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For Paul, for always





CAST OF CHARACTERS





REAL


JOSEPH JACOBS’S FAMILY, EDENTON, NORTH CAROLINA


    HARRIET: MOTHER


GRAN (MOLLY): GREAT-GRANDMOTHER


    SAMUEL SAWYER: FATHER, SLAVEHOLDER


    LULU (LOUISA): SISTER


    JOHN: UNCLE


    MARK: GREAT-UNCLE


    JOSEPH: GREAT-UNCLE


OTHER PEOPLE IN EDENTON


    DR. JAMES NORCOM: SLAVEHOLDER


MATILDA NORCOM: NORCOM’S DAUGHTER


JOSIAH COLLINS III: SLAVEHOLDER


JOSIAH COLLINS IV: SON OF JOSIAH COLLINS III


    WELLINGTON: ENSLAVED COACHMAN FOR COLLINS FAMILY


BOSTON, MASSACHUSETTS


    FREDERICK DOUGLASS: ABOLITIONIST


    ABNER FORBES: TEACHER


    WILLIAM SIMMONDS: PRINTER


    THOMAS SIMS: RUNAWAY SLAVE


NEW YORK, NEW YORK


CORNELIA GRINNELL: HARRIET’S EMPLOYER


JAMES TREDWELL: SAMUEL SAWYER’S COUSIN


MARY TREDWELL: JAMES TREDWELL’S WIFE


MR. BLOUNT: MARY TREDWELL’S BROTHER


NEW BEDFORD, MASSACHUSETTS


    MOSES SHEPHERD: OWNS BOARDINGHOUSE


    DAVID CHASE: SHIP’S AGENT


WILLIAM GRINNELL: CORNELIA GRINNELL’S FATHER


    RODNEY FRENCH: ABOLITIONIST


THOMAS JOHNSON: FREE SAILOR


CALIFORNIA


    JOHN SUTTER: OWNS MILL WHERE GOLD WAS FIRST FOUND


    RUNAWAY SLAVE: TAKEN CAPTIVE AFTER BEATING SLAVEHOLDER


FICTIONAL


    OLD DAVE BLOUNT: BANJO PLAYER


    COMFORT: ENSLAVED GIRL


    APPRENTICES: BOYS IN PRINT SHOP


    IVY ANN: WHALING SHIP


CREW AND OFFICERS OF IVY ANN


    NEGRO SHALLOWS: MINING CAMP


    CHINESE TRADESMEN: RUN TENT STORE IN MORMON ISLAND


GOLD MINERS AND POKER PLAYERS


MULKA: NISENAN INDIAN GIRL





Picture

This . . .



The year is 1830. The place is Edenton, a waterfront town

in North Carolina. You’re sixteen years old and the enslaved servant of Matilda Norcom, a

seven-year-old girl. Your young brother, John, is a slave too. He’s an office boy for

Matilda’s father, Dr. James Norcom.


The doctor is fifty-three years old and addicted to morphine. A violent man,

he’s the master of the Norcom household. Though you’re his daughter’s property,

he holds the power over you.


The doctor learns that you’ll soon be a mother. When you won’t tell

him who the father is, he throws you out of his house. You move in with your grandmother and her

son, Mark. About six months later, you give premature birth to a boy whom you name Joseph.


Thankfully, your grandmother—white people in town call her Yellow

Molly—is a free woman and owns her own cottage. She can support you and your infant by selling

bread that she bakes in her kitchen. Living with her is a great comfort.


But the doctor refuses to let Molly buy your freedom, and he never lets you forget

that you’re still a slave. Molly’s cottage is just down the street from his office and

only two blocks from his town house. On his way to work, he often stops in to threaten you. One time

he pitches you down the stairs. The bruises are so painful that you can’t turn in bed for

days.


Two years later Norcom finds out that you’re expecting another child. Furious, he comes to Molly’s cottage and cuts your hair close to your

head. When your daughter, Lulu, is born, he visits again and taunts you until you faint.


Despite Norcom’s abuse, Lulu’s sweet face and Joseph’s childish

giggles bring you much joy. It’s a joy that could quickly turn to tragedy. According to law,

the children are the property of Matilda Norcom. The law is brutally clear about this: the child

follows the condition of the mother from the instant it is born. Legally, Joseph and Lulu are

Matilda’s slaves, just as you are. They can be sold at any time.


You never tell the children about their white father, Samuel Sawyer. In public, he

doesn’t claim them as his offspring. He seldom even sees them, since they aren’t his

slaves. You follow his wishes for privacy, because he’s promised to purchase all of you one

day, then set you free. You hold that picture of freedom in your mind, and it gives you hope.


