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				Introduction

				“My Soul’s Complaint”

			
			David W. Blight, Yale University

			 

			Frederick Douglass’s Narrative is a work of prose poetry about the quintessentially American crisis of slavery and freedom in an expanding republic. In the world of letters and ideas of the 1840s, it spoke to universal values and aspirations. When Douglass asks, “Why am I a slave?”, he speaks for millions who were then enslaved across the globe. Over time, this existential question may have allowed countless others in his astonishingly wide readership to ask, “Why am I poor?”; “Why is he so rich and she only his servant or chattel?”; “Why am I hated for my religion, my race, my sexuality, my political beliefs, the accident of my birth on this side of the river or in that valley?”; “Why am I a refugee, a despised immigrant outsider?” Or, even, “Why do I hate these or those people?” In the past few decades, this work of memory, of history, and especially of lyrical storytelling has risen into the pantheon of American classics.[1]

			The Narrative is also a tale of personal torment and embittered discontent, written by a young former slave bearing the scars in his soul as a kind of sorrowful appeal for rebirth and hope. It is a coming-of-age story of violent redemption, the kind that has always appealed to Americans. Douglass, though, makes his readers wince and shudder on their way to his remaking. The author and his readers both pay a price for this knowledge of the interior worlds of slaves and slaveholders.

			Frederick Douglass was born Frederick Augustus Washington Bailey in 1818 on a farm at a horseshoe bend in the Tuckahoe River, on Maryland’s Eastern Shore; his father was likely one of his two owners, and his mother, Harriet, the owner’s slave. Douglass lived twenty years in bondage, eleven intermittently on the Eastern Shore—where he experienced nearly every brutal treatment, physical and psychological, that a youthful slave could face—and nine in Baltimore, where he gained literacy, became religious, worked with his hands in the maritime trades, and found a cosmopolitan access to a larger world.

			At age eighteen Douglass organized an escape plot with a small “band of brothers” among the slaves on a farm near St. Michaels, Maryland. Foiled and betrayed, he and his comrades were arrested, put in chains, and marched several miles to the jail in Easton, the Talbot County seat. After two weeks behind bars, in a stroke of great luck, Douglass’s owner, Thomas Auld, sent his slave back to Baltimore rather than selling him into obscurity in the deep South. Two years later, in a cunning and brave plot hatched with a few friends and his intrepid fiancé, Anna Murray, Frederick escaped from slavery by train, steamer, and ferryboat over some thirty-eight hours to New York City, disguised as a sailor.

			His story is one of great drama and risk in the face of what he called the “prison” and the “tomb” of slavery.[2] But in recollecting these events, Douglass also left us an illegal refugee-immigrant’s language of fear and courage, and forged, in this text, the greatest of American slave narratives. He established that his greatest power always resided in the written and spoken word. He had a vital story to tell, and in many ways he never stopped telling it.

			

			—

			One place to begin to understand America’s long history with outsiders, ethnicity, race, and immigration is with Douglass. “No man can tell the intense agony,” he wrote, remembering his flight, “which is felt by the slave, when wavering on the point of making his escape. All that he has is at stake; and even that which he has not, is at stake also. The life which he has may be lost, and the liberty which he seeks, may not be gained.”[3] Throughout modern history, millions forced to flee as refugees and beg for asylum have felt Douglass’s agony. So many have felt the same terrors in deserts, in the billows of the oceans, in all manner of detention centers, on isolated street corners. In twenty-first century struggles over American pluralism, today’s outsiders might take heart from the anxious possibilities demonstrated by this text in slaveholding America.

			Douglass was once called an “illustrious exile” for his triumphant antislavery lecture tours in Ireland, Scotland, and England in 1845–47, which he undertook just after publication of the Narrative and while still a fugitive. But even more importantly, he was perhaps America’s most illustrious internal exile. Indeed, until the Civil War, all African Americans, slave or free, lived as exiles in their own land. They were either owned as property or, if free, their civil and political rights were severely restricted. For nine years, until his British friends purchased his freedom from his Maryland owner in 1847, Douglass was a fugitive slave everywhere he trod. By law he was considered stolen property, a social danger, an alien and illegal Black person in white America. Fugitive slaves in the North were viewed by many as a menace to social and racial order, and a legal challenge to slavery itself. Douglass came to relish each of those roles. His telling of his self-fashioned heroism enlists his readers in the cause of physical and mental freedom.[4]

