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Frederick Douglass 
Narrative of the Life of Frederick Douglass, an American Slave 
(1845) 

 

 

I was born in Tuckahoe, near Hillsborough, and about twelve miles from Easton, in 

Talbot county, Maryland. I have no accurate knowledge of my age, never having seen any 

authentic record containing it. By far the larger part of the slaves know as little of their ages as 

horses know of theirs, and it is the wish of most masters within my knowledge to keep their 

slaves thus ignorant. I do not remember to have ever met a slave who could tell of his birthday. 

They seldom come nearer to it than planting-time, harvest-time, cherry-time, spring-time, or fall-

time. A want of information concerning my own was a source of unhappiness to me even during 

childhood. The white children could tell their ages. I could not tell why I ought to be deprived of 

the same privilege. I was not allowed to make any inquiries of my master concerning it. He 

deemed all such inquiries on the part of a slave improper and impertinent, and evidence of a 

restless spirit. The nearest estimate I can give makes me now between twenty-seven and twenty-

eight years of age. I come to this, from hearing my master say, some time during 1835, I was 

about seventeen years old.                                                                                           (pp. 1-2) 

 

  



P a g e  | 2 
 

William Wells Brown 
 Narrative William W. Brown, a Fugitive Slave (1847) 

 

 

I was born in Lexington, Ky. The man who stole me as soon as I was born, recorded the 

births of all the infants which he claimed to be born his property, in a book which he kept for that 

purpose. My mother's name was Elizabeth. She had seven children, viz: Solomon, Leander, 

Benjamin, Joseph, Millford, Elizabeth, and myself. No two of us were children of the same 

father. My father's name, as I learned from my mother, was George Higgins. He was a white 

man, a relative of my master, and connected with some of the first families in Kentucky. 

 My master owned about forty slaves, twenty-five of whom were field hands. He removed 

from Kentucky to Missouri, when I was quite young, and settled thirty or forty miles above St. 

Charles, on the Missouri, where, in addition to his practice as a physician, he carried on milling, 

merchandizing and farming. He had a large farm, the principal productions of which were 

tobacco and hemp. The slave cabins were situated on the back part of the farm, with the house of 

the overseer, whose name was Grove Cook, in their midst. He had the entire charge of the farm, 

and having no family, was allowed a woman to keep house for him, whose business it was to 

deal out the provisions for the hands. 

A woman was also kept at the quarters to do the cooking for the field hands, who were 

summoned to their unrequited toil every morning at four o'clock, by the ringing of a bell, hung 

on a post near the house of the overseer. They were allowed half an hour to eat their breakfast, 

and get to the field. At half past four, a horn was blown by the overseer, which was the signal to 

commence work; and every one that was not on the spot at the time, had to receive ten lashes 

from the negro-whip, with which the overseer always went armed. The handle was about three 
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feet long, with the butt-end filled with lead, and the lash six or seven feet in length, made of 

cowhide, with platted wire on the end of it. This whip was put in requisition very frequently and 

freely, and a small offence on the part of a slave furnished an occasion for its use. During the 

time that Mr. Cook was overseer, I was a house servant--a situation preferable to that of a field 

hand, as I was better fed, better clothed, and not obliged to rise at the ringing of the bell, but 

about half an hour after. I have often laid and heard the crack of the whip, and the screams of the 

slave. My mother was a field hand, and one morning was ten or fifteen minutes behind the others 

in getting into the field. As soon as she reached the spot where they were at work, the overseer 

commenced whipping her. She cried, "Oh! pray--Oh! pray--Oh! pray"--these are generally the 

words of slaves, when imploring mercy at the hands of their oppressors. I heard her voice, and 

knew it, and jumped out of my bunk, and went to the door. Though the field was some distance 

from the house, I could hear every crack of the whip, and every groan and cry of my poor 

mother. I remained at the door, not daring to venture any farther. The cold chills ran over me, 

and I wept aloud. After giving her ten lashes, the sound of the whip ceased, and I returned to my 

bed, and found no consolation but in my tears. It was not yet daylight.                         (pp. 13-16) 
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Harriet Jacobs 
Incidents in the Life of a Slave Girl, (1861) 

 

 

I was born a slave; but I never knew it till six years of happy childhood had passed away. 

My father was a carpenter, and considered so intelligent and skilful in his trade, that, when 

buildings out of the common line were to be erected, he was sent for from long distances, to be 

head workman. On condition of paying his mistress two hundred dollars a year, and supporting 

himself, he was allowed to work at his trade, and manage his own affairs. His strongest wish was 

to purchase his children; but, though he several times offered his hard earnings for that purpose, 

he never succeeded. In complexion my parents were a light shade of brownish yellow, and were 

termed mulattoes. They lived together in a comfortable home; and, though we were all slaves, I 

was so fondly shielded that I never dreamed I was a piece of merchandise, trusted to them for 

safe keeping, and liable to be demanded of them at any moment. I had one brother, William, who 

was two years younger than myself—a bright, affectionate child. I had also a great treasure in my 

maternal grandmother, who was a remarkable woman in many respects. She was the daughter of 

a planter in South Carolina, who, at his death, left her mother and his three children free, with 

money to go to St. Augustine, where they had relatives. It was during the Revolutionary War; 

and they were captured on their passage, carried back, and sold to different purchasers. Such was 

the story my grandmother used to tell me; but I do not remember all the particulars. She was a 

little girl when she was captured and sold to the keeper of a large hotel. I have often heard her 

tell how hard she fared during childhood. But as she grew older she evinced so much 

intelligence, and was so faithful, that her master and mistress could not help seeing it was for 

their interest to take care of such a valuable piece of property. She became an indispensable 
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personage in the household, officiating in all capacities, from cook and wet nurse to seamstress. 

She was much praised for her cooking; and her nice crackers became so famous in the 

neighborhood that many people were desirous of obtaining them. In consequence of numerous 

requests of this kind, she asked permission of her mistress to bake crackers at night, after all the 

household work was done; and she obtained leave to do it, provided she would clothe herself and 

her children from the profits. Upon these terms, after working hard all day for her mistress, she 

began her midnight bakings, assisted by her two oldest children. The business proved profitable; 

and each year she laid by a little, which was saved for a fund to purchase her children. Her 

master died, and the property was divided among his heirs. The widow had her dower in the 

hotel, which she continued to keep open. My grandmother remained in her service as a slave; but 

her children were divided among her master's children. As she had five, Benjamin, the youngest 

one, was sold, in order that each heir might have an equal portion of dollars and cents. There was 

so little difference in our ages that he seemed more like my brother than my uncle. He was a 

bright, handsome lad, nearly white; for he inherited the complexion my grandmother had derived 

from Anglo-Saxon ancestors. Though only ten years old, seven hundred and twenty dollars were 

paid for him. His sale was a terrible blow to my grandmother; but she was naturally hopeful, and 

she went to work with renewed energy, trusting in time to be able to purchase some of her 

children. She had laid up three hundred dollars, which her mistress one day begged as a loan, 

promising to pay her soon. The reader probably knows that no promise or writing given to a 

slave is legally binding; for, according to Southern laws, a slave, being property, can hold no 

property. When my grandmother lent her hard earnings to her mistress, she trusted solely to her 

honor. The honor of a slaveholder to a slave! 
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 To this good grandmother I was indebted for many comforts. My brother Willie and I 

often received portions of the crackers, cakes, and preserves, she made to sell; and after we 

ceased to be children we were indebted to her for many more important services. 

