Chapter 16 Close Reading Excerpt: The Suffering of Uncle Tom
Introduction: Harriet Beecher Stowe’s novel Uncle Tom’s Cabin led many people to question the morality of slavery and roused others to call for its abolition.  In fact, the book’s influence was so great that, when President Lincoln finally met Mrs. Stowe during the Civil War, he is said to have greeted her: “So, you’re the little lady who made this big war!”  In this selection from the book, Simon Legree, Tom’s master, tries to make Tom, a slave himself, tell him where some fugitive slaves are hiding.

“Now, Quimbo,” said Legree, as he stretched himself down in the sitting room, “you just go and walk that Tom up here right away!  The old cuss is at the bottom of this here whole matter.  I’ll have it out of his old black hide, or I’ll know the reason why!”


Tom heard the message with a forewarning heart, for he knew all the plans of the fugitives’ escape and the place of their present concealment.  He knew the deadly character of the man he had to deal with and his despotic power.  But he felt strong in God to meet death, rather than betray the helpless.


“Ay, ay!” said Quimbo, as he dragged Tom along.  “Ye’ll catch it,now!  See how ye’ll look now, helpin’ Mas’r’s niggers to run away!  See what ye’ll get!”


“Well, Tom!” said Legree, walking up and seizing him grimly by the collar of his coat.  Legree spoke through his teeth in a fit of determined rage.  “Do you know I’ve made up my mind to KILL you?”


“It’s very likely, Mas’r,” said Tom calmly.


“I have,” said Legree with grim, terrible calmness, “done – just – that – thing, Tom, unless you tell me what you know about these here gals!”


“I han’t got nothing to tell, Mas’r,” said Tom, with a slow, firm, deliberate utterance.


“Do you dare to tell me, you old black Christian , you don’t know?” said Legree.


Tom was silent.


“SPEAK!” thundered Legree, striking him furiously.  “Do you know anything?”


“I know, Mas’r.  But I can’t tell anything.  I can die!”


Legree drew in a long breath.  Suppressing his rage, he took Tom by the arm.  Approaching his face almost to him, Legree said in a terrible voice, “Listen here, Tom!  You think, ‘cause I’ve let you off before, I don’t mean what I say.  But this time, I’ve made up my mind and counted the cost.  I’ll count every drop of blood there is in you and take ‘em one by one till ye give up!”


Tom looked up to his master and answered, “Mas’r if you was sick, or in trouble, or dying, and I could save you, I’d give my heart’s blood.  And if taking every drop of blood in this poor old body would save your precious soul, I’d give ‘em freely, as the Lord gave his for me.  O, Mas’r!  Don’t bring this great sin on your soul!  It will hurt you more than it will me!  Do the worst you can.  My trouble will be over soon, but if you don’t repent, yours won’t never end!”


Like a strange snatch of heavenly music heard in the lull of a storm, this burst of feeling made a moment’s blank pause.  Legree stood aghast and looked at Tom.


It was but a moment.  There was one hesitating pause, and the spirit of evil came back with sevenfold vehemence.  Legree, foaming with rage, smote his victim to the ground.

_________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

despotic – having absolute power and authority

vehemence – the state of being filled with passionately angry energy

smote -   the past tense of smite, which means to strike something sharply or heavily, usually with the hand or an implement held in the hand
repent – to feel bad for something that you have done and make up your mind to do what is right
