
 
 

 

 

The Center of Statesmanship, Law and Liberty 

https://www.rit.edu/statesmanship/ 

Director Joseph R. Fornieri 

6th Annual Teacher’s Symposium Pillars of Statesmanship, June 8-11, 2023 

At Freedom’s Foundation, Valley Forge Pennsylvania 

 

Accommodations, Travel, and Reading Details. 

Freedoms Foundation https://www.freedomsfoundation.org/, located at historic Valley Forge 

Pennsylvania, has its own beautiful campus next to the national park. The closest airport is Philadelphia. 

Freedoms Foundation is about a forty- minute drive from the airport. Participants are responsible for 

flight and travel to and from the event. However, in order to help you avoid uber and taxi charges, we are 

considering renting a Van to shuttle participants to and from the Philly Airport to Freedoms Foundation. 

Please let my assistant Ms. Shellman cls3740@rit.edu know what time your flight is arriving and if you 

need a van.  Reading materials, accommodations, and all meals at Freedoms Foundation will be provided 

by the Center of Statesmanship to all participations. If possible, plan on arriving on Thursday before 5pm. 

There will be a $100.00 penalty for cancelled room reservations. Reading materials will include a pdf 

posted on this website and Dr. Fornieri’s American Statesmanship book, which will be mailed to 

participants from Notre Dame Press once their registration is confirmed. Please send Ms. Shellman 

cls3740@rit.edu  the best address to ship the book. Further information about specific room assignments 

and check-in will be forthcoming after your registration is confirmed by replying to this e-mail with your 

address and a reply about whether or not you will need a Van service to and from airport. 

 

The Symposium will be conducted as a guided seminar based on conversation and discussion of primary 

texts. Participants are asked to do the readings and to prepare questions in advance. We will also consider 

how these texts may be used in your classroom.  

 

 

https://www.freedomsfoundation.org/
mailto:cls3740@rit.edu
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Schedule 

Thursday June 8th  

• Arrival: AM—try to arrive by 4:00pm Check-In. 

• 6:00: Introductory Remarks. 

• 6: 30: Dinner. 

• 7: 30: mix and mingle 

•  

Friday June: 9: The Three Pillars of American Statesmanship.  

• 8:00am Breakfast 

• Session 1:  9:00-10: 30: What is Statesmanship and how can we teach it?  

o Joe Fornieri, Professor of Political Science, Director of CSLL 

▪ American Statesmanship, Principles and Practice of Leadership.    Read 

Introduction, pp. 1-9 and Chapter 1: Washington; Chapter 12: Lincoln; and                                       

*Chapter 13: Douglass.   

 

• Session 2:  10: 45-12:15: Washington: Revolution and Constitution.  

o Tony Williams, Bill of Rights Teaching Fellow and Washington scholar 

https://billofrightsinstitute.org/people/tony-williams 

▪  “Circular Letter to the States, June 1783.”      pg. 6 

▪ “First Inaugural Address, April 30, 1789.”      pg 16 

▪ “To the Hebrew Congregation in Newport, August 18, 1790.”   pg 20 

• 12: 30 – 1: 30 Lunch  

• Session 3:  2: 30-4:00: Washington’s Statesmanship: The Presidency, Tony Williams 

▪ “The Farewell Address, 1796” pg. 22 

 

• Session 4:  4: 15- 5: 45: Frederick Douglass: Reform Leadership,  Joe Fornieri 

o Fornieri, Frederick Douglass, the Columbian Orator and the 1619 Project  pg. 39 

o Narrative of the Life of Frederick Douglass, an American Slave (Selections)  pg. 44 

o “Change of Opinion Announced, 1851”        pg. 86 

o “What to the Slave is the Fourth of July, 1852”      pg. 88 

https://billofrightsinstitute.org/people/tony-williams
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o “The Constitution of the United States, Is it Proslavery or Antislavery?, 1860”   pg. 114 

• Dinner: 6:00 

Saturday June 10: Lincoln, Douglass and the Civil War. 

• 8am: Breakfast 

• 9-11: Tour of Valley Forge 

o Led by Jeff Scott, Vice President of Education at Freedoms Foundation 

• 11: 30-12:30 Lunch 

• Session 5: 1: 00 - 2: 30: Lincoln’s Statesmanship. 

o “Peoria Address, 1854” 

o “Cooper Union Address, 1860” 

o “Fragment on the Apple of Gold and the Picture of Silver, 1861” 

o “First Inaugural Address, 1861” 

o “Gettysburg Address, 1863” 

 

• Session 6: 3: -4:30 Douglass on Lincoln. 

o “The President, 1861”        pg. 130 

o “The Inaugural, 1861”         pg. 133 

o “Mission of the War, 1862”       pg. 144 

o “Eulogy for Abraham Lincoln, 1865”      pg. 164 

o “Oration in Memory of Abraham Lincoln, 1876”    pg. 177 

o “  

o  

• 5-6pm: Classroom Application. 

o  Presented by lead teachers:  

▪  Amy Caldeira, Billings Montana  

▪  Georgette Hackman Lancaster Pennsylvania.  

▪  

• 6: 15: pm Dinner 

• 7:30: Live Music? 

•  

No Programming on Sunday June 11th so teachers can get back home.  
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Session 1 
 

What is Statesmanship and how can we teach it? 
 
 
 

Readings found in American Statesmanship, Principles and Practice of Leadership. 

 
 
Introduction, pp. 1-9 

Chapter 1: Washington 

Chapter 12: Lincoln  

Chapter 13: Douglass   
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Session 2 

 
Washington: Revolution and Constitution. 
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From George Washington to the States 
June 8, 1783 

 

Head Quarters Newburgh June 8- 21st 1783 

Sir 

The great object, for which I had the honor to hold an Appointment in the service of my 

Country being accomplished, I am now preparing to resign it into the hands of Congress, and to 

return to that domestic retirement; which it is well known I left with the greatest reluctance, a 

retirement for which I have never ceased to sigh through a long and painfull absence, and in 

which (remote from the noise and trouble of the World) I meditate to pass the remainder of 

life, in a state of undisturbed repose: But before I carry this resolution into effect, I think is a 

duty incumbent on me, to make this my last official communication, to congratulate you on the 

glorious events which Heaven has been pleased to produce in our favor, to offer my sentiments 

respecting some important subjects which appear to me to be intimately connected with the 

tranquility of the United States, to take my leave of your Excellency as a public Character, and 

to give my final blessing to that Country, in whose service I have spent the prime of my life, for 

whose sake I have consumed so many anxious days and watchful nights, and whose happiness, 

being extremely dear to me, will always constitute no inconsiderable part of my own. 

