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FREDERICK
DOUGLASS

By David W. Blight
North Central College
Naperville, lllincis

Frederick Douglass was the most important black
American leader of the 19th century. He was born
Frederick Augustus Washington Bailey, in Talbot

County, on Maryland's Eastern Shore in 1808[sic],
the son of a slave woman, and in all likelihcod, her
white master. Upon his escape from slavery at age



20, Douglass adopted a new surname from the
hero of Sir Walter Scott's The Lady of the Lake.
Douglass immortalized his formative years as a
slave in the first of three autobiographies, Narra-
tive of the Life of Frederick Douglass, An Ameri-
can Slave, published in 1845. This and two sub-
sequent autobiographies, My Bondage and My
Freedom (1855) and The Life and Times of Fre-
derick Douglass (1881), mark Douglass's great-
est contributions to southern culture. Written both
as antislavery propaganda and as personal reve-
lation, they are universally regarded as the finest
examples of the slave narrative tradition and as
classics of American autobiography.

Douglass's public life ranged from his work as an
abolitionist in the early 1840s to his attacks on
Jim Crow segregation in the 1890s. Douglass
lived the bulk of his career in Rochester, N.Y.,
where for 16 years he edited the most influential
black newspaper of the mid-19th century, called
successively The North Star (1847-51), Frederick
Douglass' Paper (1851-58), and The Douglass
Monthly (1859-63). Douglass achieved interna-
tional fame as an orator with few peers and as a
writer of persuasive power. In thousands of
speeches and editorials Douglass levied an irre-
sistible indictment against slavery and racism,
provided an indomitable voice of hope for his
people, embraced antislavery politics, and
preached his own brand of American ideals.

Douglass welcomed the Civil War in 1861 as a
moral crusade to eradicate the evil of slavery.
During the war he labored as a fierce propagan-
dist of the Union cause and emancipation, as a
recruiter of black troops, and on two occasions
as an advisor to President Abraham Lincoln.
Douglass made a major contribution to the intel-
lectual tradition of millennial nationalism, the out-

look from which many Americans, North and
South, interpreted the Civil War. During Recon-
struction and the Gilded Age Douglass's leader-
ship became less activist and more emblematic.
He traveled and lectured widely on racial issues,
but his most popular topic was "Self-Made Men."
By the 1870s Douglass had moved to Washing-
ton, D.C., where he edited the newspaper The
New National Era and became president of the
ill-fated Freedmen's Bank. As a stalwart Republi-
can, he was appointed marshall (1877-81) and
recorder of deeds (1881-86) for the District of Co-
lumbia, and chargé d'affaires for Santo Domingo
and minister to Haiti (1889-91). Douglass had
five children by his first wife Anna Murray, a free
black woman from Baltimore who followed him
out of slavery in 1838. Less than two years after
Anna died in 1882, the 63-year-old Douglass mar-
ried Helen Pitts, his white former secretary, an
event of considerable controversy. Thus by birth
and by his two marriages, Douglass is one of the
South's mast famous examples of the region's
mixed racial heritage.

Douglass never lost a sense of attachment to the
South. "Nothing but an intense love of personal
freedom keeps us [fugitive slaves] from the
South," Douglass wrote in 1848. He often re-
ferred to Maryland as his "own dear native soil."
Brilliant, heroic, and complex, Douglass became
a symbol of his age and a unique American
voice for humanism and social justice. His life
and thought will always speak profoundly to the
dilemma of being black in America. Douglass
died of heart failure in 1895, the year Booker T.
Washington rose to national prominence with his
Atlanta Exposition speech suggesting black ac-
commodation to racial segregation.
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RevieEw 1.1 Biography for Kids: Frederick Douglass

Question 1 of 19

Douglass wrote an autobiography called My Bondage and My Freedom. \What does the
word “bondage” mean in this context?

