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FOREWORD
John Stauffer
In July 1855, one month before My Bondage and My Freedom was published, Frederick Douglass told his friend Gerrit Smith, “I am duly at work on my book. It is more of a job than at first I supposed it would be, and I am beginning to be weary of it.” It is a telling line, for Douglass mentioned the hard work of writing only when he was especially invested in a project. Three years earlier, he had confessed to Smith a similar frustration about the work that went into “What to the Slave is the Fourth of July” (1852): “I have been engaged in writing a Speech for the 4th of July which has taken up much of my extra time for the last two or three weeks. You will readily think that the Speech ought to be good that has required so much time.” The speech is now regarded as one of the great nineteenth-century American speeches, and Douglass included it in the Appendix of My Bondage and My Freedom.
My Bondage and My Freedom has recently achieved similar acclaim. It was a popular and critical success when it was published. It sold about fifteen thousand copies in the first two months of publication, and one insightful reviewer, writing in Putnam’s Monthly, called Douglass a “genius,”  My Bondage “profoundly touching,” and considered the book better than Harriet Beecher Stowe’s Uncle Tom’s Cabin (1852). But from the end of the Civil War to 1968, My Bondage was out of print; only since the mid-1980s has it begun to receive its due. It is now often cited as one of the great autobiographical narratives of nineteenth-century American literature, deserving recognition alongside Margaret Fuller’s Memoirs (1852), Henry David Thoreau’s Walden (1854), and Mark Twain’s Roughing It (1872) and Life on the Mississippi (1882).
My Bondage and My Freedom is the compelling story of a man who continually transforms himself from slave and fugitive to reformer who seeks in turn to transform his world. It is a classic American story of a self-made man: Frederick Augustus Washington Bailey begins life on the bottom rung of society, and in the end becomes the famous activist Frederick Douglass. But the book is much more than that: it is also a deep meditation on the meaning of slavery, race, and freedom, and on the power of faith and literacy, as well as a portrait of an individual and a nation a few years before the Civil War.
Few statements better capture the psychology of slavery than Douglass’s lament about his bondage to the past: “The thought of only being a creature of the present and the past, troubled me, and I longed to have a future—a future with hope in it. To be shut up entirely to the past and present, is abhorrent to the human mind; it is to the soul— whose life and happiness is unceasing progress—what the prison is to the body; a blight and mildew, a hell of horror.” Slavery is like facing death with no possibility of an afterlife. It is a social death—an extreme form of alienation and uncertainty—that denies the slave a future and cuts him off from “wife, children and friends of kindred tie,” as Douglass recognizes.
But Douglass also reveals how faith can create a new world and generate hope. “I saw the world in a new light,” he writes after his religious awakening. “I seemed to live in a new world, surrounded by new objects, and to be animated by new hopes and desires.” A few chapters later, he deepens his description of the millennial light of his new world: “The air seemed filled with bright, descending messengers from the sky. It was about daybreak when I saw this sublime scene. I was not without the suggestion, at the moment, that it might be the harbinger of the coming of the Son of Man; and, in my then state of mind, I was prepared to hail Him as my friend and deliverer.”
Religious faith is inseparable from literacy. Douglass characterizes reading as a spiritual awakening. The Columbian Orator, a widely read collection of patriotic speeches designed for young boys, became for him a sacred text. It was one of the most important documents of his young life, exhorting him to a higher calling and inspiring him to imagine a better world than the “terrible reality” of slavery. “Once awakened by the silver trump of knowledge, my spirit was roused to eternal wakefulness. Liberty . . . was heard in every sound, and beheld in every object. . . . I do not exaggerate, when I say, that it looked from every star, smiled in every calm, breathed in every wind, and moved in every storm.”
Douglass also sheds light on the agency of slaves, a concept that scholars of slavery have long debated. Agency for Douglass resembles self-reliance for Ralph Waldo Emerson: it is “reliance on God,” as Emerson stated in 1854. Douglass acknowledges that he has little control over his destiny, and accounts for it by quoting Shakespeare’s Hamlet, who refers to that “Divinity that shapes our ends, / Rough hew them as we will.” By casting the burden of agency on God, Douglass liberates himself from the historical causality that made him a slave, allowing him to envision a sharp break with the past.
As these insights suggest, My Bondage and My Freedom is a deeper, richer book than Douglass’s better-known Narrative of the Life of Frederick Douglass, An American Slave, Written by Himself (1845). While the 1845 Narrative is shorter and more lyrical, My Bondage is more complex (and over four times as long), and politically and intellectually more compelling. Douglass had a great ear for language, and he weaves his most memorable passages from his 1845 Narrative into My Bondage . One such passage is his Job-like lament while standing on the banks of the Chesapeake Bay, bemoaning his plight; as he gazes at the ships that sail toward the ocean, he contrasts his condition with the sails, “freedom’s swift-winged angels, that fly around the world.”
When Douglass published My Bondage and My Freedom, he was already one of the most famous black men in the Western world. His brilliant oratory, coupled with the success of his 1845 Narrative, had launched his career as a reformer. But he was very young in 1845, not yet an intellectual, and comparatively immature. He was twenty-eight years old, but had been out of slavery for only seven years, and as he suggests in My Bondage, “in point of mental experience,” he was but seven years old. Mental life began with freedom. This is one reason why he celebrated September 3, 1838—the day he fled north to freedom—as the marker of his birth, in place of his unknown birthday.
For over a decade after escaping from bondage, Douglass still considered himself a slave. While lecturing on the abolitionist circuit in 1844, he emphasized that he was not a “fugitive from slavery,” as advertisements for his lectures stated, but a fugitive in slavery—a fugitive and a slave. At the end of his 1845 Narrative, he describes his attendance at an antislavery meeting on Nantucket in 1841. He felt moved to speak, and was urged to do so. But he hesitated: “The truth was, I felt myself a slave, and the idea of speaking to white people weighed me down.” And in 1849 he referred to himself as a “fugitive slave,” even though British sympathizers had purchased his legal freedom in 1847. He was not yet ready, at least publicly, to wear the mantle of freedom.
Douglass’s reluctance to define himself as a free man stemmed in part from his association with William Lloyd Garrison and the American Anti-Slavery Society. The society was committed to the principles of nonresistance (nonviolence and nonvoting), considered politics and government corrupt, and relied on moral suasion to bring about the immediate abolition of slavery. In 1839 Douglass began reading The Liberator, Garrison’s abolitionist newspaper. In 1841, he became a paid lecturer for the society. The job was crucial to his career, for he gained experience and confidence as a lecturer, and learned how to tell his life story to diverse audiences. But Douglass also felt frustrated working for Garrison and the American Anti-Slavery Society. He received less pay than white agents, even though he drew the largest crowds and brought more attention to the society than any other member except perhaps Garrison himself. When he challenged a white colleague, he was more often than not publicly rebuked. Garrison and most other members treated him as a son or dependent rather than an equal, and when he asserted his role as a leader, they became incensed.
