highlighting Schwartz’s point that the market for 

the popular presentation of history, whether it involved Lincoln or Stowe’s familiar characters, 

meant that the particular shape such presentations took could represent audiences’ expectations 

and desires, rather than merely the producers’ perspectives.  Schwartz, Abraham Lincoln, 20-23.   

Howard occasionally included financial receipts and business notes in his personal notebook.  

While there are no such notes or figures for the September run at the Olympic, his show at the 

Academy on 14 January 1869, offers a sense of the play’s success in the late 1860s.  (Scrapbook, 

ob 2, Howard Collection, HRC.)  $546.46 in profits in 1869 would equal roughly eight to nine 

thousand US dollars today.  See Samuel H. Williamson, “Seven Ways to Compute the Relative 

Value of a U.S. Dollar Amount, 1774 to Present,” Measuring Worth, last modified April 2010, 

http://www.measuringworth.com/calculators/uscompare/result.php. 
322 Of course, the Thirteenth and Fourteenth Amendments had passed by this point, but the 

Fifteenth was still going through the ratification process, as the New York Times’s article made 

clear.  “The Fifteenth Amendment—What Has Been Done Toward Its Ratification,” New York 

Times, September 3, 1869, 4. 
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“New York favorites” would finally be performing Uncle Tom’s Cabin at the Olympic 

Theatre, the paper also reported on the progress of the Fifteenth Amendment’s 

ratification—progress deemed rather incomplete as of September 3, 1869, when the paper 

informed readers that only twelve states had fully ratified the amendment and many of 

those did so to gain re-admittance to the Union.323  Such a juxtaposition offers a poignant 

reminder of this dramatic production’s context.  Put simply, the Howard troupe did not 

stage Uncle Tom in a vacuum, and the postbellum Uncle Tom cannot be read as solely 

historical, a throwback to antebellum plantation days and a slave-based economy.  The 

legacy of slavery and emancipation was still being violently contested in the postbellum 

period, when Tom’s rights and George Harris’s speeches about the American mantle of 

revolution no longer trafficked in abstract principles but in concrete legislative proposals 

making their way through an as-yet divided nation.  

Many of the 1869 revisions, including St. Clare’s death scene, underscore the 

tragic injustice of Tom’s plight more markedly than they did in pre-emancipation 

performances.  For instance, for Act I, scene 3 (the scene where Eliza informs Tom and 

Chloe of Tom’s impending sale), Howard wrote a new ending with staging suggestive of 

a tableau.  While the antebellum script only had Tom discuss his looming fate, the 1869 

version actually staged that departure: 

                                                 
323  Advertisement for Uncle Tom’s Cabin at the Olympic Theatre, New York Times, September 

1, 1869, 7.  

The article on the Fifteenth Amendment also details the legislative confusion over the ratification 

votes: various states voted on the wrong version of the bill before recessing, while others did so 

after Democratic representatives resigned from their posts in protest.  In other words, the article 

reveals the upheaval and dissent that characterized the ratification process, ultimately illustrating 

ongoing sectional divisiveness amid Radical Reconstruction.  “Fifteenth Amendment,” New York 

Times, September 3, 1869, 4. 
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As Tom and Chloe retire up Haley & 2 drivers enter with Shelby.  Haley hands 

money to Shelby which he takes, and buries his face in his hands.  Chloe 

at Shelby’s feet. 

CHLOE: Massa Shelby, how could you! 

Drivers chain Tom. 

TOM (solemnly): But you can’t chain my soul!  Heaven will protect us. [1869 

I.3]324 

Howard delivers a more melodramatic scene with this emendation—never a bad 

calculation on the stage—and taken alone, such a change might be read as a mere 

sentimental ploy.   

Given the other 1869 revisions, though, it appears more likely that the Howard 

troupe was reconfiguring the drama to comment more emphatically on the titular slave’s 

status.  With Chloe on her knees before Mr. Shelby, the tableau evokes the common anti-

slavery image of a kneeling slave woman, pleading “Am I not a woman and a sister?”  

Popular on abolitionist tokens and even the masthead of the Liberator, such an image still 

resonated in 1869 as individual states, wrangling over civil rights legislation, failed to 

answer clearly the iconic woman’s rhetorical question.325  Of course, the 1869 Chloe not 

                                                 
324 Again, to distinguish between different Aiken-Howard play scripts, I note the year first, then 

the act and scene number. 

Here I have transcribed Howard’s handwriting from the 1869 play script, in which a new scene is 

added.  Since this was a working script, rather than one prepared for publication, it is not 

surprising to find inconsistencies in punctuation and stage directions.  Following the Chicago 

Manual of Style, I have placed what were clearly stage directions in italics, to better differentiate 

them from dialogue in the scene. 
325 See Jo-Ann Morgan, Uncle Tom’s Cabin as Visual Culture, 67-69.  I should note that the 

kneeling slave on the Liberator masthead was male.  Abolitionist tokens depicted both male and 

female slaves, though of course the caption would change depending on the slave’s gender (i.e. 
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only kneels at her master’s feet.  She also condemns her master directly in a clear 

departure from the antebellum text, in which no slave raises a similar protest and Eliza, 

though outraged, offers a roundabout justification of Shelby’s actions: “Master don’t 

want to sell…but he told her ‘twas no use—that he was in this man’s debt…” (1858 I.3).  

In the revised 1869 version, Chloe utters what, for a slave, would constitute an 

implausibly defiant accusation.  Shelby pockets Haley’s money and “buries his face in his 

hands,” reinforcing the ignominy of his callous, economic decision.  Furthermore, 

Chloe’s judgmental cry, “Massa Shelby, how could you!,” destabilizes the scene’s ending 

by undercutting the Christian forbearance Tom urges. In the antebellum script, Tom and 

his wife had found a common comfort in their faith at the end of scene 3: 

CHLOE.  What is you gwine to do, old man!  What’s to become of you? 

TOM.  (Solemnly.)  Him that saved Daniel in the den of lions—that saved the 

children in the fiery furnace—Him that walked on the sea and bade the 

winds be still—He’s alive yet!  and I’ve faith to believe he can deliver me. 

CHLOE.  You is right, old man. 

TOM.  The Lord is good unto all that trust him, Chloe. 

(Exeunt into Cabin.)           [1858 I.3] 

Despite Chloe’s initial anxiety, she and Tom close that scene in the antebellum script 

with a shared affirmation of God’s goodness and mercy.  In 1869, on the other hand, the 

scene’s ending lacks this peaceful reassurance. Tom still speaks as the “Christian slave” 

                                                                                                                                                 
“Am I Not a Man and a Brother?”).  A mildly related side note: Morgan points out that Hammatt 

Billings, the illustrator for the first edition of Uncle Tom’s Cabin, designed the Liberator 

masthead as well.  
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Stowe exalted, but Chloe’s passionate, echoing cry unsettles the authority of his words.326  

Tom’s response to the drivers in 1869 (“But they can’t chain my soul!”) accentuates his 

literal shackles and disempowerment even as he claims spiritual liberty.  While Tom 

alludes to a divine intercessor, the scene’s dissonance and focus on injustice reinforces 

the absence and significance of earthly intercessors—an absence more poignant in the 

context of the Fifteenth Amendment’s uneven ratification.  Heaven may eventually 

vindicate Tom, but the 1869 play is much more than a celebration of his Christian 

faithfulness.  Indeed, this version of the drama encapsulates the political context of its 

production and that era’s intense focus on the meaning and outcome of emancipation.  

What will freedom signify in the United States?  What does it entail?  Whereas the novel 

tended to emphasize Christianity and the need “feel right” in order to do right, the play 

seems to judge faith based on its political effects, and more specifically, on its ability to 

deliver on the American promise of actual (rather than spiritual) liberation to the slave.327 

Again and again, the 1869 drama stresses Tom’s lamentable reliance on other 

human beings, who abandon him when financial crises deem it necessary or when good 

intentions fail to translate into action.  Chloe indignantly exclaims, “How could you!,” 

while Ophelia, at her cousin’s deathbed, cries out, “Poor Tom still a slave,” ruing a fate 

made all the more unfair because of its infuriating proximity to an assured liberation.  A 

dying man’s signature would have legally rendered Tom free, and Ophelia seems upset 

                                                 
326 In 1855, Stowe offered her own dramatic adaptation of Uncle Tom’s Cabin—a dramatic 

reading entitled “The Christian Slave” and often performed at abolitionist meetings by the 

mulatto actress Mary E. Webb.  As J. C. Furnas has pointed out, Stowe’s choice in title reflects 

“what the author took to be the principal theme of the book.”  See Goodbye to Uncle Tom, 261.  
327 The famous admonition to “feel right” is part of Stowe’s concluding remarks.  See Stowe, 

Uncle Tom’s Cabin; Or, Life Among the Lowly (Boston: J. P. Jewett, 1852), 624.   
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less by the injustice of Tom’s enslaved past than by the tragic thwarting of his promised 

emancipation.  He is still a slave, and St. Clare’s goodwill, while touching, did nothing to 

better Tom’s future.  After all, Tom and the audience know that his security rests, alone, 

in the binding, authoritative words of a legally recognized document.  The will cannot, 

ultimately, act as Tom’s intercessor because it has not been rendered formally valid.  