Two years pass. Joseph is five, Lulu is a toddler of two. Now you’re faced

with a terrible dilemma. Dr. Norcom has built a lonely cabin in the woods outside of town. He wants

you to live there so he can control you at all times. If you refuse, the children will be torn from

your arms. “Your boy shall be put to work,” he warns, “and he shall soon be sold.

Your girl shall be raised for the purpose of selling as well.”


Joseph put to work! The child is small for his age and sickly. He’d never

survive the harsh conditions of field labor. And you can’t let Lulu be raised in the Norcom

household. She’s afraid of the doctor’s wife, who calls her a white-faced brat.


Frantic, you consider ways out of this desperate situation.

Maybe you should flee with Joseph and Lulu. But could their little legs run for hours through the

woods? Perhaps you should escape with them by ship. But what if a slave catcher comes aboard? Could

Joseph and Lulu sit perfectly still in a hiding spot? No, you think. My babies are too young to risk it.


Should you run away alone, leaving the children with Molly? She could send them to

you later—if you survive the escape. If you don’t, they’ll never see their mother

again.


Or you could hide somewhere in Edenton. After all, Dr. Norcom is using the

children to blackmail you. If he thinks you’ve escaped to the North, he might agree to sell

them to Samuel Sawyer. Of the four possibilities, this one is the most dangerous. Edenton is a small

town, so Norcom could easily find you. Captured runaways here are severely punished, even

beheaded.


Which will it be? What decision will you make?
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In June of 1835, an enslaved mother named Harriet Jacobs faced these same

impossible choices. She chose the last one: She ran from Norcom and hid in Edenton to be near her

children. Her first hiding spot was an upstairs room in a house owned by a sympathetic white

woman.


Norcom was enraged. He organized patrols to search for Harriet and stationed night

sentries through town. The next day he posted announcements that offered a one-hundred-fifty-dollar

reward for her capture in North Carolina. Anyone who found her out of state would receive three  hundred dollars. For the next eight weeks, he ran newspaper advertisements

describing his “light mulatto” runaway. The ads stated that Harriet was probably headed

north. Her ploy had worked; Norcom had no idea she was still in Edenton.


Soon after, Samuel Sawyer kept part of his promise to Harriet. He tricked the

doctor into selling Joseph and Lulu to a slave trader. Then Sawyer bought them himself for five

hundred dollars. He also paid nine hundred dollars for Harriet’s brother, John.


When Norcom discovered the trick, he threatened to kill Molly and Mark and to whip

John nearly to death. Harriet, of course, rejoiced when she heard that Sawyer now owned her

children. Joseph and Lulu still weren’t free, but at least they were out of Norcom’s

control.


By then it was time to move to a safer hiding spot. Late that same summer, Harriet

quietly slipped into an enclosed storeroom on Molly’s back porch. In the corner was a cupboard

with a trapdoor at the top. It led to the crawl space beneath the eaves of Molly’s roof.

Molly’s son, Mark, lifted Harriet up into a space about the size of two coffins. Molly passed

food through the trapdoor, whispered messages in the dark of night, and carried away the slop pot.

It was the beginning of a long ordeal.


Joseph and Lulu didn’t know that their mother was living just over their

heads. They were too young to keep such a dangerous secret, so Molly told them she had left for New

York. But Harriet could hear them playing on the piazza  below. After she

hand-drilled a one-inch-round hole in the house wall, she could even see them playing in the

yard.


Two years later, Samuel Sawyer had yet to give her children their free papers. One

night she saw him passing on the street. She slipped down from her hiding spot. “All I

ask,” she whispered through a shuttered window, “is that you will free my

children.”


Sawyer agreed, but he must have known that this would ruin his reputation as a

gentleman. To free Joseph and Lulu, he would have to appear before a judge and sign their

emancipation papers. His signature would be a public confession to everyone in Edenton that the

children were his offspring. He never could bring himself to do it.


Meanwhile, Harriet prayed that he would. Still a Norcom family slave, still

waiting for Sawyer to free her children, she endured the crawl space. Almost seven years passed.

Broiling heat, freezing temperatures, and raging fevers were her only companions in that hellish

spot.


In Letters from a Slave Girl: The Story of Harriet

Jacobs, readers imagine Harriet’s suffering through her eyes. Letters from a Slave Boy is a tandem tale told through Joseph’s eyes. It begins in

Edenton while his mother is in hiding, then follows his journeys through the wider world. It is the

story of a hunted woman’s son—a boy who struggles to free his family and himself, and to

decide who he really is.*






* Quotations in “Picture This” are from Harriet Jacobs’s 1861 narrative, Incidents in the Life of a Slave Girl. Jean Yellin, ed. Cambridge, Harvard University Press, 2000.
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EDENTON, NORTH CAROLINA



1839–1843












Mama
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EDENTON, NORTH CAROLINA


3 April 1839


Dear Mama,


As you can see, I no how to rite. A skinny stick of a white boy, name of Josiah Collins, is teeching me. He say, Joseph, rite down wurds that mean something to you. You will learn spelling soon enuf.


