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Opening a School
Harriet Ann Jacobs and Louisa M. Jacobs

In the summer of 1862 Harriet Ann Jacobs, the author of Incidents in
the Life of a Slave Girl, had begun relief work among the former slaves
who had fled to Alexandria, Virginia. She was joined there in Novem-
ber 1863 by her daughter Louisa Matilda Jacobs, and together they
established the Jacobs Free School, located at Pitt and Oronoco
streets in Alexandria. Harriet and Louisa Jacobs wrote about the
school to the abolitionist Lydia Maria Child, who had edited Inc:-
dents, in a letter that appeared in the National Anti-Slavery
Standard on April 16, 1864.

ALEXANDRIA, March 26, 1864.
DEAR MRS. CHILD:

When I went to the North, last Fall, the Freedmen here
were building a schoolhouse, and I expected it would have been
finished by the time I returned. But when we arrived, we found
it uncompleted. Their funds had got exhausted, and the work
was at a stand-still for several weeks. This was a disappoint-
ment; but the time did not hang idle on our hands, I assure
you. We went round visiting the new homes of the Freedmen,
which now dot the landscape, built with their first earnings as
free laborers. Within the last eight months seven hundred little
cabins have been built, containing from two to four rooms.
The average cost was from one hundred to two hundred and
fifty dollars. In building school-houses or shelters for the old
and decrepid, they have received but little assistance. They
have had to struggle along and help themselves as they could.
But though this has been discouraging, at times, it teaches
them self reliance; and that is good for them, as it is for every-
body. We have over seven thousand colored refugees in this
place, and, including the hospitals, less than four hundred ra-
tions are given out. This shows that they are willing to earn
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their own way, and generally capable of'it. Indeed, when I look
back on the condition in which T first found them, and com-
pare it with their condition now, I am convinced they are not
so far behind other races as some people represent them. The
two rooms we occupy were given to me by the Military Gov-
ernor, to be appropriated to the use of decrepid women, when
we leave them.

When we went round visiting the homes of these people, we
found much to commend them for. Many of them showed
marks of industry, neatness, and natural refinement. In others,
chaos reigned supreme. There was nothing about them to in-
dicate the presence of a wifely wife, or a motherly mother.
They bore abundant marks of the half-barbarous, miserable
condition of Slavery, from which the inmates had lately come.
It made me sad to see their shiftlessness and discomfort; but [
was hopeful for the future. The consciousness of working for
themselves, and of having a character to gain, will inspire them
with energy and enterprise, and a higher civilization will gradu-
ally come.

Children abounded in these cabins. They peeped out from
every nook and corner. Many of them were extremely pretty
and bright-looking. Some had features and complexions purely
Anglo-Saxon; showing plainly enough the slaveholder’s horror
of amalgamation. Some smiled upon us, and were very ready
to be friends. Others regarded us with shy, suspicious looks, as
is apt to be the case with children who have had a cramped
childhood. But they all wanted to accept our invitation to go
to school, and so did all the parents for them.

In the course of our rounds, we visited a scttlement which
had received no name. We suggested to the settlers that it
would be proper to name it for some champion of Liberty. We
told them of the Hon. Chas. Sumner, whose large heart and
great mind had for years been devoted to the cause of the poor
slaves. We told how violent and cruel slaveholders had nearly
murdered him for standing up so manfully in defense of Free-
dom. His claim to their gratitude was at once recognized, and
the settlement was called Sumnerville.

Before we came here, a white lady, from Chelsea, Mass., was
laboring as a missionary among the Refugees; and a white
teacher, sent by the Educational Commission of Boston,
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accompanied us. One of the freedmen, whose cabin consisted
of two rooms, gave it up to us for our school. We soon found
that the clamor of little voices begging for admittance far ex-
ceeded the narrow limits of this establishment.

Friends at the North had given us some articles left from
one of the Fairs. To these we added what we could, and got up
a little Fair here, to help them in the completion of the school-
house. By this means we raised one hundred and fifty dollars,
and they were much gratified by the result. With the comple-
tion of the school-house our field of labor widened, and we
were joyful over the prospect of extended usefulness. But some
difficulties occurred, as there always do in the settlement of
such affairs. A question arose whether the white teachers or the
colored teachers should be superintendents. The freedmen
had built the school-house for their children, and were Trust-
ees of the school. So, after some discussion, it was decided that
it would be best for them to hold a meeting, and settle the
question for themselves. I wish you could have been at that
meeting. Most of the people were slaves, until quite recently,
but they talked sensibly, and I assure you that they put the
question to vote in quite parliamentary style. The result was a
decision that the colored teachers should have charge of the
school. We were gratified by this result, because our sympa-
thies are closely linked with our oppressed race. These people,
born and bred in slavery, had always been so accustomed to
look upon the white race as their natural superiors and masters,
that we had some doubts whether they could easily throw off
the habit; and the fact of their giving preference to colored
teachers, as managers of the establishment, seemed to us to
indicate that even their brief possession of freedom had begun
to inspire them with respect for their race.