While these dramatic scenes may not refer overtly to the political context of 1869, it is 

difficult to miss the resonance of such scenes and speeches amid contentious debates 

about voting rights and restrictions, hinging on literacy or the payment of state taxes.  Not 

unlike St. Clare’s hapless attempt to grasp the pen, state legislatures—both South and 

North—dickered over the ratification of the Fifteenth Amendment, “an indispensable 

guarantee,” in the words of Wendell Phillips, of the citizenship conferred in the 

Fourteenth.328   

Many Northern and Western states expressed concern over the Fifteenth 

Amendment and its potential to disrupt state voting restrictions, often aimed at poor 

immigrant populations.  According to Foner, the North balked at the legislation more 

than the South and in the end insisted on wording that “opened the door to poll taxes, 

literacy tests, and property qualifications in the South.”  To many abolitionists and 

African Americans, such debates represented the nation’s failure to sign on to meaningful 

                                                 
328 “Anti-Slavery Society: The Thirty-Sixth Annual Convention Takes a New Departure,” New 

York Times, May 12, 1869, 1. 
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freedom and citizenship.329  Without concrete guarantees and a commitment to uphold 

those guarantees, the abstract principle of freedom meant little.   

St. Clare’s botched signature is no signature at all; indeed, the New Orleans slave 

traders, in the 1869 version’s subsequent auction scene, recognize the narrowness of their 

success.  In the antebellum Uncle Tom text and in 1869, Marks warns Mann, “Catch me 

ever buying any of St. Clare’s people. Spoilt niggers, every one—impudent as the devil.”  

For the revised 1869 play script, Howard penciled in an additional line after this, and 

Marks continues: “Deuced lucky for his expensive wife that he didn’t set all his niggers 

free afore he died” (1869 V.1).  Howard’s emendation raises the stakes of St. Clare’s 

untimely death and places him in an even more powerful position as the would-be-

liberator, not just of Tom but of an entire household of slaves.  Realizing the threat St. 

Clare posed, the two traders express relief at his inability to authorize, or ratify, his last 

will and testament. 

Indeed, in one draft of the 1869 version, Howard wrote in a new scene for Act III 

that placed even greater emphasis on St. Clare’s will and the imminence of his liberatory 

power.  The short scene, written in pencil, read as follows:  

Scene 2
nd

.  Chamber in St. Clare’s house.  St. Clare discovered at table, with 

papers.   

                                                 
329 Foner, Reconstruction, 447. For a fuller discussion of these debates, see Ibid., 446-9.  In 

addition, several prominent female suffragists, in a move that severed many abolitionist-feminist 

organizations, opposed ratification because of its gender exclusions.   
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ST. CLARE: That completes the draft of my will. Eva will be abundantly cared 

for if she lives.  (Aside.)  Lives—she must live, and Tom and Topsy made 

free.  [1869 III.2]   

Because this scene has been crossed through, it is difficult to determine if it was ever 

staged in a production.  Still, its consideration, at some point in the process, indicates 

Howard’s sense of the will’s significance and his emphasis on Tom’s thwarted 

freedom.330  The scene stresses even more maddeningly the degree and cost of St. Clare’s 

carelessness.  He has penned a draft of the will, after all, but in stashing it away with no 

signature, it becomes another sign of his inability to act. 

Several of Howard’s other, seemingly minor revisions reinforce the 1869 drama’s 

tendency to comment on contemporary political concerns.  In one scene, Eliza—in a 

move not unlike her husband’s bitter remark in Act I, “he, the law calls Master”—evokes 

the disturbing rootedness of slavery in everyday life, drawing attention to the way 

national politics undeniably affects lived experience.  In this scene, Phineas meets Eliza 

and her son Harry at the tavern and, supposedly humorously, offers Harry a plug of 

tobacco.  In the antebellum play script, Eliza responds, not surprisingly, “No, no! not any 

for him” (1858 I.4).  Harry is a small child, after all, with little need of tobacco.  In 1869, 

though, Eliza answers Phineas, in what stage directions specify as an aside, “No! No. It is 

colored with slave blood” (1869 I.4).  Formerly a trivial line one would expect of any 

watchful mother, Eliza’s revised response draws attention to the pervasiveness of the 

                                                 
330 It is uncertain whether St. Clare has actually signed the will in this scene.  In all 

likelihood, he did not, which would still allow his deathbed scene to climactically 

determine Tom’s freedom. 
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peculiar institution and the way even small choices are complicit in its existence and 

perpetuation.  Such small moments and minor lines may not rewrite the drama as a 

whole, but they do point out details otherwise overlooked or, in this case, read solely as 

comedic.  It is also worth noting that the stage directions here specify that Eliza deliver 

her lines as an aside.  This small moment becomes one in which Eliza addresses the 

audience directly, breaking the “wall” between the action of the stage and the spectators 

in their seats and implying intimacy and connection between those spectators and the 

characters before them. 

This emphasis on political consequences resurfaces multiple times in the 1869 

version, perhaps most unexpectedly when various characters invoke the Civil War itself 

and thus, in a blatant reframing of the play’s context, bring the conflict and its effect on 

slavery into the action of the drama.  For example, after Legree and Cassy converse about 

the “possessed” lock of hair and Legree’s kind, ineffectual mother in Act VI, Cassy and 

Emmeline discuss their plans for escape.  Howard added this dialogue between the two 

women in 1869, and the fact that they broach the topic of escape is less surprising than 

their logic for doing so.  Immediately following Cassy’s final speech in scene 3 of the 

antebellum text (where she reflects on the haunted tresses’ “spell of terror and remorse” 

on Legree), Howard penned the following: 

CASSY: but I must now think of myself—In this humor he will not pursue.  To 

night Emmeline and I are to venture for freedom.  Why does she delay? 

Enter Emmeline R.1E 

CASSY: Are you ready? 
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EMMELINE: I would live and die in the swamps rather than here. 

CASSY: But the bloodhounds! 

EMMELINE: Dog bloodhounds cannot do worse than Legree and his two 

drunken slaves. 

CASSY: Perhaps we could reach the soldiers on Red River! Hush!   [1869 

VI.2]331 

Cassy’s allusion here essentially re-determines the contours of the generic escape 

narrative.  No longer seeking northern states (already a problem in the 1850s due to the 

Fugitive Slave Law) or even Canada, Cassy and Emmeline can forge ahead toward Union 

soldiers, assured of a different fate.  This fact, in addition to vastly rewriting the 

geography of freedom, complicates our understanding of postbellum Uncle Tom 

productions as depictions of antebellum history.  In 1869, Howard introduced the specter 

of war into the play and, as a result, placed his African American characters at the cusp of 

massive political change.  Why did this emendation appeal to the theatre company 

manager at the height of Radical Reconstruction?  What did it mean to reconfigure the 

play’s historical, political setting so explicitly at this moment?   

 Another example of such war allusions may offer a clue.  In Act IV, scene 1 of 

the antebellum version, Cassy carries a cup of water to the battered Tom, and he begins 

evangelizing after Cassy argues that resistance to Legree will prove futile.  While the 

conversation in 1869 opens the same way, with Cassy revealing her situation as Legree’s 

                                                 
331 Though this was scene 3 in the antebellum text, in 1869 Howard rearranged scenes 2 and 3 so 

that the exchange between Marks and Shelby followed (rather than preceding) the scene 

described above. 



 207 

unwilling mistress, Tom now makes little mention of Cassy’s need for Christ.  Instead of 

urging hope for a better life after death, Tom stresses more immediate intercession.  

