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African-American survivor of slavery, abolitionist, educator and writer For the actress, see Linda Brent (actress). Harriet JacobsOnly known formal photograph of Harriet Jacobs, 1894[1]Born1813Edenton, North Carolina, USDied(1897-03-07)March 7, 1897 (aged 84)Washington, D.C., USResting placeMount Auburn CemeteryOccupationWriter, nanny,
and relief workerGenreAutobiographyNotable worksIncidents in the Life of a Slave Girl (1861)Children]Joseph, LouisaRelativesJohn S. Jacobs (brother) Harriet Jacobs[a] (1813 or 1815[b] — March 7, 1897) was an African-American writer whose autobiography, Incidents in the Life of a Slave Girl, published in 1861 under the pseudonym Linda Brent, is
now considered an "American classic".[5] Born into slavery in Edenton, North Carolina, she was sexually harassed by her enslaver. When he threatened to sell her children if she did not submit to his desire, she hid in a tiny crawl space under the roof of her grandmother's house, so low she could not stand up in it. After staying there for seven years,
she finally managed to escape to the free North, where she was reunited with her children Joseph and Louisa Matilda and her brother John S. Jacobs. She found work as a nanny and got into contact with abolitionist and feminist reformers. Even in New York, her freedom was in danger until her employer was able to pay off her legal owner. During
and immediately after the Civil War, she went to the Union-occupied parts of the South together with her daughter, organizing help and founding two schools for fugitive and freed slaves. Biography Family and name St. Paul's Episcopal Church in Edenton, where Harriet Jacobs and her children were baptized, and where both Dr. Norcom and Molly
Horniblow were communicants.[6] Harriet Jacobs was born in 1813 in Edenton, North Carolina, to Delilah Horniblow, enslaved by the Horniblow family who owned a local tavern.[c] Under the principle of partus sequitur ventrem, both Harriet and her brother John were enslaved at birth by the tavern keeper's family, as a mother's status was passed
to her children. Still, according to the same principle, mother and children should have been free, because Molly Horniblow, Delilah's mother, had been freed by her white father, who also was her owner. But she had been kidnapped, and had no chance for legal protection because of her dark skin.[8] Harriet and John's father was Elijah Knox,[9] also
enslaved, but enjoying some privileges due to his skill as an expert carpenter. He died in 1826.[10] While Harriet's mother and grandmother were known by their owner's family name of Horniblow, Harriet used the opportunity of the baptism of her children to register Jacobs as their family name. She and her brother John also used that name after
having escaped from slavery. The baptism was conducted without the knowledge of Harriet's master, Dr. Norcom. Harriet was convinced that her father should have been called Jacobs because his father was Henry Jacobs, a free white man.[11] After Harriet's mother died, her father married a free African American. The only child from that marriage,
Harriet's half brother, was called Elijah after his father and always used Knox as his family name, which was the name of his father's enslaver.[12] Early life in slavery Dr. James Norcom When Jacobs was six years old, her mother died. She then lived with her owner, a daughter of the deceased tavern keeper, who taught her not only to sew, but also to
read and write. Only very few slaves were literate, although it was only in 1830 that North Carolina explicitly outlawed teaching slaves to read or write.[13] Although Harriet's brother John succeeded in teaching himself to read,[14] he still wasn't able to write when he escaped from slavery as a young adult.[15] In 1825, the owner of Harriet and John
Jacobs died. She willed Harriet to her three-year-old niece Mary Matilda Norcom.[d] Mary Matilda's father, the physician Dr. James Norcom (son-in-law of the deceased tavern keeper), became her de facto master. Her brother John and most of her other property was inherited by the tavern keeper's widow. Dr. Norcom hired John, so that the Jacobs
siblings lived together in his household. Following the death of the widow, her slaves were sold at the New Year's Day auction, 1828. Among them were Harriet's brother John, her grandmother Molly Horniblow and Molly's son Mark. Being sold at public auction was a traumatic experience for twelve-year old John.[17] Friends of hers bought Molly
Horniblow and Mark with money Molly had been working hard to save over the many years of her servitude at the tavern. Afterwards Molly Horniblow was set free, and her own son Mark became her slave. Because of legal restrictions on manumission, Mark had to remain his mother's slave until in 1847/48 she finally succeeded in getting him freed.
[18] John Jacobs was bought by Dr. Norcom, thus he and his sister stayed together. Part of a series onSlavery Contemporary Child labour Child soldiers Conscription Debt Forced marriage Bride buying Child marriage Wife selling Forced prostitution Human trafficking Peonage Penal labour Contemporary Africa 21st-century jihadism Sexual slavery
Wage slavery Historical Antiquity Ancient Egypt Babylonia Ancient Greece Ancient Rome Contubernium Ancillae Medieval Europe Byzantine Empire Kholop Serfs History In Russia Emancipation Thrall Muslim world Contract of manumission Ottoman Empire The Barbary Coast slave trade pirates Turkish Abductions Concubinage history Ma malakat
aymanukum Harem Abbasid harem Ottoman Imperial Harem Jarya/Cariye Odalisque Qiyan Umm walad 21st century Atlantic slave trade Bristol Brazil Database Dutch Middle Passage Nantes New France Panyarring Spanish Empire Slave Coast Thirteen colonies Topics and practice Conscription Ghilman Mamluk Devshirme Blackbirding Coolie
Corvée labor Field slaves in the United States Treatment House slaves Saqgaliba Slave market Slave raiding Child soldiers White slavery Naval Galley slave Impressment Pirates Shanghaiing Slave ship By country or region Sub-Saharan Africa Contemporary Africa Trans-Saharan slave trade Indian Ocean slave trade Angola Chad Ethiopia Mali
Mauritania Niger Somalia South Africa Sudan Seychelles North and South America Americas indigenous U.S. Natives Aztec United States Field slaves female maps partus prison labor Slave codes Treatment interregional Human trafficking Canada Caribbean Barbados British Virgin Islands Trinidad Code Noir Latin America Brazil Lei Aurea Colombia
