Literature of the Civil War

Slave Narrative by Harriet Jacobs

SUNSHINE STATE STANDARDS
Literary Analysis

Benchmark LA1112.2.2.2 Use
information from the text to answer |
questions or to state the main idea

or provide relevant details.

Benchmark LA.1112.2.2.3 Organize
information to show understanding |
or relationships among facts, ideas,
and events....

NOTABLE QUOTE
“Slavery is terrible for men;
but it is far more terrible
for women.”

FYi . '
Did you know that
Harriet Jacobs . ..

« was described ina
runaway slave notice
as having run away
“without any known
cause or provocation”?

- Harriet Jacobs
18131897

Harriet Jacobs’s Incidents in the Life of a

used fictitious names Slave Girl is one of the few slave narradives

in her autobiography to recount the anguish of slavery from a
because she “deemed female point of view. The book ranks as
it kind and considerate

one of the most powerful and important

toward others™? - .
: examples of the slave narrative genre.

was asked by the son

of her former owner Defying Her Owner Jacobs was born into
for help in getting a job slavery in Edenton, North Carolina. Her
after the Civil War? first owner was a relatively kind woman

| who taught her to read and sew. When

¢ Jacobs was 12, the woman died, and

| Jacobs was willed to the 3-year-old
daughter of Dr. James Norcom—the man
she calls “Dr. Flint” in her autobiography.
Norcom began making sexual advances

Author Online

For more on Harriet
Jacobs, visit the Literature
Center at ClassZone.com.

toward Jacobs when she was in her teens.
Jacobs resisted him and instead started a
relationship with Norcom's neighbor,

a white lawyer named Samuel Sawyer
(“Mr. Sands” in the narrative), hoping
the relationship would put a stop to

Norcom's unwanted attentions. Jacobs

from Incidents in the Life of a Slave Girl

had two children with Sawyer, but
Norcom continued harassing her.
Infuriated by her refusals, he punished
Jacobs by sending her and her young
children to work for his son (“Mr, Flint™),
who he hoped would be able to break her

resistance.

Seven Years in Hiding Shortly after
arriving at the son’s plantation, Jacobs
made the painful decision to run away
and leave her children behind. She hoped
that her leaving would make the Norcoms
sell the children to their father, Sawyer.
Unlike many runaways, Jacobs did not
immediately flee north. She hid in a tiny
attic space in her grandmother’s house.
She remained there for seven years, but
was able to take comfort in the knowledge
that her children had been bought by
Sawyer and saved from plantation life. In
1842, friends arranged for Jacobs to escape
to New York. Once there, she found work
as a nanny for a white family. Even so,
Jacabs was always in danger of losing her
freedom. Fugitive slave laws allowed for
slave catchers to caprure slaves who had
escaped to the North and return them to
slavery in the South. Fortunately, in 1852,
Jacobs’s employer purchased Jacobs's
freedom and that of her two children.

Abolitionist and Author In the North,
Jacobs became involved in the abolitionist
movement, Abolitionist friends
encouraged her to write Incidents in the
Life of a Slave Girl, which she published in
1861 under the pseudonym Linda Brent,
the name she uses to refer to herself in

the narrarive,



® LITERARY ANALYSIS: NARRATIVE ELEMENTS

The events in Jacobs’s autobiography are true, not fictional,
yet she selects and arranges them to tell a compelling story.
Critics have noted, not always admiringly, how much her book
resembles a novel. As you read, notice the following narrative
characteristics:

* Linda, the main character, experiences internal and external
conflicts resulting from slavery. An internal conflict is a
struggle within a character; an external conflict is 2 struggle
between a character and an outside force,

« These conflicts result in suspense, or excitement and tension,
as readers wonder about the outcome of events.

* Direct comments and telling details build the strong
characterizations of Linda and the slave owners, making
their personalities clear yet complex.

® READING STRATEGY: READING A NARRATIVE

Numerous characters are mentioned in this selection, and
because the excerpt is from the middle of the book, it is not
always clear who they are. Some are never given names. Study
Jacobs’s biography on page 550, then match characters in the
narrative to the actual figures in Jacobs’s life. Pay attention

to the background paragraphs that precede each part of the
selection. As you read, use a graphic organizer to keep track of
the characters and their relation to the narrator. Note whether
they support or oppose her.

SRS T

Mr. Flint
Mr. Noreom)

son of Lthda's owner

Explore the
Key Idea

What is the PRICE
of freedom?