Following the distraught Cassy’s disclosure that she has “cursed every moment of [her] 

life, night and day,” Tom replies: “But we must have patience yet.  Don’t you know that 

war broke out and maybe some day it will capture us all free” (1869 VI.1).  Tom’s 

response departs conspicuously from his speeches in earlier productions.  In the 

antebellum text, he reacts predictably to Cassy and, after she exhorts him to abandon his 

principles and thus avoid unnecessary punishment, declares, “…I’ve lost everything in 

this world, and now I can’t lose heaven, too: no I can’t get to be wicked besides all.”  The 

original Tom wastes little time before imploring Cassy, “Oh missis!  I wish you’d go to 

Him who can give you living waters!” (1858 VI.1).  Throughout Stowe’s novel and most 

dramatic adaptations, Tom represents a Christ-like martyr, suffering unto death rather 

than betraying his code of ethics.  This aspect of Tom still exists in 1869, but he no 

longer trusts solely in God with no notice of contemporary politics.332  The advancing 

Northern army and its representative ideology might “capture” him free, and Tom’s word 

choice—“capture”—becomes oddly evocative, implying a lack of agency and a 

dependence on others to act in his best interest.  Similar to the slave-catchers who once 

seized escaped fugitives, Union soldiers now—Tom hopes, anyway—“capture” slaves 

into freedom.  It is an ironic choice of words, suggesting that actual agency is the fruit of 

patient passivity, and Tom’s experiences with Shelby and St. Clare would seem to 

                                                 
332 The 1869 script also excises the extended dialogue between St. Clare and Tom from the 

antebellum text (Act IV, scene 2) where Tom shared his “theology” and quoted Biblical scripture 

at length. 
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betoken the pitfalls of such optimism. Tom’s pivotal remark in this scene highlights a 

revisionary trend in 1869, from a focus on heavenly intercessors to potential flesh-and-

blood redeemers.  As history would reveal, of course, the true beneficiaries of 

Reconstruction’s “redemption” would not be African Americans but former slaveholders 

and their Confederate states.333 

Even Tom’s death scene, the apparent embodiment of Christian faith, loses some 

of its religious rhetorical force as Tom downplays his heavenly vision.  For this version, 

Howard deleted portions of Tom’s final speech, reducing the emotional fervor of his 

dying words: “Don’t call me, poor fellow!  I have been poor fellow; but that’s all past and 

done now.  I’m right in the door, going into glory!  Oh Mas’r Shelby!  Heaven has come!  

I’ve got the victory, the Lord has given it to me!  Glory be to his name!”  (1869 VI.6).334  

To be sure, Tom continues to speak as one bound for heavenly reward, never straying 

from his Christian ethos, and audiences surely continued to gasp at the show-stopping 

“apotheosis” of Eva in heaven, her father and her beloved slave-friend kneeling before 

her.  Despite such Christian resonance, however, Howard’s decision to pare Tom’s 

climactic speech points to a calculated revision, reinforcing the trends prevalent in other 

                                                 
333 These are not the only 1869 references to the Civil War.  In Act V, scene 2, Aunt Ophelia asks 

the smitten Deacon Perry to travel South and purchase Uncle Tom.  (She remains upset that Tom 

wasn’t freed before her cousin’s untimely death.)  Since this version has excised the character of 

Gumption Cute, Deacon Perry takes on more of the comedic relief in the production.  Perry seems 

doubtful about Ophelia’s demand, responding, “Oh, Lor’—another missionary enterprise. … And 

hostile lines already forming.  First it was Tar & Feathers and now it will be bayonets. But I’ll 

dare all things for love!”  (This section was penciled in; 1869 V.2.)  Another example of such 

references occurs in the opening scene when Haley and Shelby are conversing about their trade.  

Haley alludes to “these hard times between the North and South” as one reason he can’t make the 

trade Shelby first proposes (1869 I.1). 
334 In order to best demonstrate Howard’s excisions, I have transcribed this portion of the play 

script literally, as it appears in Howard’s handwriting.  Tom’s lines in this speech have not been 

rewritten; Howard simply deleted portions of the speech. 



 209 

1869 emendations.  Given the concerns and emphasis of this version of the play, the 

revised Uncle Tom, produced at the height of Radical Reconstruction, resonates more and 

more powerfully as it draws on the history of slavery and emancipation to interrogate the 

present and what it holds. 

 

If this emphasis on potential redemption and the legacy of the war implied a 

relationship between African Americans and the broader national community, Howard’s 

revisions to the character of George Harris referred to that connection directly, 

emphatically staking a claim for the newly freed in the nation at large.  In Act II, scene 3 

of the antebellum text, the disguised George enters a tavern and is soon befriended by 

Mr. Wilson, who knew him previously, and the newly ardent abolitionist Phineas 

Fletcher.  As Phineas prepares the boat that will ferry George across the ice-choked river, 

George and Wilson engage in an animated discussion.  Though Wilson supports the 

fugitive, he also professes concern: 

WIL.  Well, George, I suppose you’re running away—leaving your lawful master, 

George, (I don’t wonder at it) at the same time, I’m sorry, George, yes, 

decidedly.  I think I must say that it’s my duty to tell you so. 

GEO.  Why are you sorry, sir? 

WIL.  Why to see you, as it were, setting yourself in opposition to the laws of 

your country. 

GEO.  My country!  What country have I, but the grave?  I would to heaven that I 

was laid there!      [1858 II.3] 
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George’s logic seems reasonable.  How can one be accused of breaking a nation’s laws 

when one is not a subject of that nation?  Fittingly, the disagreement between Wilson and 

George pivots on the use of possessives (“My country!”).  George cannot claim 

citizenship because he is deemed property and thus owes no allegiance to political states.  

In addition to the logical appeal of George’s outburst, his language assumes a certain 

rhetorical power.  To reinforce his point, George repeats himself when an anxious Wilson 

returns to the subject of lawlessness.  “My country again!” he erupts.  “Sir, I haven’t any 

country any more than I have any father.  I don’t want anything of your country, except 

to be left alone—to go peaceably out of it” (1858 II.3).  Here, George reminds Wilson 

that he has been denied rights to any community.  He cannot recognize a father inasmuch 

as families and marriages are subject to the whims of the master, not legally recognized 

in and of themselves.335  National laws, of course, render him a non-entity, and so George 

understandably seeks a life apart from such a nation, or “your country” as he says to 

Wilson.  This language galvanizes his climactic declaration “I shall fight for my liberty, 

to the last breath I breathe!”  George ends his impassioned speech with an ironic appeal 

to forebears.  Though he has just remarked upon his own lack of a father, he has no 

scruples claiming the mantle of the Revolution’s “fathers.”  “I’ll fight for my liberty, to 

the last breath I breathe!” he calls out.  “You say your fathers did it, if it was right for 

them, it is right for me!” (1858 II.3).  Of course, the “fathers” to whom he refers fought to 

establish themselves apart from a tyrannical, “parental” authority, and George—with his 

repudiation of “your country”—appears to advocate a similar separatism.  In other words, 

                                                 
335 Indeed, when George reveals his plans to Eliza in Act I, he tells her that his master will force 

him to marry a slave on his own plantation if he remains. 
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he claims a Revolutionary tradition in order to validate his existence outside of the nation 

borne from that Revolution.   

According to “Uncle Tom Among the Bowery Boys,” an 1853 article in the 

National Anti-Slavery Standard, George’s speeches in this scene riveted the audience and 

often elicited boisterous cheers: 

Perhaps the actor knows he is uttering real sentiments of these times—for he 

speaks with an unusual spirit. The caps wave, and the "Hey" sounds with almost 

every sentence, at words which would be hissed down in most public meetings, 

and be coldly received in the churches—but which, somehow, seem to strike 

some strange chord in the dirty, ragged audience.336 

The author, “H.,” goes on to disclose specific moments that struck this “strange chord,” 

such as George’s impassioned reply, “What country have I, but the grave?”  After George 

“resolves to die for his freedom,” “the whole theatre sounds with cheers again.”337 

Given their popularity and audience appeal, it is interesting that these speeches 

should become so abridged in 1869, cutting all of George’s dramatic references to the 

“country.”  At first glance, these excisions might seem unimportant, but Howard clearly 

considered them consequential enough to carefully remove every single reference to 

country.  In the 1869 play script, much of Act II, scene 3 remains the same as the 

                                                 
336 H., “Uncle Tom Among the Bowery Boys,” National Anti-Slavery Standard, August 6, 1853. 
337 Ibid. 

The George Harris line to which “H.” refers likely occurs in scene 5 of the same act (II) when 

George yells down to the slave traders from his rocky perch: “We are standing here as free as you 

are, and by the great power that made us, we’ll fight for our liberty till we die!” 

