
 

 
 
 

THE ANTI SLAVERY ACTIVISM OF HARRIET JACOBS 
STUDENT HANDOUT 4 
UNDERSCORE "ACTIONS" JACOBS TOOK TO RESIST AND FIGHT SLAVERY   

 
 
Harriet Jacobs (1813–1897) is best known for writing Incidents in the Life of a Slave Girl 

(1861), the first slave narrative written by a woman and the major literary work about female 
slave resistance.

 
Incidents describes real people and real events but Jacobs used false names for 

her enslavers, acquaintances, and family members. Translated into many languages, today 
Incidents is among the most studied and praised texts in African American literature.

  

 
Jacobs was born into slavery in Edenton on the North Carolina coast. Her grandmother, 

Molly Horniblow, a baker, was also born into slavery. Horniblow managed to buy her own 
freedom and that of one son. She also purchased a small cottage which she converted into a 
home and bakery. Horniblow's position as a free Black entrepreneur was instrumental to Jacobs' 
eventually gaining her freedom and her children's. Jacobs’ first enslaver, a single woman, taught 
Jacobs to read, write and sew. These skills were valuable to Jacobs throughout her life.   

 
After the death of her first mistress, Jacobs came under the control of Dr. James 

Norcom, a medical doctor and sexual predator. His toddler daughter was legally Jacobs' owner, 
but because of her young age, Norcom was effectively Jacobs' enslaver. Norcom became 
obsessed with Jacobs and relentlessly pursued her. As a teen-ager, Jacobs fell in love with a free 
black man who wished to buy her so they could wed. Norcom adamantly refused to sell Jacobs 
and continued to pressure her to have an intimate relationship with him. Jacobs made the 
calculated decision to enter into an intimate relationship with another man in order to thwart 
Norcom's attempts to make her his concubine. Samuel Treadwell Sawyer was the white man 
who became Jacobs’ lover. He was much younger, richer, and far more powerful than Norcom. 
Sawyer was a member of the North Carolina aristocracy with ties to important men in the state 
and nation. Jacobs knew Sawyer could not be threatened by Norcom, who lacked the social, 
political and financial status of Sawyer. Jacobs also believed Sawyer would eventually buy her 
freedom. She said that she grew to have some tender feelings for him. In Incidents Jacobs 
wrote that enslaved women, who had little to no control over their virginity, could not be judged 
by the same standards by which white women were judged in regard to their sexual behavior. 

 
Jacobs and Sawyer had an intimate relationship for about five years. They had two 

children together: a boy (Joseph) and a girl (Louisa). Legally, the children were the property of 
Norcom's daughter like Jacobs was.  

 
Dr. Norcom threatened to sell Louisa as a "fancy girl" (sex slave) and to make Joseph a 

plantation field worker if Jacobs would not break off the relationships with Sawyer and submit to 
Norcom's sexual demands. Because the children's only value to Norcom was as pawns with 
which to manipulate Jacobs, she reasoned that if she were "out of the picture" Norcom would 
have no further use of her children and would then be willing to sell them. She began planning 
her escape. The only one she told was an unknown person who agreed to provide a hiding place 
for Jacobs when she first escaped. Jacobs' grandmother and other close family members were 
not told. Jacobs knew they would try to talk her out of attempting such a dangerous, life-
threatening act of resistance. Early one June morning in 1835, during a rainstorm, Jacobs 
claimed her freedom by "stealing her body" from Norcom's control.  

 



 

 
For several months she hid in various locations in Edenton, including a bedroom used for 

storage in the home of Martha Rombaugh Blount, a slave-owning white woman from a  
prominent Edenton family. When it became unsafe to hide there, Jacobs moved into a tiny 9'x7'x 
3' attic above the storeroom in Horniblow's cottage bakery. While hiding in the attic, she tricked 
Dr. Norcom - and most everyone in Edenton -  into thinking she was living in the North. She did 
this by having a sailor, who frequently sailed from Edenton to New York, to take letters she had 
written to Norcom. The sailor then mailed the letters from New York- with a New York postmark 
- back to Norcom in Edenton. In this manner, Jacobs successfully created the illusion she was 
residing in the North. Norcom's trips to New York to find her were, of course, entirely futile. 

 
When Norcom came to the realization he could not manipulate Jacobs with her children, 

he was ready to sell them. With the help of a slave dealer who concealed the actual buyer's 
identity, Samuel Sawyer purchased the two children, as well as Jacobs' brother, John, from 
Norcom. Sawyer hid his identity because Norcom would never have knowingly sold Jacobs' 
children or brother to him. Sawyer kept John as his enslaved man servant and took the children 
to Molly Horniblow's to be raised by her. Although Jacobs was hiding in the small attic 
crawlspace in the cottage, Joseph and Louisa were not told their mother was living in the same 
house as they were. It was only when Louisa and John were older and preparing to leave 
Edenton that they were allowed to meet with  their mother. Horniblow and all the people, both 
white and Black, who assisted Jacobs' escape, were aiding and abetting a fugitive slave. This 
was a capital crime in North Carolina which means it was a punishable by death.     

 
After seven years in hiding, with the help of family, friends and a sympathetic ship 

captain, Jacobs escaped by sea to Philadelphia. There, antislavery activists came to her aid and 
helped her to reunite with Louisa in Brooklyn, New York. Jacobs eventually moved to Boston 
with Louisa and Joseph joined them there. She also reunited with her brother John, who had 
escaped earlier from Sawyer. John had become a prominent antislavery lecturer who had been 
on the lecture circuit with Frederick Douglass. Joseph found employment as a sailor and Louisa 
enrolled at a boarding school Clinton, NY. Harriet moved to Rochester, NY where John had also 
re-located. Rochester was a center of antislavery activism in part because Frederick Douglass' 
published, The North Star, an important antislavery newspaper, there. In Rochester, Harriet 
assisted John by co-managing an antislavery office and reading room in the same building as 
The North Star's office. Surrounded by an extensive collection of antislavery literature, Jacobs 
further educated herself about the antislavery movement. Encouraged by activist friends, she 
began writing about her life experiences in slavery and freedom. When she completed her 
manuscript, she took it to several publishers but there was little interest. Lydia Child, a white 
abolitionist, offered to write the preface and to help edit the narrative. With Child's 
endorsement, Jacobs got Incidents published. Today, it is one of the most important books in 
the canon of African American literature and is read and studied around the world.    
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