Impressed with the liveliest sensibility on this pleasing occasion, I will claim the indulgence of 

dilating the more copiously on the subjects of our mutual felicitation—When we consider the 

magnitude of the prize we contended for, the doubtfull nature of the Contest, and the 

favorable manner in which it has terminated, we shall find the greatest possible reason for 

gratitude and rejoycing—This is a theme that will afford infinite delight to every benevolent & 

liberal Mind, whether the event in contemplation be considerd as the source of present 

enjoyment or the parent of future happiness; and we shall have equal occasion to felicitate 

ourselves, on the lot which Providence has assigned us, whether we view it in a natural, a 

political, or a moral point of light. 

The Citizens of America, placed in the most enviable condition, as the sole Lords and 

Proprietors of a vast tract of Continent, comprehending all the various Soils and Climates of the 
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World and abounding with all the necessaries and conveniences of life, are now, by the late 

satisfactory pacification, acknowledged to be possessed of absolute freedom and 

Independancy—They are from this period to be considered as the Actors, on a most 

conspicuous Theatre, which seems to be peculiarly designated by Providence for the display of 

human greatness and felicity, here they are not only surrounded with every thing which can 

contribute to the completion of private and domestic enjoyment, but Heaven has crowned all 

its other blessings by giving a fairer opportunity for political happiness, than any other Nation 

has ever been favored with—Nothing can illustrate these observations more forcibly than a 

recollection of the happy conjuncture of times and circumstances under which our Republic 

assumed its Rank among the Nations—the foundation of our Empire was not laid in the gloomy 

Age of ignorance and superstition, but at an Epocha when the rights of Mankind were better 

understood and more clearly defined, than at any former period—The researches of the human 

Mind after social happiness have been carried to a great extent, the treasures of knowledge 

acquired by the labours of Philosophers, Sages and Legislators, through a long succession of 

years, are laid open for our use and their collected wisdom may be happily applied in the 

establishment of our forms of Government. The free cultivation of letters, the unbounded 

extension of Commerce, the progressive Refinement of manners, the growing liberality of 

sentiment, and, above all, the pure and benign light of Revelation, have had a meliorating 

influence on Mankind and encreased the blessings of Society. At this Auspicious period the 

United States came into existence as a Nation, and if their Citizens should not be completely 

free & happy, the fault will be entirely their own. 

Such is our situation, and such are our prospects: but nowithstanding the Cup of blessing is thus 

reached out to us, notwithstanding happiness is ours if we have a disposition to seize the 

occasion and make it our own, yet it appears to me there is an option still left to the United 

States of America; that it is in their choïce and depends upon their conduct, whether they will 

be respectable and prosperous or contemptible and Miserable as a Nation. This is the time of 

their political probation: this is the moment when the eyes of the whole World are turned upon 

them—This is the moment to establish or ruin their National Character for ever—This is the 

favorable moment to give such a tone to our fœderal Government, as will enable it to answer 
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the ends of its institution—or this may be the ill fated moment for relaxing the powers of the 

Union, annihilating the cement of the Confederation and exposing us to become the sport of 

European Politicks, which may play one State against another, to prevent their growing 

importance and to serve their own interested purposes; for according to the System of Policy 

the States shall adopt at this moment, they will stand or fall, and by their confirmation or lapse, 

it is yet to be decided whether the Revolution must ultimately be considered as a blessing or a 

curse: a blessing or a curse, not to the present Age alone, for with our fate will the destiny of 

unborn Millions be involved. 

With this conviction of the importance of the present Crisis, silence in me would be a crime; I 

will therefore speak to your Excellency the language of freedom and sincerity without disguise. 

I am aware, however, that those who differ from me in political sentiment may perhaps remark 

I am stepping out of the proper line of my duty, and they may possibly ascribe to arrogance or 

ostentation what I know is alone the result of the purest intention; but the rectitude of my own 

heart, which disdains such unworthy motives; the part I have hitherto acted in life; the 

determination I have formed of not taking any share in public business hereafter; the ardent 

desire I feel and shall continue to manifest of quietly enjoying in private life, after all the toils of 

War, the benefits of a wise and liberal Government, will, I flatter myself, sooner or later 

convince my Country men that I could have no sinister views in delivering, with so little 

Reserve, the opinions contained in this address. 

There are four things, which I humbly conceive are essential to the well being, I may even 

venture to say to the existence, of the United States as an independent Power. 1st An 

indissoluble Union of the States under one federal Head. 2ndly A sacred regard to public 

Justice. 3dly The adoption of a proper Peace Establishment—and 4thly The prevalence of that 

pacific and friendly disposition among the people of the United States, which will induce them 

to forget their local prejudices and policies, to make those mutual concessions which are 

requisite to the general prosperity, and, in some instances, to sacrifice their individual 

advantages to the interest of the community. 

These are the pillars on which the glorious fabrick of our Independancy and National Character 

must be supported —Liberty is the basis—and whoever would dare to sap the foundation or 
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overturn the Structure under whatever specious pretexts he may attempt it, will merit the 

bitterest execration and the severest punishments which can be inflicted by his injured Country. 

On the three first Articles I will make a few observations, leaving the last to the good sense and 

serious consideration of those immediately concerned. 

Under the first head, altho it may not be necessary or proper for me in this place to enter into a 

particular disquisition of the principles of the Union and to take up the great question which 

has been frequently agitated, whether it be expedient and requisite for the States to delegate a 

larger proportion of Power to Congress or not, yet it will be a part of my duty, and that of every 

true Patriot; to assert without reserve and to insist upon the following positions—That unless 

the States will suffer Congress to exercise those prerogatives they are undoubtedly invested 

with by the Constitution, every thing must very rapidly tend to Anarchy and confusion—that it 

is indispensible to the happiness of the individual States that there should be lodged 

somewhere, a supreme power to regulate and govern the general concerns of the 

confederated Republic, without which the Union cannot be of long duration—That there must 

be a faithfull and pointed compliance on the part of every State with the late proposals and 

demands of Congress, or the most fatal consequences will ensue; that whatever measures have 

a tendency to dissolve the Union, or contribute to violate or lessen the Sovereign Authority, 

ought to be considered as hostile to the Liberty and Independancy of America and the Authors 

of them treated accordingly; and lastly, that unless we can be enabled, by the concurrence of 

the States, to participate of the fruits of the Revolution, and enjoy the essential benefits of civil 

Society, under a form of Government so free and uncorrupted, so happily guarded against the 

danger of oppression as has been devised and adopted by the Articles of Confederation, it will 

be a subject of regret that so much blood and treasure have been lavished for no purpose; that 

so many sufferings have been encounter’d, without a compensation and that so many sacrifices 

have been made in vain. 