In “Abolition Dramatized,” the writer notes the audience’s enthusiastic response to George 

Harris’s lines in this scene.  “In all the allusions, too, to human rights, in the assertions of the 

value of personal responsibility, the claims of labour to reward, there was a vehement response all 

over the house, but especially from that part in shirt-sleeves.” New York Tribune, August 8, 1853. 
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antebellum text; indeed, entire pages of the published script have been pasted inside the 

prompt book.  Allusions to the “country,” however, have been literally cut out 

(presumably with scissors) from the middle of otherwise unchanged pages of script—

striking evidence of the care Howard took to completely excise these passages.  As an 

example of these deletions, consider George’s final reference about having neither father 

nor country.  In the antebellum script, his lines were preceded by Wilson saying, “I’m 

concerned.  Going to break the law of your country?”  In 1869, Wilson asks only “Going 

to break the law?” before George cuts in with “If any man tries to stop me, let him take 

care, for I am desperate.  I’ll fight for my liberty, to the last breath I breathe!  You say 

your fathers did it, if it was right for them, it is right for me!”  George gives the same 

basic speech as he did in the antebellum script but, in doing so, omits any suggestion of 

his problematic relationship to the “country.”  

How might George’s defiant rejection of the United States have resonated in 

1869?  Given ongoing debates about the rights of African Americans, what would it have 

meant for him to declare, “I don’t want anything of your country, except to be left 

alone—to go peaceably out of it”?  In each instance from the antebellum text, George’s 

lines set him in opposition to the nation at large, precluding the possibility that George 

could be, or would want to be, incorporated into that national community.  Prior to the 

Civil War and, indeed, in its early years, such language might have dovetailed with those 

supporting colonization. Though Stowe would later claim to regret it, her novel promoted 

Liberian colonization as a viable solution for freed slaves—and enterprising slaves like 

George especially, who might help establish “a people that shall have a tangible, separate 
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existence of its own.”  As late as 1862, and only months before issuing the Emancipation 

Proclamation, President Lincoln hosted a delegation of black leaders to discuss just such 

a plan in Central America.  According to widely publicized press accounts of this 

meeting, Lincoln stressed the essential differences between the black and white races and 

claimed that the two could not successfully coexist due, in part, to black animosity 

toward former oppressors.338  This argument was hardly a new one, and many of its 

adherents went so far as to prognosticate black violence and retribution if freed slaves 

remained in the United States.  By 1869, however, George’s insistence on political 

separatism made little sense.  After all, former slaves like George Harris had been lauded 

as Union soldiers whose patriotic sacrifices had supposedly earned them a place in the 

nation.  While George’s original renunciation of the “country” lent his speeches a certain 

rhetorical vigor, it lacked currency at the height of Radical Reconstruction, and Howard 

assiduously deleted each reference. This deletion of defiant allusions to a problematic 

“country” facilitates a more straightforward depiction of George as a quintessentially 

American hero who, instead of disputing, epitomizes the purported values of a national 

public now more eager to embrace him. 

I should note that these deletions do not correspond to a diminishing of George 

Harris’s position or character in the 1869 play.  Howard does not soften George’s bold 

                                                 
338  Stowe, Uncle Tom’s Cabin, 393. 

“The Colonization of People of African Descent. Interview with President Lincoln,” New York 

Daily Tribune, August 15, 1862.  For a fuller discussion of Lincoln and ideas about colonization 

during this period, see Mark E. Neely, Jr. “Colonization and the Myth that Lincoln Prepared the 

People for Emancipation,” in Lincoln’s Proclamation: Emancipation Reconsidered,  ed. William 

A. Blair and Karen Fisher Younger (Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 2009), 45-

74.  See also Allen C. Guelzo,  Lincoln’s Emancipation Proclamation, 155-61. 
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resolve; he merely softens his explicit, estranged indictment of the United States.  When 

George reveals his escape plans to Eliza in Act I, for example, he displays a more striking 

audacity than he did in the antebellum version of the play.  Early in the scene, he 

emphasizes his master’s capricious, unjust treatment by offering fuller commentary on 

his experiences: “Patient! Haven’t I been patient? Did I say a word when he, the law 

calls, Master, came and took me away for no reason except he was jealous that I, a slave 

(and almost white) had the genius to invent new machinery and from the place where 

everybody was kind to me?” (1869 I.1).339  While the antebellum George does not shrink 

from this type of criticism, the addition of these comments in 1869 underscore broader 

systemic injustice.  For instance, George carefully distinguishes “he, the law calls 

Master,” drawing attention to the very language he must use even to name or describe his 

mistreatment as well as slavery’s thorough permeation of social institutions and 

structures.  The rest of George’s emendation underlines his near-whiteness and the 

legally volatile actions of those holding power.   

The most obvious 1869 illustration of George’s brazenness in this act, though, 

occurs a bit later during his dialogue with Eliza.  Toward the end of their conversation, 

George utters a characteristic rebel-in-the-name-of-liberty remark that demonstrates his 

American values: “I’ll be free, or I’ll die!” (I.1).  In the 1869 drama, Howard has penned 

new stage directions, indicating that George should flash a pistol just before delivering 

                                                 
339 The italics indicate what appears in handwriting as new text in the 1869 script, while the 

regular font in the rest of the quotation shows which parts of the text came from the printed 

antebellum script.  The original lines read: “Patient! Haven’t I been patient? Did I say a word 

when he came and took me away—for no earthly reason—from the place where everybody was 

kind to me?” 
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these lines.  While he wields a firearm—in self-defense—at the end of Act II in both the 

original and postbellum versions of the play, this Act I revision establishes George, in his 

first appearance, as someone who will use violence if necessary to secure freedom and 

thus reinforces the manliness and penchant for action he is supposed to espouse.340    

 

In précis, this version of Uncle Tom’s Cabin challenges prevailing literary and 

historical views on one of the nineteenth century’s most popular cultural narratives, 

proving that at least one significant postbellum adaption of Stowe’s novel did not become 

an unexamined celebration of the South’s so-called glory days.  At the same time, it 

would be a mistake to label the Howard company’s 1869 production as blatant rather than 

suggestive in its engagement with contemporary politics.  Like its antebellum 

predecessor, this play script, a product of its time and culture, testifies to the complexities 

of the moment in which it was written and, to that end, contains features of the nascent 

Tom show.341  The opening “plantation scene” offers the strongest example of this, not 

least because it pushes George and Eliza’s anguished conversation further into Act I and 

instead provides Negro song-and-dance numbers as the play’s introduction.  Stage 

directions specify:  

                                                 
340 This willingness to resort to violence, vividly depicted with George’s early threat of a weapon, 

quickly serves to distinguish George yet still more from Tom.   
341 Addressing antebellum productions, Eric Lott sums up the political and moral ambiguities of 

Uncle Tom plays: “As social contradiction was the historical theme of the 1850s, so the Uncle 

Tom’s Cabin plays made the theme their own.”  Love and Theft, 219.  “Social contradiction,” of 

course, hardly ended with the Civil War, and similar remarks might be made of the postbellum 

period. 
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Plantation hands, male and female at twilight frolic.  Introduce banjos, 

tambourine, bones, shuffle dances, soloist… Negroes grouped in picturesque 

attitudes, some on their feet, some lying down, some beating time with hands and 

feet, others motioning as if wanting to dance.  [1869 I.1] 

In what might be read as an exercise in whitewashing, an unnamed slave utters the first 

line of the play’s dialogue in heavy dialect, “Nebbar war such good Massa as Massa 

Shelby, nebbar anywhar in old Kentuck” (1869 I.1).  Of course, Shelby’s ongoing 

exchange with Haley soon belies the plantation hand’s happy-go-lucky convictions, but 

until that conversation discredits the slave speaker, the drama’s general tone remains 

upbeat with a nod toward spectacle.  Taken alone, this revision would encourage quite 

different conclusions about Howard’s 1869 production than those I have drawn, and 

scholars who have considered this revised production point to its opening as evidence of 

the play’s overall politics.342   

In his Uncle Tom’s Cabin and American Culture website, Stephen Railton 

introduces the 1869 play script as an “early stage” in the development of the Tom show, 

which he defines as “the triumph of minstrelsy over Stowe’s abolitionist protest.”343  

Railton persuasively reads the opening scene as a glimpse of the emerging Tom show that 

would de-politicize the drama. While I agree with his assessment of this moment in the 

script, the 1869 version as a whole resists this categorization.  Indeed, the bulk of its 

                                                 
342 I should note that Railton is the only scholar I have located who examines the 1869 script. 
343 See Railton, “Revising Aiken: An 1869 Promptbook,” http://utc.iath.virginia.edu 

/onstage/scripts/69prompthp.html. 
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revisions reveal a different verdict: namely, that the drama was engaging the politics of 

Radical Reconstruction. 

G. C. Howard surely assumed a positive response on the part of Olympic Theatre 

patrons, either because he believed he was expressing popular sentiments in 1869 or 

because he did not perceive the script’s political slant to be jarringly incompatible with 

that of the audience.  Otherwise, Howard would have had little incentive to revise an 

already successful drama for a lengthy and promisingly remunerative run at the Olympic.  

