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“The Abolitionist preference was for facts, facts, facts: not for fantasy, which can be forged. Slave writers were urged to be specific, to skewer names and dates and places, as protection against the owners’ frequent allegation that slave narratives were the product of white Northern do-gooders with too little information and too much imagination. In her preface, Hannah declares her book to be a ‘record of plain unvarnished facts,’ but a glance at any page shows it to be something far more artful. So why did Hannah choose to write a novel, not an autobiography? She prefers to tell a story about herself, and perhaps that story had been necessary for her psychological survival. Long before she was free in fact, she had escaped in imagination. She had extracted herself from degrading circumstances and inserted herself into others, more flattering, as a persecuted heroine in a romance. The novel shows us that she has been able to protect her psyche and keep its core intact; an autobiography would merely assert it. Autobiographies display the triumph of experience, but novels are acts of hope.”


—Hilary Mantel, “The Shape of Absence,”
London Review of Books August 8, 2002





















PREFACE
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Each February the Swann Auction Galleries in New York City holds an auction of rare artifacts from the black past. It features all sorts of historical treasures, like slave chains and other instruments of torture, daguerreotypes and sepia-tinged photographs, rare books and lithographs, and occasionally even handwritten manuscripts, usually letters but sometimes something as rare as a poem written by a canonical author such as Phillis Wheatley. Attending this auction is like taking a trip in a time machine to the black past; think of it as “black to the future.” Scholars and collectors look forward to receiving the beautifully edited four-page color catalog that rare-book dealer Wyatt Houston Day prepares each year for the auction with the same anticipation that children look forward to Christmas morning.


A catalog for the 2001 auction contained an entry that riveted me. It was entitled The Bondwoman’s Narrative, written by a woman named Hannah Crafts. It was described as a “301-page handwritten manuscript purportedly written by a female fugitive slave.” The manuscript was being put up for auction by the estate of my old friend, Howard University librarian and editor Dorothy Porter Wesley. She had actually mentioned the manuscript to me years before, when I authenticated the identity of Harriet E. Wilson, who published the novel Our Nig in 1859, still the first novel actually appearing in print and written by a black woman (in this case, by a free Northern woman who had been an indentured servant). Dorothy told me that she had a treasure that was even more rare and valuable than Our Nig tucked away in a file cabinet, but she was too busy to undertake any thorough research about it or its author.


To be honest, I really thought that she was just playing the dozens with me—that is, until I read the Swann catalog. Now here was that same manuscript, which, according to the note in the catalog, Dorothy thought was authentic. I decided that I would purchase it and see. To avoid elevating the bidding, I asked a friend to bid in my stead. It went for $8,500—a lot of money, I know, but a sum that I gladly paid. And when I read it, cover to cover, nonstop, I understood why Dorothy was so excited. It read like a book that could have been written only by a black woman and a slave. So I decided to devote as much time as I could to authenticating the manuscript and to placing it in its original context.


I was able to date the time of writing of the manuscript to the mid- to late 1850s, and most important, I identified the master who owned the author. His name was John Hill Wheeler, and he lived in North Carolina and in Washington, D.C., just as Hannah Crafts said. I could identify just about everything about the book but the author herself. So I published it after David Kirkpatrick wrote a front-page story detailing my discovery for the New York Times, and it soon became a New York Times bestseller.1 Another literary scholar, Hollis Robbins, made a major contribution to the scholarship about the novel by identifying several passages that Crafts had borrowed from other literary works, especially Charles Dickens’s novel Bleak House. Then, in honor of my twenty-fifth reunion at my alma mater, Yale University, I donated the manuscript to its marvelous rare-book library, the Beinecke.


Over the last decade, I received many inquiries about Hannah Crafts’s identity, as well as many leads, especially after Hollis and I published a book of essays by scholars speculating on the identity of the real Hannah Crafts.2 Hollis had located Gregg Hecimovich, then teaching at East Carolina University, and encouraged him to pursue further research among papers related to the Wheeler family, since Gregg was living near what was once Wheeler’s plantation. Gregg, who now teaches at Winthrop University in South Carolina, proposed the fascinating theory that the author could originally have been the slave of Lewis Bond. (And who, he would later prove, ended up in the household of the Wheeler family through Lucinda Bond Wheeler, the wife of John Hill Wheeler’s brother, Samuel Jordan Wheeler. In 1856 John Hill Wheeler and his wife, Ellen, both portrayed as villains in the novel, gained ownership of Hannah, it would turn out.)


I found this idea quite compelling because of the pun between the surname “Bond” and the “Bondwoman” of the novel’s title. I encouraged him to pursue his research, and the W. E. B. Du Bois Institute and the Hutchins Center for African and African American Research at Harvard awarded him two grants to do so. At the end of the introduction to our essay collection, Hollis and I pointed to Gregg’s intriguing thesis about the Bond family and their slaves.


A decade or so later, in September 2013, as the New York Times reported, Gregg identified the author.3 Hannah Crafts was Hannah Bond, born on the plantation of Lewis and Catherine Pugh Bond in Bertie County, North Carolina, in 1826. Light-skinned and highly prized, Hannah Bond, like the near-white Hannah Crafts, was brought up to be a house slave. Crafts’s stealthy means of learning to read testifies to Bond’s theft not only of the art of literacy but of the very tools of writing, likely purloined from her master. At the age of twenty-four, Hannah Bond was conveyed to Esther Bond, a daughter of Lewis and Catherine’s, and in 1853, became the maidservant of the deceased Esther’s sister, Lucinda Bond Wheeler, wife of Samuel Jordan Wheeler of Murfreesboro, North Carolina. In the summer of 1856, because of debts that Samuel owed his brother, John Hill Wheeler, Hannah became the personal slave of John’s wife, Ellen Sully Wheeler, identified as “Mrs. Wheeler” in The Bondwoman’s Narrative, the vain and shallow mistress targeted for satirical attack in the novel.


Like Crafts, Bond lived with the Wheelers in Washington, D.C., in 1856 and early 1857 while her master, a former U.S. minister to Nicaragua, hunted for a government appointment. The hilarious scene in The Bondwoman’s Narrative in which Mrs. Wheeler gets her sallow face embarrassingly blackened by a “beautifying powder” may have its origins in a story in the 1851 issue of Scientific American, to which John Hill Wheeler subscribed.4 Crafts’s clandestine reading in her master’s library is likely based on Bond’s access to and familiarity with Wheeler’s library, the contents of which I initially established in an essay published in the New York Times.5 This library contained copies of the novels and Shakespeare plays from which the author of The Bondwoman’s Narrative so liberally borrowed.


In the spring of 1857 Hannah Bond escaped from the Wheeler family’s plantation outside Murfreesboro, North Carolina. Disguised as a man and more than likely hiding a manuscript that she had already begun, Bond, like Crafts, made her way north. Near McGrawville, New York, Horace Craft, a local farmer, hid the fugitive from her pursuing master. In honor and gratitude to her abettor, Hannah Bond chose Crafts as her pen name. Settling in Lawnside, New Jersey, a community of freed and escaped slaves, Hannah Crafts, like the protagonist of her novel, married and became a schoolteacher, eventually finishing her novel in 1858. What she did with her manuscript after its completion, or whether she ever tried to find a publisher for it, is still unknown. Nor is there evidence that anyone ever read The Bondwoman’s Narrative or even knew of its existence during its author’s lifetime. How it survived, who treasured and transmitted it over the generations, and for what reasons—all this, too, remains in the darker corners of history. That this unprecedented autobiographical novel was preserved, passed on, and finally authenticated speaks to the tenacity and vision of its author and to the vitality and commitment of African American literary scholarship in the twentieth and twenty-first centuries.


This is the most important discovery in African American literary studies since that of Harriet Wilson and Our Nig. Both Gregg and I estimate the manuscript to have been completed in 1858, for various reasons, but most of all because it does not mention John Brown’s raid on Harpers Ferry in 1859. That means, most probably, this is the first novel written by a black female (or that it was finished in the same year Harriet Wilson completed Our Nig), and that it is the first novel written by a female fugitive slave. Gregg’s discovery of the identity of the author forever changes the history of African American literature, of the genre of fugitive slave literature, and of the development of African American women’s literature.


Hecimovich’s full portrait of this slave, Hannah Bond, and his search for her identity, is slated for book-length publication, but the salient details of her life, as well as the clues she left behind, provide compelling reasons to identify Bond as the “Bondwoman” whose narrative may now be confidently read and studied as a work of literature by a traceable African American individual. Below Gregg sketches a few highlights in advance of his book-length treatment. In addition to discussing these discoveries, Gregg summarizes “Hannah Crafts” scholarship to help set the stage for the next generation of research on the novel. Following Gregg’s contributions, this edition reproduces the original Introduction, Appendices, and Notes from the 2003 First Trade Edition. These materials remain primary for the study of the novel in addition to Gregg’s emerging research. The Textual Annotations section has been greatly expanded with further literary borrowings discovered by Gregg.


HENRY LOUIS GATES, JR.


December, 2013


I. The Escape


In August 1857, a fugitive slave, following advice from sympathetic whites and free persons of color, arrived in the small hamlet of McGrawville, New York. She traced a route along the Tioughnioga Valley loosely mapped out by local abolitionists. Her hair was cropped short, and she wore men’s clothing. She arrived at 19 West Academy Street, the “Farm House,” on the grounds of New York Central College. A caretaker ushered her inside and to a secret door that was built into the frame of the wall, disguised amid jagged brick. The caretaker removed a stone and revealed a hidden passageway. Five narrow steps led down into a dark tunnel. Consisting of dry masonry and lined with heavy stones, the passage stretched hundreds of yards to an opening onto Smith Creek. She was told to rest and wait for the cover of darkness. She spent the day anticipating a night journey to the next “station,” when the news came that John Hill Wheeler, her owner, had traced her to central New York. He was in New York City personally directing the search for her return. The usual passage through Petersboro, to Syracuse, and up to Canada was deemed unsafe. She would be placed, instead, at the Craft farm fifteen miles outside of town to wait out Mr. Wheeler’s search efforts.


Hidden at Horace Craft’s farm, using materials smuggled to her from New York Central College, she continued work on a novel that she had begun before her escape. Against all odds, she completed it in 1858. Not only did the author borrow from the most popular fiction of the day, especially Harriet Beecher Stowe’s Uncle Tom’s Cabin (1852) and Charles Dickens’s Bleak House (1852–1853), but also she disclosed intimate details of her service among the extended Wheeler family. Behind a clever veneer of borrowed conventions, she told her story of sexual servitude and escape, only partially masking her identity and the identities of her owners. Improbably, her manuscript, lost during the upheaval leading up to the Civil War and its aftermath, resurfaced 144 years later.


Hannah Bond possessed the singular mix of talent, circumstance, means, and opportunity to write The Bondwoman’s Narrative. A literate, light-skinned slave who served in the household of Samuel Jordan Wheeler (younger brother of John Hill Wheeler) and Lucinda Bond Wheeler between 1854 and 1856, she entered the service of Ellen Sully Wheeler (Mrs. Wheeler in the novel) at the Wheeler family home in eastern North Carolina in the summer of 1856. Ellen Wheeler was travelling with her sons to place them at the nearby Horner School in Oxford, North Carolina, after returning early from León, where John Hill Wheeler had established his household as United States minister to Nicaragua. During this extended summer visit among Wheeler family relatives in eastern North Carolina, Hannah Bond served as personal handmaid to Mrs. Wheeler, initiating her service at the Mulberry Grove plantation of their near relatives, Godwin Cotten Moore and Julia Wheeler Moore—possibly the models for Mr. and Mrs. Henry in the novel. Because of debts owed by Samuel Jordan Wheeler to his brother’s family, the exchange was formalized into permanent service to Ellen Sully Wheeler, who needed a companion for her return to Washington, D.C., to await the anticipated recall of her husband from his diplomatic post.


