
Selec�ons (courtesy, again, of Gutenberg) from Harrie Jacobs’ s Incidents in the Life of a Slave Woman 

If you want to read more, here’s the link: htps://www.gutenberg.org/cache/epub/11030/pg11030-images.html 

It pains me to offer so little of this, the first literary memoir of a woman in slavery. Signing her book, 
Linda Brent, a cover not blown until close to her death, Jacobs wrote a harrowing, and later proven to be 
true, narrative of hiding in a crawl space for seven years to avoid more of what she had experienced: the 
rape of the man who became her owner on the death of the woman who taught her o read and write (yes, 
that’s all one sentence – and confusing). After escaping and traveling north, she lived for some time in the 
rooms above the offices of Douglass’s North Star. By the time she died in Washington, D.C., she had been 
discovered by Lydia Maria Child, whose work was later celebrated in the Women’s movements of the mid 
20th Century. Herewith: just a tiny sample. 

 

Reader be assured this narra�ve is no fic�on. I am aware that some of my adventures 
may seem incredible; but they are, nevertheless, strictly true. I have not exaggerated 
the wrongs inflicted by Slavery; on the contrary, my descrip�ons fall far short of the 
facts. I have concealed the names of places, and given persons fic��ous names. I had 
no mo�ve for secrecy on my own account, but I deemed it kind and considerate 
towards others to pursue this course. . .  

I went into the work house next morning, and saw the cowhide still wet with blood, 
and the boards all covered with gore. The poor man lived, and continued to quarrel with 
his wife. A few months afterwards Dr. Flint handed them both over to a slave-trader. 
The guilty man put their value into his pocket, and had the satisfaction of knowing that 
they were out of sight and hearing. When the mother was delivered into the trader’s 
hands, she said. “You promised to treat me well.” To which he replied, “You have let 
your tongue run too far; damn you!” She had forgotten that it was a crime for a slave to 
tell who was the father of her child. 

From others than the master persecution also comes in such cases. I once saw a young 
slave girl dying soon after the birth of a child nearly white. In her agony she cried out, 
“O Lord, come and take me!” Her mistress stood by, and mocked at her like an incarnate 
fiend. “You suffer, do you?” she exclaimed. “I am glad of it. You deserve it all, and 
more too.” 

The girl’s mother said, “The baby is dead, thank God; and I hope my poor child will 
soon be in heaven, too.”. . . . 

On one of these sale days, I saw a mother lead seven children to the auction block. 
She knew that some of them would be taken from her; but they took all. The children 
were sold to a slave-trader, and their mother was bought by a man in her own town. 
Before night her children were all far away. She begged the trader to tell her where he 
intended to take them; this he refused to do. How could he, when he knew he would 
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sell them, one by one, wherever he could command the highest price? I met that mother 
in the street, and her wild, haggard face lives to-day in my mind. She wrung her hands 
in anguish, and exclaimed, “Gone! All gone! Why don’t God kill me?” I had no words 
wherewith to comfort her. Instances of this kind are of daily, yea, of hourly occurrence. 

Slaveholders have a method, peculiar to their institution, of getting rid of old slaves, 
whose lives have been worn out in their service. I knew an old woman, who for seventy 
years faithfully served her master. She had become almost helpless, from hard labor 
and disease. Her owners moved to Alabama, and the old black woman was left to be 
sold to any body who would give twenty dollars for her. 

… 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. . . 

The secrets of slavery are concealed like those of the Inquisition. 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… 

. . . How I dreaded my master now! Every minute I expected to be summoned to his 
presence; but the day passed, and I heard nothing from him. The next morning, a 
message was brought to me: “Master wants you in his study.” I found the door ajar, and 
I stood a moment gazing at the hateful man who claimed a right to rule me, body and 
soul. I entered, and tried to appear calm. I did not want him to know how my heart was 
bleeding. He looked fixedly at me, with an expression which seemed to say, “I have 
half a mind to kill you on the spot.” At last he broke the silence, and that was a relief to 
both of us. 

“So you want to be married, do you?” said he, “and to a free nigger.” 

“Yes, sir.” 

“Well, I’ll soon convince you whether I am your master, or the nigger fellow you 
honor so highly. If you must have a husband, you may take up with one of my slaves.” 



What a situation I should be in, as the wife of one of his slaves, even if my heart had 
been interested! 

