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Additional Praise for Frederick Douglass

“In this stunning biography, David Blight takes on the question that Frederick Douglass sought to answer all his life: How did a runaway slave transform himself into an internationally famous abolitionist, orator, journalist, and diplomat? Astonishing in its breadth and depth, and told with exceptional sensitivity, this account of an epic life that intersected with black freedom and violent white backlash is also a story of rage and forgiveness, loneliness and charisma, bitter discouragement and fervent faith. All the way through this soaring, page-turning book, the piercing wisdom of the extraordinary Douglass echoes and endures into our own troubled century.”

—Martha Hodes, author of Mourning Lincoln

“David Blight’s magnificent book bares the radical fury and inner dilemmas that drove one of the greatest American lives. No scholar has known Frederick Douglass better, or written about him with such emotional as well as historical acuity. It is a biography truly worthy of its eloquent, conflicted, elusive, and heroic subject.”

—Sean Wilentz, George Henry Davis 1886 Professor of American History, Princeton University, and author of The Rise of American Democracy: Jefferson to Lincoln

“David Blight’s career-long fascination with Frederick Douglass has finally given historians the definitive biography of one of America’s leading prophets of freedom. Blight’s work not only humanizes Douglass, it also reframes our understanding of the nineteenth century through the lens of the life of Frederick Douglass.”

—Lonnie G. Bunch III, Director, National Museum of African American History and Culture

“David Blight’s beautifully written Frederick Douglass uses previously unplumbed archives to give us the deepest portrait yet of one of America’s greatest intellectuals. The radical thinker and revolutionary is revealed here in all his complexity by a gifted and learned historian with an ear for Douglass’s oracular voice and an eye for the tragedies of nineteenth-century America. This is a biography worthy of the man.”

—Wendy Warren, author of New England Bound: Slavery and Colonization in Early America

“Good historians make the best biographers. David Blight, one of our finest historians, has skillfully placed Frederick Douglass into his time and place and given us a psychologically penetrating portrait enriched by new details grounded in thorough research. This is the best biography of Douglass ever written, the one Douglass has long deserved.”

—James Oakes, author of The Radical and the Republican: Frederick Douglass, Abraham Lincoln, and the Triumph of Antislavery Politics

“Never before has Frederick Douglass’s life been portrayed with such scope and authority. The whole arc is here—his endurance of and escape from slavery, his experience of quasi-freedom in the North, his shifting views of how abolition might be achieved, and, after the war was won, his keen awareness that the struggle for full freedom was far from over. David Blight’s probing biography will be indispensable for anyone hoping to understand this towering figure in the central drama of American history.”

—Andrew Delbanco, Alexander Hamilton Professor of American Studies, Columbia University, and author of The War Before the War: Fugitive Slaves and the Struggle for America’s Soul from the Revolution to the Civil War

“There is hardly a more important and symbolic figure in America’s never-ending struggle to get the universal rights we proclaimed at our founding. With his characteristic brilliance, David Blight brings Frederick Douglass to life; no longer is he merely a player in the drama of Afro-American liberation, but the avatar of all of our aspirations and dreams for a truly equal society.”

—Ken Burns
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There is a prophet within us, forever whispering that behind the seen lies the immeasurable unseen.

—FREDERICK DOUGLASS, 1862



INTRODUCTION


Behold, I have put my words in your mouth . . .

to pluck up and to break down,

to destroy and to overthrow,

to build and to plant.

—JEREMIAH 1:9–10

In his speech at the dedication of the National Museum of African American History and Culture in Washington, DC, September 24, 2016, President Barack Obama delivered what he termed a “clear-eyed view” of a tragic and triumphant history of black Americans in the United States. He spoke of a history that is central to the larger American story, one that is both contradictory and extraordinary. He likened the African American experience to the infinite depths of Shakespeare and Scripture. The “embrace of truth as best we can know it,” said the president, is “where real patriotism lies.” Naming some of the major pivots of the country’s past, Obama wrapped his central theme in a remarkable sentence about the Civil War era: “We’ve buttoned up our Union blues to join the fight for our freedom, we’ve railed against injustice for decade upon decade, a lifetime of struggle and progress and enlightenment that we see etched in Frederick Douglass’s mighty leonine gaze.”1

How Americans react to Douglass’s gaze, indeed how we gaze back at his visage, and more important, how we read him, appropriate him, or engage his legacies, informs how we use our past to determine who we are. Douglass’s life and writing emerge from nearly the full scope of the nineteenth century, representative of the best and the worst in the American spirit. Douglass constantly probed the ironies of America’s contradictions over slavery and race; few Americans used Shakespeare and the Bible to comprehend his story and that of his people as much as Douglass; and there may be no better example of an American radical patriot than the slave who became a lyrical prophet of freedom, natural rights, and human equality. Obama channeled Douglass in his dedication speech; knowingly or not, so do many people today.

Born Frederick Augustus Washington Bailey, a slave, in Talbot County, Maryland, in February 1818, the future Frederick Douglass was the son of Harriet Bailey, one of five daughters of Betsy Bailey, and with some likelihood his mother’s white owner. He saw his mother for the last time in 1825, though he hardly knew her. She died the following year. Douglass lived twenty years as a slave and nearly nine years as a fugitive slave subject to recapture. From the 1840s to his death in 1895 he attained international fame as an abolitionist, editor, orator of almost unparalleled stature, and the author of three autobiographies that are classics of the genre. As a public man he began his abolitionist career two decades before America would divide and fight a civil war over slavery that he openly welcomed. Douglass was born in a backwater of the slave society of the South just as steamboats appeared in bays and on American rivers, and before the telegraph, the railroad, and the rotary press changed human mobility and consciousness. He died after the emergence of electric lights, the telephone, and the invention of the phonograph. The renowned orator and traveler loved and used most of these elements of modernity and technology.

Douglass was the most photographed American of the nineteenth century, explained in this book and especially by the intrepid research of three other scholars I rely upon.2 Although it can never really be measured, he may also have been, along with Mark Twain, the most widely traveled American public figure of his century. By the 1890s, in sheer miles and countless numbers of speeches, he had few rivals as a lecturer in the golden age of oratory. It is likely that more Americans heard Douglass speak than any other public figure of his times. Indeed, to see or hear Douglass became a kind of wonder of the American world. He struggled as well, with the pleasures and perils of fame as much as anyone else in his century, with the possible exceptions of General Ulysses S. Grant or P. T. Barnum. Douglass’s dilemma with fame was a matter of decades, not merely of moments, and fraught with racism.

The orator and writer lived to see and interpret black emancipation, to work actively for women’s rights long before they were achieved, to realize the civil rights triumphs and tragedies of Reconstruction, and to witness and contribute to America’s economic and international expansion in the Gilded Age. He lived to the age of lynching and Jim Crow laws, when America collapsed into retreat from the very victories and revolutions in race relations he had helped to win. He played a pivotal role in America’s Second Founding out of the apocalypse of the Civil War, and he very much wished to see himself as a founder and a defender of the Second American Republic.

In one lifetime of antislavery, literary, and political activism Douglass was many things, and this set of apparent paradoxes make his story so attractive to biographers, as well as to so many constituencies today. He was a radical thinker and a proponent of classic nineteenth-century political liberalism; at different times he hated and loved his country; he was a ferocious critic of the United States and all of its hypocrisies, but also, after emancipation, became a government bureaucrat, a diplomat, and a voice for territorial expansion; he strongly believed in self-reliance and demanded an activist-interventionist government at all levels to free slaves, defeat the Confederacy, and protect black citizens against terror and discrimination. Douglass was a serious constitutional thinker, and few Americans have ever analyzed race with more poignancy and nuance than this mostly self-taught genius with words. He was a radical editor, writer, and activist, informed by a hard-earned pragmatism. Douglass was Jim-Crowed more times than he could count, but loved the Declaration of Independence, the natural-rights tradition, and especially the reinvented US Constitution fashioned in Reconstruction. He fought against mob violence, but believed in certain kinds of revolutionary violence. In his own career he heroically tried to forge a livelihood with his voice and pen, but fundamentally was not a self-made man, an image and symbol he touted in a famous speech, and through which modern conservatives have adopted him as a proponent of individualism. He truly believed women were equal and ought to have all fundamental rights, but he conducted his personal life sometimes as a patriarch in a difficult marriage and while overseeing a large, often dysfunctional extended family.

Context and timing are often all. As James Baldwin wrote in 1948, casting sentiment and celebration aside, “Frederick Douglass was first of all a man—honest within the limitations of his character and his time, quite frequently misguided, sometimes pompous, gifted but not always a hero, and no saint at all.” Baldwin’s unabashed bluntness is a good place for a biographer to begin to make judgments from the sources. But so are the interpretations of a very different writer, the former neoconservative turned neoliberal journalist and political theorist Michael Lind. In 1995 Lind rejected both a leftist multiculturalism and a conservative self-help individualism and called for a “new nationalism,” which he termed a “multiracial/mixed race Trans-America,” with Douglass as the model. Telescoping the orator though time, Lind called Douglass “the greatest American of all time.”

Indeed the old fugitive slave has become in the early twenty-first century a malleable figure adopted by all elements in the political spectrum, not least by current Republicans, who have claimed Douglass—quite ahistorically—as their own by elevating a single feature of his thought, black self-reliance, at the expense of his enduring radicalism. At the unveiling ceremony of the statue of Douglass in the US Capitol in 2013, chosen by the District of Columbia as one of the two representatives to which each state, and the District, are entitled, congressional Republicans walked around proudly sporting large buttons that read FREDERICK DOUGLASS WAS A REPUBLICAN.3 Douglass descendants present, as well as some of us scholars with, shall we say, different training and research, smiled and endured. Whose Douglass? is a modern question rife with meaning.

This book seeks Douglass’s complexity in all its forms, but never sidesteps his essential radicalism in a search for heroes we can hold dear and in common. Douglass was and is a hero; he has been all but adopted as a national figure in Ireland, Scotland, and Britain. His Narrative is read all over the world. He has appeared in countless murals, satirical political cartoons, twenty-first-century works of fiction, in paintings, and in a great deal of poetry. The sheer complexity of his thought and life makes him an icon held in some degree of commonality. He was brilliant, courageous, and possessed a truly uncommon endurance. He wrote many words that will last forever. His literary genius ranks with that of many of America’s greatest writers of his century. But he was also vain, arrogant at times, and hypersensitive to slights. He did not take well to rivals who challenged his position as the greatest spokesman of his race, although he also mentored many younger black writers and leaders. He liked being on a pedestal and did not intend to get knocked off. Douglass was thoroughly and beautifully human.

Above all, Douglass is remembered most for telling his personal story—the slave who willed his own freedom, mastered the master’s language, saw to the core of the meaning of slavery, both for individuals and for the nation, and then captured the multiple meanings of freedom—as idea and reality, of mind and body—as perhaps no one else ever has in America.

•  •  •

This book exists because of my lifetime interest in Douglass. But I would not have written it had I not encountered the extraordinary private collection of Douglass material owned by Walter O. Evans of Savannah, Georgia. The Evans collection, cited so many times in my notes, makes possible many new insights into the final third of Douglass’s life. The younger Douglass—the heroic escaped slave and emerging abolitionist—is better known, in part because of the author’s first two autobiographies. The older Douglass, from Reconstruction to the end of his life in 1895, has never been so accessible or rendered so fascinating and complicated as in the Evans collection. This biography is, I hope, the fullest account ever written of the last third of Douglass’s complex and epic life.

Several primary themes inform and give texture to my portrait of Douglass. Douglass was a man of words; spoken and written language was the only major weapon of protest, persuasion, or power that he ever possessed. Throughout I try to demonstrate the origins and growth of this man’s amazing facility to find the words to explain America’s racial condition as well as the human condition. In one way, this book is the biography of a voice.

The autobiographies are themselves a major theme of the book. Douglass wrote and rewrote his life in three remarkable autobiographies; all Douglass scholars are deeply dependent upon them. But the first major problem in writing Douglass’s biography is that the subject himself is in the way. The three narratives, over twelve hundred pages in all, are infinitely rich as sources of his traumatic youth and his public life of more than fifty years. In the memoirs he is a self-made hero who leaves a great deal unsaid, hidden from his readers and his biographers. Douglass invited us into his life over and over, and it is a rich literary and historical feast to read the music of Douglass’s words. But as he sits majestically at the head of the table, it is as if he slips out of the room right when we so wish to know more—anything—about his more private thoughts, motivations, and memories of the many conflicts in his personal life. Confronting the autobiographer in Douglass is both a pleasure and a peril as his biographer.

Another guiding theme is Douglass’s deep grounding in the Bible, especially the Old Testament. From his earliest speeches on the abolition circuit, through his political emergence in the 1850s, in his stunning orations and editorials about the Civil War as an apocalyptic break in history somehow under God’s intervention, to his nearly endless postwar lecture tours, Douglass rooted his own story and especially the story of African Americans in the oldest and most powerful stories of the Hebrew prophets. In America the people had turned from or never embraced their creeds or their God; the American Jerusalem, its temples and its horrid system of slavery, had to be destroyed; the nation had to face exile or extinction and bloody retribution; and only then could the people and the nation experience renewal, reinvention, and a possible new history. Douglass was a living prophet of an American destruction, exile, war for its existence, and redemption. Jeremiah and Isaiah, as well as other prophets, were his guides; they gave him story, metaphor, resolve, and ancient wisdom in order to deliver his ferocious critique of slavery and his country before emancipation, and then his strained but hopeful narrative of its future after 1865.

It is easy to call Douglass a prophet; this book attempts to show how he merits that lofty title. “The prophet is human,” wrote the great Jewish theologian Abraham Heschel, “yet he employs notes one octave too high for our ears. He experiences moments that defy our understanding. He is neither ‘a singing saint’ nor ‘a moralizing poet,’ but an assaulter of the mind. Often his words begin to burn where conscience ends.”4 Careful readers of Douglass will at times stop on passages that make them shudder or melt in recognition, as their minds are assaulted or perhaps uplifted. This book attempts to demonstrate how Douglass came by his King James cadences, as well as how he used biblical story to break down and rebuild, as Jeremiah recollected his own charge, an American world. Douglass succeeded and failed, as did the prophets of old.

From the middle of his turbulent life on, a primary theme of the book is how Douglass moved along crooked paths from a radical outsider, through time and transcendent events, to a political insider. During the greatest pivot of American history—the Civil War era—this man of language reaped great change to transform from a radical abolitionist into a Republican Party functionary. These changes are historical, inextricably linked to events and time, not merely a matter of moral growth or decline; and they provide a model for many other leaders, particularly African American, who have undergone the same process in the 150 years since. The outsider-to-insider story especially animates the second half of the book, and it caused one of Douglass’s most challenging psychic dilemmas. He repeatedly faced the question of how uncompromising radicalism could mix with a learned pragmatism to try to influence real power, to determine how to condemn the princes and their laws but also influence and eventually join them.

Another theme that drives this book is the turbulent relationship of Douglass’s public and private lives. Throughout I try to keep a balance between these two registers of any person’s story. In Douglass’s case, he married twice, first to Anna Murray Douglass, a black woman born free in Maryland who remained largely illiterate but the center of his home life through many dislocations for forty-four years, and second to Helen Pitts Douglass, a highly educated white woman twenty years his junior and a remarkably compatible companion during his final decade. Douglass sustained important friendships with two white European women, Julia Griffiths from England and Ottilie Assing from Germany, both of whom became extremely important influences of differing kinds in his life. Most important, though, Douglass and Anna had five children, four of whom lived into adulthood. Among them they produced twenty-one grandchildren for the Douglasses. During the last quarter or so of the famous man’s life, this extended family, which came to include even some fictive kin and a variety of protégés, became financially and often emotionally dependent on the patriarch of a clan often in conflict with itself. Douglass sustained backbreaking and health-threatening lecture tours in his older years in part to support this extended family and a big house on a hill in Washington, DC, near the centers of Gilded Age power that he could only partially penetrate. This story is at once Douglass’s own unique saga and very modern. He experienced at least two emotional breakdowns in his life, and both can be explained in great part by the treacherous character of this public-private divide.

And finally, this book probes how Douglass was a many-sided intellectual, an editor, a writer in numerous genres—memoir, short-form editorials, extended speeches, and one work of fiction. He wrote and spoke millions of words; his trove of commentary contains beauty, brilliant storytelling, sermons, political stump speeches, and assaults on the mind that are his legacy and the essential reason we know him. In roughly the last forty years Douglass has more and more been treated by scholars as a political philosopher, a constitutional and legal analyst, an author capable of prose poetry, a proponent of the natural-rights tradition, a self-conscious voice of and about the nature of memory, a religious and theological thinker, a journalist, and an advocate of broader public education. Today Douglass is taught and examined in law schools, in history, English, art, political science, and philosophy departments, in high schools, graduate schools, and community reading groups. In this book I try at all times to balance as best I can the narrative of his life with analyses of his evolving mind, to give his ideas a central place in his unforgettable story.

•  •  •

It is Douglass’s story, though, that lasts and gives and instructs. There is no greater voice of America’s terrible transformation from slavery to freedom than Douglass’s. For all who wish to escape from outward or inward captivity, they would do well to feel the pulses of this life, and to read the words of this voice. And then go act in the world. In the final lines of My Bondage and My Freedom in 1855, as the politics of the slavery crisis embroiled the nation, Douglass wrote that he would never forget his “own humble origins” nor cease “while Heaven lends me ability, to use my voice, my pen, or my vote, to advocate the great and primary work of the universal and unconditional emancipation of my entire race.”5 As we look upon Douglass’s leonine gaze in our own time, we may recognize that such universal work continues.



Chapter 1




FIRST THINGS

Genealogical trees do not flourish among slaves.

—FREDERICK DOUGLASS, 1855

Throughout the spring morning of April 14, 1876, a huge crowd, largely African American, began to assemble in the vicinity of Seventh and K Streets in Washington, DC. It had been eleven Aprils since the end of the Civil War, and eleven years to the day since the assassination of Abraham Lincoln. A parade involving nearly every African American organization in the city was about to step off at noon en route to the unveiling of an extraordinary monument to Lincoln.1 The city had witnessed many remarkable parades since the end of the war, but this one would be different.

The day was declared a public holiday in Washington, and flags above the Capitol as well as other government buildings flew at half-mast. At the head of the procession rode a contingent of twenty-seven mounted police, followed by three companies of black militia troops, headed by the Philharmonic Band of Georgetown. Numerous other cornet bands, marching drum corps, youth clubs in colorful uniforms, and fraternal orders from both Washington and Baltimore filled in the long line with pride and pomp. The Knights of St. Augustine carried a large banner with a painting of the martyred Lincoln. Horse-drawn carriages carried, among others, the black, Virginia freeborn professor, and dean of the Howard University law school, John Mercer Langston, who would perform as master of ceremonies, and the orator of the day, a newly arrived resident of Washington, the famed abolitionist and editor Frederick Douglass, who had grown up a slave across Chesapeake Bay on the Eastern Shore of Maryland.2 Langston and Douglass were soon to become open political and personal rivals, but on this day they joined in one of the most important public events of their lives.

The procession moved westward along K Street to Seventeenth Street, then south a few blocks and through the grounds of the Executive Mansion (the White House, which in those days was not walled off by security), and on to Pennsylvania Avenue. The parade traveled eastward directly toward the Capitol, turning briefly right on First Street West, then around the south Capitol grounds to First Street East, and finally on to East Capitol Street. For eleven more blocks the bands, marchers, and carriages passed throngs of people until they reached Eleventh Street, at the edge of fields and an emerging residential square. The setting was much better than on the Washington Mall, which at that time was swampy and unhealthy, used in places as a dump.3

A festive crowd awaited the parade, and a tall statue stood draped and concealed in flags and bunting. Next to the monument a stage and large speaker’s stand awaited a distinguished array of guests. President Ulysses S. Grant, now nearing the end of his second and final term in office, arrived before the parade reached the park and was accompanied by many US senators—including Oliver P. Morton, George Boutwell, John Sherman, and Blanche K. Bruce—members of the president’s cabinet, the justices of the US Supreme Court, many members of the House of Representatives, and a large contingent of other government officials as well as some former Union generals. Near the platform, the Marine Band struck up “Hail, Columbia” as the speakers walked from their carriages and the hundreds of marchers found their places in the vast audience.4

As the ceremony began, Bishop John M. Brown of the AME Church delivered an invocation, and J. Henri Burch of Louisiana read the Emancipation Proclamation. At the conclusion of the reading, the band played “La Marseillaise.” Langston introduced James E. Yeatman, a St. Louis banker and head of the Western Sanitary Commission, the organization that had led the fund-raising among the former slaves and black Civil War veterans of Missouri and elsewhere in the country who provided the nearly $20,000 that paid for the monument. Yeatman explained how a former slave woman, Charlotte Scott, had donated the first $5, and how the commission had sought the American sculptor Thomas Ball, who resided in Italy, to conceive and create the statue.5

This remarkable monument, the Freedmen’s Memorial, as it became known, was many years in the making, the result of various designs and changes in purpose and meaning. In Yeatman’s lengthy remarks, he told of Ball’s “labor of love,” his “tribute to American patriotism” through the “gratitude of the freed people.” In a triumphal narrative, Yeatman described how Ball sent four photographs of his original model of a standing Lincoln and a kneeling slave to the Sanitary Commission, which in turn sent him a photograph of a former fugitive slave named Archer Alexander, whom the sculptor then depicted, with muscular torso, looking upward, his fist clenched, and in part breaking his own chains under the president’s guiding arm. Since Ball had been convinced by the commission and by the image of Alexander to alter his conception from a “kneeling slave . . . represented as perfectly passive” (freedom given), to an “emancipated slave [as] agent in his own deliverance” (freedom seized), Yeatman concluded that the monument was an “ideal group . . . converted into the literal truth of history.”6
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The Freedmen’s Memorial (Emancipation Monument). Unveiled April 1876, Washington, DC. It stands today in the middle of Lincoln Park. Thomas Ball sculptor.



Such a ceremonial day in the spring sunshine, surrounded by the highest officials of the federal government, at a monument unveiling unlike any other that had occurred in America, was hardly an occasion for literal truth, whether in bronze or in words. But through all the pageantry would waft some powerful symbolic truths in unforgettable language. Langston stepped to the podium and asked President Grant to come forward to pull the cord and unveil the monument. As Grant stood still for a long moment, the entire crowd hushed in rapt silence. Not a good ceremonial speaker, the president delivered no remarks. As the flags and draperies fell away, the throng broke into loud applause and shouts, cannon were fired nearby in a field, and the band struck up “Hail to the Chief.” Those up close could see on the base of the monument the word EMANCIPATION, cut in large letters. Langston next read two congratulatory letters from people who had played roles in bringing about the monument. A poem, “Lincoln,” written by a young black Washington poet, Cordelia Ray, was recited. Then, as parts of the crowd had settled into chairs and others felt the spring breezes over their heads, Langston finally introduced Douglass, orator of the day.7

Along with Langston and many other black leaders, Douglass had strongly supported various efforts to build a major Lincoln and emancipation monument since at least September 1865. That month he had called for a humble memorial that “would express one of the holiest sentiments of the human heart.” His remark came in the immediate post–Civil War period when many white sponsors of such a Lincoln monument openly called on blacks to demonstrate “gratitude” for their liberation. Douglass had never been one to believe he had to prove his gratitude or dignity or even his acumen to whites generally. He had long understood that a national monument to Lincoln would be a major civic undertaking as well as a statement about the place of black people in America. From his own visceral experience as a slave and fugitive slave who plotted his own escape, he fully understood just how much freedom for black Americans was both seized and given. Douglass had long favored what he called a “people’s monument . . . without distinction of color,” a tribute that would reflect the story of interracial abolitionism that he believed had helped bring Lincoln to the Emancipation Proclamation, as well as to the new, potentially reimagined nation of 1865, devoted to a future of “common rights and common equality before the law.”8

But as Douglass rose to speak in April 1876 to finally dedicate such a monument, he, the recognized voice of black America, had prepared a speech of remarkable honesty, poignancy, and present-minded historical insight. “First things are always interesting,” he declared, “and this is one of our first things. It is the first time that, in this form and manner, we have sought to do honor to an American great man.” Douglass made it clear that he spoke, at least at first, only as an African American, for his race. The event was a first for a second reason that Douglass did not mention: black people had never before been represented on a national monument.9 In this charged atmosphere of artistic and political firsts, on the eve of the nation’s centennial and amid the deeply disturbing decline and violent overthrow of Reconstruction in the South, Douglass struck notes both majestic and somber. His speech assumed the tone of a requiem, tempered by modest celebration, restrained nationalism, and redemptive hope.

