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HARRIET JACOBS
(1813–1897)

In a letter to an abolitionist friend, Jacobs defined herself as “a poor Slave Mother”
pleading for security and freedom for her own children and for the children of
other mothers still in bondage. Throughout her memoir, Incidents in the  Life of a
Slave Girl, she emphasized the special suffering of women and girls under slavery;
and despite the pained embarrassment she felt in exposing her own life, Jacobs
used descriptions of the lecherous persecution she experienced as a teenage ser-
vant at the hands of the master she calls “Dr. Flint” (Dr. James Norcom) to illus-
trate her plea.

Jacobs was born in Edenton, North Carolina. Her light-skinned parents were
slaves, but when Harriet was young, they were able to live as a married couple and
provide a home for their daughter and son. Daniel, her father, was a carpenter who
paid his mistress a yearly fee for the right to contract his services out for pay; Ja-
cobs described her mother, Delilah, as “a slave merely in name, but in nature noble
and womanly.” When Jacobs was six years old, her mother died, and for the first
time, she had to make her home with her slave mistress, Margaret Horniblow. Mrs.
Horniblow was kind to the child, but when she died, six years later, she willed her
slave to a three-year-old niece, Mary Martha Norcom, whose father was to become
the young woman’s persecutor. When Daniel Jacobs died the following year, his
daughter was left with only the scant protection of her maternal grandmother,
Molly Horniblow (called “Aunt Martha” in the text), who had been freed by her
South Carolina master and father at his death and who operated a thriving baking
business out of her home.

Dr. Flint first proposed that Jacobs have sex with him when she was fifteen
years old, reminding her that “I was his property [and] I must be subject to his
will in all things.” Though the other slaves pitied her, they were powerless to help;
her mistress hated the girl out of jealousy and would not intercede. “She pitied
herself as a martyr; but she was incapable of feeling for the condition of shame
and misery in which her unfortunate, helpless slave was placed.” When Jacobs fell
in love with a freeborn carpenter who wanted to buy her freedom, Dr. Flint re-
fused to allow the match and, striking her in the face, reminded her that he could
kill her with impunity if he chose to.

Faced with Dr. Flint’s threat that he would build a house in a remote location
and force her to live there as his mistress, Jacobs entered into a sexual relationship
with Samuel Tredwell Sawyer (called “Mr. Sands”), an unmarried white attorney
soon to be elected to Congress. He fathered two children, Joseph Jacobs (called
“Benny” in the text) and Louisa Matilda (called “Ellen”) and promised to buy
their freedom from Dr. Flint. The children were allowed to live with their great-
grandmother, but their status was of major concern to Jacobs because, as the chil-
dren of a slave, they were legally the property of their mother’s master.
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After seven years of hiding in a cramped attic space on her grandmother’s
property, Jacobs escaped to the North in 1842. There she was reunited with her
children and became an active worker in the abolition movement. With the en-
couragement of antislavery activists, she prepared her memoirs for publication,
using the pseudonym Linda Brent. When the book finally appeared in 1861, it
was one of the few slave narratives told by a woman out of the hundred or more
in print before the Civil War. After a brief flurry of interest the account was all but
forgotten; newly focused attention by African American and feminist scholars has
again brought Jacobs’s story to the attention of American readers.

Incidents in the Life of a Slave Girl was “published for the author” in Boston in 1861 as “Edited by
L. Maria Child.” It was reprinted in London in 1862 as The Deeper Wrong; Or, Incidents in the Life of
a Slave Girl. The text is taken from the first American edition. Modern editions with informative intro-
ductions include Incidents in the Life of a Slave Girl, ed. Jean Fagan Yellin, 1987, and Incidents in the
Life of a Slave Girl, intro. Valerie Smith, 1988.
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HARRIET JACOBS

From Incidents in the Life of a Slave Girl

VI: The Jealous Mistress

I would ten thousand times rather that my children should be the half-starved pau-
pers of Ireland than to be the most pampered among the slaves of America. I would
rather drudge out my life on a cotton plantation, till the grave opened to give me
rest, than to live with an unprincipled master and a jealous mistress. The felon’s
home in a penitentiary is preferable. He may repent, and turn from the error of his
ways, and so find peace; but it is not so with a favorite slave. She is not allowed to
have any pride of character. It is deemed a crime in her to wish to be virtuous.

Mrs. Flint1 possessed the key to her husband’s character before I was born.
She might have used this knowledge to counsel and to screen the young and the
innocent among her slaves; but for them she had no sympathy. They were the ob-
jects of her constant suspicion and malevolence. She watched her husband with
unceasing vigilance; but he was well practised in means to evade it. What he could
not find opportunity to say in words he manifested in signs. He invented more
than were ever thought of in a deaf and dumb asylum. I let them pass, as if I did
not understand what he meant; and many were the curses and threats bestowed
on me for my stupidity. One day he caught me teaching myself to write. He
frowned, as if he was not well pleased; but I suppose he came to the conclusion
that such an accomplishment might help to advance his favorite scheme. Before
long, notes were often slipped into my hand. I would return them, saying, “I can’t
read them, sir.” “Can’t you?” he replied; “then I must read them to you.” He al-
ways finished the reading by asking, “Do you understand?” Sometimes he would
complain of the heat of the tea room, and order his supper to be placed on a small
table in the piazza. He would seat himself there with a well-satisfied smile, and tell
me to stand by and brush away the flies. He would eat very slowly, pausing be-
tween the mouthfuls. These intervals were employed in describing the happiness
I was so foolishly throwing away, and in threatening me with the penalty that
finally awaited my stubborn disobedience. He boasted much of the forbearance he
had exercised towards me, and reminded me that there was a limit to his patience.
When I succeeded in avoiding opportunities for him to talk to me at home, I was
ordered to come to his office, to do some errand. When there, I was obliged to
stand and listen to such language as he saw fit to address me. Sometimes I so
openly expressed my contempt for him that he would become violently enraged,
and I wondered why he did not strike me. Circumstanced as he was, he probably
thought it was better policy to be forbearing. But the state of things grew worse

1. The James Norcom family of Edenton, North Carolina, referred to as the Flints, were owners of the
slave Harriet Jacobs. All the figures are referred to by pseudonyms, including Jacobs.
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and worse daily. In desperation I told him that I must and would apply to my
grandmother2 for protection. He threatened me with death, and worse than death,
if I made any complaint to her. Strange to say, I did not despair. I was naturally of
a buoyant disposition, and always I had a hope of somehow getting out of his
clutches. Like many a poor, simple slave before me, I trusted that some threads of
joy would yet be woven into my dark destiny.

I had entered my sixteenth year, and every day it became more apparent that
my presence was intolerable to Mrs. Flint. Angry words frequently passed between
her and her husband. He had never punished me himself, and he would not allow
any body else to punish me. In that respect, she was never satisfied; but, in her
angry moods, no terms were too vile for her to bestow upon me. Yet I, whom she
detested so bitterly, had far more pity for her than he had, whose duty it was to
make her life happy. I never wronged her, or wished to wrong her; and one word
of kindness from her would have brought me to her feet.

After repeated quarrels between the doctor and his wife, he announced his in-
tention to take his youngest daughter, then four years old, to sleep in his apart-
ment. It was necessary that a servant should sleep in the same room, to be on hand
if the child stirred. I was selected for that office, and informed for what purpose
that arrangement had been made. By managing to keep within sight of people, as
much as possible, during the day time, I had hitherto succeeded in eluding my
master, though a razor was often held to my throat to force me to change this line
of policy. At night I slept by the side of my great aunt, where I felt safe. He was
too prudent to come into her room. She was an old woman, and had been in the
family many years. Moreover, as a married man, and a professional man, he deemed
it necessary to save appearances in some degree. But he resolved to remove the ob-
stacle in the way of his scheme; and he thought he had planned it so that he should
evade suspicion. He was well aware how much I prized my refuge by the side of
my old aunt, and he determined to dispossess me of it. The first night the doctor
had the little child in his room alone. The next morning, I was ordered to take my
station as nurse the following night. A kind Providence interposed in my favor.
During the day Mrs. Flint heard of this new arrangement, and a storm followed. I
rejoiced to hear it rage.

After a while my mistress sent for me to come to her room. Her first question
was, “Did you know you were to sleep in the doctor’s room?”

“Yes, ma’am.”
“Who told you?”
“My master.”
“Will you answer truly all the questions I ask?”
“Yes, ma’am.”
“Tell me, then, as you hope to be forgiven, are you innocent of what I have

accused you?”
“I am.”

2. Jacobs’s grandmother, Molly Horniblow, was a free woman who supported herself by baking and
was a respected member of the community.
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She handed me a Bible, and said, “Lay your hand on your heart, kiss this holy
book, and swear before God that you tell me the truth.”

I took the oath she required, and I did it with a clear conscience.
“You have taken God’s holy word to testify your innocence,” said she. “If

you have deceived me, beware! Now take this stool, sit down, look me directly in
the face, and tell me all that has passed between your master and you.”

I did as she ordered. As I went on with my account her color changed fre-
quently, she wept, and sometimes groaned. She spoke in tones so sad, that I was
touched by her grief. The tears came to my eyes; but I was soon convinced that
her emotions arose from anger and wounded pride. She felt that her marriage vows
were desecrated, her dignity insulted; but she had no compassion for the poor vic-
tim of her husband’s perfidy. She pitied herself as a martyr; but she was incapable
of feeling for the condition of shame and misery in which her unfortunate, help-
less slave was placed.

Yet perhaps she had some touch of feeling for me; for when the conference
was ended, she spoke kindly, and promised to protect me. I should have been much
comforted by this assurance if I could have had confidence in it; but my experi-
ences in slavery had filled me with distrust. She was not a very refined woman,
and had not much control over her passions. I was an object of her jealousy, and,
consequently, of her hatred; and I knew I could not expect kindness or confidence
from her under the circumstances in which I was placed. I could not blame her.
Slaveholders’ wives feel as other women would under similar circumstances. The
fire of her temper kindled from small sparks, and now the flame became so intense
that the doctor was obliged to give up his intended arrangement.

I knew I had ignited the torch, and I expected to suffer for it afterwards; but I
felt too thankful to my mistress for the timely aid she rendered me to care much
about that. She now took me to sleep in a room adjoining her own. There I was an
object of her especial care, though not of her especial comfort, for she spent many
a sleepless night to watch over me. Sometimes I woke up, and found her bending
over me. At other times she whispered in my ear, as though it was her husband who
was speaking to me, and listened to hear what I would answer. If she startled me,
on such occasions, she would glide stealthily away; and the next morning she would
tell me I had been talking in my sleep, and ask who I was talking to. At last, I began
to be fearful for my life. It had been often threatened; and you can imagine, better
than I can describe, what an unpleasant sensation it must produce to wake up in
the dead of night and find a jealous woman bending over you. Terrible as this expe-
rience was, I had fears that it would give place to one more terrible.

My mistress grew weary of her vigils; they did not prove satisfactory. She
changed her tactics. She now tried the trick of accusing my master of crime, in my
presence, and gave my name as the author of the accusation. To my utter astonish-
ment, he replied, “I don’t believe it: but if she did acknowledge it, you tortured her
into exposing me.” Tortured into exposing him! Truly, Satan had no difficulty in
distinguishing the color of his soul! I understood his object in making this false rep-
resentation. It was to show me that I gained nothing by seeking the protection of
my mistress; that the power was still all in his own hands. I pitied Mrs. Flint. She
was a second wife,3 many years the junior of her husband; and the hoary-headed

3. Mary Matilda Horniblow Norcom.
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miscreant was enough to try the patience of a wiser and better woman. She was
completely foiled, and knew not how to proceed. She would gladly have had me
flogged for my supposed false oath; but, as I have already stated, the doctor never
allowed any one to whip me. The old sinner was politic. The application of the
lash might have led to remarks that would have exposed him in the eyes of his chil-
dren and grandchildren. How often did I rejoice that I lived in a town where all the
inhabitants knew each other! If I had been on a remote plantation, or lost among
the multitude of a crowded city, I should not be a living woman at this day.

The secrets of slavery are concealed like those of the Inquisition. My master
was, to my knowledge, the father of eleven slaves. But did the mothers dare to tell
who was the father of their children? Did the other slaves dare to allude to it, ex-
cept in whispers among themselves? No, indeed! They knew too well the terrible
consequences.

