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A Slave Child Is Born



One cold February morning in 1818, an old midwife delivered a baby and announced, “It’s a boy, Miss Harriet!”

Harriet Bailey opened her eyes and looked up into the woman’s winkled face. “Show him to me, please,” she said.

Her mother stepped forward to see the baby. When the midwife held up the baby so Harriet could see him, she thought, He does look like his father. Harriet had overheard some of the other plantation slaves talking about how they were sure the father was Captain Aaron Anthony, the white man who had been hired to manage Colonel Edward Lloyd’s huge cotton plantation near Tuckahoe, Maryland, but Harriet had already decided that the secret would go with her to her grave.

Suddenly, Harriet shivered, and then her body began to shake uncontrollably, but she said, “I have to get up. I have to be in the fields before dawn. If I’m not, I’ll be—”

“Hush, now, you’ll be staying right where you are,” the midwife said. “No one needs to know yet that the child has been born.”

Harriet sank back into the thin blanket. She closed her eyes and tried to relax for a minute, but all she could think about was how she wouldn’t be able to hold the baby for very long or nurse him after today. If she wanted to see him at all, she would have to walk several miles from the plantation where she worked to the little shack where her parents, Betsey and Isaac Bailey, lived. Because they were old and couldn’t work in the fields, they took care of some of the children of the other slaves.

“Harriet?” her mother said.

Harriet opened her eyes again. “Yes, Mama?”

“Your boy needs to nurse, sweetheart,” Mrs. Bailey said. She handed the baby to Harriet. “What are you going to name him?” she asked.

Without any hesitation, Harriet said, “Frederick Augustus Washington Bailey.”

“That’s a fine, sturdy name,” Mrs. Bailey said, “but then he’s a fine, sturdy boy.”

“Mama, I know your friend Lizzy can read and write a little, so I want you to ask her to write down that Frederick was born in the year 1818, in Talbot County, Maryland, and then I want…”

But Harriet didn’t finish her sentence. She drifted off to sleep, as Frederick continued to nurse.



Two days later, Mrs. Bailey had just helped Harriet stand up, when the overseer appeared at the door and said, “If you’re not back in the fields by noon, woman, I’ll whip you!”

“She’ll be there, master,” Mrs. Bailey said hurriedly. “She’s just delivered, so she’s still weak, but we’ll make sure she’s in the fields. It won’t help if you beat her, because then she won’t be able to work.”

The overseer walked over to Mrs. Bailey and struck her. “Don’t you ever sass me again, old woman!”

“Yes, sir,” Mrs. Bailey said. “I didn’t mean it, sir.”

The overseer turned and left the shack. Harriet leaned on her mother’s shoulder. “I’m sorry, Mama,” she sobbed. “I should have left before. He had no right to do that to you.”

“Yes, he did, Harriet,” Mrs. Bailey said. “Mr. Lloyd owns us, and his overseer can do whatever he wants to.”



Within the hour, Harriet left the shack. With a tearful good-bye, she let her mother take Frederick out of her arms. Just once, Harriet looked back and saw her mother standing in the doorway of the shack, holding Frederick. She whispered a silent prayer of thanks that she had her parents nearby, for she was one of the fortunate slaves. Most of the time, families were separated at slave auctions, with everyone going to different owners, scattered over the countryside.

The sky in the east had begun to lighten, forcing Harriet to quicken her step so she would be sure to be in the field by sunrise. She knew the overseer had not been making idle threats about whipping her if she didn’t appear.



Over the next few months, when she could, Harriet would slip away from the slave quarters where she lived, ten miles away, and hurry along the dark paths that led to her parents’ shack so she could be with her son.

“Oh my, how he’s grown,” Harriet would say in a hushed voice, trying not to wake Frederick, but he seemed to sense that his mother was there. He almost always opened his eyes and Harriet would see him smile at her. “My precious, precious boy,” she would whisper to him. Then she would lie curled up on a blanket on the floor with Frederick until he fell asleep again, as she hummed a song. But Harriet would always have to leave to be in the fields by sunrise.



As the years passed, Frederick’s grandparents were always around to love and take care of him. His mother still came at night, but she didn’t come as often, and when she did come, she coughed a lot, and Frederick would often see a look of sadness in his grandmother’s eyes.

“What’s wrong with Mama?” Frederick would ask his grandmother, after his mother had left. His grandmother would always say, “Oh, she just misses you, that’s all.”

