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INTRODUCTION

As an ex- slave, orator, journalist and political organizer 
who challenged both slavery and institutional racism in 
America, Frederick Douglass was a seminal figure of the  
nineteenth century. He arguably did more than anyone to 
turn the country against the “peculiar institution”.

Douglass’s Narrative is one of the first accounts of 
slavery by a fugitive slave. It is both a balanced first- hand 
insight into his own harrowing story, and a window into the 
common slavery practices in his time, including its destruc-
tion of family life, extreme poverty, absence of legal rights, 
and dearth of education.

Douglass was a mesmerizing speaker, and audiences 
could scarcely believe that his eloquent speeches came from 
a black man, let alone a former slave. But by setting down his 
account in writing, he would put to rest the doubts of many.

The separation, cruelty, neglect, injustice, and preven-
tion of learning Douglass experienced would on the surface 
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appear to be the recipe for all manner of physical and 
psychological disorders. The fact that Douglass emerged 
not only alive, but sane and prosperous, is testament to the 
power of the individual against overwhelming odds.

EARLY LIFE

Frederick Douglass was born at Holme Hill Farm near the Tucka-
hoe Creek in Talbot County, Maryland. He was owned by Cap-
tain Aaron Anthony. He begins the Narrative by saying he did 
not know his birthday, and that “by far the larger part of the 
slaves know as little about their ages as horses know of theirs.”

Slave owners separated mothers from children and 
placed them in different locations, to intentionally weaken 
familial bonds. Douglass says he only remembers seeing 
his mother four or five times when he was young. She 
would steal away from her master and spend the night with 
him, returning to her place of work before dawn. He notes 
in a later version of his autobiography that she referred to 
him as “my little Valentine,” leading him to speculate that he 
was born on February 14.

After hearing an owner say that he was sixteen years 
old, Frederick was able to compute his birth year to be 
1817 or 1818. A later discovered birth record kept by Aaron 
Anthony (now held at the Maryland State Archives) con-
firms his birth year was 1818 and that his mother’s name 
was Harriet Bailey. Frederick Bailey, as he was known for 
the first twenty years of his life (we will see how it changed 
to Douglass), was told that his father was a white man, pos-
sibly Anthony, although he was never able to confirm it.
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The lack of clear information surrounding his birth and 
parentage would come to symbolize the abuse and lack 
of rights that came with being a slave. Slavery not only 
deprived Douglass of his mother but exposed him to cold, 
hunger and numerous other privations. He vividly describes 
the bloody whippings and shootings by his masters. The 
flogging and beating of his aunt, vividly described in the  
Narrative, was an event seared into his young mind.

MERE CHATTEL

So that his readers could begin to understand the system 
of “chattel” slavery, in the Narrative Douglass is careful to 
emphasize that the slave had no say in their living quarters 
or work assignments, no rights to family relationships, no 
redress for grievances and no legitimate testimony in the 
courts. A slave was legally considered to be property like a 
horse or a piece of household furniture, not a person. Chat-
tel slavery means the slave as personal property, almost on 
the same scale as livestock.

Whites could not be prosecuted by slaves for crimes 
against them. Or as Douglass puts it, “No matter how 
innocent a slave might be – it availed him nothing . . .To be 
accused was to be convicted, and to be convicted was to be 
punished; the one always following the other with immut-
able certainty.”

In the event of grievances for cruelty or even murder, a 
slave could not even act as a witness. Killing a slave was not 
treated as a crime, either by the courts or by the community. 
Indeed, Douglass writes, “It was a common saying, even 
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among little white boys, that it was worth a half- cent to kill a 
‘nigger’, and a half- cent to bury one.”

GLIMPSING ANOTHER WORLD

In 1825, when he was six or seven years old, Freder-
ick’s owner selected him to leave the farm and work as a 
companion to a small child in a white family, the Aulds, in 
Baltimore. His mistress was kind at first and provided him 
with the rudiments of education alongside her son. But the 
education of slaves was taboo, and before long she was 
stopped by her husband.