 Such were the unusually fortunate circumstances of my early childhood. When I was six 

years old, my mother died; and then, for the first time, I learned, by the talk around me, that I 

was a slave. My mother's mistress was the daughter of my grandmother's mistress. She was the 

foster sister of my mother; they were both nourished at my grandmother's breast. In fact, my 

mother had been weaned at three months old, that the babe of the mistress might obtain sufficient 

food. They played together as children; and, when they became women, my mother was a most 

faithful servant to her whiter foster sister. On her death-bed her mistress promised that her 

children should never suffer for any thing; and during her lifetime she kept her word. They all 

spoke kindly of my dead mother, who had been a slave merely in name, but in nature was noble 

and womanly. I grieved for her, and my young mind was troubled with the thought who would 

now take care of me and my little brother. I was told that my home was now to be with her 

mistress; and I found it a happy one. No toilsome or disagreeable duties were imposed upon me. 

My mistress was so kind to me that I was always glad to do her bidding, and proud to labor for 

her as much as my young years would permit. I would sit by her side for hours, sewing 

diligently, with a heart as free from care as that of any free-born white child. When she thought I 

was tired, she would send me out to run and jump; and away I bounded, to gather berries or 

flowers to decorate her room. Those were happy days—too happy to last. The slave child had no 

thought for the morrow; but there came that blight, which too surely waits on every human being 

born to be a chattel. 
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 When I was nearly twelve years old, my kind mistress sickened and died. As I saw the 

cheek grow paler, and the eye more glassy, how earnestly I prayed in my heart that she might 

live! I loved her; for she had been almost like a mother to me. My prayers were not answered. 

She died, and they buried her in the little churchyard, where, day after day, my tears fell upon her 

grave. 

 I was sent to spend a week with my grandmother. I was now old enough to begin to think 

of the future; and again and again I asked myself what they would do with me. I felt sure I 

should never find another mistress so kind as the one who was gone. She had promised my dying 

mother that her children should never suffer for any thing; and when I remembered that, and 

recalled her many proofs of attachment to me, I could not help having some hopes that she had 

left me free. My friends were almost certain it would be so. They thought she would be sure to 

do it, on account of my mother's love and faithful service. But, alas! we all know that the 

memory of a faithful slave does not avail much to save her children from the auction block. 

 After a brief period of suspense, the will of my mistress was read, and we learned that she 

had bequeathed me to her sister's daughter, a child of five years old. So vanished our hopes. My 

mistress had taught me the precepts of God's Word: "Thou shalt love thy neighbor as thyself." 

"Whatsoever ye would that men should do unto you, do ye even so unto them." But I was her 

slave, and I suppose she did not recognize me as her neighbor. I would give much to blot out 

from my memory that one great wrong. As a child, I loved my mistress; and, looking back on the 

happy days I spent with her, I try to think with less bitterness of this act of injustice. While I was 

with her, she taught me to read and spell; and for this privilege, which so rarely falls to the lot of 

a slave, I bless her memory. 
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 She possessed but few slaves; and at her death those were all distributed among her 

relatives. Five of them were my grandmother's children, and had shared the same milk that 

nourished her mother's children. Notwithstanding my grandmother's long and faithful service to 

her owners, not one of her children escaped the auction block. These God-breathing machines 

are no more, in the sight of their masters, than the cotton they plant, or the horses they tend.   

(pp. 11-16) 
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James W.C. Pennington 
The Fugitive Blacksmith, (1849) 

 

 

When I was nine years of age, myself and my brother were hired out from home; my 

brother was placed with a pump-maker, and I was placed with a stone mason. We were both in a 

town some six miles from home. As the men with whom we lived were not slaveholders, we 

enjoyed some relief from the peculiar evils of slavery. Each of us lived in a family where there 

was no other negro. 

 The slaveholders in that state often hire the children of their slaves out to non-

slaveholders, not only because they save themselves the expense of taking care of them, but in 

this way they get among their slaves useful trades. They put a bright slave-boy with a tradesman, 

until he gets such a knowledge of the trade as to be able to do his own work, and then he takes 

him home. I remained with the stonemason until I was eleven years of age: at this time I was 

taken home. This was another serious period in my childhood; I was separated from my older 

brother, to whom I was much attached; he continued at his place, and not only learned the trade 

to great perfection, but finally became the property of the man with whom he lived, so that our 

separation was permanent, as we never lived nearer after, than six miles. My master owned an 

excellent blacksmith, who had obtained his trade in the way I have mentioned above. When I 

returned home at the age of eleven, I was set about assisting to do the mason-work of a new 

smith's shop. This being done, I was placed at the business, which I soon learned, so as to be 

called a "first-rate blacksmith." I continued to work at this business for nine years, or until I was 

twenty-one, with the exception of the last seven months. 
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 In the spring of 1828, my master sold me to a Methodist man, named ----, for the sum of 

seven hundred dollars. It soon proved that he had not work enough to keep me employed as a 

smith, and he offered me for sale again. On hearing of this, my old master re-purchased me, and 

proposed to me to undertake the carpentering business. I had been working at this trade six 

months with a white workman, who was building a large barn when I left. I will now relate the 

abuses which occasioned me to fly. 

 Three or four of our farm hands had their wives and families on other plantations. In such 

cases, it is the custom in Maryland to allow the men to go on Saturday evening to see their 

families, stay over the Sabbath, and return on Monday morning, not later than "half-an-hour by 

sun." To overstay their time is a grave fault, for which, especially at busy seasons, they are 

punished. 

 One Monday morning, two of these men had not been so fortunate as to get home at the 

required time: one of them was an uncle of mine. Besides these, two young men who had no 

families, and for whom no such provision of time was made, having gone somewhere to spend 

the Sabbath, were absent. My master was greatly irritated, and had resolved to have, as he said, 

"a general whipping-match among them." 

 Preparatory to this, he had a rope in his pocket, and a cowhide in his hand, walking about 

the premises, and speaking to every one he met in a very insolent manner, and finding fault with 

some without just cause. My father, among other numerous and responsible duties, discharged 

that of shepherd to a large and valuable flock of Merino sheep. This morning he was engaged in 

the tenderest of a shepherd's duties;--a little lamb, not able to go alone, lost its mother; he was 

feeding it by hand. He had been keeping it in the house for several days. As he stooped over it in 
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the yard, with a vessel of new milk he had obtained, with which to feed it, my master came 

along, and without the least provocation, began by asking, "Bazil, have you fed the flock?" 

 "Yes, sir." 

 "Were you away yesterday?" 

 "No, sir." 

 "Do you know why these boys have not got home this morning yet?" 

 "No, sir, I have not seen any of them since Saturday night." 

 "By the Eternal, I'll make them know their hour. The fact is, I have too many of you; my 

people are getting to be the most careless, lazy, and worthless in the country." 

 "Master," said my father, "I am always at my post; Monday morning never finds me off 

the plantation." 

 "Hush, Bazil! I shall have to sell some of you; and then the rest will have enough to do; I 

have not work enough to keep you all tightly employed; I have too many of you." 

 All this was said in an angry, threatening, and exceedingly insulting tone. My father was 

a high-spirited man, and feeling deeply the insult, replied to the last expression,--"If I am one too 

many, sir, give me a chance to get a purchaser, and I am willing to be sold when it may suit you." 