A. Fear
B. Enslavement
C. Torture

D. Liberty



NARRATIVE OF THE
LIFE OF FREDERICK
DOUGLASS AN
AMERICAN SLAVE.
WRITTEN BY
HIMSELF.

The Underground Railroad, painted by
Charles T. Webber for the 1893 World's
Exposition, celebrates abolitionists’
efforts to end slavery.

CHAPTER YV

As to my own treatment while | lived on Colonel Lloyd's planta-
tion, it was very similar to that of the other slave children. | was
not old enough to work in the field, and there being little else
than field work to do, | had a great deal of leisure time. The most
| had to do was to drive up the cows at evening, keep the fowls
out of the garden, keep the front yard clean, and run of errands
for my old master's daughter, Mrs. Lucretia Auld. The most of
my leisure time | spent in helping Master Daniel Lloyd in finding
his birds, after he had shot them. My connection with Master
Daniel was of some advantage to me. He became quite at-




tached to me, and was a sort of protector of me.
He would not allow the older boys to impose
upon me, and would divide his cakes with me.

| was seldom whipped by my old master, and suf-
fered little from any thing else than hunger and
cold. | suffered much from hunger, but much
more from cold. In hottest summer and coldest
winter, | was kept almost naked—no shoes, no
stockings, no jacket, no trousers, nothing on but
a coarse tow linen shirt, reaching only to my
knees. | had no bed. | must have perished with
cold, but that, the coldest nights, | used to steal
a bag which was used for carrying corn to the
mill. | would crawl! into this bag, and there sleep
on the cold, damp, clay floor, with my head in
and feet out. My feet have been so cracked with
the frost, that the pen with which | am writing
might be laid in the gashes.

We were not regularly allowanced. Our food was
coarse corn meal boiled. This was called MUSH.
It was put into a large wooden tray or trough, and
set down upon the ground. The children were
then called, like so many pigs, and like so many
pigs they would come and devour the mush;
some with oyster-shells, others with pieces of
shingle, some with naked hands, and none with
spoons. He that ate fastest got most; he that was
strongest secured the best place; and few left
the trough satisfied.

| was probably between seven and eight years
old when | left Colonel Lloyd's plantation. | left it
with joy. | shall never forget the ecstasy with
which | received the intelligence that my old mas-
ter (Anthony) had determined to let me go to Bal-
timore, to live with Mr. Hugh Auld, brother to my
old master's son-in-law, Captain Thomas Auld. |
received this information about three days before

my departure. They were three of the happiest
days | ever enjoyed. | spent the most part of all
these three days in the creek, washing off the
plantation scurf, and preparing myself for my de-
parture.

The pride of appearance which this would indi-
cate was not my own. | spent the time in wash-
ing, not so much because | wished to, but be-
cause Mrs. Lucretia had told me | must get all
the dead skin off my feet and knees before |
could go to Baltimore; for the people in Baltimore
were very cleanly, and would laugh at me if |
looked dirty. Besides, she was going to give me
a pair of trousers, which | should not put on un-
less | got all the dirt off me. The thought of own-
ing a pair of trousers was great indeed! It was al-
most a sufficient motive, not only to make me
take off what would be called by pig-drovers the
mange, but the skin itself. | went at it in good ear-
nest, working for the first time with the hope of re-
ward.

The ties that ordinarily bind children to their
homes were all suspended in my case. | found
no severe trial in my departure. My home was
charmless; it was not home to me; on parting
from it, | could not feel that | was leaving any
thing which | could have enjoyed by staying. My
mother was dead, my grandmother lived far off,
so that | seldom saw her. | had two sisters and
one brother, that lived in the same house with
me; but the early separation of us from our
mother had well nigh blotted the fact of our rela-
tionship from our memories. | looked for home
elsewhere, and was confident of finding none
which | should relish less than the one which |
was leaving. If, however, | found in my new home
hardship, hunger, whipping, and nakedness, |
had the consolation that | should not have es-