My grandmother could not avoid seeing things which excited her suspicions.
She was uneasy about me, and tried various ways to buy me; but the neverchang-
ing answer was always repeated: “Linda does not belong to me. She is my daugh-
ter’s property, and I have no legal right to sell her.” The conscientious man! He
was too scrupulous to sell me; but he had no scruples whatever about committing
a much greater wrong against the helpless young girl placed under his guardian-
ship, as his daughter’s property. Sometimes my persecutor would ask me whether
I would like to be sold. I told him I would rather be sold to any body than to lead
such a life as I did. On such occasions he would assume the air of a very injured
individual, and reproach me for my ingratitude. “Did I not take you into the
house, and make you the companion of my own children?” he would say. “Have I
ever treated you like a negro? I have never allowed you to be punished, not even
to please your mistress. And this is the recompense I get, you ungrateful girl!” I
answered that he had reasons of his own for screening me from punishment, and
that the course he pursued made my mistress hate me and persecute me. If I wept,
he would say, “Poor child! Don’t cry! don’t cry! I will make peace for you with
your mistress. Only let me arrange matters in my own way. Poor, foolish girl! you
don’t know what is for your own good. I would cherish you. I would make a lady
of you. Now go, and think of all I have promised you.”

I did think of it.
Reader, I draw no imaginary pictures of southern homes. I am telling you the

plain truth. Yet when victims make their escape from this wild beast of Slavery,
northerners consent to act the part of bloodhounds, and hunt the poor fugitive
back into his den, “full of dead men’s bones, and all uncleanness.”4 Nay, more,
they are not only willing, but proud, to give their daughters in marriage to slave-
holders. The poor girls have romantic notions of a sunny clime, and of the flower-
ing vines that all the year round shade a happy home. To what disappointments
are they destined! The young wife soon learns that the husband in whose hands
she has placed her happiness pays no regard to his marriage vows. Children of
every shade of complexion play with her own fair babies, and too well she knows

4. “Woe unto you, Scribes and Pharisees, hypocrites! for ye are like unto whited sepulcres, which in-
deed appear beautiful outward, but are within full of dead men’s bones, and of all uncleanness”
(Matthew 23:27).

Harriet Jacobs, from Incidents in the Life of a Slave Girl 409



Perkins−Perkins: 
Selections from American 
Literature

Harriet Jacobs from Incidents in the Life of 
a Slave Girl

© The McGraw−Hill 
Companies, 2007

that they are born unto him of his own household. Jealousy and hatred enter the
flowery home, and it is ravaged of its loveliness.

Southern women often marry a man knowing that he is the father of many lit-
tle slaves. They do not trouble themselves about it. They regard such children as
property, as marketable as the pigs on the plantation; and it is seldom that they do
not make them aware of this by passing them into the slavetrader’s hands as soon
as possible, and thus getting them out of their sight. I am glad to say there are
some honorable exceptions.

I have myself known two southern wives who exhorted their husbands to free
those slaves towards whom they stood in a “parental relation;” and their request
was granted. These husbands blushed before the superior nobleness of their wives’
natures. Though they had only counselled them to do that which it was their duty
to do, it commanded their respect, and rendered their conduct more exemplary.
Concealment was at an end, and confidence took the place of distrust.

Though this bad institution deadens the moral sense, even in white women, to
a fearful extent, it is not altogether extinct. I have heard southern ladies say of Mr.
Such a one, “He not only thinks it no disgrace to be the father of those little nig-
gers, but he is not ashamed to call himself their master. I declare, such things ought
not to be tolerated in any decent society!”

* * *

XVII: The Flight

Mr. Flint5 was hard pushed for house servants, and rather than lose me he had re-
strained his malice. I did my work faithfully, though not, of course, with a willing
mind. They were evidently afraid I should leave them. Mr. Flint wished that I should
sleep in the great house instead of the servants’ quarters. His wife agreed to the
proposition, but said I mustn’t bring my bed into the house, because it would scatter
feathers on her carpet. I knew when I went there that they would never think of such
a thing as furnishing a bed of any kind for me and my little one. I therefore carried
my own bed, and now I was forbidden to use it. I did as I was ordered. But now that
I was certain my children were to be put in their power, in order to give them a
stronger hold on me, I resolved to leave them that night. I remembered the grief this
step would bring upon my dear old grandmother; and nothing less than the freedom
of my children would have induced me to disregard her advice. I went about my
evening work with trembling steps. Mr. Flint twice called from his chamber door to
inquire why the house was not locked up. I replied that I had not done my work.
“You have had time enough to do it,” said he. “Take care how you answer me!”

I shut all the windows, locked all the doors, and went up to the third story, to
wait till midnight. How long those hours seemed, and how fervently I prayed that
God would not forsake me in this hour of utmost need! I was about to risk every
thing on the throw of a die; and if I failed, O what would become of me and my
poor children? They would be made to suffer for my fault.

At half past twelve I stole softly down stairs. I stopped on the second floor,
thinking I heard a noise. I felt my way down into the parlor, and looked out of the

5. James Norcom, Jr., eldest son of Jacobs’s slave master.
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window. The night was so intensely dark that I could see nothing. I raised the win-
dow very softly and jumped out. Large drops of rain were falling, and the dark-
ness bewildered me. I dropped on my knees, and breathed a short prayer to God
for guidance and protection. I groped my way to the road, and rushed towards
the town with almost lightning speed. I arrived at my grandmother’s house, but
dared not see her. She would say, “Linda,6 you are killing me;” and I knew that
would unnerve me. I tapped softly at the window of a room, occupied by a
woman, who had lived in the house several years. I knew she was a faithful friend,
and could be trusted with my secret. I tapped several times before she heard me.
At last she raised the window, and I whispered, “Sally, I have run away. Let me in,
quick.” She opened 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 tole her he was going away on business, but he wanted her to go ahead
about buying you and de chillern, and he would help her all he could. Don’t run
away, Linda. Your grandmother is all bowed down wid trouble now.”

I replied, “Sally, they are going to carry my children to the plantation to-morrow;
and they will never sell them to any body so long as they have me in their power.
Now, would you advise me to go back?”

“No, chile, no,” answered she. “When dey finds you is gone, dey won’t want
de plague ob de chillern; but where is you going to hide? Dey knows ebery inch
ob dis house.”

I told her I had a hiding-place, and that was all it was best for her to know. I
asked her to go into my room as soon as it was light, and take all my clothes out
of my trunk, and pack them in hers; for I knew Mr. Flint and the constable would
be there early to search my room. I feared the sight of my children would be too
much for my full heart; but I could not go out into the uncertain future without
one last look. I bent over the bed where lay my little Benny and baby Ellen.7 Poor
little ones! fatherless and motherless! Memories of their father came over me. He
wanted to be kind to them; but they were not all to him, as they were to my wom-
anly heart. I knelt and prayed for the innocent little sleepers. I kissed them lightly,
and turned away.

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

“No, Sally,” I replied, “I want no one to be brought into trouble on my 
account.”

I went forth into the darkness and rain. I ran on till I came to the house of the
friend who was to conceal me.

Early the next morning Mr. Flint was at my grandmother’s inquiring for me.
She told him she had not seen me, and supposed I was at the plantation. He
watched her face narrowly, and said, “Don’t you know any thing about her run-
ning off?” She assured him that she did not. He went on to say, “Last night she
ran off without the least provocation. We had treated her very kindly. My wife
liked her. She will soon be found and brought back. Are her children with you?”

6. Jacobs wrote her memoir under the pseudonym Linda Brent and refers to herself by that name
throughout.
7. The children’s real names were Joseph and Louisa Matilda Jacobs.
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When told that they were, he said, “I am very glad to hear that. If they are here,
she cannot be far off. If I 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 to go
to his father’s, he turned round and added, persuasively, “Let her be brought back,
and she shall have her children to live with her.”

The tidings made the old doctor rave and storm at a furious rate. It was a
busy day for them. My grandmother’s house was searched from top to bottom. As
my trunk was empty, they concluded I had taken my clothes with me. Before 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 watch was set over
the town. Knowing how distressed my grandmother would be, I wanted to send
her a message; but it could not be done. Every one who went in or out of her house
was closely watched. The doctor said he would take my children, unless she be-
came responsible for them; which of course she willingly did. The next day was
spent in searching. Before night, the following advertisement was posted at every
corner, and in every public place for miles round:—

“$300 REWARD! Ran away from the subscriber, an intelligent, bright, mulatto
girl, named Linda, 21 years of age. Five feet four inches high. Dark eyes, and black
hair inclined to curl; but it can be made straight. Has a decayed spot on a front
tooth. She can read and write, and in all probability will try to get to the Free
States. All persons are forbidden, under penalty of the law, to harbor or employ
said slave. $150 will be given to whoever takes her in the state, and $300 if taken
out of the state and delivered to me, or lodged in jail.

DR. FLINT.”

XVIII: Months of Peril

The search for me was kept up with more perseverance than I had anticipated. I
began to think that escape was impossible. I was in great anxiety lest I should im-
plicate the friend who harbored me. I knew the consequences would be frightful;
and much as I dreaded being caught, even that seemed better than causing an
innocent person to suffer for kindness to me. A week had passed in terrible sus-
pense, when my pursuers came into such close vicinity that I concluded they had
tracked me to my hiding-place. I flew out of the house, and concealed myself in a
thicket of bushes. There I remained in an agony of fear for two hours. Suddenly, a
reptile of some kind seized my leg. In my fright, I struck a blow which loosened its
hold, but I could not tell whether I had killed it; it was so dark, I could not see
what it was; I only knew it was something cold and slimy. The pain I felt soon in-
dicated that the bite was poisonous. I was compelled to leave my place of conceal-
ment, and I groped my way back into the house. The pain had become intense,
and my friend was startled by my look of anguish. I asked her to prepare a poul-
tice of warm ashes and vinegar, and I applied it to my leg, which was already much
swollen. The application gave me some relief, but the swelling did not abate. The
dread of being disabled was greater than the physical pain I endured. My friend
asked an old woman, who doctored among the slaves, what was good for the bite
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of a snake or a lizard. She told her to steep a dozen coppers in vinegar, over night,
and apply the cankered vinegar to the inflamed part.8

I had succeeded in cautiously conveying some messages to my relatives. They
were harshly threatened, and despairing of my having a chance to escape, they ad-
vised me to return to my master, ask his forgiveness, and let him make an example
of me. But such counsel had no influence with me. When I started upon this haz-
ardous undertaking, I had resolved that, come what would, there should be no
turning back. “Give me liberty, or give me death,” was my motto. When my friend
contrived to make known to my relatives the painful situation I had been in for
twenty-four hours, they said no more about my going back to my master. Some-
thing must be done, and that speedily; but where to turn for help, they knew not.
God in his mercy raised up “a friend in need.”

Among the ladies who were acquainted with my grandmother, was one who
had known her from childhood, and always been very friendly to her. She had also
known my mother and her children, and felt interested for them. At this crisis of
affairs she called to see my grandmother, as she not unfrequently did. She observed
the sad and troubled expression of her face, and asked if she knew where Linda
was, and whether she was safe. My grandmother shook her head, without answer-
ing. “Come, Aunt Martha,” said the kind lady, “tell me all about it. Perhaps I can
do something to help you.” The husband of this lady held many slaves, and bought
and sold slaves. She also held a number in her own name; but she treated them
kindly, and would never allow any of them to be sold. She was unlike the majority
of slaveholders’ wives. My grandmother looked earnestly at her. Something in the
expression of her face said “Trust me!” and she did trust her. She listened atten-
tively to the details of my story, and sat thinking for a while. At last she said,
“Aunt Martha, I pity you both. If you think there is any chance of Linda’s getting to
the Free States, I will conceal her for a time. But first you must solemnly promise
that my name shall never be mentioned. If such a thing should become known, it
would ruin me and my family. No one in my house must know of it, except the
cook. She is so faithful that I would trust my own life with her; and I know she likes
Linda. It is a great risk; but I trust no harm will come of it. Get word to Linda to be
ready as soon as it is dark, before the patrols are out. I will send the housemaids
on errands, and Betty shall go to meet Linda.” The place where we were to meet
was designated and agreed upon. My grandmother was unable to thank the lady
for this noble deed; overcome by her emotions, she sank on her knees and sobbed
like a child.

I received a message to leave my friend’s house at such an hour, and go to a cer-
tain place where a friend would be waiting for me. As a matter of prudence no
names were mentioned. I had no means of conjecturing who I was to meet, or where
I was going. I did not like to move thus blindfolded, but I had no choice. It would
not do for me to remain where I was. I disguised myself, summoned up courage to
meet the worst, and went to the appointed place. My friend Betty was there; she

8. “The poison of a snake is a powerful acid, and is counteracted by powerful alkalies, such as potash,
ammonia, &c. The Indians are accustomed to apply wet ashes, or plunge the limb into strong lie [sic].
White men, employed to lay out railroads in snaky places, often carry ammonia with them as an anti-
dote” [Lydia Maria Child’s note to the 1861 edition].