Cuba Haiti revolt Restavek (Encomienda) Puerto Rico East, Southeast, and South Asia Human trafficking in Southeast Asia Bhutan China Booi Aha Laogai penal system India Debt bondage Chukri System Japan comfort women Korea Kwalliso Yankee princess Vietnam Australia and Oceania Blackbirding Human trafficking in Australia Slave raiding in
Easter Island Human trafficking in Papua New Guinea Blackbirding in Polynesia Europe and North Asia Sex trafficking in Europe Britain Denmark Dutch Republic Germany in World War II Malta Norway Poland Portugal Romania Russia Spain Sweden North Africa and West Asia Afghanistan Egypt Iran Libya Human trafficking in the Middle East
Oman Saudi Arabia Yemen Religion Bible Christianity Catholicism Mormonism Islam Judaism Bah&’i Faith Opposition and resistance 1926 Slavery Convention Abolitionism U.K. U.S. Abolitionists Anti-Slavery International Blockade of Africa U.K. U.S. Colonization Liberia Sierra Leone Compensated emancipation Freedman manumission Freedom suit
Slave Power Underground Railroad songs Slave rebellion Slave Trade Acts International law Third Servile War 13th Amendment to the United States Constitution Timeline of abolition of slavery and serfdom Abolition of slave trade in Persian gulf [fa] Related Common law Indentured servitude Unfree labour Fugitive slaves laws Great Dismal Swamp
maroons List of slaves owners last surviving American enslaved people Marriage of enslaved people (United States) Slave narrative films songs Slave name Slave catcher Slave patrol Slave Route Project breeding court cases Washington Jefferson Adams Lincoln 40 acres Freedmen's Bureau Iron bit Emancipation Day vte The same year, 1828, Molly
Horniblow's youngest son, Joseph, tried to escape. He was caught, paraded in chains through Edenton, put into jail, and finally sold to New Orleans. The family later learned that he escaped again and reached New York. After that he was lost to the family. The Jacobs siblings who even as children were talking about escaping to freedom, saw him as a
hero. Both of them would later name their sons for him.[19] Reward notice issued for the return of Harriet Jacobs Coping with sexual harassment Norcom soon started harassing Jacobs sexually, causing the jealousy of his wife. When Jacobs fell in love with a free black man who wanted to buy her freedom and marry her, Norcom intervened and
forbade her to continue with the relationship.[20] Hoping for protection from Norcom's harassment, Jacobs started a relationship with Samuel Sawyer, a white lawyer and member of North Carolina's white elite, who would some years later be elected to the House of Representatives. Sawyer became the father of Jacobs's only children, Joseph (born
1829/30)[21] and Louisa Matilda (born 1832/33).[22] When she learned of Jacobs's pregnancy, Mrs. Norcom forbade her to return to her house, which enabled Jacobs to live with her grandmother. Still, Norcom continued his harassment during his numerous visits there; the distance as the crow flies between the two houses was only 600 feet (180 m).
[23] Seven years concealed In April 1835, Norcom finally moved Jacobs from her grandmother's to the plantation of his son, some 6 miles (9.7 km) away.[24] He also threatened to expose her children to the hard life of the plantation slaves and to sell them, separately and without the mother, after some time.[25] In June 1835, Harriet Jacobs decided
to escape. A white woman, who was a slaveholder herself, hid her at great personal risk in her house. After a short time, Jacobs had to hide in a swamp near the town, and at last she found refuge in a "tiny crawlspace"[26] under the roof of her grandmother's house. The "garret"[27] was only 9 feet (2.7 m) by 7 feet (2.1 m) and 3 feet (0.91 m) at its
highest point.[28] The impossibility of bodily exercise caused health problems which she still felt while writing her autobiography many years later.[29] She bored a series of small holes into the wall, thus creating an opening approximately an inch square that allowed fresh air and some light to enter and that allowed her to see out. The light was
barely sufficient to sew and to read the Bible and newspapers.[30] Map of the town center of Edenton. Norcom's house is marked N, Sawyer's S, and Molly Horniblow's M.[e] Norcom reacted by selling her children and her brother John to a slave trader demanding that they should be sold in a different state, thus expecting to separate them forever
from their mother and sister. However, the trader was secretly in league with Sawyer, to whom he sold all three of them, thus frustrating Norcom's plan on revenge. In her autobiography, Jacobs accuses Sawyer of not having kept his promise to legally manumit their children.[32] Still, Sawyer allowed his enslaved children to live with their great-
grandmother Molly Horniblow. After Sawyer married in 1838, Jacobs asked her grandmother to remind him of his promise. He asked and obtained Jacobs's approval to send their daughter to live with his cousin in Brooklyn, New York, where slavery had already been abolished. He also suggested to send their son to the Free States.[33] While locked
in her cell, Jacobs could often observe her unsuspecting children.[f] Escape and freedom In 1842, Jacobs finally got a chance to escape by boat to Philadelphia, where she was aided by anti-slavery activists of the Philadelphia Vigilant Committee.[35] After a short stay, she continued to New York City. Although she had no references, Mary Stace Willis,
the wife of the then extremely popular author Nathaniel Parker Willis, accepted to hire Jacobs as the nanny of her baby daughter Imogen. The two women agreed on a trial period of one week, not suspecting that the relationship between the two families would last into the next generation, until the death of Louisa Matilda Jacobs at the home of Edith
Willis Grinnell, the daughter of Nathaniel Willis and his second wife, in 1917.[36] Boston in 1841 In 1843 Jacobs heard that Norcom was on his way to New York to force her back into slavery, which was legal for him to do everywhere inside the United States. She asked Mary Willis for a leave of two weeks and went to her brother John in Boston. John
Jacobs, in his capacity as personal servant, had accompanied his owner Sawyer on his marriage trip through the North in 1838. He had gained his freedom by leaving his master in New York. After that he had gone whaling and had been absent for more than three years. From Boston, Harriet Jacobs wrote to her grandmother asking her to send