Many other considerations might here be adduced to prove, that without an entire conformity 

to the spirit of the Union we cannot exist—as an independant Power. It will be sufficient for my 

purpose, to mention but one or two which seem to me of the greatest ïmportance. It is only in 

our United Character, as an Empire, that our Independance is acknowledged, that our power 
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can be regarded or our Credit supported among foreign Nations—the Treaties of the European 

Powers with the United States of America will have no validity on a dissolution of the Union. 

We shall be left nearly in a State of Nature, or we may find by our own unhappy experience, 

that there is a natural and necessary progression from the extreme of Anarchy to the extreme 

of Tyranny, and that arbritary power is most easily established on the ruins of Liberty abused to 

Licentiousness. 

As to the second Article, which respects the performance of public justice, Congress have in 

their late address to the United States almost exhausted the Subject, they have explained their 

ideas so fully and have enforced the obligations the States are under to render compleat justice 

to all the public Creditors, with so much dignity and energy, that in my opinion no real friend to 

the honour and Independancy of America, can hesitate a single moment respecting the 

propriety of complying with the just and honorable measures proposed—If their Arguments do 

not produce conviction, I know of nothing that will have greater influence, especially when we 

recollect that the System referred to, being the result of the collected wisdom of the Continent, 

must be esteemed, if not perfect, certainly the least objectionable of any that could be devised, 

and that if it shall not be carried into immediate execution, a National bankruptcy, with all its 

deplorable consequences, will take place before any different plan can possibly be proposed 

and adopted, so pressing are the present circumstances! and such is the alternative now offerd 

to the States! 

The ability of the Country to discharge the debts which have been incurred in its defence, is not 

to be doubted, an inclination I flatter myself will not be wanting: the path of our duty is plain 

before us—honesty will be found on every experiment to be the best and only true policy—let 

us then as a Nation be just—let us fulfill the public Contracts which Congress had undoubtedly a 

right to make for the purpose of carrying on the War, with the same good faith we suppose 

ourselves bound to perform our private engagements; in the mean time let an attention to the 

chearfull performance of their proper business as individuals and as members of Society be 

earnestly inculcated on the Citizens of America—then will they strengthen the hands of 

Government & be happy under its protection, every one will reap the fruit of his Labours, every 

one will enjoy his own acquisitions without molestation and without danger. 
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In this state of absolute freedom and perfect security, who will grudge to yield a very little of his 

property to support the common interests of Society and ensure the protection of 

Government? who does not remember the frequent declarations at the commencement of the 

War that we should be completely satisfied, if at the expence of one half, we could defend the 

remainder of our possessions! where is the Man to be found who wishes to remain indebted 

for the defence of his own person and property to the exertions, the bravery and the blood of 

others, without making one generous effort to repay the debt of honor and of gratitude? In 

what part of the Continent shall we find any Man or body of Men who would not blush to stand 

up and propose measures purposely calculated to rob the Soldier of his Stipend and the public 

Creditor of his due and were it possible that such a flagrant instance of injustice could ever 

happen, would it not excite the general indignation and tend to bring down upon the authors of 

such measures the aggravated vengeance of Heaven? 

If after all, a spirit of disunion or a temper of obstinacy and perverseness should manifest itself 

in any of the States; if such an ungracious disposition should attempt to frustrate all the happy 

effects that might be expected to flow from the Union; if there should be a refusal to comply 

with the Requisitions for funds to discharge the annual Interest of the public Debts and if that 

refusal should revive again all those jealousies and produce all those evils which are now 

happily removed, Congress, who have, in all their transactions, shewn a great degree of 

magnanimity and justice, will stand justified in the sight of God and Man and the State alone 

which puts itself in opposition to the aggregate wisdom of the Continent and follows such 

mistaken and pernicious councils, will be responsible for all the Consequences. 

For my own part, conscious of having acted, while a servant of the public, in the manner I 

conceived best suited to promote the real interests of my Country, having in consequence of 

my fixed belief, in some measure, pledged myself to the Army that their Country would finally 

do them compleat and ample Justice and not wishing to conceal any instance of my official 

conduct from the eyes of the World, I have thought proper to transmit to your Excellency the 

inclosed collection of papers relative to the half-pay & commutation granted by Congress to the 

Officers of the Army. From these communications my decided sentiment will be clearly 

comprehended, together with the conclusive reasons which induced me, at an early period, to 
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recommend the adoption of this measure in the most earnest and serious manner. As the 

proceedings of Congress, the Army and myself are open to all and contain in my opinion 

sufficient information to remove the prejudices and errors which may have been entertained by 

any, I think it unnecessary to say anything more, than just to observe, that the resolutions of 

Congress now alluded to, are undoubtedly as absolutely binding upon the United States, as the 

most solemn Acts of Confederation or Legislation. As to the idea which, I am informed, has in 

some instances prevailed, that the half pay and Commutation are to be regarded merely in the 

odious Light of a pension, it ought to be exploded forever—that provision should be viewed as 

it really was, a reasonable compensation offerd by Congress at a Time when they had nothing 

else to give to the Officers of the Army for services then to be performed. It was the only means 

to prevent a total dereliction of the Service—it was a part of their hire, I may be allowed to say, 

it was the price of their blood and of your Independancy—it is therefore more than a common 

debt, it is a debt of honor—it can never be considered as a pension or gratuity nor be cancelled 

untill it is fairly discharged. 

With regard to a distinction between Officers and Soldiers, it is sufficient that the uniform 

experience of every Nation of the World combined with our own, proves the utility and 

propriety of the discrimination—Rewards in proportion to the Aids the Public derives from 

them, are unquestionably due to all its Servants—In some Lines, the Soldiers have perhaps 

generally had as ample a compensation for their Services, by the large bounties which have 

been paid them, as their Officers will receive in the proposed commutation; in others, if besides 

the donation of Lands, the payment of Arrearages of Cloathing and Wages (in which Articles all 

the component parts of the Army must be on the same footing) we take into the estimate the 

bounties many of the Soldiers have received and the gratuity of one years full pay which is 

promised to all, possibly their situation (every circumstance being duly considered) will not be 

deemed less eligible than that of the Officers, should a farther Reward however be judged 

equitable, I will venture to asert no one will enjoy greater satisfaction than myself, on seeing an 

exemption from Taxes for a limitted time (which has been petitioned for in some instances) or 

any other adequate compensation or immunity, granted to the brave defenders of their 

Countrys cause; but neither the adoption or rejection of this proposition, will in any manner 
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affect, much less militate against, the Act of Congress by which they have offer’d five Years full 

pay in lieu of half pay for life, which had been before promised to the Officers of the Army. 