Douglass’s move to Rochester, New York, to establish his own newspaper was an assertion of independence from his former employer. The move came after a successful eighteen-month British tour from August 1845 to April 1847. While he was in England, admirers raised enough money for him to purchase his freedom and start his newspaper, The North Star. In 1848 James McCune Smith, a New York City–based black physician and intellectual, and a friend of Douglass, suggested the import of Douglass’s move to Rochester by telling Gerrit Smith, “You will be surprised to hear me say that only since [Douglass’s] Editorial career has he begun to become a colored man.” For McCune Smith, Douglass had only recently begun to liberate himself from the white paternalism of Garrison and the American Anti-Slavery Society.
By 1855, when Douglass published My Bondage and My Freedom, he was a political abolitionist, a temperate revolutionary, and an independent editor and intellectual. A few months before publishing My Bondage , Douglass had become a founding member of the Radical Abolition party, which succeeded the National Liberty party, and in late June 1855 he attended its inaugural convention in Syracuse, New York. Radical Abolitionists embraced the immediate abolition of slavery; full suffrage for all Americans regardless of sex or skin color; the redistribution of land so that no one would be poor and no one rich; and violent intervention against the growing belligerence of proslavery advocates. They also relied on “pentecostal visitations” (messages from God) to aid them in their fight against slavery. Their goal was nothing short of an immediate end to all evil.
In the Radical Abolitionists, Douglass found mentors he could trust: he became close friends with Gerrit Smith and James McCune Smith, also founders of the party. The wealthy Gerrit Smith helped fund his newspaper and convinced him of the efficacy of political action; Douglass dedicated My Bondage to him. McCune Smith, the most learned African American of his day, greatly influenced Douglass’s intellectual development; he wrote the Introduction to My Bondage.
In many respects My Bondage and My Freedom resembled the inaugural convention of Radical Abolitionists. Both “performances” sought to fulfill the ideals of the Declaration of Independence. It was a moment of exhilarating hope for the nation. Another memorable “performance” occurred at precisely the same time: one week after the inaugural convention of Radical Abolitionists, and one month before the publication of My Bondage and My Freedom, Walt Whitman introduced, in entirely different form, a remarkably similar vision of America. On July 4, 1855, he self-published his first edition of Leaves of Grass. These three visions—political, poetic, and autobiographical— represent remarkable examples of faith in the possibility of individual and national liberation in the face of increasing oppression. In their articulation of a new age of democracy, they were sui generis.
My Bondage and My Freedom represents Douglass’s declaration of black independence from slavery and racism. It announces the presence of a confident black intellectual who borrows from white literary culture to shape his black aesthetic, and insists on having his book read alongside classic white literature. Throughout the book, Douglass quotes or paraphrases famous white writers: Coleridge, Sir Walter Scott, Shakespeare, Lord Byron, Aristotle, Milton, Martin Luther, William Cowper, Longfellow, and Whittier; and there are at least thirty-five separate biblical references. These references not only reveal Douglass’s growing intellectual powers, they highlight his efforts to break down the color line. He anticipates W.E.B. Du Bois, who declared in The Souls of Black Folk (1903): “I sit with Shakespeare and he winces not.” Like Du Bois, the Douglass of My Bondage seeks to become a “co-worker in the kingdom of culture,” dwell above the veil of race, and merge his double self—a black man and an American—into a better and truer self.
Douglass declares his independence from racism and oppression in the opening pages of the book. The frontispiece depicts him elegantly dressed but with his hands clenched in fists as though ready for a fight. It sends a message that is repeated throughout the book—one of artful defiance, or “majestic wrath,” to paraphrase one of his many admirers. Following the frontispiece is his elaborate dedication to Gerrit Smith. Spread out over an entire page in ornate type, the dedication attempts to make visual Douglass’s praise of Smith for “ranking slavery with piracy and murder,” and denying its constitutional existence. At the outset, then, Douglass declares that slavery represents a state of rebellion or war, which needs to be vanquished with physical force if necessary in order to preserve the peace.
McCune Smith’s Introduction itself represents a sharp departure from the tradition of slave narratives. The preface of Douglass’s 1845  Narrative is typical of the tradition: Garrison and his associate Wendell Phillips present Douglass to the public by including letters of introduction and authentication. By having McCune Smith write the Introduction to My Bondage, Douglass refuses to be mediated by whites, and instead embraces his black identity.
McCune Smith’s Introduction focuses almost exclusively on Douglass’s accomplishments as a free man and stresses his importance as a “Representative American man.” The “secret” of Douglass’s success and power, McCune Smith argues, is his success in continually transforming himself: he has “passed through every gradation of rank comprised in our national make-up, and bears upon his persona and upon his soul every thing that is American.” For McCune Smith, Douglass is a symbol of America, his progress made visible by his remarkable style of writing and speaking. McCune Smith also draws attention to Douglass’s mixed blood but emphasizes that “for his energy, perseverance, eloquence, . . . and wide sympathy, he is indebted to his negro blood.” America itself is defined by its commingling of races: “The Egyptians”—the originators of Western culture—“like the Americans, were a  mixed race, with some negro blood circling around the throne.”
Douglass divides My Bondage and My Freedom into two parts: his “life as a slave” and his “life as a freeman.” In the first part he represents himself as a slave who continually seeks his freedom. By learning to read and write, believe in his deliverance, and stand up to his masters, he acquires degrees of freedom. In one sense, he performs his freedom. His fight with Edward Covey, for example, is a performance, a staged and ritualized battle in which he becomes a free man “in fact”: “I had reached the point, at which I was not afraid to die,” Douglass explains. “This spirit made me a freeman in fact, while I remained a slave in form.”
The second part gives Douglass considerable trouble. Representing himself as a free man seemed to induce in Douglass a crisis of language and aesthetics. He begins “life as a freeman” by stating: “There is no necessity for any extended notice of the incidents of this part of my life.” His description of becoming free a few lines later reveals a similar frustration with the inadequacy of words:
It was a moment of joyous excitement, which no words can describe. In a letter to a friend, written soon after reaching New York, I said I felt as one might be supposed to feel, on escaping from a den of hungry lions. But, in a moment like that, sensations are too intense and too rapid for words. 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.
The power of words, acquired in part by studying The Columbian Orator, had fueled Douglass’s desire for freedom and enabled his rise to fame. But now words could not represent the sensation of freedom.
Part of Douglass’s problem was that there was no precedent for representing oneself as a free man while embracing immediate emancipation and a sharp break from the past. Douglass had no one to turn to for help, and in writing  My Bondage, he created a new genre that follows the form previously reserved for white men: an autobiography rather than a slave narrative.
In the genre of slave narratives, authors focused on their lives in bondage and described the horrors of slavery in the hope of converting readers to abolitionism. The teleology of slave narratives centered around the moment of freedom. Narrators saw in one divine event the end of doubt and disappointment; freedom represented a new age, and they worshiped it with unwavering faith. But since narratives ended at the moment of freedom, this new dispensation was not articulated. The struggle to develop an aesthetic of freedom perhaps helps to explain why African-American literary works published in the 1850s greatly exceeded those works published between 1867 and 1876, a period of legal freedom in which only two novels were published and slave narratives dwindled to a trickle.