Joseph there, so that he could live there with his uncle John. After Joseph's arrival, she returned to her work as Imogen Willis's nanny.[37] Her work with the Willis family came to an abrupt end in October 1843, when Jacobs learned that her whereabouts had been betrayed to Norcom. Again, she had to flee to Boston, where the strength of the
abolitionist movement guaranteed a certain level of security.[38] Moving to Boston also gave her the opportunity to take her daughter Louisa Matilda from the house of Sawyer's cousin in Brooklyn, where she had been treated not much better than a slave.[39] In Boston Jacobs took on odd jobs.[40] Her stay there was interrupted by the death of Mary
Stace Willis in March 1845. Nathaniel Willis took his daughter Imogen on a ten-month visit to the family of his deceased wife in England. For the journey, Jacobs resumed her job as nanny. In her autobiography, she reflects on the experiences made during the journey: She didn't notice any sign of racism, which often embittered her life in the USA. In
consequence of this, she gained a new access to her Christian faith. At home, Christian ministers treating blacks with contempt or even buying and selling slaves had been an obstacle to her spiritual life.[41] The autobiography This section is about the genesis of Jacobs's autobiography, seen as part of the story of her life. For the content and an
analysis of the autobiography, see Incidents in the Life of a Slave Girl. Background: Abolitionism and early feminism William Lloyd Garrison John S. Jacobs got more and more involved with abolitionism, i. e. the anti-slavery movement led by William Lloyd Garrison. He undertook several lecture tours, either alone or with fellow abolitionists, among
them Frederick Douglass, three years his junior.[42] In 1849, John S. Jacobs took responsibility for the Anti-Slavery Office and Reading Room in Rochester, New York. His sister Harriet supported him, having been relieved of the daily care for her children (Joseph had left the Boston print shop where his mother had apprenticed him after suffering
from racist abuse and had gone on a whaling voyage while his mother had been in England, and Louisa had been sent to a boarding school).[43] The former "slave girl" who had never been to school, and whose life had mostly been confined by the struggle for her own survival in dignity and that of her children, now found herself in circles that were
about to change America through their - by the standards of the time - radical set of ideas. The Reading Room was in the same building as the newspaper The North Star, run by Frederick Douglass, who today is considered the most influential African American of his century. Jacobs lived at the house of the white couple Amy and Isaac Post.[44]
Douglass and the Posts were staunch enemies of slavery and racism, and supporters of women's suffrage. The year before, Douglass and Amy Post had attended the Seneca Falls Convention, the world's first convention on women's rights, and had signed the Declaration of Sentiments, which demanded equal rights for women. Obtaining legal freedom
In 1850, Jacobs paid a visit to Nathaniel Parker Willis in New York, wanting to see the now eight-years old Imogen again. Willis's second wife, Cornelia Grinnell Willis, who had not recovered well after the birth of her second child, prevailed upon Jacobs once again to become the nanny of the Willis children. Knowing that this involved a considerable
risk for Jacobs, especially since the Fugitive Slave Law of 1850 had made it much easier for slaveholders to reclaim their fugitive "chattels", she gave her word to John S. Jacobs that she would not let his sister fall into the hands of her persecutors.[45] In the spring of 1851, Jacobs was again informed that she was in danger of being recaptured.
Cornelia Willis sent Jacobs together with her (Willis's) one-year-old daughter Lilian to Massachusetts which was comparatively safe. Jacobs, in whose autobiography the constant danger for herself and other enslaved mothers of being separated from their children is an important theme, spoke to her employer of the sacrifice that letting go of her baby
daughter meant to her. Cornelia Willis answered by explaining that the slave catchers would have to return the baby to the mother, if Jacobs should be caught. She would then try to rescue Jacobs.[46] In February 1852, Jacobs read in the newspaper that her legal owner, the daughter of the recently deceased Dr. Norcom, had arrived at a New York
Hotel together with her husband, obviously intending to re-claim their fugitive slave. Again, Cornelia Willis sent Jacobs to Massachusetts together with Lilian. Some days later, she wrote a letter to Jacobs informing her of her intention to buy Jacobs's freedom. Jacobs replied that she preferred to join her brother who had gone to California. Regardless,
Cornelia Willis bought her freedom for $300. In her autobiography, Jacobs describes her mixed feelings: Bitterness at the thought that "a human being [was] sold in the free city of New York", happiness at the thought that her freedom was secured, and "love" and "gratitude" for Cornelia Willis.[47] Obstacles: Trauma and shame Amy Post in the 1860s
When Jacobs came to know the Posts in Rochester, they were the first white people she met since her return from England, who didn't look down on her color. Soon, she developed enough trust in Amy Post to be able to tell her her story which she had kept secret for so long. Post later described how difficult it was for Jacobs to tell of her traumatic
experiences: "Though impelled by a natural craving for human sympathy, she passed through a baptism of suffering, even in recounting her trials to me. ... The burden of these memories lay heavily on her spirit".[48] In late 1852 or early 1853, Amy Post suggested that Jacobs should write her life story. Jacobs's brother had for some time been urging
her to do so, and she felt a moral obligation to tell her story to help build public support for the antislavery cause and thus save others from suffering a similar fate.[49] Still, Jacobs had acted against moral ideas commonly shared in her time, shared including by herself, by consenting to a sexual relationship with Sawyer. The shame caused by this
memory and the resulting fear of having to tell her story had been the reason for her initially avoiding contact with the abolitionist movement her brother John had joined in the 1840s.[50] Finally, Jacobs overcame her trauma and feeling of shame, and she consented to publish her story. Her reply to Post describing her internal struggle has survived.