Before I conclude the Subject of public justice, I cannot omit to mention the obligations this 

Country is under to that meritorious class of veteran non Commission’d Officers and Privates 

who have been discharged for inability, in consequence of the resolution of Congress of the 23d 

April 1782, on an annual pension for life; their peculiar sufferings, their singular merits and 

claims to that provision, need only be known, to interest all the feelings of humanity in their 

behalf; nothing but a punctual payment of their annual allowance, can rescue them from the 

most complicated misery, and nothing could be a more melancholy and distressing sight, than 

to behold those who have shed their blood or lost their limbs in the service of their Country, 

without a shelter, without a friend and without the means of obtaining any of the necessaries 

of life or comforts of life compelled to beg their daily bread from door to door! Suffer me to 

recommend those of this description belonging to your State to the warmest patronage of your 

Excellency and your Legislature. 

It is necessary to say but a few words on the third topic which was proposed and which regards 

particularly the defence of the Republic—As there can be little doubt but Congress will 

Recommend a proper Peace Establishment for the United States in which a due attention will 

be paid to the importance of placing the Militia of the Union upon a regular and respectable 

footing—If this should be the case, I would beg leave to urge the great advantage of it in the 

strongest terms—the Militia of this Country must be considerd as the Palladium of our security 

and the first effectual resort, in case of hostility; It is essential therefore, that the same system 

should pervade the whole—that the formation & discipline of the Militia of the Continent 

should be absolutely uniform and the same species of Arms, Accoutrements & Military 

Apparatus should be introduced in every part of the United States. No one, who has not 

learned it from experience, can conceive the difficulty, expence & confusion which result from a 

contrary System, or the vague Arrangements which have hitherto prevailed. 

If in treating of political points, a greater latitude than usual has been taken in the course of this 

address—the importance of the Crisis and the magnitude of the objects in discussion, must be 

my apology—It is, however, neither my wish or expectation, that the preceding observations 



14 
 

should claim any regard, except so far as they shall appear to be dictated by a good intention, 

consonant to the immutable rules of Justice—calculated to produce a liberal system of Policy 

and founded on what ever experience may have been acquired by a long and close Attention to 

public business—Here I might speak with the more confidence, from my actual observations 

and if it would not swell this Letter (already too prolix) beyond the bounds I had prescribed 

myself, I could demonstrate to every mind open to conviction, that in less time & with much 

less expence than has been incurred, the War might have been brought to the same happy, 

conclusion if the resources of the Continent could have been properly drawn forth—that the 

distresses and disappointments, which have very often occurred, have in too many instances 

resulted more from a want of energy in the Continental Government, than a deficiency of 

means in the particular States—That the inefficacy of measures, arising from the want of an 

adequate authority in the supreme Power, from a partial compliance with the requisitions of 

Congress in some of the States and from a failure of punctuality in others, while it tended to 

damp the Zeal of those which where more willing to exert themselves, served also to 

accumulate the expences of the War and to frustrate the best concerted plans; and that the 

discouragement, occasioned by the complicated difficulties & embarrasments in which our 

affairs were by this means involved, would have long ago produced the dissolution of any Army, 

less patient, less virtuous and less persevering than that which I have had the honor to 

Command. But while I mention these things, which are notorious facts, as the defects of our 

Federal Constitution, particularly in the prosecution of a War, I beg it may be understood, that 

as I have ever taken a pleasure in gratefully acknowledging the assistance and support I have 

derived from every class of Citizens, so shall I always be happy to do justice to the unparralled 

exertions of the individual States on many interesting occasions. 

I have thus freely disclosed, what I wished to make known, before I surrendered up my Public 

trust to those who committed it to me—the task is now accomplished—I now bid adieu to your 

Excellency, as the Chief Magistrate of your State at the same time I bid a last farewell to the 

cares of Office and all the employments of public life. 

It remains then to be my final and only request, that your Excellency will communicate these 

sentiments to your legislature at their next meeting and that they may be considered as the 



15 
 

Legacy of one who has ardently wished on all occasions to be usefull to his Country and who 

even in the shade of Retirement will not fail to implore the divine benediction upon it. 

I now make it my earnest prayer, that God would have you and the State over which you 

preside, in his holy protection that he would incline the hearts of the Citizens to cultivate a 

spirit of subordination & obedience to Government, to entertain a brotherly affection and love 

for one another, for their fellow Citizens of the United States at large and particularly for their 

brethren who have served in the field—and finally that he would most graciously be pleas’d to 

dispose us all to do Justice, to love mercy and to demean ourselves, with that Charity, humility 

& pacific temper of mind, which were the Characteristicks of the Divine Author of our blessed 

Religion & without an humble immitation of whose example in these things, we can never hope 

to be a happy Nation. With the greatest regard and esteem, I have the honor to be Sir Your 

Excellency’s Most Obedient and most humble Servant 

Go: Washington 
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First Inaugural Address: Final Version 

George Washington 

April 30, 1789 
 New York, 30 April 1789 

Fellow Citizens of the Senate and of the House of Representatives 

Among the vicissitudes incident to life, no event could have filled me with greater anxieties 

than that of which the notification was transmitted by your order, and received on the 

fourteenth day of the present month. On the one hand, I was summoned by my Country, whose 

voice I can never hear but with veneration and love, from a retreat which I had chosen with the 

fondest predilection, and, in my flattering hopes, with an immutable decision, as the asylum of 

my declining years: a retreat which was rendered every day more necessary as well as more 

dear to me, by the addition of habit to inclination, and of frequent interruptions in my health to 

the gradual waste committed on it by time. On the other hand, the magnitude and difficulty of 

the trust to which the voice of my Country called me, being sufficient to awaken in the wisest 

and most experienced of her citizens, a distrustful scrutiny into his qualifications, could not but 

overwhelm with despondence, one, who, inheriting inferior endowments from nature and 

unpractised in the duties of civil administration, ought to be peculiarly conscious of his own 

deficiencies. In this conflict of emotions, all I dare aver, is, that it has been my faithful study to 

collect my duty from a just appreciation of every circumstance, by which it might be affected. 

