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MAKING HIS VOICE HEARD


IN THE EARLY 1840S, ABOLITIONISTS, OR people living in the North who opposed slavery, flocked to meetings to hear speakers describe its evils. One of the star attractions was a young escaped slave named Frederick Douglass. He was a polished orator who held audiences spellbound with his graphic descriptions of the brutality he experienced.


Too polished, some people believed. Slaves were supposed to be ignorant and uneducated. Some listeners were especially skeptical because Frederick never gave any specific information about where he was from or how he had escaped.


To Frederick, there was only one way to make people believe he was telling the truth. He would write his autobiography. In it, he would name names and list details of his upbringing.
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Frederick Douglass was still a young man when he began to speak out against the evils of slavery. Because he was an escaped slave, he put his life in danger when he made speeches because he could be recaptured and taken back to his master in the South.


RISKING HIS FREEDOM


Frederick was taking a huge risk. He had lived as a free man in the North for several years. But under the laws at that time, he still belonged to Thomas Auld, who had been his master in Maryland. Providing exact details could make it much easier for Auld to find him. If that happened, Frederick would be returned to the South and become a slave again.


Frederick was willing to take the risk. He had already discovered his purpose in life. When he first began attending abolitionist meetings, he was content to sit and listen to other people speak. Everything changed on August 11, 1841:


“I felt strongly moved to speak. . . . I spoke but a few moments, when I felt a degree of freedom, and said what I desired with considerable ease. From that time until now, I have been engaged in pleading the cause of my brethren.”


So in 1845, Frederick took the first step on a path he would never leave. He published Narrative of the Life of Frederick Douglass, an American Slave.




Another Famous Black Autobiography


At the end of the 19th century, Booker T. Washington was the most influential black man in the United States. He published his autobiography, Up From Slavery, in 1901.


The book begins with his childhood as a slave and his struggles to get an education when he was set free after the Civil War. At one point he walked almost 500 miles from his home to attend school. He later founded the Tuskegee Institute. It was one of the most important black schools in the late 19th and early 20th centuries.


Using his own experiences as a model, Washington emphasized hard work and self-reliance. White readers praised the book as a classic rags-to-riches story of traditional American values.


Many blacks thought Washington’s book didn’t come down hard enough on white racism. They also thought it encouraged blacks to try to fit into white society, rather than working toward attaining voting rights and social equality.
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Booker T. Washington, another famous black writer who was born a slave, works in his office at Tuskegee Institute. His books said that blacks should work hard to fit into white America. Many people though he should have emphasized working toward voting rights instead.


White slave owners had long insisted blacks were inferior. They said slaves had good working and living conditions. In fact, the slave owners said, we’re actually doing them a favor. We’re giving them an education and introducing them to the Christian faith.


WHAT SLAVERY WAS REALLY LIKE


Frederick’s Narrative exploded those myths and exposed the harsh realities of slavery. On the book’s first page, Frederick pointed out that slaves were denied even small things his readers took for granted:


“A want of information concerning my own [birthday] was a source of unhappiness to me even during childhood. The white children could tell their ages. I could not tell why I ought to be deprived of the same privilege.”


Not knowing when they were born was just the start of a hard, brutal life for most slaves. Frederick described in detail an all-too-common practice:
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Few people in the North knew that many slaves were whipped by their masters, as shown in this drawing. In 1845, Frederick’s first book shocked the public with its many stories about the horrible things slaves had to endure. The success and popularity of the book led Frederick to leave the country to avoid being captured.


“I have often been awakened at the dawn of day by the most heart-rending shrieks of an own aunt of mine, whom [a slave owner] used to tie up to a joist, and whip upon her naked back until she was literally covered with blood. . . . He would whip her to make her scream, and whip her to make her hush; and not until overcome by fatigue, would he cease to swing the blood-clotted cowskin.”


The book is filled with similar stories about the unhappy lives of slaves. For example, when Frederick’s master died, his property was divided among his heirs. Slaves were part of this property. As Frederick somewhat bitterly recalled,
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