Hannah Bond’s status as special property can be traced in estate and court records as she is transferred from her first owner, Lewis Bond, to his daughter Esther Bond Sutton Cooper, and then to Lucinda Bond Wheeler, wife of Samuel Jordan Wheeler, and finally to the “Mrs. Wheeler” of the novel. Research among source materials confirms Hannah’s mixed racial identity and her kinship with Lewis Bond and the Wheelers themselves; the novel attests to her literary genius.6


Hannah Bond and other Wheeler slaves in the Wheeler family household in eastern North Carolina enjoyed unique access to literary texts, in part because they served among numerous student boarders who lived with the Wheelers while attending Chowan Female Baptist Institute and Wesleyan Female Institute, two prominent female colleges located in Murfreesboro. One of the texts students commonly studied in this community was Charles Dickens’s Bleak House. This may account for Hannah Crafts’s surprising familiarity with and reliance on Bleak House in developing her autobiographical novel. A slave’s literary abilities could prove a valuable asset when she used her skills to take dictation or assist with correspondence, as scenes in The Bondwoman’s Narrative attest. But literacy could also become a dangerous tool for envisioning liberty. The novel itself bears witness to what Hannah Bond could do when she trained her imaginative gifts on the prize of freedom.


Between 1854 and 1856, Hannah Bond developed a particularly strong friendship with John Hill Wheeler’s nephew, John Wheeler, while serving in his parents’ household. In early May 1857, John Wheeler assisted Hannah Bond with her escape, providing her “a suit of male apparel exactly corresponding to [her] size and figure” (MS 220). To complete the disguise, he supplied the portmanteau that she carried to freedom. In the small travel case, she kept the manuscript of her story, which she had begun to compose on paper stolen from Mrs. Wheeler.


In this prized manuscript, Hannah Bond maintained her first name as “Hannah” to honor her mother, who was also named “Hannah,” and who died in 1853. Once she gained her independence in June 1857, she adopted the new name “Hannah Crafts” and wrote herself and her owners more firmly into the work.


The title is a clever trick. In The Bondwoman’s Narrative by Hannah Crafts, A Fugitive Slave Recently Escaped from North Carolina, Hannah Bond announces and disguises her own identity. She is indeed a Bondwoman, and her narrative owes a debt to the assistance she received from Horace Craft. She began with the name: “Crafts.” Bond adopted the name “Crafts” both to honor Ellen Craft, a celebrated fugitive slave who pioneered cross-dressing as a route to freedom, and to honor Horace Craft and his family, who risked punishment by shielding her on their modest twenty-acre farm. By writing her relationship to the Wheelers directly into her novel and by slyly signaling her journey to independence, Hannah Bond “Crafts” realized and declared her liberty, defying at once the will of her pursuers and the laws of a country that defined her as property. Her escape and identity have remained a mystery ever since.


II. The Author


With a dash of her pen, Hannah struck out the name she was disguising, “Wh–––r.” She dipped her pen, drew up fresh ink, and risked it all—to the side of the marked-out passage she wrote: “Wheeler” (MS 185). The ink still fresh on her quill, she backtracked through her manuscript. Every place where she had marked “Wh–––r,” she returned and identified her oppressors (see Figure 1). “Their names are Wheeler” (MS 159), she wrote, darkening letters between the dash so that there would be no mistake: “Mrs. Wheeler informs…” (MS 159), “Mrs. Wheeler came…” (MS 184), “Mrs. Wheeler complained…” (MS 184), “Mrs. Wheeler sent for…” (MS 185). She refreshed her ink, touched her pen to her wipe, and continued correcting the pages of her manuscript: “Mr. Wheeler’s fault” (MS 186), “Mrs. Wheeler…” (MS 187), “Mr. Wheeler” (MS 189), “Mrs. Wheeler” (MS 190).
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Figure 1: Detail of The Bondwoman’s Narrative MS 159


Up to this point, the author had disguised her story so that she could not be traced. As she knew too well, the Wheelers prosecuted for the return of their slaves. But a fresh account of “Mrs. Wh–––r” belittling her religious fervor called up the same defiant drive that led her to escape in the first place, even as it fired her imagination (MS 190). She paged through her manuscript to review the effect. She felt the tables turn and she thrilled at the sight: she controlled the Wheelers.


The author refreshed her pen and defended her Christian principles. She wrote a scene that disclosed the truth for all to see: Mrs. Wheeler was “a bigot in religion,” Mrs. Wheeler’s “notions of religion and truth were highly improper for one in [her] station” (MS 191–192). She even hinted at the deepest wound: “compelled sacrifise [sic]” to a “gentleman” and the loss of “virtue, or honor” (MS 192). She put all these words into the mouth of her mistress, Mrs. Wheeler, and she showed her to be a hypocrite. From this point on, the “Wheelers” are named precisely in the manuscript, and their activities in Washington, D.C., and in North Carolina are strongly figured. In her novel, Mrs. Wheeler worked for her!


Hannah’s story was not an easy one to tell, especially when the author herself was almost certainly a sexual victim. Similar to Harriet Jacobs and Harriet Wilson, the other early black, female writers who suffered sexual exploitation, she sought to tell her story within the popular conventions of sentimental and gothic fiction. With the assistance of literary devices that could at once powerfully dramatize her experiences while providing emotional cover for the pain and outrage of her suffering, she developed her tale. By writing her story as a novel according to the popular conventions of domestic fiction, “Hannah Crafts,” like Stowe, hoped to reach the widest audience possible. Taboo subjects such as sexual subjugation could be packaged in acceptable generic terms.


III. The Search


I was drawn into this story in 2003 with a tip provided by the scholar Hollis Robbins, who was seeking potential sources for the novel in eastern North Carolina. I began by knocking on doors in Bertie County, North Carolina, following a hunch that placed the author of The Bondwoman’s Narrative in the family of John Hill Wheeler’s brother, Samuel Jordan Wheeler. Hollis and I both expected to find the author from among the extended Wheeler family, someone with a grudge against Mrs. Wheeler. This was particularly true after I uncovered forensic evidence matching pages of the manuscript with paper used from within the Wheeler household.7 The prime suspects were Kate and Julia Wheeler, Mrs. Wheeler’s nieces, who were frequently in their aunt’s company and who were known to be literary. My preliminary research discovered a record of friction between the two families. I hoped to link the handwriting of one of these nieces to Crafts’s manuscript.


To me, at the time, the idea that the novel was written by a runaway slave appeared too good to be true. I found my muse among the skeptics: Nina Baym, R. J. Ellis, and Thomas C. Parramore.8 These critics maintained that no antebellum slave “recently escaped from North Carolina” could have possessed the literary skill to write a novel so notable for its studied allusiveness.9 Baym, a leading authority on nineteenth-century American Literature, sums up and shares this skepticism: “It is… not just difficult to imagine a slave Hannah who could read, but it is very difficult to imagine such a Hannah could write and just about impossible (for me, at least) to imagine a Hannah with access to the necessary tools for producing a weighty manuscript full of literary allusions like Bondwoman.”10 Such reasonable doubt and scrutiny helped direct my search. I felt confident that I would discover the author among the family of Samuel Jordan Wheeler and overturn Gates’s scholarship.


I was wrong. What I uncovered instead was direct evidence that the Wheeler family and their relatives prized literacy as a trait among at least some of their house slaves. Research among private papers and an extensive array of archival materials quickly disabused me of the literacy limits that I had imagined for a slave in the Wheeler circle. I discovered that Samuel Jordan Wheeler, the occupant of the Wheeler family residence in Murfreesboro, North Carolina, kept a slave and body servant named Moses who also served as his secretary. Not only was Moses literate, but he was also a correspondent of the Wheeler children.11 As I would later learn, Moses was Hannah Bond’s cousin, born onto the same plantation in Bertie County.


Literacy was not an aberration for slaves in the extended Wheeler family. In 1849, for example, John Wheeler Moore, John Hill Wheeler’s nephew, brought his body servant, Harvey, to the University of North Carolina–Chapel Hill to assist him with his studies. Harvey, like Moses, was a slave who served as Moore’s personal secretary.12 Even the Wheelers’ children at times dictated their letters to slave servants. Julia Wheeler, daughter of Samuel Jordan Wheeler and Lucinda Bond Wheeler, employed a slave “amanuensis” while she was attending Chowan Female Baptist Institute (the future Chowan University) in 1860.13 It would appear that the fictional Ellen Wheeler in assigning Hannah to take dictation of her letters in The Bondwoman’s Narrative (p. 157) only exercises what was, at least occasionally, a literal occurrence in the Wheeler and Moore families: slaves performed their literacy as part of their service. In these highly literate homes, a slave’s value could depend, in part, on their literary practice.


I began to change my mind. Although I continued to examine carefully the candidacy of the Wheeler nieces and other white members of the extended household, I found my work gravitating toward authorship by a former slave and Gates’s original conclusions—conclusions that would prove astonishingly prescient. But there was still a major obstacle. What about the Wheeler plantation itself? I knew that among the scholarship there was considerable confusion regarding the location of the Wheeler plantation depicted in the novel. Gates had noted both the Wheeler family plantation near Murfreesboro, North Carolina, and John Hill Wheeler’s plantation at Beattie’s Ford, near Lincolnton, North Carolina. Most scholars, following Gates, pointed to “Ellangowan,” John Hill Wheeler’s Beattie’s Ford plantation, as the site from which Hannah Crafts escaped in 1857.14


Building on Gates’s work, I decided to establish, as firmly as possible, the precise locations depicted in the novel so that I could best identify the specific origins of the work. In this way, I hoped to discover the author. And so I began to comb property and deed records in Lincoln and Hertford Counties, as well as court records for the relevant period. As this research suggested, John Hill Wheeler no longer owned a plantation in North Carolina after 1853. The North Carolina Supreme Court ruled against Wheeler in 1852 at the Morganton August session, requiring Wheeler to make a sale of his Beattie’s Ford property to cover outstanding debts totaling $12,450.53 (plus court costs). He sold the 556-acre “Ellangowan” plantation near Lincolnton on the Catawba River on June 1, 1853, to Henry W. Connor for $9,000.15 This is important, because Crafts’s novel depicts life from within the Wheeler household in Washington, D.C., and North Carolina between 1855 and 1857. If Wheeler did not own a plantation in North Carolina after 1853, how could a slave in his possession write about escaping such a place in 1857?16


If an identifiable person was to be found connecting the “Wheeler plantation” to the novel, it was clear that the Wheeler family plantation in eastern North Carolina was the place to search. In chapter 16, “In North Carolina,” Hannah Crafts describes, “Mr. Wheeler’s fine plantation… situated near Wilmington the principal port of the state” (here). This was another signal that the plantation represented in the novel was not “Ellangowan” in Lincoln County (220 miles away from Wilmington), but rather the “Wheeler plantation” outside Murfreesboro in Hertford County. The author describes the plantation as




one of the most beautiful places I had ever seen.… [T]here was a luxurious abundance of vines, and fruits, and flowers, and song-birds, and every thing wore such an aspect of maturity and ripeness that I was fairly charmed. The lime-tree walks were like green arcades, the very shadows of orange trees seemed dropping with fruit, the peach trees were so laden that their branches bent nearly to the earth and were supported by stout props, and the purple clusters of grapes hung tempting from the trellis work of I don’t know how many arbors.… In the distance was a cotton field with the snowy fleece bursting richly from the pod, and sweeping down to the river’s edge was a large plantation of rice. Of course the labor of many slaves was required to keep such a large estate in thrifty order. The huts of these people were ranged on the back-side of the place, and as far from the habitation of their master as possible. (here)





No record of lime, orange, or rice cultivation exists for the Piedmont region of North Carolina where “Ellangowan” was located. Not only was the timing of the sale of Wheeler’s Beattie’s Ford plantation inconsistent with the chronological markers presented in the manuscript, the description provided in The Bondwoman’s Narrative does not match the vegetation common to the region. Although the work is fictional, and the author, like any novelist, has full license to imagine and create beyond immediate experience, it seems unlikely that Hannah Crafts escaped from Lincoln County.17 The imaginative depiction of the Wheeler plantation in the novel is dissonant with the traceable sources of the Beattie’s Ford plantation.