I meet Josiah this time last spring, round tree-leafing time. We standing on the fishing bridge, me at one end, him at the other.


He call out, Hey! How come you catch three stripey bass, while I only caught one?


Use short little fish for bait, I tell him. Then I give him baby shad from my bucket, and he catch two bass.


Next time I go to the bridge, Josiah show up with a pensul and old ledjer book. He rite alfabet letters in it to get me started. From then on, he  been showing me how to turn letters into words and how to make punctuashun. He say it is a trade. I teech him to fish, he teech me to write.


Mama, I figure one fello in this family shood get some lerning. Your brother John can not read, leastways not before he run away from Mister Samuel Sawyer lass year. Great Uncle Mark can not ethur.


A boy is got to have his private thorts sometime. That is why Gran do not know bout this practice book. Only you, Mama, and it is our secrut.


Your good boy,


Joseph
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12 May 1839


Dear Mama,


Lass nite I ask Gran again where you gone. She creak to her feet, poke at the coals in her bake oven.


Look in the sky, she say like always. Find the handle of the dipper. Your mama is working her way along that line of stars. They point to New York. To freedum.


And duz she miss me, I ask.


Same as if her right hand cut off, Gran reply.


And my daddy, where he, I ask again.


Stop pestering me, Gran order, or I will send a witch hag after you. Now go fetch a log.


Gran always say this when she want me to shut up. So I stomp outside to the woodshed. Stare up at the Big Dipper and look tord New York. The stars blink back, like they is smiling at such foolishness. I think them stars must be right.


I am nine years of age. That is too old to believe my mama is traveling thru the sky. And too old to believe the ghostie stories Gran tell. They is no such thing as hags, is they, Mama? Or plat-eye monsters?


Your son,


Joseph
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3 July 1839


Dear Mama,


Something happen today that burn my bottom. I am walking down Broad Street, going to buy cinmun for Gran. Mister Samuel Sawyer pass by with his wife.


She call to me, What a pretty little negro! Who do you belong to?


I run home fast, tell Gran and Uncle Mark. Say I am a colored boy and do not like a white lady calling  me negro. Or little, ethur. I am three and one half feet tall and growing every day.


Gran take her loafs of bread from the oven, slide in a pan of krackers. What folks call you don’t matter, she say. It’s what you answer to that matters.


But Gran, I ask, what the lady mean, who do I belong to?


A secrut look pass between Gran and Mark. The look that growed-up people think children don’t see.


Joseph, she reply, remember when you was a teensy thing, and we have a big party? How we shut the curtains and light the candles?


I try hard, Mama, but nothing come to my mind.


The night we clap and sing, Mark remind me.


Oh, I say, when Lulu and I spin round the room, make ourselfs dizzy?


That’s right, say Gran. That night we celebrate. Cause Sawyer buy you and your sister from Norcom, the man your mama run from.


Sawyer own me and Lulu? I cry. I never knew it!


Mark wrap each loaf in paper and tie it with string. You only five when it happen, he splain. Lulu but two. Both of you too yung to understand.


It don’t make sense, I say. Sister and I, we live here in Gran’s cabin. I am a free boy!


Sawyer is letting me raise you and Lulu, Gran reply, but he ain’t signed your free papers yet. You still belong to him.


Then why don’t Sawyer’s wife know that? I ask. Why don’t he tell her?


Gran lift her apron, dab a dot of sweat from her lip. Mark tell me that is enuf questshuns and leave her alone.


Mama, you need to come get me. I do not want to belong to anybody but you.


Your son,


Joseph
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29 August 1839


Dear Mama,


They is bad news in this house today. I meet Josiah on the fishing bridge. When I get back, Gran is sniffling in her rocker. She say a free colored sailur stop by. He work the packet ship between Edenton and Boston, bring a letter from Uncle John. Uncle write that he is going off on a whaling trip.


Whales is giant sea monsters! Gran cry. One might swallow John whole, just like Jonah in the Bible.


But Gran, I ask, didn’t that whale sick up Jonah after three days and nights? And didn’t Jonah come out whole?


She smile a little, wipe her eyes. Yes, she answer, after Jonah pologize to God first. Your Uncle John is quick-tempered all right, but he always been slow to say he sorry.


I almost ask Gran what take Jonah so long. Been me, I’d a pologized right off. Not sit in a dark whale belly for three days first.


