
To Eliza Cabot Follen, 
December 16, 1852 

After the publication of Uncle Tom's Cabin, Eliza Cabot Follen, American author 
of numerous books for children, wrote to Stowe from England requesting that she 

supply some information about herself.  Stowe's reply arrived shortly before her 
triumphal tour of the British Isles in 1853 and was doubtless thought of by both 

correspondents as something of a public relations ploy.  It was copied numerous 
times and passed among the philanthropic and literary women of England. There 

are four surviving copies (each with slight variations). The original has been lost. 
The text here is from the copy in [Dr. Williams's Library, London.] 

 

Andover, Dec. 16/52 
My Dear Madam, 
I hasten to reply to your letter to me, the more interesting that I have long been 
acquainted with you, and during all the nursery part of my life, made daily use 
of your little poems for children. I used to think sometimes in those days that I 
would write to you & tell you how much I was obliged to you for the pleasure 
which they gave us all. 
 
So you want to know something about what sort of a woman I am -- well, if 
this is any object, you shall have statistics free of charge. 
 
To begin then, I am a little bit of a woman--somewhat more than 40--about 
as thin & dry as a pinch of snuff--never very much to look at in my best days & 
looking like a used up article now.  I was married when I was 25 years old to 
a man rich in Greek & Hebrew, Latin & Arabic, & alas! rich in nothing else.   
 
When I went to housekeeping, my entire stock of china for parlour & kitchen was bought 
for 11 dollars, & this lasted very well for 2 years, till my brother who was married 
& brought in his bride to visit me & found upon review that I had neither 
plates nor teacups enough to set a table for my father's family, wherefore I thought 
it best to reinforce the establishment by getting me a tea-set which cost 10 dollars 
more, & this, I believe, formed my whole stock in trade for some years. 
 
But then I was abundantly enriched with wealth of another kind. I had 2 little 
curly headed twin daughters to begin with, & my stock in this line has gradually 
increased till I have been the mother of 7 children, the most beautiful of  
which, the most loved, lies buried near my Cincinati residence.  It was at his dying 
bed & at his grave, that I learnt what a poor slave mother may feel when her child 
is torn away from her.  In the depths of sorrow, which seemed to me immeasurable, 
it was my only prayer to God that such anguish might not be suffered in vain!  
 
There were circumstances about his death, of such peculiar bitterness, of 
what might seem almost cruel suffering, that I felt I could never be consoled for 
it, unless it should appear that this crushing of my own heart might enable me 
to work out some great good to others.  It was during the cholera summer, when 
in a circle of 5 miles around me, in the short space of 3 months, 9000 were buried 
around me, a mortality which I have never heard exceeded any where. My husband 
in feeble health was obliged to be absent the whole time, & I had sole charge 
of a family of 15 persons. He could not return to me because I would not permit 
it, for in many instances, where parents abroad had returned to their families in 
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the infected atmosphere, the result had been sudden death, & the physicians 
warned me that if he returned it would be only to die.  My poor Charlie died for 
want of medical aid timely rendered for in the universal confusion & despair that 
prevailed, it was often impossible to obtain assistance till it was too late. 
 
I allude to this now, because I have often felt that much that is in this book 
had its root in the awful scenes & bitter sorrows of that summer. It has left now, 
I trust, no trace in any mind except a deep compassion for the sorrowful, especially 
for mothers who are separated from their children. 
 
You have probably read the article in Frazer's Magazine.1  It is in most respects 
a true history, tho' I think somewhat coloured.  In looking it over, tho' I could not 
deny that the facts had all occurred, yet it struck me that there was more the air 
of romance about it than was really consistent with truth.  In one respect he is mistaken. 
He seems to think that the Anti slavery collision in Lane Seminary was 
cause of the subsequent difficulties & embarassments, pecuniary & otherwise, 
which rendered our Western residence arduous & uncomfortable.2  In this respect 
he is mistaken. The facts of the case are these.  When we went out there, we 
found an Institution organized with that looseness of design & rudeness of conception 
which often attends enterprizes in a new country.  All conceivable & contradictory 
impossibilities were to be accomplished by it.  It was to embrace High 
School, College, Theological Seminary, & manual Labour Institution all together. 
My father & husband found a mixed multitude to the number of 300, of all ages 
& sizes from High School boys to men of 22 & 30 years, all mingling together in 
most admired disorder; everything to be done in the future, with no buildings or 
accommodations of any sort do it with. They took advantage of the Anti Slavery 
explosion to retrench & methodize this system of housekeeping. They cut off the 
Preparatory School & College, because there were an abundance of better ones in 
the immediate vicinity, & resolved to confine themselves to the one object of  
preparing young men already educated, for the ministry. 
___________________________ 
1 WilIiam Birney: "Some Account of Mrs. Beecher Stowe and Her Family," Fraser's 
Magazine November 1852:518-525. 
2  Stowe refers to the famous Lane Debates of 1834 organized by Theodore Weld  
on the slavery question. Weld later led a walk-out in which fifty-one students followed  
him to Oberlin College.  This was a public relations disaster for Lane Seminary. 
___________________________ 
 
