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NARRATIVE OF THE LIFE OF FREDERICK
DOUGLASS, AN AMERICAN SLAVE

Our house stood within a few rods of the Chesapeake Bay, whose broad bosom was ever white with sails from every quarter of the habitable globe. Those beautiful vessels, robed in purest white, so delightful to the eye of freemen, were to me so many shrouded ghosts, to terrify and torment me with thoughts of my wretched condition. I have often, in the deep stillness of a summer’s Sabbath, stood all alone on the lofty banks of that noble bay, and traced, with saddened heart and tearful eye, the countless number of sails moving off to the mighty ocean. The sight of these always affected me powerfully. My thoughts would compel utterance; and there, with no audience but the Almighty, I would pour out my soul’s complaint, in my rude way, with an apostrophe to the moving multitude of ships:—

“You are lossed from your moorings, and are free; I am fast in my chains, and am a slave! You move merrily before the gentle gale, and I sadly before the bloody whip! You are freedom’s swift-winged angels, that fly around the world; I am confined in bands of iron! O that I were free!”



[image: ]




Published by
Dell Publishing
a division of
Random House, Inc.
1540 Broadway
New York, New York 10036

Introduction copyright © 1997 by Henry Louis Gates, Jr.

All rights reserved. No part of this book may be reproduced or transmitted in any form or by any means, electronic or mechanical, including photocopying, recording, or by any information storage and retrieval system, without the written permission of the Publisher, except where permitted by law.

The trademark Dell ® is registered in the U.S. Patent and Trademark Office.

eISBN: 978-0-307-76456-0

v3.1




Contents


Cover

Title Page

Copyright

Introduction

Preface



Chapter I

Chapter II

Chapter III

Chapter IV

Chapter V

Chapter VI

Chapter VII

Chapter VIII

Chapter IX

Chapter X

Chapter XI


Appendix

About the Author

Bibliography




 

Entered, according to Act of Congress,
in the year 1845,
By Frederick Douglass,
In the Clerk’s Office of the District Court
of Massachusetts.


 


“The Lives Grown Out of His Life”

this man, this Douglass, this former slave, this Negro
beaten to his knees, exiled, visioning a world
where none is lonely, none hunted, alien,
this man, superb in love and logic, this man
shall be remembered. Oh, not with statues’ rhetoric,
not with legends and poems and wreaths of bronze alone,
but with the lives grown out of his life, the lives
fleshing his dream of the beautiful, needful thing.

—Robert Hayden



Over one hundred and fifty years ago, Frederick Douglass, barely twenty-seven years old, published his first of three autobiographies, the classic slave narrative with the polemical title, Narrative of the Life of Frederick Douglass, An American Slave. Written by Himself. Douglass, by then a popular figure on the abolition lecture circuit, became, almost overnight, the most celebrated black author in history, replacing with his slender volume the eighteenth-century slave poet, Phyllis Wheatley, as the abolitionist icon of black genius.

By his death, over one hundred years ago, Douglass had long been the most famous Negro in the world. Almost from the very day he published his slave narrative, he had become known as the “Representative Colored Man of the United States,” a title Douglass wore proudly. Frederick Douglass was the first black “public intellectual,” to speak anachronistically, a phrase he would have found oxymoronic, since the public sphere was coterminous for Douglass with the life of the mind.

Lionized in the nineteenth century, Douglass has been canonized in the twentieth: rarely, if ever, has one of his autobiographies been out of print, unlike the work of that other perennial multicultural favorite, Zora Neale Hurston. No less than twelve editions of the Narrative appear in Books in Print, including an audio cassette. Despite the fact that he wrote only three books—all autobiographies—Nexis lists ninety-nine titles about his work, while the Modern Language Association’s Bibliography lists ninety-two. Douglass’s speeches have been edited by John W. Blassingame and published in six volumes. And in the centenary year of his death, conferences and symposia in his honor were being held everywhere from the Library of Congress to West Chester State University, exploring every aspect of Douglass’s complex lives from his role as an abolitionist and a newspaper publisher (he founded the North Star newspaper in Rochester in 1847, and he would remain in and out of journalism until 1874), a statesman (he was appointed minister and consul general to Haiti by Benjamin Harrison in 1889), and orator of wide renown and truly great distinction, from his first major speech on Nantucket Island in 1841 to his last major speech, “The Lessons of the Hour,” on the evils of lynching, delivered at the Metropolitan AME Church in Washington just a year before he died.