 "Bazil, I told you to hush!" and suiting the action to the word, he drew forth the 

"cowhide" from under his arm, fell upon him with most savage cruelty, and inflicted fifteen or 

twenty severe stripes with all his strength, over his shoulders and the small of his back. As he 

raised himself upon his toes, and gave the last stripe, he said, "By the * * * I will make you know 

that I am master of your tongue as well as of your time!" 
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 Being a tradesman, and just at that time getting my breakfast, I was near enough to hear 

the insolent words that were spoken to my father, and to hear, see, and even count the savage 

stripes inflicted upon him. 

 Let me ask any one of Anglo-Saxon blood and spirit, how would you expect a son to feel 

at such a sight? 

 This act created an open rupture with our family--each member felt the deep insult that 

had been inflicted upon our head; the spirit of the whole family was roused; we talked of it in our 

nightly gatherings, and showed it in our daily melancholy aspect. The oppressor saw this, and 

with the heartlessness that was in perfect keeping with the first insult, commenced a series of 

tauntings, threatenings, and insinuations, with a view to crush the spirit of the whole family. 

 Although it was sometime after this event before I took the decisive step, yet in my mind 

and spirit, I never was a Slave after it. 

 Whenever I thought of the great contrast between my father's employment on that 

memorable Monday morning, (feeding the little lamb,) and the barbarous conduct of my master, 

I could not help cordially despising the proud abuser of my sire; and I believe he discovered it, 

for he seemed to have diligently sought an occasion against me. Many incidents occurred to  

convince me of this, too tedious to mention; but there is one I will mention, because it will serve 

to show the state of feeling that existed between us, and how it served to widen the already open 

breach. 

 I was one day shoeing a horse in the shop yard. I had been stooping for some time under 

the weight of the horse, which was large, and was very tired; meanwhile, my master had taken 

his position on a little hill just in front of me, and stood leaning back on his cane, with his hat 

drawn over his eyes. I put down the horse's foot, and straightened myself up to rest a moment, 
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and without knowing that he was there, my eye caught his. This threw him into a panic of rage; 

he would have it that I was watching him. "What are you rolling your white eyes at me for, you 

lazy rascal?" He came down upon me with his cane, and laid on over my shoulders, arms, and 

legs, about a dozen severe blows, so that my limbs and flesh were sore for several weeks; and 

then after several other offensive epithets, left me. 

 This affair my mother saw from her cottage, which was near; I being one of the oldest 

sons of my parents, our family was now mortified to the lowest degree. I had always aimed to be 

trustworthy; and feeling a high degree of mechanical pride, I had aimed to do my work with 

dispatch and skill, my blacksmith's pride and taste was one thing that had reconciled me so long 

to remain a slave. I sought to distinguish myself in the finer branches of the business by 

invention and finish; I frequently tried my hand at making guns and pistols, putting blades in 

penknives, making fancy hammers, hatchets, sword-canes, &c., &c. Besides I used to assist my 

father at night in making straw-hats and willow-baskets, by which means we supplied our family 

with little articles of food, clothing and luxury, which slaves in the mildest form of the system 

never get from the master; but after this, I found that my mechanic's pleasure and pride were 

gone. I thought of nothing but the family disgrace under which we were smarting, and how to get 

out of it. 

 Perhaps I may as well extend this note a little. The reader will observe that I have not said 

much about my master's cruel treatment; I have aimed rather to shew the cruelties incident to the 

system. I have no disposition to attempt to convict him of having been one of the most cruel 

masters--that would not be true--his prevailing temper was kind, but he was a perpetualist. He 

was opposed to emancipation; thought free negroes a great nuisance, and was, as respects 

discipline, a thorough slaveholder. He would not tolerate a look or a word from a slave like 
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insubordination. He would suppress it at once, and at any risk. When he thought it necessary to 

secure unqualified obedience, he would strike a slave with any weapon, flog him on the bare 

back, and sell. And this was the kind of discipline he also empowered his overseers and sons to 

use. 

 I have seen children go from our plantations to join the chained-gang on its way from 

Washington to Louisiana; and I have seen men and women flogged--I have seen the overseers 

strike a man with a hayfork--nay more, men have been maimed by shooting! Some dispute arose 

one morning between the overseer and one of the farm hands, when the former made at the slave 

with a hickory club; the slave taking to his heels, started for the woods; as he was crossing the 

yard, the overseer turned, snatched his gun which was near, and fired at the flying slave, lodging 

several shots in the calf of one leg. The poor fellow continued his flight, and got into the woods; 

but he was in so much pain that he was compelled to come out in the evening, and give himself 

up to his master, thinking he would not allow him to be punished [illegible] he had been shot. He 

was locked up that night; the next morning the overseer was allowed to tie him up and flog him; 

his master then took his instruments and picked the shot out of his leg, and told him, it served 

him just right. 

 My master had a deeply pious and exemplary slave, an elderly man, who one day had a 

misunderstanding with the overseer, when the latter attempted to flog him. He fled to the woods; 

it was noon; at evening he came home orderly. The next morning, my master, taking one of his 

sons with him, a rope and cowhide in his hand, led the poor old man away into the stable; tied 

him up, and ordered the son to lay on thirty-nine lashes, which he did, making the keen end of 

the cowhide lap around and strike him in the tenderest part of his side, till the blood sped out, as 

if a lance had been used. 
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 While my master's son was thus engaged, the sufferer's little daughter, a child six years of 

age, stood at the door, weeping in agony for the fate of her father. I heard the old man 

articulating in a low tone of voice; I listened at the intervals between the stripes, and lo! he was 

praying! 

 When the last lash was laid on, he was let down; and leaving him to put on his clothes, 

they passed out of the door, and drove the man's weeping child away! I was mending a hinge to 

one of the barn doors; I saw and heard what I have stated. Six months after, this same man's 

eldest daughter, a girl fifteen years old, was sold to slave-traders, where he never saw her more. 

 This poor slave and his wife were both Methodists, so was the wife of the young master 

who flogged him. My old master was an Episcopalian. 

 These are only a few of the instances which came under my own notice during my 

childhood and youth on our plantations; as to those which occurred on other plantations in the 

neighbourhood, I could state any number. 

 I have stated that my master was watching the movements of our family very closely. 

Sometime after the difficulties began, we found that he also had a confidential slave assisting 

him in the business. This wretched fellow, who was nearly white, and of Irish descent, informed 

our master of the movements of each member of the family by day and by night, and on 

Sundays. This stirred the spirit of my mother, who spoke to our fellow-slave, and told him he 

ought to be ashamed to be engaged in such low business. 

 Master hearing of this, called my father, mother, and myself before him, and accused us 

of an attempt to resist and intimidate his "confidential servant." Finding that only my mother had 

spoken to him, he swore that if she ever spoke another word to him, he would flog her. 
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 I knew my mother's spirit and my master's temper as well. Our social state was now 

perfectly intolerable. We were on the eve of a general fracas. This last scene occurred on 

Tuesday; and on Saturday evening following, without counsel or advice from any one, I 

determined to fly. 

 

CHAPTER II. 

 THE FLIGHT. 

 IT was the Sabbath: the holy day which God in his infinite wisdom gave for the rest of 

both man and beast. In the state of Maryland, the slaves generally have the Sabbath, except in 

those districts where the evil weed, tobacco, is cultivated; and then, when it is the season for 

setting the plant, they are liable to be robbed of this only rest. 

 It was in the month of November, somewhat past the middle of the month. It was a bright 

day, and all was quiet. Most of the slaves were resting about their quarters; others had leave to 

visit their friends on other plantations, and were absent. The evening previous I had arranged my 

little bundle of clothing, and had secreted it at some distance from the house. I had spent most of 

the forenoon in my workshop engaged in deep and solemn thought. 