When one accepts that the author is painting a portrait of the Wheeler plantation near Murfreesboro, North Carolina—and not the Wheeler plantation sold in Lincoln County in 1853—the description in the novel comes to bear a striking resemblance to distinguishable features of the historical record. The fanciful vision of Hannah regarding a property replete with “lime-tree walks,” “orange trees,” “grape arbors,” and cotton and rice fields “sweeping down to the river” fits the accounts of property maintenance and repairs in the reminiscences and diaries of Samuel Jordan Wheeler, the primary proprietor, if not deed holder, of the Wheeler plantation near Murfreesboro, North Carolina.18 Records of rice cultivation on the Wheeler plantation in Hertford County accord with the records of other plantations nearby, especially those in the Perrytown area on the Chowan River, with the Wheeler grounds near Kirby Creek and the Meherrin River ideal for establishing the drainable low ground necessary for rice cultivation.19


But why would this plantation in the control of Samuel Jordan Wheeler be designated the possession of Wheeler’s brother in the novel? Was attribution of the Wheeler family plantation near Murfreesboro to John Hill Wheeler an instance of authorial license? The author clearly regards the plantation depicted in the novel the possession of her owner. She writes: “Mr. Wheeler had neglected his plantation…” (here). I knew that only by digging deeper into the historical record could I hope to make visible the author’s hand. To confirm that the author is indeed describing the Wheeler family plantation near Murfreesboro, I needed to untangle the history of the Wheeler family’s property. A careful examination of extant property records, wills, and land deeds reaffirms unique details provided in the novel.


The Wheeler family plantation near Murfreesboro, North Carolina, passed from John Wheeler to his son, John Hill Wheeler, upon the death of John Wheeler in 1832 and the death of John Wheeler’s third wife, Sarah, also in 1832. John Wheeler’s will, dated July 13, 1832, reads:




I also loan her [Sarah] the house in which she now lives for & during the term of her natural life also the lot or lot attached commencing at a point opposite the brick House now belonging I Believe to John A Anderson formerly to Jas Morgan thence down in a north course following the line between Lewis M Cowper & myself until it reaches the river at a point opposite the same place thence down the margin of the river until meet the gully or revine [sic] which separates the present lane from the field or land which I now rent to Patrick Brown Esqr. then up the said gully or revine until you come to my land gate on the main street of the town from thence Westwardly until you meet the first point stated from. Together with the stables, corn crib &c which may be on the lot or Tract of Land This I give her in lieu of the dower by which by law she is entitled.


Item 2nd I give and bequeath unto my son John H Wheeler the Land for which I give him a deed for at the period when he arrived at the age of twenty-one situated near Murfreesboro on the Princeton Road bounded by the land of Jas Banks[,] Isaac Pipkin[,] & others containing about 250 acres more or less which profits he has had & still retains the possession also the fee simple in the House & Lot now occupied by Mrs Gordon as a Tavern in the town of Murfreesboro also the sum of three hundred dollars to him be paid for such legal services as he may render in managing my Estate to him & his heirs forever.20





The property John Hill Wheeler inherited as the “Wheeler plantation” was approximately 267 acres, comprising the seventeen acres between the Cowper property on the west, the Meherrin River on the north, the ravine on the east, and Broad Street on the south, and the additional 250 acres of property stretching from the Princeton Road to the property of James Banks, Isaac Pipkin, and the Meherrin River. This substantial property, considered the “Wheeler plantation” in Crafts’s novel, remained intact, as property records show, until after the Civil War.21


According to the Hertford County Record of Accounts, one of the few old ledger volumes to have survived the burning of the Winton courthouse in 1862, John Hill Wheeler sold the property that constituted his inheritance in May 1835 to his brother Samuel Jordan Wheeler for a mere $500. This property included all 267 acres of the plantation and the primary residence in Murfreesboro—the primary property valued by John Hill Wheeler, the executor of his father’s estate, at over $43,392.36, out of which $23,353 had not been collected by May 24, 1834.22 Wheeler thus shifted his legal control over the Wheeler plantation and the primary family holdings to his brother, Samuel Jordan Wheeler. The move was likely one of family convenience, since John Hill Wheeler had embarked on a political career that would keep him away from the family’s plantation and other holdings in Hertford County for the rest of his life.


Historical records demonstrate that despite the title of the Wheeler plantation being transferred to Samuel Jordan Wheeler, the plantation was in the control of John Hill Wheeler, its original legatee. In 1842, this implied arrangement becomes clear when Samuel Jordan Wheeler becomes financially distressed. On May 2, 1842, he deeds the whole of the property in trust back to his brother, John Hill Wheeler, who in turn conveys the whole of the Wheeler property in 1844 to their brother-in-law, Dr. Godwin Cotten Moore, who owned the nearby Mulberry Grove plantation.23 Dr. Godwin Cotten Moore was married to John Hill Wheeler’s sister, Julia Munroe Moore. Through it all, the intent of their father was honored. The goal was to keep the Wheeler plantation and property intact, and to do so, John Hill Wheeler moved the deed he controlled in accordance with his father’s wishes, from his brother, Samuel Jordan Wheeler, to his sister and her husband. After Samuel Jordan Wheeler’s financial troubles in 1842—and with his own in the 1850s—the family shifted the deed to spare the property from creditors.


In his 1857 diary, John Hill Wheeler describes his family’s travel from Washington, D.C., to North Carolina via Portsmouth, Virginia, and then by coach to Hertford County. After visiting at his sister’s home, Mulberry Grove, and at his brother’s home in Murfreesboro, Wheeler leaves behind his wife (and presumably Hannah Bond) at the family household in Murfreesboro, and then travels to his former plantation in Lincoln County, across the state near Charlotte. As I uncovered, Wheeler makes this trip to gather bills due to him from his sale of “Ellangowan” in 1853. The one mistake I uncovered in Gates’s scholarship was that Wheeler was alone on this trip, and that his visit to “Ellangowan” was not to confer with the overseer of his property there, but rather to gather money owed to him from its sale.24


These historical facts accord with other important details found in Bond’s novel. In The Bondwoman’s Narrative, the author describes Hannah’s escape as being effected because of confusion over her whereabouts between the plantation’s slave huts and the main house. She writes: “I trusted that my escape would be unnoticed probably for some time, as those in the house would naturally conclude that I was living at the huts, and those at the huts might be deceived in the same manner with the expectation of my being at the house” (pp. 217–218). At first glance, this seems to be a narrative contrivance—how could such a mistake go undetected for long? But, as family wills, deeds, and private papers demonstrate, the main property composing the Wheeler plantation was situated four miles outside of Murfreesboro. The Hertford County historian, E. Frank Stephenson Jr., helped me confirm the property lines. The primary portion of the Wheeler estate reached from just beyond Turkey Creek and Kirby Creek, the dividing line between Hertford and Northampton Counties, east to the Meherrin River. Because an overseer managed this property, a delay in discovery was in fact likely. A considerable distance separated the main living quarters of the Wheelers in Murfreesboro from the plantation’s slave huts situated on the backside of this property outside of town. Hannah Bond’s depiction of her escape rings true to the geography of the Wheeler family holdings.25


While his brother maintained a busy career as a physician and Wheeler served as a career diplomat, the family plantation was left in the control of an overseer, who occupied the house built by Dr. John Wheeler (1747–1814), the patriarch who first established the Wheeler plantation in 1807. As late as 1906, this house still stood “over a mile from any public road.… it was on the colonial road leading through Northampton and across the Ramsay Farm to the old town of Princeton on the Meherrin River.”26 The author of The Bondwoman’s Narrative offers a glimpse into these arrangements: “So the steward only received an injunction to keep the mater’s [sic] residence in a manner comporting with the family dignity, to see that the vines were properly trained, the flowers tended and especially to look after the figs and pomegranates” (here).27 At the time of Hannah Bond’s escape in 1857, the family’s overseer occupied this property. Even the injunction to the overseer to “especially” care for the “figs” and “pomegranates” confirms the historical record. As Samuel Jordan Wheeler’s account book and medical records reveal, pomegranates and figs were important medicinal sources for the ingredients that made up his dispensary.28


A fuller understanding of the history of the real-life Wheeler plantation clarifies Ellen Wheeler’s possessive comments about the plantation and Hannah’s curious response in chapter 16 of The Bondwoman’s Narrative. Ellen Wheeler warns Hannah not to discuss an embarrassing incident in which Mrs. Wheeler’s face is blackened through mixing a facial powder and the fumes of a smelling bottle: “ ‘And mind, too’ she continued ‘when you get to my place in North Carolina that you don’t dare to mention that—that—that—’ she hesitated and stammered” (here). Hannah then comments: “[W]e rode down to the boat designed to convey us to Mrs[.] Wheeler’s ‘place in North Carolina’ ” (here). The use by Bond of quotation marks to signify Mrs. Wheeler’s possession of the plantation may be an ironic recognition that the ancestral property in Murfreesboro was an oft-cited part of the family’s holdings, as Mrs. Wheeler apparently often referred to “my place in North Carolina.” In any case, the “Wheeler plantation” left to John Hill Wheeler by his father in 1832 was always considered, by the extended family, as the Wheeler family home. And there is every reason to believe that as the oldest male heir and its original legatee, John Hill Wheeler considered the ancestral home in North Carolina, as Ellen Wheeler does in The Bondwoman’s Narrative, “my place in North Carolina.”


My work confirming the location of the Wheeler plantation and its direct connection to Crafts’s novel is matched by equally detailed research that I undertook to locate the Wheelers’ residence in Washington, D.C., also depicted in the manuscript. Property deeds and Wheeler’s diary entries tell this story. On October 1, 1853, Wheeler purchased a home at #444 H Street, a mile east of the White House. The following October, after receiving an appointment as United States minister to Nicaragua, Wheeler rented this house to George Waldo. On Friday, October 6, 1854, Wheeler notes in his diary: “George Waldo called & we concluded the negotiation about renting House, hiring servants, and purchasing of furniture.” Waldo called the next day and provided his “note for furniture $1,500, House $450 a year and hire of servants $102.”29


These details are significant, because Bond describes in the novel living with the Wheelers not in their established home at #444 H Street, but instead in “the splendid mansion they occupied,” which was “taken only temporarily” and “could be abandoned at any time” (here). “Misses Polk,” I discovered in my research, rented this property to the Wheelers for $19.25 a week.30 At this temporary residence, Hannah Bond serves the Wheelers. On March 21, 1857, the family leaves these rented lodgings to return to the Wheeler plantation in North Carolina. Then, when they return to Washington, D.C., in the summer of 1857—without Hannah Bond—we find that Wheeler is “unpacking papers & Books” after the family moves back into their permanent home at #444 H Street on June 19, 1857. Significantly, Wheeler notes in his diary entry on the same day, “Mrs. Sarah A McCane and Catherine McCarick—hired as keepers at 6$ per mo.” This is the first time there is record of Wheeler paying servants for domestic work, a practice that he continues after this point as reflected in his diaries and account books. As the historical evidence suggests, Hannah Bond did not return with the family to Washington, D.C.; rather, she escaped in May from the Wheeler family plantation outside Murfreesboro after her demotion and removal to slave huts, just as Hannah Crafts does in her novel.31 Again, the details and timing presented in Bond’s novel correlate precisely with historical fact.