Of course the outward show of scholars greatly decreased, & it was said that there was  
but a handful of them, but there were as many theological students as there had been before,  
only the other departments were wanting. The object was now to get the proper buildings 
& endowments for a permanent Theological Institution, by which an educated, 
intelligent Protestant ministry should be disseminated thro' the Western 
valley. Then came on that great pecuniary pressure which was felt all thro' 
America;3  banks & mercantile houses were failing all over the country, & the funds 
of our Institution were very seriously involved.  My Father's whole support was 
lost in the failure of a mercantile house,4 & he supported himself, while he performed 
his duties as President of the Seminary, by being at the same time Pastor 
of a neighbouring city church.  The funds of Mr. Stowe's professorship were invested in 
banks which either failed or suspended payment, & our yearly income 
was reduced to a mere pittance. Still it was thought on all hands that we must 
not leave the position, but struggle on with what hope we might, till the Institution 



should be cleared from debt.  It was the hardest trial of our life at this time, to be 
obliged to refuse continual invitations to return to New England, whose climate 
was more favourable to our health, & which was endeared to us as our native 
land, especially as these invitations were accompanied with offers of pecuniary 
competence. 
 
During these long years of struggling with poverty & sickness, & a hot debilitating 
climate, my children grew up around me. The nursery & the kitchen 
were my principal fields of labour.  
Some of my friends pitying my toils, copied & sent some of my little sketches 
to certain liberally paying annuals with my name.  With the first money that I   
earned in this way, I bought a featherBed! for as I had married into poverty & without 
a dowry, & as my husband had only a large library of books, & a great deal 
of learning, this bed & pillows was thought on the whole, the most profitable investment. 
After this, I thought I had discovered the philosopher's stone, & when 
a new carpet or a mattress was going to be needed, or when at the close of the 
year, it began to be evident that my family accounts, like poor Dora's,5 "wouldn't 
add up," then I used to say to my faithful friend & factotum Anna,6 who 
shared all my joys & sorrows, "Now if you'll keep the babies & attend to all the 
things in the house for one day, I'll write a piece, & then we shall be out of the 
scrape;" & so I became an authoress. Very modest, at first I do assure you,  
& remonstrating very seriously with the friends who had thought it best to put my 
name to the pieces, by way of getting up a reputation, & if you ever get to see a 
____________________ 
3 The Panic of 1837. 
4 The mercantile house of Arthur Tappan, New York philanthropist who supported 
    various antislavery causes, including Lane Seminary. 
5 Dora Copperfield, the "child-wife" in Dickens's David Copperfield. 
6 Anna Smith became Stowe's live-in household help in 1836, the year Stowe married 
   and gave birth to twins. She stayed for the eighteen years of their Cincinnati 
   sojourn, followed them to Brunswick in 1850, and left shortly thereafter to return to 
   the midwest. 
_____________________ 
wood cut of me, with an inordinately long nose, on the cover of all the Anti Slavery 
almanacs I wish you to take notice that I have been forced into it, contrary to my 
natural modesty by the imperative solicitations of my dear 5000 friends & the 
public generally. 
 
One thing I must say with regard to my life at the West, which you will understand 
better than many Englishwomen could. 
 
I lived 2 miles from the city of Cincinnati, in the country, & domestic service 
you know, not always to be found in the city, is next to an impossibility to be obtained 
in the country, even by those who are willing to give the highest wages. 
So what was to be expected for poor me who had very little of this world's good 
to offer?  Had it not been for my inseparable friend Anna - a noble hearted English 
girl, who landed on our American shores in destitution & sorrow, & who clave 
unto me as Ruth to Naomi, I had never lived through all the toil which this uncertainty 
& absolute want of Domestic service imposed on both; you may imagine 
therefore how glad I was when our Seminary property being divided into 
small lots, which were rented out at a low price, a number of poor families settled 
in our vicinity, from whom we could occasionally obtain domestic services.-- About 



