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Linda Hill  

Meticulously researched, beautifully 

written and emotionally satisfying, 

'The Invention of Wings' is a 

compelling read.  

Set in America in the first half of the 

nineteenth century' The Invention of Wings' 

tells the fictionalised story of the real-life 

Sarah Grimke and the slave she was given 

for her eleventh birthday, Hetty Handful. 

Based in well researched fact, but skilfully 

embellished with real craft, the novel raises 

the questions of what life was like for slaves 

and women at such a turbulent time in 

history.  

There are big themes as well as personal 

stories here and any reader interested in 

history, slavery, women's rights, family 

relationships and religious influence cannot 

fail to be totally absorbed by the narrative.  

Even the most minor character is so believably created that by the end it is as if 

the reader knows them personally. Sue Monk Kidd writes dialogue particularly 

well so that there are individual voices in the reader's head and the characters 

resonate long after the book is finished. 

Usually, I pass on books or give them to charity once I've read them. 'The 

Invention of Wings' is one of a very few that I will be keeping. 

 

Nicola Foster - www.mygoodbookshelf.wordpress.com 

Haunting and compelling with some beautiful prose and powerful 



imagery, this is a novel that has left a lasting impression on me.  

After events set in motion on her eleventh birthday when much to her horror she 

is gifted her own slave, Sarah Grimke senses that she is perhaps destined for 

something more than the confines that nineteenth century Charleston imposes 

on her and is desperate to make her own mark on the world. Her new 

handmaid Hetty (‘Handful’) also longs for a life beyond the punishing walls of 

the Grimke household, though knows it is an impossible dream. 

Not always a comfortable read, Sue Monk Kidd’s newest novel is a tantalising 

blend of fact and fiction, a sweeping epic that follows the lives of both of these 

women over thirty-five years, through heartache, crushed hopes and dreams 

and their ultimate empowerment. It is a riveting look at not only slavery and 

the abolition movement, but also at sisterhood, family and women’s rights and 

it offered a fascinating glimpse of some very remarkable women. Sarah Grimke 

was real, her journey was real and in knowing that, this book genuinely held me 

captivated from the outset.  

Told through the alternating (and believable) narratives of both Handful and 

Sarah, this story was uncompromising in its handling of slavery. The violence 

and attitudes portrayed are harsh and devastating, which makes it all the more 

astounding that people like Sarah were prepared to stand up for what they 

believed in, knowing the consequences they too could face. The secondary 

characters were superbly written and also very believable; I left this book 

wanting to know more- more about Sarah Grimke and her sister’s fight against 

slavery. To me, that is testament to a very, very good read.    

Haunting and compelling with some beautiful prose and powerful imagery, this 

is a novel that has left a lasting impression on me. 

 

Jenny Heardman  

An inspiring story based on the real-lives of Sarah and Angelina 

Grimke, early abolitionists and women's rights pioneers. 

Fascinating and moving.  

‘The Invention of Wings’ is based on the real-life sisters, Sarah and Angelina 

Grimke.  

On Sarah's 11th birthday she is horrified to be given a young slave, Hetty 

"Handful" to own as a gift.  

The book switches between the tales of Sarah and Handful. I found it 

fascinating and moving reading about Handful's plight as a slave and seeing 



how Sarah grows from a child who instinctively hates the idea of slavery to 

become a prominent activist for abolition and women's rights. 

I enjoyed this book, it was inspiring and I felt like I learned a lot from it. I 

would highly recommend it. 

 

Sarah Musk  

A sometimes harrowing book about slavery in nineteenth century 

America but also tremendously uplifting about the hope and 

resilience of the human spirit in terrible times.  

This is a book about slavery in early nineteenth century Charleston before the 

Civil War.  It describes the beginning of the anti-slavery movement from the 

point of view of a young slave and her mother and the two sisters who own 

them.   

Sue Monk Kidd writes with tremendous insight into the nature of slavery and 

the terrible attitudes from the slave-owners.  People who could be described as 

honest and reasonable had a total blind spot as far as their slaves were 

concerned and just could not see the evils of the system they were perpetuating.  

The book is difficult to read at times - not just when vicious punishments were 

being meted out but also when reading about the terrible hopelessness and 

despair experienced by the slaves. 