In light of Douglass’s hesitation about representing himself in freedom, he devotes seventy pages to his “life as a freeman,” plus an additional sixty pages of an “Appendix” in small print that contains excerpts of six speeches and one public letter. That is a lot of prose to describe something Douglass suggests cannot be described with words. He resolves the conundrum by emphasizing his continued subaltern status and struggle for freedom in the face of northern racism. He notes, for example, that after entering Garrison’s ranks as a lecturer, he was treated as a commodity, or text, of white abolitionists, rather than having the autonomy to represent himself:
I was generally introduced as a “chattel ”—a “ thing ”—a piece of southern “property”—the chairman assuring the audience that it could speak. . . . “Give us the facts,” said Collins, “we will take care of the philosophy.” . . . But it was impossible for me to repeat the same old story month after month, and to keep up my interest in it. . . . [T]o go through with it every night was a task altogether too mechanical for my nature. “Tell your story,” would whisper my then revered friend, William Lloyd Garrison. I could not always obey, for I was now reading and thinking.
The slave as “thing” could not acquire life and humanity because Garrisonians sought to control Douglass’s creative self-fashioning. It was another form of bondage. Douglass’s attack of Garrison is subtle but piercing: his then revered friend made him feel like a mechanical thing; he yearned for liberty, and could not always obey.
It is significant that Douglass ends his “life as a freeman” at the moment he severs his ties with Garrison. Then begins his Appendix— excerpts of his speeches—and he radically alters his narrative framework. In struggling to create a new genre and find an appropriate style for representing himself as a freeman, Douglass presents himself as a performer—a successful black orator—unadorned, as it were, un-mediated by a narrator. He arranges the speeches chronologically, so that readers can glimpse the fragmented evolution of this public persona. The last speech in the Appendix brings us to Douglass’s present, in early 1855, with a lecture on the antislavery movement that prophesies the new age.
Many readers of My Bondage and My Freedom skim through or even skip the Appendix, for it is almost never discussed. But it contains some of Douglass’s most powerful writings, including “What to the Slave Is the Fourth of July” and “The Slavery Party,” which anticipates in its description of the Slave Power, and in its rhetorical power, Lincoln’s “house divided” speech of 1858. The speeches are well chosen and edited, and imply a continuation of Douglass’s persona. But unlike the narrative proper, the focus is on politics and national regeneration. The performative slave has become a political persona. Taken together, the speeches contrast the sinful present with the coming millennium. The fragmented and episodic nature of the speeches is appropriate to the millennial history that is conveyed.
My Bondage and My Freedom is a testament to Douglass’s belief that “true” art could dissolve social barriers and bring life and power to a slave. Speaking, writing, and images work together in the book to create a powerful portrait of an intelligent, authentic, black performer. By refashioning himself as a performer, or art object, Douglass hoped to confer upon his persona and his readers—especially his white readers—a new life, which would link them together and dissolve social barriers. As a slave—a “thing”—Douglass acquires life and humanity by representing himself as a performer. The reader acquires new life by perceiving that “thing” as human. Representations of slavery brought Douglass feelings of freedom and degrees of power. But once freedom came, he struggled to represent himself as such.
The nature of Douglass’s art stemmed from his efforts to dissolve the boundaries between black and white, rich and poor, sacred and profane, heaven and earth, and art and politics. These cultural dichotomies had long served as a source of order and hierarchy in Western culture. Although Douglass was not always successful in collapsing them, he went further than most of his peers. By attacking the belief that some people were born to be slaves and others masters, he was led to question other social divisions—as opposed to more conservative reformers and artists, who legitimated the status quo by separating slavery and art from politics and other institutions.
In striving to break down social barriers, Douglass continually remade himself at the same time that he sought to reform the country. The self-evolution in My Bondage and My Freedom, coupled with his two other life stories, exemplifies his belief in “identity” as constantly changing and highly subjective, dependent upon time, place, and circumstance. The idea of “whiteness” as a sign of superiority and a justification for racial oppression was based in part on an understanding of character that was fixed and unchanging. Douglass brilliantly attacks this notion of “whiteness” in My Bondage and My Freedom. The book thus remains a work of protest and art for this generation as well as his own, much as Frederick Douglass remains a “Representative American man.”

A NOTE ON THE TEXT
My Bondage and My Freedom was first published in 1855 by Miller, Orton, & Mulligan. It was the only American edition during Douglass’s lifetime, and this Modern Library Paperback Classics edition is set from it. In 1860 a German edition was published by Hoffmann and Campe under the title Sclaverei und Freiheit, translated and with a new Introduction by Ottilie Assing, a German-Jewish radical and close friend of Douglass. Reprints of the 1855 edition were published in 1968, 1969, and 1970; the 1969 edition included a new introduction by Philip S. Foner. The first modernized edition was published in 1987 and edited by William L. Andrews.
For this edition, punctuation involving parentheses and quotation marks has been standardized. The following printer’s errors and antiquated spelling have been corrected: p. liv, line 6: “Ramses” has been corrected to “Rameses”; p. 4, line 31: “Tuckanoe” has been corrected to “Tuckahoe”; p. 8, line 26: “it way” has been corrected to “its way”; p. 16, line 28: “reënforcement” has been changed to “reinforcement”; p. 16, line 29: “their came” has been corrected to “there came”; p. 18, line 15: “her’s” has been corrected to “hers”; p. 27, line 11: “conventionalties” has been corrected to “conventionalities”; p. 43, line 7: “not” has been corrected to “nor”; p. 52, line 14: “Lloyd’s” has been corrected to “Lloyds’ ”; p. 53, line 1: “far” has been corrected to “Far”; p. 67, line 12: “ecstacy” has been changed to “ecstasy”; p. 74, line 11: the dashes on either side of “speaking of myself ” have been replaced by brackets; p. 93, line 18:
“equaily” has been corrected to “equally”; p. 95, lines 29 and 32: “reünion” has been changed to “reunion”; p. 102, line 1: a comma has been omitted after “Baltimore”; p. 105, line 38: an open quotation mark has been added before “Is”; p. 106, line 27: “vieing” has been changed to “vying”; p. 107, line 36: “cant” has been corrected to “can’t”; p. 108, line 27: “reënforced” has been changed to “reinforced”; p. 118, line 31: “day’s” has been corrected to “days’ ”; p. 122, line 15: “extatic” has been changed to “ecstatic”; p. 130, line 24: an open quotation mark has been omitted before “There”; p. 138, line 10: a missing quotation mark has been added after “yes sir”; p. 142, line 19: “Despite of Covey” has been changed to “Despite Covey”; p. 144, line 13: “holiday’s” has been corrected to “holidays”; p. 152, line 2: a period has been replaced with a comma after “fight”; p. 154, line 15: “were” has been corrected to “where”; p. 168, line 38: a comma has been added after “won’t”; p. 172, line 37: “havn’t” has been corrected to “haven’t”; p. 179, line 9: a double quotation mark has been changed to a single one after “here” and a single quotation mark added before “Fred”; p. 179, line 20: single and double quotation marks have been transposed; p. 184, line 26: a close quotation mark has been omitted after “nigger!”; p. 191, line 3: an open quotation mark has been omitted before “I”; pp. 217, line 9: “reënslavement” has been changed to “reenslavement”; p. 221, line 18: “coöperation” has been changed to “cooperation”; p. 223, line 19: “preëminently” has been changed to “preeminently”; p. 231, line 14: “tumultous” has been corrected to “tumultuous”; p. 231, line 22: a missing quotation mark has been added after “it.”; p. 231, line 38: “reëchoed” has been changed to “reechoed”; p. 233, line 8: “air” has been corrected to “fair”; p. 239, line 37: “for convenience sake” has been corrected to “for convenience’ sake”; p. 243, line 31: “before since” has been corrected to “since”; p. 248, line 25: “propostion” has been corrected to “proposition”; p. 249, line 31: “preëminent” has been changed to “preeminent”; p. 252, line 9: “rusting from off ” has been corrected to “rusting off from”; p. 252, line 29: a missing quotation mark has been added after “hypocrisy”; p. 255, line 36: “ever my” has been corrected to “ever”; p. 261, line 12: “unfits” has been corrected to “unfit”; p. 266, line 14: “despite of whips” has been changed to “despite whips”; p. 266, line 33: “coöperate” has been changed to “cooperate”; p. 271, line 27: “In In” has been corrected to “In”; p. 279, line 39: “villians” has been corrected to “villains”; p. 283, line 32: “coöperating” has been changed to “cooperating”; p. 287, line 9: “Methodist” has been corrected to “Methodists”; p. 287, line 10: “has” has been corrected to “have” and “its” has been corrected to “their.”