And I almost ask how come she know what the letter say. Gran can not read. Did the sailur read it to her? But two questshuns at a time is enuf for Gran, specially when she been crying.


Joseph
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December 1839


Dear Mama,


More bad news. This morning I am helping Gran iron her best white tablecloths. She tell me that next year, Mister Sawyer might send Lulu to a place call Brooklyn, New York. She be under the care of his cuzin, James Tredwell, and his wife, Mary.


New York! That mean Lulu get to be with you, Mama!


I ask Gran, so Lulu seeing Mama?


Not zactly, Gran answer. Harriet might not be in New York just yet.


But Gran, I cry, Sister be living with strangers! Don’t Sawyer know that her eyes get bad sometimes?


Lulu will be safer, say Gran, tho I wish he’d go on and give her the free papers. That slab of worry been hanging heavy over my head.


What he waiting for? I ask. I wrap a rag around my hand, pull an iron from the bake oven.


Gran spit on the iron, see if it hot enough. Say, I guess Sawyer don’t want . . .


She stop herself, roll on to another subject.


Free papers is only half the problem, she say. Yesterday Dr. Norcom tell Sawyer you both still belong to his daughter. That she not of age when he sell you in her name. He brag that you and Lulu is still in his power.


Gran lay one end of the cloth on the table. I hold up the other end, wonder what she talking bout. She slap the iron down like she squashing bugs. Iron go slap, slap!


Norcom might take his claim to a judge, she say. If the judge rule the sale been illegal, you and Lulu belong to Norcom’s daughter again.


Slap! go that iron. Then Norcom might send you out to his plantashun. Make you cut cornstalks from sun to sun.


Let him try! I holler, dropping the cloth. I will whack him down!


Joseph, Gran reply, we got to bide our time. Unball your fists and leave well enough alone.


But Mama, I hear that Norcom’s overseer ride the fields with a horsehair whip in his meaty hands. He beat any slave who beg for water or try to rest a while. You know what’s the truth? I am skeered.


Joseph
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1 June 1840


Dear Mama,


We wait all winter for Norcom to see the judge, try to take me and Lulu back. Gran say he put her in mind of a cottonmouth snake. Hiding in the shallows, waiting to slide up and bite.


And now I got me a new worry. Today I am standing at the street end of Gran’s cabin. I hear a raspy noise coming from over the woodshed. Sound like your cough, Mama. That cannot be true, I tell myself. Cause you is far from here, heading north.


Then I wonder if I am hearing a plat eye. Maybe it is taken the shape of a hunchback hog. Maybe it is in the shed, rooting around for the flesh of a boy!


I do not speak of the noise to Gran. I do not want  her thinking she can still scare me with them shape changer stories.


Or Josiah, ethur. In the winter, he at his daddy’s Somerset plantashun across the sound. But it is too buzzy with skeeters over there now. His family spend some of the hot months at their town house here on Edenton Bay.


Josiah a lucky boy. He got two houses. And he get to see his mama every day.


Joseph
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15 July 1840


Dear Mama,


Lass night I dream a five-legged cow is running me down. It is a plat eye, with boiling yellow eyes and a long ruff tongue. Just when it catch up, I hear whispering.


Go to sleep, it say, and remember never to tell. I wake up a little, think, that ain’t no plat eye. That is Gran talking to Lulu! Then I wonder if Gran and Lulu is turn into hags during the night. Been flying over the moon on straw brooms.


I make up my mind to ask Lulu about it in the  morning. But Sister leave too quick. At dawn, Sawyer’s carriage come to Gran’s cabin. It is carrying him, his wife, their baby, and the baby’s nurse.


Mama, it been a sad thing, watching Mark lift Lulu through the carriage door. She only eight years old. Will that cuzin in New York wipe her eyes when they get red and swollen?


And it make me mad to rite the name of Samuel Sawyer. So what if he a rich congressman? Or got fifty slaves waiting on him at his town house, and lots more on his plantashun? That do not give him the rite to send Sister away to a strange place without free papers.


I will miss Lulu. Miss her chasing me through the woods, calling, Brother, wait up! and her muslin dress astreaming round her legs. Now, you know a boy don’t want his little sister going fishing with him. But the truth is, I am sorry I did not let her come along. Not every time, a course, but at least once or twice.


Your son,


Joseph
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9 October 1840


Dear Mama,


After the noon meal today, Gran say, Joseph, you ten years old. Big enough to feed the animals, carry the wood, and do your sister’s chores.


Double chores, Mama! It ain’t fair. Well, I slop the hogs like Lulu used to. But I only sweep the front piazza, not the yard. Then I go upstairs and pull my ledjer from under the bed. Practice riting till Gran come plowing after me. When she see the book, she say, what on erth?
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