Frederick loved to play outside on hot summer days with the other children his age. They would chase one another into the woods, squealing at the top of their lungs, and then, after they were tired and sweaty, they would wade in the small creek that flowed nearby.

Frederick often overheard some of the older people talking about not having enough to eat, but this was something he didn’t really understand. In the summers, Frederick searched for all the different kinds of berries his grandmother had told him about. When he found them, he would eat his fill, then he would take the cloth that his grandmother had tied around his waist and he’d gather as many of the remaining berries that he could carry to take home. In the autumn, Frederick would look for nuts on the ground.

It was in the winter, when it snowed or when the wind cut through his tattered, worn clothing, that life became more difficult. Sometimes, when it was really cold, Frederick even crawled into the corner of the fireplace and stuck his feet in the ashes. If he closed his eyes, he could believe that it was summer again, and that he was sitting on the bank of the creek, dangling his feet in the sun-warmed water.

Frederick seldom saw his mother now, because he had two more sisters, Kitty and Arianna, but his grandmother told him they were living closer to his mother.

Frederick’s daily life continued in much the same way until one morning, in 1824, when he was almost six, when his grandmother awakened him and said, “Hurry up and get dressed. Today, I’m taking you to the Great House.”








The Great House



As they started down the dusty road toward the Great House, Frederick said, “How far is it, Grandma?”

“About twelve miles, more or less,” his grandmother replied, “but I packed some food in case you get hungry.”

Frederick decided he was hungry right then, so his grandmother gave him a corn-cake.

All the way there, Frederick tried to conjure up in his mind what the Great House would look like, but nothing he thought of prepared him for his first glimpse of the magnificent structure.

“It’s beautiful,” Frederick whispered, more to himself than to anyone else.

“Yes, it is, Frederick, my child,” his grandmother said. “Yes, it is.”

“Will I really be living there?” Frederick asked.

His grandmother nodded. “You’re a fortunate young man, Frederick, and I don’t want you ever to forget that either,” she said. “You’ve been picked, son, and being picked means you’ll be called a servant instead of a slave. If you do a good job for the master, you might stay in the Great House for the rest of your life.” His grandmother stopped and sighed. “That’s what you want, Frederick. That’s what you want.”

Once again, they walked. They were getting closer and closer to the Great House. All of a sudden Frederick began to feel uneasy about what his grandmother had just said to him. Until this very moment, being a slave owned by a white master—and all the terrible things that could happen to him—had just been part of a story he had heard from the other children he played with or from the adults who talked in whispers to his grandparents. Now, it was suddenly very real, and Frederick wasn’t at all sure that he wanted to stay at the Great House for the rest of his life.

But he said, “Yes, Grandmother. I promise I’ll be good and do what the master tells me to, and I won’t give him any trouble.”

Now, they were passing by the dairy, the greenhouses, the washhouses, and the kitchens. Frederick had never seen so many people.

“This is the greatest plantation in Maryland, son,” his grandmother said. “There are thousands of folks who live and work here.”

Up ahead, Frederick saw several wire pens with turkeys, pigeons, and chickens. He ran to them. “Look, Grandma!” he said. “Will I get to eat these when I live in the Great House?”

His grandmother shook her head. “Now, son, don’t get it in your head that a lot is going to change all at once,” she said. “You’re still a slave, and you’ll still be eating your corn mush and leftover scraps and liking it. If the master takes to you, then I hear tell that things will get better.”

Frederick’s mouth began to water. Often, when he had been running around the woods, near his grandparents’ shack, he would sneak up close to some of the kitchens and smell the food cooking. Once, he had even asked one of the old cooks what that good smell was, and she had told him it was fried chicken. Frederick had never forgotten it. Right then, he vowed that he would be so good at whatever the master at the Great House asked him to do that the cook would certainly give him meat to eat.

“We have to hurry, Frederick,” his grandmother said.

“Yes, ma’am,” Frederick said. He took his grandmother’s hand, and they started down the road again. “But one of these days, I promise you,” Frederick said, “I’m going to eat anything I want to eat, and I’m going to make sure you and Grandpa do too.”

Suddenly, Frederick stopped. Up ahead, he saw several houses just like the one he had left. “I thought everything would be nicer at the Great House.”

“Oh, it is, Frederick, it is, at the Great House, son,” his grandmother replied, squeezing his hand, “but a slave’s house is a slave’s house, no matter what plantation it’s on, if those slaves work in the fields.”