I replied, “Don’t you suppose, sir, that a slave can have some preference about 
marrying? Do you suppose that all men are alike to her?” 

“Do you love this nigger?” said he, abruptly. 

“Yes, sir.” 

“How dare you tell me so!” he exclaimed, in great wrath. After a slight pause, he 
added, “I supposed you thought more of yourself; that you felt above the insults of such 
puppies.” 

I replied, “If he is a puppy, I am a puppy, for we are both of the negro race. It is right 
and honorable for us to love each other. The man you call a puppy never insulted me, 
sir; and he would not love me if he did not believe me to be a virtuous woman.” 

He sprang upon me like a tiger, and gave me a stunning blow.  

. . . [by Chapter 22 – terrible things have led to her hiding]: 

Again and again, I thought I should die before long; but I saw the leaves of another 
autumn whirl through the air, and felt the touch of another winter. In summer the most 
terrible thunder storms were acceptable, for the rain came through the roof, and I rolled 
up my bed that it might cool the hot boards under it. Later in the season, storms 
sometimes wet my clothes through and through, and that was not comfortable when the 
air grew chilly. Moderate storms I could keep out by filling the chinks with oakum. 

But uncomfortable as my situation was, I had glimpses of things out of doors, which 
made me thankful for my wretched hiding-place. One day I saw a slave pass our gate, 
muttering, “It’s his own, and he can kill it if he will.”  

[the opening of Chapter 29]: I hardly expect that the reader will credit me, when I 
affirm that I lived in that little dismal hole, almost deprived of light and air, and with 
no space to move my limbs, for nearly seven years. But it is a fact; and to me a sad one, 
even now; for my body still suffers from the effects of that long imprisonment, to say 
nothing of my soul. Members of my family, now living in New York and Boston, can 
testify to the truth of what I say. 

Countless were the nights that I sat late at the little loophole scarcely large enough to 
give me a glimpse of one twinkling star. There, heard the patrols and slave-hunters 
conferring together about the capture of runaways, well knowing how rejoiced they 
would be to catch me. 



Season after season, year after year, I peeped at my children’s faces, and heard their 
sweet voices, with a heart yearning all the while to say, “Your mother is here.” 
Sometimes it appeared to me as if ages had rolled away since I entered upon that 
gloomy, monotonous existence. At times, I was stupefied and listless; at other times I 
became very impatient to know when these dark years would end, and I should again 
be allowed to feel the sunshine, and breathe the pure air. 

. . . [By Chapter 39, in complicated ways, “Linda” has escaped and is in service to a 
white woman; as they are bound for NYC, this happens]: Being in servitude to the 
Anglo-Saxon race, I was not put into a “Jim Crow car,” on our way to Rockaway, 
neither was I invited to ride through the streets on the top of trunks in a truck; but every 
where I found the same manifestations of that cruel prejudice, which so discourages the 
feelings, and represses the energies of the colored people. We reached Rockaway before 
dark, and put up at the Pavilion—a large hotel, beautifully situated by the sea-side—a 
great resort of the fashionable world. Thirty or forty nurses were there, of a great variety 
of nations. Some of the ladies had colored waiting-maids and coachmen, but I was the 
only nurse tinged with the blood of Africa. When the tea bell rang, I took little Mary 
and followed the other nurses. Supper was served in a long hall. A young man, who had 
the ordering of things, took the circuit of the table two or three times, and finally pointed 
me to a seat at the lower end of it. As there was but one chair, I sat down and took the 
child in my lap. Whereupon the young man came to me and said, in the blandest manner 
possible, “Will you please to seat the little girl in the chair, and stand behind it and feed 
her? After they have done, you will be shown to the kitchen, where you will have a 
good supper.” 

[By Chapter 37 the kind mistress has died; “Linda” has been asked by the child’s 
father to watch the little girl on a trip to England, so for ten months she has the glimpse 
of another world]: I remained abroad ten months, which was much longer than I had 
anticipated. During all that time, I never saw the slightest symptom of prejudice against 
color. Indeed, I entirely forgot it, till the time came for us to return to America. 

[“Linda” talks of fears when she returns: there’s s�ll he “Fugi�ve Slave Law,” for 
example. When her story was published in 1861, it caught the aten�on of aboli�on 
leaders, who brought her into their struggle. Before her death, she had helped to 
organize the Na�onal Associa�on of Colored Women.”] 