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EDITOR’S PREFACE TO THE 1855 EDITION
If the volume now presented to the public were a mere work of ART, the history of its misfortune might be written in two very simple words—TOO LATE. The nature and character of slavery have been subjects of an almost endless variety of artistic representation; and after the brilliant achievements in that field, and while those achievements are yet fresh in the memory of the million, he who would add another to the legion, must possess the charm of transcendent excellence, or apologize for something worse than rashness. The reader is, therefore, assured, with all due promptitude, that his attention is not invited to a work of ART, but to a work of FACTS—Facts, terrible and almost incredible, it may be—yet FACTS, nevertheless.1
I am authorized to say that there is not a fictitious name nor place in the whole volume; but that names and places are literally given, and that every transaction therein described actually transpired.
Perhaps the best Preface to this volume is furnished in the following letter of Mr. Douglass, written in answer to my urgent solicitation for such a work:
ROCHESTER, N. Y. JULY 2, 1855.
DEAR FRIEND:
I have long entertained, as you very well know, a somewhat positive repugnance to writing or speaking anything for the public, which could, with any degree of plausibility, make me liable to the imputation of seeking personal notoriety, for its own sake. Entertaining that feeling very sincerely, and permitting its control, perhaps, quite unreasonably, I have often refused to narrate my personal experience in public antislavery meetings, and in sympathizing circles, when urged to do so by friends, with whose views and wishes, ordinarily, it were a pleasure to comply. In my letters and speeches, I have generally aimed to discuss the question of Slavery in the light of fundamental principles, and upon facts, notorious and open to all; making, I trust, no more of the fact of my own former enslavement, than circumstances seemed absolutely to require. I have never placed my opposition to slavery on a basis so narrow as my own enslavement, but rather upon the indestructible and unchangeable laws of human nature, every one of which is perpetually and flagrantly violated by the slave system. I have also felt that it was best for those having histories worth the writing—or supposed to be so—to commit such work to hands other than their own. To write of one’s self, in such a manner as not to incur the imputation of weakness, vanity, and egotism, is a work within the ability of but few; and I have little reason to believe that I belong to that fortunate few.2
These considerations caused me to hesitate, when first you kindly urged me to prepare for publication a full account of my life as a slave, and my life as a freeman.
Nevertheless, I see, with you, many reasons for regarding my autobiography as exceptional in its character, and as being, in some sense, naturally beyond the reach of those reproaches which honorable and sensitive minds dislike to incur. It is not to illustrate any heroic achievements of a man, but to vindicate a just and beneficent principle, in its application to the whole human family, by letting in the light of truth upon a system, esteemed by some as a blessing, and by others as a curse and a crime. I agree with you, that this system is now at the bar of public opinion—not only of this country, but of the whole civilized world—for judgment. Its friends have made for it the usual plea—“not guilty”; the case must, therefore, proceed. Any facts, either from slaves, slaveholders, or by-standers, calculated to enlighten the public mind, by revealing the true nature, character, and tendency of the slave system, are in order, and can scarcely be innocently withheld.
I see, too, that there are special reasons why I should write my own biography, in preference to employing another to do it. Not only is slavery on trial, but unfortunately, the enslaved people are also on trial. It is alleged, that they are, naturally, inferior; that they are so low in the scale of humanity, and so utterly stupid, that they are unconscious of their wrongs, and do not apprehend their rights. Looking, then, at your request, from this stand-point, and wishing everything of which you think me capable to go to the benefit of my afflicted people, I part with my doubts and hesitation, and proceed to furnish you the desired manuscript; hoping that you may be able to make such arrangements for its publication as shall be best adapted to accomplish that good which you so enthusiastically anticipate.
FREDERICK DOUGLASS.
There was little necessity for doubt and hesitation on the part of Mr. Douglass, as to the propriety of his giving to the world a full account of himself. A man who was born and brought up in slavery, a living witness of its horrors; who often himself experienced its cruelties; and who, despite the depressing influences surrounding his birth, youth and manhood, has risen, from a dark and almost absolute obscurity, to the distinguished position which he now occupies, might very well assume the existence of a commendable curiosity, on the part of the public, to know the facts of his remarkable history.
EDITOR3

INTRODUCTION TO THE 1855 EDITION
When a man raises himself from the lowest condition in society to the highest, mankind pay him the tribute of their admiration; when he accomplishes this elevation by native energy, guided by prudence and wisdom, their admiration is increased; but when his course, onward and upward, excellent in itself, furthermore proves a possible, what had hitherto been regarded as an impossible, reform, then he becomes a burning and a shining light, on which the aged may look with gladness, the young with hope, and the down-trodden, as a representative of what they may themselves become. To such a man, dear reader, it is my privilege to introduce you.
The life of Frederick Douglass, recorded in the pages which follow, is not merely an example of self-elevation under the most adverse circumstances; it is, moreover, a noble vindication of the highest aims of the American anti-slavery movement. The real object of that movement is not only to disenthrall, it is, also, to bestow upon the negro the exercise of all those rights, from the possession of which he has been so long debarred.
