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ELIZABETH KECKLEY’S  
BEHIND THE SCENES, OR THIRTY YEARS A SLAVE 

BACKGROUND: In 1818, Elizabeth Hobbs Keckley was born enslaved in Dinwiddie County, Virginia, to an 
enslaved woman named Agnes Hobbs. Although Colonel Armistead Burwell, Agnes’s enslaver, was 
Elizabeth’s father, Agnes’s husband, George Hobbs, claimed Elizabeth as his own.  

In the introduction, Keckley acknowledges that she “is not writing 
altogether the history of myself” and as such she intends to 
“confine my story to the most important incidents which I believe 
have influenced the moulding [sic] of my character.”  

Enslaved by Colonel Armistead Burwell, Keckley recalls her first 
job—as a four-year-old—was to take care of the Burwell’s 
newborn baby. This included rocking the baby in her cradle, 
keeping flies off the baby, and not let the baby cry. When she was 
fourteen years old, she was sent to North Carolina to work for 
Burwell’s son. There, she experienced repeated physical and sexual 
abuse, and gave birth to her only child, George.  

In 1842, she returned to Virginia. In 1845, their enslavers took 
Elizabeth and her mother west to St. Louis, Missouri. Here, Keckley 
was hired out as a seamstress to earn money for her enslavers. She 
became very successful and highly sought after for her skillful 
sewing. She made dresses for many elite women, including Mary 
Todd Lincoln. In 1850, she negotiated with her enslaver to purchase her and her son’s freedom for $1,200. 
It took her five years to raise the money. 

The following excerpts are taken from Keckley’s memoir. The excerpt begins with Keckley’s recollections of 
the breakup of her family when her stepfather was taken west by his enslaver. The next passage recounts 
Keckley’s memories of seeing a slave auction.  
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I was my mother’s only child, which made her love for me all the stronger. I did not know much of my 
father, for he was the slave of another man, and when Mr. Burwell moved from Dinwiddie he was separated 
from us, and only allowed to visit my mother twice a year—during the Easter holidays and Christmas. At 
last Mr. Burwell determined to reward my mother, by making an arrangement with the owner of my father, 
by which the separation of my parents could be brought to an end. It was a bright day, indeed, for my 
mother when it was announced that my father was coming to live with us. The old weary look faded from 
her face, and she worked as if her heart was in every task. But the golden days did not last long. The radiant 
dream faded all too soon. 

        In the morning my father called me to him and kissed me, then held me out at arms’ length as if he 
were regarding his child with pride. “She is growing into a large fine girl,” he remarked 
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to my mother. “I dun no which I like best, you or Lizzie, as both are so dear to me.” My mother’s name was 
Agnes, and my father delighted to call me his “Little Lizzie.” While yet my father and mother were speaking 
hopefully, joyfully of the future, Mr. Burwell came to the cabin, with a letter in his hand. He was a kind 
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master in some things, and as gently as possible informed my parents that they must part; for in two hours 
my father must join his master at Dinwiddie, and go with him to the West, where he had determined to 
make his future home. The announcement fell upon the little circle in that rude-log cabin like a thunderbolt. 
I can remember the scene as if it were but yesterday;—how my father cried out against the cruel 
separation; his last kiss; his wild straining of my mother to his bosom; the solemn prayer to Heaven; the 
tears and sobs—the fearful anguish of broken hearts. The last kiss, the last good-by; and he, my father, was 
gone, gone forever. 
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The shadow eclipsed the sunshine, and love brought despair. The 
parting was eternal. The cloud had no silver lining, but I trust that it 
will be all silver in heaven. We who are crushed to earth with heavy 
chains, who travel a weary, rugged, thorny road, groping through 
midnight darkness on earth, earn our right to enjoy the sunshine in the 
great hereafter. At the grave, at least, we should be permitted to lay 
our burdens down, that a new world, a world of brightness, may open 
to us. The light that is denied us here should grow into a flood of 
effulgence beyond the dark, mysterious shadows of death. Deep as 
was the distress of my mother in parting with my father, her sorrow 
did not screen her from insult. My old mistress said to her: “Stop your 
nonsense; there is no necessity for you putting on airs. Your husband 
is not the only slave that has been sold from his family, and you are 
not the only one that has had to part. There are plenty more men 
about here, and if you want a 
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husband so badly, stop your crying and go and find another.” To these 
unfeeling words my mother made no reply. She turned away in stoical silence, with a curl of that loathing 
scorn upon her lips which swelled in her heart. 

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

… 

When I was about seven years old I witnessed, for the first time, the sale of a human being. We were living 
at Prince Edward, in Virginia, and master had just purchased his hogs for the winter, for which he was 
unable to pay in full. To escape from his embarrassment it was necessary to sell one of the slaves. Little 
Joe, the son of the cook, was selected as the victim. His mother was ordered to dress him up in his Sunday 
clothes, and send him to the house. He came in with a bright face, was placed in the scales, and was sold, 
like the hogs, at so much per pound. His mother was kept in ignorance of the transaction, but her suspicions 
were aroused. When her son started for Petersburgh in the wagon, the truth began to dawn upon her 
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mind, and she pleaded piteously that her boy should not be taken from her; but master quieted her by 
telling her that he was simply going to town with the wagon, and would be back in the morning. Morning 
came, but little Joe did not return to his mother. Morning after morning passed, and the mother went down 
to the grave without ever seeing her child again. One day she was whipped for grieving for her lost boy. 
Colonel Burwell never liked to see one of his slaves wear a sorrowful face, and those who offended in this 
particular way were always punished. Alas! the sunny face of the slave is not always an indication of 
sunshine in the heart. Colonel Burwell at one time owned about seventy slaves, all of which were sold, and 
in a majority of instances wives were separated from husbands and children from their parents. Slavery in 
the Border States forty years ago was different from what it was twenty years ago. Time seemed to soften 
the hearts of master and 
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mistress, and to insure kinder and more humane treatment to bondsmen and bondswomen. When I was 
quite a child, an incident occurred which my mother afterward impressed more strongly on my mind. One 
of my uncles, a slave of Colonel Burwell, lost a pair of ploughlines, and when the loss was made known the 
master gave him a new pair, and told him that if he did not take care of them he would punish him severely. 
In a few weeks the second pair of lines was stolen, and my uncle hung himself rather than meet the 
displeasure of his master. My mother went to the spring in the morning for a pail of water, and on looking 
up into the willow tree which shaded the bubbling crystal stream, she discovered the lifeless form of her 
brother suspended beneath one of the strong branches. Rather than be punished the way Colonel Burwell 
punished his servants, he took his own life.  
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