Establishing the day-to-day facts of the Wheelers in 1856 and 1857 and the specific details of their living arrangements in North Carolina and Washington, D.C., assisted me in narrowing down the field of likely candidates for authorship of the novel. Such research also put me in contact with unexplored source materials. For instance, among property records in Lincoln County, I discovered a deed of sale for Wheeler’s slave, Mary, whom Wheeler sold for $450 to a local friend and planter, the United States congressman James Graham, brother of the future North Carolina governor, William Graham. Among the John Hill Wheeler Papers at the Library of Congress, I also discovered a previously unknown inventory of Wheeler’s slaves scribbled into the pages of his 1832 almanac. This record included the heretofore-unrecorded slaves Milly and Elizabeth Wheeler.32 Research among private papers, wills, and local archives of Wheeler family members also disclosed the identities of the slaves Margaret Beale and Hannah Moore, who join Jane Johnson as potential authors of the manuscript.


John Hill Wheeler’s nephew and namesake, John Wheeler, played a definitive role in my search. Among unexamined family papers, I found, hidden in his college notes, record of the young John Wheeler’s slave sympathies, including his transcription of a Quaker Meeting that he attended near Hertford, North Carolina, where he recorded the religious zeal among Quakers and others for freeing slaves. Library records and minutes kept by members of the Ensonian Society—the young Wheeler’s literary society at Columbia College in Washington, D.C.—demonstrate his secret affiliation with other antislavery members, precisely as he was interacting daily with the Wheeler household, near the time of Hannah Bond’s escape. Other diary entries, private letters, and unpublished correspondence unravel further evidence of friendships that cross the racial and generational divides, encouraging the author’s bold venture. Fellow slaves and free people of color contributed to her escape.


With a more precise calibration of the historical facts and armed with a decade of collected public and private source materials, I was able to piece together Hannah Bond’s life story. In the process, I uncovered seven Wheeler-related slaves whose circumstances invited consideration for authorship of the novel: Milly and Elizabeth Wheeler, Mary Burton, Margaret Beale, Jane Johnson, Hannah Moore, and Hannah Bond. These identifiable Wheeler slaves shared similar motives, means, and opportunities with that of the author of The Bondwoman’s Narrative. My book-length study discloses the lives and times of each candidate until one emerges as the author: Hannah Bond.


The story of The Bondwoman’s Narrative is more than a story of escape from slavery; it is the mixed racial history of nineteenth-century America. Through the power of imaginative art and the alchemy of fact and fiction, Hannah Bond’s astonishing novel comes to represent not only the story of her own life, but also the lives and times of her slave sisters. From Nat Turner’s rebellion and the “second middle passage” southwest (Milly and Elizabeth Wheeler) to the sexual conflicts faced by female slaves (Mary Burton), from the attempted escape of fugitives on the schooner Pearl (Margaret Beale) and the Passmore Williamson trial (Jane Johnson), to the activities of the Underground Railroad and African American community in the north (Hannah Moore)—the search for “Hannah Crafts” uncovers a powerful cultural history of slavery before the Civil War. The Bondwoman’s Narrative provides a portrait of the lives and times of a generation of enslaved people whose literary record Hannah Bond marks, uncovers, and vividly brings back to life.


IV. Scholarship on the Novel


The most important research on the novel continues to be the foundational work of Henry Louis Gates Jr. Not only did Gates rediscover the manuscript, but his research authenticates the work grounding it in its specific historical moment, while pointing directly to the author’s slave owner, John Hill Wheeler. Since Gates’s groundbreaking research, literary scholarship has advanced a body of work extending our knowledge. Hollis Robbins’s contributions have been invaluable in uncovering the author’s “borrowings” from other writers, especially Charles Dickens. William Andrews’s work clarifies the minute class and racial elements of Bond’s novel, while also pointing to the strangeness of the work’s “happy” ending. Robert S. Levine explores the essentializing traps of racial identity keyed to black and white, both inside and outside the novel. Lawrence Buell, Ann Fabian, William Gleason, Augusta Rohrbach, Karen Sánchez-Eppler, and Bryan Sinche uncover the material contexts of the novel’s production: the work’s position in the literary marketplace (Buell, Fabian, and Rohrbach), its generic conventions (Sánchez-Eppler and Sinche), and even its architecture (Gleason).33 I hope that my work will help clear new ground by bringing to light previously unknown sources behind the manuscript. With the identity of the author revealed—and her history known—the significance of The Bondwoman’s Narrative can now come more fully into view.


GREGG HECIMOVICH
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INTRODUCTION
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The Search for a Female Fugitive Slave


Each year, Swann Galleries conducts an auction of “Printed & Manuscript African-Americana” at its offices at 104 East Twenty-fifth Street in New York City. I have the pleasure of receiving Swann’s annual mailing of the catalogue that it prepares for the auction. The catalogue consists of descriptions of starkly prosaic archival documents and artifacts that have managed, somehow, to surface from the depths of the black past. To many people, the idea of paging through such listings might seem as dry as dust. But to me, there is a certain poignancy to the fact that these artifacts, created by the disenfranchised, have managed to survive at all and have found their way, a century or two later, to a place where they can be preserved and made available to scholars, students, researchers, and passionate readers.


The auction is held, appropriately enough, in February, the month chosen in 1926 by the renowned historian Carter G. Woodson to commemorate and encourage the preservation of African American history. (Woodson selected February for what was initially Negro History Week, because that month contained the birth dates of two presidents, George Washington and Abraham Lincoln, as well as that of Frederick Douglass, the great black abolitionist, author, and orator.)


For our generation of scholars of African American Studies, African American History Month is an intense period of annual conferences and commemorations, endowed lecture series and pageants, solemn candlelight remembrances of our ancestors’ sacrifices for the freedom we now enjoy—especially the sacrifices of the Reverend Dr. Martin Luther King, Jr.—and dinners, concerts, and performances celebrating our people’s triumphs over slavery and de jure and de facto segregation. We have survived, we have endured, indeed, we have thrived, Black History Month proclaims, and our job as Carter Woodson’s legatees is, in part, to remind the country that “the struggle continues” despite how very far we, the descendants of African slaves, have come.


Because of time constraints, I usually participate in the auction by telephone, if at all, despite the fact that I devour the Swann catalogue, marking each item among its nearly four hundred lots that I would like to acquire for my collection of Afro-Americana (first editions, manuscripts, documents, posters, photographs, memorabilia) or for the library at my university.


This year’s catalogue was no less full than last year’s, reflecting a growing interest in seeking out this kind of material from dusty repositories in crowded attics, basements, and closets. I made my way through it leisurely, keeping my precious copy on the reading stand next to my bed, turning to it each night to fall asleep in wonder at the astonishing myriad array of artifacts that surface, so very mysteriously, from the discarded depths of the black past. Item number 20, for example, in this year’s catalogue is a partially printed document “ordering several men to surrender a male slave to the sheriff against an unpaid debt.” The slave’s name was Aron, he was twenty-eight years of age, and this horrendous event occurred in Lawrence County, Alabama, on October 30, 1833. Lot 24 is a manuscript document that affirms the freed status of Elias Harding, “the son of Deborah, a ‘coloured’ woman manumitted by Richard Brook… [attesting] that he is free to the best of [the author’s] knowledge and belief.” Two female slaves, Rachel and Jane, mother and daughter, were sold for $500 in Amherst County, Virginia, on the thirteenth of October in 1812 (lot 13). The last will and testament (dated May 9, 1825) of one Daniel Juzan from Mobile, Alabama, leaves “a legacy for five children he fathered by ‘Justine a free woman of color who, now, lives with me’ ” (lot 17). These documents are history-in-waiting, history in suspended animation; a deeply rich and various level of historical detail lies buried in the pages of catalogues such as this, listing the most obscure documents that some historian will one day, ideally, breathe awake into a lively, vivid prose narrative. Dozens of potential Ph.D. theses in African American history are buried in this catalogue.


Among this year’s bounty of shards and fragments of the black past, one item struck me as especially interesting. It was lot 30 and its catalogue description reads as follows:




Unpublished Original Manuscript. Offered by Emily Driscoll in her 1948 catalogue, with her description reading in part, “a fictionalized biography, written in an effusive style, purporting to be the story, of the early life and escape of one Hannah Crafts, a mulatto, born in Virginia.” The manuscript consists of 21 chapters, each headed by an epigraph. The narrative is not only that of the mulatto Hannah, but also of her mistress who turns out to be a light-skinned woman passing for white. It is uncertain that this work is written by a “negro.” The work is written by someone intimately familiar with the areas in the South where the narrative takes place. Her escape route is one sometimes used by run-aways.





The author is listed as Hannah Crafts, and the title of the manuscript as “The Bondwoman’s Narrative by Hannah Crafts, a Fugitive Slave, Recently Escaped from North Carolina.” The manuscript consists of 301 pages bound in cloth. Its provenance was thought to be New Jersey, “circa 1850s.” Most intriguing of all, the manuscript was being sold from “the library of historian/bibliographer Dorothy Porter Wesley.”


Three things struck me immediately when I read the catalogue description of lot 30. The first was that this manuscript had emerged from the monumental private collection of Dorothy Porter Wesley (1905–95), the highly respected librarian and historian at the Moorland-Spingarn Research Center at Howard University. Porter Wesley was one of the most famous black librarians and bibliophiles of the twentieth century, second only, perhaps, to Arthur Schomburg, whose collection constituted the basis of the Harlem branch of the New York Public Library, which is now aptly named after him. Among her numerous honors was an honorary doctorate degree from Radcliffe; Harvard’s W. E. B. Du Bois Institute for Afro-American Research annually offers a postdoctoral fellowship endowed in Porter Wesley’s name. Her notes about the manuscript, if she had left any, would be crucial in establishing the racial identity of the author of this text.


The second fact that struck me was far more subtle: the statement that “it is uncertain that this work is written by a ‘negro’ ” suggests that someone—either the authenticator for the Swann Galleries, who turns out to have been Wyatt Houston Day, a distinguished dealer in Afro-Americana, or Dorothy Porter Wesley herself—believed Hannah Crafts to have been black. Moreover, the catalogue reports that “the work is written by someone intimately familiar with the areas in the South where the narrative takes place.” So familiar was she, in fact, with the geography of the region that, the description continues, “her escape route is one sometimes used by run-aways.” This was the third and most telling fact, suggesting that the author had used this route herself. If the author was black, then this “fictionalized slave narrative”—an autobiographical novel apparently based upon a female fugitive slave’s life in bondage in North Carolina and her escape to freedom in the North—would be a major discovery, possibly the first novel written by a black woman and definitely the first novel written by a woman who had been a slave. (Harriet E. Wilson’s Our Nig, published in 1859, ignored for a century and a quarter, then rediscovered and authenticated in 1982, is the first novel published by a black woman. Unlike Hannah Crafts, however, Wilson had been born free in the North.)


Just as exciting was the fact that this three-hundred-page holograph manuscript was unpublished. Holograph, or handwritten, manuscripts by blacks in the nineteenth century are exceedingly rare, an especially surprising fact given that hundreds of African Americans published books—slave narratives, autobiographies, religious tracts, novels, books of poems, anti-slavery political tracts, scientific works, etc.—throughout the nineteenth century. Despite the survival of this large body of writing, to my knowledge no holograph manuscripts survive for belletristic works, such as novels, or for the slave narratives, even by such bestselling authors as Frederick Douglass, Frances Ellen Watkins Harper, or William Wells Brown. And because most of the slave narratives and works of fiction published before the end of the Civil War were edited, published, and distributed by members of the abolitionist movement, scholars have long debated the extent of authorship and degree of originality of many of these works. To find an unedited manuscript, written in an ex-slave’s own hand, would give scholars an unprecedented opportunity to analyze the degree of literacy that at least one slave possessed before the sophisticated editorial hand of a printer or an abolitionist amanuensis performed the midwifery of copyediting. No, here we could encounter the unadulterated “voice” of the fugitive slave herself, exactly as she wrote and edited it.