Parents often put their
children’s welfare before their own. In
Harriet Jacobs's case, the sacrifice she
made for her children was tremendous.
Running away put her at risk of being
caught and severely beaten, jailed, or
sold. In addition, she deprived herself
of the opportunity to play a role in the
raising of her own children.

DISCUSS Think about sacrifices people
have made for their own or their
children’s freedom. Discuss examples
from the past or the present with a
group of classmates. Can the price of
freedom ever be too high?

The Ride for Freedom, The Fugitive Slaves (1862), Fastman
Johnson. Oil. The Granger Collecrion, New York.




Incidents in the Life
of a Slave Girl

BACKGROUND At this point in the narrative, Linda has spent six weeks at the
plantation of old Dr. Flint’s son, Mr. Flint, making the house ready for his new bride,
who is now at the house. Mr. Flint has said openly that he plans to break Linda's willful
spirit, as his father had not been able to do. In addition, Linda has learned that the next
day, her children are to be brought from their grandmother’s house, where they are
loved, to the plantation, where they will be put to work and used to keep Linda in line.
Be warned that this selection contains a racial slur.

The Flight

MR. FLINT was hard pushed for house servants, and rather than lose me he
had restrained his malice. I did my work faithfully, though not, of course, with a
willing mind. They were evidently afraid [ should leave them. Mr. Flint wished
that I should sleep in the great house instead of the servants’ quarters. His wife
agreed to the proposition, but said I mustn’t bring my bed into the house, because
it would scatter feathers on her carpet. I knew when I went there that they would
never think of such a thing as furnishing a bed of any kind for me and my litde
one. [ therefore carried my own bed, and now I was forbidden to use it. I did as I @
was ordered. But now that I was certain my children were to be put in their power,
10 in order to give them a stronger hold on me, [ resolved to leave them that night. I
remembered the grief this step would bring upon my dear old grandmother; and
nothing less than the freedom of my children would have induced me to disregard
her advice. I went about my evening work with trembling steps. Mr. Flint twice
called from his chamber door to inquire why the house was not locked up. I
replied that I had not done my work. “You have had time enough to do it,” said
he. “Take care how you answer me!”

552  UNIT 3: FROM ROMANTICISM TO REALISM

ANALYZE VISUALS
What can you infer
about the enslaved
family pictured in this
photograph from South
Carolina?

NARRATIVE ELEMENTS
Notice how the details

in lines 1~8 buiid the
characterization of the
Flints. What kind of
people are they?
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I shut all the windows, locked all the doors, and went up to the third story,
to wait till midnight. How long those hours seemed, and how fervently I prayed
that God would not forsake me in this hour of utmost need! I was about to risk
everything on the throw of a die: and if I failed, O what would become of me and
my poor children? They would be made to suffer for my fault. @

At half past twelve I stole softly down stairs. 1 stopped on the second floor,
thinking I heard a noise. I felt my way down into the parlor, and looked out of
the window. The night was so intensely dark that I could see nothing. I raised
the window very softly and jumped out. Large drops of rain were falling, and the
darkness bewildered me. I dropped on my knees, and breathed a short prayer
to God for guidance and protection. I groped my way to the road, and rushed
towards the town with almost lightning speed. [ arrived at my grandmother’s
house, but dared not see her. She would say, “Linda, you are killing me;” and I
knew that would unnerve me. I tapped softly at the window of a room, occupied
by a woman, who had lived in the house several years. I knew she was a faithful
friend, and could be trusted with my secret. I tapped several times before she
heard me. At last she raised the window, and I whispered, “Sally, I have run away.
Let me in, quick.” She opened the door softly, and said in low tones, “For God's
sake, don’®. Your grandmother is trying to buy you and de chillern. Mr. Sands was
here last week. He tole her he was going away on business, but he wanted her to
go ahead about buying you and de chillern, and he would help her all he could.
Don’t run away, Linda. Your grandmother is all bowed down wid trouble now. ”

I replied, “Sally, they are going to carry my children to the plantation to-
morrow; and they will never sell them to any body so long as they have me in
their power. Now, would you advise me to go back?”

“No, chile, no,” answered she. “When dey finds you is gone, dey won't want de
plague’ ob de chillern; but where is you going to hide? Dey knows ebery inch ob
dis house.”