When the play opened on 6 September at that theatre, the company used the revised play 

script with success, according to contemporary reviews and playbills.344  The New York 

Times noted that the Howard production had undergone “slight alteration,” but the 

reviewer did not offer details about noticeable changes, lingering instead on the acting of 

George L. Fox.  The famed comedian (and brother of Mrs. Howard) played Deacon Perry 

in this version, and the Times reviewer, after praising Fox’s ability, lamented his under-

employed talent in this production.345  Within a week, Howard shuffled the cast to give 

Fox a more prominent role as Lawyer Marks, and advertisements and playbills quickly 

                                                 
344 This dating of the play script was determined via Olympic playbills as well as the Ransom 

Center’s detailed packing list (from the Center’s acquisition of the collection), the research notes 

of George P. Howard (G. C. Howard’s grandson), and related playbills from the HRC’s Davis-

Kendall collection, Uncle Tom’s Cabin collection, and Playbills and Programs (New York City) 

collection.  Two other Uncle Tom theatre scholars, William Jackson Kessler and Stephen Railton, 

and Helen Adair at the Harry Ransom Center, kindly answered questions.  
345 Review of Uncle Tom’s Cabin at the Olympic Theatre, New York Times, September 7, 1869, 

4. 

Fox’s celebrity had increased earlier that year when he starred in “Humpty Dumpty,” a comedy 

whose success sustained almost five hundred performances.  Hoping to capitalize on this recent 

good fortune, he and his brother, Charles, quickly produced “Hickory Dickory Dock.”  For more 

information on Fox’s fame during this time, see Brown, A History of the New York Stage, 159-60.  

Both Fox brothers appeared in “Humpty” and “Hickory,” though George remained the better 

known.  According to Charles Tayleure, who was managing the Olympic at that time, the box 

office took in a remarkable $1,406,000 during the long run of “Humpty” (159). 
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accorded the comedian top billing along with his sister, listing “TOPSY” and “LAWYER 

MARKS” in prominently bold letters.  Ever the promoter, Howard offered a not-so-subtle 

parenthetical remark beside his brother-in-law’s name: “(The Great Comedian).”346  

Howard’s responsiveness to his audience and reviewers reveals a savvy businessman, to 

be sure, but it also emphasizes that his productions indexed popular appeal rather than 

merely a single producer’s inclinations, political or otherwise.  The Howard company’s 

drama reflected numerous “authors” who brought their own interpretations to bear on the 

final production—from Howard as managing director to the panoramic artists designing 

the backdrops to the actors delivering each fraught line.347  Still, every stage of the 

interpretative, artistic process relied, ultimately, on the perceived audience.  The shuffling 

of cast members, mid-run at the Olympic, serves as yet one more example of Howard’s 

attentiveness to the public that kept him in business.  

                                                 
346 The advertisement, dated October 2, that prominently lists Topsy and Marks is pasted into the 

1869 promptbook’s cover.  Given its size, it was probably used as a flyer and distributed around 

town.  The information and even the layout of this advertisement-flyer corresponds with other 

flyers and advertisements in the Howard and Uncle Tom’s Cabin collections at the Ransom 

Center. 

The altered cast of characters first appears in a 15 September advertisement.  See Advertisement 

for Uncle Tom’s Cabin at the Olympic Theatre, New York Times, September 15, 1869, 7.  An 

advertisement in the same newspaper on September 10 still lists the cast in their original Olympic 

roles (i.e. Fox is still Deacon Perry). 

Over the years, George Fox repeatedly joined the Howards for their Uncle Tom’s Cabin runs in 

New York City, where he was based as an actor.  At the National in 1858, Fox played Deacon 

Perry, and perhaps Howard tucked him into this former role in 1869 out of tradition.  In the 

course of the drama’s development, however, Lawyer Marks had become a crowd favorite and 

taken on more of a comedic role in the plot, so it is not surprising that Howard would consider his 

brother-in-law a prime Marks. 
347 Again, it is important to keep in mind that authorship is complex in any setting, but perhaps 

especially in this one.  I often use “Howard” as my own kind of shorthand, partially because I 

cannot identify the other contributors by name or with certainty.  George Aiken did not remain 

with the company, for instance, and other collaborators likely aided Howard’s writing, especially 

if they were fellow actors whose talents needed to be taken into consideration.  For a fuller 

discussion, see Kesler, “Early Productions,” especially ch. 5. 
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As an actor and director deeply engaged in the representation of recent political 

history and contemporary collective memory, G. C. Howard epitomized Schwartz’s 

definition of a “reputational entrepreneur,” someone with a significant stake in the 

production of certain historical or commemorative objects and works. Whether politically 

progressive, stubbornly “nostalgic,” or some combination of both, Uncle Tom’s Cabin 

reflected what the theatre company manager thought audience members wanted to see 

and hear. 348 A barometer and bellwether, the Howard company’s 1869 Uncle Tom 

gauged and guided, probing the relationship between African Americans and a national 

community wrestling with a legacy of slavery and redemption. 

 

“ADAPTED TO THE SENTIMENT OF THE TIMES”:  

UNCLE TOM’S CABIN AT THE END OF RECONSTRUCTION  

 

As the Howard company productions neared the United States Centennial and the 

Presidential election of 1876, they increasingly embraced spectacle and revolutionized 

their performances with African American singers.  The alleged “authenticity” of such 

performers, coupled with a grandiose “Plantation Scene” and breath-taking, newly 

commissioned scenery, drew consistently large crowds.  Furthermore, the script 

underwent yet more revisions, including the excision of many of the changes that 

rendered the 1869 version so distinct and politically engaged.  When the Howards 

appeared in Boston in the late spring of 1876, they even staged the afore-mentioned, 

hybridized version of their production, combining features of the Aiken-Howard text with 

                                                 
348 Schwartz, Abraham Lincoln, 20-23. 
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what had once been the basis of their antebellum rivalry, H. J. Conway’s script. 

Amazingly, the performance the Howards ultimately staged ended with the following 

tableau: “Release of Uncle Tom and Restoration to Freedom.”349  A far cry from the play 

they had been presenting, the adaptation did well enough to convince them that it would 

be worth reproducing when they returned to New York.  After finishing their stint at the 

Boston Museum on May 20, the Howards began performances at New York’s Park 

Theatre on May 22 with a run that extended until June 10.350   

All told, the public seemed content enough with an Uncle Tom play that ended 

happily rather than tragically, and the Howards, capitalizing on the patriotism of the 

moment, displayed the following prominently in local newspaper advertisements: “IN 

COMMEMORATION OF THE CENTENNIAL, after careful preparation, a new version 

(adapted to the sentiment of the times) of that greatest and most successful of all 

American plays, Mrs. Harriet Beecher Stowe’s UNCLE TOM’S CABIN.”  An exercise 

in memorialization, the “CENTENNIAL” and the play’s title receive equal recognition 

visually with the same size font and capital lettering.351  The parenthetical remark may 

offer the most telling piece of evidence in the advertisement, though, as it informs readers 

that this version has been “adapted to the sentiment of the times”—that this, in other 

words, is what the public wants at this particular moment in history. 

                                                 
349 A playbill dated 8 May 1876 from the Boston Museum lists the production’s tableaux.  The 

original playbill is part of the Billy Rose Theatre Collection at the New York Library for the 

Performing Arts and can be viewed through Railton’s site. A playbill from New York’s Park 

Theatre, dated 27 May 1876 also notes the “Release of Uncle Tom and Restoration to Freedom” 

tableau.  Playbill from New York’s Park Theatre, 27 May 1876, Uncle Tom’s Cabin Programs, 

1870-79; Davis-Kendall Collection, Harry Ransom Center, The University of Texas at Austin. 
350 See Railton’s itinerary, “Howards’ UTC Performances, 1852-87,” for a full schedule and for 

access to related reviews and advertisements cited below. 
351 Advertisement for Uncle Tom’s Cabin, New York Herald, May 21, 1876.   
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The Howards eventually returned to an earlier script template, and by the autumn 

of 1876, Uncle Tom was expiring dramatically once again, his entry to heaven sweetened 

by the presence of Eva on her milk-white dove.  The Ransom Center’s play script from 

this period likely dates to this part of the Howards’ career, when they staged Uncle Tom’s 

Cabin for an unexpectedly long run at the Grand Opera House in New York City.352  

Originally slated to perform for two weeks in October, the company garnered large 

enough audiences to extend their run through the beginning of November.  In fact, the 

theatre manager even invited the company back just a week after the final performance 

on November 4th.  Buffalo Bill was already scheduled for a week of shows, so the Grand 