African Americans had tenuously arrived finally and openly in the center of the country’s highest affairs. Douglass made it clear that the unveiling of this monument to Lincoln and emancipation was a “national act,” performed by citizens in the place where “every pulsation of the national heart can be heard, felt, and reciprocated.” He insisted on an initial history lesson, referring to the “vast and wonderful change in our condition” (black freedom and citizenship). No such open commemoration by blacks in Washington would have been tolerated before the Civil War’s transformations, without opening “flood-gates of wrath and violence.” Douglass congratulated all, white and black, famous and ordinary, on this “contrast between then and now.” The orator conditioned his audience for the harder truths and starker metaphors to come by letting them feel the “long and dark history” of slavery as a matter of the past, replaced now by “liberty, progress, and enlightenment.”10

No African American speaker had ever faced this kind of captive audience, composed of all the leadership of the federal government in one place; and no such speaker would ever again until Barack Obama was inaugurated president in January 2009. Douglass, a master ironist about America, did not miss this moment of supreme symbolism. He named each contingent of every branch of the government sitting before him, including President Grant, Chief Justice Morrison Waite, senators and representatives, cabinet officials, all acknowledged as “wise and patriotic.” In this moment, the government was something sacred and enduring, newly remade from recent near destruction, the protector of a reconsecrated freedom for whites and blacks. The high officials may have smiled and felt their chests swell at the former slave’s patriotic language. Douglass struck chords of civil religion as he described the “stately pillars and majestic dome of the Capitol” and the District’s springtime surroundings as “our church.” In this new America, “all races, colors, and conditions of men” composed “our congregation.” “We the colored people,” proclaimed Douglass, “rejoicing in our blood-bought freedom,” now brought the same experience and sentiment, like all other Americans who lay in nearby Arlington Cemetery. “For the first time in the history of our people,” the orator proudly announced, “and in the history of the whole American people, we join in this high worship.”11

Then Douglass turned to the memory of Lincoln, and the speech assumed a different tone. While claiming a place for his people in honoring the martyred president, Douglass suddenly used words that may have shocked some in his audience: “It must be admitted, truth compels me to admit, even here in the presence of the monument we have erected to his memory, Abraham Lincoln was not . . . either our man or our model. In his interests, in his associations, in his habits of thought, and in his prejudices, he was a white man.” Douglass must have caused some squirming in the chairs as he injected race so forthrightly into his rhetorical tribute. Grant might have inwardly flinched. It was as though Douglass had decided to give voice to the kneeling slave on the statue, who would now say thank you as well as speak some bitter truths about a real history, and not merely allow the occasion to be one of proud, national self-congratulation. It was as though Douglass was saying—you gave me this unique platform today, and I will therefore teach these lessons about the jagged and tragic paths by which black people achieved freedom in the agony of war. “He [Lincoln] was preeminently the white man’s president,” Douglass continued in his forceful baritone, “entirely devoted to the welfare of the white man. He was ready and willing at any time during the first years of his administration to deny, postpone, and sacrifice the rights of humanity in the colored people to promote the welfare of the white people of the country.”12

Douglass employed a stunning level of directness for such a ceremonial occasion. He did not merely turn his moment in the national sun into a reminiscence about a good war and glorious outcomes. Lincoln’s growth to greatness and to the role of Emancipator, he insisted, must first be seen through the disappointments of his first year in office. Douglass would not consider the triumphal memory of 1865 without first pulling his audience through the pain of 1861. During the secession crisis and into 1862, he remembered, Lincoln had promised to support all constitutional protections of slavery in the Southern states. He “was willing to pursue, recapture, and send back the fugitive slave to his master,” a position Douglass had utterly condemned during the crisis. The former abolitionist forgot nothing of Lincoln’s record on race and slavery, especially the episode in 1862 when in a meeting with five black ministers at the White House, the president “strangely told us that we were to leave the land in which we were born,” or when “he told us he would save the Union with slavery” and “refused to retaliate our murder and torture as colored soldiers.”13 The litany of Lincoln’s sins against the cause of abolition was long and ugly, especially for this celebratory moment. But Douglass rejected empty politeness.

Then came the most striking and lasting words of the speech. “The race to which we belong were not the special objects of his [Lincoln’s] consideration,” Douglass declared to the ages. “My white fellow-citizens . . . you are the children of Abraham Lincoln. We are at best only his stepchildren; children by adoption, children by forces of circumstances and necessity.” But one of those stepchildren was lecturing the nation and its leaders on that April day. “To you,” he told whites in the audience, belonged the prime responsibility of honoring Lincoln. Then, he implored them to let the stepchildren have their place in the commemoration. “Despise not the humble offering we this day unveil,” he pleaded, “for while Abraham Lincoln saved for you a country, he delivered us from a bondage, according to Jefferson, one hour of which was worse than ages of the oppression your fathers rose in rebellion to oppose.”14

Although blacks’ faith in Lincoln, who had “tarried long in the mountain,” had been sorely tested, Douglass found a middle way, a historically balanced remembrance of Lincoln in this new moment of national trial. Through a “comprehensive view . . . in the stern logic of events, and in view of the divinity that shapes our ends,” he said, blacks, despite grief and bewilderment at the president’s slow actions, concluded “that the hour and the man of our redemption had somehow met in the person of Abraham Lincoln.” In Douglass’s analysis, historical circumstance had in the end made Lincoln the “head of a great movement.” Most important, Douglass used a refrain that formed the argument of his speech. “Under his rule,” he repeatedly declared, all manner of great change came about: slaves were lifted from bondage to self-aware liberty; black men exchanged rags for Union soldiers’ uniforms; two hundred thousand marched in the cause; the black republic of Haiti received recognition; the domestic slave trade was abolished and a slave trader hanged as a pirate and murderer; and the “Confederate States, based upon the idea that our race must be slaves . . . [was] battered to pieces and scattered to the four winds.” And “under his rule,” the “immortal paper,” the Emancipation Proclamation, emerged, “making slavery forever impossible in the United States.”15

Douglass had named the pain and betrayal of ages. Now he entered the celebration. He remembered poignantly his own special experience of Emancipation night, January 1, 1863, in Boston. He acknowledged that Lincoln had had to work toward emancipation against virulently racist opposition and therefore had to find the delicate method and timing for such a revolution. He recognized how deeply intertwined Union and emancipation had become, not least because of Lincoln’s brilliant political statesmanship. Hence, “viewed from the genuine abolition ground, Mr. Lincoln seemed tardy, cold, dull, and indifferent; but measuring him from the sentiment of his country, a sentiment he was bound as a statesman to consult, he was swift, zealous, radical, and determined.”16 As the mature political activist and writer, observer of world-historical transformations and betrayals, Douglass had learned much about both the burden and the uses of ambivalence.

In the rhetorical twists and turns of this complex speech, Douglass had one overriding target—the declension and betrayal of Reconstruction in the South by the federal government. “Under his rule and in due time” was Douglass’s way of saying not simply that Lincoln had personally saved and reimagined the Union, as well as liberated the slaves, but that the entire nation had done so and carried the burden of responsibility. That black freedom and the fate of the Civil War constitutional amendments—the civic lives and personal survival of the freedpeople—were on the line in the South at that very moment, and that Grant and the government had to be called to action, formed Douglass’s essential subject. But, it already seemed too late.

By 1876, a pivotal general election year and the nation’s centennial celebration, only three Southern states remained “unredeemed” by the white counterrevolution against Reconstruction. Each of them—Louisiana, South Carolina, and Florida—had Republican-controlled regimes teetering on the brink of political extinction at the hands of terror, murder, and election fraud organized in the service of the Democratic Party and white supremacy. Indeed, the white South’s revival and takeover of its political fate, and the systematic destruction of black civil and political rights as well as economic independence, had left a cloud of despair over what remained of any Reconstruction policy by the Grant administration. Worst of all, the experiment in racial democracy born of emancipation and the remaking of the US Constitution—the dream come true in 1865 and the legacy Douglass had for more than ten years trumpeted as the long-term hope of his people—not only lay in tatters; it had been crushed by widespread, unpunished violence. Many hundreds murdered trying to vote or establish livelihoods, thousands more tortured or intimidated away from voting, and ballot boxes stuffed or stolen: this was the sorrowful state of American democracy in that spring of 1876.17 Each note of either cautionary woe or modest celebration in Douglass’s dedication speech at the monument with Lincoln standing majestically over the kneeling, subservient former slave needs to be considered through this story of the impending fateful defeat of Reconstruction. At one and the same time, the speech was Douglass’s careful statement of the great growth and change that Lincoln had presided over during the revolutionary war years and a lament over the apparent success of the counterrevolution against it.

As he concluded, Douglass gave his audience a thoroughly mythic Lincoln, a gift from freed slaves to the nation’s best sense of itself, despite all the terror emanating from the South. He brought the Illinoisan into the community of freedmen—the president had been “a man of work, a son of toil . . . the plebeian . . . honest boatman” whose “moral training” came from labor. On this anniversary of the assassination, Douglass culled that national nightmare for all its redemptive symbolism as well as power in the politics of memory. Lincoln’s murder, he declared, was not only the “hell-black . . . revenge” of Confederate agents, but “the crowning crime of slavery” itself. As Reconstruction fell to new hell-black actions by ex-Confederates, Douglass spoke to and for the black people who had planned and provided this event. This was a “good work for our race today,” he announced, “fastening ourselves to a name . . . immortal,” and “defending ourselves” against all who would “scourge us beyond the range of human brotherhood.”18 Douglass’s Freedmen’s Memorial Address was the tortured effort of a national stepchild to find the words that might still make the high and mighty of the United States hold the remaining lifeline to his people. It was an extraordinary “first thing” he dearly hoped would not be a last thing.

•  •  •

Douglass knew something of “toil” and “honest boatmen”; he was born a slave within yards of the Tuckahoe River on Maryland’s Eastern Shore. He traveled in a sloop out the Wye and Miles Rivers and up the Chesapeake Bay to Baltimore as a youth, and he crossed the Susquehanna and the Hudson in his epic escape from slavery. He knew something of rivers.

When the shad or herring were running, Betsy Bailey, Douglass’s grandmother, a master fisherwoman, would often spend half days waist deep in the beautiful, nearly one-hundred-yard-wide Tuckahoe, tending and pulling her seine nets. One of the greatest stories in American history began in February 1818 at the northwest corner of a horseshoe bend in the Tuckahoe, just above its muddy banks and layers of lush reeds, around a humble cabin managed by Betsy, a slave, and her husband, Isaac Bailey, a free man. Douglass lived most of his life believing that he had been born in 1817, but a handwritten inventory of slaves, kept by his owner at birth, Aaron Anthony, recorded “Frederick Augustus, son of Harriet, Feby. 1818.” He may have been born in the grandparents’ cabin, or in slave quarters near the tenant farmer’s house not far away where his mother likely lived, or even in a field nearby. The land and the extended families of slaves were part of the Holme Hill Farm, owned by Anthony, whom Douglass called “old master.” Anthony owned some thirty people and adjoining farms of six hundred acres in all, although he did not live at Holme Hill; he was the managing overseer of a much larger operation, the Wye plantation, some twelve miles to the west.19 By his brutal exercise of power, and possibly by blood, Anthony was, and still is, a crucial and mysterious figure in Douglass’s story.
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Map of Talbot County, Maryland, with farm limits, by William H. Dilworth, 1858. It shows the Anthony farm on which Douglass was born at the horseshoe bend in the Tuckahoe River.



The district in which Douglass lived his first six years was known as Tuckahoe, in the northeast section of Talbot County, the whole of which was drained by the larger Choptank River as it meandered to Chesapeake Bay. Douglass later uncharitably described the area as “famine stricken” with a “worn-out, sandy, desert-like appearance of its soil.” But he could also remember with a somber nostalgia the “stillness of Tuckahoe,” and the “Kentucky Ravine,” as it was locally known, which provided a path down to the river’s edge. The nearest villages, and the first towns he ever saw, were Hillsboro just two miles upriver to the north of the Baileys’ cabin, and Denton, due east across the river in Caroline County, some five miles away. The boy enjoyed many hours of watching the commercial bustle and the great wheel around Lee’s Mill, just a mile north across fields of corn.20

Frederick Augustus Washington Bailey was the son of Harriet Bailey, one of Betsy and Isaac’s five enslaved daughters. The second of the multiple names, most uncommon for a slave, can be attributed to his uncle Augustus, Harriet’s brother, who had died two years before the boy’s birth. Washington? Perhaps his mother, lonely and sexually abused, with so little to provide for her newborn, sought in a moment of anguished pride to link this child to the father of the country, rather than to a father he could never really know. Frederick only rarely saw his mother in the first years of his life; his tender and lyrical remembrances of her are almost pure invention. He never saw her at his grandmother’s cabin, but recollected a handful of nighttime visits from his mother after he was transferred to the large Wye plantation at age six. Born in 1792, Harriet gave birth to seven children between 1813 and 1825. Year after year, she was hired out to other farms, often as much as twelve miles away; but she sometimes walked the distances to visit her children at night and trekked dusty paths back to meet the overseer’s horn by morning. “My poor mother,” Douglass wrote, “like many other slave women, had many children, but NO FAMILY!”21

Douglass’s knowledge of his mother, he maintained, was “scanty, but very distinct. Her personal appearance and bearing are ineffaceably stamped upon my memory.” As time passed in his autobiographical quest, Douglass’s mother grew in stature, beauty, and influence. In 1845, he recollected that he had never seen her in daylight; but by 1855, she emerged from memory “tall and finely proportioned; of deep black glossy complexion; had regular features, and, among other slaves, was remarkably sedate in her manners.” What the cruelty of slavery had stolen from him, he seized back in his empowering imagination. Douglass found a picture of an Egyptian king, Ramses, in James Cowles Prichard’s Natural History of Man, “the features of which so resemble those of my mother, that I often recur to it with something of the feeling which I suppose others experience when looking upon the pictures of dear departed ones.”22 The mother he hardly knew became dignified, even regal, all but without gender, and one of many shields of protection he built around himself as a storyteller.

In a scene that became common in male slave narratives, Douglass told of the last time he saw his mother. In 1825 (perhaps February), not long after he had been taken to live with Anthony’s family at the Wye House, and under the stern, abusive rule of the cook, Aunt Katy, Douglass remembered a wonderful visit from Harriet Bailey—at least while it lasted. Frederick had greatly annoyed Aunt Katy one day, and she promised as punishment to “starve the life out of me.” When all the other children hanging around the kitchen received their warm corn bread, Katy purposely denied young Fred even a morsel. As he sat in a dark corner of the kitchen as the night wore on, hungry and stealing some Indian corn from a shelf, suddenly his mother appeared to save him. Harriet gave her boy a sweet ginger cake and “read Aunt Katy a lecture she never forgot.” The cake was in the “shape of a heart, with a rich, dark ring glazed upon the edge of it,” implying that it may have been Valentine’s Day around the Anthony farms. Douglass called this a pivotal scene in his early life and converted it into both stinging antislavery propaganda, and an unforgettable expression of the personal pain and loss at the heart of his childhood. “That night I learned the fact,” he remembered, “that I was not only a child, but somebody’s child. . . . I was victorious . . . for the moment; prouder on my mother’s knee than a king upon his throne.” But the moment was brief. He dropped off to blissful sleep; in the morning his mother had gone back to her field hand’s duty miles away. It was the last time he saw Harriet Bailey; she died sometime the next year in 1826, her illness and her grave unknown. Douglass implies that he was told of his mother’s illness as she deteriorated out at the Holme Hill farm, but “was not allowed to visit her.”23

As a world-famous abolitionist in 1855, Douglass knew well how this story would play on the emotions of his readers; but his words must also be read and interpreted as a child’s screams transported by memory into the anguished heart of a lifelong orphan. “The heartless and ghastly form of slavery rises between mother and child, even at the bed of death,” he offered to his sentimental readers. Then, he simply spoke for himself and millions of other former slaves, dead and living: “It has been a life-long, standing grief to me, that I knew so little of my mother; and that I was so early separated from her. The counsels of her love must have been beneficial to me. The side view of her face is imaged on my memory, and I take few steps in life, without feeling her presence; but the image is mute, and I have no striking words of her’s treasured up.” Douglass could see her only from a blurry side view, her voice muted, her very presence glimpsed from a picture of Egyptian majesty and physiognomy in a natural-history book. But he was not left silent. With great enthusiasm he said he later learned that his mother could read, and that she was the “only one of all the slaves and colored people in Tuckahoe” who could do so. Her “achievement . . . was very extraordinary,” he proudly declared, and for his own love of letters he credited the “native genius of my sable, unprotected, and uncultivated mother—who belonged to a race whose mental endowments it is . . . fashionable to hold in disparagement and contempt.”24 For such a great orator and writer to make this claim says at the very least a good deal about how dearly he yearned to know and understand his genealogical and temporal roots in the people and soil of Maryland’s Eastern Shore. It also may say that, even to Douglass himself, his extraordinary talent with language—his voice—remained something of a beautiful mystery.

The identity of his father was an equal, but hardly beautiful, mystery. This fact, Douglass wrote in 1855, “is shrouded in a mystery I have never been able to penetrate.” For the rest of his life he searched in vain for the name of his true father. In his 1845 Narrative, Douglass stated, “My father was a white man . . . admitted to be such by all I ever heard speak of my parentage.” Many in the neighborhood also “whispered that my master was my father; but of the correctness of this opinion I know nothing.” By 1855, his father was still definitely a “white man, or nearly white.” Now, however, Douglass said he was no longer giving credence to Aaron Anthony as his father; Douglass claimed that he had “reason to think he was not.” By the 1881 writing of Life and Times of Frederick Douglass, the author’s third autobiography, the paternity dilemma all but vanished with the simple statement “of my father I know nothing.”25 This was never the case for Douglass. The question was deeply important for him, and in 1855 he dwelled at great length on white fathers of slaves.

Indeed, he dwelled on Aaron Anthony. “I say nothing of father. . . . Slavery does away with fathers as it does away with families,” he wrote. “The order of civilization is reversed here.” Then he searched with intensity and descriptive detail for a sense of Anthony’s character as the first father figure in his life. Anthony was fifty-one years old when Frederick Bailey was born, and he owned the adult daughters of Betsy Bailey. But as yet we have no smoking-gun evidence that Anthony is Douglass’s natural father. Anthony had two surviving sons in 1818, Andrew and Richard, at ages twenty-one and eighteen; they are possible candidates, but with no evidence even of the hearsay variety that Douglass grew up with about the elder Anthony. Douglass carefully described the “old master” as essentially a cruel tyrant, capable of terrible physical and emotional violence, but a man victimized as much by the system of slavery as by his own nature, a theme Douglass repeated as a major part of his autobiographies. He also remembered occasional moments of distracted humanity in Anthony. Most of the time, Anthony paid little if any attention to the slave children around the Wye plantation yards; he was a busy overseer of the overseers, managing the economic and labor demands of a huge agricultural and commerical enterprise. But on at least one occasion, Douglass remembered Old Master’s “affectionate disposition . . . gently leading me by the hand—as he sometimes did—patting me on the head, speaking to me in soft, caressing tones, and calling me ‘his little Indian boy.’ ” Douglass used this “almost fatherly” act as background for a withering portrait of a smoldering volcano, a “brittle . . . unhappy man . . . of haggard aspect . . . muttering to himself” as he “stormed about . . . cursing and gesticulating” at his “invisible foes.”26

Born in 1767, Aaron Anthony was the seventh and final child of poor, illiterate farmers from the Tuckahoe Neck, the land immediately across the Tuckahoe River to the east in Caroline County. Douglass later described the poor whites such as Anthony who hailed from there as “the lowest order, indolent, and drunken to a proverb.” Like Frederick Bailey, Anthony was an orphan (both parents died when he was a child) who made his own way in the world and became a self-made man from extremely humble roots. He loved and managed money well. Like many Eastern Shoremen he also handled boats well, became a seaman, and a captain eventually of the most prominent schooner on Chesapeake Bay, owned and operated by Edward Lloyd. Almost always upwardly mobile, Captain Anthony, as he was often called, married up to Ann Catherine Skinner in 1797 and soon took up residence in a rent-free house on the Lloyds’ Wye plantation as head overseer of some thirteen farms, nearly ten thousand acres, and more than five hundred slaves. Since he owned Betsy Bailey, as a slaveholder Anthony likely did not need to buy more slaves of his own. Apart from the ten children Betsy herself bore, from 1799 to 1826, her five daughters gave birth to at least twenty more among them. By any measure, Anthony was a success story as the manager of the Lloyd slave empire and owner of three large farms of his own that he rented out, at least until after his wife died in 1818, the year Douglass was born. From then until his death in November 1826, Anthony may have descended into mental instability and increased sexual aggression.27

Douglass famously recorded an incident that gives credence to this image of Anthony as old and angry, lecherous and violent. Shortly after arriving at the Wye House at age six and joining the swarm of slave children there, Douglass was asleep early one morning in his normal place, “the floor of a rough closet, which opened into the kitchen.” He was awakened by the “shrieks and piteous cries” of his fifteen-year-old aunt Hester. Anthony had dragged her into the kitchen at dawn, made her strip to the waist, forced her to stand on a bench on her toes as her wrists were tied to a wooden joist above her head. Old master stood behind Hester, her neck, shoulders, and back “entirely naked,” an ugly cowskin switch (the lash) in his hand, shouting “d__d b__h” and other “epithets . . . too coarse and blasphemous” for readers to bear. Little Frederick looked on in horror through “cracks” in the boards as Anthony adjusted the whip in his hand, steadied his feet for leverage, and dealt one overhand blow after another to the young woman’s bleeding neck and shoulder blades. The blood dripped on her clothes and down to the floor; the old man clenched his teeth, gripped the cowskin, and delivered his “torture,” seemingly “delighted with the scene.”28

Embedded in Douglass’s rendering of this scene is his broader discussion of Anthony’s motives for such a beating. Hester had been seeing a young slave teenager, Ned Roberts (also fifteen years old), and Douglass describes both of them as beautiful and attractive young people, falling in love. Hester had rejected Anthony’s advances and paid dearly for it on that morning. Anthony, Douglass reported, wanted to “break up the growing intimacy” of the young lovers, but his efforts were to no avail. Douglass turned this episode of his childhood into a parable about the sexual corruption and the spirit-killing immorality at the center of the master-slave relationship. Hester lived with the “curse” of her “personal beauty,” and Ned with his almost powerless desire to court and marry her. The jealous Anthony’s intentions were “abhorrent” in every sense, his “methods . . . foolish.” What slavery so lacked in sexual and familial relations, Douglass offered, was a sense of normalcy, of the peace in which to love freely. Hester should have been free to give her affections to the handsome young man she liked, and Ned free to become a husband. But “who or what,” asked Douglass the autobiographer, “was this old master?” His answer? A tyrant with no bounds, a torturer, a man any civilized society would try and convict for his “awful criminality.” But alas, Anthony, exhausted from the whipping, wiping off the “blood-clotted cowskin,” ushered the mangled and weeping Hester out of the kitchen, not knowing that a little boy crouched in a closet peering in terror at the blood on the floor.29 Douglass’s crafting of the beating of his beautiful young aunt is a former slave’s recitation of an overwhelmingly vivid, traumatic memory of a morning in a slave boy’s terrible education. It took him many years to understand and find the language for the rage that old master’s whip and Hester’s blood had left in him.

