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1. When Pheby is moved to work in the house for Missus Delphina, she has a moment where she sits in
Missus Delphina’s chair and uses her hairbrush. She looks in the mirror and muses “with a little rouge
and a proper gown, I could fit in like a member of the family.” Why would Pheby want to fit in like a
member of the family? In what ways did this scene foreshadow what would happen to Pheby in adulthood?

2. Why do you think Miss Sally took an interest in Pheby? In what ways do you think that her influence
affected Pheby’s personality and outlook on her future predicaments?

3. When Pheby is serving dinner to Master Jacob and Missus Delphina, she is instructed to stand against the
wall and pretend not to listen. She says, “Mama always said the way to keep peace with white folks was to
be available and invisible at the same time.” How does this resonate with modern times and what are the
current socio-political implications of this?

4. Though Missus Delphina is aware that Pheby is Master Jacob’s daughter, she seems to take her wrath out
on Pheby rather than her mother Ruth. Why do you think this is?

5. In the novel, children are portrayed oftentimes as either a source of joy for a family, a blessing or a source
of sorrow and tragedy. There are many scenes of mothers losing children in a myriad of ways. Discuss the
sacrifices enslaved mothers had to make during this time in history.

6. Compare and contrast Pheby and Essex’s treatments as a man and woman within the institution of
slavery. In what way was their different modes of survival different based on their genders?

7. What was it about Pheby that made the Jailer choose her? Even when he fathered children with other
enslaved women, why do you think he chose to keep Pheby as the mistress of the jail?

8. Many times, Pheby wants Monroe to speak “properly” like her. Monroe is afraid to do so in case he is
punished for it. She says to him: “People will judge you on the way that you speak.” To which Monroe
responds: “Silver-head man did not like me speaking like white folk...told me to watch my uppity ways.”
Discuss speaking styles such as improper or proper ways of speaking and what it means for Monroe and
Pheby’s survival. In what ways does the way we talk or how we use language define us?

9. Pheby is anything but a damsel in distress. Where do you think her strength and resilience comes from?
How do you think she endures her life with the Jailer in the parts of her story we don’t get to know?

10. Pheby describes the Jailer as looking at her with love in his eyes. Historians of slavery, particularly black
feminist historians, have fiercely contested narratives (both fiction and nonfiction) that encourages such
an interpretation, insisting that there could be no love between master and enslaved. Most see these
“romantic” relationships as simply rape. What are your thoughts on their relationship? Could the Jailer, as
Pheby’s oppressor, actually love her?

11. What were the dangers of Pheby’s daughters passing as white women in post-bellum society? Why do you
think Birdie chose to stay with her mother and to not pass for white? Compare and contrast Birdie and
Hester’s childhood and personalities and why they chose their own separate paths.
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YIELD 
Makes approximately 5 cups 

INGREDIENTS 

• 1 small handful sassafras roots, washed in cold water
• 1/2 cinnamon stick
• 1 thin slice fresh ginger
• Maple syrup or honey for serving
• Sparkling water

PREPARATION 

Using a heavy knife, chop up the sassafras roots or pound them with the handle until you can smell their spicy 
scent. Place the roots in a saucepan with the cinnamon and 6 cups of water and bring to a boil. Decrease the 
heat and simmer, partially covered, for 20 minutes. Add the ginger and simmer for 2 minutes more. 

Line a fine-mesh strainer with a coffee filter and set over a bowl. Pour the tea through. Sweeten with maple 
syrup or honey to taste. Drink hot or serve cold over ice and topped off with sparkling water. 

On hikes in spring and summer, look for the distinctive mitten-shaped, three-fingered leaves of foot-high 
sassafras saplings. Dig down with a pocketknife and pull up the sapling by the root, where there’s the 
most flavor. Don’t feel bad about killing a tree; sassafras is often considered invasive because of its rapid 
proliferation. 

Credit to Epicurious.com (original link: https://www.Epicurious.com/Recipes/Food/Views/Sassafras-Tea-381372) 
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Who was the real inspiration behind Pheby Delores Brown?  

In reality, there were many such “yellow wives” who endured unions with white slave-owners in order to 
survive. The story was inspired by Mary Lumpkin, the mistress of Lumpkin’s jail in Richmond, Virginia. 
She was a mixed race former enslaved woman who arrived at the jail as a child and later became mother to 
Robert Lumpkin’s five children. Lumpkin was so well-known for his cruelty to enslaved people that the jail 
was known as the Devil’s Half Acre and he as the Bully Trader. Similar to the events of the book, a prisoner 
named Anthony Burns [Office5] was kept in Lumpkin’s jail for 120 days and was given a hymnal secretly by 
Mary who had taken pity on him. The characters of Silas Omohundro, Hector Davis, and David Pulliam, 
along with their mulatto wives Helen, Anne, and Corinna Hinton, were real life people who existed during the 
events of the book. The Reverend Nathaniel Colver and Pastor Robert Ryland who Pheby meets at church also 
existed during this time.    

READING GROUP GUIDE 
for

YELLOW WIFE 