caped any one of them by staying. Having al-
ready had more than a taste of them in the
house of my old master, and having endured
them there, | very naturally inferred my ability to
endure them elsewhere, and especially at Balti-
more; for | had something of the feeling about
Baltimore that is expressed in the proverb, that
‘being hanged in England is preferable to dying
a natural death in Ireland." | had the strongest
desire to see Baltimore. Cousin Tom, though not
fluent in speech, had inspired me with that de-
sire by his eloguent description of the place. |
could never point out any thing at the Great
House, no matter how beautiful or powerful, but
that he had seen something at Baltimore far ex-
ceeding, both in beauty and strength, the object
which | pointed out to him. Even the Great House
itself, with all its pictures, was far inferior to many
buildings in Baltimore. So strong was my desire,
that | thought a gratification of it would fully com-
pensate for whatever loss of comforts | should
sustain by the exchange. | left without a regret,
and with the highest hopes of future happiness.

We sailed out of Miles River for Baltimore on a
Saturday morning. | remember only the day of
the week, for at that time | had no knowledge of
the days of the month, nor the months of the
year. On setting sail, | walked aft, and gave to
Colonel Lloyd's plantation what | hoped would
be the last look. | then placed myself in the bows
of the sloop, and there spent the remainder of
the day in looking ahead, interesting myself in
what was in the distance rather than in things
near by or behind.

In the afternoon of that day, we reached Annapo-
lis, the capital of the State. We stopped but a few
moments, so that | had no time to go on shore. It
was the first large town that | had ever seen, and

Slave children posing for a photo in the
Antebellum South.

though it would look small compared with some
of our New England factory villages, | thought it a
wonderful place for its size—more imposing
even than the Great House Farm!

We arrived at Baltimore early on Sunday morn-
ing, landing at Smith's Wharf, not far from
Bowley's Wharf. We had on board the sloop a
large flock of sheep; and after aiding in driving
them to the slaughterhouse of Mr. Curtis on
Louden Slater's Hill, | was conducted by Rich,
one of the hands belonging on board of the
sloop, to my new home in Alliciana Street, near
Mr. Gardner's ship-yard, on Fells Point.

Mr. and Mrs. Auld were both at home, and met
me at the door with their little son Thomas, to
take care of whom | had been given. And here |
saw what | had never seen before; it was a white
face beaming with the most kindly emotions; it
was the face of my new mistress, Sophia Auld. |
wish | could describe the rapture that flashed
through my soul as | beheld it. It was a new and
strange sight to me, brightening up my pathway



with the light of happiness. Little Thomas was
told, there was his Freddy,—and | was told to
take care of little Thomas:; and thus | entered
upon the duties of my new home with the most
cheering prospect ahead.

| look upon my departure from Colonel Lloyd's
plantation as one of the most interesting events
of my life. It is possible, and even quite probable,
that but for the mere circumstance of being re-
moved from that plantation to Baltimore, | should
have to-day, instead of being here seated by my
own table, in the enjoyment of freedom and the
happiness of home, writing this Narrative, been
confined in the galling chains of slavery. Going to
live at Baltimore laid the foundation, and opened
the gateway, to all my subsequent prosperity. |
have ever regarded it as the first plain manifesta-
tion of that kind providence which has ever since
attended me, and marked my life with so many
favors. | regarded the selection of myself as be-
ing somewhat remarkable. There were a number
of slave children that might have been sent from
the plantation to Baltimore. There were those
younger, those older, and those of the same age.
| was chasen from among them all, and was the
first, last, and only choice.

| may be deemed superstitious, and even egotis-
tical, in regarding this event as a special interpo-
sition of divine Providence in my favor. But |
should be false to the earliest sentiments of my
soul, if | suppressed the opinion. | prefer to be
true to myself, even at the hazard of incurring the
ridicule of others, rather than to be false, and in-
cur my own abhorrence. From my earliest recol-
lection, | date the entertainment of a deep convic-
tion that slavery would not always be able to hold
me within its foul embrace; and in the darkest
hours of my career in slavery, this living word of

faith and spirit of hope departed not from me,
but remained like ministering angels to cheer me
through the gloom. This good spirit was from
God, and to him | offer thanksgiving and praise.