But it is as an author—not as a public figure—that Douglass may best be remembered, judging from his current Nexis listings. Douglass, moreover, is one of the very few black figures to have occasioned a steady flow of biography, from Booker T. Washington and Charles Chestnutt, at the turn of the century, to Waldo Martin, David Blight, and William McFeeley, more recently. Even W.E.B. Du Bois, Douglass’s true heir as public intellectual, given neither to magnanimity or sentimentality, was moved to write a poem in his honor on the night that he heard of Douglass’s death:


“Then Douglass passed—his massive form/still quivering at unrighted Wrong … Live, warm and wondrous memory, my Douglass, Live, all men do love Thee.”



Among the works in the black tradition written by African American men, few—if any—are more widely taught than is the Narrative of the Life of Frederick Douglass. Douglass’s slender volume remains invitingly readable, accommodating its rhetorical antitheses and chiasmus to a remarkable range of critical approaches. In two recently published essay collections, for instance, one edited by Eric Sundquist and the other by William Andrews, we can see clearly this wide readability of the Narrative. Essays collected here address subjects such as “The Masculine Ideal in Douglass’s ‘The Heroic Slave,’ ” counterbalanced by “Douglass and the Construction of the Feminine”; a Marxian meditation on “Douglass’s Seizure of the Dialectic” counters a deconstructive reading of Douglass’s “Language in Slavery.” I could go on, listing the ninety-nine titles yielded by my Nexis search. Douglass’s texts—particularly the Narrative of 1845 and, to a lesser extent, his second autobiography, My Bondage and My Freedom of 1855—have lent themselves readily to a multiplicity of critical approaches, ranging from feminist and Afrocentric, to New Historical and Deconstructive, to Psychoanalytic and Marxist. As recently as 1968, the historian James M. McPherson called Douglass “a key to our times.”

Many texts, of course, on lives, are openly readable in this way. That is, in part, what we mean when we call a work a “classic.” But Douglass’s uncanny capacity to mirror the American cultural unconscious has an extraordinarily long history, commencing in 1845 with the critical responses of his contemporaries to his Narrative. Margaret Fuller, a transcendentalist and the author of Women in the Nineteenth Century (1845) reviewed Douglass’s book in the New York Tribune, just two weeks after it was published. After noting that Douglass enjoyed the reputation of “an excellent speaker,” one “so affecting through the living voice,” she argues, he is “no less so from the printed page.” “Considered merely as narrative,” she writes, “we have never read one more simple, true, coherent, and warm with genuine feeling. It is an excellent piece of writing, and on that score to be prized as a specimen of the power of the Black Race, which prejudice persists in disputing.” Ephraim Peabody, pastor of King’s Chapel in Boston, said of Douglass in a review published in 1849, that “he has a natural and ready eloquence,… and a felicity of expression, which are possessed by few among the more cultivated, and which are surprising when we consider that it is but a few years since he was a slave.” (Douglass escaped from slavery on the eastern shore of Maryland, by train and boat, disguised as a sailor, in 1838.)

The Narrative was an overnight best-seller. Five thousand copies sold in four months. Between 1845 and 1847, it sold 11,000 copies, in nine editions. By 1860, it had sold 30,000 copies in Europe and America, including French and German editions. And what is perhaps most curious about the book’s phenomenal success is that it draws its power not primarily from lurid tales of rape and brutal beatings, but from its remarkable range of rhetorical figures, and its thematic strategy of linking freedom and literacy. Douglass’s autobiography is a writer’s life, the life of the imagination of the slave.

For Douglass, the will to power was the will to write. Nowhere else among the hundred odd slave narratives published by blacks between 1760 and 1865 was the proverbial “leap to freedom” so inextricably intertwined with literacy. Using a remarkable range of tropes—including chiasmus, irony, litotes, apostrophe, and antithesis—with an astonishing degree of comfort and mastery, Douglass takes his reader on a voyage through the valley of the shadow of the “social death” of slavery, a phrase coined by his contemporary black abolitionist, William Wells Brown, and revitalized recently by sociologist Orlando Patterson.