This bar against learning to read made Frederick believe 
that it was all the more valuable. He had had a glimpse of a 
different life, one in which he could be educated. In the Nar-
rative, he says he believes that the providential hand of God 
rescued him from rural slavery, which in many cases was a 
worse experience than city slavery. He believes that God 
brought him to Baltimore and let him hear the statement 
(from his white owner) that education would ruin a slave’s 
acceptance of his or her lot in life. He sums up the view 
of slave owners: “if you teach that nigger . . . how to read, 
there would be no keeping him. It would forever unfit him to 
be a slave. He would at once become unmanageable, and 
of no value to his master.”

Frederick would try to get his hands on books whenever 
he was alone in the house. He enlisted white neighborhood 
boys to help him learn, asking them to write words on side-
walks or fences so he could learn how to spell them. In 
return, he gave them pieces of bread because at the time 
he was well fed. One of the books the local boys made 
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recitations from was The Columbian Orator, a collection of 
political essays and dialogues designed to inculcate civic 
values and patriotism in white American schoolchildren. 
Douglass obtained a copy of the book and studied the 
speeches with enjoyment. What stuck in his mind the most 
was a dialogue between a master and his slave. He also 
came across the word ‘abolition.’ He resolved to learn more 
about the abolitionist movement, and looked for ways to 
escape his life as a slave.

PLOTTING ESCAPE

Some years later, Frederick was sent to work with Baltimore 
shipbuilders on the docks and learned the trade of caulking 
(sealing) ships. All the time, he secretly memorized written 
instructions for ships’ construction. Socially, some doors to 
free black homes and African American churches began to 
be open to him.

But just as Frederick was beginning to see a path out of 
slavery, the death of his master meant that he had to return 
to the Talbot County property. A subsequent owner’s death 
resulted in Douglass, now a teenager, being assigned to 
several farms doing work for which he had no training or 
experience. In an attempt to break his assumed resistance 
(which was, more probably, his ineptitude) to this new labor, 
Frederick was sent to a “slave breaker,” Edward Covey, 
whose job was to beat slaves into lifelong submission to 
their owners. The Narrative includes horrible descriptions 
of his time under Covey, but ultimately the breaker was 
unsuccessful. Douglass somehow kept his dignity, and his 
intelligence and skills seemed to mark him out for other 
things.
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Psychologically, Douglass felt that he emerged from these 
experiences a free man, although legally he was still enslaved. 
He was sent to several other locations to do farm labor, and 
his biggest complaint was that most of them did not provide 
enough food or even enough time to eat the little they were 
given. At one location he developed a group of friends who 
worked and worshipped with him. He taught them how to 
read and provided Sunday School lessons to those who were 
willing. This instruction was a great source of pride.

In 1833, the group hatched an unsuccessful plan to 
run away. After being jailed for a short time, Douglass was 

Douglass c. 1840, in his early twenties. Photographer unknown
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returned to his former Baltimore home, where he worked 
again on the docks. Eventually, he began hiring himself out 
and presenting his wages to his master and receiving a 
small percentage for himself. He developed a relationship 
with a free black woman, Anna Murray, who would become 
his wife. She helped him cultivate friendships with others 
in the African American community both at work and at 
church, and the pair began planning a free life together.

FLEEING NORTH

Douglass eventually got another chance in 1838. After an 
altercation with his owner about an unapproved absence at 
a religious camp meeting, he was even more determined to 
escape. With Anna’s help, who provided him with a sailor’s 
outfit and money for travel, he was able to board a train north 
and then take a steamboat to Pennsylvania, an anti- slavery 
city. From there he made it to a safe house in New York City 
belonging to black abolitionist David Ruggles.

Soon after, Murray joined Douglass in New York and the 
couple were married. They settled in New Bedford, Mas-
sachusetts, a whaling town that was also a center of aboli-
tionist activity and where many former slaves had relocated. 
The couple were helped by Nathan Johnson, a successful 
businessman and abolitionist who had bought his freedom. 
To celebrate his liberty, Frederick (who was still known as 
Frederick Bailey) let Johnson choose a new last name for 
him. Johnson, who had been reading Walter Scott’s poem 
The Lady of the Lake (which features characters from the 
Scottish Douglas family) suggested Douglass. The men may 
also have been thinking of Grace Douglass, a prominent 
African American abolitionist at the time.
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The northern states had started the process of ending 
slavery during the American Revolution, so the practice 
no longer existed there. Nevertheless, racial prejudice and 
discrimination dominated social interaction between the 
races. In New Bedford, Douglass wanted to work as a ship 
caulker as he had in Maryland, but the white workers banned 
him because of his color. Douglass also found that white 
churches were not welcoming, so he joined the African 