CHAPTER VI

My new mistress proved to be all she appeared
when | first met her at the door,—a woman of the
kindest heart and finest feelings. She had never
had a slave under her control previously to my-
self, and prior to her marriage she had been de-
pendent upon her own industry for a living. She
was by trade a weaver; and by constant applica-
tion to her business, she had been in a good de-
gree preserved from the blighting and dehuman-
izing effects of slavery. | was utterly astonished
at her goodness. | scarcely knew how to behave
towards her. She was entirely unlike any other
white woman | had ever seen. | could not ap-
proach her as | was accustomed to approach
other white ladies. My early instruction was all
out of place. The crouching servility, usually so
acceptable a quality in a slave, did not answer
when manifested toward her. Her favor was not
gained by it; she seemed to be disturbed by it.
She did not deem it impudent or unmannerly for
a slave to look her in the face. The meanest
slave was put fully at ease in her presence, and
none left without feeling better for having seen
her. Her face was made of heavenly smiles, and
her voice of tranquil music.

But, alas! this kind heart had but a short time to
remain such. The fatal poison of irresponsible
power was already in her hands, and soon com-
menced its infernal work. That cheerful eye, un-
der the influence of slavery, soon became red
with rage; that voice, made all of sweet accord,




Frederick Douglass, Jr. photographed some
time between 1867-1870, may have looked
much like his father did as a young man.
Frederick Douglass, Jr is the second son and
third child of Frederick and Anna Douglass.
During the Civil War, he was a recruiting
agent. Fred, Jr. and his brother, Lewis,
became publishers of the new National Era
in Washington, D.C., of which their father

changed to one of harsh and horrid discord; and
that angelic face gave place to that of a demon.

Very soon after | went to live with Mr. and Mrs.
Auld, she very kindly commenced to teach me
the A, B, C. After | had learned this, she assisted
me in learning to spell words of three or four let-
ters. Just at this point of my progress, Mr. Auld
found out what was going on, and at once for-
bade Mrs. Auld to instruct me further, telling her,

among other things, that it was unlawful, as well
as unsafe, to teach a slave to read. To use his
own words, further, he said, "If you give a nigger
an inch, he will take an ell. A nigger should know
nothing but to obey his master—to do as he is
told to do. Learning would spoil the best nigger
in the world. Now," said he, "if you teach that nig-
ger (speaking of myself) how to read, there
would be no keeping him. It would farever unfit
him to be a slave. He would at once become un-
manageable, and of no value to his master. As to
himself, it could do him no good, but a great deal
of harm. It would make him discontented and un-
happy." These words sank deep into my heart,
stirred up sentiments within that lay slumbering,
and called into existence an entirely new train of
thought. It was a new and special revelation, ex-
plaining dark and mysterious things, with which
my youthful understanding had struggled, but
struggled in vain. | now understood what had
been to me a most perplexing difficulty—to wit,
the white man's power to enslave the black man.
It was a grand achievement, and | prized it
highly. From that moment, | understood the path-
way from slavery to freedom. It was just what |
wanted, and | got it at a time when | the least ex-
pected it. Whilst | was saddened by the thought
of losing the aid of my kind mistress, | was glad-
dened by the invaluable instruction which, by the
merest accident, | had gained from my master.
Though conscious of the difficulty of learning
without a teacher, | set out with high hope, and a
fixed purpose, at whatever cost of trouble, to
learn how to read. The very decided manner with
which he spoke, and strove to impress his wife
with the evil consequences of giving me instruc-
tion, served to convince me that he was deeply
sensible of the truths he was uttering. It gave me
the best assurance that | might rely with the ut-




most confidence on the results which, he said,
would flow from teaching me to read. What he
most dreaded, that | most desired. What he most
loved, that | most hated. That which to him was a
great evil, to be carefully shunned, was to me a
great good, to be diligently sought; and the argu-
ment which he so warmly urged, against my
learning to read, only served to inspire me with a
desire and determination to learn. In learning to
read, | owe almost as much to the bitter opposi-
tion of my master, as to the kindly aid of my mis-
tress. | acknowledge the benefit of both.

