
Incidents in the Life of a Slave Girl
COMMENTARY AND SIDEBAR NOTES BY L.  MAREN WOOD

Harriet A. Jacobs, excerpt from Incidents in the Life of a Slave Girl. Written by Herself
(Boston: Published for the Author, 1861), pp. 44–47, 49–57.

As you read...

HARRIET JACOBS

Harriet Jacobs was born in 1813, the daughter of two slaves. As a young child, Harriet belonged to Margaret
Horniblow. Upon her owner’s death, Harriet was bequeathed to Horniblow’s three-year-old niece, Mary
Matilda Norcom. Because her owner was so young, it was Dr. James Norcom, Mary’s father, who in effect
became Harriet’s master.

When Jacobs reached the age of fifteen, James Norcom tried to manipulate Jacobs into a sexual
relationship. Jacobs resisted his attempts, but for years she lived in fear of her master’s sexual advances.
This excerpt from Jacobs’ autobiography, Incidents in the Life of a Slave Girl, documents her struggle with her
master.

Eventually, Jacobs began a consensual relationship with a white lawyer in Edenton by the name of
Samuel Tredwell Sawyer, and the couple had two children. Jacobs hoped that Saywer would be able to
purchase and then free their children, but Norcom refused to sell her. Jacobs decided to run away and
hoped that in her absence Norcom would allow her children to be sold to their father.

It would have been impossible for Jacobs to flee slavery with two small children, and she did not want
to leave her son and daughter behind. Instead of heading north, she hid in her grandmother’s attic for seven
years. Finally, in 1837, Norcom sold Jacobs’ children to Sawyer, who relocated to Washington, D.C., and took
the children with him.

Five years later, Jacobs left her grandmother’s attic, fled Edenton, and moved north. She discovered
that rather than freeing the children, Sawyer had kept them — his own children — in slavery and had sent
his daughter to work as a house servant in New York. Jacobs then began the long and difficult process of
trying to locate and gain custody of her children.

Eventually, Jacobs found her children, and she and her family lived in various cities in the North. In
1852, a friend of Jacobs purchased her from the Norcoms, giving Jacobs her freedom.

After she was liberated from slavery and no longer fearful that she would be captured and returned
south, Jacobs decided to write her autobiography. She invented aliases for everyone in the story, fearing
repercussions. Norcom became Flint; Harriot Jacobs became Lydia.

In 1860, Incidents in the Life of a Slave Girl was published in Boston. Jacobs had been concerned that
abolitionists might find her frank discussion of the sexual exploitation of female slaves shocking. But her
honest discussion of slavery made her autobiography popular among abolitionists in the North.
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For more information about Jacobs, you can read this
biography (see http://docsouth.unc.edu/fpn/jacobs/bio.html) from Documenting the American South.

QUESTIONS TO CONSIDER

Jacobs’ autobiography is an example of the ways slaves and masters negotiated the terms of slavery.
Although a master legally had absolute authority (see http://www.learnnc.org/lp/editions/nchist-
antebellum/4492) over the slave, day to day life was more complicated. Norcum/Flint attempted absolute
domination over his slave, but Jacobs found ways to resist his will.

Ask yourself:

1. How did Norcom envision slavery and his rights as a master?
2. How did Lydia/Harriet resist her master and assert her own will?

Harriet Jacobs aimed her autobiography at educated white women in the North. At this time in American
history, many elite white women were involved in political organizations that attempted to reform American
society. These women encouraged men and women to live moral lives, which included sexual restraint.

With this in mind, consider:

3. Why did you think Jacobs talked about the division between white slave mistresses and slaves? How
would this this have inspired white women in the North to participate in the abolitionist movement?

4. Why do you think Mrs. Norcom/Flint was so angry at Harriet?
5. Why do you think Jacobs spent so much time discussing her sexual exploitation? Why do you think it

would have inspired her female audience to abolish slavery?
6. The laws of slave states dictated that the condition of slavery was passed from mother to child. In other

words, if a child’s mother was enslaved but its father was free, the child would be a slave. What does
Jacobs’ story tell us about the effects of this law? How did this law serve slave owners’ interests?

7. Jacobs implies that northerners believed that slavery was so brutalizing that it destroyed a slave’s will
and character. How did Jacobs challenge this belief?

8. Do you believe that Lydia/Harriet was able to resist her master? Why or why not? If not, why might
Jacobs have written her story this way?

