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Discovering a Female Slave’s Voice
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some slaves managed to attain a far
greater degree of literacy and liter-
ary sophistication than many histori-
ans have supposed. Its author clearly
had an extensive vocabulary and a
deep familiarity with contemporary
literary genres even before gaining
her freedom, although her spelling
and punctuation were spotty.

Nellie Y. McKay, a professor of
African-American literature at the
University of Wiscansin, said that 10
years ago, most scholars assumed
that only a handful of slaves had
overcome the cbstacies to their edu-
cation and then gone on to write
novels, and that those few who did
were already known. “Now, who
knows how many there were?” she
said.

It is impossible to know how many
of the novel's details are autobio-
graphical~ but the portrait of a
slave's life nonetheless provides a
window into the psychology and per-
spective of a slave woman David
Brion Davis, a professor at Yale and
ashistorian of slavery, sald, "We
have relatively few authentic slave
narratives, and certainly a novel
written by a black woman and for-
mer slave is almost sensational™

If Professor Gates is correct, “The
Bondswoman's Narrative” may be
unigue as a surviving handwritten
manuscript of a book by an escaped
slave, providing singularly direct ac-
cess 1o its author's thoughts and feel-
ings. Almost all known slave narra-

tives, Including Frederick Doug-
lass’s famous autobiography, sur-
vived only In printed form, raising
questions about the amount of alter-
ation by editors-and amanuenses.

Details of the novel's depiction of
slave life on a plantation are reveal-
Ing. Its narrator discusses the sexual
dynamics among owners, their wives
and their female slaves; the compli-
cated Intimacy between female
slaves and their owners' wives, and
the revulsion of house slaves toward
slaves who work in the field

A sentimental
story of a house
slave's life and
eventual escape.

““The author is a snob, she is very
much an ancestor of the black bour-
geoisie,” Professor Gates =aid in a
telephone interview. *'She says at
one point that ane of the most hei-
nous aspects of slavery is that it
affects all slaves in the same way,
regardless of their morals and man-
ners and sophistication. ™

Professor Gates was unable 1o
trace a specific woman named Han-
nah Crafts. But unlike most entirely
fictional works or counterfeit slave
narratives, many of the names of

| Had Mrs. Wheeler condemned
| me to the severest corporal pun-
| ishment, or exposed me 10 be sold
i in the public slave market in Wil-

mington | should probably have
| resigned myself with apparent
composure to her cruel behests
But when she sought to force me
into a compulsory union with a
man who I could only hate and
despise it seemed to me that re-
bellion would be & virtue, that
duty to mysell and God actually
required It, and that whatever ac-
cidents or misfortunes might at-
tend my flight nothing could be

Excerpts From the Handwritten Manuscript

essentially to perpetuate that sys-
tem Hence to all overtures of that
kind from whatever quarter they
might come 1 had Invariably
turned a deaf ear 1 had spurmed
domestic ties pot because my
heart was hard, but because it
was my unalterable resolution
never to entall slavery on any
human being And now when | had
voluntarily renounced the society
of those 1 might have learned to
love should 1 be compelled to ac-
cept one, whose person, and
speech, and manner could not fall
to be ever regarded by me with

worse than what thr d my
stay
Marriage lilke many other

blessings 1 considered to be espe-
cially designed for the [ree, and
something that all the victims of
slavery should avold as tending

loathing and disgust Then to be
driven to the fields beneath the
eye and lash of the brute over-
seer, and those miserable huts,
with their promiscuous crowds of
dirty obscene objects, for my
home 1 could not, would not bear

characters in the book belong to real
people, Including the narrator's final
owner, John Hill Wheeler. In fact, the
author apparently debated naming
him, omitting the middle letters of
his last name {or most of the text and
then going back to fill them in.

Mr. Wheeler's identity proved a
crucial clue to authentication. Mr.
Wheeler left a diary of his life de-
scribing his plantation as well as his
stints as a government official in
Washington and as a minister to Nic-
aragua. "‘The Bondswoman's Narra-

tails as his diary, such as the timing
of a boat trip from Washington to
North Carolina and his dismissal
from a government job.

Some of the details also help date
the manuscript. In “The Bondswo-
man's Narrative,” Mr. Wheeler's
wife laments the recent escape of a
slave named Jane In 1855 Mr.
Wheeler's slave Jane Johnson ran
away with help from abolitionists
and became the subject of a high-
profile court case.

Mr. Wheeler's diary and the manu-
script also use the same words to
describe an equestrian statue of An-
drew Jackson in Washington that
was completad in 1853, But the novel
contains no references to the Civil
War, suggesting it was written be-
fore 1861.

Professor Gates suggests that one
reason the author may not have pub-
lished the novel is that publishing
before the war would have opened
the possibility of her arrest as a
fugitive slave, and the market for
slave narratives disappeared after
the war. The manuscript later turned
up in the hands of a New Jersey book
dealer.

In 1548, Dorothy Porter Wesley, a
librarian at Howard University, ac-
quired it on the hunch that its author
was a gifted African-American
slave, White authors, Ms, Porter
Wesley later wrote in a letter about
the text, invariably introduced black
characters with heavy-handed refer-
ences to their race but assumed that
characters were white by delault.,

But the author of "'The Bondswo-
man's Narrative" often introduced
black characters without reference
to their race. **There is no doubt that
she was a Negro because her ap-
proach to other Negroes is that they
are people first of all,"” Ms. Porter
Wesley wrote,

When Professor Gates sought a
publisher in April, executives at AOL
Time Warner's books division, War-
ner Books, consulted authentication
experts. Mr. Nickell wrote an ex-
haustive 24-page report analyzing
the style of handwriting, the period
vocabulary, the brand and manufac-
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The life of the escaped slave Jane Johnson, below, helped establish the authenticity of a novel. Ms. Johnson,
above center, shown as her owner tries to reclaim her. Below, Henry Louis Gates Jr., who discovered the book.

turing defects of the paper, the con-
tent of the ink, the form of eraser
used, the use of sewing materials in
an amateur binding and dated his-
torical references In the text. He
concluded it could only have been
written between 1853 and 1860, prob-
ably by a self-educated woman.
“The Bondswoman's Narrative
is Professor Gates's second addition
to the small collection of novels by
19th-century African-American
women. In 1882, as an assistant pro-

fessor, he authenticated and publi-
cized the authorship of "Our Nig,"
written by the free African-Ameri-
can Harriet E. Wilson and originally
published in 1839, There are two
known earlier novels by African-
American men, “Clotel," written by
William Wells Brown and published
in 1853, and "“The Garies and Their
Friends," written by Frank J. Webb
and published In 1857.
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next April, as Its most prominent
title of that season. Jamie Raab, the
publisher, said the company planned
to leave the many misspellings intact
for the sake of authenticity.

Professor Gates sold the rights to
publish the book to Warner for an
undisclosed advance and royalties,
He sald he planned to donate the
manuscript to a library.

Warner Books plans to publi
“The Bondswoman's Narrative™
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