| had resided but a short time in Baltimore before
| observed a marked difference, in the treatment
of slaves, from that which | had withessed in the
country. A city slave is almost a freeman, com-
pared with a slave on the plantation. He is much
better fed and clothed, and enjoys privileges alto-
gether unknown to the slave on the plantation.
There is a vestige of decency, a sense of shame,
that does much to curb and check those out-
breaks of atrocious cruelty so commonly enacted
upon the plantation. He is a desperate slave-
holder, who will shock the humanity of his non-
slaveholding neighbors with the cries of his lacer-
ated slave. Few are willing to incur the odium at-
taching to the reputation of being a cruel master;
and above all things, they would not be known
as not giving a slave enough to eat. Every city
slaveholder is anxious to have it known of him,
that he feeds his slaves well; and it is due to
them to say, that most of them do give their
slaves enough to eat. There are, however, some
painful exceptions to this rule. Directly opposite
to us, on Philpot Street, lived Mr. Thomas Hamil-
ton. He owned two slaves. Their names were
Henrietta and Mary. Henrietta was about twenty-
two years of age, Mary was about fourteen; and
of all the mangled and emaciated creatures |

ever looked upon, these two were the most so.
His heart must be harder than stene, that could
look upon these unmoved. The head, neck, and
shoulders of Mary were literally cut to pieces. |
have frequently felt her head, and found it nearly
covered with festering sores, caused by the lash
of her cruel mistress. | do not know that her mas-
ter ever whipped her, but | have been an eye-
witness to the cruelty of Mrs. Hamilton. | used to
be in Mr. Hamilton's house nearly every day. Mrs.
Hamilton used to sit in a large chair in the middle
of the room, with a heavy cowskin always by her
side, and scarce an hour passed during the day
but was marked by the blood of one of these
slaves. The girls seldom passed her without her
saying, "Move faster, you black gip!" at the same
time giving them a blow with the cowskin over
the head or shoulders, often drawing the blood.
She would then say, "Take that, you black gip!"
continuing, "If you don't move faster, I'll move
you!" Added to the cruel lashings to which these
slaves were subjected, they were kept nearly
half-starved. They seldom knew what it was to
eat a full meal. | have seen Mary contending with
the pigs for the offal thrown into the street. So
much was Mary kicked and cut to pieces, that
she was oftener called "pecked" than by her
name.

CHAPTER VII

I lived in Master Hugh's family about seven
years. During this time, | succeeded in learning
to read and write. In accomplishing this, | was
compelled to resort to various stratagems. | had
no regular teacher. My mistress, who had kindly
commenced to instruct me, had, in compliance
with the advice and direction of her husband, not
only ceased to instruct, but had set her face
against my being instructed by any one else. It is




due, however, to my mistress to say of her, that
she did not adopt this course of treatment imme-
diately. She at first lacked the depravity indispen-
sable to shutting me up in mental darkness. It
was at least necessary for her to have some train-
ing in the exercise of irresponsible power, to
make her equal to the task of treating me as
though | were a brute.