Douglass, who had purchased a copy of Caleb Bingham’s The Columbian Orator (1797) for fifty cents at a Baltimore bookstore while still a slave, read and imitated the rhetorical strategies of the speeches of such figures as Cato and Socrates, to Napoleon and George Washington. “Every opportunity I got, I used to read this book,” Douglass writes. Douglass describes with painstaking care just how he managed to learn to read and write, despite being forbidden to do so by his master, Hugh Auld, by tricking little white boys into printing new letters of the alphabet, then “copying the Italics in Webster’s Spelling Book,” and “writing in the spaces left in Master Thomas’s copy-book, copying what he had written.” The creative life of the slave commenced at the margins of discourse.

Literacy was, for Douglass, “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 very highly. From that moment, I understood the pathway from slavery to freedom.”

Douglass’s command of vocabulary, just seven years out of slavery, astonishes even by today’s standards. Words and phrases such as “vicious dissipation,” “stupor,” “natural elasticity,” “forte,” “discordant,” “lacerated,” “sagacity,” “conspicuous,” “the unconscious children,” “desolate,” “unutterable loathing,” “profligate dissipation,” “detestation,” “precepts,” “depravity” “horrid discord,” “impudent,” “cool and collected,” “subversion,” “uncensured,” “debasing homage,” “apparently incoherent,” “equipage”—how many Americans of any stripe could have used words such as these so effortlessly in Douglass’s day?

To this command of English and its rhetorical figures, Douglass adds a narrative technique that we might think of as the informant turned informer, the native as anthropologist, decoding the signs of an arbitrarily constructed universe. “He was not even a good imitator,” Douglass writes of one master. “He possessed all the disposition to deceive, but wanted the power.” In this world, the masters, so-called purveyors of culture, are in reality “human flesh-mongers,” “a band of successful robbers.” And the “barbaric” slaves are, in fact, sufferings of the sole signs of heroic human culture in a universe trapped in the embrace of evil. Nature did not create this world; human perversity did.

In Douglass’s Narrative, in other words, we encounter a dramatic testimony about the social construction of the world the planters made, from the slave himself. It is this aspect of his text—the critique of nature or biology as the determining factor in the shaping of social institutions—that draws so many postmodern scholars to Douglass’s text today. It is this aspect of Douglass’s work that has proven to be prescient, part of what Eric Sundquist calls the “protean character” of his writings, and what Alain Locke, in an introduction to a 1941 reprint of his Life and Times, called their “epical” status.

Douglass was preoccupied with this theme of the relation of nature to nurture. For example, a speech that Douglass delivered in 1854 affords an opportunity to consider him within the context of our recent debates about multiculturalism and cultural diversity, generally. I was thinking about this essay for another reason: I thought of it as I was preparing a short response to the racist implications of Charles Murray’s and Richard J. Hernstein’s spurious claims that blacks score lower on IQ tests because of unalterable, natural, genetic differences. It is natural that one would return to Douglass when thinking about the sordid history of attempts by Western pseudo-scientists to describe, ostensibly objectively, a set of observable differences, and then to ascribe to these differences—of customs, of culture, of “intelligence” as measured in an IQ test—the fixity and unalterability of nature itself. Douglass, of course, confronted this argument squarely in the first chapter of his 1845 Narrative, by charting “the World the Masters Made,” through a series of ostensibly fixed and unalterable binary oppositions, then critiquing or exploding these very oppositions by revealing them to be both arbitrary and conventional, socially constructed and not a part of the natural order.

He returned to this theme, and to this task, nine years later in an address he delivered at Western Reserve College on July 12, 1854, entitled “The Claims of the Negro, Ethnologically Considered.” Douglass begins by stating the urgency of the matter, insisting upon the inherently moral nature of scholarship.


The relation subsisting between the white and black people of this country is the vital question of the age. In the solution of this question, the scholars of America will have to take an important and controlling part. This is the moral battle field to which their country and their God now call them. In the eye of both, the neutral scholar is an ignoble man. Here, a man must be hot, or be accounted cold, or, perchance, something worse than cold. The lukewarm and the cowardly, will be rejected.



Douglass then sets out to establish, first, that “the Negro is a Man”; second, that human beings of all sorts and shapes constitute one species, a unified human community; third, that the ancient Egyptians—“the grandest of all nations of antiquity, the builders of the pyramids,” as Douglass puts it, underscoring his words—bear “a direct relationship” to “the Negro race”; and finally, that “the people of Africa are, probably, one people.”