 It is impossible for me now to recollect all the perplexing thoughts that passed through 

my mind during that forenoon; it was a day of heartaching to me. But I distinctly remember the 

two great difficulties that stood in the way of my flight: I had a father and mother whom I dearly 

loved,--I had also six sisters and four brothers on the plantation. The question was, shall I hide 

my purpose from them? moreover, how will my flight affect them when I am gone? Will they 

not be suspected? Will not the whole family be sold off as a disaffected family, as is generally 

the case when one of its members flies? But a still more trying question was, how can I expect to 



P a g e  | 17 
 

succeed, I have no knowledge of distance or direction. I know that Pennsylvania is a free state, 

but I know not where its soil begins, or where that of Maryland ends? Indeed, at this time there 

was no safety in Pennsylvania, New Jersey, or New York, for a fugitive, except in lurking-

places, or under the care of judicious friends, who could be entrusted not only with liberty, but 

also with life itself. 

 With such difficulties before my mind, the day had rapidly worn away; and it was just 

past noon. One of my perplexing questions I had settled--I had resolved to let no one into my 

secret; but the other difficulty was now to be met. It was to be met without the least knowledge 

of its magnitude, except by imagination. Yet of one thing there could be no mistake, that the 

consequences of a failure would be most serious. Within my recollection no one had attempted to 

escape from my master; but I had many cases in my mind's eye, of slaves of other planters who 

had failed, and who had been made examples of the most cruel treatment, by flogging and selling 

to the far South, where they were never to see their friends more. I was not without serious 

apprehension that such would be my fate. The bare possibility was impressively solemn; but the 

hour was now come, and the man must act and be free, or remain a slave for ever. How the 

impression came to be upon my mind I cannot tell; but there was a strange and horrifying belief, 

that if I did not meet the crisis that day, I should be self-doomed--that my ear would be nailed to 

the door-post for ever. The emotions of that moment I cannot fully depict.  Hope, fear, dread, 

terror, love, sorrow, and deep melancholy were mingled in my mind together; my mental state 

was one of most painful distraction. When I looked at my numerous family--a beloved father and 

mother, eleven brothers and sisters, &c.; but when I looked at slavery as such; when I looked at it 

in its mildest form, with all its annoyances; and above all, when I remembered that one of the 

chief annoyances of slavery, in the most mild form, is the liability of being at any moment sold 
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into the worst form; it seemed that no consideration, not even that of life itself, could tempt me to 

give up the thought of flight. And then when I considered the difficulties of the way--the reward 

that would be offered--the human blood-hounds that would be set upon my track--the weariness-

-the hunger--the gloomy thought, of not only losing all one's friends in one day, but of having to 

seek and to make new friends in a strange world. But, as I have said, the hour was come, and the 

man must act, or for ever be a slave. 

 It was now two o'clock. I stepped into the quarter; there was a strange and melancholy 

silence mingled with the destitution that was apparent in every part of the house. The only 

morsel I could see in the shape of food, was a piece of Indian flour bread, it might be half-a-

pound in weight. This I placed in my pocket, and giving a last look at the aspect of the house, 

and at a few small children who were playing at the door, I sallied forth thoughtfully and 

melancholy, and after crossing the barn-yard, a few moments' walk brought me to a small cave, 

near the mouth of which lay a pile of stones, and into which I had deposited my clothes. From 

this, my course lay through thick and heavy woods and back lands to--town, where my brother 

lived. This town was six miles distance. It was now near three o'clock, but my object was neither 

to be seen on the road, or to approach the town by daylight, as I was well-known there, and as 

any intelligence of my having been seen there would at once put the pursuers on my track. This 

first six miles of my flight, I not only travelled very slowly, therefore, so as to avoid carrying any 

daylight to this town; but during this walk another very perplexing question was agitating my 

mind. Shall I call on my brother as I pass through, and shew him what I am about? My brother 

was older than I, we were much attached; I had been in the habit of looking to him for counsel. 

 I entered the town about dark, resolved, all things in view, not to shew myself to my 

brother. Having passed through the town without being recognised, I now found myself under 
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cover of night, a solitary wanderer from home and friends; my only guide was the north star, by 

this I knew my general course northward, but at what point I should strike Penn, or when and 

where I should find a friend, I knew not. Another feeling now occupied my mind,--I felt like a 

mariner who has gotten his ship outside of the harbour and has spread his sails to the breeze. The 

cargo is on board--the ship is cleared--and the voyage I must make; besides, this being my first 

night, almost every thing will depend upon my clearing the coast before the day dawns. In order 

to do this my flight must be rapid. I therefore set forth in sorrowful earnest, only now and then I 

was cheered by the wild hope, that I should somewhere and at sometime be free.        (pp. 4-15) 
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William Grimes 
Life of William Grimes, the Runaway Slave, (1825) 
 

 

I arrived at New Haven [Connecticut after escaping from Savannah, Georgia, by ship]. After I 

arrived there, and even before, every carriage or person I saw coming behind me, I fancied were 

in pursuit of me. Lying still on board the vessel so long, made it fatiguing for me to walk far at a 

time without stopping to rest; my situation there being quite confined, and no opportunity for 

exercise. I often was obliged to go off the road and lie down for some time; and whenever I saw 

any person coming on, that I suspected, I took that opportunity for a resting spell, and went out 

of sight until they passed by. Finding my money growing short, I found that I must live prudent. 

I met a couple of boys on the road who had some apples. I bought them, which, together with 

what little provision I took with me, was all I had to subsist on until I arrived at New Haven, 

which was three days. I lodged the two nights I was on the road at private houses. When I arrived 

at New Haven, I found that all the money I had left amounted to no more than seventy-five cents. 

That night I lodged at a boarding house, kept by a certain Mrs. W., who took me to be a white 

man; and although I have lived in New Haven since that time a number of years, she never knew 

to this day but what it was a white man that lodged there that night. The next I morning I went to 

work for Abel Lanson, who kept a livery stable. He set me at work in a ledge of rocks, getting 

out stone for building. This I found to be the hardest work I had ever done, and began to repent 

that I had ever come away from Savannah, to this hard cold country.  

After I had worked at this for about three months, I got employment in taking care of a 

sick person, who called his name Carr, who had been a servant to Judge Clay, of Kentucky; he 

was then driving for Lanson. I took care of him, and took his place for some time. One day, as I 
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was assisting Isaac (a son of Lanson) to harness a horse, to my great astonishment and surprise, 

master Stephen Bullock, whom I have heretofore mentioned, as the relation to, and 

superintendent of my master's office in Savannah, came up to me and said, why, John, it is as hot 

here as in Savannah. (I will here mention, that as it may appear strange for me to have so many 

names, to those who are not acquainted with the circumstance, that it is a practice among the 

slave holders, whenever one buys a slave of another, if the name does not suit him, or if he has 

one of the same name already, he gives him what name he pleases. I, for these reasons, have had 

three different names.) I was so much surprised to see Mr. Bullock, that I could scarce give him 

an answer. He spoke to me several times. I was so much afraid and astonished, that I could give 

him no answer. I was afraid he would ask me how I came in New Haven. Who can express my 

feelings at first seeing him? I behaved so bashful and afraid to speak, that after saying a few 

words he walked down Church street, and I saw no more of him. After he had gone, Isaac said to 

me, why, he appears to know you. I replied, yes, it is no wonder that he knows me. I then went 

and informed my friends that I had seen my young master, and I did not think it prudent for me 

to stay in New Haven long. Accordingly I left town, and went on to a place called Southington, a 

few miles back in the country, where I went to work on a farm. . . . 