[51] Writing of the manuscript At first, Jacobs didn't feel that she was up to writing a book. She wrote a short outline of her story and asked Amy Post to send it to Harriet Beecher Stowe, proposing to tell her story to Stowe so that Stowe could transform it into a book. Before Stowe's answer arrived, Jacobs read in the papers that the famous author,
whose novel Uncle Tom's Cabin, published in 1852, had become an instant bestseller, was going to England. Jacobs then asked Cornelia Willis to propose to Stowe that Jacobs's daughter Louisa accompany her to England and tell the story during the journey. In reply, Stowe forwarded the story outline to Willis and declined to let Louisa join her, citing
the possibility of Louisa being spoiled by too much sympathy shown to her in England. Jacobs felt betrayed because her employer thus came to know about the parentage of her children, which was the cause for Jacobs feeling ashamed. In a letter to Post, she analyzed the racist thinking behind Stowe's remark on Louisa with bitter irony: "what a pity
we poor blacks can[']t have the firmness and stability of character that you white people have." In consequence, Jacobs gave up the idea of enlisting Stowe's help.[52] Title page of Willis's book Out-doors at Idlewild (1855), presenting a southern view of the residence In June 1853, Jacobs chanced to read a defense of slavery entitled "The Women of
England vs. the Women of America" in an old newspaper. Written by Julia Tyler, wife of former president John Tyler, the text claimed that the household slaves were "well clothed and happy". Jacobs spent the whole night writing a reply, which she sent to the New York Tribune. Her letter,[53] signed "A Fugitive Slave", published on June 21, was her
first text to be printed. Her biographer, Jean Fagan Yellin, comments, "When the letter was printed ..., an author was born."[54] In October 1853, she wrote to Amy Post that she had decided to become the author of her own story. In the same letter, only a few lines earlier, she had informed Post of her grandmother's death.[g] Yellin concludes that the
"death of her revered grandmother" made it possible for Jacobs to "reveal her troubled sexual history" which she could never have done "while her proud, judgmental grandmother lived."[56] While using the little spare time a children's nurse had to write her story, Jacobs lived with the Willis family at Idlewild, their new country residence. With
N.P.Willis being largely forgotten today,[57] Yellin comments on the irony of the situation: "Idlewild had been conceived as a famous writer's retreat, but its owner never imagined that it was his children's nurse who would create an American classic there".[58] Louisa copied the manuscript,[59] standardizing orthography and punctuation. Yellin
observes that both style and content are "completely consistent" with the rest of Jacobs's writing and states, "there is no evidence to suggest that Louisa Matilda had any significant impact on either the subject matter or the style of the book."[60] When by mid-1857 her work was finally nearing completion, she asked Amy Post for a preface. Even in
this letter she mentions the shame that made writing her story difficult for herself: "as much pleasure as it would afford me and as great an honor as I would deem it to have your name associated with my Book -Yet believe me dear friend[,] there are many painful things in it — that make me shrink from asking the sacrifice from one so good and pure
as your self-."[61] Searching for a publisher Abolitionist drawing of a scene that probably never happened: John Brown meets an enslaved mother and her child while being led to execution In May 1858, Harriet Jacobs sailed to England, hoping to find a publisher there. She carried good letters of introduction, but wasn't able to get her manuscript into
print. The reasons for her failure are not clear. Yellin supposes that her contacts among the British abolitionists feared that the story of her liaison with Sawyer would be too much for Victorian Britain's prudery. Disheartened, Jacobs returned to her work at Idlewild and made no further efforts to publish her book until the fall of 1859.[62] On October
16, 1859, the anti-slavery activist John Brown tried to incite a slave rebellion at Harper's Ferry. Brown, who was executed in December, was considered a martyr and hero by many abolitionists, among them Harriet Jacobs, who added a tribute to Brown as the final chapter to her manuscript. She then sent the manuscript to publishers Phillips and
Samson in Boston. They were ready to publish it under the condition that either Nathaniel Parker Willis or Harriet Beecher Stowe would supply a preface. Jacobs was unwilling to ask Willis, who held pro-slavery views, but she asked Stowe, who declined. Soon after, the publishers failed, thus frustrating Jacobs's second attempt to get her story
printed.[63] Lydia Maria Child as the book's editor Jacobs now contacted Thayer and Eldridge, who had recently published a sympathizing biography of John Brown.[64] Thayer and Eldridge demanded a preface by Lydia Maria Child. Jacobs confessed to Amy Post, that after suffering another rejection from Stowe, she could hardly bring herself to
asking another famous writer, but she "resolved to make my last effort".[65] Jacobs met Child in Boston, and Child not only agreed to write a preface, but also to become the editor of the book. Child then re-arranged the material according to a more chronological order. She also suggested dropping the final chapter on Brown and adding more
information on the anti-black violence which occurred in Edenton after Nat Turner's 1831 rebellion. She kept contact with Jacobs via mail, but the two women failed to meet a second time during the editing process, because with Cornelia Willis passing through a dangerous pregnancy and premature birth Jacobs was not able to leave Idlewild.[66]
After the book had been stereotyped, Thayer and Eldridge, too, failed. Jacobs succeeded in buying the stereotype plates and to get the book printed and bound.[67] In January 1861, nearly four years after she had finished the manuscript, Jacobs's Incidents in the Life of a Slave Girl finally appeared before the public. The next month, her brother John
S. published his own, much shorter memoir, entitled A True Tale of Slavery, in London. Both siblings relate in their respective narratives their own experiences, experiences made together, and episodes in the life of the other sibling. In her book, Harriet Jacobs doesn't mention the town or even the state, where she was held as a slave, and changes all
