FREDERICK DOUGLASS

I Was a Slave

More than anyone else in the nineteenth century, Frederick Douglass was, in his life and
work, a voice yearning for a higher plane of awareness against the prejudice, separa-
tion, injustice, indignity, and mute agony of millions of slaves in the United States.
Douglass was born about February 7, 1817, in Tuckahoe, Maryland. After escaping
slavery in 1838, he stated he was “like one who had escaped a den of hungry lions.” He
became an eminent American human rights leader, abolitionist, and reformer, as well as
a brilliant orator and writer.

A self-made man, he wrote his own autobiography, The Narrative of the Life of Frederick
Douglass, in 1845 (from which this excerpt is drawn). In addition, he published his own
abolitionist newspaper, the North Star (later called Frederick Douglass’s Paper), in Rochester,
New York, from 1847 until 1863. He supported women’s rights, was a temperance ad-
vocate, headed the Rochester station of the Underground Railroad, and was a con-
sultant to Abraham Lincoln during the Civil War. Douglass became the first black citi-
zen to hold high rank in the U.S. government, first as the Assistant Secretary of the Santo
Domingo Commission (1871), then as Marshall in the District of Columbia (1877-81),
and finally as minister and consul general to Haiti (1889-91). Frederick Douglass, man

of integrity, died in Washington on February 20, 1895. The Narrative of the Life of Frederick

Douglass is Douglass at his best, displaying the penetrating details of nineteenth-century

slavery.
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I was BORN in Tuckahoe, near
Hillsborough, and about twelve miles
from Easton, in Talbot county,
Maryland. I have no accurate knowl-
edge of my age, never having seen any
authentic record containing it. By far
the larger part of the slaves know as
little of their ages as horses know of
theirs, and it is the wish of most mas-
ters within my knowledge to keep
their slaves thus ignorant. I do not re-
member to have ever met a slave who
could tell of his birthday. They sel-
dom come nearer to it than planting-
time, harvest-time, cherry-time,

spring-time, or fall-time. A want of
information concerning my own was
a source of unhappiness to me even
during childhood. The white children
could tell their ages. I could not tell
why I ought to be deprived of the
same privilege. I was not allowed to
make any inquiries of my master con-
cerning it. He deemed all such in-
quiries on the part of a slave improper
and impertinent, and evidence of a
restless spirit. The nearest estimate I
can give makes me now between
twenty-seven and twenty-eight years
of age. I come to this, from hearing
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my master say, some time during
1835, I was about seventeen years old.

I have had two masters. My first
master’s name was Anthony. Ido not
remember his first name. He was gen-
erally called Captain Anthony —a ti-
tle which, I presume, he acquired by
sailing a craft on the Chesapeake Bay.
He was not considered a rich slave-
holder. He owned two or three farms,
and about thirty slaves. His farms and
slaves were under the care of an over-
seer. The overseer’s name was
Plummer. Mr. Plummer was a miser-
able drunkard, a profane swearer, and
a savage monster. He always went
armed with a cowskin and a heavy
cudgel. I have known him to cut and
slash the women’s heads so horribly,
that even master would be enraged at
his cruelty, and would threaten to
whip him if he did not mind himself.
Master, however, was not a humane
slaveholder. It required extraordinary
barbarity on the part of an overseer
to affect him. He was a cruel man,
hardened by a long life of slavehold-
ing. He would at times seem to take
great pleasure in whipping a slave. I
have often been awakened at the
dawn of day by the most heartrend-
ing shrieks of an aunt of mine, whom
he used to tie up to a joist, and whip
upon her naked back till she was lit-
erally covered with blood. No words,
no tears, no prayers from his gory vic-
tim seemed to move his iron heart
from its bloody purpose. The louder
she screamed, the harder he whipped;
and where the blood ran fastest, there
he whipped longest. He would whip
her to make her scream, and whip her
to make her hush; and not until over-
come with fatigue, would he cease to
swing the blood-clotted cow-skin. I
remember the first time I ever wit-
nessed this horrible exhibition. I was
quite a child, but I well remember it.
Inever shall forget it whilst I remem-
ber any thing, It was the first of along
series of such outrages, of which I was

doomed to be a witness and a partic-
ipant. It struck me with awful force. It
was the blood-stained gate, the en-
trance to the hell of slavery, through
which I was about to pass. It was a
most terrible spectacle. I wish I could
commit to paper the feelings with
which I beheld it.