			Hope and dread marched side by side in antebellum, slaveholding America, as they have at many other junctures in our country’s history. In 1836, as his band of potential runaways nervously plotted their escape, “we were confident,” Douglass claimed, “bold and determined at times; and, again, doubting, timid and wavering; whistling like a boy in the graveyard, to keep away the spirits.” They were bold but frightened. “We could see no spot this side of the ocean,” he declared, “where we could be free. We knew nothing about Canada. Our knowledge of the North did not extend farther than New York.”[5] No romance about an “Underground Railroad” drove this escape scheme. No “Drinking Gourd” guided these desperate young men. Hesitation often became sheer terror of the unknown.

			“The case…stood thus,” wrote the former slave: “At every gate through which we had to pass we saw a watchman; at every ferry a guard; on every bridge a sentinel; and in every wood, a patrol or slave-hunter. We were hemmed in on every side…The good to be sought, and the evil to be shunned.” Douglass used metaphors to take his readers into the heart of darkness, and usually back out. “On the one hand, there stood slavery, a stern reality, glaring frightfully upon us—its robes already crimsoned with the blood of millions,” he imagined, “and even now feasting itself upon our own flesh. On the other hand, away back in the dim distance, under the flickering light of the north star, behind some craggy hill or snow-covered mountain, stood a doubtful freedom—half frozen—beckoning us to come and share its hospitality.” Douglass continued with these images of “grim death” and the “terrible bloodhound” until his reader may have uttered, “Enough!” He was a penetrating and graphic writer; his memory drove his prose in dark, novelistic ways. Bravado also energized his writing; this was potent propaganda to persuade the uncommitted to the abolitionist cause. “With us,” he wrote, “it was a doubtful liberty at most, and almost certain death if we failed. For my part I should prefer death to hopeless bondage.”[6] In romantic America, few could resist this story. Douglass invested his reader in his fate.

			

			—

			Douglass had learned his letters from his mistress, Sophia Auld, who taught him over the course of one year in Baltimore. Upon discovering him reading, Douglass’s master Hugh Auld ferociously denied his wife the right to teach the boy, but Douglass resisted and made words into magic. To this sponge of a learner, who experienced not a single day of formal education in a classroom, language was manna from heaven. Douglass discovered, like many children, that he was good at using words to describe and imagine his way to other universes. Once he started reading, he recalled, “light broke in upon me by degrees.”[7]

			In the Narrative, Douglass writes with both wit and painful honesty about his embrace of literacy. Hugh Auld’s “iron sentences” denying him the chance to read became inspiration for the young slave. “If knowledge unfits a child to be a slave,” he wrote, then he had found his path out. “That which he most loved I most hated,” he said of Auld, “and the very determination he expressed to keep me in ignorance, only rendered me more resolute in seeking intelligence.”[8] Douglass understood that his owners needed him as much, if not more than, he needed them, and he learned to negotiate power on both sides of this thin line.

			Then came a blunt truth: “The more I read, the more I was led to abhor and detest my enslavers. I could regard them in no other light than a band of successful robbers.” He felt “stolen…and in a strange land reduced to slavery.” In some of the most haunting prose of the Narrative, he declares that he “loathed” slaveholders. “My learning to read had already come to torment and sting my soul to unutterable anguish.” The more he read, “I would at times feel that learning to read had been a curse rather than a blessing.” He despaired that literacy had “given me a view of my wretched condition, without a remedy. It opened my eyes to the horrible pit, but to no ladder by which to get out.” Words and knowledge had both trapped him and made him dream. Unforgettably, “freedom now appeared, to disappear no more forever. It was heard in every sound, and seen in everything…it smiled in every calm, breathed in every wind, and moved in every storm.”[9]

			Douglass, the writer, tells a saga of ascension from slavery to freedom, a tale always protecting his own persona as the hero, the risen slave ultimately beating all the odds. But along the way he leaves us aching at his travail.