During the first years of my service in Dr. Flint’s1 family, I was accustomed to share some
indulgences with the children of my mistress. Though this seemed to me no more than
right, I was grateful for it, and tried to merit the kindness by the faithful discharge of my
duties. But I now entered on my fifteenth year—a sad epoch in the life of a slave girl. My
master began to whisper foul words in my ear. Young as I was, I could not remain ignorant
of their import. I tried to treat them with indifference or contempt. The master’s age, my
extreme youth, and the fear that his conduct would be reported to my grandmother2, made
him bear this treatment for many months. He was a crafty man, and resorted to many
means to accomplish his purposes. Sometimes he had stormy, terrific ways, that made his
victims tremble; sometimes he assumed a gentleness that he thought must surely subdue.
Of the two, I preferred his stormy moods, although they left me trembling. He tried his
utmost to corrupt the pure principles my grandmother had instilled. He peopled my young
mind with unclean images, such as only a vile monster could think of. I turned from him
with disgust and hatred. But he was my master. I was compelled to live under the same
roof with him—where I saw a man forty years my senior daily violating the most sacred
commandments of nature. He told me I was his property; that I must be subject to his will
in all things. My soul revolted against the mean tyranny. But where could I turn for
protection? No matter whether the slave girl be as black as ebony or as fair as her mistress.
In either case, there is no shadow of law to protect her from insult, from violence, or even
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from death; all these are inflicted by fiends who bear the shape of men. The mistress, who
ought to protect the helpless victim, has no other feelings towards her but those of jealousy
and rage. The degradation, the wrongs, the vices, that grow out of slavery, are more than I
can describe. They are greater than you would willingly believe. Surely, if you credited one
half the truths that are told you concerning the helpless millions suffering in this cruel
bondage, you at the north would not help to tighten the yoke. You surely would refuse to do
for the master, on your own soil, the mean and cruel work which trained bloodhounds and
the lowest class of whites do for him at the south.3

Every where the years bring to all enough of sin and sorrow; but in slavery the very
dawn of life is darkened by these shadows. Even the little child, who is accustomed to wait
on her mistress and her children, will learn, before she is twelve years old, why it is that her
mistress hates such and such a one among the slaves. Perhaps the child’s own mother is
among those hated ones. She listens to violent outbreaks of jealous passion, and cannot
help understanding what is the cause. She will become prematurely knowing in evil things.
Soon she will learn to tremble when she hears her master’s footfall. She will be compelled
to realize that she is no longer a child. If God has bestowed beauty upon her, it will prove
her greatest curse. That which commands admiration in the white woman only hastens the
degradation of the female slave. I know that some are too much brutalized by slavery to feel
the humiliation of their position; but many slaves feel it most acutely, and shrink from the
memory of it. I cannot tell how much I suffered in the presence of these wrongs, nor how I
am still pained by the retrospect. My master met me at every turn, reminding me that I
belonged to him, and swearing by heaven and earth that he would compel me to submit to
him. If I went out for a breath of fresh air, after a day of unwearied toil, his footsteps
dogged me. If I knelt by my mother’s grave, his dark shadow fell on me even there. The
light heart which nature had given me became heavy with sad forebodings. The other
slaves in my master’s house noticed the change. Many of them pitied me; but none dared
to ask the cause. They had no need to inquire. They knew too well the guilty practices
under that roof; and they were aware that to speak of them was an offence that never went
unpunished.

I longed for some one to confide in. I would have given the world to have laid my head
on my grandmother’s faithful bosom, and told her all my troubles. But Dr. Flint swore he
would kill me, if I was not as silent as the grave. Then, although my grandmother was all in
all to me, I feared her as well as loved her. I had been accustomed to look up to her with a
respect bordering upon awe. I was very young, and felt shamefaced about telling her such
impure things, especially as I knew her to be very strict on such subjects. Moreover, she
was a woman of a high spirit. She was usually very quiet in her demeanor; but if her
indignation was once roused, it was not very easily quelled. I had been told that she once
chased a white gentleman with a loaded pistol, because he insulted one of her daughters. I
dreaded the consequences of a violent outbreak; and both pride and fear kept me silent.
But though I did not confide in my grandmother, and even evaded her vigilant
watchfulness and inquiry, her presence in the neighborhood was some protection to me.
Though she had been a slave, Dr. Flint was afraid of her. He dreaded her scorching
rebukes. Moreover, she was known and patronized by many people; and he did not wish to
have his villany made public. It was lucky for me that I did not live on a distant plantation,
but in a town not so large that the inhabitants were ignorant of each other’s affairs. Bad as
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are the laws and customs in a slaveholding community, the doctor, as a professional man,
deemed it prudent to keep up some outward show of decency.