If Anthony had been his father, Douglass dearly wanted to know the truth. But more important, he put him to use as a symbol, the sexual predator in the evil system that ruined all decency in humanity. Unforgivingly, Douglass made Anthony into the father of fathers among slaveholders. He turned that haunting whisper of his youth (“master is your father”) into a condemnation of the sexual abuse, and its spawn of hundreds of thousands of mulatto children, at the heart of slavery in America. The pain of not knowing with certainty the identity of his own father paled, he implied, next to the collective reality he witnessed. The slave status of a child was always that of the mother under American slave law. “This arrangement,” Douglass declared, “admits of the greatest license to brutal slaveholders, and their profligate sons, brothers, relations and friends, and gives to the pleasure of sin, the additional attraction of profit. A whole volume might be written on this single feature of slavery, as I have observed it.”30

Douglass experienced lasting individual trauma over his roots in this world of rural, lonely, familial, and violent sexual anguish. Few Americans ever more publicly and vividly remade themselves over and over quite like Douglass, and few had deeper reasons to try. Slavery meant to make him a “brute,” Douglass wrote. “But what man has made, man can un-make.”31

If indeed his twenty-year-old mother, still full of flowering beauty, youthful charm, and intelligence, had been raped by the power-besotted, sexually deranged fifty-year-old Anthony, Douglass had to find some story, or analysis, in which to comprehend it as he grew to adulthood. By retrieving his story from memory, he also had to try to dissolve it as he also created it. If he understood that he had not been conceived in love, then he could never know a father’s love, although he would seek alternative fathers for much of his life. “A man who will enslave his own blood,” he insisted, “may not be safely relied on for magnanimity. Men do not love those who remind them of their sins—unless they have a mind to repent—and the mulatto child’s face is a standing accusation against him who is master and father to the child.” Douglass wrote about his paternity with an acute and strategic sense of fatherlessness. Anthony, or whichever white man pursued Harriet Bailey into her quarters, or in the back of a kitchen in the dark, produced ultimately an angry Frederick Douglass, who would find the words to fight back. The extent of slavery’s sexual assault on the idea of family, Douglass wryly claimed, was beyond the “design of my simple story.” Hardly. So much racial mixture had emerged from American slavery, Douglass argued, that “if the lineal descendants of Ham are only to be enslaved, according to the scriptures, slavery in this country will soon become an unscriptural institution; for thousands are ushered into the world annually, who—like myself—owe their existence to white fathers, and, most frequently, to their masters, and masters’ sons.” Douglass knew this element of his story was old, complex, and, to most, salacious. He told it about as explicitly as he could. “The thoughtful,” he said, “know the rest.”32

In his abolitionist writings and his oratory, Douglass seldom missed an opportunity to convert his story into ways of defining slavery itself to his uninformed audiences. The orphan’s anguished story of his roots in Tuckahoe, the parents unknown or vanished, provided the perfect chance to tear out his reader’s heart as he bared his own: “There is not beneath the sky an enemy to filial affection so destructive as slavery. It had made my brothers and sisters strangers to me; it converted my mother who bore me into a myth; it shrouded my father in mystery, and left me without an intelligible beginning in the world.”33

But in such cries in the night, he did tell us a good deal of what remained intelligible in his furtive memory. The “first things” Douglass did actually know and experience were boyhood memories of life at his grandmother’s cabin, the trek to the Wye plantation (the “great house farm”), and his half-naked, half-starved time as a seven- and eight-year-old at Wye, scrounging for morsels of food and affection wherever he could find them. Even deeper, it was from in and around Grandma Betsy’s “log hut . . . built of clay, wood, and straw” that Douglass, the adult writer, conjured his first memories. His memory flowed with images of the grandmother’s majestic presence, her “freshly-ironed bandana,” how “esteemed” she was on both sides of the Tuckahoe for her skills in planting and preserving “seedling sweet potatoes.” As symbol and reality, Douglass gave us the first great yams in African American literature. Betsy perfected the art of placing the root of the potato at just the right depth and position so it would endure the winter’s frosts, a talent for which she was recruited all over the region to assist others, slave and free. Among Douglass’s first things was the well outside the cabin, where all the children (too many to count and almost all his cousins) would play, compete, and scheme. And then there was the simple, if magical, ladder inside the cabin. For Fred Bailey, the ladder up to a makeshift loft was one of those childhood objects or images that zipped in and out of his memory, “a really high invention, and possessed of a sort of charm.”34

Eating his quick meals of cornmeal with an oyster shell, dashing to and fro and always craving his grandmother’s attentions with deep seriousness against the bids of all the other urchins in the yard, and prancing across a cornfield to the busy mill up toward Hillsboro—these memories allowed Douglass to create a self-portrait of a boy in a state of nature. “Slave children are children,” he instructed his romantic readers. In his earliest years, he could imagine, he had been a “genuine boy,” running wild at times, “enacting, by turns, all the strange antics and freaks of horses, dogs, pigs, and barn-door fowls” without “incurring reproach.” This little boy, protected by the seemingly powerful matriarch at that bend in the Tuckahoe, could “trot on . . . as happy as any little heathen under the palm trees of Africa.”35

Or so the story demanded in his brilliant re-creation of childhood innocence peculiar to slavery, just before the fall, when befuddling rumors of old master’s absolute power began to invade his euphoria. “Clouds and shadows” began to descend on him; he was told that Captain Anthony brought all the slave children at a certain age to his own homestead. Soon, Douglass kept hearing around Grandma Bailey’s sanctuary, he would “see sights by and by.”36



Chapter 2




A CHILDHOOD OF EXTREMES

Extremes meet in mind as in matter.

—FREDERICK DOUGLASS, 1855

He remembered it as a “beautiful summer morning.” Frederick Bailey’s world turned upside down on such a morning in 1824. His time had come for removal from “the only home I ever had” (his grandmother Betsy’s cabin), to the Wye plantation, and Aaron Anthony’s homestead. It would be a day of momentary adventure, then fear and despair. First, out across fields to Tapper’s Corner, and then on footpaths and through an extended stretch of dense trees called “Lloyds’ long woods,” Betsy Bailey led her grandson by the hand on a twelve-mile trek to his “introduction to the realities of slavery.”1

In memory, Douglass used this turning point in his youth for several purposes. He paid tribute to the grandmother he loved (the only family member he could remember in any vivid way); she walked over the Talbot County landscape with the “solemnity of a priestess,” her bandanna turban atop her “marvelously straight . . . figure, elastic, and muscular.” When the boy tired on his short legs, she carried him on her shoulder like a bushel basket. With the customary writerly detail he had mastered by 1855, he remembered gripping his grandmother’s hand tightly, as he imagined some logs and stumps in the dark forest as “wild beasts.”2

Most strikingly, Douglass portrayed this childhood memory as an initiation into the separation and abandonment at the heart of slavery. For anyone who has ever watched a lone, shy child of six or seven join a band of other children on a playground, Douglass’s poignant recollections of this episode ring true. As his grandmother prepared to leave him forever, she urged him to go play with a group consisting, he soon realized, of six of his cousins and his brother and two sisters, Perry, Sarah, and Eliza. Frederick had never met them. “Brothers and sisters we were in blood,” he wrote, “but slavery had made us strangers.” While Frederick stood alone against a wall in confusion, one of the children ran up and shouted, “Fed, Fed! grandmammy gone!” As he ran to look for her, he realized he had been dropped off in a new future—alone. Heartbroken, he remembered falling on the ground as he “wept a boy’s bitter tears.” In this world of children’s logic and compensation, his siblings tried to give him peaches and pears, but Frederick “flung them away” in despair.3

As he widened his lens and found survival his only option, Douglass turned the childhood recollections of eighteen months on the Wye plantation into a stunning description of a slave society in microcosm. It was a place of jarring contrasts and brutal contradictions. The Lloyds’ massive operation was at once a place “three hundred years behind the age, in all that relates to humanity and morals,” but also a thriving business and agricultural enterprise. It was a place with all the sounds and wonders of nature, a “scene of almost Eden-like beauty.” But also, Douglass said, a “dark domain,” where “civilization is shut out,” and the people with the power committed all manner of crimes with “as much impunity as upon the deck of a pirate ship.”4 In this world of fear and loneliness, but also of endless fascination for a child’s boundless curiosity, Douglass burrowed into his interior imagination and found his own ways to be a boy.

Historians have made a distinction between “societies with slaves” and “slave societies.” In the first, as Ira Berlin has argued, “slaves were marginal to the central productive processes,” and the master-slave relationship was not the “exemplar” of life itself. But in a slave society, the master’s authority over his bondmen defined all social relations, and all economic production depended intimately on the slaves’ brawn, brains, and compliance. In a slave society, from dawn until dusk, everyone woke, labored, worried about money or hunger, ate, played, competed, loved, hated, married, worshipped God, sang, dreamed, and died in a world shaped at every turn by slavery, a system in America Douglass once defined succinctly as “the granting of that power by which one man exercises and enforces the right of property in the body and soul of another.”5

The great Wye plantation was all about property. Douglass’s memories of the place were one of the deepest roots of his evolving identity, and eventually of his abolitionism. His rich descriptions of the “Great House Farm” depict a world of both absurdity and joy, of heroic human striving and of inhumane exploitation and violence. It had a marvel of a windmill to fan a child’s imagination, as well as too many frustrated and depraved adults of both races wielding whips with impunity. The plantation seemed a place of permanence with no way out, but it also provided striking, constant views of a wide river with sloops and other sailing boats gliding by on the way to a bay called the Chesapeake and to a city called Baltimore. It had beautiful birds perched in the top of poplar trees and a scary, haunted graveyard that seemed ancient to the child’s eyes.6
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Although surrounded by people, animals, and bustling activity, Frederick was lonely and made no close friends among the younger slaves. He did, however, become close companions with twelve-year-old Daniel Lloyd, son of the patriarch of the plantation. Daniel apparently took a liking to Frederick’s intelligence and precociousness. “Mas’ Daniel” treated Frederick as both servant and playmate. They shared secrets and explored the estate together. They mimicked each other’s dialects, and Douglass’s testing of his wits and tongue against Daniel’s was perhaps the slave boy’s first imaginative experience with the wonders of language. He and Daniel may have also shared a good deal of knowledge. “The equality of nature is strongly asserted in childhood,” Douglass maintained. Daniel “could not give his black playmates his company, without giving them his intelligence, as well.” A full-time tutor from New England taught the Lloyd children in a special room to the left of the front portico of the mansion. That room had its own door opening outside, and some days Frederick waited in the front driveway, as inconspicuously as possible, for Daniel to finish his lessons. This may be where the future Frederick Douglass first sensed the power of what went on in the schoolrooms he could never enter.7

Throughout his life, especially in early adulthood, Douglass displayed a remarkable, hustler’s ability to learn—to take and refashion useful knowledge to his own ends—from those around him. He began cultivating this survivor’s skill at least as early as his romps about the Wye plantation with Daniel Lloyd. In afternoon competitive repartee, the future Douglass may have first experimented with the magic of words and unwittingly wielded the tools by which he would invent his life.

The Lloyds were perhaps the richest family in Maryland and a slaveholding dynasty. The Georgian Wye mansion that Douglass knew, and which still stands in full glory, was built by Edward Lloyd IV in about 1785. His son, Edward Lloyd V, long called Governor Lloyd, Douglass knew from a distance. By the 1820s the combined Lloyd operations had transformed into one of the largest producers of wheat in the United States, as well as a source of massive quantities of corn and pork. Huge flocks of sheep grazed the meadows, the stables were full of saddle and racing horses (a special passion of Lloyd’s), and there was plenty of acreage for a private deer park. A beautiful eighty-five-foot-long French-provincial orangery, still standing today, with a gentlemen’s billiards room on the second floor, graced the property a hundred yards or so behind the mansion. On the rear of that stunning structure were some attached slave apartments, likely for gardeners, their dark interiors today under archaeological investigation as they provide a sobering, eye-stopping contrast to the beautiful exterior surroundings. The long, regular slave-quarter buildings were a considerable distance from the main house and largely out of sight to any of the droves of visitors who came for the Lloyds’ ostentatious midafternoon dinner soirees. Lloyd’s wealth, said Douglass in his Narrative, was “almost equal to . . . the riches of Job.”8

Edward Lloyd V was elected governor of Maryland three times and also served in the US Congress. He was as socially well connected as anyone in the Chesapeake region. Little Frederick would try to peer from a distance—or might hear tales from Daniel—when as many as two dozen overdressed guests would come for the feasts. Douglass described this “community” of whites and blacks and slaves and free people as a status-ridden universe. Essentially three families resided at the Wye plantation. He was part of the “kitchen family,” consisting of some dozen black children under the tyrannical rule of Aunt Katy. The “house family” was Aaron Anthony’s nuclear family, including his two sons and daughter, Lucretia, who married Thomas Auld, the captain of Colonel Lloyd’s sloop. The Aulds would soon play a crucial role in Frederick’s life. Finally, there were the “sacred precincts of the great house,” including the Lloyds of course, who lived in splendor, groaning under the weight of their “blood-bought luxuries.” But the great house also included the Lloyds’ fifteen house servants, attired in fine clothing, selected for their faithfulness and personal appearance. This plantation “black aristocracy,” as Douglass called them, were as remote from him as Colonel Lloyd himself. The house servants “resembled the fieldhands in nothing, except in color.” It was as though they resided on another planet a few hundred yards away from overseer Captain Anthony’s yard. Wearing fine “silks” and “fanning . . . breezes toward the over-heated brows of the alabaster ladies,” these servants did not even know any of the “sorrow and hunger-smitten multitudes of the quarter and the field.”9

Douglass later wrote about this childhood world of beauty and evil, of decadence and mass production, as both his playground and his “prison.” He did so with astonishing detail, almost all the basics of which can be verified: overseers’ names, and many of their terrible deeds of violence; how the field hands’ basic food, the ashcake, was baked—“this peculiar bread . . . covered with ashes, to the depth of a sixteenth part of an inch”; and how a whip was made “entirely of untanned, but dried, ox hide” and “painted red, blue, and green,” before being used on slaves’ naked backs. Young Frederick loved horses and the stables, and when allowed, he would hang around them. The stables were run by the father and son pair of slaves Young Barney and Old Barney. Any given day might find the half-naked, barefoot boy in his sackcloth shirt dodging in and out of stalls, gazing at the huge thoroughbreds, admiring with awe the “splendid carriages, soft within and lustrous without.” Here Frederick observed the fine functions of saddles and harnesses, and the “gigs, phaetons, barouches, sulkeys, and sleighs.”10

Douglass possessed an extraordinary memory and cultivated it endlessly as a writer. By all accounts, and from the evidence of some of his special privileges, the youthful Frederick Bailey was remarkably bright, his powers of observation active and acute; he impressed those around him as smart and curious beyond his years. The detail of his autobiographies can to some extent be attributed to such sheer intelligence. But other factors were surely as important in his talent for recall. Eventually, the fugitive-slave Douglass of 1845 at age twenty-seven, as well as the more politically mature and famous Douglass of 1855 at age thirty-seven, knew he needed veracity for his story to be creditable in a world that doubted any literary acumen and, for that matter, basic intelligence in blacks. Even more, from his first moments as a speaker in his early twenties, a mere two or three years out of slavery, Douglass rehearsed over and over the stories he would eventually write up in the Narrative and revise in Bondage and Freedom. Memory is a mysterious and infinitely powerful human device, what Saint Augustine called “a deep and boundless manifoldness” and the “treasury” in the mind. With enough prompts and associations, a great deal of childhood memory, both difficult and pleasing, can be retrieved as it is refashioned. Douglass made as well as received his own story from memory; he summoned it with both private and public repetition for an audience he knew he had to persuade. “Self-making is, after all,” writes the legal scholar of autobiography Jerome Bruner, “our principal means of establishing our own uniqueness.”11 And Douglass had the deepest of reasons to declare his uniqueness.

In Bondage and Freedom in 1855, Douglass disingenuously declares, “Let others philosophize; it is my province here to relate and describe; only allowing myself a word or two . . . to assist the reader in the proper understanding of the facts narrated.”12 Hardly. Douglass’s representation of his early life as a slave is a thoroughgoing abolitionist manifesto, a penetrating portrait of the inner and exterior worlds of both slaves and slaveholders. And he may, indeed, have seen or certainly heard a good deal about all that he wrote. An ashcake may be an ashcake, but the blood that flows in what he called his “chapter of horrors” is full of philosophy as well as psychology.

Including the beating of his aunt Hester, Douglass had either witnessed or learned about from hearsay at least seven brutal whippings or murders by the time he was eight. This does not include the casual violence he saw from overseers, from the wretched Aunt Katy around the kitchen, or from his first instructor in religious devotions, a slave named Doctor Isaac Copper, whom Douglass turned into a “tragic and comic” character in his autobiography. Copper was a cripple, who with hickory switch in hand forced groups of children to learn the Lord’s Prayer, as he also whacked them with his whip. “Everybody in the south,” wrote Douglass, “wants the privilege of whipping somebody else. Uncle Isaac shared the common passion of his country.” Shortly after memorizing “Our Father who are in heaven,” Douglass quickly became a “truant” from Copper’s devotions.13 Details flowed in Douglass’s recollections, emanating from pain and adventure tucked away in the secret garden of his memory. His great indictment of slavery came first and foremost from the accumulated injury of his own story.

Douglass made a careful study of the range of overseers he had known, from the sadistic to the reluctant to those who enacted violence as mere policy in the slave system. His master, Anthony, seemed to be the company man enforcing policy, except when sexually scorned; then he joined the darkest side. A James Hopkins seemed “as good as any man can be, and still be an overseer”; he whipped slaves with open discomfort. But under Anthony’s general command were two other overseers, William Sevier (pronounced Severe) and Orson Gore (Douglass mistakenly identifies him as Austin Gore). These were not names invented by a novelist but real, hardened, paid accessories to slavery’s crimes on the Wye plantation. One day near the slave quarters, Frederick heard noise and screaming. As he sauntered over to the scene, he witnessed Nelly Kellem, a tall, strong slave woman, being wrestled and dragged toward a tree by Sevier. Nelly gave as good as she got in this fight, clawing Sevier’s face with her nails and hitting him as hard as he hit her. According to Douglass, three of Nelly’s five children witnessed this bloody fracas, as Sevier finally subdued Nelly and roped her to a tree. As the children screamed, “Let my mammy go!,” Sevier shouted foul curses and, like a “savage bulldog,” beat Nelly to a bloody pulp, while the woman took the blows with fierce and indignant courage. As Douglass wrote of this event years later, he implied that the worst part for him was not Nelly’s “back . . . covered with blood,” but her screams “mingled with those of the children.”14

Such was young Frederick’s prolonged initiation into the world of human relationships, to notions of fairness and morality, of crime and punishment, of familial bonds and fissures. Overseers were the law enforcers and the courts. Nelly’s offense that led to her bloody beating in front of her traumatized children was the ubiquitous slave crime of “impudence.” The moral Douglass the abolitionist drew from the story was that Nelly—as a woman—had stood her ground as long as she could. She left the ugly Sevier scarred in his already deformed face. Her bravery, something Douglass would later claim for himself, proved the doctrine he invoked with excessive bravado: “He is whipped oftenest, who is whipped easiest.”15 That stirring statement, while manly and inspiring, has the air of smugness, offered from a safer position as author of his memoir many years after watching the slaves on the Wye estate live with the frightening daily grind of comprehending just who could muster such courage to resist and who could not. He could hardly offer us, or himself, any sense of what the bleeding Nelly told her sickened children that evening in the quarters. Fighting back was noble and possible; but Douglass also left the distinct impression that in the daily experience of Eastern Shore slavery even a child began to understand that sanity itself, as well as physical survival, might be at stake.

Douglass’s litany of experiences with violence went even further; he analyzed the overseers as a “distinct class of southern society.” Gore served as the prototype of the cold and calculated tyrant who could instill fear in slaves. He operated not with “disgusting swagger and noisy bravado,” but with grave and “calm self-possession.” Gore worked by reputation and action; his power was absolute and his method intimidation. He never allowed a slave even to answer back to his orders. Gore worked by the maxim, said Douglass, “that it is better that a dozen slaves suffer under the lash, without fault, than that the master or overseer should seem to have been wrong in the presence of the slave.” Gore’s words were few but shrill, and the result was “sensations of terror among the slaves.” “I shunned him,” wrote Douglass, “as I would have shunned a rattlesnake.” He was still young enough to get away with such avoidance. In Douglass’s portrayal, Gore seemed destined for his calling, the perfect creation of slavery itself, the ideal “chief of a band of pirates.”16 Gore seemed the perfect colonel in slavery’s sick-minded, evil army patrolling the police state.

A twenty-year-old, robust slave named Bill Denby got into a scrape with Gore. In Douglass’s telling of the episode, after a few lashes Denby ran and plunged into a creek, with the water up to his neck. Gore stood on the bank with a shotgun on his shoulder. He gave Denby to a count of three to come out of the water. The belligerent, heroic young man refused, and Gore shot him at point-blank range in the face. Although Douglass admittedly did not witness this killing, he heard about it all over the quarters and wrote about it in dramatic terms: “In an instant, poor Denby was numbered with the dead. His mangled body sank out of sight, and only his warm, red blood marked the place where he had stood.”17 Gore apparently made his case for a necessary killing to Colonel Lloyd, who gave his approval; no judicial inquiry occurred. Douglass used this case to show that the murder of slaves in Maryland not only remained legal and went unpunished, but that it stood as the terrifying symbol of a society of amoral lawlessness. At the heart of Douglass’s autobiographies was the idea that slavery attempted to crush all semblance of natural rights for its victims. A society that sanctioned cold-blooded murder and fostered homicidal madness as necessary steps to social order could only be called by its names—piracy and tyranny. Douglass’s later, prolific appeals to the natural-rights tradition, and even to the right of revolution, should be first considered in light of these compelling, damaging childhood memories of such cruelty.

Colonel Lloyd himself, the owner of the great pirate ship, employer of the “chief pirate” (Gore) in control of the captive deckhands, was hardly above employing the whip. At the stables at the Wye plantation, Douglass observed, “a horse was seldom brought out . . . to which no objection could be raised” by either Lloyd himself or by his sons and sons-in-law. Old Barney, the head groom and stableman, had to endure these barbs and humiliations. One day, Colonel Lloyd was especially displeased with the appearance of one of his riding horses and took it out on Old Barney. Lloyd ordered the “bald and toil-worn” man to kneel on the ground and laid “thirty lashes with a horse whip” on his bare shoulders. Barney “bore it patiently, to the last, answering each blow with a slight shrug of the shoulders, and a groan.” This incident especially shocked Douglass, not it appears for the blood drawn, but for the unspeakable humiliation of an old man of dignity and talent by the master himself. The beating of Barney, said Douglass, revealed slavery in its “maturity of repulsive hatefulness.”18 In a child’s eyes, and memories, something sick, frightful, or evil seemed to lurk around the corner of every building, in the sounds of every overseer’s steps at the Wye enterprise. Long after he had left the Eastern Shore behind, such a prospect haunted Douglass.