All I dare hope, is, that, if in executing this task I have been too much swayed by a grateful 

remembrance of former instances, or by an affectionate sensibility to this transcendent proof, 

of the confidence of my fellow-citizens; and have thence too little consulted my incapacity as 

well as disinclination for the weighty and untried cares before me; my error will be palliated by 

the motives which misled me, and its consequences be judged by my Country, with some share 

of the partiality in which they originated. 

Such being the impressions under which I have, in obedience to the public summons, 

repaired to the present station; it would be peculiarly improper to omit in this first official Act, 

my fervent supplications to that Almighty Being who rules over the Universe, who presides in 

the Councils of Nations, and whose providential aids can supply every human defect, that his 
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benediction may consecrate to the liberties and happiness of the People of the United States, a 

Government instituted by themselves for these essential purposes: and may enable every 

instrument employed in its administration, to execute with success, the functions allotted to his 

charge. In tendering this homage to the Great Author of every public and private good, I assure 

myself that it expresses your sentiments not less than my own; nor those of my fellow-citizens 

at large, less than either: No People can be bound to acknowledge and adore the invisible hand, 

which conducts the Affairs of men more than the People of the United States. Every step, by 

which they have advanced to the character of an independent nation, seems to have been 

distinguished by some token of providential agency. And in the important revolution just 

accomplished in the system of their United Government, the tranquil deliberations, and 

voluntary consent of so many distinct communities, from which the event has resulted, cannot 

be compared with the means by which most Governments have been established, without 

some return of pious gratitude along with an humble anticipation of the future blessings which 

the past seem to presage. These reflections, arising out of the present crisis, have forced 

themselves too strongly on my mind to be suppressed. You will join me I trust in thinking, that 

there are none under the influence of which, the proceedings of a new and free Government 

can more auspiciously commence. 

By the article establishing the Executive Department, it is made the duty of the President 

“to recommend to your consideration, such measures as he shall judge necessary and 

expedient.” The circumstances under which I now meet you, will acquit me from entering into 

that subject, farther than to refer to the Great Constitutional Charter under which you are 

assembled; and which, in defining your powers, designates the objects to which your attention 

is to be given. It will be more consistent with those circumstances, and far more congenial with 

the feelings which actuate me, to substitute, in place of a recommendation of particular 

measures, the tribute that is due to the talents, the rectitude, and the patriotism which adorn 

the characters selected to devise and adopt them. In these honorable qualifications, I behold 

the surest pledges, that as on one side, no local prejudices, or attachments; no seperate views, 

nor party animosities, will misdirect the comprehensive and equal eye which ought to watch 

over this great Assemblage of communities and interests: so, on another, that the foundations 
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of our national policy, will be laid in the pure and immutable principles of private morality; and 

the pre-eminence of free Government, be exemplified by all the attributes which can win the 

affections of its Citizens, and command the respect of the world. I dwell on this prospect with 

every satisfaction which an ardent love for my Country can inspire: since there is no truth more 

thoroughly established, than that there exists in the œconomy and course of nature, an 

indissoluble union between virtue and happiness, between duty and advantage, between the 

genuine maxims of an honest and magnanimous policy, and the solid rewards of public 

prosperity and felicity: Since we ought to be no less persuaded that the propitious smiles of 

Heaven, can never be expected on a nation that disregards the eternal rules of order and right, 

which Heaven itself has ordained: And since the preservation of the sacred fire of liberty, and 

the destiny of the Republican model of Government, are justly considered as deeply, perhaps 

as finally staked, on the experiment entrusted to the hands of the American people. 

Besides the ordinary objects submitted to your care, it will remain with your judgment to 

decide, how far an exercise of the occasional power delegated by the Fifth article of the 

Constitution is rendered expedient at the present juncture by the nature of objections which 

have been urged against the System, or by the degree of inquietude which has given birth to 

them. Instead of undertaking particular recommendations on this subject, in which I could be 

guided by no lights derived from official opportunites, I shall again give way to my entire 

confidence in your discernment and pursuit of the public good: For I assure myself that whilst 

you carefully avoid every alteration which might endanger the benefits of an United and 

effective Government, or which ought to await the future lessons of experience; a reverence 

for the characteristic rights of freemen, and a regard for the public harmony, will sufficiently 

influence your deliberations on the question how far the former can be more impregnably 

fortified, or the latter be safely and advantageously promoted. 

To the preceding observations I have one to add, which will be most properly addressed to 

the House of Representatives. It concerns myself; and will therefore be as brief as possible. 

When I was first honoured with a call into the service of my Country, then on the eve of an 

arduous struggle for its liberties, the light in which I contemplated my duty required that I 

should renounce every pecuniary compensation. From this resolution I have in no instance 
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departed—And being still under the impressions which produced it, I must decline as 

inapplicable to myself, any share in the personal emoluments, which may be indispensably 

included in a permanent provision for the Executive Department; and must accordingly pray 

that the pecuniary estimates for the Station in which I am placed, may, during my continuance 

in it, be limited to such actual expenditures as the public good may be thought to require. 

Having thus imparted to you my sentiments, as they have been awakened by the occasion 

which brings us together, I shall take my present leave; but not without resorting once more to 

the benign Parent of the human race, in humble supplication that since he has been pleased to 

favour the American people, with opportunities for deliberating in perfect tranquility, 

and dispositions for deciding with unparellelled unanimity on a form of Government, for the 

security of their Union, and the advancement of their happiness; so this divine blessing may be 

equally conspicuous in the enlarged views—the temperate consultations, and the wise 

measures on which the success of this Government must depend. 

Go: Washington. 
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From George Washington to the Hebrew Congregation 
 in Newport, Rhode Island 

August 18, 1790 
 Newport, R.I., 18 August 1790 

Gentlemen. 

While I receive, with much satisfaction, your Address1 replete with expressions of affection 

and esteem; I rejoice in the opportunity of assuring you, that I shall always retain a grateful 

remembrance of the cordial welcome I experienced in my visit to Newport,2 from all classes of 

Citizens. 

The reflection on the days of difficulty and danger which are past is rendered the more 

sweet, from a consciousness that they are succeeded by days of uncommon prosperity and 

security. If we have wisdom to make the best use of the advantages with which we are now 

favored, we cannot fail, under the just administration of a good Government, to become a 

great and a happy people. 