I told her [ had a hiding-place, and that was all it was best for her to know. I
asked her to go into my room as soon as it was light, and take all my clothes out
of my trunk, and pack them in hers; for I knew Mr. Flint and the constable would
be there early to search my room. I feared the sight of my children would be too
much for my full heart; but I could not go out into the uncertain future without
one last look. I bent over the bed where lay my little Benny and baby Ellen. Poor
little ones! fatherless and motherless! Memories of their father came over me.

He wanted ro be kind to them; but they were not all to him, as they were to my
womanly heart. I knelt and prayed for the innocent litle sleepers. [ kissed them
lightly, and turned away. ¢

As I was about to open the street door, Sally laid her hand on my shoulder, and
said, “Linda, is you gwine all alone? Let me call your uncle. ”

“No, Sally,” T replied, “I want no one to be brought into trouble on my account.”

1. plague: nuisance.

UNIT 3: FROM ROMANTICISM TO REALISM

o

©

NARRATIVE ELEMENTS
Describe the conflicts
presented in lines

9—21. Which lines build
suspense?

READING A NARRATIVE
Reread lines 28-38.

Who are Sally and Mr.
Sands? Refer to Jacobs’s
biography on page 550 if
necessary.

GRAMMAR AND STYLE
Examine lines 50-54.
Notice how the writer
uses emotionally charged
adjectives to express the
depth of her despair.



['went forth into the darkness and rain. [ ran on till T came to the house of the
friend who was to conceal me.
6  Early the next morning Mr. Flint was at my grandmorher’s inquiring for
me. She told him she had not seen me, and supposed [ was at the plantation,
He watched her face narrowly, and said, “Don’ you know any thing about her
running off?” She assured him thar she did not. He went on to say, “Last night
she ran off without the least provocation. We had treated her very kindly. My wife
liked her. She will soon be found and brought back. Are her children with you?”
When told that they were, he said, “I am very glad to hear that, If they are here,
she cannot be far off. If I find our that any of my niggers have had any thing to do
with this damned business, I'll give ‘em five hundred lashes.” As he started to go
to his father’s, he turned round and added, persuasively, “Let her be brought back,
70 and she shall have her children to live wich her”
The tidings made the old doctor rave and storm at a furious rate. It was a
busy day for them. My grandmother’s house was searched from top to botrom.
As my trunk was empty, they concluded I had taken my clothes with me. Before
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ten o'clock every vessel northward bound was thoroughly examined, and the law
against harboring? fugitives was read to all on board, At night a watch was set over
the town. Knowing how distressed my grandmother would be, I wanted to send
her a message; but it could not be done. Every one who went in or out of her
house was closely watched. The doctor said he would take my children, unless she
became responsible for them; which of course she willingly did. The next day was

80 spent in searching. Before night, the following advertiscment was posted at every
corner, and in every public place for miles round:—

$300 REWARD! Ran away from the subscriber’ an intelligent, bright,
mulatto’ girl, named Linda, 21 years of age. Five feet four inches high.
Dark eyes, and black hair inclined to curl; but it can be made straight.
Has a decayed spot on a front tooth. She can read and write, and in all
probability will try to get to the Free States. All persons ave forbidden,
under penalty of the law, to harbor or employ said slave. $150 will be given
to whoever takes her in the state, and $300 if taken out of the state and
delivered to me, or lodged in jail. DR. FLINT

For a week, Linda hides in the house of an unnamed friend. Her pursuers come so close
to finding her that she rushes from the house into the bushes, where she is bitten by a
poisonous snake or lizard. She suffers greatly until an old woman treats her with a folk
remedy. Vowing “give me liberty or death,” she refuses to return to the Flints. Then a
sympathetic white woman, an old friend of her grandmother’s, offers to conceal Linda
in a small storage room in her house. The woman makes them promise never to tell, as
she is the wife of a prominent slaveholder. The woman sends her cook, Linda’s friend
Betty, to meet Linda and take her to the house.

Months of Peril

90 | went to sleep that night with the feeling that I was for the present the most
fortunate slave in town. Morning came and filled my little cell wich light. I
thanked the heavenly Father for this safe retreat. Opposite my window was a pile
of feather beds. On the top of these I could lie perfectly concealed, and command
a view of the street through which Dr. Flint passed to his office. Anxious as I was,
I felt a gleam of satisfaction when I saw him. Thus far I had outwitted him, and I

© NARRATIVE ELEMENTS
Consider the
characterization of Linda

triumphed over it. Who can blame slaves for being cunning? They are constantly in this paragraph. How
compelled to resort to it. It is the only weapon of the weak and oppressed against are readers likely to feel
the strength of their tyranes. @ toward her?