I then used to go around amongst the neighbors in Southington, husking corn, and doing 

such kind of work as I could do in my situation. I found it much harder at this time to be a free 

man, than I had to be a slave; but finally got to be able to earn fifty cents per day. . . . 

[Returning to New Haven,]I then worked about the Colleges, cutting wood, at which I 

earned about one dollar a day, of which I was very saving, until I had collected about twenty 

dollars. I then left New Haven and started for Providence, where I spent the chief part of my 

money. I then went into partnership with a man by the name of Boham, and kept a barber's shop. 
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After a few months, we dissolved partnership. I then went on to Newport, and after waiting some 

time for a passage to New Bedford, at length found a packet bound for that port; but the wind 

blowing very hard, I did not think it safe to go on board, so I put my trunk on board and went on, 

myself on foot, it being thirty miles, and arrived there before the packet. I had not money 

sufficient to pay for my board one week. Wishing to get a place to work so as soon as I could, 

and hearing that Mr. John Howland wanted a servant, I applied to him for employ; we soon 

struck a bargain at the rate of nine dollars a month; this was in June. In the fall after, I kept shop 

for myself some part of the time; the rest part I worked for Mr. Howland, until it began to grow 

cold. I also kept a few groceries. The colored people being often in there evenings, had finally 

got so much habituated to take to their own heads in rioting and carousing, (which I endeavored 

to suppress in vain,) that Mr. Hazzet, my landlord, asked me a number of times if I had not better 

give up the shop. To which I replied, yes, sir, I will very gladly, for I see the colored people have 

imposed upon me. I being a stranger, and the only barber in the place, except white people, they 

would often come in with their families and dance evenings, until late; and being noisy and 

riotous, I would endeavor to stop them, but to no purpose; they still persisted in it, until I was 

obliged to give up my shop.  

  There was a woman who lived in the room below me: she kept house there, and was not 

pleased with the noise, saying she would not have it there. I suppose she complained to my 

landlord, and for that reason I was obliged to give up my shop. After one quarter, I did it, and 

paid him up my rent. After I had left the shop about two months, this woman was heard to cry 

murder in the night. The neighbors immediately assembled, when two sailors were seen to 

escape out of her window, go down on to the wharf, and go on board a vessel. The morning 

following, the authority made enquiry about it. On questioning her, she said that two persons 
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came into her room and offered her violence; she resisted as long as her strength held out, and 

after they had accomplished their design, they then abused and whipped her until she made the 

outcry. They then enquired of her if she knew who it was. She replied, no. They then enquired, 

do you suspect any one. She said, no. On enquiring again if she had any reason to mistrust any 

one, on any account, she replied, I know of no one who owes me a grudge except William 

Grimes. Whilst he lived in this house, over my room, he used to have a great deal of noise there, 

which disturbed me; I said considerable about it, which was the means of his quitting his shop. 

He then threatened to be revenged for it. I can think of no other person.  

I was then taken before a Justice, Esq. Williams, to answer to this charge. I proved by Mr. 

John Howland, Jr., to whom I had hired out for the winter, for seven dollars a month, that I was 

in his house all that night. He knew me to go to bed, and as a light snow was then falling, he said 

it was impossible for me to go out of the house without his knowledge. After three days' time I 

was discharged, they not being able to prove anything against me. Before I left the room, I was 

again arrested and taken to this woman's room, where they questioned her very close. They asked 

her if she could or would swear to the voice of the person or persons that had been seen to come 

out of her window. She replied, no, I cannot. They then asked, her if she was willing to swear 

that she was afraid of her life. She answered, yes. I was again taken back to the court for another 

trial; I was well convinced that the woman knew it was not me, and also knew who it was. Esq. 

Williams asked me if I would have a lawyer. I not knowing what to answer, never having been 

brought up in a court before, answered, yes, sir, I will have you for my lawyer. He replied, I am 

bound to do you all the good I can; I must do justice. You had better get some other attorney; but 

there being no one handy, the (my opponents) said, as you have no attorney, we will have none. 

Esq. Williams then said to me, you must be recognized together with some other person in the 
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sum of $300, for your appearance at Taunton court, in about three months. I not being acquainted 

with any person to whom I wished to apply, and having no money, I therefore went to jail, where 

I stayed until the court set.  

  When the trial came on, two witnesses were brought forward, who testified that they 

heard me say I would injure the woman. The Judge enquired of them, was that all you heard? is 

that all you know? They answered, yes. He then acquitted me, cautioning me to behave myself 

well. I then went directly to Providence, where I remained a few days, then continued on to 

Norwich, where I went to work for a few weeks, for Mr. Christopher Starr. From thence I went 

to New London, where I purchased a set of barber's tools. Having been informed previous to this 

that a barber might do well at Stonington point, after crossing the river I pursued my journey, it 

being through woods. I had not gone more than one or two miles before I saw four or five men, 

who made directly towards me. I was very much frightened when I saw them, but could not tell 

why. I was much more so, when they came up to me and said, where are you going, boy? I 

answered them to Stonington Point. Where did you come from? I came from New London. What 

have you got there in your bundle? I have got nothing but some barber's tools. You are a barber 

then, are you? Yes, I was told that Stonington Point was a good place for a barber, and I 

purchased a set of tools in New London, with the intention of going there to establish a shop. 

They then replied, there has lately been a store broken open, and we are now in pursuit of the 

rogues; we have orders to search every person we meet with; we are therefore under the 

necessity of searching you. I replied, you may search me gentlemen, if you please. They then 

proceeded to search my bundle, and finding nothing more there than I had told them, let me go 

on; but advised me not to go there: that the people were not civil, but would raise the devil with 

any person who should undertake to establish a barber's shop there. They advised me to return 
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back to Mr. Starr's: and after considerable conversation I resolved to return; which I did, and 

worked on Mr. Starr's farm about two weeks longer. I then went to New London, and took the 

steamboat for New Haven, where I arrived some time in May. I then went to work about the 

Colleges, as I had formerly done; also, shaving, cutting hair, &c., such as waiting on the scholars 

in their rooms, and all other kinds of work that I could do when not employed at this. I worked 

about the Colleges, about six or eight months. I had then accumulated about fifty dollars, and 

bearing that there was no barber in Litchfield, (a very pleasant town, about thirty-six miles back 

in the country, where the celebrated Law School, under the direction of Tapping Reeve, Esq., 

was kept,) and as there were between twenty and thirty law students, I thought it a good place for 

me. I accordingly went and established myself as a barber. I very soon had a great deal of 

custom, amounting to fifty or sixty dollars per month. After I had resided there for about a year 

with about as good success, I undertook to keep one or two horses and gigs to let. For some time 

I made money very fast; but at length trading horses a number of times, the horse jockies would 

cheat me, and to get restitution I was compelled to sue them. I would sometimes win the case; 

but the lawyers would alone reap the benefit of it. At other times I lost my case, fiddle and all; 

besides paying my Attorney.  

  Let it not be imagined that the poor and friendless are entirely free from oppression 

where slavery does not exist: this would be fully illustrated if I should give all the particulars of 

my life, since I have been in Connecticut. This I may do in a future edition, and when I feel less 

delicacy about mentioning names. . . . 

 I was warned out of town shortly after I went to Litchfield by one of the Selectmen, and 

through the influence of this servant before mentioned or his friends. But I went to Esq. B. who 

told them to let me stay, and I heard no more about it. After I was put under bonds, I was obliged 
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to give a mortgage of my house; and this same trial was five hundred dollars damage to me; it 

injured my character of course, and those who suppose I have no feelings are mistaken. . . . 