•  •  •

“Such is the constitution of the human mind,” Douglass wrote in 1855 while trying to capture his mentality as an eight- and nine-year-old on the Wye plantation, “that, when pressed to extremes, it often avails itself of the most opposite ends. Extremes meet in mind as in matter.” With a probity unmatched by any other slave-narrative author, he remembered and analyzed a world of stark opposites, all but unalterable extremes that he had to learn to understand, navigate, and survive.19 As his awareness of his predicament grew, Frederick became a thinking being trying desperately to preserve and protect his mind as well as his body from internal disintegration and external destruction. At every turn in his life as a slave, both mind and body were in constant danger. His mind, he learned, he could cultivate and protect more easily, with more self-control.

Douglass’s experiences began to shape a disposition, a set of habits of mind, a personality that may have lasted all of his life. He was forever in search of a sense of “home,” a concept he dwelled on at length in the autobiographies. He was capable of great love and compassion, but perhaps even more desperately in need of receiving love and compassion long into adulthood. He experienced great difficulty trusting other people, even those who seemed to be friends. With mixed results, he sought time and again to find parental figures in whom to invest his faith and from whom to garner emotional sustenance. And his was a childhood, he admitted, blessed with several turns of good fortune altogether uncommon to slaves, while at the same time we should not doubt that he carried with him from his youth a profound sense of rage against the violence and degradation he both witnessed and experienced. If a slave was thoughtful and dreamed of something better, Douglass believed, he must endure these extremes. As autobiographer, he ultimately imposed a rather romantic, individualistic self-made hero on his readers. But crafty and guarded as a writer, he nevertheless revealed a childhood laden with the traumas unique to slavery. Those traumas were a kind of emotional furniture in his psyche; he would forever try to control and rearrange them, but he could never fully expunge them. That emotional furniture may have darkened his outlook, but it also provided the wellspring of his great personal story. Douglass made “the nature and history of slavery” his youthful “inquiry,” he maintained. We are led as his readers on the journey of an evolving, brilliant mind’s bitter questioning of all around him. “Why am I a slave?” he asked so innocently in Bondage and Freedom. “Why are some people slaves, and others masters?” he demanded to know, as though representing a child’s voice. This “subject of my study . . . was with me in the woods and fields; along the shore of the river, and wherever my boyish wanderings led me.”20

Douglass was lucky to enjoy any boyish wanderings as a slave. As autobiographer, he sometimes portrayed himself as just out of the frame of the picture, observing, studying, accumulating the knowledge that might not only free him, but also persuade his audience of the merits of the antislavery cause.21 Long before the age of psychology, Douglass provided a portrait of a young slave conducting psychological warfare against slavery, as that system conspired in every way to ensnare, weaken, and ultimately destroy him. His powers of recollection, fashioned beautifully into words, became his only available weapon. In words, Douglass always fought back not only to defeat slavery, but to make sense of its extremes and work through his pain. “Why am I slave?” is an existential question that reflects as well as anticipates many others like it in human history. Why am I poor? Why is he so rich, and she only his servant or chattel? Why am I hated for my religion, my race, my sexuality, the accident of my birth in this valley or on that side of the river or on this side of the railroad tracks? Why am I a refugee with no home? Why does my color define my life? Douglass’s story represents so many others over the ages.

Douglass wanted us to believe that as a child he gained inner strength and self-knowledge from his sufferings. With caution because of his skilled literary invention, we ought not doubt most of what he claimed as an amateur child psychologist. Every student of Douglass tries to discern what in his memoirist’s voice was real (factual?) and what was literary, often a false separation. But the two were almost always mixed for this gifted artist. As we consider the following remarkable passages, who would contest his comprehension of a child’s understanding of justice and injustice? “As I grew older and more thoughtful,” he wrote from the perspective of 1855, “I was more and more filled with a sense of my wretchedness.” All the “cruelty . . . wrong and outrage” he witnessed or learned from others “led me,” he said, “when yet but eight or nine years old, to wish I had never been born. I used to contrast my condition with the black-birds, in whose wild and sweet songs I fancied them so happy! Their apparent joy only deepened the shades of my sorrow.” Then he tried to remember how a child’s innocent imagination encounters the raw unfairness of the world and the essential venality of humankind. “There are thoughtful days,” Douglass asserted, “in the lives of children—at least there were in mine—when they grapple with all the great, primary subjects of knowledge, and reach, in a moment, conclusions which no subsequent experience can shake. I was just as well aware of the unjust, unnatural and murderous character of slavery, when nine years old, as I am now. Without any appeal to books, to laws, or to authorities of any kind, it was enough to accept God as a father, to regard slavery as a crime.”22 There is no reason to doubt such an adult observation about a child’s instincts. For this young slave the singing blackbirds did not lie.

Douglass’s world of extremes flowed from his memory in sheer description as well as in metaphors of explanation. Most of the time he kept himself squarely within the frame of his canvas. He identified hunger and cold as his primary sufferings at the Wye plantation. He spent every day “almost in a state of nudity,” wearing his “tow-linen” hanging down to his knees. He stayed on “the sunny side of the house” or in “the corner of the kitchen chimney” in winter to find warmth. At the Anthony house, the slave children, “like so many pigs,” ate cornmeal mush out of a “large wooden tray, or trough,” laid down on the floor of the kitchen or on the ground outdoors. An oyster shell was the only fork or spoon he knew until he moved to Baltimore. He slept in a closet, he tells us, and in extreme cold he would steal a bag used for carrying corn to the mill and, with “head in and feet out,” fitfully sleep on January and February nights. There were no beds or blankets for the slave children.23


[image: Image]
Aerial view of the Wye House plantation, c. 1930.



We must imagine Douglass the twenty-seven-year-old writer, sitting at a desk in his small, crowded apartment in Lynn, Massachusetts, in the winter of 1844–45, drafting his first autobiography. As he recollected these physical hardships of his childhood, his feet presumably warm enough, Douglass mingled past and present and announced his suffering and his literacy in one unforgettable metaphor: “My feet have been so cracked with the frost, that the pen with which I am writing might be laid in the gashes.”24 Memory is almost always a combination of retrieval and invention. The corn sack, a child’s frozen feet, and the pen of an adult writer as a kind of medicinal weapon to cure the gashes in his feet and in his psyche helped Douglass explain the meaning of being a child slave.

Before he parted ways with Wye, Douglass did make what he referred to as “two friends.” One was Daniel Lloyd, to whom he had been designated as playmate and companion. But more important, he was fortunate that Lucretia Auld took a liking to him. Around the Anthony household, with “so much that was harsh,” Douglass characterized “Miss Lucretia” (Anthony’s daughter and wife of Thomas Auld) as the first white woman who ever bestowed “the slightest word or look of kindness” upon him. She treated his wounds when he suffered a gash in his forehead in a fight with another boy. She took him “into the parlor,” a room he had likely never entered, and quietly wiped the blood from his face and applied balsam and white linen to his head. That tender act is the first Douglass remembered from any white person. Lucretia may have “pitied me, if she did not love me,” Douglass remembered. But he imagined and converted it into the love he so craved. She would occasionally give him extra bread, which led the boy to frequently linger, like the hungry dog or cat, beneath her backyard window. He transformed this tenderness into a formal sentence that speaks volumes about his deepest childhood needs: “When pretty severely pinched by hunger, I had the habit of singing, which the good lady very soon came to understand as a petition for a piece of bread. . . . I got well paid for my music.”25 Douglass does not recount what tunes or words he sang. But in these simple remembrances we see the boy who so yearned for love, for belonging, for an adult’s embrace, even if it came only in the form of bread and a smile bought for the price of a child’s song.

Douglass likely heard far more music than he ever sang at the Wye plantation, and on that subject he left some of his most compelling and complex remembrances. In so doing he exposed those extremes about which he could not stop thinking. On “allowance day” at the “Great House Farm,” when designated slaves from all over the far-flung plantation came to the Wye House for their group’s allotted monthly provisions, one might have witnessed a spectacle in which the “peculiarly excited and noisy” slaves gathered for social and musical communion. “While on their way,” wrote Douglass, “they would make the dense old woods, for miles around, reverberate with their wild songs, revealing at once the highest joy and the deepest sadness.” Douglass’s recollection of these demonstrations of material need and slave culture was both festive and somber. In groups, the Wye slaves “would compose and sing as they went along, consulting neither time nor tune. The thought that came up came out—if not in word, in the sound. . . . They would sometimes sing the most pathetic sentiment in the most rapturous tone, and the most rapturous sentiment in the most pathetic tone.”26 Embedded in Douglass’s memory was the slaves’ mixed musical tradition of moans, rhythmic body movement, and improvised lyrics fashioned for specific moments as well as for their visions of eternity. For a long time, he remained both mystified and affected by that music, by the abiding stories he heard especially in their “tone.”

Slaves on plantations could not own much of anything—land, tools, the clothes on their bodies, even their own children or their sense of a future. But they could at times and under certain circumstances own the sounds and rhythms, the melodies and lyrics, in the air as the great slave-driven machine of the Wye plantation refueled for the next month’s production. In his vivid childhood memories Douglass felt both within and apart from the creation and the meaning of the songs. One gets the impression that the lonely boy may have been both scared by the collective power of the songs and strangely thrilled to be part of the community performing them. Douglass thought that hearing these songs might “do more to impress some minds with the horrible character of slavery, than the reading of whole volumes of philosophy on the subject.” In the original Narrative of 1845 he fashioned a stunning memory of which he was so proud that he simply reprinted it in quotation marks with slight revision in the 1855 autobiography:

I did not when a slave, understand the deep meaning of those rude and apparently incoherent songs. . . . They were tones loud, long, and deep; they breathed the prayer and complaint of souls boiling over with the bitterest anguish. The hearing of those wild notes always depressed my spirits, and filled me with ineffable sadness. The mere recurrence, even now, afflicts my spirit, and while I am writing these lines, my tears are falling. To those songs I trace my first glimmering conceptions of the dehumanizing character of slavery. . . . Those songs still follow me, to deepen my hatred of slavery, and quicken my sympathies for my brethren in bonds. If anyone wishes to be impressed with the soul-killing power of slavery, let him go to Col. Lloyd’s plantation, and, on allowance day, place himself in the deep pine woods, and there let him, in silence, thoughtfully analyze the sounds that shall pass through the chambers of his soul.27

In this combination of childhood memory and antislavery propaganda, Douglass opened a wide window into his youth as a slave.

In his appeal to “analyze the sounds,” it was as if Douglass left an invitation to modern historians of slavery, to anthropologists and folklorists, as well as to the readers of slave narratives in his own time, to try to time-travel with him to the pine woods around the great oval driveway of the Wye House to hear the true meaning of slavery. It was as though he believed that some part of the injustice of enslavement could not be fully described or explained and might only be grasped—felt—at the level of spirituality, in the “chambers” of the “soul.” The songs still followed him into his adult, public life, he maintained, depressing but also quickening his spirit. Whether they sang about work and its rhythms, about the God welcomed into every aspect of daily life, about their masters or their intimate companions, or about animals through which they might imagine their own travail, slaves, Douglass argued, gave voice to their sorrow, not their contentment. “Sorrow and desolation have their songs,” wrote Douglass, “as well as joy and peace. Slaves sing more to make themselves happy, than to express their happiness.”28 Absolution, redemption, survival? Slave songs were made out of the stuff of oppression, not merely found or anticipated in the hereafter. A boy could learn a lot on allowance day.

Whether in the form of moans or shouts, in spontaneous lyrics, or in the stanzas and refrains of a spiritual, slaves were always making their own balm in Gilead. But in Douglass’s memory, as he represented his fellow slaves’ prayer and complaint, it was as though, by then a deep reader of the Old Testament, he chose Jeremiah’s original lament over the more famous spiritual’s declaration of faithful certainty. In the song, “there is a balm in Gilead / to make the wounded whole.” But Jeremiah had left an unanswered question: “Is there no balm in Gilead? Is there no physician there? Why then is there no healing for the wound of my people?” In song, as Douglass seemed to grasp, slaves fashioned some element of spiritual or psychological certainty in a temporal world that provided none for them. A slave child needed to believe in something.29

As an adult writer Douglass harbored much ambivalence about the sorrow and loss in those slave songs. When he would remember his days of plotting resistance and escape with his fellow band of disgruntled slaves as he grew toward adulthood, the songs somehow became more coherent, if still full of duality. The songs, Douglass said, “were mostly of a plaintive cast,” but might also break into “all manner of joyful noises.” And later, he seemed richly aware of an insight advanced by modern scholars of the slave songs: that the sacred and the secular mingled in a single worldview among American slaves. Douglass understood that the dehumanizing character of slavery had to be answered, tamed, and controlled by the weapon of words, in the music of song, or of oratory.30 He struggled mightily to embrace confidence about language itself, whether in prose, or in the tone surrounding a song’s revisiting of an Old Testament metaphor.

This Douglass came to grasp in remembrance of his later teenage years, and beyond. He used musical lyrics to capture the emotional meaning of his failed escape plans. He and his band of brothers, imagining their way out onto the Chesapeake and a watery liberation, could be “remarkably buoyant,” he declared, “singing hymns and making joyous exclamations, almost as triumphant in their tone as if we had reached a land of freedom and safety.” Then he remembered a specific song: “A keen observer might have detected in our repeated singing of ‘O Canaan, sweet Canaan, / I am bound for the land of Canaan,’ something more than a hope of reaching heaven. We meant to reach the north—and the north was our Canaan.” Douglass recalled yet more lyrics in which to embed his story of determined, if unsuccessful, escape. A “favorite air” laced with “double meaning,” went:

I thought I heard them say,

There were lions in the way,

I don’t expect to stay

Much longer here.

Run to Jesus—shun the danger—

I don’t expect to stay

Much longer here.31

As a nine-year-old about to experience the first great lucky break of his life, Douglass did not yet understand how to analyze the sounds that had penetrated his boyhood soul. In Baltimore, he would learn a new kind of music, and a new kind of slavery.



Chapter 3




THE SILVER TRUMP OF KNOWLEDGE

Education and Slavery were incompatible with each other.

—FREDERICK DOUGLASS, 1845

On a spring day in March 1826, Lucretia Auld gave Frederick Bailey the good news: he was to be sent to Baltimore in just three days to live with the family of Hugh Auld, Thomas’s brother, and to be the boyhood companion for Tommy Auld, Hugh’s son. Big changes were afoot for all of Aaron Anthony’s slaves. Old Master was ill and aging, his house soon to be taken over by a new head overseer; the blacks had to be redistributed to other places in the Lloyd empire, hired out, or perhaps even sold. Frederick was lucky, and Lucretia was happy for him; she promised him his first pair of trousers if he would thoroughly clean himself before traveling to the city. Douglass reports that he spent most of the next three days in the creek scrubbing the “plantation scurf” and the “mange (as pig drovers would call it)” off his body. The boy was sleepless with excitement, “working for the first time in the hope of reward.”1

A boy might have been frightened by this prospect of such a drastic change in his familiar surroundings. But not Frederick. He remembered no dread and only exhilaration at seeing the Baltimore he had heard so much about from an older cousin who worked on the Sally Lloyd, Colonel Lloyd’s sloop, and had come back with so many magical stories about ships, buildings, soldiers, and markets in the city. Frederick had no real family to leave behind—no parents to miss, and his brother and sisters were but strangers to him. He suddenly felt liberated from a future at the Wye plantation of little more than “hardship, whipping, and nakedness.” He remembered the day as a Saturday, since he had no knowledge yet of months; with pride in his new trousers, Douglass, sharing the deck with a flock of sheep, boarded the Sally Lloyd on what was likely March 18, 1826, for the journey to Baltimore. Ever giving his boyhood a narrative and a meaning, Douglass remembered himself the excited eight-year-old boy, stepping on the boat, as he “gave to Colonel Lloyd’s plantation what I hoped would be the last look.” Then he moved to the bow of the sloop and “spent the remainder of the day in looking ahead.” This would not by any measure be the final time he would see the Wye plantation. He would come back again in both helpless fear and personal triumph. Talbot County and the Eastern Shore would forever be the deepest wellspring of his fertile memory. But at this juncture, no one could imagine how the history of the Chesapeake region, as well as that of the entire nation, would change in no small measure because this fresh-faced orphaned slave boy rode a boat to Baltimore that day in 1826.2

The sloop traversed Chesapeake Bay, which to Frederick, “opened like a shoreless ocean.” It went into port first at Annapolis, where during a brief stay the boy was not allowed ashore; he did, however, see the dome of the statehouse of Maryland’s capital. Since it was the first city he had ever seen, he remembered his youthful reaction as something like “travelers at the first view of Rome.” Then on Sunday morning they arrived in Baltimore harbor. Frederick Bailey looked in awe as he saw two- and three-masted sailing ships, steamers, church spires, and four- and five-story buildings and warehouses. They landed at Smith’s Wharf, near Gardiner’s Shipyard, in Fell’s Point, just southeast of the Inner Harbor. Since the 1760s, Fell’s Point had been a hive of taverns and boardinghouses, as well as a growing center for the building and fitting out of oceangoing ships. In 1793, a French fleet overloaded with colonists escaping the slave rebellion in Saint Domingue (Haiti) arrived in the harbor. Among them was a ship’s carpenter, Joseph Despeaux, and a contingent of Haitian slaves. With his workers, Despeaux founded Fell’s Point’s first shipyard, where soon they were constructing the famous Baltimore clipper ships, the fastest ocean crafts afloat.3

One of the sloop hands guided Frederick to the home of Hugh and Sophia Auld on Aliceanna Street (he remembered it as “Alliciana” Street), just a few blocks up from the harbor. He had arrived in one of most thriving and growing port cities in North America. It was one of the largest trading centers in the United States for tobacco, wheat, flour, and even coffee. Its shipbuilding industry was booming, and just a few months after his arrival, on July 4, 1826, the cornerstone was laid for the soon-to-be-famous Baltimore and Ohio Railroad (the B&O), which would link the Atlantic Ocean with the Mississippi River. The city had a population of nearly eighty thousand people, composed of approximately sixty thousand whites, four thousand black slaves, and more than fourteen thousand free blacks. Baltimore had the largest concentration of free persons of color in the United States, a demographic fact that would play a key role in Douglass’s fate. The city proudly announced its civic consciousness in building major monuments; in October 1829, Frederick would have witnessed, at least from a distance, the unveiling of the massive Washington Monument, a 280-foot-high structure, with a 24-foot-high base and the first president’s statue on top of the obelisk. The year of his arrival the first of three shot towers was erected, the massive stone structures in which shot was produced by dropping molten lead from the top to water tanks below.4 This was a new visual, technological, and human universe for young Frederick. Here was a city with great churches, squares, and a skyline, and, to a boy from a plantation on the other side of the bay, an endless panorama for his senses and his imagination.

Douglass portrayed himself as the country bumpkin arriving in the big city. He felt the strange brick pavement under his feet, which would be so hot in summer heat, gazed at the buildings, and was especially struck at the noise, the “startling sounds reaching my ears from all directions.” The boy felt “strange objects glaring upon me at every step” and raw fear. His chief trouble was the roving “troops of hostile boys ready to pounce upon me at every street corner.” They chased him for sport and called him an “Eastern Shore Man.” Thus facing a street hazing, a Fell’s Point initiation that he called his “moral acclimation,” Frederick learned that life had given him a break as it also thrust him into the unknown. He had arrived in an urban environment with slaves but not really a “slave city.” Baltimore was undergoing a massive European immigration (130,000 arrived between 1820 and 1850), and those Fell’s Point streets were full of Irish and German boys marking their territories. The port and the shipyards were booming; carpenters, caulkers, sailors, and dockworkers of all kinds competitively and jealously protected their livelihoods. The city broiled with volatile politics, sometimes led by firehouse organizations and their political clubs and gangs. Outbreaks of rioting and political violence were common. The ships continued to be built to make the future of a great seaport; the wheat trade boomed and a textile industry thrived in making clothing and ship’s sails. But the labor for this great expansion was largely white, and the slave population was dwindling (from 4,357 in 1820 to 3,212 in 1840) as the free black community grew in numbers (from 10,326 in 1820 to 17,980 in 1840), if not in human rights.5

But Douglass, still numbered among the slaves, was someone’s property with a mind and body growing almost beyond the system’s capacity to contain him. Not long after Frederick’s arrival, the Aulds moved a few blocks south, to a house on Philpot Street, as close as one could live to the shipyards, where Hugh was an aspiring shipbuilder. At the Aulds’ house, Frederick met a white family who at first took him in like a relative. To his astonishment and joy, Sophia Auld—Hugh’s wife—displayed “the kindliest emotions” in her face, and her tender demeanor toward the boy put him in a world he had never known from white people. And he hit it off immediately with “Little Tommy,” of whom “his Freddy,” as “Miss Sophia” put it, was to “take care.” Surrounded by all this dreamlike affection, Frederick remembered his emotions: “I had already fallen in love with the dear boy; and with these little ceremonies I was initiated into my new home, and entered upon my peculiar duties.”6 Compared to all his previous experience it was a home and would remain so for several years; but it would also be a place for learning stern lessons for life, as well as to find and savor the one possession that might save his life.

For nearly his first two years with the Aulds, Sophia treated him “more akin to a mother than a slaveholding mistress.” Indeed, as Douglass pointed out, Sophia Auld had never been a slaveholder before his arrival. She allowed him to feel like a “half-brother” to Tommy. She was pious, attended church regularly, and exuded kindness toward the black boy who was now turning ten or eleven years old. She was Douglass’s humane “law-giver,” he said, and such sweetness made him “more sensitive to good and ill treatment.” Living on carpets, sleeping in a good straw bed, eating good bread, and wearing clean clothes did not hurt either. But the great gift she gave him was literacy. In 1845 Douglass recollected simply that Sophia had of her own accord taught him his ABCs as well as his first lessons in spelling. But by 1855 he remembered it a little differently. By then it was part of his “plan,” and after repeatedly hearing her read aloud from the Bible, he frankly asked her to teach him to read. Either way, Sophia was proud of her pupil, and Frederick was an extraordinarily eager learner.7

In the sordid history of American slavery, few images are more powerfully ironic than that of Sophia Auld reading in what Douglass described as a “voice of tranquil music” while the slave boy lay asleep under a table near her feet. In a scene he retold in speeches, but not in the autobiographies, he remembered first hearing her read from the book of Job. She “waked me to sleep no more,” Douglass declared in a speech in Belfast, Ireland, in January 1846. He often told of encountering the Bible by finding pages of it strewn on a Baltimore street a few years after first hearing it in Sophia’s melodious voice. Ever awake to the power of a metaphor, he “raked leaves of the sacred volume” and, after washing and drying them, read the remnants. But from Sophia, a world had opened through, of all visions, that of the tragic, suffering, benighted Job!8

Whether or not she read past the first chapter of Job to the boy, in his own later reading the adult writer and orator would have found countless resonances and uses of Job’s voice. When Douglass was in the depths of despair, each of Job’s uses of the question why fit Douglass’s condition. “Why died I not from the womb? Why did I not give up the ghost when I came out of the belly?” Or even more poignant, as Douglass gained literacy, “Why is light given to a man whose way is hid, and whom God hath hedged in?” As Douglass came to see words as his holiest possession, he could share Job’s deep frustration: “How forcible are right words! But what does your arguing reprove? Do ye imagine to reprove words, and the speeches of one who is desperate, which are as wind?” And surely, it was Job’s declarative voice of complaint, defended directly to God over and again, that could teach Douglass a new tongue: “Therefore I will not refrain my mouth; I will speak in the anguish of my spirit; I will complain in the bitterness of my soul.”9 Could Sophia even have grasped what an instrument of power she had unleashed in Frederick?