On the 11th of January we opened school in the new school-
house, with seventy-five scholars. Now, we have two hundred
and twenty-five. Slavery has not crushed out the animal spirits
of these children. Fun lurks in the corners of their eyes, dimples
their mouths, tingles at their fingers’ ends, and is, like a tor-
pedo, ready to explode at the slightest touch. The war-spirit
has a powerful hold upon them. No one turns the other cheek
for a second blow. But they evince a generous nature. They
never allow an older and stronger scholar to impose upon a
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younger and weaker one; and when they happen to have any
little delicacies, they are very ready to share them with others.
The task of regulating them is by no means an easy one; but
we put heart, mind, and strength freely into the work, and
only regret that we have not more physical strength. Their ar-
dent desire to learn is very encouraging, and the improvement
they make consoles us for many trials. You would be astonished
at the progress many of them have made in this short time.
Many who less than three months ago scarcely knew the
A.B.C. are now reading and spelling in words of two or three
syllables. When I look at these bright little boys, I often won-
der whether there is not some Frederick Douglass among
them, destined to do honor to his race in the future. No one
can predict, now-a-days, how rapidly the wheels of progress
will move on.

There is also an evening-school here, chiefly consisting of
adults and largely attended; but with that I am not connected.

On the 10th of this month, there was considerable excite-
ment here. The bells were rung in honor of the vote to abolish
slavery in Virginia. Many did not know what was the cause of
such a demonstration. Some thought it was an alarm of fire;
others supposed the rebels had made a raid, and were march-
ing down King st. We were, at first, inclined to the latter
opinion; for, looking up that street we saw a company of the
most woe-begone looking horsemen. It was raining hard, and
some of them had dismounted, leading their poor jaded skel-
etons of horses. We soon learned that there were a portion of
Kilpatrick’s cavalry, on their way to Culpepper. Poor fellows!
They had had a weary tramp, and must still tramp on, through
mud and rain, till they reached their journey’s end. What
hopeless despondency would take possession of our hearts, if
we looked only on the suffering occasioned by this war, and
not on the good already accomplished, and the still grander
results shadowed forth in the future. The slowly-moving am-
bulance often passes by, with low beat of the drum, as the sol-
diers convey some comrade to his last resting-place. Buried on
strange soil, far away from mother, wife, and children! Poor
fellows! But they die the death of brave men in a noble cause.
The Soldier’s Burying Ground here is well cared for, and is a
beautiful place.
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How nobly are the colored soldiers fighting and dying in
the cause of freedom! Our hearts are proud of the manhood
they evince, in spite of the indignities heaped upon them. They
are kept constantly on fatigue duty, digging trenches, and un-
loading vessels. Look at the Massachusetts Fifty-Fourth! Every
man of them a hero! marching so boldly and steadily to victory
or death, for the freedom of their race, and the salvation of
their country! Their country! It makes my blood run warm to
think how that country treats her colored sons, even the brav-
est and the best. If merit deserves reward, surely the 54th regi-
ment is worthy of shoulder-straps. I have lately heard, from a
friend in Boston, that the rank of second-lieutenant has been
conferred. I am thankful there is a beginning. I am full of hope
for the future. A Power mightier than man is guiding this revo-
lution; and though justice moves slowly, it will come at last.
The American people will outlive this mean prejudice against
complexion. Sooner or later, they will learn that “a man’s a
man for a’ that.”

We went to the whart last Tuesday, to welcome the emi-
grants returned from Hayti. It was a bitter cold day, the snow
was falling, and they were barefooted and barcheaded, with
scarcely rags enough to cover them. They were put in wagons
and carried to Green Heights. We did what we could for them.
I went to see them next day, and found that three had died
during the night. I was grieved for their hard lot; but I com-
forted myself with the idea that this would put an end to colo-
nization projects. They are eight miles from here, but I shall
go to see them again to-morrow. I hope to obtain among
them some recruits for the Massachusetts Cavalry. I am trying
to help Mr. Downing and Mr. Remond; not for money, but
because I want to do all I can to strengthen the hands of those
who are battling for Freedom.

Thank you for your letter. I wish you could have seen the
happy group of faces round me, at our little Fair, while I read
it to them. The memory of the grateful hearts I have found
among these freed men and women, will cheer me all my life.
Yours truly,

H. JACOBS and L. JACOBS.