The Citizens of the United States of America have a right to applaud themselves for having 

given to mankind examples of an enlarged and liberal policy: a policy worthy of imitation. All 

possess alike liberty of conscience and immunities of citizenship It is now no more that 

toleration is spoken of, as if it was by the indulgence of one class of people, that another 

enjoyed the exercise of their inherent natural rights. For happily the Government of the United 

States, which gives to bigotry no sanction, to persecution no assistance requires only that they 

who live under its protection should demean themselves as good citizens, in giving it on all 

occasions their effectual support. 

It would be inconsistent with the frankness of my character not to avow that I am pleased 

with your favorable opinion of my Administration, and fervent wishes for my felicity. May the 

Children of the Stock of Abraham, who dwell in this land, continue to merit and enjoy the good 

will of the other Inhabitants; while every one shall sit in safety under his own vine and figtree, 

and there shall be none to make him afraid. May the father of all mercies scatter light and not 

darkness in our paths, and make us all in our several vocations useful here, and in his own due 

time and way everlastingly happy.      Go: Washington 

https://founders.archives.gov/documents/Washington/05-06-02-0135#GEWN-05-06-02-0135-fn-0001
https://founders.archives.gov/documents/Washington/05-06-02-0135#GEWN-05-06-02-0135-fn-0002
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Farewell Address 
George Washington 

September 17, 1796 

Friends and Fellow Citizens: 

The period for a new election of a citizen to administer the Executive Government of the United 

States being not far distant, and the time actually arrived when your thoughts must be 

employed in designating the person who is to be clothed with that important trust, it appears 

to me proper, especially as it may conduce to a more distinct expression of the public voice, 

that I should now apprise you of the resolution I have formed to decline being considered 

among the number of those out of whom a choice is to be made. 

I beg you at the same time to do me the justice to be assured that this resolution has not been 

taken without a strict regard to all the considerations appertaining to the relation which binds a 

dutiful citizen to his country; and that in withdrawing the tender of service, which silence in my 

situation might imply, I am influenced by no diminution of zeal for your future interest, no 

deficiency of grateful respect for your past kindness, but am supported by a full conviction that 

the step is compatible with both. 

The acceptance of and continuance hitherto in the office to which your suffrages have twice 

called me have been a uniform sacrifice of inclination to the opinion of duty and to a deference 

for what appeared to be your desire. I constantly hoped that it would have been much earlier in 

my power, consistently with motives which I was not at liberty to disregard, to return to that 

retirement from which I had been reluctantly drawn. The strength of my inclination to do this 

previous to the last election had even led to the preparation of an address to declare it to you; 

but mature reflection on the then perplexed and critical posture of our affairs with foreign 

nations and the unanimous advice of persons entitled to my confidence impelled me to 

abandon the idea. I rejoice that the state of your concerns, external as well as internal, no 

longer renders the pursuit of inclination incompatible with the sentiment of duty or propriety, 
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and am persuaded, whatever partiality may be retained for my services, that in the present 

circumstances of our country you will not disapprove my determination to retire. 

The impressions with which I first undertook the arduous trust were explained on the proper 

occasion. In the discharge of this trust I will only say that I have, with good intentions, 

contributed toward the organization and administration of the Government the best exertions 

of which a very fallible judgment was capable, Not unconscious in the outset of the inferiority 

of my qualifications, experience in my own eyes, perhaps still more in the eyes of others, has 

strengthened the motives to diffidence of myself; and every day the increasing weight of years 

admonishes me more and more that the shade of retirement is as necessary to me as it will be 

welcome. Satisfied that if any circumstances have given peculiar value to my services they were 

temporary, I have the consolation to believe that, while choice and prudence invite me to quit 

the political scene, patriotism does not forbid it. 

In looking forward to the moment which is intended to terminate the career of my political life 

my feelings do not permit me to suspend the deep acknowledgment of that debt of gratitude 

which I owe to my beloved country for the many honors it has conferred upon me; still more 

for the steadfast confidence with which it has supported me, and for the opportunities I have 

thence enjoyed of manifesting my inviolable attachment by services faithful and persevering, 

though in usefulness unequal to my zeal. If benefits have resulted to our country from these 

services, let it always be remembered to your praise and as an instructive example in our annals 

that under circumstances in which the passions, agitated in every direction, were liable to 

mislead; amidst appearances sometimes dubious; vicissitudes of fortune often discouraging; in 

situations in which not unfrequently want of success has countenanced the spirit of criticism, 

the constancy of your support was the essential prop of the efforts and a guaranty of the plans 

by which they were effected. Profoundly penetrated with this idea, I shall carry it with me to 

my grave as a strong incitement to unceasing vows that Heaven may continue to you the 

choicest tokens of its beneficence; that your union and brotherly affection may be perpetual; 

that the free Constitution which is the work of your hands may be sacredly maintained; that its 

administration in every department may be stamped with wisdom and virtue; that, in fine, the 

happiness of the people of these States, under the auspices of liberty, may be made complete 
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by so careful a preservation and so prudent a use of this blessing as will acquire to them the 

glory of recommending it to the applause, the affection, and adoption of every nation which is 

yet a stranger to it. 

Here, perhaps, I ought to stop. But a solicitude for your welfare which can not end but with my 

life, and the apprehension of danger natural to that solicitude, urge me on an occasion like the 

present to offer to your solemn contemplation and to recommend to your frequent review 

some sentiments which are the result of much reflection, of no inconsiderable observation, and 

which appear to me all important to the permanency of your felicity as a people. These will be 

offered to you with the more freedom as you can only see in them the disinterested warnings 

of a parting friend, who can possibly have no personal motive to bias his counsel. Nor can I 

forget as an encouragement to it your indulgent reception of my sentiments on a former and 

not dissimilar occasion. 

Interwoven as is the love of liberty with every ligament of your hearts, no recommendation of 

mine is necessary to fortify or confirm the attachment. 

The unity of government which constitutes you one people is also now dear to you. It is justly 

so, for it is a main pillar in the edifice of your real independence, the support of your tranquillity 

at home, your peace abroad, of your safety, of your prosperity, of that very liberty which you so 

highly prize. But as it is easy to foresee that from different causes and from different quarters 

much pains will be taken, many artifices employed, to weaken in your minds the conviction of 

this truth, as this is the point in your political fortress against which the batteries of internal and 

external enemies will be most constantly and actively (though often covertly and insidiously) 

directed, it is of infinite moment that you should properly estimate the immense value of your 

national union to your collective and individual happiness; that you should cherish a cordial, 

habitual, and immovable attachment to it; accustoming yourselves to think and speak of it as of 

the palladium of your political safety and prosperity; watching for its preservation with jealous 

anxiety; discountenancing whatever may suggest even a suspicion that it can in any event be 

abandoned, and indignantly frowning upon the first dawning of every attempt to alienate any 
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portion of our country from the rest or to enfeeble the sacred ties which now link together the 

various parts. 