If Sophia had not realized the potential danger of her actions, her husband soon informed her. When Frederick was about eleven years old, Hugh Auld suddenly forbade with stern anger any further instruction in reading for the young slave. Auld rebuked his wife; literacy was “unlawful” in Maryland for slaves, he claimed, and “learning would spoil the best nigger in the world.” Douglass took great care to quote several lines he claimed he recalled his master speaking. They were to become a new kind of text for him in understanding and thwarting slavery’s hold on his mind and body. If Douglass was taught to read the Bible, “there will be no keeping him,” Auld reportedly said. It would “forever unfit him for the duties of a slave.” And in full paternalistic gravity, the anxious slave owner maintained that “learning would do him no good, but probably, a great deal of harm—making him disconsolate and unhappy.” Before long, the young slave would “want to know how to write,” Auld warned. In retrospect, Douglass made the most of this traumatic juncture in his newfound life in Baltimore. He called master Hugh’s chastisement of his wife in front of the slave the “first decidedly antislavery lecture to which it had been my lot to listen.”10

As autobiographer, Douglass constantly portrayed especially his early life as a series of turning points, episodes of crisis, confrontation, and learning, where the hero is tested, sometimes brutally and beyond his will or strength. Most of the time, though, the hero endures and gains self-knowledge and some new ground in his personal war against his enslavers. None of these turning points or battles was ever more important than his ascent to literacy and knowledge.

Words would become Douglass’s stock-in-trade; if Miss Sophia had provided the gift of literacy first, he now claimed, with no small amount of bravado, that master Hugh had also given him a gift. Auld’s “iron sentences” became inspiration rather than denial. Douglass recollected himself awakening for the first time to the “white man’s power to perpetuate the enslavement of the black man.” If “knowledge unfits a child to be a slave,” Douglass later wrote, then he had found the motive power of his path out, or at least inward, to freedom. Ever ready to employ biting irony to make his case, Douglass left this telling and honest description of the lesson learned: “That which he most loved I most hated; and the very determination which he expressed to keep me in ignorance, only rendered me the more resolute in seeking intelligence.” Although still a child, Douglass nevertheless remembered the episode as a seismic shift in his conception of the world. “In learning to read, therefore,” Douglass declared, “I am not sure that I do not owe quite as much to the opposition of my master, as to the kindly assistance of my amiable mistress.”11 Even as a child, Douglass learned to negotiate with and define himself by his opposition. This was a life lesson Douglass would invoke time and again in his later career, whether the enemy was a master, an overseer, a mob throwing brickbats, a stiflingly competitive fellow abolitionist, proslavery ideology, the Confederacy itself, Abraham Lincoln, or white supremacists who defined him out of the human family. Their opposition became his motive power, their arguments his own tools of counterargument in the courts of moral justice.

In the case of the Aulds and reading, Douglass would steadily see to the center of one of slavery’s mysteries, and into its evil heart. With his quest for literacy and the liberation of his mind, Douglass turned his own youth into one of the most profound meditations ever written on the character and meaning of slavery, of the slaveholders’ mentality, and of human nature itself. In his first two autobiographies, Douglass seemed intuitively aware of Georg Hegel’s famous insight about the mutual dependence of the master and the slave, of their inherent need for recognition from each other for the system to work. From experience, Douglass had his own ways of showing how the more perfect the slave, the more enslaved the master. And he showed how slavery, no matter how brutal its forms and conditions, was the meeting of two kinds of consciousness in a test of wills, and that total domination or absolute authority by the master was only rarely possible. He understood just how much the master’s own identity as an independent, powerful person depended on the slave’s recognition through his willing labor of that master’s authority. But as Hegel put it, and Douglass lived it, in that labor, and the master’s necessity of recognizing his humanity in performing it, “the bondsman becomes aware, through this rediscovery of himself by himself, of having and being a mind of his own.”12 The house on Philpot Street, as well as the entire teeming domain of Fell’s Point, became for Douglass a kind of psychological and philosophical school in which he discovered that most precious thing—his mind. And he learned just how much his enslavers needed his mind as they struggled to suppress it. Emerging in the youthful slave was not only an intelligence and passion for survival and knowledge, but a political instinct as well.

According to Douglass, Sophia “lacked the depravity indispensable to shutting” her slave boy “up in mental darkness.” She needed a great deal of “training,” he wrote, to succeed in “forgetting my human nature,” or in “treating me as a thing destitute of a moral and intellectual nature.” But now, under her husband’s orders, she surely tried to push against what Douglass called “nature” itself. “One cannot easily forget to love freedom,” wrote the former slave, “and it is as hard to cease to respect that natural love in our fellow creatures.” Sophia started out on her brief career as a slave master as a “tender-hearted woman,” but under the new social strictures, her “lamb-like disposition gave way to one of tiger-like fierceness.” By various clandestine “indirections,” as he cleverly called it, the eager young reader smuggled newspapers and even books into the house, and even into his bed in a loft. Compellingly, Douglass observed the dark irony of Sophia’s tragic learning curve. However hard she tried, it was all but impossible for her to see the black eleven- and twelve-year-old as mere chattel. “I was more than that,” he asserted, “and she felt me to be more than that. I could talk and sing; I could laugh and weep; I could reason and remember; I could love and hate. I was human, and she, dear lady, knew and felt me to be so.”13

Douglass later used his achievement of such self-awareness for numerous antislavery, as well as personal, purposes. But he also used it to demonstrate Miss Sophia’s moral ruin, as he found his own moral ascent. “Conscience cannot stand much violence,” Douglass philosophized. “In ceasing to instruct me, she must begin to justify herself to herself.” Thus her anger when she saw Frederick in a corner “quietly reading a book or a newspaper.” She came to treat him like a “traitor” launching a dangerous “plot.” With Sophia constantly suspicious of Frederick’s reading, and Frederick constantly wary of his mistress’s policing of his habits and thoughts, together, as Douglass later phrased it, they reached the same conclusion: “education and slavery are incompatible with each other.”14 This master-slave relationship, having begun with motherly love and childlike adoration, became an all-out war for either total liberation or unconditional surrender. Outwitting his mistress and her angry husband, Frederick went out into the streets to recruit reinforcements for his little war.

For Frederick Bailey, reading was manna from heaven; but he was the one giving out the bread. Right on Philpot Street, near the Durgin and Bailey Shipyard, Frederick made friends with several white boys who lived in the same neighborhood. He would later claim this was all part of his “plan,” cleverly “using my young white playmates” as teachers. But his recollections make clear that he developed a genuine bond with these struggling and hungry immigrant kids. Frederick carried his Webster’s spelling book, and at every chance he would corner the white boys and, while “seated on a curbstone or a cellar door,” solicit from them spelling lessons in return for his “tuition fee”—Sophia Auld’s fresh warm bread. A “single biscuit” would also lead to animated discussions of why Frederick was a slave for life and why the white boys were free. The boys took him into their secret emotional havens and supported their enslaved friend. They told him slavery was unfair and that he would be free one day, especially when he turned twenty-one. Their words encouraged him, Douglass remembered. This convinced him that young boys were natural abolitionists, at least until they reached a certain age when they were no longer “unseared and unperverted” by slavery’s material and moral logic.15

Douglass trusted the “consciences” of his young mates, whom he would not name in the early autobiographies to protect them from retribution in their adulthood. But by the time of writing Life and Times in 1881, he thanked four by name: Gustavus Dorgan, Joseph Bailey, Charles Farity, and William Cosdry. Here was Douglass’s first comradeship with young Irishmen, his first trusted experience with humanism beyond race. As white boys condemned the hypocrisy and oppression of their parents toward one of their favorite fellow street urchins, perhaps Douglass found even ultimate experiential inspiration for his later speeches and writings. Whenever Douglass made arguments against slavery from the natural-rights tradition, which he did persistently after 1841, he could reflect upon this experience with the boys of Philpot Street, who often told him that “they believed I had as good a right to be free as they did,” and that “they did not believe God ever made anyone to be a slave.”16

As a slave in Baltimore, feeling more and more hemmed in as he grew in size and age, Douglass needed all the evidence he could muster to keep nature on his side. Then he found the book that changed his life. His white friends carried and studied a school reader, The Columbian Orator, by the compiler and teacher Caleb Bingham. On a day in 1830, Frederick took fifty cents he had earned on odd jobs around the shipyard, went to Nathaniel Knight’s bookstore on Thames Street, and purchased a secondhand copy of the book he would later call his “rich treasure” and his “noble acquisition.”17 From that day forward in his life as a slave, The Columbian Orator became his constant companion, whether he was hiding in his loft reading space at the Aulds’ Baltimore house, back on the Eastern Shore as a desperate teenager teaching some fellow slaves in a Sabbath school, or carrying it as almost his sole worldly possession when he escaped to freedom at age twenty.


[image: Image]
The title page of the introduction and part of the table of contents of The Columbian Orator, first published in 1797. Douglass carried his personal copy out of slavery with him.



The Columbian Orator went through twenty-three editions and many printings in at least ten cities from Vermont to Maryland over the more than sixty years it remained in print. With hardly any formal schooling, although a good deal of reading in his prairie farming background, the twenty-two-year-old Abraham Lincoln studied with relish the classical and Enlightenment-era oratory in The Columbian Orator during his first winter (1831–32) in New Salem, Illinois. That an urban slave youth living in Frederick Bailey’s circumstances in Baltimore would, only a year earlier, discover this book through his white companions, who were in school, where there was an edition published in Maryland, is not surprising. That Douglass would embrace and later celebrate the language in this book is also not surprising. The Columbian Orator was much more than a stiff collection of Christian moralisms for America’s youth. It was the creation of a man of decidedly antislavery sympathies, one determined to democratize education and instill in young people the heritage of the American Revolution, as well as the values of republicanism.18

Caleb Bingham’s eighty-four entries were organized without regard for chronology or topic; such a lack of system was a pedagogical theory of the time designed to hold student interest. It held Frederick Bailey in rapt attention. The selections included prose, verse, plays, and especially political speeches by famous orators from antiquity and the Enlightenment. Cato, Cicero, Demosthenes, Socrates, John Milton, George Washington, Benjamin Franklin, William Pitt, Napoléon, Charles James Fox, and Daniel O’Connell (whom Bingham mistakenly identifies as O’Connor) all appear at least once, and some several times. Most of the pieces address themes of nationalism, individual liberty, religious faith, or the value of education. The reader as a whole reflected, as Bingham intended, New England’s long transition from seventeenth-century Calvinism to nineteenth-century evangelical, freewill doctrine, from Puritan theocracy to the Revolutionary era’s separation of church and state. As Douglass tackled the pages of The Columbian Orator in his early teens, whether he grasped the contexts or not, he would have repeatedly encountered irresistible words such as “freedom,” “liberty,” “tyranny,” and the “rights of man.”19 Well before he read any serious history, he garnered and cherished a vocabulary of liberation.

Among the most striking features of the collection were eleven dialogues, most of them originally written for the book by David Everett, Bingham’s associate in Boston. They were both serious and comical, aimed at the ethical imagination of young people and laced with moral tales about human nature, truth telling, and reversals of fate where underdogs outwit their oppressors. In “Dialogue Between the Ghosts of an English Duelist, a North American Savage, and Mercury,” the Englishman is revealed as the greater “savage,” while the Mohawk Indian, respected for his cultural differences, achieves the higher virtue. With such stories about democratized education and ethnic pluralism, it was as if Frederick Bailey had landed in a modern multicultural classroom in the midst of a slave state. He read many speeches, and especially one dialogue, “repeatedly.” “Dialogue Between a Master and a Slave” is to modern eyes a naïve and simplistic exchange between a slave owner and his bondman; but it profoundly affected Douglass as he read its improbable conclusion. If we can imagine our way into a thirteen- or fourteen-year-old’s sensibility, what Douglass discovered in this story was that slavery was subject to “argument,” even between a master and a slave. That the slave would convince the master to liberate him is improbable, but the teenager, psychologically imprisoned in his seemingly permanent fate, needed all the examples he could find of reason winning over power. The bondman even gets the last word in the dialogue, warning the slaveholder that despite his “kindness,” he, the slave, is still “surrounded by implacable foes” bent on “revenge.”20

On page after page of The Columbian Orator, Frederick found the reality of his condition, as well as dreams and justifications of his escape. His reading added not only to his “limited stock of language,” he recalled, but it enabled him “to give tongue to many interesting thoughts which had frequently flashed through my soul.” Young, angry, but exhilarated by the ferment and liberation in his mind, if not yet his body, Douglass felt his special book pouring “floods of light on the nature and character of slavery.” He believed he had “now penetrated the secret of all slavery and oppression, and had ascertained their true foundation to be in the pride, the power and the avarice of man.”21 As an adult autobiographer, representing how a budding adolescent discovered knowledge of himself and of the human condition, Douglass left a transcendent record of the light emerging in his mind.

From Slaves in Barbary: A Drama in Two Acts, Douglass must have read aloud in solitude, which was his favorite habit, about a fascinating and motley collection of captives being sold as slaves. They include Turks, an Irishman, a black American slave named Sharp, and an American sea captain named Kidnap. In Douglass’s imagination the story and the group may have felt a little like his gang of friends from the Baltimore streets. In a reversal of fortune, both Sharp and Kidnap are sold, but the white sea captain is put under Sharp’s “instruction.” Sharp has a thick slave dialect, which may have attracted the young Douglass, but he would surely have relished the eloquent speech of Teague (the Irish captive) in which he declares, “If men were made to be slaves and masters, why was not one man born with a whip in his hand and gold spoon in his mouth; and another with a chain on his arm, or a fetter to his heel?” And Douglass could not have missed the rousing ending, where Hamet, the “Bashaw of Tunis,” frees a noble captive named Francisco, declaring, “Let it be remembered, there is no luxury so exquisite as the exercise of humanity, and no post so honourable as his, who defends THE RIGHTS OF MAN.”22 In his youth, Douglass had seen and learned so much about gold spoons, chains, and whips. He knew much about whites and blacks trapped in a system’s fated destiny. But he never met a Bashaw he could trust.

From The Columbian Orator Douglass learned a great deal of motivation and confidence; but trust in the people around him, friend or foe, would be a long time coming. Above all, what Douglass found in this book was an elocution manual. Bingham’s long introduction, “General Directions for Speaking,” which drew upon the ancients to demonstrate a variety of practical techniques for effective oratory, may have been the most important thing Douglass ever read. The primary aim of oratory, said Bingham, was to create “action” between speaker and audience. “The perfection of art consists in its nearest resemblance to nature,” the educator argued. True eloquence emerged when the orator could train his voice to “follow nature.”23 Bingham provided specific examples of such elements of speech making as cadence, pace, variety of tone, and especially gestures of the arms, hands, shoulders, and head. Young Frederick was enthralled, and though he could not yet know it, his life’s vocation, his true calling, appeared as a saving grace.

Gaining knowledge—through experience, and now so importantly through reading, and slowly, through what he called the “art of writing”—became young Douglass’s reason for living. It came with both joy and fear. In his first two autobiographies, Douglass wrote honest passages about his seizure of literacy that speak to the ages, to anyone who has ever found learning a pathway to genuine liberation. One can never know exactly how much Douglass imagined himself speaking to history, to millions of potential readers living behind walls of oppression. But he surely did here. “The increase of knowledge,” he reported, “was attended with bitter, as well as sweet results. The more I read the more I was led to abhor and detest slavery, and my enslavers.” More than overseers’ beatings, fear of sale, or hunger and futurelessness, it was as if Douglass the writer of 1845 and the reviser of 1855 had found the existential core of his slave life: “As I read, behold! the very discontent so graphically predicted by master Hugh had already come upon me . . . The revelation haunted me, stung me, and made me gloomy and miserable. As I writhed under the torment of this knowledge, I almost envied my fellow slaves their stupid contentment.” Ten years earlier in the 1845 Narrative, Douglass had kept the point sharp and unforgettably eloquent:

I have often wished myself a beast. I preferred the condition of the meanest reptile to my own. Anything, 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 pressed upon me by every object within sight or hearing, animate or inanimate. The silver trump of freedom had aroused 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.24

When Douglass’s memory spoke within him, it often poured out in prose poetry. Remembering with all of his senses, did a twenty-seven-year-old writer ever express the craving for knowledge, life, and love, or the yearning for real freedom, any better?



Chapter 4




BALTIMORE DREAMS

Fear not . . . I am come for thy words.

—DANIEL 10:12

In the first seven years Douglass lived in the Auld household in Baltimore, he recollected, “As the almanac makers say of the weather—my condition was variable.” He grew into his teenage years through a series of fateful encounters in Fell’s Point on the harbor of Baltimore. From his enslavement he increasingly learned the meaning of his own humanity. Baltimore afforded him horizons to peer upon that the Eastern Shore closed off. With his “play fellows” along Philpot Street and around Durgin and Bailey Shipyard, he could test his wits and gain a sense of comradeship. In the Baltimore streets he also saw terrible cruelty and genuine humanity, “dark crimes without a name,” as well as conditions that made a “city slave . . . almost a free citizen.” He learned to assert himself mentally and physically, but that his “happiness was the sport of my masters.”1

In October 1827, with Douglass still only nine years old, his owner, Aaron Anthony, died without a will. Frederick was forced to return to the Eastern Shore to be valued and divided up among twenty-eight other slaves as well as all of Anthony’s other property. Anthony had three heirs, his sons Andrew and Richard, and daughter Lucretia (to whom Frederick had grown attached as a child). Unknown to the slave boy, Lucretia had died in the summer of 1827, and her portion of her father’s property would go to her husband, Thomas Auld. Relatively delighted in his new life in Baltimore, the youth was about to receive a new lesson in the enormity of slavery’s crimes against the human body and spirit. All of Frederick’s slave kinfolk feared most falling into the hands of Andrew Anthony, a “cruel wretch,” according to Douglass. Frightened and sorrowful, Sophia Auld and her son, Tommy, wept bitterly with Frederick as they delivered him to the docks and the schooner Wildcat, for the twenty-four-hour journey down the Chesapeake Bay and back to the Eastern Shore. Sophia’s hugs reflected a maternal bonding the boy desperately craved. He lounged on piles of tarpaulins aboard the slow tub of a boat and later recollected, “No one could tell among which pile of chattels I should be flung.”2

The schooner circled up the Choptank River, then to the Tuckahoe, and dropped off Frederick near the Holme Hill Farm and his grandmother’s cabin. He was a city boy now, and as Betsy Bailey greeted him, the other slave children looked on with strange gazes. Frederick felt an odd and sudden distance from this place of his birth. With excitement and anxiety, on October 18, 1827, twenty-nine slaves, almost all related by blood, some possibly the sons or daughters of the deceased master, representing three generations, lined up in a row and awaited their fate. Frederick’s siblings were only vaguely familiar to him: his older brother, Perry, victim of a savage beating and kicking by Andrew Anthony only a short while before the day of division, was now fifteen and a field hand; his sisters, Sarah and Eliza, were thirteen and eleven. Following Maryland law and custom, the court-appointed appraisers, James Chambers and William Leonard, lined everyone up and did their assigned jobs. In most instances families were preserved and children remained with their mothers. In their heartless task, the appraisers divided the black people into three roughly equal lots. The total worth of the twenty-nine chattels was determined to be $2,800.3 At a time when the cotton boom and the westward expansion of slavery surged into the Deep South and the Mississippi Valley, it is remarkable and against statistical odds that Frederick was given to Thomas Auld through his deceased wife. And apparently, Auld had already determined to send Frederick back to Baltimore to his brother Hugh’s household.

Douglass spent one month on the Eastern Shore during this harrowing episode. Greatly relieved with a boy’s self-interest, he seems not to have felt much attachment to his siblings, cousins, and aunts and uncles. He just wanted to be back in the atmosphere of Baltimore, where he could resume his urban adventure with literacy and somehow dream again. But as autobiographer, Douglass fashioned brilliant antislavery gems out of this darkest of slavery’s evils. It “was the intensified degradation of the spectacle” that most lingered in the imagination. “What an assemblage!” he wrote. “Men and women, young and old, married and single; moral and intellectual beings, in open contempt of their humanity, leveled at a blow with horses, sheep, horned cattle and swine!” Douglass gave voice to the reality of social death. “Horses and men—cattle and women—pigs and children—all holding the same rank in the scale of social existence; and all subjected to the same narrow inspection, to ascertain their value in gold and silver. . . . How vividly, at that moment, did the brutalizing power of slavery flash before me! Personality swallowed up in the sordid idea of property! Manhood lost in chattelhood!”4

In his remembrance Douglass was a bit patronizing toward his fellow slaves and kinfolk. He claimed that in this frightful division of human beings that he likely “suffered more than most” because in Baltimore he had experienced more “tender treatment” than those left on the farm in Tuckahoe. He no longer faced the slaveholder’s whip (for now), but they did. “The overseer had written his character on the living parchment of most of their backs, and left them callous.” While a striking metaphor, this characterization is merely one in a long line of expressions by which Douglass beautifully represented the interior and exterior experience of slaves while also distancing himself from it on his self-styled path to fame. Assuredly, Frederick was thrilled to be back in Baltimore pitching pennies in the streets with his white buddies and learning to read from Sophia. His three sisters and one brother found a very different fate; all were allotted to Andrew Anthony, who drank himself into debt, selling off most of his slaves to the Deep South.5 It would be decades and only through historic revolutions that Douglass would ever know most of his siblings again.

•  •  •

Frederick Bailey seized an education from the streets of Baltimore. From the city’s young immigrant boys, from the laborers, smells, sounds, and dangers of the docks, from a mistress who tried to love him only to turn bitter foe, from a storefront preacher and a free black community that gave him hope, and from a book that made him dream, the future Douglass cultivated a furtive, lyrical imagination rooted in his discovery of language. From these days forward, that language forever churned inside him, ready to burst out on the page or in his voice. But his young life took shape from numerous twists of fortune that kept him back and forth to Baltimore instead of experiencing, as did many of his brothers, sisters, and cousins, a fate of obscurity in the booming slave markets.

Between the ages of ten and fourteen or so, Frederick grew stronger physically, but his falling-out with mistress Sophia over reading took a heavy emotional toll. The boy craved love and affection, and when he found it, he held on tight; when he lost it, he spun into despair. As he reached puberty and adolescence Frederick wanted some element of certainty, and now he seemed to find only confusion. Sophia’s “abuse” fell upon him like a mother’s sudden betrayal. “Nature had made us friends,” he later wrote, “slavery made us enemies.” Denied his joy in reading, unable to forge new forms of hope, Frederick descended into a “leaden, downcast” disposition. Sophia just could not understand his sorrow and chastised him for it. Her false smiles were met with an early teenager’s rage. Douglass later claimed he was so despondent during this period of roughly 1830–33 that he “was even tempted to destroy my own life.”6 But as so often in his saga, in real time and in creative retrospect, he found emotional revival in words, and in yet another adult figure, this time a religious mentor.