Chapter II1

To describe the wealth of Colonel
Lloyd would be almost equal to de-
scribing the riches of Job.! He kept
from ten to fifteen house-servants.
He was said to own a thousand slaves,
and I think this estimate quite within
the truth. Colonel Lloyd owned so
many that he did not know them
when he saw them; nor did all the
slaves of the out-farms know him. It
is reported of him, that, while riding
along the road one day, he met a col-
ored man, and addressed him in the
usual manner of speaking to colored
people on the public highways of the
south: “Well, boy, whom do you be-
long to?” “To Colonel Lloyd,” replied
the slave. “Well, does the colonel treat
you well?” “No, sir,” was the ready re-
ply. “What, does he work you too
hard?” “Yes, sir.” “Well, don’t he give
you enough to eat?” “Yes, sir, he gives
me enough, such as it is.”

The colonel, after ascertaining
where the slavé belonged, rode on; the
man also went on about his business,
not dreaming that he had been con-
versing with his master. He thought,
said, and heard nothing more of the
mattet, until two or three weeks af-
terwards. The poor man was then in-
formed by his overseer that, for hav-
ing found fault with his master, he
was now to be sold to a Georgia

I Job 1:3: “His substance also was seven thou-
sand sheep, and three thousand camels, and
five hundred yoke of oxen, and five hundred
she asses, and a very great household; so that
this man was the greatest of all the men of
the east.”

trader. He was immediately chained
and handcuffed; and thus, without a
moment’s warning, he was snatched
away and forever sundered, from his
family and friends, by a hand more
unrelenting than death. This is the
penalty of telling the truth, of telling
the simple truth, in answer to a series
of plain questions.

It is partly in consequence of
such facts, that slaves, when inquired
as to their condition and the charac-
ter of their masters, almost univer-
sally say they are contented, and that
their masters are kind. The slave-
holders have been known to send in
spies among their slaves, to ascertain
their views and feelings in regard to
their condition. The frequency of this
has had the effect to establish among
the slaves the maxim that a still
tongue makes a wise head. They sup-
press the truth rather than take the
consequences of telling it, and in so
doing prove themselves a part of the
human family. If they have anything
to say of their masters, it is generally
in their masters’ favor, especially when
speaking to an untried man. I have
been frequently asked, when a slave, if
T had a kind master, and do not re-
member ever to have given a negative
answer; nor did I, in pursuing this
course, consider myself as uttering
what was absolutely false; for I always
measured the kindness of my master
by the standard of kindness set up
among slaveholders around us.
Moreover, slaves are like other peo-
ple, and imbibe prejudices quite com-
mon to others. They think their own
better than that of others. Many, un-
der the influence of this prejudice,
think their own masters are better
than the masters of other slaves; and
this, too, in some cases, when the very
reverse is true. Indeed, it is not un-
common for slaves even to fall out
and quarrel among themselves about
the relative goodness of their masters,
each contending for the superior
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goodness of his own over that of the
others. At the very same time, they
mutually execrate their masters when
viewed separately. It was so on our
plantation. When Colonel Lloyd’s
slaves met the slaves of Jacob Jepson,
they seldom parted without a quar-
rel about their masters; Colonel
Lloyd’s slaves contending that he was
the richest, and Mr. Jepson’s slaves
that he was the smartest and most of
a man. Colonel Lloyd’s slaves would
boast his ability to buy and sell Jacob
Jepson. Mr. Jepson’s slaves would
boast his ability to whip Colonel
Lloyd. These quarrels would almost
always end in a fight between the par-
ties, and those that whipped were sup-
posed to have gained the point of is-
sue. They seemed to think that the
greatness of their masters was trans-
ferable to themselves. It was consid-
ered as being bad enough to be a slave;
but to be a poor man’s slave was
deemed a disgrace indeed!