I cannot do justice here to Douglass’s carefully argued refutation of the claim, as he puts it, that “the African [is] not only an inferior race, but a distinct species, naturally and originally different from the rest of mankind,” placing him “nearer to the brute than to man.” “I feel myself somewhat on trial,” Douglass confesses early on, attesting to the sense of urgency that scholarship—and the refutation of racist claims about the role of nature—has had for black scholars since the eighteenth century.

Indeed, I believe that Douglass’s 1854 address marks one of the very early foundational gestures in the field of what we now call “African American Studies,” because it identifies the pivotal areas into which so much of our scholarly efforts, wittingly or unwittingly, have tended to fall in the century and a half since.

What are these areas? The first is the demonstration that persons of African descent, of all things, are human beings, because we possess reason, and have mastered its two prime vehicles or conduits, speech and writing. The second, as I have said, is that, despite apparent differences of tradition and culture, the human community is fundamentally united. Of this Douglass writes:


It is somewhat remarkable, that, at a time when knowledge is so generally diffused, when the geography of the world is so well understood—when time and space, in the intercourse of nations, are almost annihilated—when oceans have become bridges—the earth a magnificent hall—the hollow sky a dome—under which a common humanity can meet in friendly conclave—when nationalities are being swallowed up—and the ends of the earth brought together—I say it is remarkable—nay, it is strange that there should arise a phalanx of learned men—speaking in the name of science—to forbid the magnificent reunion of mankind in one brotherhood. A mortifying proof is here given, that the moral growth of a nation, or an age, does not always keep pace with the increase of knowledge, and suggests the necessity of means to increase human love with human learning.



Douglass’s third point is that differences in performance, such as, let’s say the results of an IQ test which are traceable to environmental causes, are imputed by racist reasoning, to natural causes.

Douglass continues:


The temptation therefore to read the Negro out of the human family is exceedingly strong, and may account somewhat for the repeated attempts on the part of Southern pretenders to science, to cast a doubt over the Scriptural account of the origin of mankind. If the origin and motives of most works, opposing the doctrine of the unity of the human race, could be ascertained, it may be doubted whether one such work could boast an honest parentage. Pride and selfishness, combined with mental power, never want for a theory to justify them—and when men oppress their fellow-men, the oppressor ever finds, in the character of the oppressed, a full justification for his oppression. Ignorance and depravity, and the inability to rise from degradation to civilization and respectability, are the most usual allegations against the oppressed. The evils most fostered by slavery and oppression are precisely those which slaveholders and oppressors would transfer from their system to the inherent character of their victims. Thus the very crimes of slavery become slavery’s best defence. By making the enslaved a character fit only for slavery, they excuse themselves for refusing to make the slave a freeman.



Douglass here maintains, crucially, that it is environment, not genetics that accounts for the specificity of the world’s great civilizations—their “different methods of culture, different moral, political, and religious institutions,” their “moral, physical, and intellectual capacities”—in short, the sort of work that has become a central component of what we commonly call “multiculturalism” today. We must do so, Douglass maintains, anticipating the Balkanization arguments of scholars such as Arthur Schlesinger or William Bennett, not to stake a claim for the existence of “natural differences” but to argue for “the instinctive consciousness of the common brotherhood of man.”

Accordingly, while scholarship (Douglas predicts), will eventually reveal the underlying commonality of black African cultures, it will do so in order to demonstrate African culture’s contribution to the store of a world civilization, rather than to argue for the opposite conclusion—that African culture is a thing apart, fissured from the rest, a body of knowledge only to be approached by other Africans:


If it shall be found, that the people of Africa have an African character, as general, as well defined, and as distinct, as have the people of Europe, or the people of Asia, the exceptional differences among them afford no ground for supposing a difference of race; but, on the contrary, it will be inferred that the people of Africa constitute one great branch of the human family, whose origin may be as properly referred to the families of Noah, as can be any other branch of the human family, from whom they differ.



The ultimate proof of both the intellectual potential of the African, and the central role of the black African culture has played in the shaping of Western civilization, he argues, is what he calls the “near relationship between the present enslaved and degraded Negroes, and the ancient highly civilized and wonderfully endowed Egyptians.”

