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    Introduction



    Slavery, the owning of one human being by another, was a policy that
    created a dark period in the history of the United States. The economic
    benefits of slave labor, particularly in the southern U.S., conflicted with
    the ideals of a young democracy and the resulting discord nearly tore the
    country apart. The tension between the ideology expressed by the words of
    the Declaration of Independence—“We hold these truths to be self-evident,
    that all men are created equal, that they are endowed by their Creator with
    certain unalienable Rights, that among these are Life, Liberty and the
    pursuit of Happiness,”—and the brutal realities of slave ownership
    culminated in the Civil War. During the war, brothers were pitted against
    brothers, and more U.S. soldiers died than in World War I and World War II
    combined. The legacy left by this conflict created wounds that have, even
    today, failed to heal.



    The history of slavery in the U.S. began as indentured servitude, a
    mechanism that brought many European immigrants to the New World as well as
    individuals of African descent. In fact, it is estimated that nearly
    one-half of early white immigrants came to the American colonies as
    indentured servants. Indentured servants were required to fulfill a period
    of servitude as payment for their passage and maintenance. They were not
    slaves, and their servitude was not lifelong. Once their period of
    servitude was completed, they were given their freedom along with a piece
    of land and supplies to use. Because many African slaves were baptized by
    the Spanish prior to leaving Africa, they were also initially brought to
    the American colonies as indentured servants since English law exempted
    Christians from slavery. Thus, many Africans in the so-called charter
    generation of slaves gained their freedom after finishing the period of
    servitude.



    It wasn’t long, however, before court decisions began to legitimize
    lifelong slavery for people of African descent. By 1641, slavery had been
    legally authorized under certain conditions, and from that time forward,
    numerous industries, notably agricultural commodity crops such as tobacco
    and cotton in the southern parts of North America, became heavily dependent
    on slave labor.



    Following the American Revolution, the newly formed United States included
    in part of its Constitution several provisions related to slavery,
    including a provision that counted slaves as three-fifths of a person. This
    provision had a substantial political impact. It gave the southern states,
    where there was far higher concentrations of slaves, more political power
    because it significantly increased their population counts. This gave them
    stronger representation in the U.S. Congress, and since every U.S.
    president elected to a second term between George Washington, the first
    president, and Abraham Lincoln, the 16th, was a slaveholder, the
    southern states were able to dominate the U.S. Congress and the presidency
    for nearly 50 years.



    The harsh realities of slavery, however, spurred opposition to the concept.
    Slaves were forced to work up to 15 hours a day six days a week, and those
    limitations were only imposed after the Stono Rebellion threatened to
    strengthen opposition to slavery. Families were regularly torn apart as
    members were sold to different owners. Slaves had no rights, not even the
    right to life. Women were raped, and men were castrated. They were
    regularly beaten, frequently mutilated, and often executed in the most
    inhumane ways. They were decapitated, torn apart by dogs, drawn and
    quartered, hanged, and their bodies were dismembered and/or left to rot in
    plain view as a warning to others who might defy their owners. To say that
    slavery was a living hell does not adequately describe the deplorable
    conditions faced by slaves. But, not all of the states in the young union
    approved of slavery.



    While it is true that southern states profited from the use of slave labor
    and their political dominance prevented it from being abolished in the
    early years of the newly formed democracy, there was growing opposition in
    the north. In the northern states, abolition movements, buoyed by the
    ideology expressed in the Declaration of Independence, gained support, and
    by 1804, every northern state had abolished slavery. Even before this time,
    resistance took several forms. In 1780, a network of safe houses was
    established to guide runaway slaves to safe havens in the more liberal
    north. This network became known as the Underground Railroad, and it is
    estimated that some 100,000 runaway slaves used it to escape. There were
    also several heroes who emerged during this dark period. One of these was a
    man named Frederick Douglass.



    Frederick Douglass was born Frederick Augustus Washington Bailey in Talbot
    County, Maryland. He was born a slave on a plantation on the Eastern Shore
    of the Chesapeake Bay. The exact date of his birth is not known, but it is
    estimated to be sometime around 1818. Douglass would later choose to
    celebrate his birthday on February 14, and he adopted the surname Douglass
    after he successfully escaped from slavery in 1838. He made use of a train
    depot that was along one of the many routes of the Underground Railroad to
    make his escape. He would later assist other runaway slaves, harboring them
    in his home until they could safely get to other areas in the north.



    Douglass’ life was one of extraordinary accomplishment. As a slave, he had
    taught himself to read and write, and he spread that knowledge to other
    slaves as well. Once free, he became a noted abolitionist and strong
    believer in equality for all people including blacks, Native Americans,
    women, and recent immigrants. He wrote several autobiographies describing
    his experiences as a slave and his life during the Civil War. In addition
    to all this, he became the first African-American nominated for Vice
    President of the United States, and he was appointed as United States
    Marshal for the District of Columbia by President Rutherford B. Hayes. He
    is considered one of the 100 greatest African-Americans as named by scholar
    Molefi Kete Asante in 2002, and he has many monuments to his name.



    Because of his education and accomplishments, abolitionists would use him
    to counter the argument by slaveholders that blacks were incapable of
    independent thought. He most definitely demonstrated the slaveholders’
    contention was incorrect. He was indeed a remarkable man and one of the
    true heroes during this difficult time in American history. His life serves
    as a shining example to this day for all oppressed people wherever they are
    in the world. His words are as relevant today as they were during his life,
    “Where justice is denied, where poverty is enforced, where ignorance
    prevails, and where any one class is made to feel that society is an
    organized conspiracy to oppress, rob and degrade them, neither persons nor
    property will be safe.”



