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Preface by William Lloyd Garrison

In the month of August, 1841, I attended an antislavery convention in Nantucket, at
which it was my happiness to become acquainted with Frederick Douglass, the writer of the
following Narrative. ...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... was rendered far
more clear than ever. ...

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. ...

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. ...In labors he has been most abundant; and his
success in combating prejudice, in gaining proselytes, in agitating the public mind, has far
surpassed the most sanguine expectations that were raised at the commencement of his brilliant
career. He has borne himself with gentleness and meckness, yet with true manliness of character.
As a public speaker, he excels in pathos, wit, comparison, imitation, strength of reasoning, and
fluency of language. There is in him that union of head and heart, which is indispensable to an
enlightenment of the heads and a winning of the hearts of others. May his strength continue to be
equal to his day! May he continue to “grow in grace, and in the knowledge of God,” that he may

be increasingly serviceable in the cause of bleeding humanity, whether at home or abroad!
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Chapter VIL

I succeeded in learning to read and write. In accomplishing this, I was compelled to resort
to vatious stratagems. I had no regular teacher, My mistress, who had kindly commenced to
instruct me, had, in compliance with the advice and direction of her husband, not only ceased to
instruct, but had set her face against my being instructed by any one else. ..;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, ahd snatch from me a
newspaper, in a mannelr that fully revealed her apprehension, She was an apt woman; and a little
experience soon demonstrated, to her satisfaction, that education and slavery were incompatible
with each other.

From this time I was most narrowly watched. If I was in a separate room any
considerable length of time, 1 was sure to be suspected of having a book, and was at once called
to give an account of myself. All this, however, was too late. The first step had been taken,
Mistress, in teaching me the alphabet, had given me the inch, and no precaution could prevent
me from taking the ¢ll.

The plan which I adopted, and the one by which I was most successful, was that of
making friends of all the little white boys whom I met in the street. As many of these as I could, 1
converted into teachers. With their kindly aid, obtained at different times and in different places,
I finally succeeded in learning to read. When I was sent of errands, I always took my book with
me, and by going one part of my errand quickly, I found time to get a lesson before my return. I
used also to carry bread with me, enough of which was always in the house, and to which I was
always welcome; for I was much better off in this regard than many of the poor white children in
our neighborhood.

This bread I used to bestow upon the hungry little urchins, who, in return, would give me
that more valuable bread of knowledge. I am strongly tempted to give the names of two or three
of those little boys, as a testimonial of the gratitude and affection I bear them; but prudence
forbids; - not that it would injure me, but it might embarrass them; for it is almost an
unpardonable offence to teach slaves to read in this Christian country, It is enough to say of the

dear little fellows, that they lived on Philpot Street, very near Durgin and Bailey’s ship-yard.
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Long before daylight I was called to go and rub, curry, and feed, the horses. I obeyed, and
was glad to obey. But whilst thus engaged, whilst in the act of throwing down some blades from
the loft, Mr. Covey entered the stable with a long rope; and just as I was half out of the loft, he
caught hold of my legs, and was about tying me. As soon as I found what he was up to, I gave a
sudden spring, and as I did so, he holding to my legs, I was brought sprawling on the stable floor.
Mr, Covey seemed now to think he had me, and could do what he pleased; but at this moment--
from whence came the spirit I don’t know--I resolved to fight; and, suiting my action to the
resolution, I seized Covey hard by the throat; and, as I did so, I rose.
| He held onto me, and I to him. My resistance was so entirely unexpected, that Covey
seemed taken all aback. He trembled like a leaf. This gave me assurance, and [ held him uneasy,
causing the blood to run where I touched him with the ends of my fingers. ...He asked me if I
meant to persist in my resistance. I told him I did, come what might; that he had used me like a
brute for six months, and that [ was determined to be used so no longer. With that, he strove to
drag me to a stick that was lying just out of the stable door. He meant to knock me down. But
just as he was leaning over to get the stick, I seized him with both hands by his collar, and
brought him by a sudden snatch to the ground. By this time, Bill came. Covey called upon him
for assistance. Bill wanted to know what he could do.

Covey said, “Take hold of him, take hold of him!” Bill said his master hired him out to
work, and not to help to whip me; so he left Covey and myself to fight our own battle out. We
were at it for nearly two hours. Covey at length let me go, puffing and blowing at a great rate,
saying that if I had not resisted, he would not have whipped me half so much. The truth was, that
he had not whipped me at all.

I considered him as getting entirely the worst end of the bargain; for he had drawn no
blood from me, but I had from him. The whole six months afterwards, that I spent with M.
Covey, he never laid the weight of his finger upon me in anger. He would occasionally say, he
didn’t want to get hold of me again. “No,” thought I, “you need not; for you will come off worse
than you did before.”

This battle with Mr. Covey was the turning-point in my career as a slave. It rekindled the
few expiring embers of freedom, and revived within me a sense of my own manhood. It recalled

the departed self-confidence, and inspired me again with a determination to be free.
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The thought of leaving my friends was decidedly the most painful thought with which I
had to contend. The love of them was my tender point, and shook my decision more than all
things else. Besides the pain of separation, the dread and apprehension of a failure exceeded
what I had experienced at my first attempt. ...1 felt assured that, if I failed in this attempt, my
case would be a hopeless one - it would seat my fate as a slave forever. |

The wretchedness of slavery, and the blessedness of freedom, were perpetually before
me. It was life and death with me. But I remained firm, and, according to my resolution, on the
third day of September, 1838, I left my chains, and succeeded in reaching New York without the
slightest interruption of any kind. How I did so, — what means [ adopted, —— what direction I
travelled, and by what mode of conveyance, — I must leave unexplained, for the reasons before
mentioned.

I have been frequently asked how I felt when I found myself in a free State. I have never
been able to answer the question with any satisfaction to myself. It was a moment of the highest
excitement [ ever experienced. I suppose I felt as one may imagine the unarmed mariner to feel
when he is rescued by a friendly man-of-war from the pursuit of a pirate. In writing to a dear
friend, immediately after my arrival at New York, I said I felt like one who had escaped a den of
hungry lions. ... '

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 meetin.gs, 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. ...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 [ 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 bf
my brethren — with what success, and with what devotion, I leave those acquainted with my

labors to decide.
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