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My Bondage and My Freedom 

By Frederick Douglass 

 

 

CHAPTER I. Childhood 

 

The first experience of life with me that I now remember—and I remember it but 

hazily—began in the family of my grandmother and grandfather. Betsey and Isaac 

Baily. They were quite advanced in life, and had long lived on the spot where they 

then resided. They were considered old settlers in the neighborhood, and, from certain 

circumstances, I infer that my grandmother, especially, was held in high esteem, far 

higher than is the lot of most colored persons in the slave states. She was a good 

nurse, and a capital hand at making nets for catching shad and herring; and these nets 

were in great demand, not only in Tuckahoe, but at Denton and Hillsboro, neighboring 

villages. She was not only good at making the nets, but was also somewhat famous 

for her good fortune in taking the fishes referred to. I have known her to be in the 

water half the day. Grandmother was likewise more provident than most of her 

neighbors in the preservation of seedling sweet potatoes, and it happened to her—as it 

will happen to any careful and thrifty person residing in an ignorant and improvident 

community—to enjoy the reputation of having been born to “good luck.” Her “good 

luck” was owing to the exceeding care which she took in preventing the succulent 

root from getting bruised in the digging, and in placing it beyond the reach of frost, by 

actually burying it under the hearth of her cabin during the winter months. In the time 

of planting sweet potatoes, “Grandmother Betty,” as she was familiarly called, was 

sent for in all directions, simply to place the seedling potatoes in the hills; for 

superstition had it, that if “Grandmamma Betty but touches them at planting, they will 

be sure to grow and flourish.” This high reputation was full of advantage to her, and 

to the children around her. Though Tuckahoe had but few of the good things of[28] 

life, yet of such as it did possess grandmother got a full share, in the way of presents. 

If good potato crops came after her planting, she was not forgotten by those for whom 

she planted; and as she was remembered by others, so she remembered the hungry 

little ones around her. 

 

The dwelling of my grandmother and grandfather had few pretensions. It was a log 

hut, or cabin, built of clay, wood, and straw. At a distance it resembled—though it was 

smaller, less commodious and less substantial—the cabins erected in the western 

states by the first settlers. To my child’s eye, however, it was a noble structure, 
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admirably adapted to promote the comforts and conveniences of its inmates. A few 

rough, Virginia fence-rails, flung loosely over the rafters above, answered the triple 

purpose of floors, ceilings, and bedsteads. To be sure, this upper apartment was 

reached only by a ladder—but what in the world for climbing could be better than a 

ladder? To me, this ladder was really a high invention, and possessed a sort of charm 

as I played with delight upon the rounds of it. In this little hut there was a large family 

of children: I dare not say how many. My grandmother—whether because too old for 

field service, or because she had so faithfully discharged the duties of her station in 

early life, I know not—enjoyed the high privilege of living in a cabin, separate from 

the quarter, with no other burden than her own support, and the necessary care of the 

little children, imposed. She evidently esteemed it a great fortune to live so. The 

children were not her own, but her grandchildren—the children of her daughters. She 

took delight in having them around her, and in attending to their few wants. The 

practice of separating children from their mother, and hiring the latter out at distances 

too great to admit of their meeting, except at long intervals, is a marked feature of the 

cruelty and barbarity of the slave system. But it is in harmony with the grand aim of 

slavery, which, always and everywhere, is to reduce man to a level with the brute. It is 

a successful method of obliterating[29] from the mind and heart of the slave, all just 

ideas of the sacredness of the family, as an institution. 

 

Most of the children, however, in this instance, being the children of my 

grandmother’s daughters, the notions of family, and the reciprocal duties and benefits 

of the relation, had a better chance of being understood than where children are 

placed—as they often are in the hands of strangers, who have no care for them, apart 

from the wishes of their masters. The daughters of my grandmother were five in 

number. Their names were JENNY, ESTHER, MILLY, PRISCILLA, and HARRIET. 

The daughter last named was my mother, of whom the reader shall learn more by-and-

by. 

 

Living here, with my dear old grandmother and grandfather, it was a long time before 

I knew myself to be a slave. I knew many other things before I knew that. 