Not only do the humanities as they have evolved in the West turn out to have a black African foundation, Douglass argues, but America does as well. American culture he writes prophetically, coining a metaphor that would become central to our culture wars a century and a half later—American culture is itself a “Mosaic”:


Dr. James McCune Smith, himself a colored man, a gentleman and scholar, alleges—and not without excellent reason—that this, our own great nation, so distinguished for industry and enterprise, is largely indebted to its composite character.… (even England, that) most terrible nation which now threatens the peace of the world, to make its will the law of Europe, is a Grand piece of Mosaic work, in which almost every nation has its characteristic feature, from the wild Tartar to the refined Pole.



Douglass ends by challenging “the Scholars of the country,” as he puts it, to accept the burden of their roles if not exactly as social engineers, then as those whose work is central in the shaping of public policy in this country, policy that has enormous moral implications.


Now, whether this population shall, by Freedom, Industry, Virtue and Intelligence, be made a blessing to the country and the world, or whether their multiplied wrongs shall kindle the vengeance of an offended God, will depend upon the conduct of no class of men so much as upon the Scholars of the country. Born, as I was, in obscurity, a stranger to the halls of learning, environed by ignorance, degradation, and their concomitants, from birth to manhood, I do not feel at liberty to mark out, with any degree of confidence, or dogmatism, what is the precise vocation of the Scholar. Yet, this I can say, as a denizen of the world, and a citizen of a country rolling in the sin and shame of Slavery, the most flagrant and scandalous that ever saw the sun, “Whatsoever things are true, whatsoever things are honest, whatsoever things are just, whatsoever things are pure, whatsoever things are lovely, whatsoever things are of good report, if there be any virtue, and if there be any praise, think on these things.”



Douglass published three autobiographies; ever more exuberant about himself and his work, he expanded his account of his life in three ever-growing texts published between 1845 and 1892. These variations reveal startling inconsistencies. Douglass’s memory, on the one hand, was sometimes faulty, as David Blight points out in his detailed notes to his edition of the Narrative. But Douglass willfully altered significant personal details, including the identities of his mother and father, as Peter Walker makes clear, even reducing by 1881 his knowledge of his father to “nothing,” whereas he assures us again and again in 1845 that “my mother was my father.” Douglass’s texts also contain astonishing gaps and silences, the most serious of which is about his relation to his first wife, Anna, a free black woman who helped him to escape slavery, whom he met as equal members of a black “Improvement Society” in Baltimore.

Despite the remarkable number of biographies about Douglass, most have remained faithful to Douglass’s renderings of his life, as if caught in the vise of the power of Douglass’s rhetoric. (No one, for example, even noticed Douglass’s revisions of his descriptions of his parents until Walker analyzed them in 1979.) And almost no one has even begun to understand Douglass’s personal life, including his relation to his first wife, Anna, and to his second wife, Helen Pitts, twenty-one years his junior, a white graduate of Mount Holyoke and his former secretary, whom he married in 1884.

Douglass tells us almost nothing about Anna, despite the fact that she provided the funds for him to purchase his ticket during his successful escape attempt. Anna also worked as a domestic while Douglass lectured abroad for a year, supporting the family with her wages. Our understanding of Douglass’s personal life—long treated gingerly, if at all, by his biographers—is about to be expanded dramatically by the work of Maria Diedrich, a German professor, who has recently made a major discovery about Douglass’s relation to Ottilie Assing, a German journalist whose father was (a surgeon) “of Jewish descent.” According to Diedrich, the Chairperson of the Department of English at the University of Munster, Douglass and Assing had a passionate affair for twenty-five years, from 1856 (when she traveled to Rochester to interview him, having just read My Bondage and My Freedom) to 1881, when she returned to Germany. (Assing translated the book into German and wrote an enthusiastic introduction.) After Douglass’s wife, Anna, died in 1882, he married Helen Pitts, in January 1884. Disappointed and distraught, Assing spent months “roving aimlessly all over Europe” and then on August 21, 1884, committed suicide in Paris. William McFeeley, Douglass’s most recent biographer describes her death this way: “On August 21, 1884, Ottilie Assing dressed carefully in a monogrammed blouse and skirt, put on her hat, dropped her key, a brooch with a picture inside, and a bit of money into her red leather wallet, and left her Paris hotel. Walking in the Bois de Boulogne, she stopped to pick a leaf from an oak tree and carefully put it into her purse; shortly, from the same purse, she took out a container of poison and swallowed its contents.” “In her will, dated November 9, 1875,” Diedrich writes, “she established a $13,000 trust fund, the income of which was to go to Douglass,” along with her library. Despite the curious nature of these events, scholars have remained dubious about the depth of their relationship: “How soon—and, indeed, whether—their friendship led to a sexual relationship,” McFeeley writes, “is impossible to determine.”