Anna Murray Douglass c. 1860. Photographer unknown
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Methodist Episcopal Zion Church and eventually became 
a licensed lay preacher, but was never ordained. His roles 
included church sexton, Sunday School superintendent, and 
steward. Adjusting to the new racial climate, Douglass was 
able to obtain regular work as a laborer on the docks.

He voraciously read newspapers but especially The 
Liberator, edited by abolitionist William Lloyd Garrison and 
largely funded by free African Americans. Garrison and a 
small army of abolition orators and lecturers regularly spoke 
out against slavery.

WRITER AND SPEAKER

Douglass quietly began to attend antislavery meetings. 
Then, in 1841, spurred by the inaccurate, sometimes even 
ridiculous representations of Southern slavery, he spoke 
for the first time as a former slave and an eyewitness of 
numerous atrocities. Thus commenced his career, encour-
aged by Garrison and others, as an abolitionist orator.

As a tall, mahogany- skinned man with a resonant 
baritone voice and a lion’s mane of hair, he was such an 
impressive speaker that his mostly white audiences found 
it unbelievable that he had ever been a slave at all. Because 
of the enforced ignorance of blacks, many whites assumed 
that slaves were not teachable. Pseudo- scientific ideas 
about race abounded, none of which were complimentary 
to descendants of Africa, free or enslaved.

Douglass went on a speaking tour around the Eastern 
and Midwestern states of America organized by the Anti- 
Slavery Society. At some events he was jostled and injured 
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by defenders of slavery, and publicity led to threats of 
further harm and kidnapping.

Some slave narratives had been ghostwritten, so 
to prove his authenticity Douglass set out to write his 
Narrative entirely by his own hand. Published in Boston 
in 1845 by William Lloyd Garrison, its initial print run of 
5,000 copies sold in four months, and further printings 
soon followed.

Douglass’s champion, abolitionist William Lloyd Garrison. 
Engraving from 1879 newspaper
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His first trip abroad, in 1845, was a two- year lecture tour 
of England and Ireland, where he was constantly amazed to 
be treated as an equal to white people. In My Bondage and 
My Freedom, he recalls:

I gaze around in vain for one who will question my equal 
humanity, claim me as his slave, or offer me an insult. I 
employ a cab – I am seated beside white people – I reach 
the hotel – I enter the same door – I am shown into the 
same parlour – I dine at the same table – and no one is 
offended . . . I find myself regarded and treated at every 
turn with the kindness and deference paid to white peo-
ple. When I go to church, I am met by no upturned nose 
and scornful lip to tell me, ‘We don’t allow niggers in here!’

The talks helped the Narrative become popular in  
Ireland and England, with five editions produced there  
between 1846 and 1847. After returning to America, he 
began publishing an abolitionist newspaper, The North Star. 
He also published a fictionalized account of a slave’s life, 
The Heroic Slave (1852).

The expectation had been that Douglass would simply 
tell the story of what had happened to him, but as his 
reading became wider he began speaking and writing on 
matters of politics and political philosophy. He noted in a 
talk in New York in 1847, “I have no love for America, as 
such; I have no patriotism. I have no country. What country 
have I? The Institutions of this Country do not know me – do 
not recognize me as a man.”

The Narrative is the first of three autobiographical 
works, including My Bondage and My Freedom (1855) and 
Life and Times of Frederick Douglass (1881, revised 1892). 
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As well as a glowing preface by William Lloyd Garrison, it 
was endorsed by prominent abolitionist Wendell Phillips. All 
three autobiographies were bestsellers at home and abroad 
and were a significant source of income for Douglass.