Grandmother and grandfather were the greatest people in the world to me; and being 

with them so snugly in their own little cabin—I supposed it be their own—knowing 

no higher authority over me or the other children than the authority of grandmamma, 

for a time there was nothing to disturb me; but, as I grew larger and older, I learned by 

degrees the sad fact, that the “little hut,” and the lot on which it stood, belonged not to 

my dear old grandparents, but to some person who lived a great distance off, and who 

was called, by grandmother, “OLD MASTER.” I further learned the sadder fact, that 
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not only the house and lot, but that grandmother herself, (grandfather was free,) and 

all the little children around her, belonged to this mysterious personage, called by 

grandmother, with every mark of reverence, “Old Master.” Thus early did clouds and 

shadows begin to fall upon my path. Once on the track—troubles never come 

singly—I was not long in finding out another fact, still more grievous to my childish 

heart. I was told that this “old master,” whose name seemed ever to be mentioned with 

fear and shuddering, only allowed the children to live with grandmother for a limited 

time, and that in fact as soon[30] as they were big enough, they were promptly taken 

away, to live with the said “old master.” These were distressing revelations indeed; 

and though I was quite too young to comprehend the full import of the intelligence, 

and mostly spent my childhood days in gleesome sports with the other children, a 

shade of disquiet rested upon me. 

 

The absolute power of this distant “old master” had touched my young spirit with but 

the point of its cold, cruel iron, and left me something to brood over after the play and 

in moments of repose. Grandmammy was, indeed, at that time, all the world to me; 

and the thought of being separated from her, in any considerable time, was more than 

an unwelcome intruder. It was intolerable. 

 

Children have their sorrows as well as men and women; and it would be well to 

remember this in our dealings with them. SLAVE-children are children, and prove no 

exceptions to the general rule. The liability to be separated from my grandmother, 

seldom or never to see her again, haunted me. I dreaded the thought of going to live 

with that mysterious “old master,” whose name I never heard mentioned with 

affection, but always with fear. I look back to this as among the heaviest of my 

childhood’s sorrows. My grandmother! my grandmother! and the little hut, and the 

joyous circle under her care, but especially she, who made us sorry when she left us 

but for an hour, and glad on her return,—how could I leave her and the good old 

home? 

 

But the sorrows of childhood, like the pleasures of after life, are transient. It is not 

even within the power of slavery to write indelible sorrow, at a single dash, over the 

heart of a child. 

 

                The tear down childhood’s cheek that flows, 

                Is like the dew-drop on the rose— 

                When next the summer breeze comes by, 

                And waves the bush—the flower is dry. 
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There is, after all, but little difference in the measure of contentment felt by the slave-

child neglected and the slaveholder’s[31] child cared for and petted. The spirit of the 

All Just mercifully holds the balance for the young. 

 

The slaveholder, having nothing to fear from impotent childhood, easily affords to 

refrain from cruel inflictions; and if cold and hunger do not pierce the tender frame, 

the first seven or eight years of the slave-boy’s life are about as full of sweet content 

as those of the most favored and petted white children of the slaveholder. The slave-

boy escapes many troubles which befall and vex his white brother. He seldom has to 

listen to lectures on propriety of behavior, or on anything else. He is never chided for 

handling his little knife and fork improperly or awkwardly, for he uses none. He is 

never reprimanded for soiling the table-cloth, for he takes his meals on the clay floor. 

He never has the misfortune, in his games or sports, of soiling or tearing his clothes, 

for he has almost none to soil or tear. He is never expected to act like a nice little 

gentleman, for he is only a rude little slave. Thus, freed from all restraint, the slave-

boy can be, in his life and conduct, a genuine boy, doing whatever his boyish nature 

suggests; enacting, by turns, all the strange antics and freaks of horses, dogs, pigs, and 

barn-door fowls, without in any manner compromising his dignity, or incurring 

reproach of any sort. He literally runs wild; has no pretty little verses to learn in the 

nursery; no nice little speeches to make for aunts, uncles, or cousins, to show how 

smart he is; and, if he can only manage to keep out of the way of the heavy feet and 