O, what days and nights of fear and sorrow that man caused me! Reader, it is not to
awaken sympathy for myself that I am telling you truthfully what I suffered in slavery. I do
it to kindle a flame of compassion in your hearts for my sisters who are still in bondage,
suffering as I once suffered.…

Mrs. Flint possessed the key to her husband’s character before I was born. She might
have used this knowledge to counsel and to screen the young and the innocent among her
slaves; but for them she had no sympathy. They were the objects of her constant suspicion
and malevolence. She watched her husband with unceasing vigilance; but he was well
practiced in means to evade it. What he could not find opportunity to say in words he
manifested in signs. He invented more than were ever thought of in a deaf and dumb
asylum. I let them pass, as if I did not understand what he meant; and many were the
curses and threats bestowed on me for my stupidity. One day he caught me teaching
myself to write. He frowned, as if he was not well pleased4, but I suppose he came to the
conclusion that such an accomplishment might help to advance his favorite scheme.
Before long, notes were often slipped into my hand. I would return them, saying, “I can’t
read them, sir.” “Can’t you?” he replied; “then I must read them to you.” He always
finished the reading by asking, “Do you understand?” Sometimes he would complain of
the heat of the tea room, and order his supper to be placed on a small table in the piazza.
He would seat himself there with a well-satisfied smile, and tell me to stand by and brush
away the flies. He would eat very slowly, pausing between the mouthfuls. These intervals
were employed in describing the happiness I was so foolishly throwing away, and in
threatening me with the penalty that finally awaited my stubborn disobedience. He boasted
much of the forbearance he had exercised towards me, and reminded me that there was a
limit to his patience. When I succeeded in avoiding opportunities for him to talk to me at
home, I was ordered to come to his office, to do some errand. When there, I was obliged to
stand and listen to such language as he saw fit to address to me. Sometimes I so openly
expressed my contempt for him that he would become violently enraged, and I wondered
why he did not strike me. Circumstanced as he was, he probably thought it was better
policy to be forbearing. But the state of things grew worse and worse daily. In desperation I
told him that I must and would apply to my grandmother for protection. He threatened me
with death, and worse than death, if I made any complaint to her. Strange to say, I did not
despair. I was naturally of a buoyant disposition, and always I had hope of somehow
getting out of his clutches. Like many a poor, simple slave before me, I trusted that some
threads of joy would yet be woven into my dark destiny.

I had entered my sixteenth year, and every day it became more apparent that my
presence was intolerable to Mrs. Flint. Angry words frequently passed between her and her
husband. He had never punished me himself, and he would not allow any body else to
punish me. In that respect, she was never satisfied; but, in her angry moods, no terms were
too vile for her to bestow upon me. Yet I, whom she detested so bitterly, had far more pity
for her than he had, whose duty it was to make her life happy. I never wronged her, or
wished to wrong her; and one word of kindness from her would have brought me to her
feet.

After repeated quarrels between the doctor and his wife, he announced his intention
to take his youngest daughter, then four years old, to sleep in his apartment. It was

4 | LEARN NC » www.learnnc.org



necessary that a servant should sleep in the same room, to be on hand if the child stirred. I
was selected for that office, and informed for what purpose that arrangement had been
made. By managing to keep within sight of people, as much as possible during the day
time, I had hitherto succeeded in eluding my master, though a razor was often held to my
throat to force me to change this line of policy. At night I slept by the side of my great aunt,
where I felt safe. He was too prudent to come into her room. She was an old woman, and
had been in the family many years. Moreover, as a married man, and a professional man,
he deemed it necessary to save appearances in some degree. But he resolved to remove the
obstacle in the way of his scheme; and he thought he had planned it so that he should
evade suspicion. He was well aware how much I prized my refuge by the side of my old
aunt, and he determined to dispossess me of it. The first night the doctor had the little
child in his room alone. The next morning, I was ordered to take my station as nurse the
following night. A kind Providence interposed in my favor. During the day Mrs. Flint heard
of this new arrangement, and a storm followed. I rejoiced to hear it rage.

After a while my mistress sent for me to come to her room. Her first question was,
“Did you know you were to sleep in the doctor’s room?”