But this full recognition of the colored man to the right, and the entire admission of the same to the full privileges, political, religious and social, of manhood, requires powerful effort on the part of the enthralled, as well as on the part of those who would disenthrall them. The people at large must feel the conviction, as well as admit the abstract logic, of human equality; the negro, for the first time in the world’s history, brought in full contact with high civilization, must prove his title to all that is demanded for him; in the teeth of unequal chances, he must prove himself equal to the mass of those who oppress him—therefore, absolutely superior to his apparent fate, and to their relative ability. And it is most cheering to the friends of freedom, today, that evidence of this equality is rapidly accumulating, not from the ranks of the half-freed colored people of the free states, but from the very depths of slavery itself; the indestructible equality of man to man is demonstrated by the ease with which black men, scarce one remove from barbarism—if slavery can be honored with such a distinction—vault into the high places of the most advanced and painfully acquired civilization. Ward and Garnett, Wells Brown and Pennington, Loguen1 and Douglass, are banners on the outer wall, under which abolition is fighting its most successful battles, because they are living exemplars of the practicability of the most radical abolitionism; for, they were all of them born to the doom of slavery, some of them remained slaves until adult age, yet they all have not only won equality to their white fellow citizens, in civil, religious, political and social rank, but they have also illustrated and adorned our common country by their genius, learning and eloquence.
The characteristics whereby Mr. Douglass has won first rank among these remarkable men, and is still rising toward highest rank among living Americans, are abundantly laid bare in the book before us. Like the autobiography of Hugh Miller,2 it carries us so far back into early childhood, as to throw light upon the question, “when positive and persistent memory begins in the human being.”3 And, like Hugh Miller, he must have been a shy old fashioned child, occasionally oppressed by what he could not well account for, peering and poking about among the layers of right and wrong, of tyrant and thrall, and the wonderful-ness of that hopeless tide of things which brought power to one race, and unrequited toil to another, until, finally, he stumbled upon his “first-found Ammonite,” 4 hidden away down in the depths of his own nature, and which revealed to him the fact that liberty and right, for all men, were anterior to slavery and wrong. When his knowledge of the world was bounded by the visible horizon on Col. Lloyd’s plantation,5 and while every thing around him bore a fixed, iron stamp, as if it had always been so, this was, for one so young, a notable discovery.
To his uncommon memory, then, we must add a keen and accurate insight into men and things; an original breadth of common sense which enabled him to see, and weigh, and compare whatever passed before him, and which kindled a desire to search out and define their relations to other things not so patent, but which never succumbed to the marvelous nor the supernatural; a sacred thirst for liberty and for learning, first as a means of attaining liberty, then as an end in itself most desirable; a will; an unfaltering energy and determination to obtain what his soul pronounced desirable; a majestic self-hood; determined courage; a deep and agonizing sympathy with his embruted, crushed and bleeding fellow slaves, and an extraordinary depth of passion, together with that rare alliance between passion and intellect, which enables the former, when deeply roused, to excite, develop and sustain the latter.
With these original gifts in view, let us look at his schooling; the fearful discipline through which it pleased God to prepare him for the high calling on which he has since entered—the advocacy of emancipation by the people who are not slaves. And for this special mission, his plantation education was better than any he could have acquired in any lettered school. What he needed, was facts and experiences, welded to acutely wrought up sympathies, and these he could not elsewhere have obtained, in a manner so peculiarly adapted to his nature. His physical being was well trained, also, running wild until advanced into boyhood; hard work and light diet, thereafter, and a skill in handicraft in youth.
For his special mission, then, this was, considered in connection with his natural gifts, a good schooling; and, for his special mission, he doubtless “left school” just at the proper moment. Had he remained longer in slavery—had he fretted under bonds until the ripening of manhood and its passions, until the drear agony of slave-wife and slave-children had been piled upon his already bitter experiences— then, not only would his own history have had another termination, but the drama of American slavery would have been essentially varied; for I cannot resist the belief, that the boy who learned to read and write as he did, who taught his fellow slaves these precious acquirements as he did, who plotted for their mutual escape as he did, would, when a man at bay, strike a blow which would make slavery reel and stagger. Furthermore, blows and insults he bore, at the moment, without resentment; deep but suppressed emotion rendered him insensible to their sting; but it was afterward, when the memory of them went seething through his brain, breeding a fiery indignation at his injured self-hood, that the resolve came to resist, and the time fixed when to resist, and the plot laid, how to resist; and he always kept his self-pledged word. In what he undertook, in this line, he looked fate in the face, and had a cool, keen look at the relation of means to ends. Henry Bibb, to avoid chastisement, strewed his master’s bed with charmed leaves—and was whipped.6 Frederick Douglass quietly pocketed a like fetiche, compared his muscles with those of Covey7—and whipped him.
In the history of his life in bondage, we find, well developed, that inherent and continuous energy of character which will ever render him distinguished. What his hand found to do, he did with his might; even while conscious that he was wronged out of his daily earnings, he worked, and worked hard. At his daily labor he went with a will; with keen, well set eye, brawny chest, lithe figure, and fair sweep of arm, he would have been king among calkers, had that been his mission.
It must not be overlooked, in this glance at his education, that Mr. Douglass lacked one aid to which so many men of mark have been deeply indebted—he had neither a mother’s care, nor a mother’s culture, save that which slavery grudgingly meted out to him. Bitter nurse! may not even her features relax with human feeling, when she gazes at such offspring! How susceptible he was to the kindly influences of mother-culture, may be gathered from his own words, on page 18: “It has been a life-long, standing grief to me, that I know 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 hers treasured up.”
From the depths of chattel slavery in Maryland, our author escaped into the caste-slavery of the north, in New Bedford, Massachusetts. Here he found oppression assuming another, and hardly less bitter, form; of that very handicraft which the greed of slavery had taught him, his half-freedom denied him the exercise for an honest living; he found himself one of a class—free colored men—whose position he has described in the following words:
“Aliens are we in our native land. The fundamental principles of the republic, to which the humblest white man, whether born here or elsewhere, may appeal with confidence, in the hope of awakening a favorable response, are held to be inapplicable to us. The glorious doctrines of your revolutionary fathers, and the more glorious teachings of the Son of God, are construed and applied against us. We are literally scourged beyond the beneficent range of both authorities, human and divine. . . . American humanity hates us, scorns us, disowns and denies, in a thousand ways, our very personality. The outspread wing of American christianity, apparently broad enough to give shelter to a perishing world, refuses to cover us. To us, its bones are brass, and its features iron. In running thither for shelter and succor, we have only fled from the hungry blood-hound to the devouring wolf—from a corrupt and selfish world, to a hollow and hypocritical church.” —Speech before American and Foreign Anti-Slavery Society, May, 1854.8
Four years or more, from 1837 to 1841, he struggled on, in New Bedford, sawing wood, rolling casks, or doing what labor he might, to support himself and young family; four years he brooded over the scars which slavery and semi-slavery had inflicted upon his body and soul; and then, with his wounds yet unhealed, he fell among the Garrisonians9—a glorious waif to those most ardent reformers. It happened one day, at Nantucket, that he, diffidently and reluctantly, was led to address an anti-slavery meeting. He was about the age when the younger Pitt entered the House of Commons; 10 like Pitt, too, he stood up a born orator.