fists of the older slave boys, he may trot on, in his joyous and roguish tricks, as happy 

as any little heathen under the palm trees of Africa. To be sure, he is occasionally 

reminded, when he stumbles in the path of his master—and this he early learns to 

avoid—that he is eating his “white bread,” and that he will be made to “see sights” 

by-and-by. The threat is soon forgotten; the shadow soon passes, and our sable boy 

continues to roll in the dust, or play in the mud, as bests suits him, and in the veriest 

freedom. If he feels uncomfortable, from mud or from dust, the coast is clear; he can 

plunge into[32] the river or the pond, without the ceremony of undressing, or the fear 

of wetting his clothes; his little tow-linen shirt—for that is all he has on—is easily 

dried; and it needed ablution as much as did his skin. His food is of the coarsest kind, 

consisting for the most part of cornmeal mush, which often finds it way from the 

wooden tray to his mouth in an oyster shell. His days, when the weather is warm, are 

spent in the pure, open air, and in the bright sunshine. He always sleeps in airy 

apartments; he seldom has to take powders, or to be paid to swallow pretty little 

sugar-coated pills, to cleanse his blood, or to quicken his appetite. He eats no candies; 

gets no lumps of loaf sugar; always relishes his food; cries but little, for nobody cares 

for his crying; learns to esteem his bruises but slight, because others so esteem them. 
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In a word, he is, for the most part of the first eight years of his life, a spirited, joyous, 

uproarious, and happy boy, upon whom troubles fall only like water on a duck’s back. 

And such a boy, so far as I can now remember, was the boy whose life in slavery I am 

now narrating. 

 

 

CHAPTER VIII. A Chapter of Horrors 

 

Mr. Gore was one of those overseers, who could torture the slightest word or look into 

impudence; he had the nerve, not only to resent, but to punish, promptly and severely. 

He never allowed himself to be answered back, by a slave. In this, he was as lordly 

and as imperious as Col. Edward Lloyd, himself; acting always up to the maxim, 

practically maintained by slaveholders, that it is better that a dozen slaves suffer under 

the lash, without fault, than that the master or the overseer should seem to have been 

wrong in the presence of the slave. Everything must be absolute here. Guilty or not 

guilty, it is enough to be accused, to be sure of a flogging. The very presence of this 

man Gore was[95] painful, and I shunned him as I would have shunned a rattlesnake. 

His piercing, black eyes, and sharp, shrill voice, ever awakened sensations of terror 

among the slaves. For so young a man (I describe him as he was, twenty-five or thirty 

years ago) Mr. Gore was singularly reserved and grave in the presence of slaves. He 

indulged in no jokes, said no funny things, and kept his own counsels. Other 

overseers, how brutal soever they might be, were, at times, inclined to gain favor with 

the slaves, by indulging a little pleasantry; but Gore was never known to be guilty of 

any such weakness. He was always the cold, distant, unapproachable overseer of Col. 

Edward Lloyd’s plantation, and needed no higher pleasure than was involved in a 

faithful discharge of the duties of his office. When he whipped, he seemed to do so 

from a sense of duty, and feared no consequences. What Hopkins did reluctantly, Gore 

did with alacrity. There was a stern will, an iron-like reality, about this Gore, which 

would have easily made him the chief of a band of pirates, had his environments been 

favorable to such a course of life. All the coolness, savage barbarity and freedom from 

moral restraint, which are necessary in the character of a pirate-chief, centered, I 

think, in this man Gore. Among many other deeds of shocking cruelty which he 

perpetrated, while I was at Mr. Lloyd’s, was the murder of a young colored man, 

named Denby. He was sometimes called Bill Denby, or Demby; (I write from sound, 

and the sounds on Lloyd’s plantation are not very certain.) I knew him well. He was a 

powerful young man, full of animal spirits, and, so far as I know, he was among the 

most valuable of Col. Lloyd’s slaves. In something—I know not what—he offended 

this Mr. Austin Gore, and, in accordance with the custom of the latter, he under took 
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to flog him. He gave Denby but few stripes; the latter broke away from him and 

plunged into the creek, and, standing there to the depth of his neck in water, he 

refused to come out at the order of the overseer; whereupon, for this refusal, Gore 

shot him dead! It is said that Gore gave Denby three calls, telling him that[96] if he 

did not obey the last call, he would shoot him. When the third call was given, Denby 

stood his ground firmly; and this raised the question, in the minds of the by-standing 

slaves—“Will he dare to shoot?” Mr. Gore, without further parley, and without 

making any further effort to induce Denby to come out of the water, raised his gun 

deliberately to his face, took deadly aim at his standing victim, and, in an instant, poor 