Opera House booked the Howards immediately following his departure.353   

According to the weekly theatre news faithfully compiled in The Clipper, the 

Howards benefitted from tourists and visitors eager to take in the sights of the big city 

during the Centennial, whose celebrations of American independence brought large 

crowds of sightseers to the capital.  The Howards’ famous play, now replete with two 

hundred “simon-pure negroes,” had become a grand spectacle, representing the city’s 

                                                 
352 The 1876 play script does not include playbills to indicate its exact date.  However, the late 

1876 period seems most likely, when compared to advertised play synopses and given the fact 

that the Howards had recently worked from a very different script. Stephen Railton finds this 

dating most persuasive as well.  His section on the 1876 promptbook offers an excellent 

introduction to this promptbook and points out some of the major script revisions.  “Aiken’s 

Dramatization Becoming Howard’s Tom Show,” 

http://utc.iath.virginia.edu/onstage/scripts/aikentshp.html. 
353 On 14 October 1876, the Clipper announced that “Messrs. Poole and Donnelly,” the managers 

of the Grand Opera House, would begin their winter season on October 16, “when dramatic and 

variety performances combined will constitute the attractions.”  With the continued success of 

Uncle Tom’s Cabin, however, the managers reconsidered, and one week later the Clipper 

informed readers, “‘Uncle Tom’s Cabin’ has made such a pronounced hit at the Grand Opera-

house that it will retain possession of the stage there until further notice.”  Theatrical notice, 

Clipper, October 14, 1876; Theatrical notice, Clipper, October 21, 1876. 
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allure as well as the preeminence of Uncle Tom within the public imagination.354  Primed 

for patriotic history, theatergoers watched Uncle Tom in the context of national 

celebration and commemoration, and the drama they witnessed—having eschewed the 

revisions of 1869—served up the best spectacle it could muster while relating the well-

worn tale of endearing slaves, devoted masters, a heavenly child, and a villainous 

blackguard.   

In this version of the play, George once again decries the nation as he did in 

antebellum productions, making clear his estrangement from the body politic.  “My 

country?  What country have I, but the grave?” he vents once more, his anger palpable. 

The question seemed valid as Southern states, one by one, claimed “redemption,” 

pushing African Americans out of the political process. Southern leaders had long 

complained bitterly about “Negro misrule” and the folly of black suffrage, and as the 

Reconstruction period drew to a close, their depiction of this misrule gradually morphed 

from “a staple of Democratic propaganda” to an accepted fact, even among Northerners, 

and ultimately “became enshrined in many textbooks and in the popular memory of 

                                                 
354 “Introductory Overture,” Clipper, October 7, 1876. “Now here is a go—two hundred real 

colored persons on the stage of the Grand Opera house, in addition to the “full strength of the 

company.” My! my! We are giving our theatrical performances in realistic style, sure enough. 

Uncle Tom’s Cabin is to take ‘em all in… A number of “simon-pure” negroes, consisting of men, 

women and children, are to be seen this week at the Grand Opera-house in the plantation-

scene…”   

As Dwight and Moody point out, the Howard Company’s decision to stage their production with 

jubilee singers quickly became the norm: “In early March, 1876, the Howards added the “Georgia 

Jubilee Singers” to their performances at the Brooklyn Theatre. From that time no substantial 

company would venture out without their “Virginia Jubilee Singers,” “Mississippi Cabin Jubilee 

Singers,” or “Great Southern Jubilee Singers.”  Elaborate plantation scenes with real Negroes, not 

only singing but dancing, became indispensable to any first-rate troupe.”  See Dwight and 

Moody, “Hit of the Century,” 320. 
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Reconstruction.”355  The “Negro problem” appeared intractable, and in a classic case of 

blaming the victim, many politicians turned their backs on the freedpeople, contenting 

themselves that the newly enfranchised had had their chance and squandered it.  George’s 

ringing words about his sense of alienation made greater sense in 1876 than they had in 

1869.  Despite passage of the Fifteenth Amendment and the supposed protection of 

voting rights, individuals like George Harris had little hope of a stable place in a nation 

now backpedaling on its legal assurances. 

As George took the stage to give voice to his powerful sentiments, he did so 

before a crowd that would soon help decide the nation’s next President.  (Indeed, the 

initial Grand Opera run closed just three days before the election.)  Despite the passage of 

the Reconstruction Amendments, the elections of the 1870s had signaled a long, slow 

retreat on African American civil rights within the Republican Party and the nation as a 

whole.  In 1872, a divide had opened in the Republican ranks, and none other than 

Horace Greeley, the antislavery editor of the New York Tribune, ran for President on a 

platform of reunion against the Union war hero Grant.  In 1874, Republicans had suffered 

major setbacks throughout the country.356  Now, “as the nation approached another 

Presidential election, it seemed certain that whoever emerged victorious, Reconstruction 

                                                 
355 McPherson, Ordeal by Fire, 599.  As McPherson also points out, the allegations of “Negro 

supremacy” were grossly exaggerated.  African Americans never “ruled” the South, let alone 

“misruled” it.  “Only 6 percent of the Southern congressmen from 1868 to 1877 were black” 

(599). 
356 As McPherson points out, Grant’s victory in 1872 was built on a “foundation of sand” as 

became clear in 1874 when the Republicans suffered losses “in every region of the country” and 

lost the House of Representatives for the first time since the era of Bleeding Kansas. McPherson, 

Ordeal by Fire, 633; 633-37.  
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itself was doomed.”357  Although the Fifteenth Amendment had finally established 

African American male suffrage, Democratic gangs throughout the South intimidated and 

assaulted local Republican leaders and the black voters supporting them.  Despite pleas 

for intervention, the federal government bided its time.  Grant was still smarting from his 

involvement in an 1875 political power struggle in Louisiana and now dismissed reports 

of violence in Mississippi, claiming that the “whole public” was “tired out with these 

annual autumnal outbreaks in the South.”358  Like George, harassed black voters might 

well have wondered what “country” they could claim, and while it is impossible to 

determine precisely why Howard returned these stirring speeches to their antebellum 

wording, clearly he no longer felt it necessary to make conspicuous omissions.  With his 

lines restored in the 1876 version, George lacks the sense of broad support or consensus 

and no longer presents himself as embodying great traditions within the nation.  Rather, 

he acts in isolation, lashing out at a tyrannical authority while gesturing toward a 

Revolutionary tradition that had determined, by that point, to exclude him. 

Despite George’s powerful rhetoric and his role as the alienated individual, his 

plight appears less central to the 1876 drama because his opening, charged scene with his 

wife has been cut entirely.  In the antebellum script, George and Eliza occupy the very 

first scene, establishing the centrality of their anguished dilemma as a family.  In 1869, 

the dialogue between husband and wife, though moved deeper into Act I, retains its force 

as George flashes a pistol to reinforce his desperate determination.  In this version of the 

play, however, George and Eliza do not speak at all with one another, and the audience 

                                                 
357 Foner, Reconstruction, 563. 
358 See Foner, Reconstruction, 554-563.  Grant’s comment is quoted on page 560.  
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learns of George only secondhand when Eliza mentions to Tom and Chloe that her 

husband was planning to run away and that perhaps they could get word to him about her 

imminent escape.  Without the scene between George and Eliza, the opening act loses its 

emphasis on the dire situation of slaves considering escape.  The audience no longer 

hears of George’s mistreatment or the risk to his family if he remains a slave: his master 

has threatened to marry him off on his own plantation to prevent George from visiting 

Eliza and Harry elsewhere.  Eliza’s horror at this revelation as well as her deep concern 

about Harry remind viewers of slavery’s unforgivable disregard for the sanctity of the 

family—a point repeatedly stressed by Stowe and many abolitionists.  In addition to its 

melodramatic, onstage appeal, such content underlines the radical necessity of escape.  

Without this part of the plot, however, Act I shifts its attention toward spectacle: the 

famous tableau of Eliza crossing an icy river, bloodhounds at her back, and increasingly 

the widely anticipated “plantation scene” that the Howards had recently revamped by 

including “real” black people and Slavin’s Georgia Jubilee Singers.  