a dozen families of liberated slaves were among the number, & they became 
my favorite resorts in cases of emergency. --If any body wants to have a black face 
look handsome, let them be left as I have been, in feeble health, in oppressive, hot 
weather, with a sick baby in arms, & two or three other little ones in the nursery, 
and not a servant in the house to do a single turn:  & then if they should 
see my (good old aunt Frankie;) coming in with her honest, bluff, black face, her 
long, strong arms, her chest as big & stout as a barrel, & her hilarious hearty laugh, 
perfectly delighted to take one's washing, & do it at a fair price, they would appreciate 
the beauty of black people. --My cook, poor Eliza Buck (how she would 
stare to think of her name's going to England) was-a regular epitome of slave life 
in herself, fat gentle, easy, loving & loveable, always calling my very modest house 
& door yard, “The Place” as if it had been a plantation with 700 hands on it.  Her 
way of arranging her kitchen was at first somewhat like Dinah's, though she 
imbibed our ideas more rapidly, & seemed more ready to listen to suggestions, 
than did that dignitary. She had lived through the whole sad story of a Virginia-raised 
slave's life. In her youth she must have been a very handsome mulatto girl. 
Her voice was sweet & her manner refined & agreeable. She was raised in a good 
family as nurse & sempstress.  When the family became embarrased, she was suddenly 
sold onto a plantation in Louisiana; She has often told me how without any 
warning, she was suddenly forced into a carriage, & saw her little mistress screaming 
& stretching her arms from the window towards her, as she was driven away. 
She has told me of scenes on the Louisiana plantations & how she has often been 
out in the night by stealth, ministering to poor slaves, who had been mangled & 
lacerated by the whip. --Thence she was sold again into Kentucky, & her last master 
was the father of all her children.  On this point she always maintained a delicacy 
& reserve, which, though it is not at all uncommon among slave women, 
always appeared to me remarkable--She always called him her husband, & spoke 
of him with the same apparent feeling with which any woman regards her husband, 
& it was not till after she had lived with me some years that I discovered 
accidentally, the real nature of the connexion. --I shall never forget how sorry I 
felt for her, nor my feelings at her humble apology --"You know, Mrs. Stowe, slave 
women can't help themselves." She had two very pretty quadroon daughters with 
beautiful hair & eyes, interesting children, whom I had instructed in the family 
school with my children.  Time would fail me to tell you all that I learnt incidentally 
of the working of the slave system, in the history of various slaves, who came 
into my family and of the underground railroad, which I may say ran through our 
barn.7  But I have made my labor already too long.-- 
____________________ 
7  There are two documented instances of the Stowe family's assisting runaway 
slaves.  In 1839 an unnamed woman from Kentucky whom Stowe hired as a domestic 
turned out to be a runaway slave. When it was discovered that her master was 
in pursuit, they helped her to travel north (see selection from A Key to Uncle Tom's 
Cabin, 413). For the other instance, see Stowe's letter to Catharine Beecher (62). 
____________________ 
 
 
You ask with regard to the remuneration which I have received for my work, 
here in America. Having been poor all my life, & expecting to be poor to the end 
of it, the idea of making anything by a book which I wrote just because I could 
not help it, never occurred to me. It was therefore, an agreeable surprise to receive 
ten thousand dollars as the first fruits of 3 months' sale.  I presume as much 
more is now due. --Mr. Bosworth in England, the firm of Clark &Co, &Mr. Bentley 
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have all offered to me an interest in the sales of their editions in London. I am 
very glad of it, both on account of the value of what they offer, & the value of the 
example they set in a matter, wherein, I think, justice has been too little regarded.-- 
 
I have been invited to visit Scotland, & shall probably spend the summer there 
& in England. --I have very much at heart, a design to erect in some of the Northern 
States, a normal school, for the education of coloured teachers in the United States 
& Canada.  I have very much wished that some permanent memorial of good to 
the coloured race, might be erected out of the proceeds of a work, which had so 
unprecedented a sale. -- 
 
My own share of the profits will be less than that of the publishers either 
English or American, but I am willing to give largely for this purpose, & I feel no 
doubt that the American & English publishers, will be willing to unite with me, 
for nothing tends more immediately to the emancipation of the slave, than the 
education & elevation of the free.-- 
 
I am now writing a work8 which will contain perhaps an equal amount of 
matter with Uncle Tom's Cabin. It will contain all the facts & documents, on which 
that story was founded, & an immense body of facts, reports of trials, legal decisions 
& testimony of people living in the South, which will more than confirm 
every statement in it & show how much more fact than fiction it is. 
____________________ 
8  A Key to Uncle Tom’s Cabin 
____________________ 
 
I must confess that till I commenced the examinations necessary to write this, 
much as I thought I knew before, I had not begun to measure the depth of the 
abyss.  The laws, records of courts & judicial proceedings are so incredible, as actually 
to make me doubt the evidence of my own eyesight, & fill me still with amazement,  
whenever I think of them.  --It seems to me that the book cannot but be felt -- 
& that coming upon the sensibility awakened by the other, it must do something.-- 
 
I suffer excessively in writing these things. It may truly be said I write with 
heart's blood. --Many times in writing "Uncle Tom's Cabin" I thought my health  
would fail utterly, but I prayed earnestly that God would help me till I got thro' -- 
& now I am pressed above measure, & beyond strength --This horror, this nightmare, 
abomination! can it be in my country!  It lies like lead on my heart, it shadows my 
life with sorrow, the more so, that I feel, as for my own brothers, for the South -- 
& I am pained by every horror that I am obliged to write, as one who is forced by 
an awful oath, to disclose in a court, some family disgrace!  Many times I have 
thought I must die, & yet, I pray God that I may live to see something done. 
 
I shall probably be in London in May. --shall I see you?  It seems to me so odd 
& dream-like, that so many people want to see me --and I can't help thinking, 
that they will think that God hath "chosen the weak things of the world" when 
they do. --If I live till Spring, then I shall hope to see Shakespeare's grave & 
Britton's mulberry tree & the good land of my fathers--old, old England! May 
that day come 

YRS AFFECTLY 
H. B. STOWE 

[Dr. Williams's Library, London] 
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