Frederick overheard conversations in which master Hugh complained among his friends about the threat of “abolitionists.” The boy smuggled newspapers, especially the Baltimore American, into the kitchen loft where he slept; in one article the paper reported the “incendiary information” that a “vast number of petitions and memorials had been presented to congress, praying for the abolition of slavery in the District of Columbia, and for the abolition of the slave trade between the states of the Union.” These were, Douglass recalled, revelatory if mysterious words. With relish he found a dictionary and looked up the word abolition, only to find that it meant the “act of abolishing.” Again he extracted his education from his white owners and oppressors. “There was HOPE in those words,” Douglass wrote. Wielding adjectives like daggers, he named the “vindictive bitterness, the marked caution, the studied reserve, and the cumbrous ambiguity” of white folks expressing their fears of the word abolition as his evidence of things not seen. When one reads Douglass’s autobiographies with modern eyes, these expressions can be dismissed as antislavery propaganda. But in his living situation in Baltimore, his intellectual curiosity exploding in the midst of the stultifying Auld household, gazing daily out on ships parting and arriving in the harbor, Douglass realized that slaveholders’ fears of outside “denunciation” (which he increasingly found in his varied reading) provided him assurance that he “was not alone.”7

In the late summer and fall of 1831, likely from overheard conversations at home and in the streets, but also perhaps from newspapers, Frederick learned that “the insurrection of Nathaniel Turner had been quelled, but the alarm and terror had not subsided.” He does not tell us of any actual conversations in which he participated about the Turner rebellion; most slaves learned quickly to be silent and uninterested in such outbreaks of violence and resistance in front of white people who could wield absolute power over them. But he used the episode, which caused excitement around Fell’s Point, to introduce the spiritual-religious awakening of his youth. He began to see, he wrote, that God’s “judgments were abroad in the land” against “slaveholding wickedness.” The idea of “abolition” gave him new hope, he said, because “I saw it supported by the Almighty, and armed with Death!”8

During the year of the Turner rebellion and its aftermath, Douglass found religion. He seems to have experienced a genuine conversion to faith in a personal Christian God. At thirteen and fourteen years old, Frederick had learned much already about survival and about the inner uses of solitude. But he was always nearly desperate to know he was “not alone.” Young Frederick was enthralled with oratory and preaching, with words that could fill a room and stir an audience in mind and spirit. In his trusty companion, The Columbian Orator, Bingham’s first selection, “An Extract from an Oration on Eloquence Pronounced at Harvard University, on Commencement Day, 1794,” by William Perkins, Frederick found “eloquence” described with “great superiority over every other art.” Powerful oratory, he learned, could “scatter the clouds of ignorance and error from the atmosphere of reason . . . irradiate the benighted mind with the cheering beams of truth.” Inspired by such words, the teenager who felt emotionally and spiritually wretched was ready to discover the “business and glory of eloquence.”9 Preachers fascinated him, especially if they could wield words honestly and convincingly. He was drawn first to the performance, although the theology intrigued him as well.

At first, two white ministers influenced Frederick. Sophia Auld’s pastor, Beverly Waugh, from the Wilk Street Methodist Church, would often visit Sophia in her own parlor to bolster her faith. Frederick listened, was impressed by the reverend’s piety, as well as Sophia’s open religious struggles, but not with anything Waugh said about the worlds beyond the walls of the house. He liked attending the sermons of another Baltimore Methodist reverend named Hanson because he preached that “all men, great and small, bond and free, were sinners in the sight of God; that they were by nature rebels against His government; and that they must repent of their sins, and be reconciled to God through Christ.” “All men . . . bond and free?” Here was an early dose of theology and a modest nod to spiritual equality that would begin to condition Douglass for the moral persuasions of the abolitionists he would join some eight or nine years later. Is it possible that Frederick had heard the Reverend Hanson preach on Paul’s letter to the Galatians? “There is neither Jew nor Gentile, there is neither bond nor free, there is neither male nor female: for ye are all one in Christ Jesus.” Had Hanson possibly stumbled on 2 Corinthians’ famous passage, with a young slave sitting in the back of the congregation? “But by an equality, that now at this time your abundance may be a supply for their want, that their abundance also may be a supply for your want: that there may be equality.” Here, in a Baltimore church as a lonely teenager, young Frederick may have encountered his first textual lessons in the natural-rights tradition, the philosophy that would give him a voice.10 In the future Douglass would always be drawn, as a believer and as a contrarian, to theological arguments and to the sheer power of biblical narratives and stories. But right now, with his Baltimore dreams lying dormant and cold, he needed personal faith.

Such an awakening also came from his contacts with black preachers. Many fundamental ideas, and especially the sermonic cadences of the language in Douglass’s Narrative and in My Bondage and My Freedom, not to mention most of his early speeches, can be traced, in part, to the influences of a kind of black spiritual temperament and worldview that he soaked up from the African American religious community of Baltimore in his teenage years. Along with the stages of enslavement he experienced on the Eastern Shore, and from the knowledge he constantly took from all around him, this was Douglass’s closest thing to schooling.

Frederick encountered a black lay preacher, Charles Johnson, who awakened the boy to prayer. Johnson spoke with him in “tones of holy affection,” Douglass wrote. Through the “misery of doubts and fears,” the desperate teenager underwent what he called a conversion to “faith in Jesus Christ, as the Redeemer, Friend and Savior of those who diligently seek him.” With such language drawn from liturgy and confession, Frederick now cultivated his insatiable desire for knowledge by reading the Bible, Old and New Testaments. He might have even stumbled on the Sermon on the Mount. He now saw the world “in a new light,” he recalled. He felt new impulses for living, “new hopes and desires.” He even “loved all mankind—slaveholders not excepted; though I abhorred slavery more than ever. My great desire now was to have the world converted.”11 But his new faith was soon sorely tested.

In this state of mind, “religiously seeking knowledge,” he met an old man, Charles Lawson, who quickly became his deepest influence. A drayman who worked for the owner of a ropewalk on Fell’s Point, Lawson exuded a spirituality Frederick had never before encountered. Lawson lived only a short walk from Hugh Auld’s house; the elder and the youth developed a cherished relationship. Douglass called Lawson alternately “uncle” and “Father.” Above all, he was Frederick’s teacher. To the young, despairing slave with a curious, if imprisoned, mind, Lawson was a holy man living in a hovel who prayed constantly, while walking the streets or even in the midst of conversations. Frederick listened to Lawson and loved him. They became spiritual companions, spending all available hours “singing, praying, and glorifying God.” Lawson could read only a little, but he could interpret biblical metaphor, symbolism, and story as Frederick recited the words. For the young Douglass, slavery and life were his schools; but here he received a tutorial like no other at the feet of the tattered, prayerful old man. “I could teach him ‘the letter,’ ” wrote Douglass, “but he could teach me ‘the spirit.’ ” Perhaps in their readings and recitations, he and Lawson stopped in Paul’s letter to the Romans, as Douglass learned that for believers “the law” (natural rights) was “written in their hearts.”12 Fred Bailey gained a lifelong fascination for Paul, the prisoner prophet.

Lawson gave Douglass two priceless gifts. One was faith; the other was the insatiable desire for knowledge through a love of words. Lawson instilled in the youth a belief about which Douglass wrote intensely. God “had a great work for me to do,” he recalled as Lawson’s charge, and the impressionable youth made a spiritual surrender to faith. His slavery was not permanent, Lawson helped him hope and believe. In thus nurturing Frederick’s hope, Lawson prompted a craving for ideas, for books, for knowledge of the human morass in the Baltimore streets as well as in the wide world beyond. From Lawson, Douglass took the challenge that “I must go on reading and studying the scriptures.” The praying drayman, like any of God’s humble messengers in the Bible, had “fanned my already intense love of knowledge into a flame.” Lawson was a Jesus figure of a kind for Douglass at a time when he desperately needed one. In 1855, he remembered Lawson as “my dear old father . . . the very counterpart of ‘Uncle Tom.’ The resemblance is so perfect, that he might have been the original of Mrs. Stowe’s Christian hero.” We can only guess at what biblical passages Lawson and Frederick dwelled on in their many days together. But what Lawson seems to have stressed most were the freedom from fear and the power of humility. The frightened teenager said he came to feel “under the guidance of a wisdom higher than my own.” They may have read the startling visions in the book of Daniel. “Mourning” and “trembling” for many weeks, the prophet heard God speak to him: “Fear not Daniel; for from the first day thou didst set thine heart to understand, and to humble thyself before thy God, thy words were heard, and I am come for thy words.”13 Whatever they read, Douglass found hope in the presence of this spiritual father and was also beginning to find a calling.

Among Douglass’s most powerful cravings now was to learn what he called the “art of writing.” In his autobiographical memory, Douglass fashioned his emerging teenage literacy as his “means” of escape from slavery. It was his ultimate hunger, sometimes satisfied and sometimes not. In Baltimore, this early-nineteenth-century corner of a maritime world, full of immigrants, of the clash of languages and dialects, and of information that flowed in from the Atlantic Ocean and in front of his eyes via newspapers and books, Frederick observed the power of words. His job for a time at Durgin and Bailey Shipyard was to keep the fire burning under the steam box, and to watch the yard when the carpenters broke for dinner. In these intervals, Douglass would sit on a crate and study pieces of wood the carpenters were hewing into ships’ timbers. They were labeled S for “starboard,” L for “larboard,” S.F. for “starboard forward,” and so on. He memorized the letters and their uses. Moreover, Frederick loved it when the Aulds left him alone in the house; he had a “grand time,” he reported, appropriating Tommy’s copybooks and reworking them. He crammed a flour barrel and a chair up into his kitchen loft, and there, with minimal light, the future author copied words, sentences, and whole passages from a Webster spelling book, The Columbian Orator, the Bible, and a Methodist hymnbook. Out in the streets and at the docks, he created his own school tablets, even if he remembered it a bit romantically: “With playmates for my teachers, fences and pavements for my copybooks, and chalk for my pen and ink, I learned the art of writing.”14 This story alone should remind us why Douglass’s autobiographies have sustained universal appeal. He knew that a slave stealing knowledge and the power of the word from the residue of urban maritime life, as well as from literary treasures no one could deny him, made a great story. By mining his memory for the details of his seizure of literacy, Douglass gave the world one of his greatest gifts. Words had become a reason to live.

•  •  •

In March 1833, Frederick Bailey, a literate, intellectually curious, spiritually awakened slave, found his Baltimore dreams brutally disrupted yet again. An ugly slaveholders’ feud between the brothers Thomas and Hugh Auld, the one Frederick’s owner and the other his current keeper, prompted his sudden forced departure back to the Eastern Shore. Thomas’s wife, Lucretia (whom the child Douglass had adored), died in 1827, and he married Rowena Hamilton, the daughter of a wealthy Eastern Shore slaveholder, William Hamilton. Auld now lived in St. Michaels, the drab oyster-fishing town along the Miles River, only a few bends before it opened out to the Chesapeake Bay. According to Douglass, the dispute between the Aulds stemmed from how to treat Douglass’s young cousin Henny Bailey, who was among the brood of slaves Thomas Auld had inherited from Aaron Anthony. As a child, Henny had fallen into a fire and burned her hands, leaving her with terrible disfigurement and incapable of most forms of labor. To Auld, recalled Douglass, Henny was “of little more value than a horse with a broken leg.” So Thomas sent the girl to his brother’s household in Baltimore. But Hugh and Sophia found her of no value either. They soon sent her back to Thomas, who did not want her. This action led Thomas in a fit of pique to conclude: “If he cannot keep ‘Hen,’ he shall not have ‘Fred.’ ”15 Douglass’s portrayal of this episode may represent his desire to keep himself always at the center of his autobiographical tale. But such were the small destructive dramas in the daily life of American slavery. Were it not for the fame and literary mastery of Douglass, we would never know about the crippled Hennys of history.
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Feeling a “shock to my nerves,” the fifteen-year-old Frederick found himself on a cold day aboard the sloop Amanda, again on his way back to what would now seem the desolate, imprisoning landscape of his youth. As he took his place in Auld’s overcrowded house and general store at Cherry and Talbot Streets (actually in a separate kitchen dwelling out back) in St. Michaels, he was one of four town slaves, including his older sister Eliza, his aunt Priscilla, and Henny. He wondered whether he would ever see Baltimore or feel its urban hopes and energies again. The seventeen-year-old Eliza became Frederick’s staunch ally; she was already considered married to a free black man named Peter Mitchell, to whom Auld would eventually sell her. She conspired with her angry younger brother in their day-to-day resistance to Auld’s rule. Exceedingly depressed, Frederick not only missed his friends, the docks, his religious mentor, Lawson, his access to books and newspapers in Baltimore; he also now felt physical hunger.16

A growing teenager with likely an insatiable appetite, he scrounged for and stole extra food by almost any means necessary. Auld was “stingy,” wrote Douglass of this dark time in his slave life, but his new wife, Rowena, was outright “cruel.” Indian cornmeal was virtually the only food allowed the blacks at Auld’s kitchen. Douglass’s memory of this experience inspired in him one of his most elaborate philosophical defenses of natural-rights doctrine, as applied to slaves under the yoke of bondage. He had a perfect right to steal his master’s food, or any other possession, Douglass later argued, because not only had Auld rendered him property, but the slave society had marked him “privileged plunder.” Douglass believed he was, therefore, by birthright, “justified in plundering in turn.” The hungry antebellum slave in an amoral system, the bored laborer with nearly crushed hopes of liberty, later spoke with a raw logic more powerful than the slaveholding revolutionaries of the late eighteenth century: “The morality of a free society can have no application to slave society. Slaveholders have made it almost impossible for the slave to commit any crime, known either to the laws of God or to the laws of man. If he steals, he takes his own; if he kills his master, he imitates only the heroes of the revolution.”17 In this brutal environment, Douglass became a student of human nature, of the slaveholder’s mind, and of the fullest meanings of human rights. He was also becoming, by experience, a dangerous slave rebel. Frederick Bailey came to believe the plunderer shall in due time be plundered.

But he was still hungry. The gnawing stomach, boredom, rage, and a growing intelligence mixed to make Frederick a troublesome slave. He and Auld made a perfectly disastrous pair, symbolic of why slavery was not only evil but sometimes economically a dead end for both master and slave. By Douglass’s account, Thomas Auld merited no respect as a person, much less as a slave owner. As an adult abolitionist, eight to ten years after his tormented years as a teenage slave, Douglass became the movement’s most astute source on slaveholder mentality and character. Auld, he maintained, was not a “born” slaveholder; he was a “poor man,” pilot of a Bay boat, and an inheritor of slaves by marriage. His main character trait was “meanness”; he lacked strength and consistency in his handling of slaves, and though he craved power, he seemed only weak and miserable in exercising it. Douglass lived to condemn Auld with words meant as daggers to the heart of all lordly masters: “He was cruel, but cowardly. He commanded without firmness.” Auld tried to rule with the “fury of a demon,” but he “might well be mistaken for an inquirer who had lost his way.” He was, Douglass snidely said, “not even a good imitator.”18

In August 1833, Frederick attained a special insight into Auld’s character when his master allowed him to attend a religious revival at Bay Side, some eight miles from St. Michaels. This classic country Methodist camp meeting left indelible images in Douglass’s fertile memory. People came from all over Talbot County; two steamboat loads of pilgrims also arrived from Baltimore. The gathering lasted a week, and slaves relieved of work for a few days could hardly resist the excitement of hundreds of campfires roasting meat, a veritable tent city with a preacher’s stand in the middle and a “pen” marked off for “mourners” to enter and make their confessions, embrace the Lord, and be saved. A recent convert himself to Christian faith, although now struggling to understand whether God intended any justice on earth, Frederick witnessed the spectacle of master Thomas’s wrenching, emotional breakdown and confession in that pen. Blacks were not allowed in the pen, nor in front of the preachers’ performances, but Douglass tells us that he imposed his way close enough to hear Auld “groan,” and to see his reddened face, his disheveled hair, and a “stray tear halting on his cheek.”19 Here festered the dark heart of the moral bankruptcy of slaveholders that the future abolitionist would make his central subject.

Douglass converted this memory into angry condemnations of the religious hypocrisy of the entire Christian slaveholding universe, especially the little microcosm of Auld’s household, where the young slave now had to listen daily to loud praying and testifying by the white family, and to participate in hospitality extended to local preachers who were sometimes housed at Auld’s home, all the while enduring the good Methodist’s verbal and physical cruelty. For Douglass, the proof of any sincerity in Auld’s “teardrop” manifested in his actions. In his deeds and his glances, wrote Douglass, it was as if the pathetic master had concluded, “I will teach you, young man, that, though I have parted with my sins, I have not parted with my sense. I shall hold my slaves, and go to heaven too.”20 Such a vow, imagined by Douglass from the memory of his owner’s cowardly eyes, might serve as an unspoken motto of the Christian capitalists who ruled the antebellum South.

Amid this despairing situation, Frederick found what he called “something worth living for.” A pious young St. Michaels white man named Wilson discovered that Fred Bailey was literate, with a Baltimore background, and asked him to help with a Sabbath school to be convened at the house of a free black man named James Mitchell. With a dozen old spelling books and a few Bibles, they began meeting with twenty pupils on Sundays. Frederick loved this chance to use his mind again. “I could not go to Baltimore,” he reminisced, “but I could make a little Baltimore here.” Before the second meeting finished, however, a mob led by Thomas Auld, and two other white slave owners Douglass named, stormed into Mitchell’s house with sticks and epithets, driving the little band of eager learners back to their drab hovels. One of the “pious crew” in the mob accused Frederick of becoming “another Nat Turner,” he recalled with ironic relish. By the 1840s, Douglass would become one of abolition’s fiercest critics of proslavery religious and secular hypocrisy. But he did not need to learn that argument from William Lloyd Garrison nor any of the other Garrisonians, who made anticlericalism a major tenet of their crusade. Here in this isolated backwater of American slavery, Douglass had seen and felt on his body and in his soul the “blood-chilling blasphemy” at the heart of proslavery piety. The “professedly holy men” who owned his body and tried to own his mind had taught him virtually all he needed to know on that count.21

Douglass seems to have adopted a devil-may-care attitude of desperation toward Auld. Auld responded by beating Frederick for the first time; although as he recalled these whippings, the proud former slave portrayed his master’s handling of the whip as that of a hapless amateur. Not so, however, when Auld tied up cousin Henny to a joist and took out his frustrations on the crippled girl. Auld would beat her mercilessly with a cowskin before breakfast, then leave her hanging by her strapped wrists for three to four hours, only to return later and beat her again. In Frederick’s mind, Auld’s piety dripped with Henny’s blood. In this miserable circumstance, Frederick became essentially an unmanageable teenage slave. He verbally confronted Auld, refused to work, and repeatedly let the master’s horse run away. Auld resolved to send Douglass “out . . . to be broken” by a local slave overseer who rented his time and humble farm for just such a service.22 Auld’s pious cruelty now transformed into an even darker hell.

On January 1, 1834, Douglass began a year of living in a kind of wilderness of horror at Edward Covey’s dilapidated farmstead. With his few belongings wrapped in a bundle on a stick braced over his shoulder, Frederick walked seven cold miles westward from St. Michaels to a country setting overlooking the Chesapeake Bay. In the art of his autobiography, this place would be the “tyrant’s home,” the “dark night” of a strong young teenager broken and rendered a “brute” by a totalitarian regime ruled by one savage man.23 Ishmael found his Ahab, the ultimate tyrant whose obsessions could never be tamed, and by whom the world could be wrecked and taken down; Douglass found his Covey, who would bludgeon and wreck the young slave, but against whom the sufferer would resurrect himself through violence and will and find another reason to live. Douglass’s pivotal year as a sixteen-year-old under Covey’s savagery is forever cloaked in some of his most beguiling and lyrical prose. The chapters on the time under Covey’s brutal rule are the longest in Douglass’s first two autobiographies. The experience is crafted so artfully that it is often discussed as little more than a literary creation, a brilliant text that lives beyond or above the barnyard, the fence posts, the oxen team, the silent corn and wheat fields, or the dense woods of that Eastern Shore landscape. But Covey was real, and Douglass left a good deal of blood in the soil of that archvillain’s farm, while also extracting a story he would one day make almost as immortal as Herman Melville’s whaling ship. Douglass’s great gift, and the reason we know of him today, is that he found ways to convert the scars Covey left on his body into words that might change the world. His travail under Covey’s yoke became Douglass’s crucifixion and resurrection.

Although Douglass portrayed Covey as a professional slave breaker by trade, in 1834 he was actually a relatively poor twenty-eight-year-old farmer, with a wife and infant child, who hired slaves to work his rented farmstead. Covey paid Auld for one year’s service of the strong young slave. Perhaps most disgusting to the young Christian Fred Bailey were Covey’s and his wife’s religious devotions, acted out in their house every morning and night. At night Covey would have his small family, which included a cousin employed as a worker, as well as the three slaves gather for hymns. Since Covey was a bad singer and Frederick had a fine voice, the master would order the slave to lead with the hymn. Douglass found such flaunting of religious hypocrisy nauseating; sometimes, he reports, he would lamely sing, other times he would simply refuse and dare his “brother in the church” to beat him. The daily problem was that Frederick was for the first time forced to be a “fieldhand,” working from first light to sunset, performing tasks for which he had no experience. By any measure, Covey was a sadistic taskmaster, and for all those who simply refused to believe that the lash was a vivid part of the everyday lives of American slaves, Douglass demonstrated otherwise. On his third day at Covey’s farm, the brute viciously beat him with a switch, making the blood flow and leaving painful “wales” on his back that would fester and hurt under his coarse wool shirt.24 Those physical scars on his back would remain an occasional piece of Douglass’s abolitionist repertoire the rest of his life. Rarely would he whip off his shirt and show them, but they were always there as a physical and rhetorical device to shock the complacent audience.

Within the first month Covey purposely sent Frederick out with a wagon and a largely unbroken team of oxen to retrieve wood. With no training in how to handle the massive animals and the reins, he lost control, crashing the wagon twice, once in the dense woods, and once into a gatepost. Douglass later gave an account of this episode with elaborate detail and converted it into a rich antislavery metaphor as he also converted Covey himself into the worst creature slavery could produce. “There I was, all alone,” Douglass wrote, “in a thick wood, to which I was a stranger; my cart upset and shattered; my oxen entangled, wild and enraged; and I, poor soul . . . I knew no more of oxen, that the ox driver is supposed to know of wisdom.” With an ax (at least he had chopped wood before) Frederick managed to disentangle the oxen and get his cart back to the farmyard to face the consequences of his disaster. In the memory of this episode, as with so many others, he taught his readers the meaning of slavery: “I now saw, in my situation, several points of similarity with that of the oxen. They were property, so was I; they were to be broken, so was I. Covey was to break me, I was to break them; break and be broken—such is life.”25

He had become the beast, as Douglass remembered his mental and physical faculties during this period of despair. He anticipated future totalitarian systems and leaders as he remembered Covey’s methods of terror and control. Sometimes the wordless farmer, with “the fierceness of a wolf,” would grunt and lunge at Frederick with “sticks or cowskins” and slash his head and back over and over, leaving the laborer bleeding and all but resigned to these expected assaults. But Covey also possessed a cunning like no other slaveholder Douglass ever encountered. He and his two fellow unlucky slave workers on this isolated farm called Covey the “snake.” The scoundrel would “crawl in ditches and gullies” or “hide behind stumps and bushes” to spy on his slaves and startle them into hard work. Covey, said Douglass, could make him “feel as though he was always present.” To a lonely, despondent, brutalized, but literate sixteen-year-old slave who had seen the city and read of an even wider, wondrous world, Covey embodied the “system” that now imprisoned Fred Bailey in a desolate corner of the Eastern Shore, a wilderness of unseen, untold violence from which he might never have returned. By midsummer, in this daily hell, Covey achieved what Douglass claimed was the overseer’s motive: “I was broken in body, soul and spirit. My natural elasticity was crushed, my intellect languished, the disposition to read departed . . . behold a man transformed into a brute.”26

Sundays provided Frederick his only downtime. Lonely, with no one to confide in, he tells us he would lie down under a shade tree and spend many hours in “a sort of beast-like stupor, between sleep and wake.”27 Sometimes he would stroll over toward the Chesapeake Bay, which was only a short distance from Covey’s depressing farmstead, and the people, black and white, with whom the tall, brainy boy found no conversation. There he would allow himself an occasional burst of imagination, a daydream he would ten years later capture in a beautiful and haunting metaphor of freedom. Sitting in a small room at a spare desk in Lynn, Massachusetts, in the winter of 1844–45, Douglass peered back into his memory and wrote a passage for the ages.