personal names, given names as well as family names, with the only exception of the Post couple, whose names are given correctly. However, John Jacobs (called "William" in his sister's book) mentions Edenton as his birthplace and uses the correct given names, but abbreviates most family names. So Dr. Norcom is "Dr. Flint" in Harriet's book, but
"Dr. N-" in John's. An author's name is not given on the title page, but the "Preface by the author" is signed "Linda Brent" and the narrator is called by that name throughout the story. Reception of the book The book was promoted via the abolitionist networks and was well received by the critics. Jacobs arranged for a publication in Great Britain,
which was published in the first months of 1862, soon followed by a pirated edition.[68] The publication did not cause contempt as Jacobs had feared. On the contrary, Jacobs gained respect. Although she had used a pseudonym, in abolitionist circles she was regularly introduced with words like "Mrs. Jacobs, the author of Linda", thereby conceding
her the honorific "Mrs." which normally was reserved for married women.[69] The London Daily News wrote in 1862, that Linda Brent was a true "heroine", giving an example "of endurance and persistency in the struggle for liberty" and "moral rectitude".[70] Civil War and Reconstruction Relief work and politics Heroicized painting of the famous
assault on Fort Wagner by the 54th Massachusetts, July 1863. Slave pen of an unnamed trader in Alexandria, Virginia. Photograph from the 1860s. Jacobs describes her visit to Birch's (formerly Franklin and Armfield's) slave pen in her report Life among the Contrabands. After the election of president Lincoln in November 1860, the slavery question
caused first the secession of most slave states and then the Civil War. Thousands of African Americans, having escaped from slavery in the South, gathered just north of the front. Since Lincoln's administration continued to regard them as their masters' property, these refugees were in most cases declared "contraband of war" and simply called
"Contrabands". Many of them found refuge in makeshift camps, suffering and dying from want of the most basic necessities. Originally, Jacobs had planned to follow the example her brother John S. had set nearly two decades ago and become an abolitionist speaker, but now she saw that helping the Contrabands would mean rendering her race a
service more urgently needed.[71] In the spring of 1862, Harriet Jacobs went to Washington, D.C. and neighboring Alexandria, Virginia. She summarized her experiences during the first months in a report entitled Life among the Contrabands, published in September in Garrison's The Liberator. The author was featured as "Mrs. Jacobs, the author of
'Linda'". This report is a description of the fugitives' misery designed to appeal to donors, but it is also a political denunciation of slavery. Jacobs emphasizes her conviction that the freedmen will be able to build self-determined lives, if they get the necessary support.[72] During the fall of 1862, she traveled through the North using her popularity as
author of Incidents to build up a network to support her relief work.[73] The New York Friends (i.e. the Quakers) gave her credentials as a relief agent.[74] From January 1863, she made Alexandria the center of her activity. Together with Quaker Julia Wilbur, the teacher, feminist and abolitionist, whom she had already known in Rochester, she was
distributing clothes and blankets and at the same time struggling with incompetent, corrupt, or openly racist authorities.[75] While doing relief work in Alexandria, Jacobs was also involved in the political world. In May 1863 she attended the yearly conference of the New England Anti-Slavery Society in Boston. Together with the other participants
she watched the parade of the newly created 54th Massachusetts Infantry Regiment,[76] consisting of black soldiers led by white officers. Since the Lincoln administration had declined to use African American soldiers only a few months past, this was a highly symbolic event. Jacobs expressed her joy and pride in a letter to Lydia Maria Child: "How
my heart swelled with the thought that my poor oppressed race were to strike a blow for freedom !" [77] The Jacobs School Harriet and Louisa Matilda Jacobs and their students in front of the Jacobs School, Alexandria, Virginia, 1864 In most slave states, teaching slaves to read and write had been forbidden.[h] Virginia had even prohibited teaching
these skills to free blacks. After Union troops occupied Alexandria in 1861, some schools for blacks emerged, but there was not a single free school under African American control. Jacobs supported a project conceived by the black community in 1863 to found a new school. In the fall of 1863 her daughter Louisa Matilda who had been trained as a
teacher, came to Alexandria in the company of Virginia Lawton, a black friend of the Jacobs family. After some struggle with white missionaries from the North who wanted to take control of the school, the Jacobs School opened in January 1864 under Louisa Matilda's leadership. In the National Anti-Slavery Standard, Harriet Jacobs explained that it
was not disapproval of white teachers that made her fight for the school being controlled by the black community. But she wanted to help the former slaves, who had been raised "to look upon the white race as their natural superiors and masters", to develop "respect for their race".[80] Jacobs's work in Alexandria was recognized on the local as well
as on the national level, especially in abolitionist circles. In the spring of 1864 she was elected to the executive committee of the Women's Loyal National League, a women's organization founded in 1863 in response to an appeal by Susan B. Anthony which aimed at collecting signatures for a constitutional amendment to abolish slavery.[81] On August
1, 1864, she delivered the speech on occasion of the celebration of the British West Indian Emancipation[i] in front of the African American soldiers of a military hospital in Alexandria. Many abolitionists, among them Frederick Douglass,[82] stopped over in Alexandria while touring the South in order to see Jacobs and her work.[83] On a personal