For this you have every inducement of sympathy and interest. Citizens by birth or choice of a 

common country, that country has a right to concentrate your affections. The name of 

American, which belongs to you in your national capacity, must always exalt the just pride of 

patriotism more than any appellation derived from local discriminations. With slight shades of 

difference, you have the same religion, manners, habits, and political principles. You have in a 

common cause fought and triumphed together. The independence and liberty you possess are 

the work of joint councils and joint efforts, of common dangers, sufferings, and successes. 

But these considerations, however powerfully they address themselves to your sensibility, are 

greatly outweighed by those which apply more immediately to your interest. Here every 

portion of our country finds the most commanding motives for carefully guarding and 

preserving the union of the whole. 

The North, in an unrestrained intercourse with the South, protected by the equal laws of a 

common government, finds in the productions of the latter great additional resources of 

maritime and commercial enterprise and precious materials of manufacturing industry. 

The South, in the same intercourse, benefiting by the same agency of the North, sees its 

agriculture grow and its commerce expand. Turning partly into its own channels the seamen of 

the North, it finds its particular navigation invigorated; and while it contributes in different ways 

to nourish and increase the general mass of the national navigation, it looks forward to the 

protection of a maritime strength to which itself is unequally adapted. The East, in a like 

intercourse with the West, already finds, and in the progressive improvement of interior 

communications by land and water will more and more find, a valuable vent for the 

commodities which it brings from abroad or manufactures at home. The West derives from 

the East supplies requisite to its growth and comfort, and what is perhaps of still greater 

consequence, it must of necessity owe the secure enjoyment of indispensable outlets for its 

own productions to the weight, influence, and the future maritime strength of the Atlantic side 

of the Union, directed by an indissoluble community of interest as one nation. Any other tenure 
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by which the West can hold this essential advantage, whether derived from its own separate 

strength or from an apostate and unnatural connection with any foreign power, must be 

intrinsically precarious. 

While, then, every part of our country thus feels an immediate and particular interest in union, 

all the parts combined can not fail to find in the united mass of means and efforts greater 

strength, greater resource, proportionably greater security from external danger, a less 

frequent interruption of their peace by foreign nations, and what is of inestimable value, they 

must derive from union an exemption from those broils and wars between themselves which so 

frequently afflict neighboring countries not tied together by the same governments, which their 

own rivalships alone would be sufficient to produce, but which opposite foreign alliances, 

attachments, and intrigues would stimulate and imbitter. Hence, likewise, they will avoid the 

necessity of those overgrown military establishments which, under any form of government, 

are inauspicious to liberty, and which are to be regarded as particularly hostile to republican 

liberty. In this sense it is that your union ought to be considered as a main prop of your liberty, 

and that the love of the one ought to endear to you the preservation of the other. 

These considerations speak a persuasive language to every reflecting and virtuous mind, and 

exhibit the continuance of the union as a primary object of patriotic desire. Is there a doubt 

whether a common government can embrace so large a sphere? Let experience solve it. To 

listen to mere speculation in such a case were criminal. We are authorized to hope that a 

proper organization of the whole, with the auxiliary agency of governments for the respective 

subdivisions, will afford a happy issue to the experiment. It is well worth a fair and full 

experiment. With such powerful and obvious motives to union affecting all parts of our country, 

while experience shall not have demonstrated its impracticability, there will always be reason 

to distrust the patriotism of those who in any quarter may endeavor to weaken its bands. 

In contemplating the causes which may disturb our union it occurs as matter of serious concern 

that any ground should have been furnished for characterizing parties by geographical 

discriminations--Northern and Southern, Atlantic and Western-- whence designing men may 

endeavor to excite a belief that there is a real difference of local interests and views. One of the 
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expedients of party to acquire influence within particular districts is to misrepresent the 

opinions and aims of other districts. You can not shield yourselves too much against the 

jealousies and heartburnings which spring from these misrepresentations; they tend to render 

alien to each other those who ought to be bound together by fraternal affection. The 

inhabitants of our Western country have lately had a useful lesson on this head. They have seen 

in the negotiation by the Executive and in the unanimous ratification by the Senate of the 

treaty with Spain, and in the universal satisfaction at that event throughout the United States, a 

decisive proof how unfounded were the suspicions propagated among them of a policy in the 

General Government and in the Atlantic States unfriendly to their interests in regard to the 

Mississippi. They have been witnesses to the formation of two treaties that with Great Britain 

and that with Spain--which secure to them everything they could desire in respect to our 

foreign relations toward confirming their prosperity. Will it not be their wisdom to rely for the 

preservation of these advantages on the union by which they were procured? Will they not 

henceforth be deaf to those advisers, if such there are, who would sever them from their 

brethren and connect them with aliens? 

To the efficacy and permanency of your union a government for the whole is indispensable. No 

alliances, however strict, between the parts can be an adequate substitute. They must 

inevitably experience the infractions and interruptions which all alliances in all times have 

experienced. Sensible of this momentous truth, you have improved upon your first essay by the 

adoption of a Constitution of Government better calculated than your former for an intimate 

union and for the efficacious management of your common concerns. This Government, the 

offspring of our own choice, uninfluenced and unawed, adopted upon full investigation and 

mature deliberation, completely free in its principles, in the distribution of its powers, uniting 

security with energy, and containing within itself a provision for its own amendment, has a just 

claim to your confidence and your support. Respect for its authority, compliance with its laws, 

acquiescence in its measures, are duties enjoined by the fundamental maxims of true liberty. 

The basis of our political systems is the right of the people to make and to alter their 

constitutions of government. But the constitution which at any time exists till changed by an 

explicit and authentic act of the whole people is sacredly obligatory upon all. The very idea of 
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the power and the right of the people to establish government presupposes the duty of every 

individual to obey the established government. 

All obstructions to the execution of the laws, all combinations and associations, under whatever 

plausible character, with the real design to direct, control, counteract, or awe the regular 

deliberation and action of the constituted authorities, are destructive of this fundamental 

principle and of fatal tendency. They serve to organize faction; to give it an artificial and 

extraordinary force; to put in the place of the delegated will of the nation the will of a party, 

often a small but artful and enterprising minority of the community, and, according to the 

alternate triumphs of different parties, to make the public administration the mirror of the ill-

concerted and incongruous projects of faction rather than the organ of consistent and 

wholesome plans, digested by common counsels and modified by mutual interests. 