My mistress was, as | have said, a kind and
tender-hearted woman; and in the simplicity of
her soul she commenced, when | first went to
live with her, to treat me as she supposed one hu-
man being ought to treat another. In entering
upon the duties of a slaveholder, she did not
seem to perceive that | sustained to her the rela-
tion of a mere chattel, and that for her to treat me
as a human being was not only wrong, but dan-
gerously so. Slavery proved as injurious to her as
it did to me. When | went there, she was a pious,
warm, and tender-hearted woman. There was no
sorrow or suffering for which she had not a tear.
She had bread for the hungry, clothes for the na-
ked, and comfort for every mourner that came
within her reach. Slavery soon proved its ability
to divest her of these heavenly qualities. Under
its influence, the tender heart became stone, and
the lamblike disposition gave way to one of tiger-
like fierceness. The first step in her downward
course was in her ceasing to instruct me. She
now commenced to practice her husband's pre-
cepts. She finally became even more violent in
her opposition than her husband himself. She
was not satisfied with simply doing as well as he
had commanded: she seemed anxious to do bet-
ter. Nothing seemed to make her more angry
than to see me with a newspaper. She seemed to
think that here lay the danger. | have had her
rush at me with a face made all up of fury, and
snatch from me a newspaper, in a manner that

fully revealed her apprehension. She was an apt
woman; and a little experience soon demaon-
strated, to her satisfaction, that education and
slavery were incompatible with each other.

From this time | was most narrowly watched. If |
was in a separate room any considerable length
of time, | was sure to be suspected of having a
book, and was at once called to give an account
of myself. All this, however, was too late. The first
step had been taken. Mistress, in teaching me
the alphabet, had given me the inch, and no pre-
caution could prevent me from taking the ell.

The plan which | adopted, and the one by which
I was most successful, was that of making
friends of all the little white boys whom | met in
the street. As many of these as | could, | con-
verted into teachers. With their kindly aid, ob-
tained at different times and in different places, |
finally succeeded in learning to read. When |
was sent of errands, | always took my book with
me, and by going cne part of my errand quickly,
| found time to get a lesson before my return. |
used also to carry bread with me, enough of
which was always in the house, and to which |
was always welcome; for | was much better off in
this regard than many of the poor white children
in our neighborhood. This bread | used to be-
stow upon the hungry little urchins, who, in re-
turn, would give me that more valuable bread of
knowledge. | am strongly tempted to give the
names of two or three of those little boys, as a
testimonial of the gratitude and affection | bear
them; but prudence forbids;—not that it would
injure me, but it might embarrass them; for it is
almost an unpardonable offense to teach slaves
to read in this Christian country. It is enough to
say of the dear little fellows, that they lived on
Philpot Street, very near Durgin and Bailey's
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ship-yard. | used to talk this matter of slavery
over with them. | would sometimes say to them, |
wished | could be as free as they would be when
they got to be men. "You will be free as soon as
you are twenty-one, but | am a slave for life!
Have not | as good a right to be free as you
have?' These words used to trouble them; they
would express for me the liveliest sympathy, and
console me with the hepe that something would
occur by which | might be free.

| was now about twelve years old, and the
thought of being a slave for life began to bear
heavily upon my heart. Just about this time, | got
hold of a book entitled "The Columbian Orator."
Every opportunity | got, | used to read this book.
Among much of other interesting matter, | found
in it a dialogue between a master and his slave.
The slave was represented as having run away
from his master three times. The dialogue repre-
sented the conversation which took place be-
tween them, when the slave was retaken the third
time. In this dialogue, the whole argument in be-
half of slavery was brought forward by the mas-
ter, all of which was disposed of by the slave.
The slave was made to say some very smart as
well as impressive things in reply to his mas-
ter—things which had the desired though unex-
pected effect; for the conversation resulted in the
voluntary emancipation of the slave on the part
of the master.

In the same book, | met with one of Sheridan's
mighty speeches on and in behalf of Catholic
emancipation. These were choice documents to
me. | read them over and over again with un-
abated interest. They gave tongue to interesting
thoughts of my own soul, which had frequently
flashed through my mind, and died away for
want of utterance. The moral which | gained from

