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FREDERICK DOUGLASS
Learning to Read and Write

: teacher. My mistress, who had kin
| commenced to instruct me, had, in co y . dly

mpliance with : Rl
of.her' husband, not only ceased to instruct, bu:“hadtlsl;t a::ci;:: ':md{"m::;
A mstfucted by any one else. It is due, however, to my mistress to say of her
that she did not adopt this course of g | = .

e treatment immediately. She at first lacked
the depravity indispensable to shutting me up in mental darkn}y es::t was at least
necessary for her to have some training in the exercise of irresponsible power,
to make her equal to the task of treating me as though I were a brute.

| MY, rr.:istress was, as I have said, a kind and tender-hearted woman; and in
the simplicity of her soul she commenced, when 1 first went to live with her, to

treat me as she supposed one human being ought to treat another. In entering
upon the duties of a slaveholder, she did not seem to perceive that I sustained to
her the relation of a mere chattel, and that for her to treat me as a human being
was not only wrong, but dangerously so. Slavery proved as injurious to her as
it did to me. When I went there, she was a pious, warm, and tender-hearted
woman. There was no sorrow or suffering for which she had not a tear. She
had bread for the hungry, clothes for the naked, and comfort for every mourner
that came within her reach. Slavery soon proved its ability to divest her of these
heavenly qualities. Under its influence, the tender heart became stone, and the
Jamb-like disposition gave way to one of tiger-like fierceness. The first step in
her downward course was in her ceasing to instruct me. She now commenced
to practise her husband’s precepts. She finally became even more vi.olent in ].ner
opposition than her husband himself, She was not satisfied with simply doing
as well as he had commanded; she seemed anxious to do better. Nothing seemed
‘to make her more angry than to see me with a newspaper. She seemed to think
that here lay the danger. I have had her rush at me with a face made all up of
fury, and snatch from me a newspaper, in a manner t.hat fully revealed her ap-
prehension. She was an apt woman; and a little ex'penence .soon fiemonstrated,
to her satisfaction, that education and slavery were mcompanb‘Ie with each other.
" Erom this time I was most narrowly watched. If I was in a separate room
any considerable length of time, I Was SUr® ;o 3:3 i;sg;ctt;cils (Lfoh;;zf :v;o:oli
and was i -¢ called to give an account of T g s °VCI,
late mﬁgﬁi@ had bei taken. Mistress, in teaching me the glphabet, had
i bl and no precaution could prevent me from taking the ell.
) I adopted, and the one by which I was most successful,
. oo dc of all the little white boys whom I met in the
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hers. With their kindly

1d, 1 converted into teac
I finally succeeded in

fthese as I cou
street. As milﬂatodiﬁ.emm times and in different places,
nt of errands, I always took my book with me,

aid, obtained When I was s€

learning tf; mzi'e par‘:[;fmy errand qujckly,l found time to got a lesson before
d to which [ was always welcome; for [ was much better off in this

e dren in our neighborhood. This bread

oor white chil
regard than many of the p hungry little urchins, who, in returz, would give
ngly tempted to give the

[ used to bestow upon the
ore valuable bread of knowledge- I am strong _
:a;t:sa:)? two or three of those little boys, as 2 testhnon}al of the.gfatltude and
affection I bear them; but prudence forbids:—not that 1t would injure r;;lei but
it might embarrass them; for it is almost an unpardonable offence to teach slaves
s enough to say of the dear little fellows,
% ship-yard. I used
to them,

to read in this Christian country. It i :
that they lived on Philpot Street, very near Durgin and Bailey
h them. I would sometimes 3y
got to be men. “You
for life! Have not L as

to talk this matter of slavery over wit

[ wished I could be as free as they would be when they

will be fiee as soon as you are twenty-onc, but I am a slave

good a right to be free as you have?” These words used to trouble them; they
th the hope that

would express for me the liveliest sympathy, and console me wi

something would occur by which I might be free. /

I was now about twelve years old, and the thought of being a slave for life 5
began to bear heavily upon my heart. Just about this time, I got hold of a book
entitled “The Columbian Orator.” Every opportunity I got, I used to read this
found in it a dialogue be-

book. Among much of other interesting matter, I
tween a master and his slave. The slave was represented as having run away from

his master three times. The dialogue represented the conversation which took
place between them, when the slave was retaken the third time. In this dialogue

the whole argument in behalf of slavery was brought forward b
‘ : y the master, all
of which was d.lsposed..of by the slave. The slave was made to say some Veiy
Zr:sm ;sthwell as impressive things in reply to his master— things which had the
ired though unexpected effect; for the conversation resulted in the voluntary

eman?palion of the slave on the part of the master.
n the same book, I met with one of Sheridan’s mighty speeches on and

thcb;#;l’t;: ﬁtf;];c e‘flancfﬁlatlon. Theﬁ‘? were choice documents to me. I read
ing thoughts of my :%::1 mul mbated terest. They gave tongue to interest-
and died away for want Os;, » which had frequently lashed through my mind
logue was the pmbofm:fcrﬂnce. The n‘mtal which I gained from the dia—’
I_ got from Sheridan was a boldoz;ﬁi:z? cience of even a slaveholder. What
tion of human mea el n of s d a ;Xe;rixél ::&flrc;;
P ~ 6 BC Argume , R ——
R of which [ was relieved. t on another-even more
d fetest my enslavers I could - The more I read, the mor® | was
k regard them in no other lgh* than
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€rs, who hag left thej
their h Afri