“Yes, ma’am.”
“Who told you?”
“My master.”
“Will you answer truly all the questions I ask?”
“Yes, ma’am.”
“Tell me, then, as you hope to be forgiven, are you innocent of what I have accused

you?”
“I am.”
She handed me a Bible, and said, “Lay your hand on your heart, kiss this holy book,

and swear before God that you tell me the truth.”
I took the oath she required, and I did it with a clear conscience.
“You have taken God’s holy word to testify your innocence,” said she. “If you have

deceived me, beware! Now take this stool, sit down, look me directly in the face, and tell me
all that has passed between your master and you.”

I did as she ordered. As I went on with my account her color changed frequently, she
wept, and sometimes groaned. She spoke in tones so sad, that I was touched by her grief.
The tears came to my eyes; but I was soon convinced that her emotions arose from anger
and wounded pride. She felt that her marriage vows were desecrated, her dignity insulted,
but she had no compassion for the poor victim of her husband’s perfidy. She pitied herself
as a martyr; but she was incapable of feeling for the condition of shame and misery in
which her unfortunate, helpless slave was placed.

Yet perhaps she had some touch of feeling for me; for when the conference was
ended, she spoke kindly, and promised to protect me. I should have been much comforted
by this assurance if I could have had confidence in it; but my experiences in slavery had
filled me with distrust. She was not a very refined woman, and had not much control over
her passions. I was an object of her jealousy, and, consequently, of her hatred; and I knew I
could not expect kindness or confidence from her under the circumstances in which I was
placed. I could not blame her. Slave-holders’ wives feel as other women would under
similar circumstances. The fire of her temper kindled from small sparks, and now the
flame became so intense that the doctor was obliged to give up his intended arrangement.

Incidents in the Life of a Slave Girl | 5



I knew I had ignited the torch, and I expected to suffer for it afterwards; but I felt too
thankful to my mistress for the timely aid she rendered me to care much about that. She
now took me to sleep in a room adjoining her own. There I was an object of her especial
care, though not of her especial comfort, for she spent many a sleepless night to watch over
me. Sometimes I woke up, and found her bending over me. At other times she whispered
in my ear, as though it was her husband who was speaking to me, and listened to hear
what I would answer. If she startled me, on such occasions, she would glide stealthily away;
and the next morning she would tell me I had been talking in my sleep, and ask who I was
talking to. At last, I began to be fearful for my life. It had been often threatened; and you
can imagine, better than I can describe, what an unpleasant sensation it must produce to
wake up in the dead of night and find a jealous woman bending over you. Terrible as this
experience was, I had fears that it would give place to one more terrible.

My mistress grew weary of her vigils; they did not prove satisfactory. She changed her
tactics. She now tried the trick of accusing my master of crime, in my presence, and gave
my name as the author of the accusation. To my utter astonishment, he replied, “I don’t
believe it; but if she did acknowledge it, you tortured her into exposing me.” Tortured into
exposing him! Truly, Satan had no difficulty in distinguishing the color of his soul! I
understood his object in making this false representation. It was to show me that I gained
nothing by seeking the protection of my mistress; that the power was still all in his own
hands. I pitied Mrs. Flint. She was a second wife, many years the junior of her husband;
and the hoary-headed5 miscreant was enough to try the patience of a wiser and better
woman. She was completely foiled, and knew not how to proceed. She would gladly have
had me flogged for my supposed false oath; but, as I have already stated, the doctor never
allowed any one to whip me. The old sinner was politic. The application of the lash might
have led to remarks that would have exposed him in the eyes of his children and
grandchildren. How often did I rejoice that I lived in a town where all the inhabitants knew
each other! If I had been on a remote plantation, or lost among the multitude of a crowded
city, I should not be a living woman at this day.

The secrets of slavery are concealed like those of the Inquisition6. My master was, to
my knowledge, the father of eleven slaves. But did the mothers dare to tell who was the
father of their children? Did the other slaves dare to allude to it, except in whispers among
themselves? No, indeed! They knew too well the terrible consequences.