Chapter V.

As to my own treatment while I lived
on Colonel Lloyd’s plantation, it was
very similar to that of the other slave
children. I was not old enough to work
in the field, and there being little else
than field work to do,I had a great deal
of leisure time. The most I 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 off er-
rands 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 attached 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.

I was seldom whipped by my old
master, and suffered little from any

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

We were not regularly al-
lowanced. 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 de-
vour 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.

I was probably between seven
and eight years old when I left Colonel
Lloyd’s plantation. Ileft it with joy. I
shall never forget the ecstasy with
which I received the intelligence that
my old master (Anthony) had deter-
mined to let me go to Baltimore, to
live with Mr. Hugh Auld, brother to
my old master’s son-in-law, Captain
Thomas Auld. I received this infor-
mation about three days before my
departure. They were three of the hap-
piest days I ever enjoyed. I spent the
most part of all these three days in
the creek, washing off the plantation
scum, and preparing myself for my
departure.

The pride of appearance which
this would indicate was not my own.

I spent the time in washing, not so
much because I wished to, but be-
cause Mrs. Lucretia had told me I
must get all the dead skin off my feet
and knees before I could go to
Baltimore; for the people in Baltimore
were very cleanly, and would laugh at
me if Tlooked dirty. Besides, she was
going to give me a pair of trousers,
which I could not put on unless I got
all the dirt off me. The thought of
owning a pair of trousers was great
indeed! It was almost a sufficient mo-
tive, not only to make me take off
what would be called by pig-drovers
the mange, but the skin itself. I went
at it in good earnest, working for the
first time with the hope of reward ...

We arrived at Baltimore early on
Sunday morning, 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,
I 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 I had been given. And here
I saw what I 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. I
wish I could describe the rapture that
flashed through my soul asI 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
I was told to take care of lictle
Thomas; and thus I entered upon the
duties of my new home with the most
cheering prospect ahead.

Ilook upon my departure from
Colonel Lloyd’s planration as one of
the most interesting events of my life.
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It is possible, and even quite proba-
ble, that but for the mere circum-
stance of being removed from that
plantation to Baltimore, I 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 founda-
tion, and opened the gateway, to all
my subsequent prosperity. I have ever
regarded it as the first plain manifes-
tation of that kind providence which
has ever since attended me, and
marked my life with so many favors.
I regarded the selection of myself as
being somewhat remarkable. There
were a number of slave children that
might have been sent from the plan-
tation to Baltimore. There were those
younger, those older, and those of the
same age. [ was chosen from among
them all, and as the first, last, and
only choice.

I may be deemed superstitious,
and even egotistical, in regarding this
event as a special interposition of di-
vine Providence in my favor. But I
should be false to the earliest senti-
ment of my soul, if I suppressed the
opinion. I prefer to be true to myself,
even at the hazard of incurring the
ridicule of others, rather than to be
false, and incur my own abhorrence.

From my eatliest recollection, I
date the entertainment of a deep con-
viction that slavery would not always
be able to hold me within its foul em-
brace, 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 minis-
tering angels to cheer me through the
gloom. This good spirit was from
God, and to him I offer thanksgiving
and praise.