level, she found her labors highly rewarding. Already in December 1862 she had written to Amy Post that the preceding six months had been the happiest in her whole life.[84] Relief work with freedmen in Savannah Cartoon of Andrew Johnson, depicting the President disbanding the Freedmen's Bureau. Terror by the Ku-Klux-Klan, engraving
published in Harper's Weekly, February 1872 Mother and daughter Jacobs continued their relief work in Alexandria until after the victory of the Union. Convinced that the freedmen in Alexandria were able to care for themselves,[85] they followed the call of the New England Freedmen's Aid Society for teachers to help instruct the freedmen in
Georgia. They arrived in Savannah, Georgia in November 1865, only 11 months after the slaves there had been freed by Sherman's March to the Sea. During the following months they distributed clothes, opened a school and were planning to start an orphanage and an asylum for old people.[86] But the political situation had changed: Lincoln had
been assassinated and his successor Andrew Johnson was a Southerner and former slaveholder. He ordered the removal of many freedmen from the land which had been allotted to them by the army just one year before. The land question together with the unjust labor contracts forced on the former slaves by their former enslavers with the help of
the army, are an important subject in Jacobs's reports from Georgia.[87] Already in July 1866, mother and daughter Jacobs left Savannah which was more and more suffering from anti-black violence. Once again, Harriet Jacobs went to Idlewild, to assist Cornelia Willis in caring for her dying husband until his death in January 1867.[88] In the spring of
1867, she visited the widow of her uncle Mark who was the only survivor of the family still living in Edenton. At the end of the year she undertook her last journey to Great Britain in order to collect money for the projected orphanage and asylum in Savannah. But after her return she had to realize that the anti-black terror in Georgia by the Ku-Klux-
Klan and other groups rendered these projects impossible. The money collected was given to the asylum fund of the New York Friends.[89] In the 1860s a personal tragedy occurred: In the early 1850s, her son Joseph had gone to California to search for gold together with his uncle John. Later the two had continued on to Australia. John S. Jacobs later
went to England, while Joseph stayed in Australia. Some time later, no more letters reached Jacobs from Australia. Using her connections to Australian clergymen, Child had an appeal on behalf of her friend read in Australian churches, but to no avail. Jacobs never again heard of her son.[90] Later years and death Grave of Harriet Jacobs After her
return from England, Jacobs retired to private life. In Cambridge, Massachusetts, she kept a boarding house together with her daughter. Among her boarders were faculty members of nearby Harvard University. In 1873, her brother John S. returned to the U.S. together with his English wife, their son Joseph and two stepchildren to live close to his
sister in Cambridge. He died in December of the same year, 1873. In 1877 Harriet and Louisa Jacobs moved to Washington, D.C., where Louisa hoped to get work as a teacher. However, she found work only for short periods. Mother and daughter again took to keeping a boarding house, until in 1887/88 Harriet Jacobs became too sick to continue with
the boarding house. Mother and daughter took on odd jobs and were supported by friends, among them Cornelia Willis. Harriet Jacobs died on March 7, 1897, in Washington, D.C., and was buried at Mount Auburn Cemetery in Cambridge next to her brother. Her tombstone reads, "Patient in tribulation, fervent in spirit serving the Lord". (Cf. Epistle
to the Romans, 12:11-12)[91] Legacy Prior to Jean Fagan Yellin's research in the 1980s, the accepted academic opinion, voiced by such historians as John Blassingame, was that Incidents in the Life of a Slave Girl was a fictional novel written by Lydia Maria Child. However, Yellin found and used a variety of historical documents, including from the
Amy Post papers at the University of Rochester, state and local historical societies, and the Horniblow and Norcom papers at the North Carolina state archives, to establish both that Harriet Jacobs was the true author of Incidents, and that the narrative was her autobiography, not a work of fiction. Her edition of Incidents in the Life of a Slave Girl was
published in 1987 with the endorsement of Professor John Blassingame.[92] In 2004, Yellin published an exhaustive biography (394 pages) entitled Harriet Jacobs: A Life. Yellin also conceived of the idea of the Harriet Jacobs Papers Project. In 2000, an advisory board for the project was established, and after funding was awarded, the project began
on a full-time basis in September 2002. Of the approximately 900 documents by, to, and about Harriet Jacobs, her brother John S. Jacobs, and her daughter Louisa Matilda Jacobs amassed by the Project, over 300 were published in 2008 in a two volume edition entitled The Harriet Jacobs Family Papers.[93] Today, Jacobs is seen as an "icon of female
resistance".[94] David S. Reynolds' review of Yellin's 2004 biography in The New York Times, states that Incidents in the Life of a Slave Girl "and Narrative of the Life of Frederick Douglass, an American Slave are commonly viewed as the two most important slave narratives."[95] In an interview, Colson Whitehead, author of the best selling novel, The
Underground Railroad, published in 2016, said: "Harriet Jacobs is a big referent for the character of Cora",[96] the heroine of the novel. Cora has to hide in a place in the attic of a house in Jacobs's native North Carolina, where like Jacobs she is not able to stand, but like her can observe the outside life through a hole that "had been carved from the
inside, the work of a previous occupant"” (p. 185).[97] In 2017 Jacobs was the subject of an episode of the Futility Closet Podcast, where her experience living in a crawl space was compared with the wartime experience of Patrick Fowler.[98] According to a 2017 article in Forbes magazine, a 2013 translation of Incidents by Yuki Horikoshi became a
bestseller in Japan.[99] At the end of her preface to the 2000 edition of Incidents, Yellin writes,She was, in Emerson's sense, 'representative’; expressing the idea of the struggle for freedom, her life empowers others. On my desk her portrait, smiling, urges me onward.[100] Timeline: Harriet Jacobs, abolitionism and literature Year Jacobs and