William Lloyd Garrison,11 who was happily present, writes thus of Mr. Douglass’ maiden effort: “I shall never forget his first speech at the convention—the extraordinary emotion it excited in my own mind— the powerful impression it created upon a crowded auditory, completely taken by surprise. . . . I think I never hated slavery so intensely as at that moment; certainly, my perception of the enormous outrage which is inflicted by it on the godlike nature of its victims, was rendered far more clear than ever. There stood one in physical proportions and stature commanding and exact—in intellect richly endowed—in natural eloquence a prodigy.”1
It is of interest to compare Mr. Douglass’s account of this meeting with Mr. Garrison’s.13 Of the two, I think the latter the most correct. It must have been a grand burst of eloquence! The pent up agony, indignation and pathos of an abused and harrowed boyhood and youth, bursting out in all their freshness and overwhelming earnestness! 
This unique introduction to its great leader, led immediately to the employment of Mr. Douglass as an agent by the American AntiSlavery Society. So far as his self-relying and independent character would permit, he became, after the strictest sect, a Garrisonian. It is not too much to say, that he formed a complement which they needed, and they were a complement equally necessary to his “make-up.” With his deep and keen sensitiveness to wrong, and his wonderful memory, he came from the land of bondage full of its woes and its evils, and painting them in characters of living light; and, on his part, he found, told out in sound Saxon phrase, all those principles of justice and right and liberty, which had dimly brooded over the dreams of his youth, seeking definite forms and verbal expression. It must have been an electric flashing of thought, and a knitting of soul, granted to but few in this life, and will be a lifelong memory to those who participated in it. In the society, moreover, of Wendell Phillips, Edmund Quincy, 14 William Lloyd Garrison, and other men of earnest faith and refined culture, Mr. Douglass enjoyed the high advantage of their assistance and counsel in the labor of self-culture, to which he now addressed himself with wonted energy. Yet, these gentlemen, although proud of Frederick Douglass, failed to fathom, and bring out to the light of day, the highest qualities of his mind; the force of their own education stood in their own way: they did not delve into the mind of a colored man for capacities which the pride of race led them to believe to be restricted to their own Saxon blood. Bitter and vindictive sarcasm, irresistible mimicry, and a pathetic narrative of his own experiences of slavery, were the intellectual manifestations which they encouraged him to exhibit on the platform or in the lecture desk.
A visit to England, in 1845, threw Mr. Douglass among men and women of earnest souls and high culture, and who, moreover, had never drank of the bitter waters of American caste. For the first time in his life, he breathed an atmosphere congenial to the longings of his spirit, and felt his manhood free and unrestricted. The cordial and manly greetings of the British and Irish audiences in public, and the refinement and elegance of the social circles in which he mingled, not only as an equal, but as a recognized man of genius, were, doubtless, genial and pleasant resting places in his hitherto thorny and troubled journey through life. There are joys on the earth, and, to the wayfaring fugitive from American slavery or American caste, this is one of them.
But his sojourn in England was more than a joy to Mr. Douglass. Like the platform at Nantucket, it awakened him to the consciousness of new powers that lay in him. From the pupilage of Garrisonism he rose to the dignity of a teacher and a thinker; his opinions on the broader aspects of the great American question were earnestly and incessantly sought, from various points of view, and he must, perforce, bestir himself to give suitable answer. With that prompt and truthful perception which has led their sisters in all ages of the world to gather at the feet and support the hands of reformers, the gentlewomen of England2 were foremost to encourage and strengthen him to carve out for himself a path fitted to his powers and energies, in the life-battle against slavery and caste to which he was pledged. And one stirring thought, inseparable from the British idea of the evangel of freedom, must have smote his ear from every side—
“Hereditary bondmen! know ye not
Who would be free, themselves must strike the blow?”16
 
The result of this visit was, that on his return to the United States, he established a newspaper. This proceeding was sorely against the wishes and the advice of the leaders of the American Anti-Slavery Society, but our author had fully grown up to the conviction of a truth which they had once promulged, but now forgotten, to wit: that in their own elevation—self-elevation—colored men have a blow to strike “on their own hook,” against slavery and caste. Differing from his Boston friends in this matter, diffident in his own abilities, reluctant at their dissuadings, how beautiful is the loyalty with which he still clung to their principles in all things else, and even in this.
Now came the trial hour. Without cordial support from any large body of men or party on this side the Atlantic, and too far distant in space and immediate interest to expect much more, after the much already done, on the other side, he stood up, almost alone, to the arduous labor and heavy expenditure of editor and lecturer. The Garrison party, to which he still adhered, did not want a colored newspaper—there was an odor of caste about it; the Liberty party17 could hardly be expected to give warm support to a man who smote their principles as with a hammer; and the wide gulf which separated the free colored people from the Garrisonians, also separated them from their brother, Frederick Douglass.
The arduous nature of his labors, from the date of the establishment of his paper, may be estimated by the fact, that anti-slavery papers in the United States, even while the organs of, and when supported by, anti-slavery parties, have, with a single exception, failed to pay expenses. Mr. Douglass has maintained, and does maintain, his paper without the support of any party, and even in the teeth of the opposition of those from whom he had reason to expect counsel and encouragement. He has been compelled, at one and the same time, and almost constantly, during the past seven years, to contribute matter to its columns as editor, and to raise funds for its support as lecturer. It is within bounds to say, that he has expended twelve thousand dollars of his own hard earned money, in publishing this paper, a larger sum than has been contributed by any one individual for the general advancement of the colored people. There had been many other papers published and edited by colored men, beginning as far back as 1827, when the Rev. Samuel E. Cornish and John B. Russworm (a graduate of Bowdoin college, and afterward Governor of Cape Palmas) published the FREEDOM’S JOURNAL,18 in New York city; probably not less than one hundred newspaper enterprises have been started in the United States, by free colored men, born free, and some of them of liberal education and fair talents for this work; but, one after another, they have fallen through, although, in several instances, antislavery friends contributed to their support.3 It had almost been given up, as an impracticable thing, to maintain a colored newspaper, when Mr. Douglass, with fewest early advantages of all his competitors, essayed, and has proved, the thing perfectly practicable, and, moreover, of great public benefit. This paper, in addition to its power in holding up the hands of those to whom it is especially devoted, also affords irrefutable evidence of the justice, safety and practicability of Immediate Emancipation; it further proves the immense loss which slavery inflicts on the land while it dooms such energies as his to the hereditary degradation of slavery. 