Denby was numbered with the dead. His mangled body sank out of sight, and only his 

warm, red blood marked the place where he had stood. 

 

This devilish outrage, this fiendish murder, produced, as it was well calculated to do, 

a tremendous sensation. A thrill of horror flashed through every soul on the plantation, 

if I may except the guilty wretch who had committed the hell-black deed. While the 

slaves generally were panic-struck, and howling with alarm, the murderer himself was 

calm and collected, and appeared as though nothing unusual had happened. The 

atrocity roused my old master, and he spoke out, in reprobation of it; but the whole 

thing proved to be less than a nine days’ wonder. Both Col. Lloyd and my old master 

arraigned Gore for his cruelty in the matter, but this amounted to nothing. His reply, 

or explanation—as I remember to have heard it at the time was, that the extraordinary 

expedient was demanded by necessity; that Denby had become unmanageable; that he 

had set a dangerous example to the other slaves; and that, without some such prompt 

measure as that to which he had resorted, were adopted, there would be an end to all 

rule and order on the plantation. That very convenient covert for all manner of cruelty 

and outrage that cowardly alarm-cry, that the slaves would “take the place,” was 

pleaded, in extenuation of this revolting crime, just as it had been cited in defense of a 

thousand similar ones. He argued, that if one slave refused to be corrected, and was 

allowed to escape with his life, when he had been told that he should lose it if he 

persisted in his course, the other slaves would soon copy his example; the result of 

which would be, the freedom of the slaves, and the enslavement of the[97] whites. I 

have every reason to believe that Mr. Gore’s defense, or explanation, was deemed 

satisfactory—at least to Col. Lloyd. He was continued in his office on the plantation. 

His fame as an overseer went abroad, and his horrid crime was not even submitted to 

judicial investigation. The murder was committed in the presence of slaves, and they, 

of course, could neither institute a suit, nor testify against the murderer. His bare word 

would go further in a court of law, than the united testimony of ten thousand black 

witnesses. 
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All that Mr. Gore had to do, was to make his peace with Col. Lloyd. This done, and 

the guilty perpetrator of one of the most foul murders goes unwhipped of justice, and 

uncensured by the community in which he lives. Mr. Gore lived in St. Michael’s, 

Talbot county, when I left Maryland; if he is still alive he probably yet resides there; 

and I have no reason to doubt that he is now as highly esteemed, and as greatly 

respected, as though his guilty soul had never been stained with innocent blood. I am 

well aware that what I have now written will by some be branded as false and 

malicious. It will be denied, not only that such a thing ever did transpire, as I have 

now narrated, but that such a thing could happen in Maryland. I can only say—believe 

it or not—that I have said nothing but the literal truth, gainsay it who may. 

 

I speak advisedly when I say this,—that killing a slave, or any colored person, in 

Talbot county, Maryland, is not treated as a crime, either by the courts or the 

community. Mr. Thomas Lanman, ship carpenter, of St. Michael’s, killed two slaves, 

one of whom he butchered with a hatchet, by knocking his brains out. He used to 

boast of the commission of the awful and bloody deed. I have heard him do so, 

laughingly, saying, among other things, that he was the only benefactor of his country 

in the company, and that when “others would do as much as he had done, we should 

be relieved of the d—d niggers.” 