			Many have wondered over the years just how much of Douglass’s Narrative is “true,” and how much is literary device and imagination. In 1980, an extremely valuable book by the journalist Dickson Preston put this question in rather precise focus. Preston, living on the Eastern Shore, discovered for the first time Douglass’s real birth record, but more importantly was able to authenticate through deep research nearly all the names, places, and events that the former slave related in his book. Douglass is still, of course, an effective writer of story, but he took the basic facts of his tale very seriously. The killing of Denby really happened; the crawl space in which little Frederick hid as he watched his Aunt Hester be savagely whipped by Aaron Anthony is still there, next to the large fireplace in the old kitchen house at the Wye plantation; and the blackbirds Douglass describes taking off in large, noisy flocks from the tall trees on that land can still be seen on a spring day.[10]

			Perhaps the most compelling passages in the Narrative portray his year under the yoke of Edward Covey, a notorious and violent slaveholder to whom he was hired out at age seventeen. Covey beat the young but strong Frederick to break his spirit. On Sundays, the Christian Covey did not beat slaves, so Frederick would walk out on a ridge, sit in some shade, and contemplate his dreadful fate. “Our house stood within a few rods of the Chesapeake Bay,” he remembered, “whose broad bosom was ever white with sails from every quarter of the habitable globe.” Douglass captured slavery and freedom with an artistry unparalleled in the genre of slave narratives, or perhaps anywhere else in American literature:

			
				Those beautiful vessels, robed in purist white, so delightful to the eye of freemen, were to me so many shrouded ghosts, to terrify and torment me with thoughts of my wretched condition. I have often, in the deep stillness of a summer’s Sabbath, stood all alone on the lofty banks of that noble bay, and traced, with saddened heart and tearful eye, the countless number of sails moving off to the mighty ocean.

			

			Douglass tells us that with “no audience but the Almighty,” he would “pour out my soul’s complaint.” He reenters his teenaged imagination and speaks directly to the ships:

			
				“You are loosed from your moorings, and are free; I am fast in my chains, and am a slave! You move merrily before the gentle gale, and I sadly before the blood whip! You are freedom’s swift-winged angels, that fly around the world!; I am confined in bands of iron! O that I were free! O, that I were on one of your gallant decks, and under your protecting wing! Alas! betwixt me and you, the turbid waters roll.”[11]

			

			Here, Douglass, the twenty-seven-year-old fugitive slave, sitting at a simple rectangular table in his small house in Lynn, Massachusetts, in the winter of 1845, may have looked out his window onto the railroad tracks as he crafted this psalm-like prayer of deliverance. We have perhaps all at some point looked out upon our own Chesapeake Bay of fear and travail and sensed the deepest human yearnings in our own souls. Douglass granted these sensations a timeless pain and beauty.

			Upon publication in August 1845, the Narrative quickly sold five thousand copies. Douglass took boxes of the little book with him as he journeyed to Ireland, Scotland, and England over the next eighteen months, where he became a sensation all over British reform circles as author and as orator; the book went through nine editions and sold eleven thousand copies from 1845 to 1847. By 1860, on the eve of the Civil War as the slavery crisis exploded politically in America, the Narrative had sold approximately thirty thousand copies, had come out in a new Irish edition, and had been translated into French, German, and Portuguese. Indeed, along with his ubiquitous public speeches, the Narrative made Douglass the most famous Black person in the world.

			The Narrative’s extraordinary preface written by William Lloyd Garrison, prominent abolitionist and Douglass’s mentor and friend, captures the scope and weight of the young author’s achievement. Douglass, he writes, had “compressed” into this text “a whole Alexandrian library of thought, feeling, and sentiment—all that can, all that need be urged, in the form of expostulation, entreaty, rebuke, against that crime of crimes.”[12] One hundred eighty years on from the Narrative’s first publication, in this 250th anniversary of American independence, Douglass’s “soul’s complaint” lives as sublimely now as ever.

			

			—

			David W. Blight is Sterling Professor of History at Yale University and author of the Pulitzer Prize–winning Frederick Douglass: Prophet of Freedom. He is also the author of the multiple-award-winning Race and Reunion: The Civil War in American Memory.
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			Preface

			 

			In the month of August, 1841, I attended an anti-slavery convention in Nantucket, at which it was my happiness to become acquainted with Frederick Douglass, the writer of the following Narrative. He was a stranger to nearly every member of that body; but, having recently made his escape from the southern prison-house of bondage, and feeling his curiosity excited to ascertain the principles and measures of the abolitionists,—of whom he had heard a somewhat vague description while he was a slave,—he was induced to give his attendance, on the occasion alluded to, though at that time a resident in New Bedford.