Harriet Jacobs, from Incidents in the Life of a Slave Girl 413



Perkins−Perkins: 
Selections from American 
Literature

Harriet Jacobs from Incidents in the Life of 
a Slave Girl

© The McGraw−Hill 
Companies, 2007

was the last person I expected to see. We hurried along in silence. The pain in my leg
was so intense that it seemed as if I should drop; but fear gave me strength. We
reached the house and entered unobserved. Her first words were: “Honey, now you
is safe. Dem devils ain’t coming to search dis house. When I get you into missis’ safe
place, I will bring some nice hot supper. I specs you need it after all dis skeering.”
Betty’s vocation led her to think eating the most important thing in life. She did not
realize that my heart was too full for me to care much about supper.

The mistress came to meet us, and led me up stairs to a small room over her
own sleeping apartment. “You will be safe here, Linda,” said she; “I keep this room
to store away things that are out of use. The girls are not accustomed to be sent to it,
and they will not suspect any thing unless they hear some noise. I always keep it
locked, and Betty shall take care of the key. But you must be very careful, for my
sake as well as your own; and you must never tell my secret; for it would ruin me
and my family. I will keep the girls busy in the morning, that Betty may have a chance
to bring your breakfast; but it will not do for her to come to you again till night. I
will come to see you sometimes. Keep up your courage. I hope this state of things
will not last long.” Betty came with the “nice hot supper,” and the mistress hastened
down stairs to keep things straight till she returned. How my heart overflowed with
gratitude! Words choked in my throat; but I could have kissed the feet of my bene-
factress. For that deed of Christian womanhood, may God forever bless her!

I went to sleep that night with the feeling that I was for the present the most
fortunate slave in town. Morning came and filled my little cell with light. I thanked
the heavenly Father for this safe retreat. Opposite my window was a pile of feather
beds. On the top of these I could lie perfectly concealed, and command a view of
the street through which Dr. Flint passed to his office. Anxious as I was, I felt a
gleam of satisfaction when I saw him. Thus far I had outwitted him, and I tri-
umphed over it. Who can blame slaves for being cunning? They are constantly
compelled to resort to it. It is the only weapon of the weak and oppressed against
the strength of their tyrants.

I was daily hoping to hear that my master had sold my children; for I knew
who was on the watch to buy them. But Dr. Flint cared even more for revenge than
he did for money. My brother William,9 and the good aunt1 who had served in his
family twenty years, and my little Benny, and Ellen, who was a little over two years
old, were thrust into jail, as a means of compelling my relatives to give some infor-
mation about me. He swore my grandmother should never see one of them again
till I was brought back. They kept these facts from me for several days. When I
heard that my little ones were in a loathsome jail, my first impulse was to go to
them. I was encountering dangers for the sake of freeing them, and must I be the
cause of their death? The thought was agonizing. My benefactress tried to soothe
me by telling me that my aunt would take good care of the children while they re-
mained in jail. But it added to my pain to think that the good old aunt, who had al-
ways been so kind to her sister’s orphan children, should be shut up in prison for
no other crime than loving them. I suppose my friends feared a reckless movement

9. His real name was John S. Jacobs (1815– 1875).
1. Betty Horniblow, called “Aunt Nancy,” was the housekeeper in Dr. Norcom’s house.
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on my part, knowing, as they did, that my life was bound up in my children. I re-
ceived a note from my brother William. It was scarcely legible, and ran thus:
“Wherever you are, dear sister, I beg of you not to come here. We are all much bet-
ter off than you are. If you come, you will ruin us all. They would force you to tell
where you had been, or they would kill you. Take the advice of your friends; if not
for the sake of me and your children, at least for the sake of those you would ruin.”

Poor William! He also must suffer for being my brother. I took his advice and
kept quiet. My aunt was taken out of jail at the end of a month, because Mrs.
Flint could not spare her any longer. She was tired of being her own housekeeper.
It was quite too fatiguing to order her dinner and eat it too. My children remained
in jail, where brother William did all he could for their comfort. Betty went to see
them sometimes, and brought 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 prattle, and told me how they wanted to see their
ma, my tears would flow. Old Betty would exclaim, “Lors, chile! what’s you cry-
ing ’bout? Dem young uns vil kill you dead. Don’t be so chick’n hearted! If you
does, you vil nebber git thro’ dis world.”

Good old soul! She had gone through the world childless. She had never had
little ones to clasp their arms round her neck; she had never seen their soft eyes
looking into hers; no sweet little voices had called her mother; she had never
pressed her own infants to her heart, with the feeling that even in fetters there was
something to live for. How could she realize my feelings? Betty’s husband loved
children dearly, and wondered why God had denied them to him. He expressed
great sorrow when he came to Betty with the tidings that Ellen had been taken out
of jail and carried to Dr. Flint’s. She had the measles a short time before they car-
ried her to jail, and the disease had left her eyes affected. The doctor had taken
her home to attend to them. My children had always been afraid of the doctor
and his wife. They had never been inside of their house. Poor little Ellen cried all
day to be carried back to prison. The instincts of childhood are true. She knew she
was loved in the jail. Her screams and sobs annoyed Mrs. Flint. Before night she
called one of the slaves, and said, “Here, Bill, carry this brat back to the jail. I
can’t stand her noise. If she would be quiet I should like to keep the little minx.
She would make a handy waiting-maid for my daughter by and by. But if she staid
here, with her white face, I suppose I should either kill her or spoil her. I hope the
doctor will sell them as far as wind and water can carry them. As for their mother,
her ladyship will find out yet what she gets by running away. She hasn’t so much
feeling for her children as a cow has for its calf. If she had, she would have come
back long ago, to get them out of jail, and save all this expense and trouble. The
good-for-nothing hussy! When she is caught, she shall stay in jail, in irons, for one
six months, and then be sold to a sugar plantation. I shall see her broke in yet.
What do you stand there for, Bill? Why don’t you go off with the brat? Mind,
now, that you don’t let any of the niggers speak to her in the street!”

When these remarks were reported to me, I smiled at Mrs. Flint’s saying that
she should either kill my child or spoil her. I thought to myself there was very little
danger of the latter. I have always considered it as one of God’s special provi-
dences that Ellen screamed till she was carried back to jail.

That same night Dr. Flint was called to a patient, and did not return till near
morning. Passing my grandmother’s, he saw a light in the house, and thought to
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himself, “Perhaps this has something to do with Linda.” He knocked, and the
door was opened. “What calls you up so early?” said he. “I saw your light, and I
thought I would just stop and tell you that I have found out where Linda is. I know
where to put my hands on her, and I shall have her before twelve o’clock.” When
he had turned away, my grandmother and my uncle looked anxiously at each
other. They did not know whether or not it was merely one of the doctor’s tricks
to frighten them. In their uncertainty, they thought it was best to have a message
conveyed to my friend Betty. Unwilling to alarm her mistress, Betty resolved to dis-
pose of me herself. She came to me, and told me to rise and dress quickly. We hur-
ried down stairs, and across the yard, into the kitchen. She locked the door, and
lifted up a plank in the floor. A buffalo skin and a bit of carpet were spread for me
to lie on, and a quilt thrown over me. “Stay dar,” said she, “till I sees if dey know
’bout you. Dey say dey vil put thar hans on you afore twelve o’clock. If dey did
know whar you are, dey won’t know now. Dey’ll be disapinted dis time. Dat’s all I
got to say. If dey comes rummagin ’mong my tings, dey’ll get one bressed sarssin2

from dis ’ere nigger.” In my shallow bed I had but just room enough to bring my
hands to my face to keep the dust out of my eyes; for Betty walked over me twenty
times in an hour, passing from the dresser to the fireplace. When she was alone, I
could hear her pronouncing anathemas over Dr. Flint and all his tribe, every now
and then saying, with a chuckling laugh, “Dis nigger’s too cute for ’em dis time.”
When the housemaids were about, she had sly ways of drawing them out, that I
might hear what they would say. She would repeat stories she had heard about my
being in this, or that, or the other place. To which they would answer, that I was
not fool enouh to be staying round there; that I was in Philadelphia or New York
before this time. When all were abed and asleep, Betty raised the plank, and said,
“Come out, chile; come out. Dey don’t know nottin ’bout you. ’Twas only white
folks’ lies, to skeer de niggers.”

Some days after this adventure I had a much worse fright. As I sat very still
in my retreat above stairs, cheerful visions floated through my mind. I thought
Dr. Flint would soon get discouraged, and would be willing to sell my children,
when he lost all hopes of making them the means of my discovery. I knew who
was ready to buy them. Suddenly I heard a voice that chilled my blood. The sound
was too familiar to me, it had been too dreadful, for me not to recognize at once
my old master. He was in the house, and I at once concluded he had come to seize
me. I looked round in terror. There was no way of escape. The voice receded. I sup-
posed the constable was with him, and they were searching the house. In my alarm
I did not forget the trouble I was bringing on my generous benefactress. It seemed
as if I were born to bring sorrow on all who befriended me, and that was the bit-
terest drop in the bitter cup of my life. After a while I heard approaching foot-
steps; the key was turned in my door. I braced myself against the wall to keep from
falling. I ventured to look up, and there stood my kind benefactress alone. I was
too much overcome to speak, and sunk down upon the floor.

“I thought you would hear your master’s voice,” she said; “and knowing you
would be terrified, I came to tell you there is nothing to fear. You may even in-
dulge in a laugh at the old gentleman’s expense. He is so sure you are in New York,

2. “Blessed sassing,” or sharp rebuke.
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that he came to borrow five hundred dollars to go in pursuit of you. My sister had
some money to loan on interest. He has obtained it, and proposes to start for New
York to-night. So, for the present, you see you are safe. The doctor will merely
lighten his pocket hunting after the bird he has left behind.”

XIX: The Children Sold

The doctor came back from New York, of course without accomplishing his pur-
pose. He had expended considerable money, and was rather disheartened. My
brother and the children had now been in jail two months, and that also was some
expense. My friends thought it was a favorable time to work on his discouraged feel-
ings. Mr. Sands3 sent a speculator to offer him nine hundred dollars for my brother
William, and eight hundred for the two children. These were high prices, as slaves
were then selling; but the offer was rejected. If it had been merely a question of
money, the doctor would have sold any boy of Benny’s age for two hundred dollars;
but he could not bear to give up the power of revenge. But he was hard pressed for
money, and he revolved the matter in his mind. He knew that if he could keep Ellen
till she was fifteen, he could sell her for a high price; but I presume he reflected that
she might die, or might be stolen away. At all events, he came to the conclusion that
he had better accept the slave-trader’s offer. Meeting him in the street, he inquired
when he would leave town. “To-day, at ten o’clock,” he replied. “Ah, do you go so
soon?” said the doctor; “I have been reflecting upon your proposition, and I have
concluded to let you have the three negroes if you will say nineteen hundred dol-
lars.” After some parley, the trader agreed to his terms. He wanted the bill of sale
drawn up and signed immediately, as he had a great deal to attend to during the short
time he remained in town. The doctor went to the jail and told William he would
take him back into his service if he would promise to behave himself; but he replied
that he would rather be sold. “And you shall be sold, you ungrateful rascal!” ex-
claimed the doctor. In less than an hour the money was paid, the papers were signed,
sealed, and delivered, and my brother and children were in the hands of the trader.

It was a hurried transaction; and after it was over, the doctor’s characteristic
caution returned. He went back to the speculator, and said, “Sir, I have come to
lay you under obligations of a thousand dollars not to sell any of those negroes in
this state.” “You come too late,” replied the trader; “our bargain is closed.” He
had, in fact, already sold them to Mr. Sands, but he did not mention it. The doc-
tor required him to put irons on “that rascal, Bill,” and to pass through the back
streets when he took his gang out of town. The trader was privately instructed to
concede to his wishes. My good old aunt went to the jail to bid the children good
by, supposing them to be the speculator’s property, and that she should never see
them again. As she held Benny in her lap, he said, “Aunt Nancy, I want to show
you something.” He led her to the door and showed her a long row of marks, say-
ing, “Uncle Will taught me to count. I have made a mark for every day I have been
here, and it is sixty days. It is a long time; and the speculator is going to take me
and Ellen away. He’s a bad man. It’s wrong for him to take grandmother’s chil-
dren. I want to go to my mother.”

3. Samuel Tredwell Sawyer, the white attorney, later congressman, who fathered Jacobs’s children.
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My grandmother was told that the children would be restored to her, but she
was requested to act as if they were really to be sent away. Accordingly, she made
up a bundle of clothes and went to the jail. When she arrived, she found William
handcuffed among the gang, and the children in the trader’s cart. The scene seemed
too much like reality. She was afraid there might have been some deception or
mistake. She fainted, and was carried home.