the dialogue was the power of truth over the con-
science of even a slaveholder. What | got from
Sheridan was a bold denunciation of slavery, and
a powerful vindication of human rights. The read-
ing of these documents enabled me to utter my
thoughts, and to meet the arguments brought for-
ward to sustain slavery; but while they relieved
me of one difficulty, they brought on another
even more painful than the one of which | was re-
lieved. The more | read, the more | was led to ab-
hor and detest my enslavers. | could regard
them in no other light than a band of successful
robbers, who had left their homes, and gone to
Africa, and stolen us from our homes, and in a
strange land reduced us to slavery. | loathed
them as being the meanest as well as the most
wicked of men. As | read and contemplated the
subject, behold! that very discontentment which
Master Hugh had predicted would follow my
learning to read had already come, to torment
and sting my soul to unutterable anguish. As |
writhed under it, | would at times feel that learn-
ing to read had been a curse rather than a bless-
ing. It had given me a view of my wretched condi-
tion, without the remedy. It opened my eyes to
the horrible pit, but to no ladder upon which to
get out. In moments of agony, | envied my fellow-
slaves for their stupidity. | have often wished my-
self a beast. | preferred the condition of the
meanest reptile to my own. Any thing, no matter
what, to get rid of thinking! It was this everlasting
thinking of my condition that tormented me.
There was no getting rid of it. It was pressed
upon me by every object within sight or hearing,
animate or inanimate. The silver trump of free-
dom had roused my soul to eternal wakefulness.
Freedom now appeared, to disappear no more
forever. It was heard in every sound, and seen in
every thing. It was ever present to torment me
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with a sense of my wretched condition. | saw
nothing without seeing it, | heard nothing without
hearing it, and felt nothing without feeling it. It
looked from every star, it smiled in every calm,
breathed in every wind, and moved in every
storm.

| often found myself regretting my own existence,
and wishing myself dead; and but for the hope of
being free, | have no doubt but that | should
have killed myself, or done something for which |
should have been killed. While in this state of
mind, | was eager to hear any one speak of slav-
ery. | was a ready listener. Every little while, |
could hear something about the abolitionists. It
was some time before | found what the word
meant. It was always used in such connections
as to make it an interesting word to me. If a slave
ran away and succeeded in getting clear, or if a
slave killed his master, set fire to a barn, or did
any thing very wrong in the mind of a slave-
holder, it was spoken of as the fruit of abolition.
Hearing the word in this connection very often, |
set about learning what it meant. The dictionary
afforded me little or no help. | found it was "the
act of abalishing;" but then | did not know what
was to be abolished. Here | was perplexed. | did
not dare to ask any one about its meaning, for |
was satisfied that it was something they wanted
me to know very little about. After a patient wait-
ing, | got one of our city papers, containing an
account of the number of petitions from the
north, praying for the abolition of slavery in the
District of Columbia, and of the slave trade be-
tween the States. From this time | understood the
words abolition and aboliticnist, and always drew
near when that word was spoken, expecting to
hear something of impartance to myself and
fellow-slaves. The light broke in upon me by de-
grees. | went one day down on the wharf of Mr.

Waters; and seeing two Irishmen unloading a
scow of stone, | went, unasked, and helped
them. When we had finished, one of them came
to me and asked me if | were a slave. | told him |
was. He asked, "Are ye a slave for life?" | told him
that | was. The good Irishman seemed to be
deeply affected by the statement. He said to the
other that it was a pity so fine a little fellow as my-
self should be a slave for life. He said it was a
shame to hold me. They both advised me to run
away to the north; that | should find friends there,
and that | should be free. | pretended not to be
interested in what they said, and treated them as
if | did not understand them; for | feared they
might be treacherous. White men have been
known to encourage slaves to escape, and then,
to get the reward, catch them and return them to
their masters. | was afraid that these seemingly
good men might use me so; but | nevertheless
remembered their advice, and from that time | re-
solved to run away. | looked forward to a time at
which it would be safe for me to escape. | was
too young to think of doing so immediately; be-
sides, | wished to learn how to write, as | might
have occasion to write my own pass. | consoled
myself with the hope that | should one day find a
good chance. Meanwhile, | would learn to write.