“Our house stood within a few rods of the Chesapeake Bay,” he remembered, “whose broad bosom was ever white with sails from every quarter of the habitable globe.” Douglass then captured slavery and freedom with artistry unparalleled in the genre of slave narratives:

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 upon 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.

Then, perhaps gazing through the wintry window in Lynn, Douglass shifts and speaks directly to the ships, trying to reenter a teenager’s imagination:

You are loosed 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! O that I were on one of your gallant decks and under your protecting wing! Alas, betwixt me and you, the turbid waters roll.28

In such a prose poem, Douglass wrote a psalmlike prayer of deliverance in his Narrative, rendering in the music of words the meaning of slavery’s potential to destroy the human spirit, but at the same time transcending his remembered misery to declare at the end of the lament, in language reminiscent of the slave spirituals, that “there is a better day coming.” Before ending this meditation, as though bracing his face and body to a sudden wind off the Bay, he declared that he would one day “take to the water” and bravely steer “a north-east course.”29 He would indeed one day toss his tears upon that sea and dream his way back to and out of Baltimore. And in the decade before the Civil War, as today, his readers could and can still stand with Douglass in the dark night of his soul along their own Chesapeakes and sense the deepest of human yearnings in their own souls.

One day in the terrible heat of August, Frederick broke down physically while threshing wheat in the hot sun with other slaves. He fell into a delirious stupor, experiencing what modern medicine would call heat exhaustion or stroke. With terrible head pain, his limbs trembling, and likely a dangerous fever from lack of water, the clammy-skinned youngster crawled to a post and rail fence for shade. The wheat fanning stopped, and Covey came out to the scene, demanding that Frederick stand up. Douglass remembers that he could not speak and that Covey kicked him savagely in the ribs. Then he beat the youngster about the head with a hickory stick, leaving a bleeding gash. As Covey joined the work crew, replacing Frederick, the stumbling slave regained his feet and fled into the woods. There, in fear and exhaustion, he resolved to walk through the nighttime forest back to St. Michaels to plead his case before his owner, Thomas Auld.30

Barefoot through “bogs and briers,” staying off the roads so as to avoid Covey if he pursued him, Frederick made it to Auld’s store that night. With blood clotted on his head and his torn shirt bloodstained, the ragged supplicant begged for Auld’s protection. Auld paced the floor, refused to believe most of Frederick’s horror story, and ridiculed him as the perpetrator of his own travail. The master ordered his slave to go back to serve out the remaining months of his term, lest Auld “lose the whole year’s wages.” With this lesson in slaveholders’ avarice, Douglass stayed the night and, without food the next morning, made the seven-mile trek back to Covey’s dreaded lair. “Broken in spirit,” what did Douglass ponder as he stumbled back to a fate of more abuse? Did he think of Father Lawson and wonder if any God existed? Did he feel a loneliness in his bones far greater than the pains in his injured body? Did he imagine with near-homicidal scorn a picture of Auld and Covey in their Methodist pews, praying for good crops, healthy families, and the warrant of their own salvation? Was his mind simply lost in contemplations of the sheer scale and weight of injustice? Did he try to pray, with only tearful false starts and wasted sentence fragments for his efforts? All this and more, he implied, his bludgeoned mind thought and his body felt as he walked.31 For now, he could not even see the sailing ships if they leaped off the ocean waves.

As soon as Covey saw Frederick step over a fence rail, the tyrant pursued him with a whip and a rope. The young man fled again into a field of tall corn, where he hid. The “ferocious hound,” as Douglass called Covey, could not find him, likely expecting that his slave would ultimately return again out of hunger. Frederick found temporary safety in the woods, where the weary fugitive lay down on a bed of leaves, “shut in with nature, and nature’s God.” Confused and frightened during the night, he encountered a fellow slave, Sandy Jenkins, who was walking several miles to visit his wife, a free black woman. Jenkins too had been hired out for the year, and he took pity on the desperate younger man and, at considerable risk, ushered him to his humble home. Sandy’s wife helped Frederick to wash his scarred and bloody body and fed him a freshly baked ashcake. Douglass remembered this human touch, “relieving a brother bondman,” as a saving grace in the midst of his torment. In 1855 he called this moment at Sandy’s cabin “the meal, of all my life, most sweet to my taste, and now most vivid in my memory.” Before departing the next morning, Sandy, who fashioned himself a spiritual adviser and, to anguished Frederick, seemed “a genuine African,” gave the runaway a special “root” to wear only on his right side for protection as he returned to Covey’s domain. Unmoved by the logic of Sandy’s “magical powers,” Douglass nevertheless decided he had nothing to lose and wore the talisman as instructed.32

More in line with his own self-understanding and portrayal, though, Douglass attributed much of Jenkins’s kindness toward him to the neighborhood knowledge of his literacy. Claiming he was the only slave in the region who could read and write, Douglass preferred to wear his learning rather than a conjurer’s herbs from the forest floor. “Although I was hated by Covey and by my master,” Douglass maintained, “I was loved by the colored people, because they thought I was hated for my knowledge, and persecuted because I was feared.” Always ready to offer himself as a symbol of the power of the word and of the will, he nevertheless admitted that in this desperate summer night, his Good Samaritan had a strong case. “My book learning,” he remembered Sandy telling him, “had not kept Covey off me, (a powerful argument just then).”33

It was a Sunday morning as Frederick once again came into Covey’s yard, and the pious slave driver said good morning on his way to church services. Covey did not beat slaves on the Sabbath. Monday morning was another matter; what ensued was the most celebrated fight between a master and a slave in all of antislavery literature. For the elaborate details of this rumble in a stable and a farmyard, which Douglass claimed lasted for two hours, the autobiographer is our only source. He wrote of it with an odd formality, as though he were the observer cleaning up a deadly blood sport for sentimental readers. Whatever the duration and nature of this violent melee, for Douglass it grew into the pivotal turning point in his life as a slave. Slaves who resisted and fought their masters sometimes did not live to tell about it, or at least found themselves in transit to a worse fate farther south. Covey caught Douglass by surprise coming down from a hayloft and tried to tie his legs. In language that became melodramatic and moralistic, even if blow by blow and full of bravado, Douglass nevertheless admitted that he did not at first know from “whence came the daring spirit” and his “fighting madness.” Douglass claimed to have fought “strictly on the defensive,” which does not ring true. Covey became flustered, even “frightened,” with much “puffing and blowing.” He called on two other slaves to help him grab and hold Frederick; but the rebel kicked one of them into agonized submission and the other simply refused and comically said he just wished to work. The two grunting fighters grappled and threw each other on the ground. Douglass says he strangled Covey by the throat, drawing blood with his nails, and his tormentor simply gave up.34

As one scholar has suggested, Douglass wrote of this fight as though it were “a performance, a staged and ritualized battle” in this master-slave drama. Another historian has called the fight a stylized “death dance.” It also later served the former slave’s story as the establishment of his manhood by ritualized violence. “I was nothing before,” he wrote, “I was a MAN NOW.” As he told of it over and over in public forums later, he portrayed his victory over Covey as the demonstration of the physical force necessary for male dignity and power. He had bested the tyrant; he now possessed an inner freedom and an outward pride. “It was a resurrection from the dark and pestiferous tomb of slavery,” Douglass said, “to the heaven of comparative freedom.” He convinced himself, not without reason, that Covey exacted no public or legal retribution (Frederick could have been arrested, tried, and hanged for such resistance) because of a coward’s shame and fear for his reputation. The wounded boy was now a man who could lift his head high and tell the world that old Covey never again laid a hand on him in his remaining months in that country prison. Most of all, embedded in all the talk of manhood, he admitted that his spirit, all but lost in the woods those despairing nights, could now revive; the defeat of Covey, he said, “rekindled . . . my Baltimore dreams.”35



Chapter 5




NOW FOR MISCHIEF!

No man can tell the intense agony which is felt by the slave, when wavering on the point of making his escape. All that he has is at stake. . . . The life which he has may be lost, and the liberty which he seeks may not be gained.

—FREDERICK DOUGLASS, 1845

Douglass likely never forgot the sensation of his hands gripping Covey’s throat, his fingernails drawing blood, as he strangled the slave master. Whether it happened or not as Douglass later described it, the feeling became real in memory. By January 1, 1835, after spending the annual holiday week watching, and imbibing, with the rest of the slaves in the St. Michaels region as they frolicked, danced, and drank their days away with their masters’ approvals, Frederick Bailey was ready for more “rational” sensations.1 He was once again hired out by Auld for a year to another local farmer, William Freeland, whose land fronted on the Miles River.

As Douglass endlessly explained the nature of slavery to public audiences later in the 1840s, a major theme of his writing and speeches was the slaveholders’ mentality, their quest not only for control of the bondman’s body, but more important, “to destroy his thinking powers.” By temperament and apparently strategy, Freeland, who did not even attend church and practiced leniency about food, labor routines, and general emotional autonomy among his slaves, allowed Frederick more space and time to think, read, and, as it turned out, to clandestinely teach. Freeland did not beat his slaves; though his soil was worn-out from too much tobacco husbandry, his tools were much better than most, and he was a fair broker with his slaves’ need for rest. Frederick liked Freeland, especially in contrast to his previous year of suffering under Covey. Douglass’s mind, he recollected, gained “increased sensibility.” In Bondage and Freedom, he drew beautifully upon 1 Corinthians to say that the “natural” and “temporal” in human needs come first, and “afterward that which is spiritual.” He later mused in memoirs and speeches about how his time with Freeland taught him that when a slave gets a “good” master, it makes him only wish “to become his own master.”2

Frederick had gained a reputation in the region because of the fight with Covey; and his literacy made him a special seventeen-year-old among a mostly older group of male slaves who became his beloved “band of brothers” on Freeland’s place. Douglass “loved” (a word he sparingly used in remembering his slavery years) especially four young men: brothers Henry Harris and John Harris, Handy Caldwell, and Sandy Jenkins (the root man), now working on the same farmstead with Frederick. As Douglass set up this scene of mental liberation amid a group of trusted comrades, he delivered a clever jolt of foreshadowing. “Now for Mischief!” he declared. “I had not been long at Freeland’s before I was up to my old tricks.”3

•  •  •

Quickly that winter and into summer, Frederick gathered eventually more than thirty male slaves on Sundays, and sometimes even on weeknights, in a Sabbath literacy school. He may have constructed the Covey fight as his resurrection from a living death into “manhood,” but Douglass’s real manhood, his real vocation, emerged here in his leadership among a cherished group of eager learners and fellow dreamers. Here on the farm of a “just” slaveholder, in downtime from working as a field hand, the future Frederick Douglass found his first abolitionist flock. Here “in the woods, behind the barn, and in the shade of trees,” Frederick discovered his charisma and burnished his love of words. “The fact is, here I began my public speaking,” he later wrote. With The Columbian Orator in his hands, which he had somehow kept hidden from the Coveys and Aulds in his life, and with a Webster’s spelling book and a copy of the Bible, Frederick, now tall and with an adult’s deeper voice, stood before these young men and preached the power of literacy as the means to freedom. Under an old live oak on the Eastern Shore on summer Sabbaths, practicing gestures with his arms and shoulders, and modulating the sounds and cadences of his words as The Columbian Orator instructed, the greatest antislavery orator of the nineteenth century first found his voice.4 One wonders if before any of his thousands of speeches and appearances later in life, as he listened to someone drone on introducing him, or as he stepped to a lectern, a fleeting memory of his oak-tree congregations danced in his mind.


[image: Image]
Sherwood Forest (Freeland Farm). Douglass lived and worked in these fields, 1835–36. Aerial view, c. 1930.



Douglass loved his days and nights teaching his fellow slaves. “I have had various employments during my short life,” he wrote in 1855, “but I look back to none with more satisfaction, than to that afforded by my Sunday school.” Douglass’s autobiographical writing is often extremely self-centered, drawing hard boundaries around his sole character—himself as the melodramatic self-made hero. But his remembrance of the Sabbath school is one time when he expressed an abiding love, an “attachment deep and lasting,” for his supporting cast. Frederick was the leader now of a local brotherhood, unlike anything he had known before, a gang of word lovers and emerging readers. They were “brave and . . . fine looking” as a group. He had never known other such friends in his life to the age of thirty-seven, as he rhapsodized in 1855. “No band of brothers could have been more loving.” They had secret passwords for group protection in their risky business; and what they especially possessed was a sense of a male-bonded home in their wilderness of work and hopelessness. For Frederick’s bursting spirit, “these were great days to my soul.”5

In the midst of these clandestine adventures in literacy and comradeship, Frederick and his four closest friends launched an escape plot. At the beginning of 1836, Freeland rented Frederick for yet one more year of labor. Douglass later portrayed himself as glad to stay on Freeland’s place; he could continue his teaching and building of his band of readers as he turned eighteen years old. But he also, perhaps quite honestly, remembered himself as “not only ashamed to be contented, but ashamed to seem contented.” Frederick felt a new level of despondency, the kind born of the same increased liberty to think, speak, and create the “intense desire . . . to be free” in his devoted compatriots as he had felt at a younger age in Baltimore. He left many haunting expressions of this longing in the mind of a slave reaching adulthood with an imprisoned mind. “The grim visage of slavery,” he wrote on behalf of all slaves, “can assume no smiles which can fascinate the partially enlightened slave into a forgetfulness of his bondage.”6

In a combination of providential, psychological, and even military language, Douglass told of his escape plot that nearly ended his abolitionist career before it started. “The prophecies of my childhood were still unfulfilled,” he claimed in retrospect. As he remembered Father Lawson’s words (predicting God’s purposes in Douglass’s rise in the world), Frederick believed that at eighteen he had grown “too big for my chains.” His group of five conspirators plotted their backwater rebellion like a tiny military company, with Frederick as their captain, always watching his own “deportment, lest the enemy should get the better of me.” Just before the Easter holiday in the spring of 1836, they planned to steal away into Chesapeake Bay in a large canoe owned by William Hambleton, whose large estate bordered Freeland’s farm (Douglass mistakenly calls him Hamilton in the autobiographies), rowing their way north some seventy miles to the head of the Bay, and then trekking by foot overland to the free state of Pennsylvania. Wildly ambitious and based on inadequate geographic knowledge, the plot had little hope of success, although they could visualize themselves out on the Bay claiming either to be fishermen working for their masters, or slaves allowed the holiday week off from labor. Frederick employed his literacy now to a political end for the first time—he wrote a “pass” for each member of the band, authorizing him to spend the Easter holiday in Baltimore, and signed W.H.7 These desperate young men decided to steel their nerves in group solidarity, in songs, in their secret meetings and handshakes, and in their faith in their youthful leader, who stood erect over their battlements and strove for the right words of resolve.

Their bravado, however, had to coexist with fear. Frederick and his team met by night around their quarters and on Sundays out in arbors. The eighteen-year-old played the commanding officer of the platoon preparing for war; he argued for the plan against all its admittedly logical obstacles—what he called “phantoms of trouble.” He cajoled, instilled spirit when they needed it, drew mental pictures of hope when they all felt desperation, and tried “to instill all with firmness.” But Frederick’s pep talks did not suffice. In his autobiography, Douglass later presented this episode brilliantly as a journey into the psychology of the runaway slave. Fred Bailey may have enjoyed his role as the band’s leader by words and personality, but he shared their sense of psychological terror about betrayal and capture.8

As they “rehearsed” for their fateful day of flight out of “Egypt,” Douglass remembered, they could preen and swagger for one another one moment, and the next, the Harris brothers might just stare in silent dread into Frederick’s eyes, awaiting his next direction. “We were confident, bold and determined at times,” wrote Douglass; “and, again, doubting, timid and wavering; whistling like the boy in the graveyard, to keep away the spirits.” When they sang to steady their nerves, a favorite hymn rang out:

O Canaan, sweet Canaan.

I am bound for the land of Canaan,

I thought I heard them say,

There were lions in the way,

I don’t expect to stay

Much longer here.

Run to Jesus—shun the danger—

I don’t expect to stay

Much longer here.

Douglass hastened to point out that for his band of runaways, it was not heaven they sought just then; “the north was our Canaan.”9

But what about those lions? They could not sing them away. Nine years later, Douglass left a probing statement of the recurring dream/nightmare of the runaway slave, as though he wanted to tear apart the romance of the Underground Railroad and replace it with a vision of the fugitive slave’s real psychic hell. “At every gate through which we were to pass,” he wrote on behalf of his comrades and every other bold runaway, “we saw a watchman—at every ferry a guard—on every bridge a sentinel—and in every wood a patrol.” The options faced by the runaway came from deep in historical time, from the ancient circumstance of the oppressed choosing life or death against the overwhelming weapons of the powerful. “On the one hand, there stood slavery, a stern reality, glaring frightfully upon us,” wrote Douglass as dramatist of the macabre, “its robes already crimsoned with the blood of millions, and even now feasting itself greedily upon our own flesh. On the other hand, away back in the dim distance, under the flickering light of the north star, behind some craggy hill or snow-covered mountain, stood a doubtful freedom—half frozen—beckoning us to come and share its hospitality.” Why tempt such a “monster” infesting their thoughts? On every side, they saw “grim death” in “horrid shapes.” They saw themselves drowned in the ocean, their bodies torn by bloodhounds. After thus characterizing the mind of the fugitive slave, Douglass went to Shakespeare’s Hamlet and allowed his comrades the moment to “rather bear those ills we had, than to fly to others, that we knew not of.” But they could still somehow see that distant hill. Then Douglass invoked Patrick Henry’s famous “Give Me Liberty or Give Me Death” speech from the American Revolution and claimed that the American slave rebel’s right to this bold resolution was “more sublime” than any by one of the founding fathers. The “lash and chain” had bought that privilege.10

So, brave but terrified, Frederick and his small band awoke on their prospective day of deliverance, Saturday, April 2, 1836. They had packed little bags and gone to the field to do their early-morning work—spreading manure. Their plot fell into disaster almost immediately. They had been betrayed (Douglass later thought probably by Sandy Jenkins, who had withdrawn from the plot in tortured anxiety). As they gathered at the kitchen near Freeland’s house, Frederick spied four white men on horseback, and two blacks walking with them, coming down the long lane into the property. Then came the aging and rotund William Hambleton riding at a gallop. After a brief consultation between Freeland and Hambleton, within seconds the constables seized Frederick and tied his arms with rope. Then they moved to the Harrises; John was subdued and tied, but Henry physically resisted, refusing to allow his hands to be tied by these men, who were armed. One constable drew his pistol, cocked it, and aimed it point-blank at Henry’s breast. “Shoot me! Shoot me!” shouted Henry in defiance. “You can’t kill me but once. Shoot!—shoot! and be d__d. I won’t be tied.” Then the whole group assaulted Henry, drove him to the ground, and subdued him in ropes. While all were distracted, Frederick threw his pass into the kitchen fire; later he instructed the others to eat theirs.11

In Freeland’s front yard, the four bound young men were fastened with ropes to three horses, guarded by the mounted constables, and prodded off on a fifteen-mile forced march to the county jail in Easton. Before departure, Mrs. Betsey Freeland, the landowner’s mother and Hambleton’s sister, who had long-standing affection for the Harris brothers, railed at Frederick as the corrupter of the innocent. “You devil!” she screamed at him. “It was you who put into the heads of Henry and John to run away. But for you, you long legged yellow devil, Henry and John would never have thought of running away!” Douglass, the bound prisoner, met her gaze, he says, with a look that matched her wrath. After three miles the coffle stopped in St. Michaels at Thomas Auld’s store, where Frederick’s owner interrogated and berated him. But Douglass tells us that he defied and responded to Auld in kind with a lawyerlike argument that no crime had been committed, no evidence existed, and logically no one had any case against him, except for the words of a betrayer. Then the journey resumed on the dusty road to Easton.12

All along the roadway, through little hamlets called Spencer’s Cove, Royal Oak, Kirkham, and Miles Ferry, crowds of what Douglass called “moral vultures” gathered to jeer, shout epithets, and indulge in “ribaldry” at the expense of the slave prisoners. Some yelled that Frederick should be hanged or burned. Such an event in rural slave country made for a spectacular break in routines and a feast for lurid rumors. Some slaves in fields, said Douglass, “cautiously glanced at us through the post-and-rail fences.” Fear spread like the fastest wind when slave rebellions or runaways were thwarted; the eye contact Frederick may have managed with his fellow slaves only made the mutual dread more contagious. Upon arrival after hours of travel, the coffle was untied and interrogated. Frederick had urged the others to deny everything, like the fledgling revolutionaries they had tried to be. “Own nothing!” had been their leader’s command while on the march.

They were placed in the stone jailhouse on the rear of the Talbot County courthouse, which still stands today. Behind heavy locks, bars, and iron latticework on the windows, for the first week of captivity the prisoners bonded again in their assumed fate—sale separately to the Deep South. They peered through the windows, wishing they could speak to one of the white-coated black waiters across the street at Solomon Lowe’s Hotel. Like a “pack of fiends, fresh from perdition,” slave traders, eager for new flesh for the Southern markets, lurked about the jail, taunting the prisoners and feeling their arms, legs, and shoulders to judge their fitness. This constituted the Eastern Shore’s active domestic slave trade, about to feed four new pieces of property down its trough greased with filthy lucre. Later, Douglass did not miss a beat in using these daily encounters with slave traders to show that, however much detested by polite society in the slave South, these “whiskey-bloated gamblers in human flesh” were necessary to the master class’s profit and expansion. The slave owner and the slave trader, declared Douglass, were partners in “blasphemy and blood.”13


[image: Image]
The Talbot County courthouse. In the rear of this building Douglass was held in jail for two weeks after his aborted escape plan in 1836. Today his statue stands out front, unveiled in 2011. Postcard by Marian L. Covey, c. 1910.



At the end of that first week in jail, Freeland and Hambleton arrived to extract the other three young men and take them back to their farms without any punishment. In this dreaded separation from his friends, Fred Bailey felt a “solitary . . . desolation.” As ringleader, he now felt certain Auld would at any time arrive to sell him to Alabama or Georgia. For seven more lonely days Frederick fended off the probing hands and the insults of the traders and felt a volcano of rage and a numbing loneliness rising in him. When his tense and indecisive owner finally showed up, to Frederick’s great surprise Auld had decided not to sell his slave, but to send him back to Baltimore with the promise that for good behavior, and learning a trade, Auld would free him on his twenty-fifth birthday. This moment may easily have been the greatest stroke of good luck in Douglass’s life, and he seems to have known it. Auld could have sent him “into the very everglades of Florida,” wrote Douglass of this turning point, “beyond the remotest hope of emancipation; and his refusal to exercise that power must be set down to his credit.”14 After many weeks of deadly mischief, of hope sublime and fear unbearable, the wretched imprisonment and humiliation, Fred Bailey must have found a little skip in his step as he realized he would once again see those clipper ships in Baltimore harbor.