The second part of the book does give hope however.  The Gimke sisters were 

real people and I loved reading about their campaign against slavery and for 

women's rights.  In modern times they would have been highly successful 

women and Sue Monk Kidd successfully shows how they are just as imprisoned 

by the society they live in as the slaves are.  Their hopes and dreams are 

trampled on too. 

I loved this book and would recommend it to everyone to read to remind 

themselves how lucky we are to live in more enlightened times but also the 

bravery of people in the past who helped to bring this about. 

 

Emma Barton  

This is a powerful story based on factual events surrounding 

abolitionist sisters Sarah and Angelina Grimke and their fight 

against the horrors of slavery.  

This story follows the narratives of two very different women. Wealthy Sarah 



Grimke and Hetty Handful, the slave given to her on her eleventh birthday. The 

book follows them from childhood in the deep south, and outlines their 

unconventional relationship. As adults, Sarah and her younger sister Angelina 

fight to raise awareness of the horrors of slavery and become two of the most 

famous and influential women in America by fighting for its abolition whilst 

raising new and radical feminist ideas. 

It is a powerful story including many heart-breaking moments but is also rich 

in humour. I think it is interesting that the real history surrounding the sisters is 

relatively unknown, even in the USA despite the legacy they achieved. 

 

Doreen McKeown 

This story is based on the life of Sarah Grimke, who was an Abolitionist and 

pioneering activist for Civil Rights and Women's Rights in 18th century 

America, at a time when it wasn't considered necessary for women to receive an 

education or even express an opinion on anything other than domestic matters.   

Sarah was the daughter of a wealthy plantation owner, and her observations at 

first hand fired her passion and determination to promote the abolition of 

slavery. 

This is a sad story, as all stories concerning slavery must inevitably be.  It is set 

in Charleston, South Carolina at a time when the slave trade was rife, and 

features two girls living in the same household, but worlds apart. 

In the fictional story, the author introduces a young female slave, known as 

Handful, who is given to Sarah as a birthday present, much to Sarah's chagrin.  

However, Sarah and Handful form a close friendship which endures throughout 

their lives, although they subsequently go in different directions. 

The story is told via first part narration by Sarah and Handful in alternating 

chapters, which makes it very easy to read.   I found it completely engrossing, 

made even more poignant by the fact that it was based on a true story.   I 

enjoyed the first half of the book, when it was set in Sarah's home and described 

the difference in lives between Sarah and Handful and their respective mothers, 

rather more than the second half when the two girls had parted and Sarah 

started on her crusade to bring about abolition, although I think this part of the 

story was more fact than fiction. 

I found this a really thought provoking book, which left me full of 

admiration for Sarah Grimke - and it's also a good read. 

 



Emma Smith - www.mrsredwhite214.wordpress.com/ 

A familiar story that develops and stays with you for a long time  

I wasn't so sure about this book at first. It is about two girls from the deep south 

in the 19th century; Sarah and her slave Hetty. It felt like a story I already knew 

and didn't grip me like some books have. That soon changed as Sarah grew up 

and the story took a more complex turn. I liked the way both girls were fighting 

their own battles in different ways. I found the interaction of the two kept me 

interested. This book explored both slavery and feminism and did this well. I 

wasn't sure about the end point though; I felt it needed a few more days to 

complete the story properly. Perhaps this was the author's intent to keep the 

reader wanting more. Overall a good read with strong characters 

which will stay with me for a while. 

 

Glynis Elliott 

I stayed up until the early hours of the morning finishing my copy of ‘The 

Invention of Wings’ and want to start reading it all over again. 

It was glorious, amazing, sad, thrilling, horrific but most of all 

uplifting. To find out at the end that these sisters actually lived and made a 

difference was inspiring.  

What a writer to bring this book to life. I doff my cap to you Sue 

Monk Kidd. 

And to you Love Reading for giving me the opportunity to read Wings. 

 

Fiona Rothery 

Sue Monk Kidd’s ‘The Secret Life of Bees’ is one of my favourite novels, therefore 

I was very excited to read her new novel ‘The Invention of Wings’ 

I enjoyed this novel immensely and would definitely recommend it.  

Sue Monk Kidd has a special style of writing which draws you into 

the novel giving you empathy with the characters which holds you until the 

very end and beyond. 

Based on true events it explores the fight for the abolition of slavery and 

women’s emancipation in a world governed by men, money and strong 

religious and cultural traditions.  The story is told through Sarah, the daughter 

of a wealthy Charleston family and ‘Handful’, a young slave.  They are brought 

to life with a clarity that makes you feel their emotions.  Sarah witnesses the 



reality of slavery at an early age and her growing awareness of its cruelty 

makes her promise to free ‘Handful’ but she soon realises that being a female, 

she has no power to exercise her beliefs. 