  It has been my fortune most always to be suspected by the good, and to be cheated and 

abused by the vicious. An instance of rascality I will now mention, which took place at 

Litchfield: one J. swapped horses with me, and by fraud induced me to give twenty dollars to 

boot. The horse I swapped cost me five. I sold the horse I had of him for fifteen dollars. I sued 

him though, and recovered, I believe thirty dollars. I bought a mare of one P. and paid him good 

money. Afterwards he came to me with a counterfeit bill, and said I paid it to him. I knew I did 

not, for it was torn and ragged. He threatened me and I took it, being ignorant of the law. But I 

understand the law now, pretty well, at least that part which consists in paying fees. My case 

with the horse jockey cost me a great deal of money. It was curious to hear his witnesses testify: 

some who knew nothing about the horse or the bargain swore just as if they were reciting their 

catechism. God help them! One of my children was sick, and I sold a buffalo skin to the 

physician while he was visiting the child, for which he gave me six dollars. Before I left 

Litchfield I could not get him to make out his bill: but after I went to New Haven, this doctor 

sent his bill down there for collection. I thought I had paid enough, and refused paying any more 

than the six dollars, unless he swore to his account. This he did, but what was strange, he went 

up into Tolland County, about forty miles off, to do it. I was in as good credit as any man in 

Litchfield, and as good a paymaster. Quackery and extortion generally go together.  

  I used to carry to the students' rooms their meals when they wanted. One of them from 

Charleston, a graduate of Yale College, sent for his dinner one day. I carried a variety of dishes, 

a very large dinner, and a plenty of wine and brandy. He had several gentlemen in the room with 

him that day, and they did all sit down at the table, and they would have me sit down to the table 
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too. One of them would say, Mr. Grimes, a glass of wine with you, sir; and the next gentleman 

would say the same, and so they kept on, until I had got two glasses to their one all round the 

table. I began to feel myself on a footing with them, and made as free with them as they did with 

me, and drank to them, and they would set me to making speeches. They not only drank with me 

themselves, until they got me as drunk as a fool, but they called in Peter Hamden, who was going 

along, and made him drink a glass of brandy and water with me. At last I took the floor and lay 

there speechless some hours. I had two or three apprentice boys; towards night, they came after 

me and led me home. I never was so drunk in my life before. I looked so like death, my wife was 

shocked at the sight of me. . . .   

  At one time while I was living in New Haven, I applied to the jail keeper in Litchfield, to 

borrow two hundred dollars. He said if I would buy his horse and cutter, he would let me have 

fifty dollars cash, and I must give my note for two hundred dollars, with a mortgage on my place 

for security. I did so. The horse and cutter I suppose was worth seventy-five dollars. But while 

my ignorance thus exposed me to imposition, it was perhaps the only way in which I could learn 

wisdom; indeed, those to whom I have done kindness, have often proved ungrateful. One Barnes 

I recollect was confined in Litchfield jail for the fine and cost which had been imposed for a 

fighting scrape. He told me if I would pay it, which was twelve dollars, he would let me have his 

cow to get my pay. I paid it, gave him some change after I had taken him out, and shaved him, so 

that he might go home and see his wife. But I found the cow was not his. His brother is a cabinet 

maker and rich, but would not help him, I believe.  

  I got into a quarrel with a student. He struck me in a passion and I sued. He gave me 

twenty dollars, and I settled it; and having about this time an opportunity to let my place, I did 

so. The rent was seventy dollars a year. My object was to go to New Haven, which I now did. I 
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hired a place of Esquire Daggett in New Haven, close by the Colleges, and gave him one 

hundred dollars rent. I kept a victualing shop, and waited on the students. I kept money to let, 

and soon got into full business. I bought furniture too of the students; in this my business 

interfered with Mr. E. my next neighbor, which brought upon me his displeasure. In fact, I had 

such a run of custom, that all the shop keepers, that is of the huckster shops about college, and 

who get their living out of the students, fell upon me, to injure me in every possible manner; they 

had more sense than I had about keeping in with the Faculty, and others about there, but I can 

swear they were not more honest in my opinion. They took pains to prejudice the college steward 

against me. When I wanted wood, I used to get some student who owed me, to sign a bill and 

then get the wood delivered at my house; the wood is furnished by college to the students. This 

was the only way in which I could get my pay often. I had got a load at my house, which had 

been delivered in this manner. The carman had thrown it part off, when the steward came up and 

ordered him to carry it back. I ordered him to unload. He began to put the wood back, when I 

seized him and stopped it. The steward says you rascal, this is my wood, and are you not going to 

give up? I said I am not, it is in my possession. He took back, however, what was not thrown off. 

But I went immediately up to the steward's office and demanded it again, and told him I would 

sue him if he did not restore it; and he gave it up. I told him that it was all I could get from the 

student. The steward knew if I sued him it would make a great noise and laugh about town, and 

he knew, (being a lawyer,) that I could recover. Being in opposition to all these fellows who get 

their living about college, they all hated me, and would go to the Tutors and throw out 

insinuations against me, would tell the students if they had me in their rooms, they would be 

suspected. But notwithstanding their efforts, I did a mighty good business.  
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  As I have spoken of a wife, it may seem strange that I have not related the tale of love 

which must have preceded matrimony. It would be indelicate to relate many thing, necessary to a 

full understanding of a courtship, from beginning to end. One might tell how he got acquainted; 

whether he was welcomed or repulsed at first. Praise his wife's beauty, or commend her temper 

before the die is cast. Somehow I did not like, did not know how to tell it. I got married. Though 

before I went to Litchfield to live, and shortly after I returned to New Haven from Taunton, as is 

mentioned before, I used to hear students say something about taking Yankee girls for wives, and 

I thought I would look round and see I if I could not find one. I had a great many clothes from 

the students, and I could rig myself up mighty well. And I have always seen that the girls seemed 

to like those best who dressed the finest. Yet I do reckon the generality of girls are sluttish, 

though my wife is not. When a servant, and since too, I have seen so much behind the curtain, 

that I don't want told. I recollect one student telling a story of this sort, when I was in the room. 

An acquaintance of his had been courting a lady some time, and I forget how it was exactly, but 

after he married her, come to see her in the morning, with all the curls, ribbons, combs, caps, 

earrings, wreaths, &c. &c. stripped off, he did not know her. While I was looking round, I found 

a plain looking girl in New Haven, and I found she was the very one Providence had provided 

for me; though her beauty, before it faded, and her figure before it was spoiled, as it always must 

be soon, were such as a fine Virginian like myself, might be proud to embrace. I paid my 

attention to her. I loved her into an engagement. After a while I got one of the students to write a 

publishment, and sent it to the Rev. Mr. M.; he did not read it the next Sabbath, as was 

customary, and I went to see him. He said he would read it next Sunday, though he thought it 

was a hoax. So next Sunday he made proclamation. I was then married in the Episcopal Manner. 

I reckon my wife did belong, originally, at Middlebury, twenty miles from New Haven.  
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I had at that time become much alarmed about being taken up and carried back to my 

master, which was one reason why I left New Haven for Litchfield. My wife's mother came 

down to see her, and she went home with her, and came down in a wagon after me, and as I was 

walking in the street that evening she came, I thought I heard the constable after me, and Mr. 