When the wagon stopped at the hotel, several gentlemen came out and pro-
posed to purchase William, but the trader refused their offers, without stating that
he was already sold. And now came the trying hour for that drove of human be-
ings, driven away like cattle, to be sold they knew not where. Husbands were torn
from wives, parents from children, never to look upon each other again this side
the grave. There was wringing of hands and cries of despair.

Dr. Flint had the supreme satisfaction of seeing the wagon leave town, and
Mrs. Flint had the gratification of supposing that my children were going “as far as
wind and water would carry them.” According to agreement, my uncle followed
the wagon some miles, until they came to an old farm house. There the trader took
the irons from William, and as he did so, he said, “You are a damned clever fellow.
I should like to own you myself. Them gentlemen that wanted to buy you said you
was a bright, honest chap, and I must git you a good home. I guess your old master
will swear to-morrow, and call himself an old fool for selling the children. I reckon
he’ll never git their mammy back agin. I expect she’s made tracks for the north.
Good by, old boy. Remember, I have done you a good turn. You must thank me by
coaxing all the pretty gals to go with me next fall. That’s going to be my last trip.
This trading in niggers is a bad business for a fellow that’s got any heart. Move on,
you fellows!” And the gang went on, God alone knows where.

Much as I despise and detest the class of slave-traders, whom I regard as the
vilest wretches on earth, I must do this man the justice to say that he seemed to
have some feeling. He took a fancy to William in the jail, and wanted to buy him.
When he heard the story of my children, he was willing to aid them in getting out
of Dr. Flint’s power, even without charging the customary fee.

My uncle procured a wagon and carried William and the children back to
town. Great was the joy in my grandmother’s house! The curtains were closed,
and the candles lighted. The happy grandmother cuddled the little ones to her
bosom. They hugged her, and kissed her, and clapped their hands, and shouted.
She knelt down and poured forth one of her heartfelt prayers of thanksgiving to
God. The father was present for a while; and though such a “parental relation” as
existed between him and my children takes slight hold of the hearts or consciences
of slaveholders, it must be that he experienced some moments of pure joy in wit-
nessing the happiness he had imparted. * * *

1861
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Frederick Douglass
(1817?–1895)

R
Frederick Douglass was born into slavery on Maryland’s Eastern Shore, the son of a black slave and
a white man. He never knew for certain the identity of his father and saw his mother but a few times
after he was taken from her as an infant. At twenty-one he escaped and settled with his wife, who
was free, in New Bedford, Massachusetts, changing his original name, Frederick Bailey, to Frederick
Douglass in order to avoid pursuit. Without formal education, he had taught himself to read and
write and had perhaps already developed something of the speaking skill for which he soon became
famous.

Given a subscription to William Lloyd Garrison’s Liberator, he found himself drawn quickly
into the abolition movement. Despite the obvious danger to an American black who advertised
himself as an escaped slave, he spent three years lecturing in that capacity in the pay of the
antislavery forces before he sat down to write his first book. When the Narrative of the Life of Frederick
Douglass (1845) appeared, it had the advantage of a preface by William Lloyd Garrison and a
prefatory letter by Wendell Phillips. More important to posterity, however, was the fact that it
was written by a man with a sharp memory for details; a good, plain style, thoroughly tested on
the lecture platform; and a vivid sense of the importance of his story.

In some ways the 1845 Narrative remains his most interesting work even though he twice
expanded it, in My Bondage and My Freedom (1855) and Life and Times of Frederick Douglass (1881),
in order to accommodate later experiences and changing perspectives. Douglass went on to a
distinguished career as a newspaper publisher in Rochester, New York, a United States marshal and
recorder of deeds in Washington, D.C., and eventually consul-general to the Republic of Haiti.
Along the way he helped enlist black troops for the Union cause, spoke on behalf of women’s rights,
and shocked a good many of his friends and associates by taking a white woman as his second
wife. Because he was always a prolific writer of letters, speeches, editorials, and magazine articles,
his published works in addition to his autobiographies fill four volumes. For all the fascination
and success of his later life, however, never again did he attain the power of expression of the young
man only eight years away from slavery who sat down to write the Narrative.

The versions of Douglass’s autobiography are Narrative of the Life of Frederick Douglass, an American Slave, 1845. My Bondage and My Freedom,
1855; and Life and Times of Frederick Douglass, 1881 (revised edition, 1892). Narrative has been edited with an introduction by Benjamin Quarles,
1960. Douglass’s other writings are collected in The Life and Writings of Frederick Douglass, edited by Philip Foner, 4 vols., 1950–1955, and in John
W. Blassingame and others, eds., The Frederick Douglass Papers, 1979–1999.

A recent, full biography is William S. McFeeley, Frederick Douglass, 1991. Early biographies are Frederic May Holland, Frederick Douglass: The Colored
Orator, 1891; and Booker T. Washington, Frederick Douglass, 1906. Other studies include Benjamin Quarles, Frederick Douglass, 1948; Philip Foner,
Frederick Douglass, a Biography, 1964; Arna Bontemps, Free at Last: The Life of Frederick Douglass, 1971; Dickson J. Preston, Young Frederick Douglass:
The Maryland Years, 1980; Nathan I. Huggins, Slave and Citizen: The Life of Frederick Douglass, 1980; Waldo E. Martin, Jr., The Mind of Frederick
Douglass, 1985; and David W. Blight, Frederick Douglass’s Civil War: Keeping Faith in Jubilee, 1989.
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In the month of August, 1841, I attended an anti-slavery convention in Nantucket,
at which it was my happiness to become acquainted with FREDERICK DOUGLASS,
the writer of the following Narrative. He was a stranger to nearly every member of
that body; but, having recently made his escape from the southern prison-house
of bondage, and feeling his curiosity excited to ascertain the principles and measures
of the abolitionists,—of whom he had heard a somewhat vague description while he
was a slave,—he was induced to give his attendance, on the occasion alluded to,
though at that time a resident in New Bedford. 

Fortunate, most fortunate occurrence!—fortunate for the millions of his man-
acled brethren, yet panting for deliverance from their awful thraldom!—fortunate
for the cause of negro emancipation, and of universal liberty!—fortunate for the land
of his birth, which he has already done so much to save and bless!—fortunate for a
large circle of friends and acquaintances, whose sympathy and affection he has
strongly secured by the many sufferings he has endured, by his virtuous traits of char-
acter, by his ever-abiding remembrance of those who are in bonds, as being bound
with them!—fortunate for the multitudes, in various parts of our republic, whose
minds he has enlightened on the subject of slavery, and who have been melted to
tears by his pathos, or roused to virtuous indignation by his stirring eloquence against
the enslavers of men!—fortunate for himself, as it at once brought him into the field
of public usefulness, “gave the world assurance of a MAN,” quickened the slumber-
ing energies of his soul, and consecrated him to the great work of breaking the rod of
the oppressor, and letting the oppressed go free! 

I shall never forget his first speech at the convention—the extraordinary emo-
tion it excited in my own mind—the powerful impression it created upon a crowded
auditory, completely taken by surprise—the applause which followed from the begin-
ning to the end of his felicitous remarks. I think I never hated slavery so intensely
as at that moment; certainly, my perception of the enormous outrage which is inflicted
by it, on the godlike nature of its victims, was rendered far more clear than ever. There
stood one, in physical proportion and stature commanding and exact—in intellect
richly endowed—in natural eloquence a prodigy—in soul manifestly “created but a
little lower than the angels”—yet a slave, ay, a fugitive slave,—trembling for his safety,
hardly daring to believe that on the American soil, a single white person could be
found who would befriend him at all hazards, for the love of God and humanity!
Capable of high attainments as an intellectual and moral being—needing nothing
but a comparatively small amount of cultivation to make him an ornament to society
and a blessing to his race—by the law of the land, by the voice of the people, by
the terms of the slave code, he was only a piece of property, a beast of burden, a chat-
tel personal, nevertheless! 

A beloved friend from New Bedford prevailed on Mr. DOUGLASS to address
the convention: He came forward to the platform with a hesitancy and embarrass-
ment, necessarily the attendants of a sensitive mind in such a novel position. After
apologizing for his ignorance, and reminding the audience that slavery was a poor
school for the human intellect and heart, he proceeded to narrate some of the facts
in his own history as a slave, and in the course of his speech gave utterance to many
noble thoughts and thrilling reflections. As soon as he had taken his seat, filled with
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hope and admiration, I rose, and declared that PATRICK HENRY, of revolution-
ary fame, never made a speech more eloquent in the cause of liberty, than the one
we had just listened to from the lips of that hunted fugitive. So I believed at that
time—such is my belief now. I reminded the audience of the peril which surrounded
this selfemancipated young man at the North,—even in Massachusetts, on the soil
of the Pilgrim Fathers, among the descendants of revolutionary sires; and I appealed
to them, whether they would ever allow him to be carried back into slavery,—law or
no law, constitution or no constitution. The response was unanimous and in thun-
dertones—“NO!” “Will you succor and protect him as a brother-man—a resident
of the old Bay State?” “YES!” shouted the whole mass, with an energy so startling,
that the ruthless tyrants south of Mason and Dixon’s line might almost have heard
the mighty burst of feeling, and recognized it as the pledge of an invincible deter-
mination, on the part of those who gave it, never to betray him that wanders, but
to hide the outcast, and firmly to abide the consequences. 

It was at once deeply impressed upon my mind, that, if Mr. DOUGLASS could
be persuaded to consecrate his time and talents to the promotion of the anti-slavery
enterprise, a powerful impetus would be given to it, and a stunning blow at the
same time inflicted on northern prejudice against a colored complexion. I there-
fore endeavored to instil hope and courage into his mind, in order that he might dare
to engage in a vocation so anomalous and responsible for a person in his situation;
and I was seconded in this effort by warm-hearted friends, especially by the late
General Agent of the Massachusetts Anti-Slavery Society, Mr. JOHN A. COLLINS,
whose judgment in this instance entirely coincided with my own. At first, he could
give no encouragement; with unfeigned diffidence, he expressed his conviction that
he was not adequate to the performance of so great a task; the path marked out was
wholly an untrodden one; he was sincerely apprehensive that he should do more
harm than good. After much deliberation, however, he consented to make a trial;
and ever since that period, he has acted as a lecturing agent, under the auspices either
of the American or the Massachusetts Anti-Slavery Society. In labors he has been
most abundant; and his success in combating prejudice, in gaining proselytes, in agi-
tating the public mind, has far surpassed the most sanguine expectations that were
raised at the commencement of his brilliant career. He has borne himself with gen-
tleness and meekness, yet with true manliness of character. As a public speaker, he
excels in pathos, wit, comparison, imitation, strength of reasoning, and fluency of
language. There is in him that union of head and heart, which is indispensable to an
enlightenment of the heads and a winning of the hearts of others. May his strength
continue to be equal to his day! May he continue to “grow in grace, and in the knowl-
edge of God,” that he may be increasingly serviceable in the cause of bleeding human-
ity, whether at home or abroad! 

It is certainly a very remarkable fact, that one of the most efficient advocates
of the slave population, now before the public, is a fugitive slave, in the person of
FREDERICK DOUGLASS; and that the free colored population of the United States
are as ably represented by one of their own number, in the person of CHARLES
LENOX REMOND, whose eloquent appeals have extorted the highest applause of
multitudes on both sides of the Atlantic. Let the calumniators of the colored race
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despise themselves for their baseness and illiberality of spirit, and henceforth cease
to talk of the natural inferiority of those who require nothing but time and oppor-
tunity to attain to the highest point of human excellence. 

It may, perhaps, be fairly questioned, whether any other portion of the popula-
tion of the earth could have endured the privations, sufferings and horrors of slavery,
without having become more degraded in the scale of humanity than the slaves of
African descent. Nothing has been left undone to cripple their intellects, darken
their minds, debase their moral nature, obliterate all traces of their relationship to
mankind; and yet how wonderfully they have sustained the mighty load of a most
frightful bondage, under which they have been groaning for centuries! To illustrate
the effect of slavery on the white man,—to show that he has no powers of endurance,
in such a condition, superior to those of his black brother,—DANIEL O’CONNELL,
the distinguished advocate of universal emancipation, and the mightiest champion
of prostrate but not conquered Ireland, relates the following anecdote in a speech
delivered by him in the Conciliation Hall, Dublin, before the Loyal National Repeal
Association, March 31, 1845. “No matter,” said Mr. O’CONNELL, “under what spe-
cious term it may disguise itself, slavery is still hideous. It has a natural, an inevitable
tendency to brutalize every noble faculty of man. An American sailor, who was
cast away on the shore of Africa, where he was kept in slavery for three years, was, at
the expiration of that period, found to be imbruted and stultified—he had lost all
reasoning power; and having forgotten his native language, could only utter some
savage gibberish between Arabic and English, which nobody could understand,
and which even he himself found difficulty in pronouncing. So much for the
humanizing influence of THE DOMESTIC INSTITUTION!” Admitting this to
have been an extraordinary case of mental deterioration, it proves at least that the
white slave can sink as low in the scale of humanity as the black one. 