One other thing struck me about Hannah Crafts’s claim to authorship as “a fugitive slave,” as she puts it in the subtitle of her manuscript. Fewer than a dozen white authors in the nineteenth century engaged in literary racial ventriloquism, adopting a black persona and claiming to be black. Why should they? Harriet Beecher Stowe had redefined the function—and the economic and political potential—of the entire genre of the novel by retaining her own identity and writing about blacks, rather than as a black. While it is well known that Uncle Tom’s Cabin sold an unprecedented 300,000 copies between March 20, 1852, and the end of the year, even Stowe’s next anti-slavery novel, Dred, sold more than 100,000 copies in one month alone in 1856.1 There was no commercial advantage to be gained by a white author writing as a black one; Stowe sold hundreds of thousands more copies of Uncle Tom’s Cabin and Dred than all of the black-authored slave narratives combined, despite the slave narrative’s enormous popularity, and had no need to disguise herself as a black author.


The artistic challenge of creating a fictional slave narrative, purportedly narrated or edited by an amanuensis, did appeal to a few writers, however, as the scholars Jean Fagan Yellin and William L. Andrews have shown.2 As early as 1815, Legh Richmond published a novel in Boston titled The Negro Servant: An Authentic and Interesting Narrative, which, Richmond claims in the novel’s subtitle, had been “Communicated by a Clergyman of the Church of England.” Nevertheless, these fictionalized slave narratives were published with the identity of a white “editor’s” or printer’s presence signified on the title or copyright page, thereby undermining the ruse by drawing attention to the true author’s identity as a white person. And even the most successful of these novels, Richard Hildreth’s popular novel, The Slave: or Memoirs of Archy Moore (1836), was consistently questioned in reviews.3


Similarly, in the case of the sole example of a female fictionalized slave narrative—Mattie Griffith’s Autobiography of a Female Slave, published anonymously in October 1856—“few readers seemed to credit the narrative voice as one that belonged to a former slave,” as the editor of a recent edition, Joe Lockard, concludes from a careful examination of contemporary reviews. Accordingly, Griffith revealed her identity as a white woman within weeks of the book’s publication, in part because reviews, such as one published in the Boston Evening Transcript on December 3, 1856, argued that the work could only be taken as the work of “some rabid abolitionist.”4


Moreover, reading these ten slave narrative novels today reveals their authors often to be firmly in the grip of popular nineteenth-century racist views about the nature and capacities of their black characters that few black authors could possibly have shared, as in this example from Griffith’s novel:




Young master, with his pale, intellectual face, his classic head, his sun-bright curls, and his earnest blue eyes, sat in a half-lounging attitude, making no inappropriate picture of an angel of light, whilst the two little black faces seemed emblems of fallen, degraded humanity. [p. 113]





Griffith’s passage—as Jean Yellin notes—echoes one from Uncle Tom’s Cabin.




There stood the two children, representatives of the two extremes of society. The fair, high-bred child, with her golden head, her deep eyes, her spiritual, noble brow and prince-like movements; and her black, keen, subtle, cringing, yet acute neighbor. They stood the representatives of their races. The Saxon, born of ages of cultivation, commands, education, physical and moral eminence; the Afric, born of ages of oppression, submission, ignorance, toil, and vice. (Chapter 20)5





Or this exchange purportedly between Griffith’s mulatto heroine and the slave Aunt Polly:




“Oh child,” she begun [sic], “can you wid yer pretty yallow face kiss an old pitch-black nigger like me?”


“Why, yes, Aunt Polly, and love you too; if your face is dark I am sure your heart is fair.” [p. 55]





Whereas several black authors of the slave narratives drew sharp class and intellectual distinctions between house and field slaves, and sometimes indicated these differences by color and dialect (I am thinking here of Frederick Douglass, Harriet Jacobs, William Wells Brown, among others), rarely did they allow themselves to be caught in the web of racist connotations associated with slaves, blackness, and the “natural capacities” of persons of African descent, as often did the handful of white authors in antebellum America attempting to adopt a black persona through a novel’s narrator.


It occurred to me as I studied the Swann catalogue that another telling feature of this manuscript that would be essential to establishing the racial identity of its author would be the absence or presence of the names of real people—that is, people or characters who had actually existed and whom the author had known herself. Novels pretending to be actual autobiographical slave narratives rarely use anything but fictional names for their characters, just as Harriet Beecher Stowe does, even if Stowe had based her characters on historical sources, including authentic slave narratives, as she revealed in The Key to Uncle Tom’s Cabin; Presenting the Original Facts and Documents Upon Which the Story Is Founded (1853). In other words, no white author had written a fictionalized slave narrative that used as the names of characters the real names of people who had actually existed. Nor had a white author created a fiction of black slave life that either did not read “like a novel,” falling outside of the well-established conventions of the slave narrative as a genre, or did not unconsciously reflect racist assumptions about black people, flaws even more glaring because of the author’s hatred of the institution of slavery.


Nor did a nineteenth-century white writer, attempting these acts of literary minstrelsy or ventriloquism, successfully “pass for black.” Just as the minstrels in the nineteenth century—or Al Jolson, Mae West, Elvis Presley, and Eminem in the twentieth century—undertook the imitation of blackness to one degree or another, few of the contemporaries of these authors confused their fictional narrators with real black people. Whereas numerous black people have been taken for white, including the extremely popular twentieth-century historical novelist Frank Yerby or the critic Anatole Broyard, in acts of literary ventriloquism, virtually no white nineteenth-century author successfully passed for black for very long. My fundamental operating principle when engaged in this sort of historical research is that if someone claimed to have been black, then they most probably were, since there was very little incentive (financial or otherwise) for doing so.


Armed with these assumptions, I decided to attempt to obtain Hannah Crafts’s manuscript. At the time of the auction—February 15, 2001—I was recovering from a series of hip-replacement surgeries and was forbidden to travel. I asked a colleague, Richard Newman, a well-known scholar, librarian, and bibliophile, and the Fellows Coordinator at the W. E. B. Du Bois Institute at Harvard, if he would go in my stead and bid on lot 30. He agreed. We discussed an upper limit on the bid.


The next day I waited expectantly for Dick’s call, fearful that the bidding would far surpass my modest cap on the sale. When no phone call came by the end of office hours, I knew that we had failed to acquire the manuscript. Finally, late that night, Dick phoned. He had waited to call until the auction was complete. His first bid had been accepted, he reported, for far less than the floor proposed in the catalogue. No one else had bid on lot 30. I was astonished.


Dick also told me that he had spoken about the authenticity of the manuscript with Wyatt Houston Day, the only person who had read it in half a century other than Dorothy Porter Wesley. Day had told Dick that he had found “internal evidence that it was written by an African American.” Moreover, he didn’t think that Wesley would have bought it, as it turned out, in 1948—“if she didn’t think it authentic.” He also promised to send me the correspondence between Dorothy and the bookseller from whom she had purchased the manuscript. My suspicion about the curious line in the Swann catalogue description had been confirmed: Dorothy Porter Wesley had indeed believed Hannah Crafts to be black, and so did Wyatt Houston Day. Accordingly, I was even more eager to read the manuscript than I had been initially, and just as eager to read Porter’s thoughts about its origins and her history of its provenance.


It turned out that Porter had purchased the manuscript in 1948 for $85 from Emily Driscoll, a manuscript and autograph dealer who kept a shop on Fifth Avenue. In her catalogue (no. 6, 1948), item number 9 reads as follows:




A fictionalized biography, written in an effusive style, purporting to be the story of the early life and escape of one Hannah Crafts, a mulatto, born in Virginia, who lived there, in Washington, D.C., and Wilmington, North Carolina. From internal evidence it is apparent that the work is that of a Negro who had a narrative gift. Interesting for its content and implications. Believed to be unpublished.





Driscoll dated the manuscript’s origin as “before 1860.” (Wyatt Houston Day, judging from the appearance of the paper and ink as well as internal evidence, had dated it “circa 1850s.”)


Dorothy Porter (she would marry the historian Charles Wesley later) wrote to Driscoll with her reactions to Hannah Crafts’s text. Porter perceptively directed Driscoll’s attention to two of the manuscript’s most distinctive features: first, that it is “written in a sentimental and effusive style” and was “strongly influenced by the sentimental fiction of the mid-Nineteenth Century.” At the same time, however, despite employing the standard conventions of the sentimental novel, which thrived in the 1850s as a genre dominated by women writers, this novel seems to be autobiographical, reflecting “first-hand knowledge of estate life in Virginia,” unlike even those sentimental novels written about the South. Despite this autobiographical element, this text is a novel, replete with the conventions of the sentimental: “the best of the writer’s mind was religious and emotional and in her handling of plot the long arm of coincidence is nowhere spared,” Porter concludes with considerable under-statement.


Most important of all, Porter strongly stresses to Driscoll that she is firmly convinced that Hannah Crafts was an African American woman:




The most important thing about this fictionalized personal narrative is that, from internal evidence, it appears to be the work of a Negro and the time of composition was before the Civil War in the late forties and fifties.





Porter arrived at this conclusion not only because of Crafts’s intimate knowledge of plantation life in Virginia but also—and this comment was the most striking of all—because of the subtle, “natural” manner in which she draws black characters.




There is no doubt that she was a Negro because her approach to other Negroes is that they are people first of all. Only as the story unfolds, in most instances, does it become apparent that they are Negroes.





I was particularly intrigued by this observation. Although I had not thought much about it before, white writers of the 1850s (and well beyond) did tend to introduce Negro characters in their works in an awkward manner. Whereas black writers assumed the humanity of black characters as the default, as the baseline of characterization in their texts, white writers, operating on the reverse principle, used whiteness as the default for humanity, introducing even one-dimensional characters with the metaphorical equivalent of a bugle and drum. In Uncle Tom’s Cabin, to take one example, white characters receive virtually no racial identification. Mr. Haley is described as “a short, thick-set man.” Solomon is “a man in a leather apron.” Tom Loker is “a muscular man.” Whiteness is the default for Stowe. Blackness, by contrast, is almost always marked. For example, Mose and Pete, Uncle Tom’s and Aunt Chloe’s sons, are “a couple of wooly headed boys,” similar in description to “wooly headed Mandy.” Aunt Chloe surfaces in the text with a “round black shining face.” Uncle Tom is “a full glossy black,” possessing “a face [with] truly African features.” At one point in the novel “little black Jake” appears. Black characters are almost always marked by their color or features when introduced into Stowe’s novel. Thinking about Stowe’s use of color when introducing black characters forced me to wonder what Porter had meant about Crafts’s handling of the characterization of black people. Porter’s observation was both acute and original.


In response to Porter’s undated letter, Emily Driscoll wrote back on September 27, 1951. After saying she was “delighted” that Porter was keeping the manuscript for her personal collection, Driscoll reveals how she came upon it:




I bought it from a scout in the trade (a man who wanders around with consignment goods from other dealers). Because of my own deep interest in the item as well as the price I paid him I often tried to find out from him where he bought it and all that I could learn was that he came upon it in Jersey!





“It’s my belief,” Driscoll concludes, “that it is based on a sub-stratum of fact, considerably embroidered by a romantic imagination fed by reading those 19th Century novels it so much resembles.” Driscoll, like Porter, believed the book to be an autobiographical novel based on the actual life of a female fugitive slave.


It is difficult to explain how excited I became as I read this exchange of letters. Dorothy Porter was one of the most sophisticated scholars of antebellum black writing; indeed, her work in this area, including both subtle critical commentary and the editing of an anthology that had defined the canon of antebellum black writing, was without peer in her generation of scholars. Because she thought Hannah Crafts to have been black, I wanted to learn more. But Dorothy Porter had apparently not attempted to locate the historical Hannah Crafts; she had, however, located a Wheeler family living in North Carolina “both before and after the war,” the Wheelers being Hannah Crafts’s masters. And, almost in passing, she mentioned to Driscoll that she had come across “one John Hill Wheeler (1806–1882)” who “held some government positions,” presumably in Washington, D.C.