Chapter One



    On the Backs of Slaves


    “Americans have found it particularly difficult to come to terms with our
    “slave origins” . . . in the colonial era, slavery was legal in all parts
    of British America, and it was economically significant even in many areas
    that later became free states.”



    —Gavin Wright, Slavery and American Economic Development



    Slavery has been employed by numerous cultures in many parts of the world
    throughout history. But, its practice in the United States of America has
    left an open wound that still has not healed more than 150 years after a
    bloody civil war that nearly ripped a young nation apart. The U.S. still
    struggles with the legacy of discrimination and oppression that the
    African-American community struggled with as slaves and in the aftermath of
    their emancipation as well.



    The first African slaves were brought to the United States in 1619 by Dutch
    traders. They were treated as indentured servants when they arrived in
    Jamestown, Virginia. Indentured servitude, along with slavery, offered a
    solution to the labor shortage problem the American colonies faced because
    of the harsh frontier conditions. Many white settlers also initially came
    to the colonies as indentured servants.



    At that time, the Africans were also categorized as indentured servants
    because English law excluded Christians from slavery and most of the
    African slaves captured by the Spanish had been baptized prior to leaving
    Africa. Their status as indentured servants meant they gained their freedom
    after fulfilling their prescribed period of servitude. As early as 1640,
    however, the situation began to change for African indentured servants.



    In 1640, a Virginia court ruling in the case of an African indentured
    servant named John Punch resulted in a sentence of lifelong slavery for
    attempting to flee his servitude. Two white servants who also attempted to
    flee were only sentenced to an additional year of servitude












Conclusion



    Frederick Douglass was one of the greatest American heroes to emerge from
    the dark period of American history when slavery was legal. After
    establishing his freedom, he proceeded to lead a young nation toward the
    fulfillment of its highest ideals. He was what many would call a true
    believer. He fervently believed in the ideal of equality as stated in the
    Declaration of Independence, and he applied that standard to all people
    regardless of race or sex. Despite the dangers he faced as an escaped
    slave, and from those who would oppose his convictions, he never wavered in
    his support for freedom and equality.



    Born a slave in Maryland, Douglass survived the cruel treatment he received
    as a slave. He endured savage beatings, and he witnessed horrific, inhumane
    treatment of his friends and family. Despite this, he never lost hope, and
    he forged ahead, educating himself so that he could escape the barbarous
    treatment he was subjected to, and live to see the abolition of slavery for
    all people. He taught himself to read and write, and from those humble
    beginnings, he rose to become one of the greatest orators and writers in
    American history. He spoke eloquently on the rights professed by the
    Declaration of Independence and codified in the U.S. Constitution. He read
    other points of view, and he thoughtfully considered those points of view.
    If he found validity in their opinion, he was not afraid to change his.



    Douglass was an impassioned advocate for his principles, and the principles
    that he saw as the foundation of the United States. He exposed and opposed
    hypocrisy wherever he saw it, whether it was the indifference to suffering
    by his beloved church or the attitude of segregation by the very people who
    had suffered from its corrosive effects. He was tireless in his efforts to
    educate the public on the savagery of the institution of slavery. Moreover,
    he was tireless in his efforts to fight for the equality he believed was
    the birthright of all people, regardless of their race or sex.



    Toward these ends, he joined and proceeded to lead abolition movements, he
    spoke in favor of women’s suffrage, and he lectured on the benefits of
    multiculturalism, hailing it as the strength of the nation. He wrote three
    autobiographies in which he detailed the horrors he experienced as a slave.
    He personally became engaged in assisting the Union Army in their effort
    during the Civil War. He conferred with President Lincoln on the treatment
    and rights of African-Americans, opposing him where he saw discrepancies in
    his philosophy. He also conferred with President Andrew Johnson on black
    suffrage. He endured threats to his personal safety and that of his family
    while engaged in the fight for what he believed was right.



    Frederick Douglass never backed down in the fight for justice, equality,
    and freedom. He worked throughout his life to ensure equality for people of
    all races. He didn’t stop after slavery was abolished, for there were many
    more fights to be won. He continued to monitor and fight against the
    Reconstruction Era backlash that grew up in the south spawning the growth
    of paramilitary groups, including the Ku Klux Klan. He spoke on behalf of
    women’s suffrage, decrying the repudiation of one-half of the world’s
    intellect. He spoke on behalf of recent immigrants arguing that composite
    nationality was a triumph of the American system. He spoke against the
    mistreatment of Native Americans, noting that it sowed the seeds of hatred
    and discontent. He was a visionary who advocated for equal access to the
    American education system for all children, including black children. He
    knew that education was the true power that enabled people to change the
    world.



    For all of this, there can be no doubt that Frederick Douglass represented
    the highest ideals of the American democracy. And, he was willing to put
    himself at risk to fight for those ideals. He once stated, “It is not light
    that we need, but fire; it is not the gentle shower, but thunder. We need
    the storm, the whirlwind, and the earthquake.” Frederick Douglass was
    certainly a force of nature. He fought tirelessly throughout his life to
    affect change, and he never gave up. There is no better definition of a
    hero than that.