Mr. DOUGLASS has very properly chosen to write his own Narrative, in
his own style, and according to the best of his ability, rather than to employ some
one else. It is, therefore, entirely his own production; and, considering how long
and dark was the career he had to run as a slave,—how few have been his oppor-
tunities to improve his mind since he broke his iron fetters,—it is, in my judgment,
highly creditable to his head and heart. He who can peruse it without a tearful eye,
a heaving breast, an afflicted spirit,—without being filled with an unutterable
abhorrence of slavery and all its abettors, and animated with a determination to
seek the immediate overthrow of that execrable system,—without trembling for
the fate of this country in the hands of a righteous God, who is ever on the side
of the oppressed, and whose arm is not shortened that it cannot save,—must have
a flinty heart, and be qualified to act the part of a trafficker “in slaves and the souls
of men.” I am confident that it is essentially true in all its statements; that noth-
ing has been set down in malice, nothing exaggerated, nothing drawn from the
imagination; that it comes short of the reality, rather than overstates a single
fact in regard to SLAVERY AS IT IS. The experience of FREDERICK DOU-
GLASS, as a slave, was not a peculiar one; his lot was not especially a hard one;
his case may be regarded as a very fair specimen of the treatment of slaves in
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Maryland, in which State it is conceded that they are better fed and less cruelly
treated than in Georgia, Alabama, or Louisiana. Many have suffered incompara-
bly more, while very few on the plantations have suffered less, than himself. Yet
how deplorable was his situation! what terrible chastisements were inflicted upon
his person! what still more shocking outrages were perpetrated upon his mind!
with all his noble powers and sublime aspirations, how like a brute was he treated,
even by those professing to have the same mind in them that was in Christ Jesus!
to what dreadful liabilities was he continually subjected! how destitute of friendly
counsel and aid, even in his greatest extremities! how heavy was the midnight of
woe which shrouded in blackness the last ray of hope, and filled the future with
terror and gloom! what longings after freedom took possession of his breast, and
how his misery augmented, in proportion as he grew reflective and intelligent,—
thus demonstrating that a happy slave is an extinct man! how he thought, rea-
soned, felt, under the lash of the driver, with the chains upon his limbs! what perils
he encountered in his endeavors to escape from his horrible doom! and how sig-
nal have been his deliverance and preservation in the midst of a nation of piti-
less enemies! 

This Narrative contains many affecting incidents, many passages of great elo-
quence and power; but I think the most thrilling one of them all is the description
DOUGLASS gives of his feelings, as he stood soliloquizing respecting his fate,
and the chances of his one day being a freeman, on the banks of the Chesapeake
Bay—viewing the receding vessels as they flew with their white wings before the
breeze, and apostrophizing them as animated by the living spirit of freedom. Who
can read that passage, and be insensible to its pathos and sublimity? Compressed
into it is a whole Alexandrian library of thought, feeling, and sentiment—all that
can, all that need be urged, in the form of expostulation, entreaty, rebuke, against
that crime of crimes,—making man the property of his fellow-man! O, how accursed
is that system, which entombs the godlike mind of man, defaces the divine image,
reduces those who by creation were crowned with glory and honor to a level with
four-footed beasts, and exalts the dealer in human flesh above all that is called God!
Why should its existence be prolonged one hour? Is it not evil, only evil, and that
continually? What does its presence imply but the absence of all fear of God, all
regard for man, on the part of the people of the United States? Heaven speed its
eternal overthrow! 

So profoundly ignorant of the nature of slavery are many persons, that they
are stubbornly incredulous whenever they read or listen to any recital of the cru-
elties which are daily inflicted on its victims. They do not deny that the slaves
are held as property; but that terrible fact seems to convey to their minds no idea
of injustice, exposure to outrage, or savage barbarity. Tell them of cruel scourgings,
of mutilations and brandings, of scenes of pollution and blood, of the banishment
of all light and knowledge, and they affect to be greatly indignant at such enor-
mous exaggerations, such wholesale misstatements, such abominable libels on
the character of the southern planters! As if all these direful outrages were not the
natural results of slavery! As if it were less cruel to reduce a human being to the
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condition of a thing, than to give him a severe flagellation, or to deprive him of
necessary food and clothing! As if whips, chains, thumb-screws, paddles,
bloodhounds, overseers, drivers, patrols, were not all indispensable to keep the
slaves down, and to give protection to their ruthless oppressors! As if, when the
marriage institution is abolished, concubinage, adultery, and incest, must not nec-
essarily abound; when all the rights of humanity are annihilated, any barrier remains
to protect the victim from the fury of the spoiler; when absolute power is assumed
over life and liberty, it will not be wielded with destructive sway! Skeptics of this
character abound in society. In some few instances, their incredulity arises from a
want of reflection; but, generally, it indicates a hatred of the light, a desire to shield
slavery from the assaults of its foes, a contempt of the colored race, whether bond
or free. Such will try to discredit the shocking tales of slaveholding cruelty which
are recorded in this truthful Narrative; but they will labor in vain. Mr. DOUGLASS
has frankly disclosed the place of his birth, the names of those who claimed own-
ership in his body and soul, and the names also of those who committed the crimes
which he has alleged against them. His statements, therefore, may easily be dis-
proved, if they are untrue. 

In the course of his Narrative, he relates two instances of murderous cruelty,—
in one of which a planter deliberately shot a slave belonging to a neighboring plan-
tation, who had unintentionally gotten within his lordly domain in quest of fish;
and in the other, an overseer blew out the brains of a slave who had fled to a stream
of water to escape a bloody scourging. Mr. DOUGLASS states that in neither of
these instances was any thing done by way of legal arrest or judicial investiga-
tion. The Baltimore American, of March 17, 1845, relates a similar case of atroc-
ity, perpetrated with similar impunity—as follows:—“Shooting a slave.—We learn,
upon the authority of a letter from Charles county, Maryland, received by a gen-
tleman of this city, that a young man, named Matthews, a nephew of General
Matthews, and whose father, it is believed, holds an office at Washington, killed
one of the slaves upon his father’s farm by shooting him. The letter states that young
Matthews had been left in charge of the farm; that he gave an order to the servant,
which was disobeyed, when he proceeded to the house, obtained a gun, and, return-
ing, shot the servant. He immediately, the letter continues, fled to his father’s
residence, where he still remains unmolested.”—Let it never be forgotten, that no
slaveholder or overseer can be convicted of any outrage perpetrated on the per-
son of a slave, however diabolical it may be, on the testimony of colored witnesses,
whether bond or free. By the slave code, they are adjudged to be as incompetent
to testify against a white man, as though they were indeed a part of the brute cre-
ation. Hence, there is no legal protection in fact, whatever there may be in form,
for the slave population; and any amount of cruelty may be inflicted on them with
impunity. Is it possible for the human mind to conceive of a more horrible state
of society? 

The effect of a religious profession on the conduct of southern masters is vividly
described in the following Narrative, and shown to be any thing but salutary. In
the nature of the case, it must be in the highest degree pernicious. The testimony
of Mr. DOUGLASS, on this point, is sustained by a cloud of witnesses, whose veracity
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is unimpeachable. “A slaveholder’s profession of Christianity is a palpable imposture.
He is a felon of the highest grade. He is a man-stealer. It is of no importance what
you put in the other scale.” 

Reader! are you with the man-stealers in sympathy and purpose, or on the side
of their down-trodden victims? If with the former, then are you the foe of God and
man. If with the latter, what are you prepared to do and dare in their behalf? Be faith-
ful, be vigilant, be untiring in your efforts to break every yoke, and let the oppressed
go free. Come what may—cost what it may—inscribe on the banner which you unfurl
to the breeze, as your religious and political motto—“NO COMPROMISE WITH
SLAVERY! NO UNION WITH SLAVEHOLDERS!” 

WM. LLOYD GARRISON 
BOSTON, MAY 1, 1845. 

LETTER FROM WENDELL PHILLIPS, ESQ.
BOSTON, APRIL 22, 1845. 

My Dear Friend: 
You remember the old fable of “The Man and the Lion,” where the lion com-

plained that he should not be so misrepresented “when the lions wrote history.” 
I am glad the time has come when the “lions write history.” We have been left

long enough to gather the character of slavery from the involuntary evidence of
the masters. One might, indeed, rest sufficiently satisfied with what, it is evident,
must be, in general, the results of such a relation, without seeking farther to find
whether they have followed in every instance. Indeed, those who stare at the half-
peck of corn a week, and love to count the lashes on the slave’s back, are seldom
the “stuff” out of which reformers and abolitionists are to be made. I remember
that, in 1838, many were waiting for the results of the West India experiment, before
they could come into our ranks. Those “results” have come long ago; but, alas! few
of that number have come with them, as converts. A man must be disposed to judge
of emancipation by other tests than whether it has increased the produce of sugar,—
and to hate slavery for other reasons than because it starves men and whips women,—
before he is ready to lay the first stone of his anti-slavery life. 

I was glad to learn, in your story, how early the most neglected of God’s children
waken to a sense of their rights, and of the injustice done them. Experience is a keen
teacher; and long before you had mastered your A B C, or knew where the “white
sails” of the Chesapeake were bound, you began, I see, to gauge the wretchedness
of the slave, not by his hunger and want, not by his lashes and toil, but by the cruel
and blighting death which gathers over his soul. 

In connection with this, there is one circumstance which makes your recollec-
tions peculiarly valuable, and renders your early insight the more remarkable. You
come from that part of the country where we are told slavery appears with its fairest
features. Let us hear, then, what it is at its best estate—gaze on its bright side, if it has
one; and then imagination may task her powers to add dark lines to the picture, as
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she travels southward to that (for the colored man) Valley of the Shadow of Death,
where the Mississippi sweeps along. 

Again, we have known you long, and can put the most entire confidence in your
truth, candor, and sincerity. Every one who has heard you speak has felt, and, I am
confident, every one who reads your book will feel, persuaded that you give them a
fair specimen of the whole truth. No one-sided portrait,—no wholesale complaints,—
but strict justice done, whenever individual kindliness has neutralized, for a moment,
the deadly system with which it was strangely allied. You have been with us, too,
some years, and can fairly compare the twilight of rights, which your race enjoy at
the North, with that “noon of night” under which they labor south of Mason and
Dixon’s line. Tell us whether, after all, the halffree colored man of Massachusetts is
worse off than the pampered slave of the rice swamps! 

In reading your life, no one can say that we have unfairly picked out some rare
specimens of cruelty. We know that the bitter drops, which even you have drained
from the cup, are no incidental aggravations, no individual ills, but such as must min-
gle always and necessarily in the lot of every slave. They are the essential ingredi-
ents, not the occasional results, of the system. 

After all, I shall read your book with trembling for you. Some years ago, when
you were beginning to tell me your real name and birthplace, you may remember I
stopped you, and preferred to remain ignorant of all. With the exception of a vague
description, so I continued, till the other day, when you read me your memoirs. I
hardly knew, at the time, whether to thank you or not for the sight of them, when
I reflected that it was still dangerous, in Massachusetts, for honest men to tell their
names! They say the fathers, in 1776, signed the Declaration of Independence with
the halter about their necks. You, too, publish your declaration of freedom with dan-
ger compassing you around. In all the broad lands which the Constitution of the
United States overshadows, there is no single spot,—however narrow or desolate,—
where a fugitive slave can plant himself and say, “I am safe.” The whole armory of
Northern Law has no shield for you. I am free to say that, in your place, I should throw
the MS. into the fire. 

You, perhaps, may tell your story in safety, endeared as you are to so many warm
hearts by rare gifts, and a still rarer devotion of them to the service of others. But it
will be owing only to your labors, and the fearless efforts of those who, trampling the
laws and Constitution of the country under their feet, are determined that they
will “hide the outcast,” and that their hearths shall be, spite of the law, an asylum for
the oppressed, if, some time or other, the humblest may stand in our streets, and bear
witness in safety against the cruelties of which he has been the victim. 

Yet it is sad to think, that these very throbbing hearts which welcome your story,
and form your best safeguard in telling it, are all beating contrary to the “statute in
such case made and provided.” Go on, my dear friend, till you, and those who, like
you, have been saved, so as by fire, from the dark prisonhouse, shall stereotype these
free, illegal pulses into statutes; and New England, cutting loose from a blood-stained
Union, shall glory in being the house of refuge for the oppressed,—till we no longer
merely “hide the outcast,” or make a merit of standing idly by while he is hunted in
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our midst; but, consecrating anew the soil of the Pilgrims as an asylum for the
oppressed, proclaim our WELCOME to the slave so loudly, that the tones shall reach
every hut in the Carolinas, and make the broken-hearted bondman leap up at the
thought of old Massachusetts. 