Curious about Dorothy Porter’s report of her instincts, and filing away her observation about the Wheeler who had held government positions, I finally read the manuscript before embarking upon the arduous, detailed search through nineteenth-century U.S. census records for the characters in Crafts’s novel and, indeed, for Crafts herself.


What I read is a fascinating novel about passing, set on plantations in Virginia and North Carolina and in a government official’s residence in Washington, D.C. The novel is an unusual amalgam of conventions from gothic novels, sentimental novels, and the slave narratives. After several aborted attempts to escape, the heroine ends her journey in New Jersey, where she marries a Methodist minister and teaches schoolchildren in a free black community.


I found The Bondwoman’s Narrative a captivating novel for several reasons. If indeed Hannah Crafts turned out to be black, this would be the first novel written by a female fugitive slave, and perhaps the first novel written by any black woman at all. Hannah Crafts’s novel ends with the classic conclusion of a sentimental novel, which can be summarized as “and they lived happily ever after,” unlike Wilson’s novel, which ends with her direct appeal to the reader to purchase her book so that she can retrieve her son, who is in the care of a foster home. Crafts also uses the story of a fugitive slave’s captivity and escape for the elements of her plot, as well as a subplot about passing, two other “firsts” for a black female author in the African American literary tradition.


The Bondwoman’s Narrative contains one of the earliest examples of the topos of babies switched at birth—one black, one white—in African American literature.6 The novel begins with the story of the mulatto mistress of the Lindendale plantation, who tries to pass but is trapped—appropriately enough—by one Mr. Trappe. Her story unfolds in chapter four, “A Mystery Unraveled.” On here, Crafts tells us that a nurse had placed her mistress “in her lady’s bed, and by her lady’s side, when that Lady was to[o] weak and sick and delirious to notice[, and] the dead was exchanged for the living.” The natural mother is sold south, the child is reared as white, and Mr. Trappe, who eventually uncovers the truth through his position as the family’s lawyer, uses his knowledge to blackmail Hannah’s mulatto mistress. Mark Twain, among others, would employ a similar plot device in his novel Pudd’nhead Wilson (1894).


The costuming, or cross-dressing, of the character Ellen as a boy (here) foreshadows Hannah’s own method of escape and echoes the method of escape used in real life by the slave couple Ellen and William Craft in December 1848. The sensational story of Ellen’s use of a disguise as a white male was first reported in Frederick Douglass’s newspaper, The North Star, on July 20, 1849.7 William Wells Brown’s novel, Clotel (1853), employed this device, and William Still, in his book, The Underground Railroad (1872), reports similar uses of “male attire” by female slaves Clarissa Davis (in 1854) and Anna Maria Weems (alias Joe Wright) in 1855.8 I wondered if Hannah’s selection of the surname Crafts for her own name could possibly have been an homage to Ellen, as would have been the use of Ellen’s name for the character in her novel.
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Hannah Crafts, as a narrator, is at pains to explain to her readers how she became literate. This is a signal feature of the slave narratives, and of Wilson’s Our Nig. She also establishes herself as blessed with the key characteristics of a writer, as someone possessing “a silent unobtrusive way of observing things and events, and wishing to understand them better than I could.” (here)9 “Instead of books,” she continues modestly, “I studied faces and characters, and arrived at conclusions by a sort of sagacity” similar to “the unerring certainty of animal instinct.” (here) She then reveals how she was taught to read and write by the elderly white couple who ran afoul of the law because of their actions. Early in her novel, Crafts remembers that, even as a child, “while the other children of the house were amusing themselves I would quietly steal away from their company to ponder over the pages of some old book or newspaper that chance had thrown in [my] way.… I loved to look at them and think that some day I should probably understand them all.” (here)


Crafts is also remarkably open about her feelings toward other slaves. Her horror and disgust at moving from the Wheeler home to the “miserable” huts of the field slaves, whose lives are “vile, foul, filthy,” her anger at her betrayal by the “dark mulatto” slave Maria with “black snaky eyes” (here), and her description of Jo (here), are among the sort of observations, you will recall, that Dorothy Porter felt underscore the author’s ethnic identity as an African American—that is, the very normality and ordinariness of her reactions, say, to the wretched conditions of slave life or to being betrayed by another black person. Rarely have African American class or color tensions—the tensions between house slaves and field slaves—been represented so openly and honestly as in this novel, foreshadowing similar comments made by writers such as Nella Larsen in the 1920s and 1930s, in another novel about a mulatto and passing:




Here the inscrutability of the dozen or more brown faces, all cast from the same indefinite mold, and so like her own, seemed pressed forward against her. Abruptly it flashed upon her that the harrowing invitation of the past few weeks was a smoldering hatred. Then she was overcome by another, so actual, so sharp, so horribly painful, that forever afterwards she preferred to forget it. It was as if she were shut up, boxed up, with hundreds of her race, closed up with that something in the racial character which had always been, to her, inexplicable, alien. Why, she demanded in fierce rebellion, should she be yoked to these despised black people? (Quicksand, chapter 10)





Often when reading black authors in the nineteenth century, one feels that the authors are censoring themselves. But Hannah Crafts writes the way we can imagine black people talked to—and about—one another when white auditors were not around, and not the way abolitionists thought they talked, or black authors thought they should talk or wanted white readers to believe they talked. This is a voice that we have rarely, if ever, heard before. Frederick Douglass, William Wells Brown, and Harriet Jacobs, for example, all drew these sort of class distinctions in their slave narratives and fictions (in the case of Douglass and Brown)—even contrasting slaves speaking dialect with those speaking standard English—but toned down, or edited, compared with Hannah Crafts’s more raw version. This is the sort of thing Porter observed that led her initially to posit a black identity for Hannah Crafts.


Crafts, as Porter noted, tends to treat the blackness of her characters as the default, even on occasion signaling the whiteness of her characters, such as little Anna’s “white beautiful arms.” (here) Often we realize the racial identity of her black characters only by context, in direct contrast to Stowe’s direct method of accounting for race as the primary indication of a black character’s identity. When the maid Lizzy is introduced in the novel, we learn that she was “much better educated than” Hannah was, that she was well traveled, and that she had “a great memory for dates and names” before we learn that she was “a Quadroon.” When near the novel’s end we meet Jacob and his sister, two fugitive slaves, Crafts describes them in the following manner: “Directly crossing… were the figures of two people. They were speaking, and the voices were those of a man and a woman.” (here) Only later does she reveal Jacob’s race by reporting that “I opened my eyes to encounter those of a black man fixed on me,” a description necessary to resolve the mystery of the identity of these two people who, it turns out, are fugitive slaves like Hannah. Crafts, a visual narrator who loves to use language to paint landscapes and portraits of her characters, in the most vivid manner, does distinguish among the colors and characteristics, the habits and foibles, of the black people in her novel—one woman, she tells us, has “a withered smoked-dried face, black as ebony” (here)—but she tends to do so descriptively, as a keen if opinionated observer from within. Crafts even describes her fellow slave Charlotte as “one every way my equal, perhaps my superior” (here), which would have been a remarkable leap for a white writer to make.


When she describes the wedding of Mrs. Henry’s “favorite slave,” she tells us about “[q]ueer looking old men,” then adds a description of their “withered and puckered” black faces that “contrasted strangely with their white beards.” Similarly, we see “fat portly dames” and then learn of their “ebony complexions” only as contrast to their “turbans of flaming red” and “gay clothes of rainbow colors.” (here) The color of her characters here is called upon to paint a picture; Stowe, by contrast, almost never uses a black character’s color in this way. For Stowe, it is their defining marker of identity. For Crafts, slaves are always, first and last, human beings, “people” as she frequently puts it. (pp. 204–221) Similarly, Crafts tells us that she was betrayed by a slave named Maria, “a wary, powerful, and unscrupulous enemy.” It is only after describing Maria’s attributes as an antagonist that Crafts thinks to tell us that she was “a dark mulatto, very quick motioned with black snaky eyes,” physical characteristics rendered here as outward reflections of her inner personality. Even for a well-meaning abolitionist author such as Harriet Beecher Stowe, the reverse was often true: the sign of blackness or race predetermined the limited range of characteristics even possible for a black person to possess. The difference is a subtle one, but crucial. Occasionally, Crafts does not disclose the color or physical features of her black characters at all, as in her depiction of her mother and her husband in the final chapter of her novel (here). Few, if any, white novelists demonstrated this degree of ease or comfort with race in antebellum American literature.


As the scholar Augusta Rohrbach pointed out to me, Crafts’s novel manifests a surprisingly sophisticated storytelling technique—such as the way she relinquishes her tale on two occasions to the character, Lizzy (here, here), only to reinsert herself after Lizzy’s tale (which “made the blood run cold to hear”) has finished.10 But the novel also contains “all the clumsy plot structures, changing tenses, impossible coincidences and heterogeneous elements of the best” of the sentimental novels, as the critic Ann Fabian noted when I showed her the manuscript.11 It is the combination, the unfinished blend of its clashing styles, that points to the untutored and self-educated level of the author’s writing abilities, reflected in her vocabulary, in her spelling errors, in her uneven use of punctuation, in her narrative techniques, and in the clash of rhetorical devices borrowed from gothic and sentimental novels and the slave narratives.


Ann Fabian, the author of The Unvarnished Truth, a study of women’s and blacks’ narrative strategies in the nineteenth century, shared several telling observations with me about Crafts’s mode of narration. The novel’s plot elements, she writes,




have subsets that she works in interesting ways. Her evangelical Protestantism gives the reader a glimpse of her own spiritual narrative, but she uses it as well to point out the hypocrisy of the slave-owning minister and the curious inconsistency of the absurd deathbed oath of the wife. She works her abolitionist politics into a series of direct rhetorical appeals [pp. 97, 183, 206–207]. She works pieces of travelogue into her forced migration to North Carolina. What was the city of Washington like in winter? (Gloom more symbolic than literal, perhaps, but interesting nonetheless.) She also uses her gothic scenes to play the role of detective. And her passing narratives run from the venal blackmailer to the Washington farce.12





Fabian also was struck by the way that Crafts establishes her authenticity as a storyteller:




She is “a repository of secrets.” Mr. Trappe, the rival keeper of secrets, is undone. By the end of the story, it’s really the Bondwoman who could be the blackmailer. She knows the gossip, the secrets, the sins and sexual histories, the humiliations of everyone. (“A northern woman would have recoiled at the idea of communicating a private history to one of my race.”) But she is, of course, too good a Christian to deploy those weapons of the weak she possesses. A false accusation of gossip, of course, precipitates her escape from unwanted sex.13





Could Hannah Crafts, I wondered, be an example of what the novelist Ralph Ellison, describing the recovery of Our Nig, called the surprising degree of “free-floating literacy” among the black slaves of the nineteenth century? I decided to attempt to find out.



Authenticating the Text


Now that I had read the manuscript, I began to wonder if Dorothy Porter could have been correct: Could the person who had written this story have been a slave, judging by her text’s intimacy of detail about her enslavement, especially her tracing of the complex power dynamics between master and slave? Was Porter correct that even the sharp distinctions that Crafts drew among black slaves, as Douglass and Jacobs had, rather than generalizing about them as a class or a group, reinforced the possibility of the author’s identity as an African American female? Essentially, then, I decided to embark tentatively upon a slow and careful quest to examine Dorothy Porter’s suspicions and claims, made a full half century before I obtained the manuscript and made with only a modicum of research.


How does one go about authenticating the racial identity of an author, and how does one date the composition of a manuscript? These two complex tasks stood in the way of verifying Dorothy Porter’s thesis. I embarked on both simultaneously. But establishing the date of authorship, as precisely as possible, would, for reasons that shall become apparent below, make the search for the author and her ethnicity much simpler than would have casting about wildly through census records and other documents of the 1840s and 1850s. So I decided to consult with an array of experts to determine if we could date the manuscript and, if we could, what other facts might be uncovered in the process.