 

As an evidence of the reckless disregard of human life where the life is that of a slave 

I may state the notorious fact, that the[98] wife of Mr. Giles Hicks, who lived but a 

short distance from Col. Lloyd’s, with her own hands murdered my wife’s cousin, a 

young girl between fifteen and sixteen years of age—mutilating her person in a most 

shocking manner. The atrocious woman, in the paroxysm of her wrath, not content 

with murdering her victim, literally mangled her face, and broke her breast bone. 

Wild, however, and infuriated as she was, she took the precaution to cause the slave-

girl to be buried; but the facts of the case coming abroad, very speedily led to the 

disinterment of the remains of the murdered slave-girl. A coroner’s jury was 

assembled, who decided that the girl had come to her death by severe beating. It was 

ascertained that the offense for which this girl was thus hurried out of the world, was 

this: she had been set that night, and several preceding nights, to mind Mrs. Hicks’s 

baby, and having fallen into a sound sleep, the baby cried, waking Mrs. Hicks, but not 

the slave-girl. Mrs. Hicks, becoming infuriated at the girl’s tardiness, after calling 

several times, jumped from her bed and seized a piece of fire-wood from the 

fireplace; and then, as she lay fast asleep, she deliberately pounded in her skull and 

breast-bone, and thus ended her life. I will not say that this most horrid murder 
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produced no sensation in the community. It did produce a sensation; but, incredible to 

tell, the moral sense of the community was blunted too entirely by the ordinary nature 

of slavery horrors, to bring the murderess to punishment. A warrant was issued for her 

arrest, but, for some reason or other, that warrant was never served. Thus did Mrs. 

Hicks not only escape condign punishment, but even the pain and mortification of 

being arraigned before a court of justice. 

 

Whilst I am detailing the bloody deeds that took place during my stay on Col. Lloyd’s 

plantation, I will briefly narrate another dark transaction, which occurred about the 

same time as the murder of Denby by Mr. Gore. 

 

On the side of the river Wye, opposite from Col. Lloyd’s, there lived a Mr. Beal 

Bondley, a wealthy slaveholder. In the direction[99] of his land, and near the shore, 

there was an excellent oyster fishing ground, and to this, some of the slaves of Col. 

Lloyd occasionally resorted in their little canoes, at night, with a view to make up the 

deficiency of their scanty allowance of food, by the oysters that they could easily get 

there. This, Mr. Bondley took it into his head to regard as a trespass, and while an old 

man belonging to Col. Lloyd was engaged in catching a few of the many millions of 

oysters that lined the bottom of that creek, to satisfy his hunger, the villainous Mr. 

Bondley, lying in ambush, without the slightest ceremony, discharged the contents of 

his musket into the back and shoulders of the poor old man. As good fortune would 

have it, the shot did not prove mortal, and Mr. Bondley came over, the next day, to see 

Col. Lloyd—whether to pay him for his property, or to justify himself for what he had 

done, I know not; but this I can say, the cruel and dastardly transaction was speedily 

hushed up; there was very little said about it at all, and nothing was publicly done 

which looked like the application of the principle of justice to the man whom chance, 

only, saved from being an actual murderer. One of the commonest sayings to which 

my ears early became accustomed, on Col. Lloyd’s plantation and elsewhere in 

Maryland, was, that it was “worth but half a cent to kill a nigger, and a half a cent to 

bury him;” and the facts of my experience go far to justify the practical truth of this 

strange proverb. Laws for the protection of the lives of the slaves, are, as they must 

needs be, utterly incapable of being enforced, where the very parties who are 

nominally protected, are not permitted to give evidence, in courts of law, against the 

only class of persons from whom abuse, outrage and murder might be reasonably 

apprehended. While I heard of numerous murders committed by slaveholders on the 

Eastern Shores of Maryland, I never knew a solitary instance in which a slaveholder 

was either hung or imprisoned for having murdered a slave. The usual pretext for 

killing a slave is, that the slave has offered resistance. Should a slave, when assaulted, 
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but raise his hand in self defense, the white assaulting[100] party is fully justified by 

southern, or Maryland, public opinion, in shooting the slave down. Sometimes this is 

done, simply because it is alleged that the slave has been saucy. But here I leave this 

phase of the society of my early childhood, and will relieve the kind reader of these 

heart-sickening details. 


