William Wells Brown, Clotel (1853)

...But God by his Providence had otherwise determined. He had determined that
an appalling tragedy should be enacted that night, within plain sight of the
President’s house and the capital of the Union, which should be an evidence
wherever it should be known, of the unconquerable love of liberty the heart may
inherit; as well as a fresh admonition to the slave dealer, of the cruelty and
enormity of his crimes. Just as the pursuers crossed the high draw for the passage
of sloops, soon after entering upon the bridge, they beheld three men slowly
approaching from the Virginia side. They immediately called to them to arrest the
fugitive, whom they proclaimed a runaway slave. True to their Virginian instincts
as she came near, they formed in line across the narrow bridge, and prepared to
seize her. Seeing escape impossible in that quarter, she stopped suddenly, and
turned upon her pursuers. On came the profane and ribald crew, faster than ever,
already exulting in her capture, and threatening punishment for her flight. For a
moment she looked wildly and anxiously around to see if there was no hope of
escape. On either hand, far down below, rolled the deep foamy waters of the
Potomac, and before and behind the rapidly approaching step and noisy voices of
pursuers, showing how vain would be any further effort for freedom. Her
resolution was taken. She clasped her hands convulsively, and raised them, as she
at the same time raised her eyes towards heaven, and begged for that mercy and
compassion there, which had been denied her on earth; and then, with a single
bound, she vaulted over the railings of the bridge, and sunk for ever beneath the
waves of the river!

Thus died Clotel, the daughter of Thomas Jefferson, a president of the United
States; a man distinguished as the author of the Declaration of American
Independence, and one of the first statesmen of that country.

Had Clotel escaped from oppression in any other land, in the disguise in which she
fled from the Mississippi to Richmond, and reached the United States, no honour
within the gift of the American people would have been too good to have been
heaped upon the heroic woman. But she was a slave, and therefore out of the pale
of their sympathy. They have tears to shed over Greece and Poland; they have an
abundance of sympathy for “poor Ireland;” they can furnish a ship of war to
convey the Hungarian refugees from a Turkish prison to the “land of the free and
home of the brave.” They boast that America is the “cradle of liberty;” if it is, I
fear they have rocked the child to death. The body of Clotel was picked up from
the bank of the river, where it had been washed by the strong current, a hole dug in
the sand, and there deposited, without either inquest being held over it, or religious
service being performed. Such was the life and such the death of a woman whose
virtues and goodness of heart would have done honour to one in a higher station of
life, and who, if she had been born in any other land but that of slavery, would
have been honoured and loved....