Many of Howard’s 1876 revisions back away from the 1869 script’s reminders of 

promises made to African Americans, as well as the possibility that those promises might 

be broken.  Occasionally, the 1876 script goes so far as to reverse 1869 emendations.  For 

instance, when Phineas proffers a plug of tobacco to Harry in 1876, Eliza responds with a 

simple “no.”  It may be a small emendation in terms of stage action, but Eliza’s reaction 

keeps the exchange in the realm of comedy rather than that of politics.  Now this hint of 

politics does not threaten an otherwise comic moment.  In another example of political 

tiptoeing, St. Clare severely curtails his remarks to Ophelia about the hypocrisy of 
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Northern prejudice.  Unlike his lengthy antebellum speech, St. Clare’s critique now 

constitutes a single sentence which is soon eclipsed by Topsy’s comical introduction: 

“You would think no harm in a child’s caressing a large dog, even if he was black; but a 

creature that can think, reason and feel, and is immortal, you shudder at.  And speaking of 

that puts me in mind that I have made a purchase for your department.  There’s the article 

now.  Here, Topsy!” (1876 I.2).359  Just as Eliza’s 1869 comment offered a trenchant 

reminder of slavery’s taint and pervasiveness, so did St. Clare’s original remarks indict 

the nation—South and North—of wrongdoing.  Such traces have been excised in 1876, 

and the audience is quickly directed in this scene toward Topsy’s side-splitting 

“wickedness.”  In a year of commemoration and postwar reconciliation, St. Clare’s 

protracted indictment of Northern discrimination and complicity might have sounded a 

false note.  Ever responsive to the attitudes of his audiences, Howard seemed to believe 

that St. Clare’s indictment of Northern complicity in slavery, relevant and even popular 

in a period when the Reconstruction had garnered significant support in 1869, would only 

alienate potential patrons in 1876. 

                                                 
359 St. Clare’s antebellum speech consists of several paragraphs of critique, framed as a dialogue 

with Ophelia.  The above lines uttered in 1876 are a snippet of one of his more arresting 

paragraphs, which originally read: “You would think no harm in a child’s caressing a large dog 

even if he was black; but a creature that can think, reason and feel, and is immortal, you shudder 

at.  Confess it, cousin.  I know the feeling among some of you Northerners well enough.  Not that 

there is a particle of virtue in our not having it, but custom with us does what Christianity ought 

to do: obliterates the feeling of personal prejudice.  You loathe them as you would a snake or a 

toad, yet you are indignant at their wrongs. You would not have them abused but you don’t want 

to have anything to do with them yourselves.  Isn’t that it?” (1858 II.2).  St. Clare continued in 

this vein for some time before introducing Topsy. 

The parenthetical citation for the 1876 script refers to “Uncle Tom’s Cabin,” 1876, Howard 

Collection, HRC. 
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Indeed, Howard deletions of all allusions to the Civil War firmly and 

unambiguously situate the drama once again in the antebellum period.  With the specter 

of Union soldiers and imminent emancipation removed, the onstage Uncle Tom’s Cabin 

settles into a historical context in which slavery’s legacy lacked the immediate urgency of 

the war years.  Cassy may still dream of escape, but she—like the alienated George—will 

act apart from a national network of support should she flee Legree’s plantation.  Despite 

sympathetic citizens or the presence of the Underground Railroad, freedom remains 

“underground,” outside of government sanction or assistance.  Moreover, with no 

reference to the coming war, Tom’s character can no longer gesture towards political 

events that might “capture [them] all free.”  In 1876 his faith must lie once more in a 

heavenly intercessor, and while there may be some glimmer of hope for earthly freedom, 

Tom’s promised reward awaits in eternity.   

Perhaps it is not surprising, then, that less emphasis is placed on the tragedy of 

Tom’s status in this version.  St. Clare’s death scene does not focus on the enslavement of 

a faithful slave but, not unlike Tom himself, turns its full attention toward heaven.  

Fittingly, the final words of the act return to “Eva, I come!” rather than a charged 

reminder of Tom’s misfortune and St. Clare’s oversight (“Poor Tom still a slave!”).  

Similarly, Chloe does not accuse Shelby of betrayal in Act I; instead Tom’s words about 

trusting in the Lord’s goodness stand as the moral lesson of the scene.  Both this scene 

and that of St. Clare’s death close with “slaves singing”—one more opportunity for the 
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theatre company to capitalize on the presence of “simon-pure negroes,” “unsurpassed in 

this peculiar order of vocalism.”360  

Nina Silber, among others, has noted the increased pressure theater companies 

faced in the 1870s and 80s to stage “genuine” depictions of slave life, especially during 

productions of Uncle Tom’s Cabin.  Silber suggests that greater Northern interaction with 

the South might have spurred an interest in authenticity but that, whatever the case, these 

shows “increasingly stressed the difference and, ultimately, the ‘southernness’ of the 

black experience.”361  Certainly newspapers harped on this aspect of the Howards’ show 

more than any other.  The New York Tribune’s review from 21 October 1876 offers a 

typical example: “…the play of ‘Uncle Tom's Cabin’ has been brought out in striking 

guise, with much more than ordinary elaboration, and, in particular, with a very 

numerous band of negro auxiliaries. Slave life on the Southern plantations is illustrated in 

a truthful and pictorial manner….”  The Clipper states bluntly, “The realistic plantation 

scene is one of the chief attractions of the piece.”362  Again and again, the 1876 version 

stresses a “realistic” presentation of blackness and includes numerous tableaux with 

“negro auxiliaries.”  At times, the desire for spectacle undercuts the basic plot of the 

drama.  For instance, after Legree orders Tom flogged “within an inch of his life,” 

handwritten stage directions read: “Re-enter Slaves who introduce their Songs Shouts 

                                                 
360 Review of Uncle Tom’s Cabin at the Boston Theatre, Ray, April 7, 1876, 3 in Uncle Tom’s 

Cabin Programs, 1870-79; Davis-Kendall Collection, HRC.  Although the review refers to a 

Boston production, this is the same group of jubilee singers that accompanied the Howards 

throughout numerous productions that year. 
361 See Nina Silber, The Romance of Reunion, 130-132.  The quotation above is found on page 

131. 
362 “The Drama; Grand Opera House,” New York Tribune, October 21, 1876. 

“In Manhattan,” Clipper, October 21, 1876.   
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Banjo Solos Dances &c.” (1876 IV.3).  It is, as Stephen Railton has pointed out, an 

astonishingly dissonant moment.363  Legree, playing the villain role to the hilt, has just 

vowed to show no mercy to the suffering Tom.  Now, as Quimbo and Sambo “drag him 

up stage,” a veritable minstrel show breaks out, and black bodies become an over-the-top 

reminder of the ways pleasure and terror so stereotypically inscribed blackness onstage.  

In an instant, Tom’s body, a site of suffering, is juxtaposed with singing and dancing 

black figures, loci of entertainment and pleasure.364 

Tom’s significance as transcendent martyr seems further undermined by Legree’s 

increasingly melodramatic demise.  Legree’s death in the Aiken-Howard drama always 

complicated the play’s anti-slavery sympathies.  After all, if Legree represents evil and 

the Shelby family exemplifies benevolence, what sort of message does the play offer 

about slaveholders?  Even more, if Legree dies in the grand finale, “good” appears 

triumphant, and the play indicts villainous individuals rather than the villainy of an entire 

institution.  In the 1876 version, though, such complications reach a new level as the 

gallant George Shelby dashes onto the stage to punish Legree for his sins.  While Lawyer 

Marks has accompanied Shelby, a warrant for Legree safe in his possession, Marks no 

longer metes out the justice.  Instead, a kind slaveholder confronts an evil one, and when 

Legree refuses to sell Tom back to his former owner’s son, Shelby cries out, “Then you 

                                                 
363 Railton, “Aiken’s Dramatization Becoming Howard’s Tom Show,” 

http://utc.iath.virginia.edu/onstage/scripts/aikentshp.html. 

Another such moment occurs during the 1876 auction scene when Legree buys Tom and 

Emmeline.  As the slaves await the bidding, each shows off a valuable ability in what quickly 

becomes a talent show of sorts. 
364 For a consideration of the way minstrelsy and melodramas dictated popular representations of 

black subjectivity, see Saidiya V. Hartman, Scenes of Subjection, 25-32. 
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must fight me for him—I am a gentleman you a murderous hound—you killed Mr. St. 

Clair—you would now kill Uncle Tom—There is a warrant out for you—but you must 

fight me instead of the law” (1876 V.3).365  In the ensuing scuffle, the would-be rescuer 

fatally shoots Legree and finds his way to Uncle Tom, who dies soon thereafter.  

Although Tom still expires rapturously, his anticipation of heavenly glory finally within 

reach, much of the stage business is consumed by the Shelby-Legree fight and Legree’s 

death. This is a climactic conflict that pits good against evil but leaves slavery unscathed.  

