
Selection from Frederick Douglass, Narrative of the Life of Frederick 
Douglass, An American Slave 

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 concerning my own was a source of unhappiness to me even during 
childhood. The white children could tell their ages. I could not tell why I ought to be deprived of 
the same privilege. I was not allowed to make any inquiries of my master 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 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 mothers; and this is done too obviously to administer to their 
own lusts, and make a gratification 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 relation of master and father. 

        I know of such cases; and it is worthy of remark that such slaves invariably suffer 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 showing to his mulatto children favors which he 
withholds from his black slaves. The master 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 complexion 
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…. 

I have had two masters. My first master's name was Anthony. I do not remember his first 
name. He was generally called Captain Anthony--a title which, I presume, he acquired by sailing 
a craft on the Chesapeake Bay. He was not considered 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 cruelty, and would threaten to whip him if he did not mind himself. Master, 
however, was not a humane slaveholder. It required extraordinary barbarity on the part of an 
overseer to affect him. He was a cruel man, hardened by a long life of 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 remember 
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 spectacle. 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, generally called Lloyd's Ned. Why master was so careful of her, may be safely left 
to conjecture. 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 sleeves, be 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….. 

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 application 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 impudent or 
unmannerly for a slave to look her in the face. The meanest slave was put fully at ease in her 
presence, and none left without feeling better for having seen her. Her face was made of 
heavenly smiles, and her voice of tranquil music. 

        But, alas! this kind heart had but a short time to remain such. The fatal poison of 
irresponsible power was already in her hands, and soon 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 commenced to teach 
me the A, B, C. After I had learned this, she assisted me in learning to spell words of three or 
four letters. Just at this point of my progress, Mr. Auld found out what was going on, and at once 



forbade Mrs. Auld to instruct me further, telling her, among other things, that it was unlawful, as 
well as unsafe, to teach a slave to read. To use his own words, further, he said, "If you give a 
nigger an inch, he will take an ell. A nigger should know nothing but to obey his master--to do as 
he is told to do. Learning would spoil the best nigger in the world. Now," said he, "if you teach 
that nigger (speaking of myself) 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. 
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 perplexing 
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 aid of my kind mistress, I was gladdened by the invaluable 
instruction which, by the merest accident, I had gained from my master. Though conscious of 
the difficulty of learning without a teacher, I set out with high hope, and a fixed purpose, at 
whatever cost of trouble, to learn how to read. The very decided manner with which he spoke, 
and strove to impress his wife with the evil consequences of giving me instruction, served to 
convince me that he was deeply sensible of the truths he was uttering. It gave me the best 
assurance that I might rely with the utmost confidence on the results which, he said, would flow 
from teaching 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 diligently sought; and the argument which he so warmly urged, against my learning 
to read, only served to inspire me with a desire and determination to learn. In learning to read, I 
owe almost as much to the bitter opposition of my master, as to the kindly aid of my mistress. I 
acknowledge the benefit of both…. 

In a few weeks after I went to Baltimore, Master Hugh hired me to Mr. William Gardner, 
an extensive ship-builder, on Fell's Point. I was put there to learn how to calk. It, however, 
proved a very unfavorable place for the accomplishment of this object. Mr. Gardner was 
engaged that spring in building two large man-of-war brigs, professedly for the Mexican 
government. The vessels were to be launched in the July of that year, and in failure thereof, Mr. 
Gardner was to lose a considerable sum; so that when I entered, all was hurry. There was no 
time to learn any thing. Every man had to do that which he knew how to do. In entering the ship-
yard, my orders from Mr. Gardner were, to do whatever the carpenters commanded me to do. 
This was placing me at the beck and call of about seventy-five men. I was to regard all these as 
masters. Their word was to be my law. My situation was a most trying one. At times I needed a 
dozen pair of hands. I was called a dozen ways in the space of a single minute. Three or four 
voices would strike my ear at the same moment. It was--"Fred., come help me to cant this 
timber here."--"Fred., come carry this timber yonder."--"Fred., bring that roller here."--"Fred., go 
get a fresh can of water."-- "Fred., come help saw off the end of this timber."-- "Fred., go quick, 
and get the crowbar."--"Fred., hold on the end of this fall."--"Fred., go to the blacksmith's shop, 
and get a new punch."--"Hurra, Fred.! run and bring me a cold chisel."--"I say, Fred., bear a 
hand, and get up a fire as quick as lightning under that steam-box."--"Halloo, nigger! come, turn 
this grindstone."--"Come, come! move, move! and bowse this timber forward."--"I say, darky, 
blast your eyes, why don't you heat up some pitch?"-- "Halloo! halloo! halloo!" (Three voices at 
the same time.) "Come here!--Go there!--Hold on where you are! Damn you, if you move, I'll 
knock your brains out!" 



        This was my school for eight months; and I might have remained there longer, but for a 
most horrid fight I had with four of the white apprentices, in which my left eye was nearly 
knocked out, and I was horribly mangled in other respects. The facts in the case were these: 
Until a very little while after I went there, white and black ship-carpenters worked side by side, 
and no one seemed to see any impropriety in it. All hands seemed to be very well satisfied. 
Many of the black carpenters were freemen. Things seemed to be going on very well. All at 
once, the white carpenters knocked off, and said they would not work with free colored 
workmen. Their reason for this, as alleged, was, that if free colored carpenters were 
encouraged, they would soon take the trade into their own hands, and poor white men would be 
thrown out of employment. They therefore felt called upon at once to put a stop to it. And, taking 
advantage of Mr. Gardner's necessities, they broke off, swearing they would work no longer, 
unless he would discharge his black carpenters. Now, though this did not extend to me in form, 
it did reach me in fact. My fellow-apprentices very soon began to feel it degrading to them to 
work with me. They began to put on airs, and talk about the "niggers" taking the country, saying 
we all ought to be killed; and, being encouraged by the journeymen, they commenced making 
my condition as hard as they could, by hectoring me around, and sometimes striking me. I, of 
course, kept the vow I made after the fight with Mr. Covey, and struck back again, regardless of 
consequences; and while I kept them from combining, I succeeded very well; for I could whip 
the whole of them, taking them separately. They, however, at length combined, and came upon 
me, armed with sticks, stones, and heavy handspikes. One came in front with a half brick. There 
was one at each side of me, and one behind me. While I was attending to those in front, and on 
either side, the one behind ran up with the handspike, and struck me a heavy blow upon the 
head. It stunned me. I fell, and with this they all ran upon me, and fell to beating me with their 
fists. I let them lay on for a while, gathering strength. In an instant, I gave a sudden surge, and 
rose to my hands and knees. Just as I did that, one of their number gave me, with his heavy 
boot, a powerful kick in the left eye. My eyeball seemed to have burst. When they saw my eye 
closed, and badly swollen, they left me. With this I seized the handspike, and for a time pursued 
them. But here the carpenters interfered, and I thought I might as well give it up. It was 
impossible to stand my hand against so many. All this took place in sight of not less than fifty 
white ship-carpenters, and not one interposed a friendly word; but some cried, "Kill the damned 
nigger! Kill him! kill him! He struck a white person." I found my only chance for life was in flight. I 
succeeded in getting away without an additional blow, and barely so; for to strike a white man is 
death by Lynch law,--and that was the law in Mr. Gardner's ship-yard; nor is there much of any 
other out of Mr. Gardner's ship-yard. 

 

 

 
 