Ottilie Assing is the Sally Hemings in Frederick Douglass’s closet. The difference between Jefferson and Douglass, however, is that a scholar now has the evidence that establishes that relationship definitively. Diedrich bases her conclusions on a cache of ninety-one letters—“written in difficult old German handwriting”—that Ottilie wrote to her sister, Ludmilla, between 1865 and 1877. “In these letters, Ottilie Assing makes no attempt to disguise her relationship with Frederick Douglass,” Diedrich writes. “Portraying herself as Douglass’s ‘natural’ wife of long standing, she writes about this relationship [to her sister] as one sexually experienced woman to another.” The letters were originally part of the Varnhagen Papers in Berlin, which the Nazis used “to prove the Jewish lineage of German intellectuals,” Diedrich writes. Hidden by the Nazis near the end of the war on a farm in Schlesingia, the papers were found by the Russians and donated to the Jagiellonian Library in Krakow. (“The material was rediscovered,” Diedrich writes, “only when the Iron Curtain came down.”) Assing’s relationship to Douglass was also documented by the Prussian secret service, eager to record the movements of the radical German intelligentsia after the revolution of 1848. These materials are housed at the Staatsbibliothek zu Berlin—Preussischer Kulturbesitz.

Diedrich notes that Assing spent “all her summers with Douglass,” first in his home at Rochester and later in his home in Washington. Douglass, for his part, visited her home in Hoboken frequently, “sometimes spending weeks living with her in the boarding house where she rented two rooms.” Most remarkable of all, Diedrich writes, “they openly moved as lovers in an elaborate social circle, entertaining friends in her home, visiting with them, attending dances, lectures, and theatre productions together. For their acquaintances, their relationship was no secret.”

I wonder if Douglass could possibly have imagined that he, even if only through his relationship with Assing, was the object of scrutiny not by Southern racists, but by the Prussian secret service! Somehow, I doubt it. (Would that they had kept tabs on Thomas Jefferson in Paris.) But Maria Diedrich’s research, once published, will unveil the private life of an African American in far more detail than we are accustomed to; Douglass’s private life is about to become public in a way rarely encountered in black culture. As a result, Douglass’s “protean character” emerges as far more complex and multidimensional than the standard cardboard heroes that far too many biographies of black figures have sought to draw. Despite recent exceptions such as Arnold Rampersad’s Life of Langston Hughes and David Levering Lewis’s W.E.B. Du Bois, we still know surprisingly little about the human choices black leaders made behind the veil of race. This lifting of the veil of privacy is an important development in our attempts to recreate the African American past in all of its complexity.

Henry Louis Gates, Jr.


PREFACE

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 manacled 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 character, 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 slumbering 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 emotion 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 beginning 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 chattel 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 embarrassment, 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 hope and admiration, I rose, and declared that PATRICK HENRY, of revolutionary 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 self-emancipated 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 thunder-tones—“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 determination, 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 therefore 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 agitating 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 gentleness 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 knowledge of God,” that he may be increasingly serviceable in the cause of bleeding humanity, 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 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 opportunity to attain to the highest point of human excellence.

It may, perhaps, be fairly questioned, whether any other portion of the population 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 specious 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 opportunities 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 nothing 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 DOUGLASS, 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 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 incomparably 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, reasoned, 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 signal have been his deliverance and preservation in the midst of a nation of pitiless enemies!

This Narrative contains many affecting incidents, many passages of great eloquence 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 Untied 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 cruelties 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 enormous 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 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 necessarily 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 ownership 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 disproved, 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 plantation, 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 investigation. The Baltimore American, of March 17, 1845, relates a similar case of atrocity, perpetrated with similar impunity—as follows:—“Shooting a Slave.—We learn, upon the authority of a letter from Charles county, Maryland, received by a gentleman 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, returning, 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 person 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 creation. 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 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 faithful, be vigilant, be untiring in your efforts to break every yoked, 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.
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