family[101] Politics and literature 1809 Birth of Edgar Allan Poe and Abraham Lincoln. 1811 Birth of Harriet Beecher Stowe. 1812 U.S. declares war on Britain (War of 1812). 1813 Harriet Jacobs is born. 1815 Harriet's brother John S. Jacobs is born. 1816 American Colonization Society is founded to resettle freed blacks in Africa. 1817 Birth of Henry
David Thoreau. 1818 Birth of Frederick Douglass. 1819 Harriet Jacobs's mother dies. Birth of Walt Whitman and Herman Melville. 1825 Harriet Jacobs's mistress dies, and Harriet becomes the property of Dr. Norcom's little daughter. 1826 Harriet's father dies. Death of Thomas Jefferson. His slaves are sold to cover his debt.[102] James Fenimore
Cooper writes The Last of the Mohicans. 1828 Jacobs's grandmother is bought by a friend and subsequently set free. Jacobs's uncle Joseph escapes, is returned in chains, and escapes again. 1829 Birth of Jacobs's son Joseph. Andrew Jackson is inaugurated as 7th President. 1831 Virginia slave revolt led by Nat Turner. William Lloyd Garrison begins
publication of The Liberator. 1833 Birth of daughter Louisa Matilda Jacobs. 1834 Slavery is abolished in the British Empire. 1835 Harriet Jacobs goes into hiding in the garret of her grandmother's house. Mark Twain is born. 1836 Jacobs's 2nd year in the garret begins. Sawyer elected to Congress. 1837 Jacobs's 3rd year in the garret begins. The Gag
Rule, aimed at suppressing debate on slavery, is accepted by U.S. Congress. E. P. Lovejoy, editor of an abolitionist paper, is murdered by mob in Alton, Illinois. 1838 Jacobs's 4th year in the garret begins. Sawyer goes to Chicago to marry. John S. Jacobs gains his freedom. Frederick Douglass escapes to freedom, only weeks before John S. does. 1839
Jacobs's 5th year in the garret begins. John S. Jacobs goes on his whaling journey. Slaves take control of the slave-ship, La Amistad. Theodore Dwight Weld's anti-slavery book, American Slavery As It Is, is published. 1840 Jacobs's 6th year in the garret begins. John S. still on the whaler. First World Anti-Slavery Convention in London. 1841 Jacobs's 7th
and final year in the garret begins. John S. still on the whaler. Herman Melville goes on the whaling journey that would later inspire Moby-Dick. 1842 Harriet Jacobs escapes to the North. In New York she finds work as a nurse to the baby daughter of N.P.Willis. John S. still on the whaler. 1843 John S. Jacobs returns and settles in Boston. Harriet
Jacobs has to flee from New York and is reunited with her brother and both her children in Boston.[j] 1845 Harriet Jacobs travels to England in her capacity as Imogen Willis's nanny. Baptists split into the Northern and Southern conventions over the slavery issue. Edgar Allan Poe's The Raven is published. 1846 Congress declares war on Mexico. 1848
The Mexican-American War ends. Seneca Falls Convention on women's rights. 1849 Harriet Jacobs moves to Rochester, her friendship with Amy Post begins. Thoreau writes Civil Disobedience. 1850 Harriet Jacobs re-hired by Willis's second wife Cornelia. Her brother John S. goes to California, then to Australia, and finally to England. Fugitive Slave
Law. 1851 Herman Melville writes Moby-Dick. Women's rights activist Amelia Bloomer starts to advocate for the "Bloomer dress". 1852 Cornelia Willis buys Harriet Jacobs's freedom. Harriet Beecher Stowe writes Uncle Tom's Cabin. 1853 Jacobs's grandmother dies. Her first published writing is an anonymous letter to a New York newspaper. She
begins writing Incidents. 1854 Kansas-Nebraska Act. 1856 The slavery issue leads to open violence in Kansas ("Bleeding Kansas"). 1857 Supreme Court ruling on Dred Scott: Blacks had "no rights which the white man was bound to respect".[k] 1858 Harriet Jacobs completes the manuscript of Incidents, then travels to England, unsuccessfully trying
to get it published. 1859 John Brown's raid on Harper's Ferry. The Supreme Court declares the Fugitive Slave Law constitutional. 1860 Lydia Maria Child becomes the editor of Incidents. Abraham Lincoln is elected the 16th President (November 7). South Carolina secedes (December 20). 1861 Publication of Incidents in the Life of a Slave Girl
(January). Davis inaugurated as president of the Confederacy (February 18). Abraham Lincoln inaugurated as 16th President (March 4). Confederate soldiers fire on Fort Sumter (April 12). The Civil War begins. 1862 Harriet Jacobs goes to Washington, D.C. and Alexandria, Virginia to help escaped slaves. 1863 Lincoln's Emancipation Proclamation.
Union victories at Gettysburg and Vicksburg. 1864 Jacobs School opens in Alexandria. 1865 Harriet and Louisa Matilda Jacobs go to Savannah, Georgia to help freedmen. Confederate surrender at Appomatox Court House. Assassination of Abraham Lincoln. 13th Amendment abolishes slavery. 1866 Harriet and Louisa Matilda Jacobs leave Savannah.
Harriet helps Cornelia Willis nursing her dying husband. 1867 Jacobs goes to England to collect money. 1868 Jacobs returns from England and retires to private life. 1873 John S. Jacobs returns to the U. S. and settles close to his sister's house. His death. 1897 Death of Harriet Jacobs on March 7, 1897, in Washington, D.C. See also African-American
literature Olaudah Equiano Mary Prince Solomon Northup Notes and references Notes ©~ Many recent editions of her autobiography call her "Harriet A. Jacobs" or "Harriet Ann Jacobs". Her biographer and editor Jean Fagan Yellin uses "Harriet A. Jacobs" on the title page and "Jacobs, Harriet Ann" in the index (p. 330) of her edition of the
autobiography.[2] However, in her 2004 biography Harriet Jacobs: A Life, Yellin consistently uses the name "Harriet Jacobs" without any middle name or middle initial. In the index she is listed (on p. 384) as "Jacobs, Harriet". Not a single of the many documents cited in both books has a middle name "Ann". The inscription on the tombstone simply
reads "Harriet Jacobs". ~ Her biographer Yellin gives 1813 as the year of her birth, without detailing day, month or season.[3] Her tombstone, however, gives February 11, 1815 as the date of her birth (see picture at the end of the article). Mary Maillard, who would in 2017 become the editor of the letters of Jacobs's daughter, argues in favor of 1815
in an article published in 2013.[4] The dates and ages in this article are given according to Yellin. ~ John Horniblow had died in 1799. His widow, Elizabeth Horniblow, continued running the tavern and at first also kept Molly Horniblow and her children as her slaves. She gave Molly's daughter Delilah to her own invalid and unmarried daughter