Chapter VI

Very soon after I went to live with Mr.
and Mrs. Auld, she very kindly com-
menced to teach me the A, B, C. After
I had learned this, she assisted me in
learning to spell words of three or
four letters. just at this point of my
progress, Mr. Auld found out what
was going on, and at once forbade
Mrs. Auld to instruct me furcher,
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 nigger (speaking of
myself) how to read, there would be
no keeping him. It would forever un-
fit him to be a slave. He would at once
become unmanageable, 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 dis-
contented and unhappy.” These
words sank deep into my heart, stirred
up sentiments within that lay slum-
bering, 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 under-
standing had struggled, but struggled
in vain. I now understood what had
been to me a most perplexing diffi-
culty — to wit, the white man’s power
to enslave the black man. It was a
grand achievement, and I prized it
highly. From that moment, I under-
stood the pathway from slavery to
freedom. It was just what I wanted,
and I gotit ata time when I least ex-
pected it. Whilst I was saddened by
the thought of losing the aid of my
kind mistress, I was gladdened by the
invaluable instruction which, by the
merest accident, I had gained from

my master. Though conscious of the
difficulty of learning without a
teacher, I 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 in-
struction, served to convince me that
he was deeply sensible of the truths
he was uttering. It gave me the best
assurance that I might rely with the
utmost confidence on the results
which, he said, would flow from
teaching to read. What he most
dreaded, that I most desired. What he
most loved, that I 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
argument 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, I owe almost as much to the
bitter opposition of my master, as to
the kindly aid of my mistress. I ac-
knowledge the benefit of both.

Chapter VII

The idea as to how I might learn to
write was suggested to me by being
in Durgin and Bailey’s shipyard, and
frequently seeing the ship carpenters,
after hewing, and getting a piece of
timber ready for use write on the tim-
ber the name of that part of the ship
for which it was intended. When a
piece of timber was intended for the
larboard 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
forward, would be marked thus — “L.
F.” When a piece was for starboard
forward, it would be marked thus —
“S. F.” For larboard aft, it would be
marked thus — “ L. A”” For starboard
aft, it would be marked thus — “S. A.”
I soon learned the names of these let-
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ters, and for what they were intended
when placed upon a piece of timber
in the shipyard. I immediately com-
menced copying them, and in a short
time was able to make the four letters
named. After that, when I met with
any boy who I knew could write, I
would tell him I could write as well
as he. The next word would be “I don’t
believe you. Let me see you try it.” I
would then make the letters which I
had been so fortunate as to learn, and
ask him to beat that. In this way I got
a good many lessons in writing, which
it is quite possible I should never have
gotten in any other way. During this
time, my copybook was the board
fence, brick wall, and pavement; my
pen and ink was a lump of chalk.
With these, I learned mainly how to
write. | then commenced and con-
tinued copying the italics in Webster’s
Spelling Book, until I could make
them all without looking at 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 copybooks. 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 meeting
house every Monday afternoon, and
leave me to take care of the house.
When left thus, I used to spend the
time in writing in the spaces left in
Master Thomas'’s copybook, copying
what he had written. I continued to
do this until I could write a hand very
similar to that of Master Thomas.
Thus after a long, tedious effort for
years, I finally succeeded in learning
how to write.

Chapter X

I left Master Thomas’s house, and
went to live with Mr. Covey on the 1st
of January, 1833. I was now, for the
first time in my life, a field hand. In
my new employment, I found myself

even more awkward than a country
boy appeared to be in a large city. I
had been at my new home but one
week before Mr. Covey gave me a very
severe whipping, cutting my back,
causing the blood to run, and raising
ridges on my flesh as large as my lit-
tle finger.

If at any one time of my life more
than another, I was made to drink the
bitterest dregs of slavery, that time
was during the first six months of my
stay with Mr. Covey. We were worked
in all weathers. It was never too hot
or too cold; it could never rain, blow,
hail, or snow, too hard for us to work
in the field. Work, work, work, was
scarcely more the order of the day
than of the night. The longest days
were too short for him. I was some-
what unmanageable when I first went
there, but a few months of this disci-
pline tamed me. Mr. Covey succeeded
in breaking me. I was broken in body,
soul, and spirit. My natural elasticity
was crushed, my intellect languished,
the disposition to read departed, the
cheerful spark that lingered about my
eye died: the dark night of slavery
closed in upon me; and behold a man
transformed into a brutel!