I have to confess that this aspect of my pursuit of Hannah Crafts proved to be the most illuminating. While I was quite familiar with the procedure for tracing historical figures using censuses and indices such as those created by the Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-Day Saints, which I had used to authenticate Harriet Wilson’s Our Nig almost two decades ago, I had no experience with the depth of detail that a scientist could glean from what, to a layman at least, appeared to be faded brown ink on fragile, crumbling paper. Nothing prepared me for the subtlety or the depth of analysis that a historical-document examiner can force a holograph manuscript to yield.


I began the process of authentication by sharing the manuscript with Leslie A. Morris, the Curator of Manuscripts in the Harvard College Library. Ms. Morris concluded that “in its physical form, the manuscript is typically mid-nineteenth century, perhaps dating from 1850s or 1860s.” A “date of 1855–1860,” she concluded, “was certainly possible.”14 She encouraged me to approach a paper conservator.


I turned to Craigen W. Bowen, the Philip and Lynn Strauss Conservator of Works of Art on Paper and Deputy Director of Conservation at the Harvard University Art Museums. Bowen concurred with Ms. Morris’s dating: “the characteristics of the paper, binding and ink,” she wrote, “are commensurate with a mid-nineteenth-century date of origin.”15


Next I asked Wyatt Houston Day, the bookseller and appraiser who had authenticated the manuscript for the Swann Galleries, to share his thoughts with me. Day, considering “the style of writing, the paper and the ink,” concluded that the manuscript had been written “in the 1850s.” Although he said that he could not be more precise about the date of origin, he was certain that it had been written before the start of the Civil War:




I can say unequivocally that the manuscript was written before 1861, because had it been written afterward, it would have most certainly contained some mention of the war or at least secession.





Moreover, Day concluded, “given the style of the narrative, the handwriting and most important, the tone of the ink and type of paper,” it was “probably [written in] the first half of the decade” of the 1850s.16


Laurence Kirshbaum, a friend and the chairman and CEO of AOL Time Warner Book Group, suggested that I have the manuscript examined by Kenneth W. Rendell, a well-known dealer in historical documents, to date the ink that Crafts had used to write her text. If, indeed, the manuscript had been written before the start of the Civil War, the author had to have used iron-gall ink. I drove the manuscript to Rendell’s splendid offices, a converted Victorian mansion in South Natick, Massachusetts. If this manuscript was the first novel written by a female slave—and possibly the first novel written by a black woman—then identifying the kind of ink that she had used would be pivotal.


Rendell invited me to peer down the lens of his microscope before sharing his verdict with me. “What you are looking at, young man,” he intoned, “is iron-gall ink,” widely in use until 1860. Rendell thought it likely that the manuscript had been created as early as 1855. Rendell also demonstrated that this was Crafts’s “composing copy” and not “a fair copy” (meaning a second or third draft). He also concluded that the manuscript had been bound much later than it had been written, possibly as late as 1880.17 Rendell suggested that the services of Dr. Joe Nickell should be engaged to establish definitively the date of the manuscript. Kirsh baum agreed.


As I said, nothing in my experience as a graduate student of English literature or a professor of literature for the past twenty-five years had prepared me for the depth of detail of the results of Nickell’s examination, nor for the sheer beauty of the rigors of his procedures and the subtleties of his conclusions.


Dr. Nickell describes himself as “an investigator and historical-document examiner.” He has written seventeen books, including Pen, Ink & Evidence: A Study of Writing and Writing Materials for the Penman, Collector, and Document Detective (1990) and Detecting Forgery: Forensic Investigation of Documents (1996). He is an investigative writer for the Skeptical Inquirer magazine, based in Amherst, New York, where he is also Senior Research Fellow at the Center for Inquiry. Nickell also characterizes himself as an investigator of “fringe-science claims” and as an expert on “myths and mysteries, frauds, forgeries, and hoaxes.” Nickell gained international notoriety when he exposed the fraud of the diary of Jack the Ripper. Picture John Steed in a bowler hat, driving Mrs. Peel in his Morgan to a grand estate in the English countryside: that was my image of Dr. Nickell.


Two paragraphs struck me in Nickell’s report:




Considerable evidence indicates that The Bondwoman’s Narrative is an authentic manuscript of circa 1853–1861. A specific mention of “the equestrian statue of Jackson” in Washington demonstrates that the work could not have been completed before 1853, and the omission of any reference to secession or the Civil War makes no logical sense unless it was written prior to those events. Other references in the text as well as indications from the language are also consistent with this period. No anachronisms were found to point to a later time of composition.


It was apparently written by a relatively young, African-American woman who was deeply religious and had obvious literary skills, although eccentric punctuation and occasional misspellings suggest someone who struggled to become educated. Her handwriting is a serviceable rendering of period-style script known as modified round hand (the fashion of ca. 1840–1865). She wrote more for legibility than speed, and was right handed.18





This summary fails to do justice to the elegance of Nickell’s proof, so I have appended it in its entirety to this book. Let me summarize his most telling observations. Nickell established that the author of the manuscript was probably a young woman who lacked a formal education, judging from her “serviceable” handwriting, her “relative slowness” in writing, and her “eccentric” punctuation, to say the least. Crafts never uses periods; she uses semicolons idiosyncratically, and she places both apostrophes and quotation marks “at the baseline (like commas).” All in all, these pecularities amount to “a measure of unsophistication on the part of the writer,” as we might expect of a self-educated former slave, whose encounters with reading and writing would be informal, interrupted, intermittent, and furtive. Nickell also draws attention to Crafts’s style of handwriting, which is quite unlike “the minuscule script that was sometimes affected by Victorian ladies as an expression of femininity.”19 By contrast, Crafts’s handwriting, he concludes, was “serviceable.”


The fact that Crafts used a thimble to make “moistened paste wafers” bond more strongly to the page when she pasted over revisions, he concludes, argues persuasively that the author was a woman. Had Crafts been a white middle-class woman, he implies, her style of handwriting would quite possibly have been “elegant” and “diminutive.”


Nickell pays close attention to Crafts’s level of diction, the scope of her vocabulary, and, by implication, the degree of familiarity with other texts, or literacy, that she reflects in word choice, metaphors, analogies, epigraphs, and allusions to other words, concluding that she had the equivalent, by today’s standards, of an eleventh-grade education. Slave authorship has been a vexed and contentious matter in American letters, one virtually as old as the slave narrative genre itself, which dates to 1760 but thrived as a weapon in the abolitionist movement between 1831 and 1865. Pro-slavery advocates—given the enormous popularity of the genre—scrutinized the writings of fugitive slaves in sustained attempts to find errors and thereby discredit the author’s depictions of the horrors and abuses of slavery itself. Abolitionist amanuenses were sometimes accused of having written a slave’s entire tale, as happened when Frederick Douglass, without question the most famous ex-slave author, published his famous classic 1845 Narrative of the Life. (His master wrote that he had known Douglass as a slave and that Douglass lacked the intelligence and ability to have written such a sophisticated narrative.) Occasionally, a slave’s narrative was recalled when southerners questioned his veracity, as in the case of James Williams in 1838, who had dictated the powerful story of his bondage and escape to no less an auditor than John Greenleaf Whittier. Other slave authors, such as Harriet Jacobs (who used the pseudonym Linda Brent in her 1861 autobiography), were accepted as authors by their contemporaries, only to be discredited, erroneously, by historians a century later. Jacobs was rehabilitated by the careful research of Jean Fagan Yellin. To avoid the sort of profound embarrassment that the case of Williams’s text generated within the abolitionist movement, slave authors were encouraged to be as precise and exact as possible, to name names and to embrace verisimilitude as a dominant mode of narrative development.


Considering that virtually none of these authors received a formal education, the degree of literacy found in the slave narratives is quite remarkable. It is little wonder that questions of authorship arose. Nevertheless, as scholars such as John W. Blassingame, Jean Fagan Yellin, and William L. Andrews have shown in great detail, the fugitive slaves were by and large the authors of their own tales, even if the editorial hand of an abolitionist corrected grammar or reshaped the flow of the narrative.


This is why Hannah Crafts’s narrative, if authenticated, would have such great historical importance: to be able to study a manuscript written by a black woman or man, unedited, unaffected, unglossed, unaided by even the most well-intentioned or unobtrusive editorial hand, would help a new generation of scholars to gain access to the mind of a slave in an unmediated fashion heretofore not possible. Between us and them, between a twenty-first-century readership and the pre-edited consciousness of even one fugitive slave, often stands an editorial apparatus reflective of an abolitionist ideology, to some degree or another; here, on the other hand, perhaps for the first time, we could experience a pristine encounter. This is not to imply that the “written by himself” or “herself” subtitles to so many of the slave narratives should be questioned: it is only to say that never before have we been absolutely certain that we have enjoyed the pleasure of reading a text in the exact order of wording in which a fugitive slave constructed it.


Nickell points to Crafts’s use of polysyllables—words such as magnanimity, obsequious, and vicissitudes—as proof that Crafts was not “an unread person.” Simultaneously, he continues, Crafts’s misspellings are legion: “incumber” for encumber, “benumed” for benumbed, “meloncholy” for melancholy, “your” for you’re. The curious combination of these two tendencies, moreover, is still another sign of the autodidact, “consistent with someone who struggled to learn.” Crafts’s progress from slavery to freedom overlaps precisely with her progress from “illiterate slave girl to keeper of ‘a school for colored children.’ ” Her references to Byron, to “the law of the Medes and Persians,” and the “lip of Heraclitus”—as well as her biblical epigraphs and other allusions—suggest the eclectic reading habits of a highly motivated person devouring the arbitrary selections in a small library in a middle-class, mid-century American home. Remarkably, Wheeler left a listing of the books in his private library, to which Crafts ostensibly would have had access. A list of these titles, compiled by Bryan Sinche, appears in Appendix C. In other words, Hannah Crafts wrote what she read, as is abundantly obvious from her uses of conventions from gothic and sentimental novels. In fact, no similar blend of genres exists in the antebellum tradition of African American writing.


Dorothy Porter’s letter to Emily Driscoll in 1951 had referred to Crafts’s text as a “manuscript novel” and as a “fictionalized personal narrative.” Even without researching Crafts’s life or any of the details of her narrative, it is obvious that, however true might have been the events upon which the episodes in her tale are based, Crafts sought to record her story squarely within the extremely popular tradition of the sentimental novel, replete with gothic elements.
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If all of this were true, however—and all of these fictional elements are to be found in The Bondwoman’s Narrative—then how could I ever find Hannah Crafts? That is to say, if her tale is a fiction, how could I verify that she had once been a slave, and was a fugitive, as her subtitle claims her to be, “recently escaped from North Carolina”? If I were lucky enough to find a black woman living in New Jersey (where she claims to be teaching “colored” children at novel’s end) named Hannah Crafts—which I had become increasingly skeptical about being able to do, because of the text’s references to Ellen Craft’s cross-dressing, possibly pointing to “Crafts” as a protective pseudonym—how could I ever verify her claim to be an escaped slave? In other words, it occurred to me as I read Dr. Joe Nickell’s amazingly detailed report that I possessed a manuscript that was written sometime between 1853 and 1861, that read like a novel despite its title and its internal claims to be a slave narrative, and that was in all probability written by a black woman who might not ever be found, which seemed to be the way that Hannah Crafts had wanted it. Nevertheless, this quasi-gothic, sentimental slave narrative—no matter how fictionalized I found it to read—rang true at times, especially in her account of the master-slave power relation; her depictions of life in Virginia, North Carolina, and Washington; and, as Wyatt Houston Day had suggested, her various passages about routes and methods of escape adopted by fugitive slaves. How was I to proceed with the search for Hannah Crafts?