Sturges, who formerly owned me. I heard them say, the constable and another, that fellow ran 

away from Savannah. I was so frightened my strength left me. But I began to run. I stopped at 

Lanson's, and left word for my wife, and then went on as swift as a deer, over the fences. I never 

thought where I was going. I traveled until two or three o'clock. Oh, how the sweat did run off 

me! I crept into a barn and slept; and the next day I arrived at Middlebury. Here I went to work 

among the farmers, until I left for Litchfield, as afore mentioned, and commenced my barber 

shop and waiting. I suppose I staid at Litchfield, four years, until when I rented my house, and 

came to New Haven, as above stated. . . . 

  My acquaintance among the black people were friendly to me in New Haven, and it is no 

more than just that I should preserve the name of one of them, who is now dead, from oblivion, 

particularly as he was a runaway slave, like myself and very distinguished in his profession. As 

soon as I came from New Bedford to New Haven, I went up to College to see Barber Thompson, 

and to see how he came on; and I found him very sick. He was very glad to see me, and gave the 

shop into my possession, to keep for him. Barber Thompson, for that was the name he went by in 

New Haven, was a slave to Mr. Benly, of Port Royal, Va. He came on to the north with a 

gentleman, to wait on him, and ran away during the last war. He was honest and clever, was 

called the greatest barber in America, kept shop by the College, and was often called to officiate 

at parties and weddings, being the politest servant in town. He died last winter, and I had him 

buried in my burying ground.  
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  That poverty which often leaves my wife and children without a supper, may well excuse 

me for leaving his grave nameless. A stone I intended to erect with this epitaph:  

    Here lies old Thompson! And how he is dead,  

    I think some one should tell his story;  

    For while men's faces must be shaved,  

    His name should live in glory.  

But I have not for the reason above, put up a stone.  

  The enmity some of my rivals in business, led them to make misrepresentations about 

town against my character, and one of them had some authority in town affairs. My conduct was 

good, and the strict laws of Connecticut could find nothing to punish; but the selectmen have 

power to warn any man out of town who has not gained a settlement, which is a difficult thing 

for a poor man. This was the only course my enemies could take with me. There was certainly no 

danger of my coming upon the town, which is all the object of the law to prevent. It is very mean 

and cruel to drive a man out of town because he is suspected of some crime or breach of law. If 

he is guilty, punish him, but not set him adrift on suspicion, or from mere tyranny, because his 

poverty exposes him to it. If I was a pimp why not punish me for it, not warn a man out of town, 

because his enemies accuse him of crime. Such was the fact though. They then brought a suit for 

the penalty, one dollar and sixty-seven cents a week. The suit was before a justice in 

Woodbridge. I saw him in town and told him I wished to have the case adjourned to New Haven. 

They got judgment against me, as I did not appear. I was then in this predicament, liable to be 

whipped at the post, if I did not pay the fine or depart in ten days. I think I should not have left, 

but paid my dollar and sixty-seven cents a week and staid, if I had not at this time become 

alarmed about being taken up by my old master in Savannah. I was often recognized by students 



P a g e  | 32 
 

and others from the South; and my master knew where I was. I thought if I went back in the 

country, if I was taken up I should have more chance to buy myself free; I therefore returned to 

Litchfield.  

  After I returned to Litchfield, Mr. Thompson came on as I anticipated, with power from 

my Master [in Savannah] to free me or take me back. He said he would put me in irons; and send 

me down to New York, and then on to Savannah, if I did not buy myself. I instantly offered to 

give up my house and land, all I had. The house was under a mortgage to Dr. Cottin. A Mr. 

Burrows from the South had before this seen me in New Haven, and said my master would send 

on for me. I got a gentleman in Litchfield to write to my master, to know what he would do, and 

he wrote back he would take five hundred dollars for me, though I was worth eight. Mr. 

Thompson had now come on with discretionary power. My house would sell for only $425, 

under the incumbrance. Mr. T. wished me to give my note for fifty dollars in addition. I went to 

the Governor and told him the whole story; and the Governor said, not so, Grimes; you must 

have what you get hereafter, for yourself. The Governor did pity my case, and was willing to 

assist me, for such is his feeling to the poor.  

  To be put in irons and dragged back to a state of slavery, and either leave my wife and 

children in the street, or take them into servitude, was a situation in which my soul now shudders 

at the thought of having been placed. It would have exhibited an awful spectacle of the conduct 

and inconsistency of men, to have done it; yet I was undoubtedly the lawful property of my 

master, according to the laws of the country, and though many would justify him, perhaps aid in 

taking me back, yet if there is any man in God's whole creation, who will say, with respect to 

himself, (only bring the case home,) that there are any possible circumstances in which it is just 

that he should be at the capricious disposal of a fellow being, if he will say, that nature within 
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him, that feeling, that reason tells him so, or can convince him so, that man lies! The soul of man 

cannot be made to feel it, to think it, to own it, or believe it. I may give my life for the good or 

the safety of others. But no law, no consequences, not the lives of millions, can authorize them to 

take my life or liberty from me while innocent of any crime.  

  I have to thank my master, however, that he took what I had, and freed me. I gave a deed 

of my house to a gentleman in Litchfield. He paid the money for it to Mr. T., who then gave me 

my free papers. Oh! how my heart did rejoice and thank God. From what anxiety, what pain and 

heartache did it relieve me! For even though I might have fared better the rest of life under my 

master, yet the thought of being snatched up and taken back, was awful. Accustomed as I had 

been to freedom for years, the miseries of slavery which I had felt, and knew, and tasted, were 

presented to my mind in no faint image.  

To say that a man is better off in one situation than another, if in the one he is better 

clothed and better fed, and has less care than in the other, is false. It is true, if you regard him as 

a brute, as destitute of the feelings of human nature. But I will not speak on the subject more. 

Those slaves who have kind masters are, perhaps, as happy as the generality of mankind. They 

are not aware that their condition can be better, and I don't know as it can: indeed it cannot, 

except by their own exertions.  

I would advise no slave to leave his master. If he runs away, he is most sure to be taken: 

if he is not, he will ever be in the apprehension of it; and I do think there is no inducement for a 

slave to leave his master and be set free in the Northern States. I have had to work hard; I have 

been often cheated, insulted, abused and injured; yet a black man, if he will be industrious and 

honest, can get along here as well as anyone who is poor and in a situation to be imposed on. I 

have been very unfortunate in life in this respect. Notwithstanding all my struggles, and 
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sufferings, and injuries, I have been an honest man. There is no one who can come forward and 

say he knows anything against Grimes. This I know, that I have been punished for being 

suspected of things of which some of those who were loudest against me were actually guilty. 

The practice of warning poor people out of town is very cruel. It may be necessary that towns 

should have that power, otherwise some might be overrun with paupers. But it is mighty apt to 

be abused. A poor man just gets agoing in business, and is then warned to depart; perhaps he has 

a family, and don't know where to go, or what to do. I am a poor man, and ignorant; but I am a 

man of sense. I have seen them contributing at church for the heathen, to build churches, and 

send preachers to them, yet there was no place where I could get a seat in the church. I knew in 

New Haven indians and negroes, come from a great many thousand miles, sent to be educated, 

while there were people I knew in the town cold and hungry, and ignorant. They have kind of 

societies to make clothes for those who, they say, go naked in their own countries. The ladies 

sometimes do this at one end of a town, while their fathers, who may happen to be selectmen, 

may be warning a poor man and his family out at the other end, for fear they may have to be 

buried at the town expense. It sounds rather strange upon a man's ear who feels that he is 

friendless and abused in society, to hear so many speeches about charity; for I was always 

inclined to be observing.  

