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Incidents in the Life

Harriet Jacobs

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,
wha Is now at the house. Mr. Flint has satd openly that he plans to break Linda® willul
spirit, as his father had not been able to do. In additlon, Linda has [earned 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 te work and used to keep Linda in line.
Be warned that this selection contains a raciat slur.

The Flight

MR FLINT was hacd pushed for house servans, and racher than lose me he

had restrained his malice, | did my work faithfully, though not, of course, wich a
willing mind. They were evidencly afraid | should leave them. My Flint wished
that [ should sleep in the great house instead of the servanes” quarters. His wife
agreed to the proposition, but said | mustn't bring my bed int the house, because
it would scatter feathers on her carpet. | knew when | went chere that they would
never think of sach a thing as furnishing a bed of any kind for me and my litele
ane. | therefore carried my own bed, and now 1 was forbidden to use it T did as |
was ordered, Bur neny that | was certain my children were to be put in their power,
i arder to give them a scronger hold on mie, | resolfved o Jeave them chac nighe. |
remembered the grief chis step would bring npen my dear old grandmother; and
nathing less than the freedom of my children would have induced me 1o disregard
her advice. | went aboat my evening work with trembling steps. Mr. Flint mwice
called from his chamber door to inquire why the house was not locked up. 1
replied that 1 had not dane my work. “You have had time enough to do it,” said
he. “Take care how you answer met”
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Ishut all the windows, locked all the doors, and wene up to the third story,
to wait titl midnight. How fong those hours seemed, and how fervently | prayed
that God would not forsake me in this hour of utmaost need! T was about to risk

20 everything on the throw of a die; and if | failed, O whart wauld beconie of me and

my poor children? They would e made 1o saffer for my fault. o

At half past twelve | stole seftly down stairs. 1 stopped on the second floar,
thinking | heard a noise. 1 fele my way down into the parlar, and looked out of
the window. The night was sa intensely dark that I could see nothing, 1 raised
the window very softly and iumpcd Q. E,,urga; drops of rain were lhﬁiﬂg, and the

darkness bewildered me. | drapped on my knees, and breathed a short prager

to God for guidance and protection. I groped my way to the road, and rushed
rowards the town with almost fighiming speed. | arrived at my grandmother’s
house, bue dared not see her, She would say, “Lina, you are killing me” and 1
kiew that would unnerve me. | rapped softly ac the window of a room, occupied
by a woman, who had lived in the house several years. | knew she was a faithtul
friend, and could be rrusted with my seeret. [ apped several times before she

A

heard me. Ac last she mised the window, and [ whispered, “Sally, 1 have run away.
Let me in, quick.”™ She apened the door softly, and said in low tones, “For God's
sake, don't. Your grandmother is trying to buy you and de chillern. Mr. Sands was
here last week. He tale her he was going away on business, but he wanted her to
o ahead about buying you and de ehillern, and he would help her all he could.
Don't run away, Linda, Your grandmvother is all bowed down wid mrouble now.” |
! replied, “Sally, they are going to carry my children to the plantation w-
s morrow; and they will never sell them o any body so long as they have me in
their power. Now, would you advise me w o back?”

“No, chile, no,” answered she. “When dey finds you is gone, dey won't want de
plague! oy de chillem: bur where is you going to hide? Dey knows chery inch ob
dis house.”

Itold her T had a hiding-place, and thac was all it was best for her to know. |
asked her to go into my room as soont as it was light, and take all my cdothes oue
of my trunk, and pack them in hers; for | knew Mr Fline and the constable would
be there early to scarch my ronm. | feared the sight of my children would be oo
much for my full heart; but I could not go out into the uncertain futuee without

1 one last look. [ bent over the bed where lay my little Benny and baby Ellen. Poor
litele ones! fatherless and motherless! Memaories of their father cune wver e
He wanted o be kind o theny bue they were not all to him, as they were to my
womanly heare. | knelt and prayed for the innocent lietle sleepers. | kissed them
lightly, and turmed away. )

As 1 was about to open the stieet door, Sally laid her hand on my shoulder, and
said, “Linda, is you gwine all alone? Ler me call your uncle.”

“Na, Sally,” [ replied, "l want no one o he brought into wrouble on my account.”