It has been said in this Introduction, that Mr. Douglass had raised himself by his own efforts to the highest position in society. As a successful editor, in our land, he occupies this position. Our editors rule the land, and he is one of them. As an orator and thinker, his position is equally high, in the opinion of his countrymen. If a stranger in the United States would seek its most distinguished men—the movers of public opinion—he will find their names mentioned, and their movements chronicled, under the head of “BY MAGNETIC TELEGRAPH,” in the daily papers. The keen caterers for the public attention, set down, in this column, such men only as have won high mark in the public esteem. During the past winter—1854–5—very frequent mention of Frederick Douglass was made under this head in the daily papers; his name glided as often—this week from Chicago, next week from Boston—over the lightning wires, as the name of any other man, of whatever note. To no man did the people more widely nor more earnestly say, “Tell me thy thought! ” And, somehow or other, revolution seemed to follow in his wake. His were not the mere words of eloquence which Kossuth20 speaks of, that delight the ear and then pass away. No! They were work-able, do-able words, that brought forth fruits in the revolution in Illinois, and in the passage of the franchise resolutions by the Assembly of New York.21
And the secret of his power, what is it? He is a Representative American man—a type of his countrymen. Naturalists tell us that a full grown man is a resultant or representative of all animated nature on this globe; beginning with the early embryo state, then representing the lowest forms of organic life,4 and passing through every subordinate grade or type, until he reaches the last and highest—manhood. In like manner, and to the fullest extent, has Frederick Douglass passed through every gradation of rank comprised in our national make-up, and bears upon his person and upon his soul every thing that is American. And he has not only full sympathy with every thing American; his proclivity or bent, to active toil and visible progress, are in the strictly national direction, delighting to outstrip “all creation.”
Nor have the natural gifts, already named as his, lost anything by his severe training. When unexcited, his mental processes are probably slow, but singularly clear in perception, and wide in vision, the unfailing memory bringing up all the facts in their every aspect; incongruities he lays hold of incontinently, and holds up on the edge of his keen and telling wit. But this wit never descends to frivolity; it is rigidly in the keeping of his truthful common sense, and always used in illustration or proof of some point which could not so readily be reached any other way. “Beware of a Yankee when he is feeding,” is a shaft that strikes home in a matter never so laid bare by satire before. “The Garrisonian views of disunion,22 if carried to a successful issue, would only place the people of the north in the same relation to American slavery which they now bear to the slavery of Cuba or the Brazils,” is a statement, in a few words, which contains the result and the evidence of an argument which might cover pages, but could not carry stronger conviction, nor be stated in less pregnable form. In proof of this, I may say, that having been submitted to the attention of the Garrisonians in print, in March, it was repeated before them at their business meeting in May—the platform, par excellence, on which they invite free fight, a l’outrance, to all comers. It was given out in the clear, ringing tones, wherewith the hall of shields was wont to resound of old, yet neither Garrison, nor Phillips, nor May, nor Remond, nor Foster, nor Burleigh,23 with his subtle steel of “the ice brook’s temper,” ventured to break a lance upon it! The doctrine of the dissolution of the Union, as a means for the abolition of American slavery, was silenced upon the lips that gave it birth, and in the presence of an array of defenders who compose the keenest intellects in the land.
“The man who is right is a majority,”24 is an aphorism struck out by Mr. Douglass in that great gathering of the friends of freedom, at Pittsburgh, in 1852, where he towered among the highest, because, with abilities inferior to none, and moved more deeply than any, there was neither policy nor party to trammel the outpourings of his soul. Thus we find, opposed to all the disadvantages which a black man in the United States labors and struggles under, is this one vantage ground— when the chance comes, and the audience where he may have a say, he stands forth the freest, most deeply moved and most earnest of all men. It has been said of Mr. Douglass, that his descriptive and declamatory powers, admitted to be of the very highest order, take precedence of his logical force. Whilst the schools might have trained him to the exhibition of the formulas of deductive logic, nature and circumstances forced him into the exercise of the higher faculties required by induction. The first ninety pages of this “Life in Bondage,” afford specimens of observing, comparing, and careful classifying, of such superior character, that it is difficult to believe them the results of a child’s thinking; he questions the earth, and the children and the slaves around him again and again, and finally looks to “ God in the sky” for the why and the wherefore of the unnatural thing, slavery. “Yere, if indeed thou art, wherefore dost thou su fer us to be slain? ” is the only prayer and worship of the Godforsaken Dodos in the heart of Africa. Almost the same was his prayer. One of his earliest observations was that white children should know their ages, while the colored children were ignorant of theirs; and the songs of the slaves grated on his inmost soul, because a something told him that harmony in sound, and music of the spirit, could not consociate with miserable degradation.
To such a mind, the ordinary processes of logical deduction are like proving that two and two make four. Mastering the intermediate steps by an intuitive glance, or recurring to them as Ferguson25 resorted to geometry, it goes down to the deeper relation of things, and brings out what may seem, to some, mere statements, but which are new and brilliant generalizations, each resting on a broad and stable basis. Thus, Chief Justice Marshall gave his decisions, and then told Brother Story26 to look up the authorities—and they never differed from him. Thus, also, in his “Lecture on the Anti-Slavery Movement,”27 delivered before the Rochester Ladies’ Anti-Slavery Society, Mr. Douglass presents a mass of thought, which, without any showy display of logic on his part, requires an exercise of the reasoning faculties of the reader to keep pace with him. And his “Claims of the Negro Ethnologically Considered,” 28 is full of new and fresh thoughts on the dawning science of race-history.
If, as has been stated, his intellection is slow, when unexcited, it is most prompt and rapid when he is thoroughly aroused. Memory, logic, wit, sarcasm, invective, pathos and bold imagery of rare structural beauty, well up as from a copious fountain, yet each in its proper place, and contributing to form a whole, grand in itself, yet complete in the minutest proportions. It is most difficult to hedge him in a corner, for his positions are taken so deliberately, that it is rare to find a point in them undefended aforethought. Professor Reason29 tells me the following: “On a recent visit of a public nature, to Philadelphia, and in a meeting composed mostly of his colored brethren, Mr. Douglass proposed a comparison of views in the matters of the relations and duties of ‘our people’; he holding that prejudice was the result of condition, and could be conquered by the efforts of the degraded themselves. A gentleman present, distinguished for logical acumen and subtlety, and who had devoted no small portion of the last twenty-five years to the study and elucidation of this very question, held the opposite view, that prejudice is innate and unconquerable. He terminated a series of well dove-tailed, Socratic questions to Mr. Douglass, with the following: ‘If the legislature at Harrisburgh should awaken, to-morrow morning, and find each man’s skin turned black and his hair woolly, what could they do to remove prejudice?’ ‘Immediately pass laws entitling black men to all civil, political and social privileges,’ was the instant reply—and the questioning ceased.”
The most remarkable mental phenomenon in Mr. Douglass, is his style in writing and speaking. In March, 1855, he delivered an address in the assembly chamber before the members of the legislature of the state of New York. An eye witness5 describes the crowded and most intelligent audience, and their rapt attention to the speaker, as the grandest scene he ever witnessed in the capitol. Among those whose eyes were riveted on the speaker full two hours and a half, were Thurlow Weed and Lieutenant Governor Raymond;31 the latter, at the conclusion of the address, exclaimed to a friend, “I would give twenty thousand dollars, if I could deliver that address in that manner.” Mr. Raymond is a first class graduate of Dartmouth, a rising politician, ranking foremost in the legislature; of course, his ideal of oratory must be of the most polished and finished description.