Sarah is determined to fight the injustices of slavery and the discrimination in 

her personal life.  ‘Handful’ has inherited pride and courage from stories of the 

African people and an enduring bond is formed between her and Sarah.  They 

have a common goal in their search for freedom and their desire to ‘Fly’.  The 

powerful words spoken by Handful – ‘My body might be a slave, but not my 

mind.  For you it’s the other way round’, will stay with me forever. 

  

Joanne Nuttie  

This was the most amazing book! Really didn't want to put it down. 

And will be placed very high in my list of all time favourite books.  

If you've read ‘The Secret Life of Bees’ and enjoyed it, this book will blow you 

away.  

Sue Monk Kidd's style of writing was amazing and her use of language I haven't 

experienced for a long time. 

I loved the characters so much and became them from start to finish. Handful 

the black Slave I was her from start to finish, I felt her pain, her joy her sorrow. 

And gasped with sadness and delight.  

Sarah I loved her so much, her strength, uniqueness and most importantly her 

values.  

I was very naive about life in the early 1800s and how the rich white treated the 

black poor. This book has given me such a hindsight to life for both and I loved 

being part of it. 

Thank you for letting me review this book, I would recommend to everyone. 

 

Sarah Hamid  

This is a brilliantly written novel, which is well-researched and 

fascinating in its historical detail. The best book I have reviewed so 

far!  

This novel tells the parallel stories of a slave girl and a slave-owner's daughter. 

Both women are trapped and both are victims. The character of Sarah reminds 

me of Alma in "The Signature of All Things" - a strong-minded, intelligent 



woman trying to find her place in a restrictive world.  

I think the book would appeal to people interested in American history. 

Although the book is marketed as inspired by real events I wasn't aware until 

the end that it was based on the lives of two real sisters who were feminists and 

abolitionists. In the author's note Sue Monk Kidd explains carefully which 

characters and events in her novel are based on fact and which have been added 

to create the story. In fact, the author's note kindled my interest in the factual 

content. I have since read some of the writing by the Grimkè sisters in my 

American literature anthology and looked up slave quilts on the internet.  

I would recommend this novel to women who enjoy reading about relationships 

and history. Although slavery is a hard subject to read about, the writing in this 

novel is poetic, full of imagery and has moments of wry humour. I liked the way 

the title refers to the slave story and also the two white sisters - "Nina was one 

wing, I was the other." Another quote that has stayed with me is "you got to 

figure out which end of the needle you're gon be, the one that's fastened to the 

thread or the end that pierces the cloth." 

Overall, this is a good read with a satisfying ending. I will be checking out Sue 

Monk Kidd's novel "The Secret Life of Bees" in the near future. 

 

Judi Davies  

Amazing! If you enjoyed 'The Help', you'll love this book. It is heart-warming, 

harrowing, humorous in parts, & it gives an insight into a difficult period in 

black history in America.  

Amazing! If you enjoyed 'The Help', you'll love this book. It is heart-warming, 

harrowing, humorous in parts, & it gives an insight into a difficult period in 

black history in America. Life was tough for the slaves, but also difficult & 

frustrating for white women who were expected to conform to certain social 

mores. Hetty & Sarah are both likeable characters, providing a taste of what life 

was like. Hetty, and her mother Charlotte, feisty, independent women born into 

slavery & fighting to survive in an unequal, unfair society. Sarah & Nina, white 

women who yearned for an education & an end to slavery. Their stories & 

experiences make for a real page turner. I didn't want it to end, & yet I 

wanted to know every detail of their individual struggles for what 

they believed in. A 'must read'! 

 

 



Susan Wallace  

Fantastic!  Brilliant! Gripping! Must be read!  I read a lot of books 

and this is easily the best one I have read this year.  I couldn't put it 

down.  