Long before daylight, I was called
to go and rub, curry, and feed the
horses. I obeyed, and was glad to obey.
But whilst thus engaged, whilst in the
act of throwing down some blades
from the loft, Mr. Covey entered the
stable with a long rope; and just as I
was half out of the loft, he caught
hold of my legs, and was about tying
me. As soon as I found what he was
up to, I gave a sudden spring, and as
I did so, he holding to my legs, I was
brought sprawling on the stable floor.
Mr. Covey seemed now to think he
had me, and could do what he
pleased; but at this moment — from
whence came the spirit I don’t know
— Iresolved to fight; and, suiting my
action to the resolution, I seized
Covey hard by the throat; and as I did

50, I rose. He held on to me, and I to
him. My resistance was so entirely un-
expected, that Covey seemed taken all
aback. He trembled like a leaf. This
gave me assurance, and I held him un-
easy, causing the blood to run where
I touched him with the ends of my
fingers. Mr. Covey soon called out to
Hughes for help. Hughes came, and,
while Covey held me, attempted to tie
my right hand. While he was in the
act of doing so, I watched my chance,
and gave him a heavy kick close un-
der the ribs. This kick fairly sickened
Hughes, so that he left me in the
hands of Mr. Covey. This kick had the
effect of not only weakening Hughes,
but Covey also. When he saw Hughes
bending over with pain, his courage
quailed. He asked me if I meant to
persist in my resistance. I told him I
did, come what might; that he had
used me like a brute for six months,
and that I was determined to be used
so no longer. With that, he strove to
drag me to astick that was lying just
out of the stable door. He meant to
knock me down. But just as he was
leaning over to get the stick, I seized
him with both hands by his collar,
and brought him by a sudden snatch
to the ground. By this time, Bill came.
Covey called upon him for assistance.
Bill wanted to know what he could
do.

Covey said, “Take hold of him,
take hold of him!” Bill said his mas-
ter hired him out to work, and not to
help to whip me; so he left Covey and
myself to fight our own battle out.
We were at it for nearly two hours.
Covey at length let me go, puffing and
blowing at a great rate, saying that if
I had not resisted, he would not have
whipped me half so much. The truth
was that he had not whipped me at
all. T considered him as getting en-
tirely the worst end of the bargain;
for he had drawn no blood from me,
but I had from him. The whole six
months afterwards, that I spent with
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Mr. Covey, he never laid the weight of
his finger upon me in anger. He
would occasionally say he didn’t want
to get hold of me again. “No,”
thoughtI, “you need not; for you will
come off worse than you did before.”

This battle with Mr. Covey was
the turning-point in my career as a
slave. It rekindled the few expiring
embers of freedom, and revived
within me a sense of my own man-
hood. It recalled the departed self-
confidence, and inspired me again
with a determination to be free. The
gratification afforded by the triumph
was a full compensation for whatever
else might follow, even death itself.

He only can understand the deep sat-
isfaction which I experienced, who
has himself repelled by force the
bloody arm of slavery. I felt as I never
felt before. It was a glorious resur-
rection, from the tomb of slavery, to
the heaven of freedom. My long-
crushed spirit rose, cowardice de-
parted, and defiance took its place;
and I now resolved that, however long
I might remain a slave in form, the
day had passed forever when I could
be a slave in fact. I did not hesitate to
let it be known of me, that the white
man who expected to succeed in
whipping, must also succeed in kill-
ing me.

THINK ABOUT IT

1. Describe the life that Douglass en-
dured as a slave.

2. Why was it so important for
Douglass to learn to read?

TALK ABOUT IT

3. How does Douglass show his au-
tonomous nature, even while re-
maining a slave?

4. In what countries are people still
striving for freedom? Why do they
feel freedom is necessary?

WRITE ABOUT IT

5. Write a fictional conversation be-
tween Douglass and a contempo-
rary civil rights leader on the na-
ture of freedom.

6. Do you feel you have ever been dis-
criminated against? Describe what
your reaction was or what you
think it would be.
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