The style of Mr. Douglass in writing, is to me an intellectual puzzle. The strength, affluence and terseness may easily be accounted for, because the style of a man is the man; but how are we to account for that rare polish in his style of writing, which, most critically examined, seems the result of careful early culture among the best classics of our language; it equals if it do not surpass the style of Hugh Miller, which was the wonder of the British literary public, until he unraveled the mystery in the most interesting of autobiographies. But Frederick Douglass was still calking the seams of Baltimore clippers, and had only written a “pass,” at the age when Miller’s style was already formed.
I asked William Whipper,32 of Pennsylvania, the gentleman alluded to above, whether he thought Mr. Douglass’s power inherited from the Negroid, or from what is called the Caucasian side of his make-up? After some reflection, he frankly answered, “I must admit, although sorry to do so, that the Caucasian predominates.” At that time, I almost agreed with him; but, facts narrated in the first part of this work, throw a different light on this interesting question.
We are left in the dark as to who was the paternal ancestor of our author; a fact which generally holds good of the Romuluses and Remuses 33 who are to inaugurate the new birth of our republic. In the absence of testimony from the Caucasian side, we must see what evidence is given on the other side of the house.
“My grandmother, though advanced in years, . . . was yet a woman of power and spirit. She was marvelously straight in figure, elastic, and muscular.” (p. 11.)34
After describing her skill in constructing nets, her perseverance in using them, and her wide-spread fame in the agricultural way, he adds, “It happened to her—as it will happen to any careful and thrifty person residing in an ignorant and improvident neighborhood—to enjoy the reputation of being born to good luck.” And his grandmother was a black woman.
“My mother was tall, and finely proportioned; of deep black, glossy complexion; had regular features; and among other slaves was remarkably sedate in her manners.” “Being a field hand, she was obliged to walk twelve miles and return, between nightfall and daybreak, to see her children” (p. 15) “I shall never forget the indescribable expression of her countenance, when I told her that I had had no food since morning. . . . There was pity in her glance at me, and a fiery indignation at Aunt Katy at the same time;. . . . she read Aunt Katy a lecture which she never forgot.” (p. 17.) “I learned, after my mother’s death, that she could read, and that she was the only one of all the slaves and colored people in Tuckahoe who enjoyed that advantage. How she acquired this knowledge, I know not, for Tuckahoe is the last place in the world where she would be apt to find facilities for learning.” (p. 18.) “There is in ‘Prichard’s Natural History of Man,’ the head of a figure—on page 157—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.” (p. 15.)
The head alluded to is copied from the statue of Rameses the Great, an Egyptian king of the nineteenth dynasty. The authors of the “Types of Mankind” give a side view of the same on page 148, remarking that the profile, “like Napoleon’s, is superbly European!”35 The nearness of its resemblance to Mr. Douglass’ mother, rests upon the evidence of his memory, and judging from his almost marvelous feats of recollection of forms and outlines recorded in this book, this testimony may be admitted.
These facts show that for his energy, perseverance, eloquence, invective, sagacity, and wide sympathy, he is indebted to his negro blood. The very marvel of his style would seem to be a development of that other marvel,—how his mother learned to read. The versatility of talent which he wields, in common with Dumas, Ira Aldridge, and Miss Greenfield,36 would seem to be the result of the grafting of the Anglo-Saxon on good, original, negro stock. If the friends of “Caucasus”37 choose to claim, for that region, what remains after this analysis—to wit: combination—they are welcome to it. They will forgive me for reminding them that the term “Caucasian” is dropped by recent writers on Ethnology; for the people about Mount Caucasus, are, and have ever been, Mongols. The great “white race” now seek paternity, according to Dr. Pickering,38 in Arabia—“Arida Nutrix” of the best breed of horses &c. Keep on, gentlemen; you will find yourselves in Africa, by-and-by. The Egyptians, like the Americans, were a mixed race, with some negro blood circling around the throne, as well as in the mud hovels.
This is the proper place to remark of our author, that the same strong self-hood, which led him to measure strength with Mr. Covey, and to wrench himself from the embrace of the Garrisonians, and which has borne him through many resistances to the personal indignities offered him as a colored man, sometimes becomes a hyper-sensitiveness to such assaults as men of his mark will meet with, on paper. Keen and unscrupulous opponents have sought, and not unsuccessfully, to pierce him in this direction; for well they know, that if assailed, he will smite back.
It is not without a feeling of pride, dear reader, that I present you with this book. The son of a self-emancipated bond-woman, I feel joy in introducing to you my brother, who has rent his own bonds, and who, in his every relation—as a public man, as a husband and as a father—is such as does honor to the land which gave him birth. I shall place this book in the hands of the only child spared me, bidding him to strive and emulate its noble example. You may do likewise. It is an American book, for Americans, in the fullest sense of the idea. It shows that the worst of our institutions, in its worst aspect, cannot keep down energy, truthfulness, and earnest struggle for the right. It proves the justice and practicability of Immediate Emancipation. It shows that any man in our land, “no matter in what battle his liberty may have been cloven down, . . . no matter what complexion an Indian or an African sun may have burned upon him,” not only may “stand forth redeemed and disenthralled,” but may also stand up a candidate for the highest suffrage of a great people—the tribute of their honest, hearty admiration. Reader, Vale! 39
New York, May 23, 1855.
JAMES M’CUNE SMITH.40

PART ONE
LIFE AS A SLAVE
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CHAPTER I
THE AUTHOR’S CHILDHOOD
Place of Birth—Character of the District—Tuckahoe—Origin of the Name— Choptank River—Time of Birth—Genealogical Trees—Mode of Counting Time—Names of Grandparents—Their Position—Grandmother Especially Esteemed—“Born to Good Luck”—Sweet Potatoes—Superstition—The Log Cabin—Its Charms—Separating Children—Author’s Aunts—Their Names— First Knowledge of Being a Slave—“Old Master”—Griefs and Joys of Childhood— Comparative Happiness of the Slave-Boy and the Son of a Slaveholder
In Talbot county, Eastern Shore, Maryland, near Easton, the county town of that county, there is a small district of country, thinly populated, and remarkable for nothing that I know of more than for the worn-out, sandy, desert-like appearance of its soil, the general dilapidation of its farms and fences, the indigent and spiritless character of its inhabitants, and the prevalence of ague and fever.
The name of this singularly unpromising and truly famine stricken district is Tuckahoe, a name well known to all Marylanders, black and white. It was given to this section of country probably, at the first, merely in derision; or it may possibly have been applied to it, as I have heard, because some one of its earlier inhabitants had been guilty of the petty meanness of stealing a hoe—or taking a hoe—that did not belong to him. Eastern Shore men usually pronounce the word took, as tuck; Took-a-hoe, therefore, is, in Maryland parlance, Tuckahoe. But, whatever may have been its origin—and about
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