Two girls and a boy started running toward them, shouting their names.

“How do they know who we are, Grandma?” Frederick asked.

“Because the two girls are your sisters, Sarah and Eliza, and the boy is your brother, Perry,” his grandmother said. “They must have heard we were coming.”

Frederick squeezed his grandmother’s hand harder and grabbed her dress with the other hand.

“Now, Frederick, sweetheart, there’s no need to be afraid,” his grandmother said. “They’re your own flesh and blood, and that’s mighty unheard of for most slaves to be with family. I want you to be happy.”

“All right,” Frederick said. Inside, though, he wasn’t at all sure that he was going to be happy.

When Perry, Sarah, and Eliza reached them, they linked arms and circled Frederick and Grandmother Bailey, singing, “We saw you coming! We saw you coming!”

“Well, how did you know to look for us?” Grandmother Bailey asked.

“Old Peter told us,” Sarah said. “He’s too old to work in the fields anymore, but he still knows everything that happens around here.”

“Well, I have to talk to some people at the Great House,” Grandmother Bailey said. “Perry, why don’t you show your brother around so he’ll know something about his new home. You two girls can come with me.”

Perry took Frederick’s hand and started to pull him back down the road, but Frederick stood his ground.

“I don’t want to go, Grandma,” Frederick cried. “I want to stay with you.”

His grandmother wrapped her arms around him and held him close. Frederick could hear the beat of her heart. She bent down close to his ear and whispered, “I love you with all my heart, son, and I always will. Now, you’ve been given a chance to live in the Great House. I want you to look forward to that, not backward, to your old grandma and grandpa. You’re going to go with your brother, Perry, here, so you’ll know how to start your new life. You’re something special. Your grandmother will always be here for you, Frederick, always, so you never forget that.”

Frederick swallowed hard. No one had ever talked to him like that before, but there was something in his grandmother’s voice that had calmed him. He hugged her tight, kissed her wrinkled cheek, and then said, “All right, Grandma. I love you.”

“I love you, too, son,” his grandmother said. “Always and forever.”

Frederick let Perry take his hand and pull him down the road, but once, when he looked back, Frederick saw his two sisters jumping up and down, stirring up the dust, tugging at his grandmother’s dress, but his grandmother wasn’t really paying attention to what they were doing. She was looking at Frederick. She nodded her head ever so slightly, and Frederick turned around to listen to what Perry was telling him.

“See that red house over there?” Perry said.

Frederick nodded.

“Well, you want to steer clear of it always,” Perry said, “because that’s where Mr. Severe lives, and you don’t ever want to make Mr. Severe angry.”

“Why not?” Frederick asked.

“Are you crazy, boy?” Perry said. He had stopped and put his hands on his hips. “He’s an overseer, but he’s the one who always carries a large hickory stick, and he’ll whip you if you just look at him wrong.”

Frederick shuddered.

“I won’t look at him, ever,” Frederick promised.

“Well, you’ll be living in the Great House, anyway, so he probably won’t bother you,” Perry said. “He’s worse after he’s been drinking, so just try to stay away.”

Just then Sarah and Eliza ran up to them. “Grandma Bailey’s gone, Frederick. She’s gone. After you left, she just stood there crying. She told us to make sure that you don’t try to follow her.”

All at once, Frederick was overwhelmed by what was happening. Even though his grandmother had prepared him for this moment, he suddenly couldn’t imagine life without her. He fell to the ground and started sobbing.

Perry nudged him with his foot. “You’d better get up, boy, because if Mr. Severe sees you, he’ll whip you before you can tell him you’re not a fieldhand.”

“Leave me alone,” Frederick said.

“It’s true, Frederick,” Sarah said. “He’ll do it.”

Frederick pushed himself up slowly. “He’d better not touch me,” he said. “He’d better never lay a hand on me!”

“You’d better stop talking like that,” Eliza said. “He’ll do it for sure now.”

Frederick stood up all the way and dusted himself off. “I’m going back,” he said. “I don’t want to live at the Great House.”

“Don’t you know anything?” Perry shouted. “You’re a slave, and you can’t decide what you’re going to do and what you’re not going to do.”

“If you go back, they’ll whip Grandmother, too,” Sarah said. “She was told to bring you to the Great House, and that’s what she did, so you’d better stop crying, so we can present you to the master.”

Frederick took one more look down the road where he had last seen his grandmother. “All right,” he said. “I’m ready. Take me to the Great House.”
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