God speed the day! 
Till then, and ever,

Yours truly,
WENDELL PHILLIPS 
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The Narrative of the Life of Frederick Douglass 
CHAPTER I

Frederick Douglass

I was born in Tuckahoe, near Hillsborough, and about twelve miles from Easton, in
Talbot county, Maryland. I have no accurate knowledge 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 masters within my
knowledge to keep their slaves thus ignorant. I do not remember to have ever met
a slave who could tell of his birthday. They seldom come nearer to it than planting-
time, harvest-time, cherry-time, spring-time, or fall-time. A want of information con-
cerning 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 concerning it.
He deemed all such inquiries 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 my master
say, some time during 1835, I was about seventeen years old. 

My mother was named Harriet Bailey. She was the daughter of Isaac and Betsey
Bailey, both colored, and quite dark. My mother was of a darker complexion than
either my grandmother or grandfather. 

My father was a white man. He was admitted to be such by all I ever heard speak
of my parentage. The opinion was also whispered that my master was my father;
but of the correctness of this opinion, I know nothing; the means of knowing was
withheld from me. My mother and I were separated when I was but an infant—before
I knew her as my mother. It is a common custom, in the part of Maryland from which
I ran away, to part children from their mothers at a very early age. Frequently, before
the child has reached its twelfth month, its mother is taken from it, and hired out on
some farm a considerable distance off, and the child is placed under the care of an
old woman, too old for field labor. For what this separation is done, I do not know,
unless it be to hinder the development of the child’s affection toward its mother, and
to blunt and destroy the natural affection of the mother for the child. This is the
inevitable result. 

I never saw my mother, to know her as such, more than four or five times in
my life; and each of these times was very short in duration, and at night. She was
hired by a Mr. Stewart, who lived about twelve miles from my home. She made her
journeys to see me in the night, travelling the whole distance on foot, after the
performance of her day’s work. She was a field hand, and a whipping is the penalty
of not being in the field at sunrise, unless a slave has special permission from his or
her master to the contrary—a permission which they seldom get, and one that gives
to him that gives it the proud name of being a kind master. I do not recollect of
ever seeing my mother by the light of day. She was with me in the night. She would
lie down with me, and get me to sleep, but long before I waked she was gone. Very
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little communication ever took place between us. Death soon ended what little we
could have while she lived, and with it her hardships and suffering. She died when
I was about seven years old, on one of my master’s farms, near Lee’s Mill. I was not
allowed to be present during her illness, at her death, or burial. She was gone long
before I knew any thing about it. Never having enjoyed, to any considerable extent,
her soothing presence, her tender and watchful care, I received the tidings of her
death with much the same emotions I should have probably felt at the death of a
stranger.

Called thus suddenly away, she left me without the slightest intimation of who
my father was. The whisper that my master was my father, may or may not be true;
and, true or false, it is of but little consequence to my purpose whilst the fact remains,
in all its glaring odiousness, that slaveholders have ordained, and by law established,
that the children of slave women shall in all cases follow the condition of their moth-
ers; and this is done too obviously to administer to their own lusts, and make a grat-
ification of their wicked desires profitable as well as pleasurable; for by this cunning
arrangement, the slaveholder, in cases not a few, sustains to his slaves the double rela-
tion of master and father. 

I know of such cases; and it is worthy of remark that such slaves invariably suf-
fer greater hardships, and have more to contend with, than others. They are, in the
first place, a constant offence to their mistress. She is ever disposed to find fault with
them; they can seldom do any thing to please her; she is never better pleased than
when she sees them under the lash, especially when she suspects her husband of show-
ing to his mulatto children favors which he withholds from his black slaves. The mas-
ter is frequently compelled to sell this class of his slaves, out of deference to the
feelings of his white wife; and, cruel as the deed may strike any one to be, for a man
to sell his own children to human flesh-mongers, it is often the dictate of humanity
for him to do so; for, unless he does this, he must not only whip them himself, but
must stand by and see one white son tie up his brother, of but few shades darker com-
plexion than himself, and ply the gory lash to his naked back; and if he lisp one word
of disapproval, it is set down to his parental partiality, and only makes a bad matter
worse, both for himself and the slave whom he would protect and defend. 

Every year brings with it multitudes of this class of slaves. It was doubtless in con-
sequence of a knowledge of this fact, that one great statesman of the south predicted
the downfall of slavery by the inevitable laws of population. Whether this prophecy
is ever fulfilled or not, it is nevertheless plain that a very different-looking class of
people are springing up at the south, and are now held in slavery, from those origi-
nally brought to this country from Africa; and if their increase do no other good, it
will do away the force of the argument, that God cursed Ham, and therefore
American slavery is right. If the lineal descendants of Ham are alone to be scripturally
enslaved, it is certain that slavery at the south must soon become unscriptural; for
thousands are ushered into the world, annually, who, like myself, owe their existence
to white fathers, and those fathers most frequently their own masters. 

I have had two masters. My first master’s name was Anthony. I do not remem-
ber his first name. He was generally called Captain Anthony—a title which, I pre-
sume, he acquired by sailing a craft on the Chesapeake Bay. He was not considered
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a rich slaveholder. He owned two or three farms, and about thirty slaves. His farms
and slaves were under the care of an overseer. The overseer’s name was Plummer.
Mr. Plummer was a miserable 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 cru-
elty, 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 slaveholding.
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 heart-rending shrieks of an own aunt of
mine, whom he used to tie up to a joist, and whip upon her naked back till she was
literally covered with blood. No words, no tears, no prayers, from his gory victim,
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
overcome by fatigue, would he cease to swing the blood-clotted cowskin. I remem-
ber the first time I ever witnessed this horrible exhibition. I was quite a child, but I
well remember it. I never shall forget it whilst I remember any thing. It was the
first of a long series of such outrages, of which I was doomed to be a witness and a
participant. It struck me with awful force. It was the blood-stained gate, the entrance
to the hell of slavery, through which I was about to pass. It was a most terrible spec-
tacle. I wish I could commit to paper the feelings with which I beheld it. 

This occurrence took place very soon after I went to live with my old master,
and under the following circumstances. Aunt Hester went out one night,—where or
for what I do not know,—and happened to be absent when my master desired her
presence. He had ordered her not to go out evenings, and warned her that she must
never let him catch her in company with a young man, who was paying attention
to her belonging to Colonel Lloyd. The young man’s name was Ned Roberts, gen-
erally called Lloyd’s Ned. Why master was so careful of her, may be safely left to con-
jecture. She was a woman of noble form, and of graceful proportions, having very few
equals, and fewer superiors, in personal appearance, among the colored or white
women of our neighborhood. 

Aunt Hester had not only disobeyed his orders in going out, but had been found
in company with Lloyd’s Ned; which circumstance, I found, from what he said while
whipping her, was the chief offence. Had he been a man of pure morals himself, he
might have been thought interested in protecting the innocence of my aunt; but
those who knew him will not suspect him of any such virtue. Before he commenced
whipping Aunt Hester, he took her into the kitchen, and stripped her from neck to
waist, leaving her neck, shoulders, and back, entirely naked. He then told her to cross
her hands, calling her at the same time a d—d b—h. After crossing her hands, he
tied them with a strong rope, and led her to a stool under a large hook in the joist,
put in for the purpose. He made her get upon the stool, and tied her hands to the
hook. She now stood fair for his infernal purpose. Her arms were stretched up at their
full length, so that she stood upon the ends of her toes. He then said to her, “Now,
you d—d b—h, I’ll learn you how to disobey my orders!” and after rolling up his
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sleeves, he commenced to lay on the heavy cowskin, and soon the warm, red blood
(amid heart-rending shrieks from her, and horrid oaths from him) came dripping to
the floor. I was so terrified and horror-stricken at the sight, that I hid myself in a closet,
and dared not venture out till long after the bloody transaction was over. I expected
it would be my turn next. It was all new to me. I had never seen any thing like it
before. I had always lived with my grandmother on the outskirts of the plantation,
where she was put to raise the children of the younger women. I had therefore been,
until now, out of the way of the bloody scenes that often occurred on the plantation. 
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The Narrative of the Life of Frederick Douglass 
CHAPTER VI

Frederick Douglass

My new mistress proved to be all she appeared when I 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 myself, and prior to her marriage she had been dependent
upon her own industry for a living. She was by trade a weaver; and by constant appli-
cation to her business, she had been in a good degree preserved from the blighting
and dehumanizing effects of slavery. I was utterly astonished at her goodness. I scarcely
knew how to behave towards her. She was entirely unlike any other white woman
I had ever seen. I could not approach her as I 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 impu-
dent 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 commenced its infernal
work. That cheerful eye, under the influence of slavery, soon became red with rage;
that voice, made all of sweet accord, changed to one of harsh and horrid discord; and
that angelic face gave place to that of a demon. 

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 learn-
ing 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 fur-
ther, 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 keep-
ing him. It would forever unfit him to be a slave. He would at once become unman-
ageable, 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 unhappy.” 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,
explaining dark and mysterious things, with which my youthful understanding had
struggled, but struggled in vain. I now understood what had been to me a most per-
plexing difficulty—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 understood the
pathway from slavery to freedom. It was just what I wanted, and I got it at a time
when I the least expected it. Whilst I was saddened by the thought of losing the
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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 what-
ever 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 utter-
ing. It gave me the best assurance that I might rely with the utmost confidence on
the results which, he said, would flow from teaching me 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 dili-
gently 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 learn-
ing to read, I owe almost as much to the bitter opposition of my master, as to the
kindly aid of my mistress. I acknowledge the benefit of both. 

I had resided but a short time in Baltimore before I observed a marked differ-
ence, in the treatment of slaves, from that which I had witnessed in the country. A
city slave is almost a freeman, compared with a slave on the plantation. He is much
better fed and clothed, and enjoys privileges altogether 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 outbreaks of atrocious cruelty so commonly enacted upon the plan-
tation. He is a desperate slaveholder, who will shock the humanity of his non-
slaveholding neighbors with the cries of his lacerated slave. Few are willing to incur
the odium attaching 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 Hamilton. 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 I ever looked upon, these two were the most so.
His heart must be harder than stone, that could look upon these unmoved. The head,
neck, and shoulders of Mary were literally cut to pieces. I have frequently felt her
head, and found it nearly covered with festering sores, caused by the lash of her cruel
mistress. I do not know that her master ever whipped her, but I have been an eye-
witness to the cruelty of Mrs. Hamilton. I 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. I 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. 
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The Narrative of the Life of Frederick Douglass 
CHAPTER VII

Frederick Douglass

I lived in Master Hugh’s family about seven years. During this time, I succeeded in
learning to read and write. In accomplishing this, I was compelled to resort to vari-
ous stratagems. I 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 immediately. She at first lacked the depravity indispensable to shutting
me up in mental darkness. It was at least necessary for her to have some training in
the exercise of irresponsible power, to make her equal to the task of treating me as
though I were a brute. 

My mistress was, as I have said, a kind and tender-hearted woman; and in the
simplicity of her soul she commenced, when I first went to live with her, to treat
me as she supposed one human being ought to treat another. In entering upon the
duties of a slaveholder, she did not seem to perceive that I 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 dangerously so. Slavery proved as injurious to her as it did to me. When
I went there, she was a pious, warm, and tender-hearted woman. There was no sor-
row or suffering for which she had not a tear. She had bread for the hungry, clothes
for the naked, and comfort for every mourner that came within her reach. Slavery
soon proved its ability to divest her of these heavenly qualities. Under its influ-
ence, 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 practise her husband’s precepts. 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 better. Nothing seemed to make her more angry than to see me with a news-
paper. She seemed to think that here lay the danger. I 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
demonstrated, to her satisfaction, that education and slavery were incompatible with
each other. 

From this time I was most narrowly watched. If I was in a separate room any con-
siderable length of time, I 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
precaution could prevent me from taking the ell.

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

I 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, I got hold of a book entitled “The
Columbian Orator.” Every opportunity I got, I used to read this book. Among much
of other interesting matter, I 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 represented the conversation which took place between them, when the
slave was retaken the third time. In this dialogue, the whole argument in behalf of
slavery was brought forward by the master, 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
master—things which had the desired though unexpected effect; for the conversa-
tion resulted in the voluntary emancipation of the slave on the part of the master. 