My grandmother could not avoid seeing things which excited her suspicions. She was
uneasy about me, and tried various ways to buy me; but the never-changing answer was
always repeated: “Linda does not belong to me. She is my daughter’s property, and I have
no legal right to sell her.” The conscientious man! He was too scrupulous to sell me; but he
had no scruples whatever about committing a much greater wrong against the helpless
young girl placed under his guardianship, as his daughter’s property. Sometimes my
persecutor would ask me whether I would like to be sold. I told him I would rather be sold
to any body than to lead such a life as I did. On such occasions he would assume the air of
a very injured individual, and reproach me for my ingratitude. “Did I not take you into the
house, and make you the companion of my own children?” he would say. “Have I ever
treated you like a negro? I have never allowed you to be punished, not even to please your
mistress. And this is the recompense I get, you ungrateful girl!” I answered that he had
reasons of his own for screening me from punishment, and that the course he pursued
made my mistress hate me and persecute me. If I wept, he would say, “Poor child! Don’t
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On the web

More from LEARN NC

Visit us on the web at www.learnnc.org to learn more about topics related to this article,
including African Americans, Chowan County, Edenton, Harriet Jacobs, North Carolina,
antebellum, history, slave narratives, slavery, and women.

Notes

1. Dr. Flint was Jacob’s alias (invented name) for Dr. James Norcom.

2. Jacobs’ mother had died when she was young, and her grandmother was the most important
figure in her life. Jacobs grandmother had been manumitted (freed) from slavery in 1825.

3. This is a reference to the Fugitive Slave Law. The original Fugitive Slave Law, passed in 1793,
was a federal law requiring that runaway slaves be returned to their masters. Many northern
states where slavery had been abolished passed laws that limited the involvement of local
authorities in returning slaves to their masters. Other states insisted that a slave owner had to
prove before a jury that the person in question was his property. This process often allowed
juries in the North to find in favor of the slave, essentially granting the slave his or her freedom.

cry! don’t cry! I will make peace for you with your mistress. Only let me arrange matters in
my own way. Poor, foolish girl! you don’t know what is for your own good. I would cherish
you. I would make a lady of you. Now go, and think of all I have promised you.”

I did think of it.
Reader, I draw no imaginary pictures of southern homes. I am telling you the plain

truth. Yet when victims make their escape from this wild beast of Slavery, northerners
consent to act the part of bloodhounds, and hunt the poor fugitive back into his den, “full
of dead men’s bones, and all uncleanness.” Nay, more, they are not only willing, but proud,
to give their daughters in marriage to slaveholders. The poor girls have romantic notions of
a sunny climate, and of the flowering vines that all the year round shade a happy home. To
what disappointments are they destined! The young wife soon learns that the husband in
whose hands she has placed her happiness pays no regard to his marriage vows. Children
of every shade of complexion play with her own fair babies, and too well she knows that
they are born unto him of his own household. Jealousy and hatred enter the flowery home,
and it is ravaged of its loveliness.

Southern women often marry a man knowing that he is the father of many little
slaves. They do not trouble themselves about it. They regard such children as property, as
marketable as the pigs on the plantation; and it is seldom that they do not make them
aware of this by passing them into the slave-trader’s hands as soon as possible, and thus
getting them out of their sight. I am glad to say there are some honorable exceptions.

I have myself known two southern wives who exhorted their husbands to free those
slaves towards whom they stood in a “parental relation;” and their request was granted.
These husbands blushed before the superior nobleness of their wives’ natures. Though
they had only counselled them to do that which it was their duty to do, it commanded their
respect, and rendered their conduct more exemplary. Concealment was at an end, and
confidence took the place of distrust.
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In 1850, the federal government passed a new Fugitive Slave Act that required northerners to
return any fugitive slave to its master, overriding the state laws that had allowed many escaped
slaves to live freely in the North. Any Federal Marshal who did not return a fugitive slave was
fined $1000. Any person aiding a runaway slave was also fined $1000 and could face up to six
months in prison.

Many abolitionists ignored the law and continued to assist slaves. Often, they helped slaves
escape the United States to Canada, where they could live as free persons.

4. After 1830, it was illegal for slaves to learn to read or write.

5. Hoary-headed means a person with gray hair. Jacobs could have meant to call her master hory
which means filthy or polluted.

6. During the Spanish Inquisition (15th – early 19th centuries), thousands of people were suspected
of being heretics, or enemies, of the Catholic church and the Spanish Monarchy. Jews,
Muslims, and Protestants were often targeted, and in Spanish colonies in the New World,
Native Americans were also prosecuted. Victims of the Inquisition were tortured and forced to
confess sins or name other people who were enemies of the church, and then they were
executed. Often, victims falsely accused other people or lied to the torturer in order to make the
pain stop. It is not known how many people died during the Spanish Inquisition.
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