; omes, and j trange | AP e

loathed them as being the meanest gz lw“calll :s thge 4 meninoedire mt:hvery i

and contemplated the syb; & Most w
Hugh had predicted wopig ¢ 0ld! that ve wicked of men. As I read

e e ing without feeling it. It looked fn
m : it smiled in every calm, breathed in every wind, and moved in eveomsz: i
- I often found myself regretting ry storm.

m : S
dead; and but for the hope of being fre y own existence, and wishing myself

e, I have no doubt but that I should h
; 'nmeif, or done something for which I should have been killed. Whil: ‘i,fl

[+
T
o §

K11l

» 9

this ~of mind, I was eager to hear an
e 4 e, - y one speak of slavery. I was a ready
W%y little while, I could hear something about the abolitionists. It was

rWBefore I found what the word meant. It was always used in such
ions as to make it an interesting word to me. If a slave ran away and
in getting clear, or if a slave killed his master, set fire to a barn, or did
g very wrong in the mind of a slaveholder, it was spoken of as the fruit
. Hearing the word in this connection very often, I set about learn-

abolishing”; but then I did not know what was to be abolished. Here
ed. I did not dare to ask any one about its meaning, for I was sat-
t it was something they wanted me to know very little about. After
ng, I got one of our city papers, containing an account of the
r of petitions from the north, praying for the abolition of slavery in the
Columbia, and of the slave trade between the States. From this time
he words abolition and abolitionist, and always drew near when
'@okén, expecting to hear something of importance to myself
[he light broke in upon me by degrees. I went one day down
Wiaters: and seeing two Irishmen unloading a scow of stone,
d helped them. When we had finished, one of them came to

e 2 slave. I told him I was. He asked,"Are ye 2 slave for
[ was. The good Irishman seemed to be deeply affected by
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i ity so fine a I i
¢ he other that it was 2 p ittle fu S
the statement: He said t0 ¢ He said it Was 2 shame to hold me. Thilf)“' A
I should fmd friends thCre Ar?d ()th

d be a
away to the north; that :
interested in what they said, ang
treath

them; for | feared they might be ¢,
them as men have been known to encourage slaves to escape, and ¢ ;chcr
catch them and returnt them to their masters. I was 4 fraizn‘ t
) men might use me SO; but I nevertheless remembthdt
ved to run away. I looked fofWardirt

o

and from that time 1 resol
afe for me to escape. [ was too youn Ato,
Y Exo thmk of

it would be s
diately; besides, I wished to learn how to write, as I migh y
I consoled myself with the hope that | g, axlvc
Ould

e my OWD Pass.
anwhile, I would learn to write.

d chance. Me
how I might learn to write was suggested to me o
~yard, and frequently seeing the ship Cafpenetmg
erg)

of timber ready for use, write on the tiny},

for which it was intended. When a piec 3
€o

would be marked thus\“L,f,

myself shoul
lay

ingly good

their advice,
time at which
doing so imme
occasion to writ
one day find a goo
The idea as to
in Durgin and Bailey’s ship
after hewing, and getting a piece
the name of that part of the ship

timber was intended for the larboard side, it
When a piece was for the starboard side, it would be marked thus—«g

A piece for the larboard side forward, would be marked thus—“L. F* W
a piece was for starboard side forward, it would b B Vhe
For Tathoatd afids ; ou e marked thus—«S§ p
r larboard aft, it would be marked thus—“L. A” F -E
e R e . A.” For starboard aft, it woulg
What they were intended when placed upon f I;ames Of these' letters, and for
: hlm;n edinscilba T b i o ;iJneac:hof tlmber in the ship-yard,
’ ort t “
wreiteo l;rjfcﬁfjs na];n;d . After that, when I met with any bcl)mzv\}ylvas Pl i
. do,n y behev&tey 1n£ I could write as well as he. The nyext o Il;new could
: ou. Let me see TR » word would b
which I had b you try it T woul i
Bt gozzn nio fortunate as to learn, and ask }intlhen B oo
never have gotten '311}’ {ationegin writing, which it t e beat'that, In this
in any other way. During th; 15 quute possible I should
g tis time, my copy-book was