The backlash to Narrative was considerable. Run-
aways like Douglass could be recaptured anytime. Owners 

Douglass in his early thirties, after publication of the Narrative. 
Photograph by Samuel J. Miller
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published their slaves’ descriptions in newspapers and often 
offered generous rewards for their return. Secrecy was the 
byword for the fugitives. Nevertheless, Douglass wrote his 
autobiography revealing his past in detail. He provided par-
ticulars about the names and places of his owners, his birth-
place, and his work on farms and in Baltimore City.

After he published the Narrative in his late twenties, he 
knew he was in danger of being recaptured. In 1846, he was 
able to secure funds from British abolitionists to formally pur-
chase his freedom (at a cost of $711). Britain had passed the 
Slavery Abolition Act in 1833.

DOUGLASS AND CHRISTIANITY

A theme in the Narrative is Douglass’s assessment of the 
behavior of whites who called themselves Christians and 
yet taught their slaves about the Bible and the teachings 
of Jesus Christ. This was also a theme in many of his anti-
slavery speeches. Some preachers and owners tried to live 
out the teachings of the New Testament, but most simply 
took lines from the Bible out of context to justify slavery. 
Indeed, Douglass notes that the worst owners also seemed 
to be the most religious. He mentions the slave breaker 
who wanted to worship and sing with him during prayer 
meetings, and owners and overseers who were rich and 
pious but who whipped women until the blood ran from 
their bodies.

In highlighting the hypocrisy of those who would call 
themselves Christians, the Narrative reads as quite an anti- 
religious text. In the Appendix, however, Douglass attempts 
to distinguish between genuine and false Christians. In 
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doing this, he was probably trying to appease his sup-
porters, who were not plantation owners but city- dwelling 
Christians in the North- East. An excerpt from the Appendix 
gives both a sense of the oratorical style that made Doug-
lass famous, and his views on religion:

What I have said respecting and against religion, I mean 
strictly to apply to the slaveholding religion of this land, 
and with no possible reference to Christianity proper; for, 
between the Christianity of this land, and the Christian-
ity of Christ, I recognize the widest possible difference – 
so wide, that to receive the one as good, pure, and holy, 
is of necessity to reject the other as bad, corrupt, and 
wicked. To be the friend of the one, is of necessity to be 
the enemy of the other. I love the pure, peaceable, and 
impartial Christianity of Christ: I therefore hate the cor-
rupt, slaveholding, women- whipping, cradle- plundering, 
partial and hypocritical Christianity of this land.

LATER YEARS

During the fifty years following the publication of the Narra-
tive, Douglass was a forthright advocate for human rights, 
and not only of black people. He and Anna provided a tem-
porary home to hundreds of escaped slaves as part of the 
Underground Railroad. When slavery ended with the Thir-
teenth Amendment to the Constitution, he regularly spoke 
out for the civil and voting rights that became enshrined in 
the Fourteenth and Fifteenth Amendments.

In the 1840s, on the abolition circuit, Douglass found 
that female abolitionists were not allowed to speak out 
publicly. This led him to become an outspoken proponent 
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of women’s emancipation. He was the only man to attend 
the 1848 Seneca Falls Convention in New York for women’s 
rights, and told the audience that he could hardly agitate for 
black rights and keep quiet on female suffrage:

In this denial of the right to participate in government, not 
merely the degradation of woman and the perpetuation of 
a great injustice happens, but the maiming and repudia-
tion of one- half of the moral and intellectual power of the 
government of the world.

In 1882, after over forty years of marriage, Anna died. 
Before long, though, Douglass married a white woman suf-
fragist and abolitionist, Helen Pitts, who was about the age 
of his oldest daughter. Amid the controversy, Douglass said: 
“This proves I am impartial. My first wife was the color of 
my mother and the second, the color of my father.”

He was also an early campaigner for black children’s 
education, and against the racial segregation of education. 
In the Civil War, he argued that black Americans should be 
able to fight on the Union side.

After Rutherford B. Hayes became president in 1876, 
Douglass was appointed marshal to the District of Colum-
bia. It was the first ever Senate- approved posting of a high- 
level job to a black man and, although it involved few duties, 
provided a handsome stipend. In 1878, he was able to buy 
a 20- room home overlooking Washington D.C. “Cedar Hill” 
is now a federally run museum, the Frederick Douglass 
National Historic Site.