2. harboring: sheltering or protecting.
3. the subscriber: the person placing the notice, Dr. Flint.
4, mulatto: of mixed black and white ancestry.
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['was daily hoping to hear that my master had sold my children; for I knew
100 who was on the watch to buy them. Bur Dr. Flint cared even more for revenge
than he did for money. My brother William, and the good aunt who had served
in his family twenty years, and my little Benny, and Ellen, who was a lictle over
two years old, were thrust into jail, as a means of compelling my relatives to give
some information about me. He swore my grandmother should never see one of
them again till T was brought back. They kept these facts from me for several days.
When I heard that my little ones were in a loathsome jail, my first impulse was to
go to them. [ was encountering dangers for the sake of freeing them, and must
be the cause of their death? The thought was agonizing. My benefactress® tried to
soothe me by telling me that my aunt would take good care of the children while
110 they remained in jail. But it added to my pain to think that the good old aunt,
who had always been so kind to her sister’s orphan children, should be shut up in
prison for no other crime than loving them. I suppose my friends feared a reckless
movement on my part, knowing, as they did, that my life was bound up in my
children. I received a note from my brother William. It was scarcely legible, and
ran thus: “Wherever you are, dear sister, I beg of you not to come here. We are all
much better off than you are. If you come, you will ruin us all. They would force
you to tell where you had been, or they would kill you. Take the advice of your
friends; if not for the sake of me and your children, at least for the sake of those
you would ruin.” @ @&
120 Poor William! He also must suffer for being my brother. I took his advice and
kept quier. My aunt was taken out of jail at the end of a month, because Mirs.
Flint could not spare her any longer. She was tired of being her own housekeeper.
It was quite oo fatiguing to order her dinner and eat it too. My children remained
in jail, where brother William did all he could for their comfort. Betty went to see
them sometimes, and brought me tidings. She was not permitted to enter the jail;
but William would hold them up to the grated window while she chatted with
them. When she repeated their prattle, and told me how they wanted to see their
ma, my tears would flow. Old Betty would exclaim, “Lors, chile! what's you crying
"bout? Dem young uns vil kill you dead. Don’t be so chick'n hearted! If you does,
130 you vil nebber git thro’ dis world.” o

5. benefactress: a woman who gives aid.

NARRATIVE ELEMENTS
What new conflict

is presented in this
paragraph?

READING A NARRATIVE
Review the paragraph
that begins “For a

week ..." on page 556.
Who is Betty, mentioned
in lines 124—130?
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After Reading

Comprehension
1. Recall What prompts Linda to make the decision to escape?
2. Summarize What actions do the Flints take after they find out Linda has left?
3. Clarify Why does Linda want the Flints to sell her children?

Literary Analysis

4. Reading a Narrative Review the web you made as you read. Which characters
support Linda and which oppose her? Share questions you have about them.

5. Examine Narrative Elements Describe different conflicts—internal and
external—that Linda faces in this excerpt. What do these conflicts reveal
about the institution of slavery and the sacrifices forced by it?

6. Analyze Characterization How does the writer present herself? Discuss what

you learn about her character and values from

s her attitude toward her work {lines 2-3)
» her thoughts as she visits her children (lines 48-54)
« her insistence upon escaping alone (line 57)

7. Contrast Characterizations Contrast the writer’s portrayal of herself with her
portrayal of the Flints. What does she reveal about the Flints’ character and
values?

8. Draw Conclusions How might the writer’s political purpose and the
knowledge that she was writing for an audience of Northern white women
have influenced her characterizations?

9. Compare Texts Read “Free Labor” and “Go Down, Moses” on pages 560 and
561. How do they compare with Harriet Jacobs’s narrative in their tone and
their messages about slavery?

Literary Criticism

10. Author’s Style Jacobs's style was influenced by the literature popular in her
time. Nineteenth-century women's novels were melodramatic, arousing
readers’ emotions with suspenseful plots that usually involved virtuous
characters pitted against evil villains. Uncle Tom’s Cabin, an immensely
popular antislavery novel, included such elements as well. It also rendered
the speech of slave characters in heavy dialect, a convention of the time.
How do you, as a modern reader, respond to Jacobs'’s style? Evaluate the
effects of her style on the power of her narrative.
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SUNSHINE STATE STANDARD
Literary Analysis

Benchmark LA2.2.2.2 Use
information from the text to answer
questions or to state the main idea
or provide relevant details.