Balance has been restored, and the fact that Shelby, the “gentleman,” and Legree, the 

“murderous hound,” play out symbolic, absolutist roles in 1876 suggests an ambiguous 

attitude toward slavery as an institution and a definite departure from the play of 1869.366 

Indeed, as the 1876 play celebrated authentic Southern life and looked for 

opportunities to stage spectacles out of what was already gripping melodrama, the moral 

and political implications of slavery’s legacy faded into the backdrop.  The availability 

and acceptance of onstage negroes created greater pressure for “realistic” portrayals, and 

realism increasingly came to mean “darkey” stereotypes (many of which hailed, 

ironically enough, from minstrelsy’s early days).367  Such representations underscored 

difference at a time when African Americans desperately needed to be recognized as 

equals.  With Northerners and Southerners reconciling and often uniting on a shared 

                                                 
365 The entire dialogue between George Shelby, Legree, and Marks appears in handwriting in the 

1876 play script. 
366 Again, I am drawing on a point Jeffrey Mason makes about the way melodrama can undercut 

broader social critiques with its oversimplification (i.e. if one character represents the evil of 

slavery and he is killed by a benevolent, aristocratic slaveowner, what was originally a systemic 

critique of slavery becomes a critique of one man’s viciousness).  Mason, Melodrama and the 

Myth of America, 123-26. 
367 Silber, Romance of Reunion, 132; Review of Uncle Tom’s Cabin at the Park Theatre, New 

York Herald, May 23, 1876. 
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sense of racial supremacy, the Howards’ Uncle Tom’s Cabin had clearly and painfully 

“adapted to the sentiment of the times.” Like the authentic blacks peopling the stage, the 

urgency and blight of slavery’s legacy now seemed quaint and, as one review described 

Topsy, “antediluvian”—the still captivating but now irrelevant fossils of another age.368  

Howard’s revisions reinforced these trends, signaling a shift in audience expectation and 

what could be marketed successfully.  If President Grant’s words that autumn were any 

indication of public sentiment, then Howard’s revisions should come as no surprise.  

People seemed “tired out” of negotiating black suffrage and rights, and public leaders, 

including Presidential candidates Rutherford Hayes and Samuel Tilden, underscored their 

commitment to reconciliation, forgiveness, and Southern sovereignty.  When the 

deadlocked election resulted in the Compromise of 1877 that ended federal 

Reconstruction in the South, the influential editor of the Nation, E. L. Godkin, had 

sufficient reason to predict that the “negro will disappear from the field of national 

politics.  Henceforth, the nation as a nation, will have nothing more to do with him.”369  

In this climate, harping on the tragedy of black slaves or hinting at the continued social 

struggle might negatively affect ticket sales, and Howard—whatever his personal 

sentiments about slavery and its aftermath—would hardly jeopardize a play so essential 

to his aging company.  A product of its era and an index of public sentiment, the Uncle 

                                                 
368 David Blight’s commentary on competing legacies in the postwar period is salient here, 

particularly his consideration of the way the emancipationist legacy quickly lost out to the 

reconciliationist tradition and those stressing white supremacy. See Race and Reunion, especially 

the prologue, 1-5, and chapter four, 98-139. 
369 Qtd in Blight, Race and Reunion, 138.  For more discussion on the nation’s amnesia regarding 

the emancipationist legacy and limited commitment to African American rights during this period 

in Reconstruction’s history, see ibid., 135-139. 
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Tom’s Cabin of 1876 finally reflected what the ensuing Presidential election would make 

painfully clear: compromise. 
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Coda: The End? 

 

 

In early March 1865, Charleston’s auction block steps found a new home in the 

North—the relics of a wartime victory but, more importantly, of the triumph of the 

antislavery movement.  William Lloyd Garrison certainly signaled as much when he 

strode upon them, stamping the “accursed thing” under his feet once and for all as crowds 

of onlookers cheered rowdily.  And yet, the very nature of the auction block as relic 

suggested completion, an encouragement to turn what might become a blind eye.  

Abolitionists like William Wells Brown and Lydia Maria Child, despite their hearty 

enjoyment of the spectacles at Boston’s Music Hall and elsewhere, believed that even if 

the implements of the system they had helped to destroy became relics, their own 

instruments—the powerful texts of the antislavery movement—could not.  Rather, these 

texts would need to keep the revolutionary impulse alive, ensuring that the status of 

former slaves within the nation did not fall victim to complacency or apathy.  To do this, 

their texts would need to remain active cultural agents, not relics of a past age.  They 

would have to change to remain alive and relevant to their time. 

 By the end of Reconstruction, though, texts like Clotelle and The Freedmen’s 

Book would confront a different fate.  Neither active instruments of change nor revered 

relics, they were ignored or forgotten.  Even in the year of its publication, Clotelle failed 

to grab the public’s attention; in fact, it garnered little recognition, making Brown’s 
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ambivalent conclusion all the more prescient, if unnoticed.370  One year after the official 

end of Reconstruction, the Houghton firm performed an inventory of the Ticknor and 

Fields stereotyped plates it had acquired.  Valued for no more than their weight in metal, 

The Freedmen’s Book plates were destroyed, clearing space for more lucrative titles.371  

Uncle Tom’s Cabin continued to be popular on the boards, but even as Stowe reminded 

readers of where it all began in a new introduction to her novel’s 1879 edition, the 

dramatic performances launched by Aiken’s original play script were careening into 

productions that buried the narrative’s antislavery foundations under the detritus of stale 

stereotypes and cheap laughs.372 

Neither cultural catalysts nor treasured mementoes, such texts languished as the 

myths of “moonlight and magnolias” and “faithful slaves” pervaded the nation’s memory 

of its Civil War era.  Restored plantation houses became the relics of a nation bent on 

reconciliation, while Northern publishing houses championed tales celebrating the values 

of the Old South.373  Bereft of support and awash in nostalgia, neither the antebellum 

                                                 
370 Indeed, correspondence from canvassing agents for Lee and Shepard reveals almost no 

interest in the volume.  I came across one letter from a man in Bridgeport, Connecticut who 

indicated interest in becoming an agent for the book.  Even making allowances for gaps in the 

historical record (and a fire at the Lee and Shepard firm), this relative disinterest is marked when 

compared to Brown’s The Negro, which was mentioned by multiple canvassers spanning the 

United States.  Fred Deane to Lee and Shepard, box 3, folder 3, Lee and Shepard business 

records, American Antiquarian Society. 
371 Stock account (Jan 1872-July 1879) and Plate inventory (1873-1877), Ticknor and Fields 

Records. 
372 See Barbara Hochman’s discussion of the 1879 introduction.  Hochman, Uncle Tom’s Cabin 

and the Reading Revolution: Race, Literacy, Childhood, and Fiction, 1851-1911 (Amherst: 

University of Massachusetts Press, 2011), 146-47. 
373 David Blight demonstrates the broader political significance of these literary trends as “the 

plantation tradition took center stage and swept over American literary tastes in the post-

Reconstruction era.”  See Race and Reunion, 221. 
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originals nor the postbellum revisions of these texts could find much purchase with the 

public after Reconstruction. 

 Of course, there are always other sides to the story, especially these stories.  Old 

copies of The Freedmen’s Book, for instance, may have continued to circulate within the 

communities it first reached.  Fourteen year-old declaimers grew older, and perhaps they 

carried the poems they had memorized with them, teaching antislavery verse to children 

and grandchildren of their own.  The difference after Reconstruction was that texts like 

Child’s lacked the minimal institutional backing they had once enjoyed.  Even a book 

whose author had refused the help of the American Missionary Association had 

benefitted from the Freedmen’s Bureau programs that had supported the institutions and 

communities in which Child’s text could find at least a temporary home.  And though 

many of those programs ended with the rise of the Jim Crow era, the communities 

remained.  One young, African American teacher, armed with a poem from Child’s 

anthology, boldly led his even younger students in reciting  

Today Columbia’s air doth seem  

Much purer than in days agone;  

And now her mighty heart, I deem, 

Hath lighter grown by marching on.374 

While Joshua Wilson and his students may have been overly optimistic about Columbia’s 

march amid Reconstruction, the school which he established now bears his name and still 

                                                 
374 James Madison Bell, “Emancipation in the District of Columbia, April 16, 1862” in  The 

Freedmen’s Book, 245.  Wilson’s account of students declaiming this poem can be found in the 

Freedmen’s Record.  Joshua E. Wilson to Ednah Dow Cheney, 18 January 1870 in Freedmen’s 

Record (February 1870): 61-62.  See also Karcher, First Woman, 733 n. 53. 
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serves a predominantly African American population in Florence, South Carolina.375  The 

author of this dissertation is among the thousands who benefitted from the education this 

school provided, testimony to the sometimes strange chain of influences set in motion by 

the production and revision of political literature in a country that, as John Bryant 

suggests, is itself a fluid text.376 

 

  

                                                 
375 Butchart, Schooling the Freed People, 35. 
376 John Bryant, The Fluid Text, 173.  Bryant’s eloquent coda is titled “America as Fluid Text.” 
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