]

1. plague:nisance,
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['wenc forth into the darkness and rain. I ran on dll I came to the house of the
friend who was to conceal me.
ao Early the next morning Mr. Flint was at my grandmother’s inquiring for
me. She told him she had not seen me, and supposed 1 was at the plantation.
He watched her face narrowly, and said, “Don’t you know any thing about her
running of?” She assured him that she did not. He went on to say, “Last night
she ran off withaut the least provocation. We had treated her very kindly, My wife
liked her. She will snon be found and broughe back, Are her children with you?”
When told that they were, he said, “I am very glad to hear thac. If they arce here,
she cannot be far off. 11 find out 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 ro go
to his fathers, he tirned round and added, persuasively, “Let her be broughe back,
7o and she shall have her children o live with her™
The tidings made the ald doctor rave and storm at a furious rate, It was a
busy day for them. My grandmother’s house was searched from top w botrom.
As my trunk was empty, they concluded | 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 warch was set over
the town, Knowing how distressed my grandmother would be, | wanted to send
her a message; but it could not be done. Every one who went in ot aut of her
house was clasely watched. The doctor said he would rake my children, unless she
became responsible for them; which of course she willingly did. The nexe day was

fo spent in searching, Before night, the following advertisement was posted at every
carer, and in every public place for miles round:—

3300 REWARD! Ran away from the subseriber’ an intelligens, bright,
| mulacre’ girl, named Linda, 21 years af age. Five feet four inche: bigh.
Dark eyes, and black buir inclined to cols but iv can be made stuaight.
| Has i decayed spor on a front rooel, She con read and write. and in alf
| probabilicy will try 10 ger to the Free States. All pervors are forbidden,
under penalty of the law, to harbor or employ said slave. $150 will be given
ra whoever tkes hev in the stare, and S300 if raken ont of the state and
delivercd to me, or lodged in jail. DR FLINT

For a week, Linda hides in the house of an unnamed friend. Her pursuers come soclose
tofa’nding her that she rushes from the house into the bushes, where she is bitten by a
poisonaus 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 smali storage room in her house. The woman makes them promise never to tell, as
she is the wife of a prominent slavehelder. The woman sends her cook, Linda’s friend
Betty to meet Linda and take her to the house.

Months of Perif

95 | went to sleep that night with the feeling that [ was for the present the maost
fortunate slave in town, Morning came and filled my litele cell with lighe, 1
thanked the heavenly Father for chis safe retrear. Opposite my window was a pile
of feather beds. On the top of these I could lie perfectly conceated, and command  ¢) NARRATIVI: ELEMENTS

a view of the street through which Dr. Flint passed to his office. Anxious as | was, Consider how
. I £ -y . . ! ' vel
| felt a gleam of satisfaction when 1 saw him. Thus far | had outwitted him, and [ Jacobs develops the
hed \Wf bl: Javes for | > T | characterlzation of Linda
,. T A g
triumphed over it. Whao can blame slaves for being cunning? They are constantly P BRI Pa R phr o
compelled to resort to ic [ is the only weapon of the weak and oppressed against are readers likely to fael

the strength of their tyrants. toward her?

2. harboring: sheltering or protecting.
3. the subscriber: the person placing the notice, Dr. Flinl.
4, mulatto: of mixed black and white ancestry.
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I was daily hoping to hear that my master had sold my children; for | knew

i who was an the watch to buy them. But Dr. Flint cared even more for revenge

—
S
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than he did for meney, My brother William, and the gooed aunt who had served
in his family twenty years, and my lictle Benny, and Elleny, who was a litde 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 sec one of
them again till [ was broughe back. They kept these facts from me For several days.
When | heard that my little ones were in a loathsome jail, my first impulse was to
go 1o them, T was encountering dangers for the sake of Ixmcing them, and must 1
be the cause of their death? The thought was agonizing. My benefactress® tried ta
soothe me by telling me thae my aunt would rake good carce of the children while

9 they remained in jail. But it added to my pain to chink that the good old aun,

wha had always heen so kind o her siseer’s orphan children, should be shur up in
prison for no other erime than loving them. | suppose my friends feared a reckless
movenient on my part, knowing, as they did, that my life was bound up in my
children. | received a nore from my brother William. It was scarcely legible, and
ran thus: “Wherever you are, dear sister, | beg of you not o come here. We are all
much better oft than you are. If you come, you will ruin us all. They would foree
you to tell where you had been, or they would kill you. Take the advice of your
frienels; if not for the sake of me and your children, ar least for the sake of thosc
you would ruin.”

Poor William! He also muse suffer for being my brother, 1 took his advice and
kept quiet. My aunt was taken our of jail at the end of a month, because Mis.
Flint could not sparc her any longer. She was tired of being her own housckeeper,
[t was quite too fariguing to order het dinner and cat it too. My children remained
in jail, where brother William did all he could for their comfort. Betty went to see
them semetimes, and broughe 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 pratde, and rold me how they wanted to see their
ma, my tears would fAow. Old Bety would exclaim, “Lars, ¢hile! what's you crying
“henae? Dem young uns vil kill you dead. Don't be so chiek'n hearted! If you docs,
you vil rebber git thro’ dis world” o |

5. berwfactress: a woman whao givesaid,
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