			Fortunate, most fortunate occurrence!—fortunate for the millions of his manacled brethren, yet panting for deliverance from their awful thraldom!—fortunate for the cause of negro emancipation, and of universal liberty!—fortunate for the land of his birth, which he has already done so much to save and bless!—fortunate for a large circle of friends and acquaintances, whose sympathy and affection he has strongly secured by the many sufferings he has endured, by his virtuous traits of character, by his ever abiding remembrance of those who are in bonds, as being bound with them!—fortunate for the multitudes, in various parts of our republic, whose minds he has enlightened on the subject of slavery, and who have been melted to tears by his pathos, or roused to virtuous indignation by his stirring eloquence against the enslavers of men!—fortunate for himself, as it at once brought him into the field of public usefulness, “gave the world assurance of a man,” quickened the slumbering energies of his soul, and consecrated him to the great work of breaking the rod of the oppressor, and letting the oppressed go free!

			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—the applause which followed from the beginning to the end of his felicitous remarks. 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 proportion and stature commanding and exact—in intellect richly endowed—in natural eloquence a prodigy—in soul manifestly “created but a little lower than the angels”—yet a slave, ay, a fugitive slave,—trembling for his safety, hardly daring to believe that on the American soil, a single white person could be found who would befriend him at all hazards, for the love of God and humanity! Capable of high attainments as an intellectual and moral being—needing nothing but a comparatively small amount of cultivation to make him an ornament to society and a blessing to his race—by the law of the land, by the voice of the people, by the terms of the slave code, he was only a piece of property, a beast of burden, a chattel personal, nevertheless!

			A beloved friend from New Bedford prevailed on Mr. Douglass to address the convention. He came forward to the platform with a hesitancy and embarrassment, necessarily the attendants of a sensitive mind in such a novel position. After apologizing for his ignorance, and reminding the audience that slavery was a poor school for the human intellect and heart, he proceeded to narrate some of the facts in his own history as a slave, and in the course of his speech gave utterance to many noble thoughts and thrilling reflections. As soon as he had taken his seat, filled with hope and admiration, I rose, and declared that Patrick Henry, of revolutionary fame, never made a speech more eloquent in the cause of liberty, than the one we had just listened to from the lips of that hunted fugitive. So I believed at that time—such is my belief now. I reminded the audience of the peril which surrounded this self-emancipated young man at the North,—even in Massachusetts, on the soil of the Pilgrim Fathers, among the descendants of revolutionary sires; and I appealed to them, whether they would ever allow him to be carried back into slavery,—law or no law, constitution or no constitution. The response was unanimous and in thunder-tones—“NO!” “Will you succor and protect him as a brother-man—a resident of the old Bay State?” “YES!” shouted the whole mass, with an energy so startling, that the ruthless tyrants south of Mason and Dixon’s line might almost have heard the mighty burst of feeling, and recognized it as the pledge of an invincible determination, on the part of those who gave it, never to betray him that wanders, but to hide the outcast, and firmly to abide the consequences.

			It was at once deeply impressed upon my mind, that, if Mr. Douglass could be persuaded to consecrate his time and talents to the promotion of the anti-slavery enterprise, a powerful impetus would be given to it, and a stunning blow at the same time inflicted on northern prejudice against a colored complexion. I therefore endeavored to instill hope and courage into his mind, in order that he might dare to engage in a vocation so anomalous and responsible for a person in his situation; and I was seconded in this effort by warm-hearted friends, especially by the late General Agent of the Massachusetts Anti-Slavery Society, Mr. John A. Collins, whose judgment in this instance entirely coincided with my own. At first, he could give no encouragement; with unfeigned diffidence, he expressed his conviction that he was not adequate to the performance of so great a task; the path marked out was wholly an untrodden one; he was sincerely apprehensive that he should do more harm than good. After much deliberation, however, he consented to make a trial; and ever since that period, he has acted as a lecturing agent, under the auspices
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