The idea as to how | might learn to write was sug-
gested to me by being in Durgin and Bailey's
ship-yard, and frequently seeing the ship carpen-
ters, after hewing, and getting a piece of timber
ready for use, write on the timber the name of
that part of the ship for which it was intended.
When a piece of timber was intended for the lar-
board side, it would be marked thus—'L." When
a piece was for the starboard side, it would be
marked thus—'S." A piece for the larboard side
forward, would be marked thus—'L. F." When a
piece was for starboard side forward, it would be
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marked thus—"S. F." For larboard aft, it would be
marked thus—'L. A." For starboard aft, it would
be marked thus—'S. A." | soon learned the
names of these letters, and for what they were
intended when placed upon a piece of timber in
the ship-yard. | immediately commenced copy-
ing them, and in a short time was able to make
the four letters named. After that, when | met with
any boy who | knew could write, | would tell him |
could write as well as he. The next word would
be, "l don't believe you. Let me see you try it." |
would then make the letters which | had been so
fortunate as to learn, and ask him to beat that. In
this way | got a good many lessons in writing,
which it is quite possible | should never have got-
ten in any other way. During this time, my copy-
book was the board fence, brick wall, and pave-
ment; my pen and ink was a lump of chalk. With
these, | learned mainly how to write. | then com-
menced and continued copying the ltalics in
Webster's Spelling Book, until | could make them
all without looking on the book. By this time, my
little Master Thomas had gone to school, and
learned how to write, and had written over a num-
ber of copy-books. These had been brought
home, and shown to some of our near neighbors,
and then laid aside. My mistress used to go to
class meeting at the Wilk Street meetinghouse
every Monday afternoon, and leave me to take
care of the house. When left thus, | used to
spend the time in writing in the spaces left in
Master Thomas's copy-book, copying what he
had written. | continued to do this until | could
write a hand very similar to that of Master Tho-
mas. Thus, after a long, tedious effort for years, |
finally succeeded in learning how to write.

A photograph of Anna
Douglass, Frederick
Douglass’s first wife. She was
a free person of color living in
Baltimore when Frederick

went to work in the ship
yards.
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The custom in

“THE MEANING
OF THE FOURTH
OF JULY TO THE
NEGRO”

Washington, C;-;Jiul of U. 8

During the 1850s, Frederick Douglass typically spent about six
months of the year traveling extensively, giving lectures. During
one winter -- the winter of 1855-1856 -- he gave about 70 lec-
tures during a tour that covered four to five thousand miles. And
his speaking engagements did not halt at the end of a tour. From
his home in Rochester, New York, he took part in local abolition-
related events.

On July 5, 1852, Douglass gave a speech at an event commemo-
rating the signing of the Declaration of Independence, held at
Rochester's Corinthian Hall. It was biting oratory, in which the
speaker told his audience, "This Fourth of July is yours, not mine.
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A slave posses to reveal You may rejoice, | must mourn." And he asked them, "Do you mean, citi-

the scars covering his zens, to mock me, by asking me to speak to-day?"
back as the result of

repeated beatings.
Baton Rouge, Louisiana,
1863. Blakeslee
Collection photograph.

Within the now-famous address is what historian Philip S. Foner has
called "probably the most moving passage in all of Douglass'
speeches." (pbs.org)

“What, to the American slave, is your 4th of July? | answer; a day that reveals to
him, more than all other days in the year, the gross injustice and cruelty to which
he is the constant victim. To him, your celebration is a sham; your boasted liberty,
an unholy license; your national greatness, swelling vanity; your sound of
rejoicing are empty and heartless; your denunciation of tyrants brass fronted
impudence; your shout of liberty and equality, hollow mockery; your prayers and
hymns, your sermons and thanks-givings, with all your religious parade and
solemnity, are to him, mere bombast, fraud, deception, impiety, and hypocrisy - a
thin veil to cover up crimes which would disgrace a nation of savages. There is not
a nation on the earth guilty of practices more shocking and bloody than are the
people of the United States, at this very hour.”
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