Margaret, who in consequence became the first owner of Delilah's children Harriet and John.[7] © Three months before she died in 1825, Jacobs' mistress Margaret Horniblow had signed a will leaving her slaves to her mother. Dr. James Norcom and a man named Henry Flury witnessed a later codicil to the will directing that the girl Harriet be left to
Norcom's daughter Mary Matilda. The codicil was not signed by Margaret Horniblow.[16] ~ The map shows the situation in 2019, but the streets are the same as during the 1830s, also having the same names, only that "East" and "West" have been added since then.[31] ~ The headline of this section is taken from the subtitle which Jacobs had once
intended to give to her work and which her friend William C. Nell used when advertising the autobiography in Garrison's The Liberator: "LINDA: Incidents in the Life of a Slave Girl, seven years concealed in Slavery".[34] ~ The date of Molly Horniblow's burial in Edenton was September 4, 1853.[55] © Jacobs herself had been taught before North
Carolina passed a law to that effect in 1830.[78] Between the introduction of that law and her escape, Jacobs taught an old enslaved Christian who longed to be able to read the Bible only after warning him that if discovered, they would both be whipped.[79] ~ A celebration introduced by the abolitionists in order to demonstrate the backwardness of
the US in comparison with the British colonies. ™ According to Yellin's timeline in her 2000 edition of Incidents, this was in 1844.[103] But in her biography of Jacobs (published 2004), Yellin gives an exhaustive account of the flight which took place a few days after "one Sunday morning in late October" 1843.[104] ™ Referring to the law that made
her the property of Norcom's daughter, Jacobs writes: "I regarded such laws as the regulations of robbers, who had no rights that I was bound to respect."[105] References ~ Journal of the Civil War Era. © Yellin (ed.), Incidents ~ Yellin, Life 3 ™ "Dating Harriet Jacobs: Why Birthdates Matter to Historians". Black Past. June 17, 2013. Retrieved March
21, 2020. ~ Yellin, Life 126 ~ Yellin, Life 40 (Children's baptism), 53 (Norcom holding various church offices), 72 (Molly Horniblow as a communicant); Jacobs, Incidents 115 (Norcom-here called "Dr. Flint"-as "communicant"), 120-121 (Baptism of Harriet Jacobs and her children). ~ Yellin, Life 6 ~ The difficulties Blacks in similar circumstances had
to overcome some decades later are discussed e.g. in: Crump, Judson; Brophy, Alfred L. (2017). "Twenty-One Months a Slave: Cornelius Sinclair's Odyssey" (PDF). Mississippi Law Journal. The Faculty Lounge (86): 457-512. ~ Yellin, Life 92 ~ Yellin, Life 18 © Jacobs, Incidents 121; Yellin, Life 40 ~ Yellin, Life 14, 223, 224 ~ Yellin, Life 35 © Jacobs,
Incidents 94 ~ J.Jacobs, Tale 126 ~ Yellin, Life 14-15 ~ J.Jacobs, Tale 86 ~ Yellin, Life 363 (note to p. 254) ~ Yellin, Life 20-21 ~ Yellin, Life 33, 351 (note to p. 224) ~ Yellin, Life 33, 351 (note to p. 224) ~ Yellin, Life 278 (note to p. 39) ~ Yellin, Life 28, 31 ~ The distance according to Yellin, Life, 43. ©~ Jacobs, Incidents 129 ©~ So called (not "crawl
space") in Yellin (ed.), Incidents xvii. © Jacobs calls it a "garret", Jacobs, Incidents 173. ~ Jacobs, Incidents 173 ™ Jacobs, Incidents 224 ~ Yellin, Life 50 ~ Yellin, Life, Map of Edenton between p. 266 and 267. ™ Jacobs, Incidents 253 ~ Jacobs, Incidents 224 ~ Yellin, Life 146 ~ Yellin, Life 66 ~ Yellin, Life 70, 265 ~ Yellin, Life 72 ~ Yellin, Life 74 ~
Yellin, Life 68-69, 74 ~ Yellin, Life 77-78, 87 ~ Yellin, Life 83-87 ~ Yellin, Life 98 ~ Yellin, Life 102-103 ~ "Amy Post". Rochester Regional Library Council. Retrieved December 6, 2019. ~ Yellin, Life 108-110 ~ Jacobs, Incidents 291 ~ Jacobs, Incidents 300. Corresponding to Yellin (ed.), Incidents 200-201. Italics of the word sold in the
autobiography. ~ Yellin, Life 104 ~ Yellin, Life 118-119 ~ Yellin, Life 78 ~ Transcribed in the appendix to Yellin (ed.), Incidents 253-255. Summarized in Yellin, Life 118-119. ~ Yellin, Life 119-121; Yellin (ed.), Incidents xxi ©~ LETTER FROM A FUGITIVE SLAVE. Slaves Sold under Peculiar Circumstances, retrieved December 7, 2019 ~ Yellin, Life
122-123 ~ Yellin, Life 306 (note to p. 124) ~ Yellin, Life 124-126 ~ "... when N.P.Willis is mentioned today it is generally as a footnote to some else's story."; Baker, Thomas N. Sentiment and Celebrity: Nathaniel Parker Willis and the Trials of Literary Fame. New York, Oxford University Press, 2001. ISBN 0-19-512073-6, p. 4. © Yellin, Life 126 ©
Yellin (ed.), Incidents xxiii; Yellin, Life 131 ~ Yellin (ed.), Incidents xxiii ~ Yellin, Life 135 ~ Yellin, Life 136-140 ~ Yellin, Life 140 ~ The Public Life of Capt. John Brown by James Redpath. ~ Jacobs to Post, October 8, 1860, cf. Yellin, Life 140 and note on p. 314 ~ Yellin, Life 140-142 ~ Yellin, Life 142-143 ~ Yellin, Life 151-152 ~ Yellin, Life 161 ©
Yellin, Life 152 ~ Yellin, Life 157 ©~ Life among the Contrabands, retrieved December 22, 2019. Summary of the report in: Yellin, Life 159-161 ~ Yellin, Life 161-162 ~ Yellin, Life 164 ~ Yellin, Life 164-174 ~ For the symbolic and political value of this regiment cf. David W. Blight, Frederick Douglass. Prophet of Freedom. New York 2018, pp. 388-
402, especially p. 398. ™ Yellin, Life 168-169 ~ Yellin, Life 35 ~ Jacobs, Incidents 111-112 ~ H.Jacobs to L.M.Child, published in National Anti-Slavery Standard, entitled Letter from Teachers of the Freedmen, April 16, 1864, retrieved December 31, 2019; cf. Yellin, Life 177. For the context, 176-178. ~ Yellin, Life 175-176 ~ David W. Blight,
Frederick Douglass. Prophet of Freedom. New York 2018, p. 418. This is the only time Jacobs is mentioned in this book, while Douglass is mentioned on 30 different pages in Yellin, Harriet Jacobs (according to the index). ~ Yellin, Life 181-183 ~ Yellin, Life 162, cf. 167 ~ Yellin, Life 186 ~ Yellin, Life 190-194 ~ Yellin, Life 191-195 ~ Yellin, Life 200-
202 ~ Yellin, Life 210-211, 217 and note on p. 345 ~ Yellin, Life 224-225 ~ Yellin, Life 217-261 ~ Yellin, Life xv-xx; Yellin, Family Papers xxiii ~ Yellin, Life xx, 268; Yellin, Family Papers xxiv-xxvi, xxix ™ Stevenson, Brenda E. (2013). "What's Love Got to do with It? Concubinage and Enslaved Women and Girls in the Antebellum South". The Journal of
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