In the same book, I met with one of Sheridan’s mighty speeches on and in behalf
of Catholic emancipation. These were choice documents to me. I read them over
and over again with unabated 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 I gained from the dialogue was the power of truth over
the conscience of even a slaveholder. What I got from Sheridan was a bold denun-
ciation of slavery, and a powerful vindication of human rights. The reading 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 I was relieved. The more I read,
the more I was led to abhor and detest my enslavers. I 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 slav-
ery. I loathed them as being the meanest as well as the most wicked of men. As I 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
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sting my soul to unutterable anguish. As I writhed under it, I would at times feel that
learning to read had been a curse rather than a blessing. It had given me a view of
my wretched condition, without the remedy. It opened my eyes to the horrible pit,
but to no ladder upon which to get out. In moments of agony, I envied my fellow-
slaves for their stupidity. I have often wished myself a beast. I 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 freedom 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 with a
sense of my wretched condition. I saw nothing without seeing it, I 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. 

I often found myself regretting my own existence, and wishing myself dead; and
but for the hope of being free, I have no doubt but that I should have killed myself,
or done something for which I should have been killed. While in this state of mind,
I was eager to hear any one speak of slavery. I was a ready listener. Every little while,
I could hear something about the abolitionists. It was some time before I found what
the word meant. It was always used in such connections as to make it an interest-
ing 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 slaveholder,
it was spoken of as the fruit of  abolition.  Hearing the word in this connection very
often, I set about learning what it meant. The dictionary afforded me little or no help.
I found it was “the act of abolishing;” but then I did not know what was to be abol-
ished. Here I was perplexed. I did not dare to ask any one about its meaning, for I was
satisfied that it was something they wanted me to know very little about. After a
patient waiting, I 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 between the States. From this time I understood
the words  abolition and abolitionist, and always drew near when that word was spo-
ken, expecting to hear something of importance to myself and fellow-slaves. The
light broke in upon me by degrees. I went one day down on the wharf of Mr. Waters;
and seeing two Irishmen unloading a scow of stone, I went, unasked, and helped
them. When we had finished, one of them came to me and asked me if I were a slave.
I told him I was. He asked, “Are ye a slave for life?” I told him that I 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 myself 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 I should
find friends there, and that I should be free. I pretended not to be interested in
what they said, and treated them as if I did not understand them; for I 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. I was afraid
that these seemingly good men might use me so; but I nevertheless remembered their
advice, and from that time I resolved to run away. I looked forward to a time at which
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it would be safe for me to escape. I was too young to think of doing so immediately;
besides, I wished to learn how to write, as I might have occasion to write my own
pass. I consoled myself with the hope that I should one day find a good chance.
Meanwhile, I would learn to write. 

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 timber 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 side forward, would be marked
thus—“L. F.” When a piece was for starboard side 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 letters, and for what they
were intended when placed upon a piece of timber in the shipyard. I immediately
commenced 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. I then commenced and con-
tinued copying the Italics in Webster’s Spelling Book, until I 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 number 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 meetinghouse 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’ 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 suc-
ceeded in learning how to write. 
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The Narrative of the Life of Frederick Douglass 
CHAPTER XI

Frederick Douglass

I have never approved of the very public manner in which some of our western friends
have conducted what they call the underground railroad, but which I think, by their
open declarations, has been made most emphatically the upperground railroad. I
honor those good men and women for their noble daring, and applaud them for will-
ingly subjecting themselves to bloody persecution, by openly avowing their partici-
pation in the escape of slaves. I, however, can see very little good resulting from such
a course, either to themselves or the slaves escaping; while, upon the other hand, I
see and feel assured that those open declarations are a positive evil to the slaves
remaining, who are seeking to escape. They do nothing towards enlightening the
slave, whilst they do much towards enlightening the master. They stimulate him to
greater watchfulness, and enhance his power to capture his slave. We owe something
to the slave south of the line as well as to those north of it; and in aiding the latter
on their way to freedom, we should be careful to do nothing which would be likely
to hinder the former from escaping from slavery. I would keep the merciless slave-
holder profoundly ignorant of the means of flight adopted by the slave. I would leave
him to imagine himself surrounded by myriads of invisible tormentors, ever ready
to snatch from his infernal grasp his trembling prey. Let him be left to feel his way in
the dark; let darkness commensurate with his crime hover over him; and let him feel
that at every step he takes, in pursuit of the flying bondman, he is running the fright-
ful risk of having his hot brains dashed out by an invisible agency. Let us render the
tyrant no aid; let us not hold the light by which he can trace the footprints of our fly-
ing brother. But enough of this. I will now proceed to the statement of those facts,
connected with my escape, for which I am alone responsible, and for which no one
can be made to suffer but myself. 

In the early part of the year 1838, I became quite restless. I could see no reason
why I should, at the end of each week, pour the reward of my toil into the purse of
my master. When I carried to him my weekly wages, he would, after counting the
money, look me in the face with a robber-like fierceness, and ask, “Is this all?” He was
satisfied with nothing less than the last cent. He would, however, when I made him
six dollars, sometimes give me six cents, to encourage me. It had the opposite effect.
I regarded it as a sort of admission of my right to the whole. The fact that he gave me
any part of my wages was proof, to my mind, that he believed me entitled to the whole
of them. I always felt worse for having received any thing; for I feared that the giving
me a few cents would ease his conscience, and make him feel himself to be a pretty
honorable sort of robber. My discontent grew upon me. I was ever on the look-out
for means of escape; and, finding no direct means, I determined to try to hire my time,
with a view of getting money with which to make my escape. In the spring of 1838,
when Master Thomas came to Baltimore to purchase his spring goods, I got an oppor-
tunity, and applied to him to allow me to hire my time. He unhesitatingly refused my
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request, and told me this was another stratagem by which to escape. He told me I
could go nowhere but that he could get me; and that, in the event of my running
away, he should spare no pains in his efforts to catch me. He exhorted me to content
myself, and be obedient. He told me, if I would be happy, I must lay out no plans
for the future. He said, if I behaved myself properly, he would take care of me. Indeed,
he advised me to complete thoughtlessness of the future, and taught me to depend
solely upon him for happiness. He seemed to see fully the pressing necessity of set-
ting aside my intellectual nature, in order to contentment in slavery. But in spite of
him, and even in spite of myself, I continued to think, and to think about the injus-
tice of my enslavement, and the means of escape. 

About two months after this, I applied to Master Hugh for the privilege of hir-
ing my time. He was not acquainted with the fact that I had applied to Master
Thomas, and had been refused. He too, at first, seemed disposed to refuse; but, after
some reflection, he granted me the privilege, and proposed the following terms: I was
to be allowed all my time, make all contracts with those for whom I worked, and find
my own employment; and, in return for this liberty, I was to pay him three dollars
at the end of each week; find myself in calking tools, and in board and clothing.
My board was two dollars and a half per week. This, with the wear and tear of cloth-
ing and calking tools, made my regular expenses about six dollars per week. This
amount I was compelled to make up, or relinquish the privilege of hiring my time.
Rain or shine, work or no work, at the end of each week the money must be forth-
coming, or I must give up my privilege. This arrangement, it will be perceived, was
decidedly in my master’s favor. It relieved him of all need of looking after me. His
money was sure. He received all the benefits of slaveholding without its evils; while
I endured all the evils of a slave, and suffered all the care and anxiety of a freeman.
I found it a hard bargain. But, hard as it was, I thought it better than the old mode
of getting along. It was a step towards freedom to be allowed to bear the responsi-
bilities of a freeman, and I was determined to hold on upon it. I bent myself to the
work of making money. I was ready to work at night as well as day, and by the most
untiring perseverance and industry, I made enough to meet my expenses, and lay
up a little money every week. I went on thus from May till August. Master Hugh then
refused to allow me to hire my time longer. The ground for his refusal was a failure
on my part, one Saturday night, to pay him for my week’s time. This failure was
occasioned by my attending a camp meeting about ten miles from Baltimore. During
the week, I had entered into an engagement with a number of young friends to start
from Baltimore to the camp ground early Saturday evening; and being detained by
my employer, I was unable to get down to Master Hugh’s without disappointing the
company. I knew that Master Hugh was in no special need of the money that night.
I therefore decided to go to camp meeting, and upon my return pay him the three
dollars. I staid at the camp meeting one day longer than I intended when I left. But
as soon as I returned, I called upon him to pay him what he considered his due. I
found him very angry; he could scarce restrain his wrath. He said he had a great mind
to give me a severe whipping. He wished to know how I dared go out of the city with-
out asking his permission. I told him I hired my time and while I paid him the price
which he asked for it, I did not know that I was bound to ask him when and where
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I should go. This reply troubled him; and, after reflecting a few moments, he turned
to me, and said I should hire my time no longer; that the next thing he should know
of, I would be running away. Upon the same plea, he told me to bring my tools and
clothing home forthwith. I did so; but instead of seeking work, as I had been accus-
tomed to do previously to hiring my time, I spent the whole week without the per-
formance of a single stroke of work. I did this in retaliation. Saturday night, he called
upon me as usual for my week’s wages. I told him I had no wages; I had done no work
that week. Here we were upon the point of coming to blows. He raved, and swore his
determination to get hold of me. I did not allow myself a single word; but was resolved,
if he laid the weight of his hand upon me, it should be blow for blow. He did not strike
me, but told me that he would find me in constant employment in future. I thought
the matter over during the next day, Sunday, and finally resolved upon the third day
of September, as the day upon which I would make a second attempt to secure my
freedom. I now had three weeks during which to prepare for my journey. Early on
Monday morning, before Master Hugh had time to make any engagement for me, I
went out and got employment of Mr. Butler, at his ship-yard near the drawbridge,
upon what is called the City Block, thus making it unnecessary for him to seek
employment for me. At the end of the week, I brought him between eight and nine
dollars. He seemed very well pleased, and asked why I did not do the same the week
before. He little knew what my plans were. My object in working steadily was to
remove any suspicion he might entertain of my intent to run away; and in this I
succeeded admirably. I suppose he thought I was never better satisfied with my con-
dition than at the very time during which I was planning my escape. The second
week passed, and again I carried him my full wages; and so well pleased was he, that
he gave me twenty-five cents, (quite a large sum for a slaveholder to give a slave,)
and bade me to make a good use of it. I told him I would. 

Things went on without very smoothly indeed, but within there was trouble.
It is impossible for me to describe my feelings as the time of my contemplated start
drew near. I had a number of warm-hearted friends in Baltimore,—friends that I loved
almost as I did my life,—and the thought of being separated from them forever was
painful beyond expression. It is my opinion that thousands would escape from slav-
ery, who now remain, but for the strong cords of affection that bind them to their
friends. The thought of leaving my friends was decidedly the most painful thought
with which I had to contend. The love of them was my tender point, and shook
my decision more than all things else. Besides the pain of separation, the dread and
apprehension of a failure exceeded what I had experienced at my first attempt. The
appalling defeat I then sustained returned to torment me. I felt assured that, if I failed
in this attempt, my case would be a hopeless one—it would seal my fate as a slave
forever. I could not hope to get off with any thing less than the severest punishment,
and being placed beyond the means of escape. It required no very vivid imagina-
tion to depict the most frightful scenes through which I should have to pass, in
case I failed. The wretchedness of slavery, and the blessedness of freedom, were
perpetually before me. It was life and death with me. But I remained firm, and, accord-
ing to my resolution, on the third day of September, 1838, I left my chains, and
succeeded in reaching New York without the slightest interruption of any kind. How
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I did so,—what means I adopted,—what direction I travelled, and by what mode
of conveyance,—I must leave unexplained, for the reasons before mentioned.