  I have forebore to mention names in my history where it might give the least pain; in this 

I have made it less interesting, and injured myself.  

  I may sometimes be a little mistaken, as I have to write from from memory, and there is 

a great deal I have omitted from want of recollection at the time of writing. I cannot speak as I 

feel on some subjects. If those who read my history think I have not led a life of trial, I have 

failed to give a correct representation. I think I must be forty years of age, but don't know; I 
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could not tell my wife my age. I have learned to read and write pretty well; if I had an 

opportunity I could learn very fast. My wife has had a tolerable good education, which has been 

a help to me.  

  I hope some will buy my books from charity; but I am no beggar. I am now entirely 

destitute of property; where and how I shall live I don't know; where and how I shall die I don't 

know; but I hope I may be prepared. If it were not for the stripes on my back which were made 

while I was a slave, I would in my will leave my skin as a legacy to the government, desiring that 

it might be taken off and made into parchment, and then bind the constitution of glorious, happy 

and free America. Let the skin of an American slave bind the charter of American liberty!  

(pp. 64-83) 
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Frederick Douglass 
Narrative of the Life of Frederick Douglass, an American Slave 
(1845) 

 

 

In the afternoon of the day when I reached New Bedford [Massachusetts], I visited the 

wharves, to take a view of the shipping. Here I found myself surrounded with the strongest 

proofs of wealth. Lying at the wharves, and riding in the stream, I saw many ships of the finest 

model, in the best order, and of the largest size. Upon the right and left, I was walled in by 

granite warehouses of the widest dimensions, stowed to their utmost capacity with the 

necessaries and comforts of life. Added to this, almost every body seemed to be at work, but 

noiselessly so, compared with what I had been accustomed to in Baltimore. There were no loud 

songs heard from those engaged in loading and unloading ships. I heard no deep oaths or horrid 

curses on the laborer. I saw no whipping of men; but all seemed to go smoothly on. Every man 

appeared to understand his work, and went at it with a sober, yet cheerful earnestness, which 

betokened the deep interest which he felt in what he was doing, as well as a sense of his own 

dignity as a man. To me this looked exceedingly strange. From the wharves I strolled around and 

over the town, gazing with wonder and admiration at the splendid churches, beautiful dwellings, 

and finely-cultivated gardens; evincing an amount of wealth, comfort, taste, and refinement, such 

as I had never seen in any part of slaveholding Maryland.  

 Every thing looked clean, new, and beautiful. I saw few or no dilapidated houses, with 

poverty-stricken inmates; no half-naked children and barefooted women, such as I had been 

accustomed to see in Hillsborough, Easton, St. Michael's, and Baltimore. The people looked 

more able, stronger, healthier, and happier, than those of Maryland. I was for once made glad by 
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a view of extreme wealth, without being saddened by seeing extreme poverty. But the most 

astonishing as well as the most interesting thing to me was the condition of the colored people, a 

great many of whom, like myself, had escaped thither as a refuge from the hunters of men. I 

found many, who had not been seven years out of their chains, living in finer houses, and 

evidently enjoying more of the comforts of life, than the average of slaveholders in Maryland. I 

will venture to assert that my friend Mr. Nathan Johnson (of whom I can say with a grateful 

heart, "I was hungry, and he gave me meat; I was thirsty, and he gave me drink; I was a stranger, 

and he took me in") lived in a neater house; dined at a better table; took, paid for, and read, more 

newspapers; better understood the moral, religious, and political character of the nation,--than 

nine tenths of the slaveholders in Talbot county, Maryland. Yet Mr. Johnson was a working man. 

His hands were hardened by toil, and not his alone, but those also of Mrs. Johnson. I found the 

colored people much more spirited than I had supposed they would be. I found among them a 

determination to protect each other from the blood-thirsty kidnapper, at all hazards. Soon after 

my arrival, I was told of a circumstance which illustrated their spirit. A colored man and a 

fugitive slave were on unfriendly terms. The former was heard to threaten the latter with 

informing his master of his whereabouts. Straightway a meeting was called among the colored 

people, under the stereotyped notice, "Business of importance!" The betrayer was invited to 

attend. The people came at the appointed hour, and organized the meeting by appointing a very 

religious old gentleman as president, who, I believe, made a prayer, after which he addressed the 

meeting as follows: "Friends, we have got him here, and I would recommend that you young men 

just take him outside the door, and kill him!" With this, a number of them bolted at him; but they 

were intercepted by some more timid than themselves, and the betrayer escaped their vengeance, 
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and has not been seen in New Bedford since. I believe there have been no more such threats, and 

should there be hereafter, I doubt not that death would be the consequence.  

 I found employment, the third day after my arrival, in stowing a sloop with a load of oil. 

It was new, dirty, and hard work for me; but I went at it with a glad heart and a willing hand. I 

was now my own master. It was a happy moment, the rapture of which can be understood only 

by those who have been slaves. It was the first work, the reward of which was to be entirely my 

own. There was no Master Hugh standing ready, the moment I earned the money, to rob me of it. 

I worked that day with a pleasure I had never before experienced. I was at work for myself and 

newly-married wife. It was to me the starting-point of a new existence. When I got through with 

that job, I went in pursuit of a job of calking; but such was the strength of prejudice against 

color, among the white calkers, that they refused to work with me, and of course I could get no 

employment.* Finding my trade of no immediate benefit, I threw off my calking habiliments, and 

prepared myself to do any kind of work I could get to do. Mr. Johnson kindly let me have his 

wood-horse and saw, and I very soon found myself a plenty of work. There was no work too 

hard--none too dirty. I was ready to saw wood, shovel coal, carry the hod, sweep the chimney, or 

roll oil casks,--all of which I did for nearly three years in New Bedford, before I became known 

to the anti-slavery world.  

 In about four months after I went to New Bedford, there came a young man to me, and 

inquired if I did not wish to take the "Liberator." I told him I did; but, just having made my 

escape from slavery, I remarked that I was unable to pay for it then. I, however, finally became a 

subscriber to it. The paper came, and I read it from week to week with such  

 * I am told that colored persons can now get employment at calking in New Bedford--a result of anti-

slavery effort.  

http://docsouth.unc.edu/neh/douglass/douglass.html#note4
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feelings as it would be quite idle for me to attempt to describe. The paper became my meat and 

my drink. My soul was set all on fire. Its sympathy for my brethren in bonds--its scathing 

denunciations of slaveholders--its faithful exposures of slavery--and its powerful attacks upon 

the upholders of the institution--sent a thrill of joy through my soul, such as I had never felt 

before!  

 I had not long been a reader of the "Liberator," before I got a pretty correct idea of the 

principles, measures and spirit of the anti-slavery reform. I took right hold of the cause. I could 

do but little; but what I could, I did with a joyful heart, and never felt happier than when in an 

anti-slavery meeting. I seldom had much to say at the meetings, because what I wanted to say 

was said so much better by others. But, while attending an anti-slavery convention at Nantucket, 

on the 11th of August, 1841, I felt strongly moved to speak, and was at the same time much 

urged to do so by Mr. William C. Coffin, a gentleman who had heard me speak in the colored 

people's meeting at New Bedford. It was a severe cross, and I took it up reluctantly. The truth 

was, I felt myself a slave, and the idea of speaking to white people weighed me down. I spoke 

but a few moments, when I felt a degree of freedom, and said what I desired with considerable 

ease. From that time until now, I have been engaged in pleading the cause of my brethren--with 

what success, and with what devotion, I leave those acquainted with my labors to decide.   

(pp. 113-117) 
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