As a rule, novels do not depict actual people by their real names. Slave narratives, by contrast, tend to depict all—or almost all—of their characters by their real names, to help to establish the veracity of the author’s experiences with and indictment of the brutal excess implicit in the life of a slave. I write “almost all” because of an occasional change of name to protect the narrator’s modesty or those who might be harmed back on the plantation by the revelation of the author’s identity. Harriet Jacobs became “Linda Brent” and altered the names of characters, in large part because of her revelations about selecting a white lover out of wedlock and bearing his children. And indeed, Dickensian names such as the overseer in Frederick Douglass’s Narrative, aptly named Mr. Severe, seem a bit too good to be true. (Actually, the overseer’s name was Sevier, but Douglass’s tale is so chock full of detail that an occasional allegorically named character is a relief!) But as a rule, fictions of slavery—whether Uncle Tom’s Cabin or Mattie Griffith’s Autobiography—tend not to contain characters named after the author’s actual contemporaries, people who lived and breathed. (A historical novel like Frederick Douglass’s The Heroic Slave is an obvious exception.) If I could find Crafts’s characters in historical records, then, the possibility existed that she had known them as a slave.


I wrote earlier that I was pursuing the authentication of The Bondwoman’s Narrative using two separate procedures. One was the scientific dating of the manuscript, using sophisticated techniques that could ascertain the approximate date of paper, ink, writing style, type of pen, even the use of thimbles to affix paste wafers, and the other mysterious processes that Dr. Joe Nickell used to date the manuscript between 1853 and 1861. The second method on which I had embarked simultaneously was the exploration of census indexes and records, using research tools developed by the Mormon Family Library, especially its Accelerated Indexing System (AIS), which is an alphabetical listing of the names recorded in each federal census since 1790.


I became familiar with this index when researching the identity of Harriet E. Wilson. When I found Mrs. Wilson’s residence in Boston in 1860, using the Boston City Directory for that year (essentially the predecessor of a telephone book, without, of course, telephone numbers), I thought that it would be a straightforward matter to find Mrs. Wilson through AIS, but she was not listed. My colleague at Yale, the great historian John W. Blassingame, encouraged me to examine the actual manuscript record of the 1860 census for the street on which Wilson was reported to be living. Reluctantly, I agreed to do so, asking a research assistant to travel to the Boston Public Library, where the manuscript was held. I presumed that Mrs. Wilson had moved, or died, or been away from home on the day that the census taker knocked on her door. My research assistant, to her astonishment and my own, found that the bottom of the page on which Wilson’s name appeared had been folded under. The photographer who had made the microfilm on which the AIS index was based had not realized this, hence lopping off an entire section of that neighborhood. Had not Blassingame insisted that I pursue my research to its original source, I could never have established Harriet E. Wilson’s racial identity.


Numerous problems obtain with census records, not the least of which are human error, poor spelling, phonetic spelling, and the fact that some people will lie about their birth dates or birthplace, their ethnic identity, or their level of literacy. Not everyone wants to be located, locatable, or identified, especially if she has a reason for which to forge a new identity. Many former slaves never could be certain of their birth dates in the first place, and some even shifted this date (usually forward) decade by decade as a researcher tracks them through each successive census. Spellings can also be quite arbitrary, necessitating a broad approach to an array of phonetic possibilities for one’s subject. Crafts, for example, can be written as Krafts, Croft, Kroft, Craff, etc. Census records can be a blessing for researchers, but they cannot be used uncritically. Just as important, indexes of census records are not entirely accurate, as I discovered when I used my great-grandmother Jane Gates as a control for the 1860, 1870, and 1880 census indexes, since I possessed copies of her listings in those records, which our family had made ourselves at the relevant county courthouses. Nevertheless, she did not appear in the AIS index. Electronic indexes—on CD-ROM and on-line, none of which existed, of course, when I went in search of Harriet Wilson—can be enormous time-savers but can never replace examination of an actual document. Human error in the replication of such an enormous database as the U.S. federal censuses is inevitable.


All of these caveats notwithstanding, I embarked upon a systematic examination of census records, using the Internet and a most efficient researcher at the Mormon Family Library in Salt Lake City, Tim Bingaman. Tim Bingaman was a godsend, not only because of his good humor and expertise with databases but because my travel was still restricted on account of my recuperation from hip-replacement surgery. I would phone Tim and request a search of this source or that, and back—by phone, fax, or mail—would come the result. Eventually, the search for Hannah Crafts would involve several archives: the Mormon Family History Library in Salt Lake City, the Library of Congress, the National Archives, Harvard, and the University of North Carolina, as well as family genealogy web sites and CD-ROM indexes, including the records of the Freedman’s Bank, recently published by the Mormon Family History Library.


I began my research by compiling a list of all the proper names of the characters who appear in Hannah Crafts’s manuscript. As I have written, if I could find at least one actual person named among her characters, then it would be clear that Crafts based her novel on some aspect of her own experience; that the novel was, to some extent, autobiographical; and that she, quite probably, knew the institution of slavery personally and may even have been a slave herself. The question would be one of degree.


By my count, thirty-one characters appear by name in The Bondwoman’s Narrative. At least two characters—Mr. Trappe, Hannah’s mulatto mistress’s torturer, and Mr. Saddler, a slave trader—were certainly named allegorically. Then, too, the slaves listed by first name would be extremely difficult, if not impossible, to find, since the slave censuses listed slaves by age and gender under the name of slave owner rather than by the name of the slave. So I set the names of slaves such as Catherine, Lizzy, Bill, Jacob, Charlotte, and Jane aside. Then I began to pursue each name in alphabetical order, using the 1840, 1850, 1860, 1870, and 1880 federal census indexes.


The mountain of research that these searches produced and the frustrations, false starts, and dead ends attendant upon this kind of research will be analyzed and duplicated in a scholarly edition of this novel. Here I can only summarize my results. But let me say that the peaks and valleys of exhilaration and frustration when pursuing this sort of research are extreme, and not for those easily discouraged. Finding Harriet Wilson, as difficult as it was, by contrast was much simpler because it was more localized, confined initially to Boston. In this search, we cast our net wide, of necessity.


I was convinced that the success of the historical search for Crafts’s characters would turn on locating her masters, especially Sir Clifford de Vincent. Either in Virginia or in the United Kingdom, I believed, Sir Clifford would be found. When he was not, I began to despair that Crafts’s tale was entirely fabricated, or at least she had changed the names of all her characters—just as Harriet Wilson had done—and that this avenue of research would lead to a dead end. Even worse, no one named Hannah Crafts was listed in any census indexes that we initially searched. Still, she had located the first part of her narrative in Milton, Virginia—and the Milton that is found in Charles City County, on a bend in the James River, southeast of Richmond, fit her description of the region so very well. An extended, alphabetical search just might yield some clue about the real identity of perhaps one or two of her characters. So, rather than abandon this aspect of the search, I pressed on.


The first indication of a name in a census matching a name in the text was that of Charles Henry, the second of the novel’s three characters having a first and last name. (Sir Clifford was the first.) Two Charles Henrys are listed in the 1850 Virginia census, and one in the 1860 census. “Charley” Henry, in the novel, was the son of “Mr. and Mrs. Henry,” Hannah Crafts’s kind new masters.


Crafts’s characters Mr. and Mrs. Cosgrove, who took possession of the Lindendale plantation after the death of Mr. Vincent, would be difficult to trace, given the absence of a first name of either. But the 1840 Virginia census lists one Cosgrove, the 1850 Virginia census lists three Cosgroves, while the 1860s census lists four, all living in various parts of Virginia.


These similarities in surname were obviously too vague to be of much use, given the absence of first names. Only geographical proximity could help connect them in some way. The first promising association came with the location of Frederick Hawkins, the novel’s third character with two names. The 1810 and 1820 Virginia censuses list a Frederick Hawkins living in Dinwiddie County. No Frederick Hawkins appears, however, in the censuses between 1830 and 1850. The distance between Milton and the closest northwest boundary of Dinwiddie County is about thirty kilometers, or 18.6 miles. When we recall that Hannah and her first mistress, the tragic mulatto, became lost on their way to Milton, it is at the home of Frederick Hawkins that they arrive. This was a very promising lead, seemingly too much of a correspondence to be entirely coincidental.


Once I had a location for Frederick Hawkins in Dinwiddie County, I could then return to the Virginia census listings in search of the Vincents, the Henrys, and the Cosgroves, to see if any lived near either Milton in Charles City County or in a nearby county, such as Dinwiddie. Nathan Vincent and Elisa Vincent lived in Dinwiddie County in 1830. Edward Vincent, Joseph Vincent, and William Vincent lived in Henrico County in 1840. In 1850 Nathan Vincent lived in Dinwiddie County and Jacob Vincent lived in Henrico County. Thomas Cosgrove lived in Henrico County in 1840, John Cosgrove lived there in 1850, and Frank Cosgrove lived there in 1860. Twenty kilometers separate Milton from the southeast border of Henrico County. Similarly, seven Henrys are listed as living in Henrico County in 1850, and one John H. Henry is even listed as a Presbyterian clergyman, age thirty-three, born in New York and living in Stafford County, which is eighty miles from Milton. It seemed possible to me that the Cosgrove, Henry, and Vincent families in the novel were named after these families living relatively close to Milton. The names of these characters, like the name of Frederick Hawkins, do not seem to have been arbitrary; the fact that the surnames of these characters matched real people who lived so closely together in one section of Virginia suggested that it was at least possible that Hannah Crafts had named her characters after people she had known in Virginia as a slave.


I wrote above that I had been pursuing Hannah Crafts along two parallel research paths. While I awaited the scientific analysis of the manuscript itself, I was gathering raw data from a variety of archives and sources. If Hannah Crafts had drawn upon her own experiences as a slave in Virginia and North Carolina as the basis of the events depicted in her novel, then sooner or later these two paths of research would have to overlap, or mirror each other, in their findings. Despite this expectation, nothing prepared me for the fascinating manner in which this mirroring would occur.


[image: image]


Tracing the locations of key characters.






	JOHN COSGROVE


	B






	THOMAS COSGROVE


	B






	FREDERICK HAWKINS


	C






	REV. JOHN H. HENRY


	A






	EDWARD JOHNSON


	B






	ELISA VINCENT


	C






	NATHAN VINCENT


	C






	WILLIAM VINCENT


	B







Joe Nickell had suggested near the end of his report that he felt that “the novel may be based on actual experiences.” Why did he think this possible? Because of Crafts’s peculiar handling of two of the characters’ names:




There are changes that may be due to fictionalization of real persons or events, such as the change of “Charlotte” to “Susan” [here and here]. More telling, perhaps, is the fact that the name “Wheeler” in the narrative was first written cryptically, for example as “Mr. Wh——r” and “Mrs. Wh——r,” but then later was overwritten with the missing “eele” in each case to complete the name [pp. 152–156).20





What these manuscript changes imply is that Hannah Crafts most probably knew the Wheelers and that Wheeler was their actual name. Even more surprising is the fact that she has disguised their name initially, and then filled it in later, suggesting that the reasons she had wanted to veil their identity no longer obtained when she decided to fill in their names. Moreover, it is clear that she wanted to leave no doubt about the Wheelers’ historical identity, about who they actually were.


When I read this paragraph in Nickell’s report, I thought of Dorothy Porter’s note to Emily Driscoll, pointing out that one John Hill Wheeler had held several government positions in the 1850s. Little did I know how important these clues would turn out to be.



John Hill Wheeler


I have no idea how Dorothy Porter identified John Hill Wheeler as a possible candidate for the Mr. Wheeler in The Bondwoman’s Narrative. But she was correct. A painstaking search of federal census records for North Carolina and Washington, D.C., revealed that only one Wheeler in the entire United States lived in both North Carolina and Washington between 1850 and 1880. Every scholar embarked upon a search of this sort lives for a moment such as this. Not only had Wheeler served in a variety of governmental positions, he was also a slaveholder and an ardent and passionate defender of slavery, just as Crafts depicts him. But even more remarkably, John Hill Wheeler in 1855 became for a month or so perhaps the most famous slaveholder in the whole of America, and all because of an escaped female slave.
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