I have been frequently asked how I felt when I found myself in a free State. I
have never been able to answer the question with any satisfaction to myself. It was
a moment of the highest excitement I ever experienced. I suppose I felt as one may
imagine the unarmed mariner to feel when he is rescued by a friendly man-of-war
from the pursuit of a pirate. In writing to a dear friend, immediately after my arrival
at New York, I said I felt like one who had escaped a den of hungry lions. This state
of mind, however, very soon subsided; and I was again seized with a feeling of great
insecurity and loneliness. I was yet liable to be taken back, and subjected to all the
tortures of slavery. This in itself was enough to damp the ardor of my enthusiasm. But
the loneliness overcame me. There I was in the midst of thousands, and yet a perfect
stranger; without home and without friends, in the midst of thousands of my own
brethren—children of a common Father, and yet I dared not to unfold to any one
of them my sad condition. I was afraid to speak to any one for fear of speaking to
the wrong one, and thereby falling into the hands of money-loving kidnappers, whose
business it was to lie in wait for the panting fugitive, as the ferocious beasts of the for-
est lie in wait for their prey. The motto which I adopted when I started from slav-
ery was this—“Trust no man!” I saw in every white man an enemy, and in almost
every colored man cause for distrust. It was a most painful situation; and, to
understand it, one must needs experience it, or imagine himself in similar circum-
stances. Let him be a fugitive slave in a strange land—a land given up to be the
hunting-ground for slaveholders—whose inhabitants are legalized kidnappers—where
he is every moment subjected to the terrible liability of being seized upon by his
fellowmen, as the hideous crocodile seizes upon his prey!—I say, let him place him-
self in my situation—without home or friends—without money or credit—wanting
shelter, and no one to give it—wanting bread, and no money to buy it,—and at
the same time let him feel that he is pursued by merciless men-hunters, and in total
darkness as to what to do, where to go, or where to stay,—perfectly helpless both as
to the means of defence and means of escape,—in the midst of plenty, yet suffering
the terrible gnawings of hunger,—in the midst of houses, yet having no home,—
among fellow-men, yet feeling as if in the midst of wild beasts, whose greediness to
swallow up the trembling and half-famished fugitive is only equalled by that with
which the monsters of the deep swallow up the helpless fish upon which they
subsist,—I say, let him be placed in this most trying situation,—the situation in which
I was placed,—then, and not till then, will he fully appreciate the hardships of, and
know how to sympathize with, the toil-worn and whip-scarred fugitive slave. 

Thank Heaven, I remained but a short time in this distressed situation. I was
relieved from it by the humane hand of Mr. DAVID RUGGLES, whose vigilance,
kindness, and perseverance, I shall never forget. I am glad of an opportunity to
express, as far as words can, the love and gratitude I bear him. Mr. Ruggles is now
afflicted with blindness, and is himself in need of the same kind offices which he
was once so forward in the performance of toward others. I had been in New York
but a few days, when Mr. Ruggles sought me out, and very kindly took me to his
boarding-house at the corner of Church and Lespenard Streets. Mr. Ruggles was
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then very deeply engaged in the memorable Darg case, as well as attending to a num-
ber of other fugitive slaves, devising ways and means for their successful escape; and,
though watched and hemmed in on almost every side, he seemed to be more than
a match for his enemies. 

Very soon after I went to Mr. Ruggles, he wished to know of me where I wanted
to go; as he deemed it unsafe for me to remain in New York. I told him I was a
calker, and should like to go where I could get work. I thought of going to Canada;
but he decided against it, and in favor of my going to New Bedford, thinking I
should be able to get work there at my trade. At this time, Anna,* my intended
wife, came on; for I wrote to her immediately after my arrival at New York,
(notwithstanding my homeless, houseless, and helpless condition,) informing her
of my successful flight, and wishing her to come on forthwith. In a few days after
her arrival, Mr. Ruggles called in the Rev. J. W. C. Pennington, who, in the presence
of Mr. Ruggles, Mrs. Michaels, and two or three others, performed the marriage
ceremony, and gave us a certificate, of which the following is an exact copy:—

“This may certify, that I joined together in holy matrimony Frederick Johnson†

and Anna Murray, as man and wife, in the presence of Mr. David Ruggles and
Mrs. Michaels.” 

JAMES W. C. PENNINGTON 

“NEW YORK, SEPT. 15, 1838”  
Upon receiving this certificate, and a five-dollar bill from Mr. Ruggles, I shoul-

dered one part of our baggage, and Anna took up the other, and we set out forthwith
to take passage on board of the steamboat John W. Richmond for Newport, on our
way to New Bedford. Mr. Ruggles gave me a letter to a Mr. Shaw in Newport, and
told me, in case my money did not serve me to New Bedford, to stop in Newport and
obtain further assistance; but upon our arrival at Newport, we were so anxious to get
to a place of safety, that, notwithstanding we lacked the necessary money to pay
our fare, we decided to take seats in the stage, and promise to pay when we got to
New Bedford. We were encouraged to do this by two excellent gentlemen, resi-
dents of New Bedford, whose names I afterward ascertained to be Joseph Ricketson
and William C. Taber. They seemed at once to understand our circumstances, and
gave us such assurance of their friendliness as put us fully at ease in their presence.
It was good indeed to meet with such friends, at such a time. Upon reaching New
Bedford, we were directed to the house of Mr. Nathan Johnson, by whom we were
kindly received, and hospitably provided for. Both Mr. and Mrs. Johnson took a deep
and lively interest in our welfare. They proved themselves quite worthy of the name
of abolitionists. When the stage-driver found us unable to pay our fare, he held on
upon our baggage as security for the debt. I had but to mention the fact to
Mr. Johnson, and he forthwith advanced the money. 

We now began to feel a degree of safety, and to prepare ourselves for the duties
and responsibilities of a life of freedom. On the morning after our arrival at New
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*She was free. 
†I had changed my name from Frederick BAILEY to that of JOHNSON.
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Bedford, while at the breakfast-table, the question arose as to what name I should be
called by. The name given me by my mother was, “Frederick Augustus Washington
Bailey.” I, however, had dispensed with the two middle names long before I left
Maryland so that I was generally known by the name of “Frederick Bailey.” I started
from Baltimore bearing the name of “Stanley.” When I got to New York, I again
changed my name to “Frederick Johnson,” and thought that would be the last change.
But when I got to New Bedford, I found it necessary again to change my name.
The reason of this necessity was, that there were so many Johnsons in New Bedford,
it was already quite difficult to distinguish between them. I gave Mr. Johnson the
privilege of choosing me a name, but told him he must not take from me the name
of “Frederick.” I must hold on to that, to preserve a sense of my identity. Mr. Johnson
had just been reading the “Lady of the Lake,” and at once suggested that my name
be “Douglass.” From that time until now I have been called “Frederick Douglass;”
and as I am more widely known by that name than by either of the others, I shall
continue to use it as my own.

I was quite disappointed at the general appearance of things in New Bedford.
The impression which I had received respecting the character and condition of the
people of the north, I found to be singularly erroneous. I had very strangely supposed,
while in slavery, that few of the comforts, and scarcely any of the luxuries, of life were
enjoyed at the north, compared with what were enjoyed by the slaveholders of the
south. I probably came to this conclusion from the fact that northern people owned
no slaves. I supposed that they were about upon a level with the non-slaveholding
population of the south. I knew they were exceedingly poor, and I had been accus-
tomed to regard their poverty as the necessary consequence of their being non-
slaveholders. I had somehow imbibed the opinion that, in the absence of slaves, there
could be no wealth, and very little refinement. And upon coming to the north, I
expected to meet with a rough, hard-handed, and uncultivated population, living in
the most Spartanlike simplicity, knowing nothing of the ease, luxury, pomp, and
grandeur of southern slaveholders. Such being my conjectures, any one acquainted
with the appearance of New Bedford may very readily infer how palpably I must have
seen my mistake. 

In the afternoon of the day when I reached New Bedford, I visited the wharves,
to take a view of the shipping. Here I found myself surrounded with the strongest
proofs of wealth. Lying at the wharves, and riding in the stream, I saw many ships
of the finest model, in the best order, and of the largest size. Upon the right and
left, I was walled in by granite warehouses of the widest dimensions, stowed to their
utmost capacity with the necessaries and comforts of life. Added to this, almost every
body seemed to be at work, but noiselessly so, compared with what I had been accus-
tomed to in Baltimore. There were no loud songs heard from those engaged in load-
ing and unloading ships. I heard no deep oaths or horrid curses on the laborer. I
saw no whipping of men; but all seemed to go smoothly on. Every man appeared to
understand his work, and went at it with a sober, yet cheerful earnestness, which beto-
kened the deep interest which he felt in what he was doing, as well as a sense of his
own dignity as a man. To me this looked exceedingly strange. From the wharves I
strolled around and over the town, gazing with wonder and admiration at the splendid
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churches, beautiful dwellings, and finely-cultivated gardens; evincing an amount
of wealth, comfort, taste, and refinement, such as I had never seen in any part of
slaveholding Maryland. 

Every thing looked clean, new, and beautiful. I saw few or no dilapidated houses,
with poverty-stricken inmates; no half-naked children and bare-footed women, such
as I had been accustomed to see in Hillsborough, Easton, St. Michael’s, and Baltimore.
The people looked more able, stronger, healthier, and happier, than those of
Maryland. I was for once made glad by a view of extreme wealth, without being
saddened by seeing extreme poverty. But the most astonishing as well as the most
interesting thing to me was the condition of the colored people, a great many of
whom, like myself, had escaped thither as a refuge from the hunters of men. I found
many, who had not been seven years out of their chains, living in finer houses, and
evidently enjoying more of the comforts of life, than the average of slaveholders in
Maryland. I will venture to assert, that my friend Mr. Nathan Johnson (of whom I
can say with a grateful heart, “I was hungry, and he gave me meat; I was thirsty, and
he gave me drink; I was a stranger, and he took me in”) lived in a neater house; dined
at a better table; took, paid for, and read, more newspapers; better understood the
moral, religious, and political character of the nation,—than nine tenths of the slave-
holders in Talbot county Maryland. Yet Mr. Johnson was a working man. His hands
were hardened by toil, and not his alone, but those also of Mrs. Johnson. I found
the colored people much more spirited than I had supposed they would be. I found
among them a determination to protect each other from the blood-thirsty kidnap-
per, at all hazards. Soon after my arrival, I was told of a circumstance which illus-
trated their spirit. A colored man and a fugitive slave were on unfriendly terms.
The former was heard to threaten the latter with informing his master of his where-
abouts. Straightway a meeting was called among the colored people, under the stereo-
typed notice, “Business of importance!” The betrayer was invited to attend. The
people came at the appointed hour, and organized the meeting by appointing a very
religious old gentleman as president, who, I believe, made a prayer, after which he
addressed the meeting as follows: “Friends, we have got him here, and I would rec-
ommend that you young men just take him outside the door, and kill him!” With
this, a number of them bolted at him; but they were intercepted by some more timid
than themselves, and the betrayer escaped their vengeance, and has not been seen
in New Bedford since. I believe there have been no more such threats, and should
there be hereafter, I doubt not that death would be the consequence. 

I found employment, the third day after my arrival, in stowing a sloop with a
load of oil. It was new, dirty, and hard work for me; but I went at it with a glad heart
and a willing hand. I was now my own master. It was a happy moment, the rapture
of which can be understood only by those who have been slaves. It was the first work,
the reward of which was to be entirely my own. There was no Master Hugh standing
ready, the moment I earned the money, to rob me of it. I worked that day with a pleas-
ure I had never before experienced. I was at work for myself and newly-married wife.
It was to me the starting-point of a new existence. When I got through with that job,
I went in pursuit of a job of calking; but such was the strength of prejudice against
color, among the white calkers, that they refused to work with me, and of course I
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could get no employment.* Finding my trade of no immediate benefit, I threw off
my calking habiliments, and prepared myself to do any kind of work I could get to
do. Mr. Johnson kindly let me have his wood-horse and saw, and I very soon found
myself a plenty of work. There was no work too hard—none too dirty. I was ready
to saw wood, shovel coal, carry wood, sweep the chimney, or roll oil casks,—all of
which I  did for nearly three years in New Bedford, before I became known to the
anti-slavery world. 

In about four months after I went to New Bedford, there came a young man to
me, and inquired if I did not wish to take the “Liberator.” I told him I did; but, just
having made my escape from slavery, I remarked that I was unable to pay for it then.
I, however, finally became a subscriber to it. The paper came, and I read it from week
to week with such feelings as it would be quite idle for me to attempt to describe. The
paper became my meat and my drink. My soul was set all on fire. Its sympathy for my
brethren in bonds—its scathing denunciations of slaveholders—its faithful exposures
of slavery—and its powerful attacks upon the upholders of the institution—sent a
thrill of joy through my soul, such as I had never felt before! 

I had not long been a reader of the “Liberator,” before I got a pretty correct
idea of the principles, measures and spirit of the anti-slavery reform. I took right hold
of the cause. I could do but little; but what I could, I did with a joyful heart, and never
felt happier than when in an anti-slavery meeting. I seldom had much to say at the
meetings, because what I wanted to say was said so much better by others. But, while
attending an anti-slavery convention at Nantucket, on the 11th of August, 1841, I
felt strongly moved to speak, and was at the same time much urged to do so by
Mr. William C. Coffin, a gentleman who had heard me speak in the colored people’s
meeting at New Bedford. It was a severe cross, and I took it up reluctantly. The truth
was, I felt myself a slave, and the idea of speaking to white people weighed me down.
I spoke but a few moments, when I felt a degree of freedom, and said what I desired
with considerable ease. From that time until now, I have been engaged in pleading
the cause of my brethren—with what success, and with what devotion, I leave those
acquainted with my labors to decide. 
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*I am told that colored persons can now get employment at calking in New Bedford—a result of anti-slavery effort.
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