Why did Thomas Auld send Frederick back to Baltimore at age eighteen? How or why did he resist the $800 or more he might have pocketed on the sale of his slave to the cotton kingdom? Certainly his wife, Rowena, who detested Frederick, would have craved the money from the young rebel’s sale. The Freelands could now view Frederick only as dangerous and would have wanted him out of the neighborhood. And William Hambleton, Auld’s own father-in-law, apparently told Auld in no uncertain terms that he would shoot the young man if he was not sold out of Talbot County. Douglass later learned from his cousin Tom Bailey that Auld fretted a great deal over his decision and “walked the floor nearly all night” before going to the Easton jail to retrieve Frederick. Perhaps his Christian conversion and a personal disdain for the vulturelike slave traders at the Easton jail played some role as well in Auld’s choice. According to Douglass, Auld blustered for a day or two back in St. Michaels that he had an “Alabama friend” to whom he planned to sell Frederick. But the fictitious Alabamian never showed up. Auld may have hoped that as Frederick learned a trade, profits might be made from his labor in Baltimore. But it also appears that emotionally, Auld, whether because of extended family blood ties or out of watching this brilliant young rascal grow up for eighteen years, just could not bring himself to sell Frederick to a doomed fate. Auld had done Fred Bailey an extraordinarily good turn; it would be a long time before Frederick Douglass would fairly recognize the deed.15

•  •  •

Frederick had left Baltimore three years earlier as an awkward, despondent, long-legged boy; he returned in 1836 an approximately six-feet-one-inch, well-built young man, firm and strengthened by more than two years as a field hand, and, above all, more confident in mind and body. To Frederick, Baltimore was warmly familiar at first, but also greatly changed. The turbulent, increasingly violent city teemed with huge numbers of new Irish immigrant laborers. The free black population had rapidly risen to more than fifteen thousand, with an active community of churches and associations, while slaves numbered only just under four thousand. The Aulds had moved to Fells Street, just past the Shakespeare Alley, but still near the burgeoning docks and shipyards. Hugh’s fortunes had eroded; he lost his own shipbuilding firm and was now working as a foreman in another yard. Grown to near manhood, Tommy Auld had gone to sea as a sailor aboard a brig called the Tweed, never to be seen again.16

To bring in wages for himself, and to teach the slave a trade as a caulker, Hugh Auld hired out Frederick to William Gardiner’s shipyard, where the big builder employed at least one hundred men on breakneck schedules to fulfill a contract to construct two men-of-war for the Mexican government. The Gardiner yard was an exciting, and dangerous, place. Most of the carpenters were white, some were free blacks, and among the apprentices running about frantically at the beck and call of the older workers, Frederick may have been the only black. With all manner of racist taunts, white carpenters barked orders at Frederick: “Fred, come carry this timber yonder”; “Fred, bring that roller here”; “Fred! Run and bring me a cold chisel.” All day long the young man tried to answer to “Halloo nigger,” and “Say darkey,” while doing every nasty job at an impossible pace. For eight months, wrote Douglass, this provided the “school” in which he learned the trade of caulker.17

In this ugly racial atmosphere, and with Frederick now hardly willing to back down to anyone, the young white apprentices turned on him. “The niggers,” they said within his hearing, were taking white men’s jobs and should be banished. One day Frederick snapped after being cursed at by a large white fellow named Edward North; Frederick grabbed the white worker, wrestled him to a dock, and threw him in the water. Now a street fighter of necessity and perhaps some relish, Douglass later claimed he could handle any of these toughs “singly.” But he also found more mischief than he had bargained for. While pounding bolts into the hold of a ship, one bent, and a white worker named Ned immediately next to him shouted that it was Fred’s fault; Fred took offense and blamed the white man. The two of them each grabbed weapons, Ned an adze (an arc-bladed hand ax), and Fred a maul, and after lunging at each other with vicious intent, they suddenly stopped before one of them ended up dead. One day four of the white apprentices, whom Douglass later named—Ned North, Ned Hays, Bill Stewart, and Tom Humphreys—pounced on him with a brick and a “heavy hand-spike.” They beat him to the ground, and one of them landed a savage kick to his face, smashing his left eye, “which for a time, seemed to have burst my eyeball.” With Frederick bloodied all over, his eye swollen closed, the group seemed satisfied; but he staggered to his feet, and waving a handspike, ran after them as they fled.18

When Frederick limped home to the Aulds’ house, they met him with sympathy and outrage at his accidents. Sophia cried and tenderly nursed his wounds. The following day the enraged Hugh took Frederick to a justice of the peace to seek redress and arrests of the young men who had beaten his slave. But “Esquire Watson” could do nothing, he reported, without white witnesses; by law in Maryland, no black person could testify against a white person. Auld tended to follow the strictures of the slave codes, but in this case he fruitlessly protested. Douglass placed his memory of this event in a larger story of the new “murderous . . . spirit” of Baltimore; the city no longer provided a place of cosmopolitan dreams for a slave, especially since at least fifty white men had watched his beating, lifting no hand to stop it, as they shouted, “Kill the nigger!”19 When, less than six years later, we find Douglass tilting under the weighted strictures of his fellow abolitionists’ pacifism, we need only remember these bloody Baltimore fights and his experience in the proslavery criminal justice system to understand his ambivalence. A brawler of necessity, he would ultimately find philosophical nonviolence untenable.

Hugh removed Frederick from Gardiner’s for his safety and got him work at Price’s shipyard, where Auld was himself a foreman. There Frederick would learn well the craft of caulker and begin to take in from $6 to $9 per week. In this hothouse atmosphere of violence, racism, and embittered economic competition among an insecure working class, Frederick Bailey learned even deeper lessons about the natural struggle between labor and capital. In Bondage and Freedom, Douglass gave the economics of urban slavery and Southern race relations an astute analysis. Despite that thuggish white dockworkers had beaten and nearly killed him, Douglass keenly grasped the plight of the white poor. In their “craftiness,” wrote Douglass, urban slaveholders and shipyard owners forged an “enmity of the poor, laboring white man against the blacks,” forcing an embittered scramble for diminished wages, and rendering the white worker “as much a slave as the black slave himself.” Both were “plundered, and by the same plunderer.” The “white slave” and the “black slave” were both robbed, one by a single master, and the other by the entire slave system. The slaveholding class exploited the lethal tools of racism to convince the burgeoning immigrant poor, said Douglass, that “slavery is the only power that can prevent the laboring white man from falling to the level of the slave’s poverty and degradation.” Douglass imagined a time when white and black carpenters had worked peacefully side by side in the Fell’s Point shipyards. He wrongly predicted that all these “injurious consequences” sowed by the master class would one day inspire the white non-slaveholding poor to rise in solidarity with slaves.20 As later in his career, Douglass’s economic analysis could alternate between astute and naïve, but he certainly understood class consciousness.

With historical distance, Douglass found sincere sympathy for those poor white workers who had pummeled and kicked him. But back in 1837–38, trying to garner wages as a hired slave, he kept his fists clinched. His stories have become so iconic today that the scene has even appeared in a major work of literature, Sea of Poppies (2008), by Amitav Ghosh. Ghosh tells an epic tale of a ship, the Ibis, built originally in Gardiner’s shipyard in Baltimore and used in the illegal slave trade, heading out around the Horn of Africa for a voyage into the Indian Ocean. Aboard is a young seaman, a mulatto American freedman named Zachery Reid. After months at sea and much sickness and death among the crew, Zachery’s mind “travels aback across the oceans to his last day at Gardiner’s shipyard in Baltimore.” He sees again “a face with a burst eyeball, the scalp torn open where a hand-spike had landed, the dark skin slick with blood.” In his vision, Zachery sees “the encirclement of Freddy Douglass, set upon by four white carpenters; he remembered the howls, ‘kill him, kill the damned nigger!’ ” He recalled how he and the other free black workers had “held back, their hands stayed by fear.” Zachery hears “Freddy’s voice” in his head, “not reproaching them [his fellow black workers] for not coming to his defense, but urging them to leave, scatter: ‘It’s about jobs; the whites won’t work with you, freeman or slave: keeping you out is their way of saving their bread.’ ” It was then, says Ghosh, that Zachery quit the shipyard and went to sea.21 In 1837 “Freddy” was still yearning to get out of those shipyards himself.

In the relative safety of Price’s shipyard, Frederick found better days in 1837 and 1838; he began to read again, and most important, he joined in the life of the large free black community of Baltimore, especially a debating and social organization, the East Baltimore Mental Improvement Society. Here Frederick could let down his guard and employ his favorite weapons—words, and the growing charisma he cultivated while using them. He “was living among freemen,” he recollected, and resented every aspect of his slave status against the lives of his free friends, especially the necessity of depositing most of his wages with Hugh Auld every Saturday night. Frederick chafed under such brutal contradictions. At nineteen and soon twenty years old, his future made no sense to him: “Why should I be a slave?” he recalled thinking. “There was no reason why I should be in the thrall of any man.” Frederick made fast friends among a new band of brothers, especially five—James Mingo, William E. Lloyd, William Chester, Joseph Lewis, and Henry Rolles. Sometimes they met in Mingo’s “old frame house in Happy Alley” and debated racial, religious, and political issues. One of them, Lloyd, wrote to Douglass in 1870, remembering that one night Frederick waxed so excited with his oratory that “you told me you never meant to stop until you got into the United States Senate.”22 Fred Bailey’s speaking career began first on Freeland’s farm and then in Happy Alley in Baltimore.

At one of the social gatherings of the debating society, or perhaps as likely at the Sharp Street AME Church, which Frederick joined, he met a young, dark-skinned free woman who liked music named Anna Murray. Anna was born in or around 1813, near Denton, in Caroline County, Maryland, on the Eastern Shore, within three miles or so of where Frederick was born. Their childhoods may have overlapped for a year or so in this region known as the Tuckahoe Neck; they knew each other’s families, although Anna’s had been more intact, and they had played at the same mill and wandered as kids in and out of Hillsborough. Anna was the seventh of twelve children born to Bambarra and Mary Murray, both slaves; but because of the manumission of her mother, Anna was the first born free. At age seventeen, likely in 1830 or 1831, while Fred Bailey was twelve or thirteen and living with Hugh and Sophia Auld, reading the Bible with Father Lawson, and combing through his Columbian Orator, Anna, with three siblings, Elizabeth, Philip, and Charlotte, moved to Baltimore to find work and a better life than what the right bank of the Tuckahoe offered. For two years Anna found employment as a housekeeper for a French family named Montell. Then, perhaps for as long as five years, she served the family of Mr. Wells, the postmaster of Baltimore, who lived on S. Caroline Street, only a half dozen or so blocks straight above Philpot and Thames, where Frederick lived during his years in the city.23

Dressed likely in a drab white or gray calico dress and apron by day, Anna may have donned a special head scarf and a prettier dress on whatever day or evening she met the strapping nineteen- or twenty-year-old brainy slave from the Eastern Shore. They may have known each other simply from passing in the streets, but when they met, they must have fallen into a long, smiling conversation about where they were from, the people they knew (each other’s cousins), and stories of growing up along the Tuckahoe. Finding Frederick was not the only reason Anna had moved to Baltimore as a teenager, but she surely must have thought so now. And Bailey, perhaps still a bit awkward around young women, must have craved Anna’s admiration, emotional support, and adoring eye contact. She was older, had lived in this free black community for years, and perhaps gave the young slave some credibility among his new friends. She may have even provided caring advice on how to take care of his injuries and scars from the rumbles down on the docks. Somewhere between Caroline and Thames Streets the two fell in love and discovered they needed each other. Douglass had found a woman who would help him imagine a new life.

Anna worked for her meager wages for the Wells family and as part of a burgeoning group of free black women struggling for domestic-service positions in white people’s homes. Anna did manage to save some money and owned two feather beds and other household goods when she became engaged to Frederick; but her daily life was a battle against poverty, paying rent for her lodging, buying firewood, always striving to be the efficient and prim housekeeper the Wells family expected. In her twenties, she was one lonely worker who, as historian Seth Rockman aptly wrote, “scraped by on the ‘economy of makeshift.’ ”24 Frederick needed a helpmeet with whom to dream and plan his way out of Maryland, and Anna needed a future that might not include carrying white people’s chamber pots every morning.

Frederick absolutely hated Hugh Auld’s “right of the robber” in taking the slave’s earnings. Here Frederick was again, now twenty years old, treated as a boy serving the ends of white people who still owned his body and his labor. His troubles, he maintained, as ever, were “less physical than mental.” Remembering these last months of his time in Baltimore, Douglass penned another gem about the psychology of slave and master: “To make a contented slave, you must make a thoughtless one. It is necessary to darken his moral and mental vision, and as far as possible, to annihilate his power of reason. . . . The slave must know no Higher Law than his master’s will . . . if there be one crevice through which a single drop can fall, it will certainly rust off the slave’s chains.” Frederick’s chains had long since rusted into powder, and a mental and pecuniary tug-of-war now ensued between Auld and his slave that forced the young man to a desperate flight for freedom. In the spring of 1838, Frederick and Hugh made a deal, allowing the slave to take his own lodgings, hire his own time, and keep any wages above $3 per week. From May until August 1838, Frederick worked hard, bought his own caulking tools, and forged more personal time to, perhaps under Anna’s influence, take up music at church. Above all, work itself now seemed to equate with liberty.25

Until Frederick went to a camp meeting one Saturday night some twelve miles from Baltimore and, having a grand time, stayed until Monday, thus missing his payment time (Saturday night) by forty-eight hours. Upon his return, Auld was furious, threatened to whip the grown man, and accused him of plotting to run away. The owner rescinded Frederick’s “partial freedom”; he could no longer hire himself and keep part of his wages. Sulking for at least a week, Frederick refused to go to work at all; Auld, in his fury, verbally abused the lad, threatened beatings, and even sale. With genuine fear that Hugh and Thomas Auld might indeed finally sell him south, Frederick and Anna, with the assistance of other free black friends, hatched his escape plot.26

•  •  •

Over the next three weeks, Frederick worked hard down at the yards so as to dispel Auld’s suspicion of a scheme. On one Saturday, the spiteful master took Frederick’s $9 and gave him back a puny twenty-five cents. Between the two of them, Frederick and Anna pooled resources to buy him a real train ticket, as well as the symbolic “fare,” as he wrote, “on the underground railroad.” His plan required cunning, courage, and luck, not to mention Anna’s own devil-may-care bravery and material support. According to family lore, Anna sold one of her feather beds to raise cash for Frederick’s journey. With a terrible sense of “internal excitement and anxiety,” the pain of separation from the only friends he possessed, and memories welling up from the Freeland-farm debacle of two years earlier, Frederick searched for someone’s “free papers” to use at various checkpoints. A friend from Fell’s Point, a retired black sailor named Stanley, provided the young man with his “sailor’s protection,” a remarkable document never to be forgotten with an American eagle at the top of the page. Nothing was fail-safe, and a cautious person would never have attempted this plot. Frederick obtained clothing to present himself in full “sailor style . . . red shirt and a tarpaulin hat and black cravat, tied in sailor fashion, carelessly and loosely about my neck.” It would be quite a performance; he knew the language of ships and sea and declared himself ready to “talk sailor like an ‘old salt.’ ”27

On the appointed day, Monday, September 3, 1838, Frederick went to work early, then met Anna on the way to the Wilmington and Baltimore train station just a few blocks above the City Dock. With tears and an embrace Anna sent her sailor boy pacing back and forth near the waiting train. So that he would not have to face the scrutiny of a ticket window, Frederick had arranged for his friend and drayman Isaac Rolles to bring Frederick’s baggage along just as the train started moving; the boy from the bend in the Tuckahoe jumped on the crowded Negro car and began the most famous escape in the annals of American slavery.28

With excited fear, Anna retreated to a workday at the Wells house and to several days of anguished waiting for some sign of the good word. What could she have thought? He will make it to a place far north called New York? He will go all the way to Canada, to worlds way beyond the horizons of Chesapeake Bay? I too will ride that train to join him somewhere? I will never see him again? He will be returned within the day in ropes and chains, bloodied, soon to be shipped south and out of my life? She too had her bags packed; controlling her outward emotions, even eating and sleeping, must have seemed impossible. She probably prayed in all her quiet moments.

As the train churned toward Havre de Grace, Maryland, a distance of thirty-seven miles to where the Susquehanna River empties into the top of Chesapeake Bay, Frederick encountered his first danger; the gruff conductor meandered through the car checking tickets and documents (the sailor Stanley was much darker in complexion than the mulatto Fred Bailey), but softened in the face of such a young sailor, for whom Douglass maintained there was widespread social respect. The conductor barely glanced at that eagle on his document, and the fugitive’s sudden terror subsided. At Havre de Grace passengers boarded a ferry to cross the Susquehanna; Frederick had to do his nervous best to shake a young black boat worker who kept up a steady questioning of the well-attired sailor’s origins and destinations. Now, for approximately another thirty-seven miles, half through Maryland and half through Delaware, slave states, the train trudged on. “Minutes were hours, and hours were days,” Douglass recalled of his drama. “The heart of no fox or deer, with hungry hounds on his trail,” said the autobiographer, had ever beat “more anxiously or noisily.” At a stop, Frederick looked out his window and immediately next to him in the opposite window of a train heading in the other direction was a ship’s captain named McGowan, on whose revenue cutter the young caulker had just worked the week before. He knew McGowan would recognize him, but the captain never turned his head or made eye contact. Then Douglass encountered a German blacksmith he knew from the Baltimore shipyards, who looked him over knowingly but thankfully “had no heart to betray me.”29

At Wilmington, Delaware, Frederick coyly, if rapidly, walked through town from the train station to the wharf, where he boarded a steamboat that soon set out into the “broad and beautiful Delaware” River. Arriving in Philadelphia in late afternoon after thirty unmolested miles on the steamer, Frederick walked off the gangplank onto free soil for the first time. He wasted no time in relishing the moment and asked the first safe-looking black man he saw how to find the train to New York. Directed to the Willow Street station, Edward Covey’s broken bondsman paid the fare and took the night train up through New Jersey to the Hudson River landing and railroad terminus in Hoboken. There, around sunrise on Tuesday, September 4, Frederick boarded a ferry that chugged southeasterly across the mighty Hudson River to a dock at the end of Chambers Street.30 On a bright September morning, with the sounds of snapping waves and the shouts of men’s voices along the wharves, Harriet Bailey’s lost orphan stepped into the busy streets of New York, wide-eyed, thrilled, and frightened.

Douglass later struggled for those magical words to describe his feelings that special morning. “Walking amid the hurrying throng, and gazing upon the dazzling wonders of Broadway,” he felt the sensation of a “free state around me, and a free earth under my feet! What a moment was this to me! A whole year was pressed into a single day. A new world burst upon my agitated vision.” But these sensations stymied this eventual word master, he admitted. They were “too intense and too rapid for words.” He later managed a little poetry nonetheless. “Anguish and grief, like darkness and rain, may be described, but joy and gladness, like the rainbow of promise, defy alike the pen and pencil.” Although he was careful about whom to speak to in those dangerous streets, he remembered words from inside his soul like a shout: “I was a FREEMAN, and the voice of peace and joy thrilled my heart!”31 On that morning the words swirling in his head would have been the frightened fragments of a fugitive, eyes darting this way and that, wondering which impulse to trust. It took some years in the development of his genius with language for Douglass to shape this, and many other parts of his story, into the tale of the ascendant barefoot slave boy who would go forth and change the world.

Hungry and friendless, Frederick soon realized he still stood in “an enemy’s land” and had no time for odes to joy. In reality, Fred Bailey had escaped Maryland slavery with extraordinary bravery, but now he was a disoriented fugitive without any real plan. Numbed by loneliness, he trusted no one; every white man appeared as a potential kidnapper, and every black man a possible betrayer. He felt like everyone’s “prey” in the great metropolis. Later in his career as he portrayed over and over for abolitionist audiences the experience of the “panting fugitive,” he knew exactly of what he spoke. For at least one and possibly two nights, Frederick slept among the barrels at the wharf. By day he encountered a fellow fugitive he recognized from Baltimore, known in slavery as Allender’s Jake. Jake warned Frederick at length about ever-present slave catchers. Then he met a black sailor named Stewart, to whom he entrusted his story, and by whom he was directed to the house of David Ruggles, on 36 Lispenard Street at the corner of Church Street, a mere four or five blocks from the wharves.32 This was good fortune to rank along side the day Thomas Auld decided to send his slave back to Baltimore at age eighteen.

Ruggles was a free black grocer, abolitionist, newspaper editor, and especially the leader of the New York Vigilance Committee, the organization that openly and clandestinely aided fugitive slaves within and through New York City. From his house, Ruggles edited the Mirror of Liberty, America’s first black-owned and operated magazine, which printed reports of the Vigilance Committee’s legal and illegal work on behalf of runaway slaves. In his house he also maintained an essentially public reading room, with antislavery books and newspapers aplenty. Ruggles, who was just then in and out of court, and for a time under arrest, for his role in advocating for a Virginia fugitive, Thomas Hughes, who had accompanied his owner, John P. Darg, to New York, found time to take the ragged Frederick under his roof and guidance. Here in Ruggles’s reading room, amid the roiling controversy over the life and future of a fellow fugitive, and even at the courtroom where Frederick attended and witnessed his host’s testimony, the Maryland slave first encountered the exciting and dangerous daily world of abolitionism.33

Frederick spent at least a full week sheltered at Ruggles’s house. In some idle moment, his host suggested a speedy name change, and like so many other runaways seeking anonymity, Frederick decided to become Frederick Johnson. That name would last only for several days until his later arrival in New Bedford, Massachusetts, where he would take the name Douglass. Most important, as quickly as possible, Frederick wrote a letter to Anna in Baltimore, which Ruggles mailed for him. The letter, in a prearrangement, was likely addressed to one of the good friends Frederick had made in the debating society, who quickly, on or about September 10, rushed to Anna, who could not read, with the news that she was to take the train as soon as possible to New York. No one ever recorded or told the story of Anna’s brave train and steamer journey, also done in twenty-four hours, leaving the only environments she had ever known, abandoning her paying job, to join her lonely, directionless fiancé, to attempt to make a life somewhere up north. But away she went, and according to her daughter Rosetta, among the household goods she carried in a trunk was a “plum colored silk dress” that, three days after her arrival, on September 15, she wore to be married to Frederick Johnson in the small parlor of Ruggles’s home.34

To conduct the wedding, Ruggles invited the Reverend James W. C. Pennington, who had himself escaped from slavery near Rockland, Maryland, in 1827 when, like Frederick, he was twenty years old. Born James Pembroke, he had run overland and found shelter with Quakers in Adams County, Pennsylvania, before moving on to New York and Connecticut. Like other fugitives, he had changed his name, and after working as a blacksmith, he became a minister, pastoring both Congregational and Presbyterian churches in New Haven, Connecticut, and Brooklyn, New York. Like Frederick, his residence as a city slave had led to his desire to seek learning and freedom. Pennington had vigorously sought admission to classes at the Yale Divinity School, only to be rejected. James and Frederick had much to discuss, although it was wedding day, but Douglass left no account of conversations between the two fugitive slaves. Pennington left Mr. and Mrs. Johnson with a short certificate of their marriage, the text of which Douglass reprinted in the Narrative, as though he needed to display an official declaration of such a human and liberating act as marriage on free soil.35


[image: Image]
James W. C. Pennington. Pennington escaped from slavery in Queen Anne’s County, Maryland. Engraving on paper.



Sensing that Frederick had no plan other than some vague idea of going to Canada, Ruggles firmly urged the newlyweds to move up the New England coast, to New Bedford, Massachusetts, a whaling port, where Frederick could find work as a caulker, and the couple would find a welcoming fugitive-slave and free-black community. Ruggles gave Frederick a $5 bill, and with no further ceremony, Douglass tells us he lifted the larger part of their luggage (which contained his beloved Columbian Orator and three song booklets) on his shoulder, while Anna carried the smaller bags, and they strode across lower Manhattan to the docks to embark on the steamer John W. Richmond. Full of gratitude for David Ruggles, that “whole-souled man, fully imbued with a love of his afflicted and hunted people,” Frederick had quickly and happily gone from teacher to pupil.36
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