‘The Invention of Wings’ is the story of two women.  Sarah, who is the daughter 

of a white, slave owning family, and Hetty, who is a slave and who is given to 

Sarah as an eleventh birthday present.  This book is brilliant.  It is emotional, 

thought provoking, horrifying and sad.  The story from the point of view of the 

slaves is harrowing.  The story from the point of view of the slave owners is an 

enthralling depiction of the ability of people to delude themselves into believing 

that what they are doing is good.  Some of the facts presented are amazing – 

these people believed that a slave was three fifths of a person and that they were 

doing God’s work by keeping them in slavery.  Sarah and her sister, Angelina, 

cannot accept the way of life into which they were born and their actions tell a 

story of the difficulty of struggling against oppression.  I didn’t realise until the 

end that it was based on a true story and that these sisters had in fact been key 

players in the abolitionist movement.  A great book.  You must read it. 

 

Lesley Hart  

This powerful story mixes fact and fiction to describe the friendships and 

struggles between two sisters and the slaves society and family forces upon 

them. The tale is richly and realistically told.  

Sue Monk Kidd's writing touched me profoundly. ‘The Invention of Wings’ is a 

powerful story describing the collusion, through friendship and understanding 

of the plight of the slaves in their families care, with a deep desire to turn the 

opinion of their society and abolish slavery. In order to get their opinions taken 

seriously, the Grimke sisters realise they must also take on the battle for 

equality between the sexes, almost 100 years ahead of the movement for 

equality spearheaded in the UK. 

This is a powerful story which has been told using an incredible depth of 

research; all of which is richly described. The tale brings to life the story of the 

Grimke sisters and the twin worlds, of slavery and society, in the Deep South of 

America to life. 

Sue Monk Kidd's writing touched me profoundly, I won't just be 

rereading this book, but also feel driven to read the other titles that she's 

written. I cannot praise ‘The Invention of Wings’ highly enough. 



 

Emma Caddick 

Stunning. Totally stunning. There are too many quotes to quote and 

chapters to relate - you just have to read it. 

‘The Invention of Wings’ follows the story of the Grimke family and in a 

particular the two youngest daughters. As Sarah narrates her story her slave 

'Handful' alternates with her side of events. These two unlikely characters teach 

each other life long lessons about the kind of lives they want to lead. The 

strength of the women in this book is striking with the men there as merely 

background colour. It lays bare themes of slavery, abolition, class, sisterhood 

and feminism and has an ending to make you weep. Beautifully researched and 

poetically written, I think the Grimke sisters would approve.  

 

Xanthe Waite 

This is the story of two girls who grow up together in the same house in vastly 

different circumstances.  Sarah is the daughter of a white, rich plantation 

owning family in Charleston and Hetty is a slave girl working for the family.  

On Sarah’s eleventh Birthday, Hetty is given to Sarah as a gift, wrapped in 

ribbons.  She is to be Sarah’s slave.  

Sarah is unusual amongst her society in that she abhors slavery.  She tries to set 

Hetty free but her will is stifled by the greater social pressures of that time and 

Hetty remains hers.  So begins a lifelong relationship which is complex and 

difficult.  

The story alternates between Sarah’s point of view and Hetty’s so chapter by 

chapter you get an insight into the two girl’s and then women’s lives.  I enjoyed 

the alternating aspect of this as it led to a broader and more diverse read.  

The tale spans many years 1803 – 1838 and tracks the girls as they grow and 

become women. There are many other well drawn characters that both girls 

interact with. Sarah as she tries to be what society expects of her and fails. 

Hetty as she finds herself increasingly unhappy with the inequality of the world 

she lives in. Both girls are on a voyage of self-discovery, each in their own way 

but each wanting the same ultimate outcome.  I admired and respected the 

messages that the book had to give about equality of not just colour, or race but 

also between women and men.  It is a book that could inspire, teach and remind 

women today about the importance of equality.  

As you would expect in a tale of slavery, there is cruelty and drama but always 



handled sensitively. The book is based on actual historical events and the 2 

sisters – Sarah and Angelina Grimke – are real people. I only realised this after 

reading the story and it added a lot of credibility and weight to what I had read. 

It would be good if this was made clear from the start as it makes more sense 

when viewed in the light of historic worth than just as a novel.  Some of the plot 

choices become a little clearer!  

The only criticism I have is that I found the ending a little unsatisfactory. 

Having been through so much with these women, I didn’t find the closure I 

would have liked.  There is more of the story to be written or so I felt.   

I would recommend this book, it’s probably more likely to appeal to a female 

audience given its feminist values and focus on women as main characters.  

However, it should also appeal to anyone with an interest in the history of 

Charleston and the cause for the abolition of slavery.   

An inspiring read of historical value.  

 