However combinations or associations of the above description may now and then answer 

popular ends, they are likely in the course of time and things to become potent engines by 

which cunning, ambitious, and unprincipled men will be enabled to subvert the power of the 

people, and to usurp for themselves the reins of government, destroying afterwards the very 

engines which have lifted them to unjust dominion. 

Toward the preservation of your Government and the permanency of your present happy state, 

it is requisite not only that you steadily discountenance irregular oppositions to its 

acknowledged authority, but also that you resist with care the spirit of innovation upon its 

principles, however specious the pretexts. One method of assault may be to effect in the forms 

of the Constitution alterations which will impair the energy of the system, and thus to 

undermine what can not be directly overthrown. In all the changes to which you may be invited 

remember that time and habit are at least as necessary to fix the true character of governments 

as of other human institutions; that experience is the surest standard by which to test the real 

tendency of the existing constitution of a country; that facility in changes upon the credit of 

mere hypothesis and opinion exposes to perpetual change, from the endless variety of 

hypothesis and opinion; and remember especially that for the efficient management of your 

common interests in a country so extensive as ours a government of as much vigor as is 
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consistent with the perfect security of liberty is indispensable. Liberty itself will find in such a 

government, with powers properly distributed and adjusted, its surest guardian. It is, indeed, 

little else than a name where the government is too feeble to withstand the enterprises of 

faction, to confine each member of the society within the limits prescribed by the laws, and to 

maintain all in the secure and tranquil enjoyment of the rights of person and property. 

I have already intimated to you the danger of parties in the State, with particular reference to 

the founding of them on geographical discriminations. Let me now take a more comprehensive 

view, and warn you in the most solemn manner against the baneful effects of the spirit of party 

generally. 

This spirit, unfortunately, is inseparable from our nature, having its root in the strongest 

passions of the human mind. It exists under different shapes in all governments, more or less 

stifled, controlled, or repressed; but in those of the popular form it is seen in its greatest 

rankness and is truly their worst enemy. 

The alternate domination of one faction over another, sharpened by the spirit of revenge 

natural to party dissension, which in different ages and countries has perpetrated the most 

horrid enormities, is itself a frightful despotism. But this leads at length to a more formal and 

permanent despotism. The disorders and miseries which result gradually incline the minds of 

men to seek security and repose in the absolute power of an individual, and sooner or later the 

chief of some prevailing faction, more able or more fortunate than his competitors, turns this 

disposition to the purposes of his own elevation on the ruins of public liberty. 

Without looking forward to an extremity of this kind (which nevertheless ought not to be 

entirely out of sight), the common and continual mischiefs of the spirit of party are sufficient to 

make it the interest and duty of a wise people to discourage and restrain it. 

It serves always to distract the public councils and enfeeble the public administration. It 

agitates the community with ill-founded jealousies and false alarms; kindles the animosity of 

one part against another; foments occasionally riot and insurrection. It opens the door to 

foreign influence and corruption, which find a facilitated access to the government itself 
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through the channels of party passion. Thus the policy and the will of one country are subjected 

to the policy and will of another. 

There is an opinion that parties in free countries are useful checks upon the administration of 

the government, and serve to keep alive the spirit of liberty. This within certain limits is 

probably true; and in governments of a monarchical cast patriotism may look with indulgence, 

if not with favor, upon the spirit of party. But in those of the popular character, in governments 

purely elective, it is a spirit not to be encouraged. From their natural tendency it is certain there 

will always be enough of that spirit for every salutary purpose; and there being constant danger 

of excess, the effort ought to be by force of public opinion to mitigate and assuage it. A fire not 

to be quenched, it demands a uniform vigilance to prevent its bursting into a flame, lest, 

instead of warming, it should consume. 

It is important, likewise, that the habits of thinking in a free country should inspire caution in 

those intrusted with its administration to confine themselves within their respective 

constitutional spheres, avoiding in the exercise of the powers of one department to encroach 

upon another. The spirit of encroachment tends to consolidate the powers of all the 

departments in one, and thus to create, whatever the form of government, a real despotism. A 

just estimate of that love of power and proneness to abuse it which predominates in the 

human heart is sufficient to satisfy us of the truth of this position. The necessity of reciprocal 

checks in the exercise of political power, by dividing and distributing it into different 

depositories, and constituting each the guardian of the public weal against invasions by the 

others, has been evinced by experiments ancient and modern, some of them in our country and 

under our own eyes. To preserve them must be as necessary as to institute them. If in the 

opinion of the people the distribution or modification of the constitutional powers be in any 

particular wrong, let it be corrected by an amendment in the way which the Constitution 

designates. But let there be no change by usurpation; for though this in one instance may be 

the instrument of good, it is the customary weapon by which free governments are destroyed. 

The precedent must always greatly overbalance in permanent evil any partial or transient 

benefit which the use can at any time yield. 



31 
 

Of all the dispositions and habits which lead to political prosperity, religion and morality are 

indispensable supports. In vain would that man claim the tribute of patriotism who should labor 

to subvert these great pillars of human happiness--these firmest props of the duties of men and 

citizens. The mere politician, equally with the pious man, ought to respect and to cherish them. 

A volume could not trace all their connections with private and public felicity. Let it simply be 

asked, Where is the security for property, for reputation, for life, if the sense of religious 

obligation desert the oaths which are the instruments of investigation in courts of justice? And 

let us with caution indulge the supposition that morality can be maintained without religion. 

Whatever may be conceded to the influence of refined education on minds of peculiar 

structure, reason and experience both forbid us to expect that national morality can prevail in 

exclusion of religious principle. 

It is substantially true that virtue or morality is a necessary spring of popular government. The 

rule indeed extends with more or less force to every species of free government. Who that is a 

sincere friend to it can look with indifference upon attempts to shake the foundation of the 

fabric? Promote, then, as an object of primary importance, institutions 'for the general diffusion 

of knowledge. In proportion as the structure of a government gives force to public opinion, it is 

essential that public opinion should be enlightened. 

As a very important source of strength and security, cherish public credit. One method of 

preserving it is to use it as sparingly as possible, avoiding occasions of expense by cultivating 

peace, but remembering also that timely disbursements to prepare for danger frequently 

prevent much greater disbursements to repel it; avoiding likewise the accumulation of debt, 

not only by shunning occasions of expense, but by vigorous exertions in time of peace to 

discharge the debts which unavoidable wars have occasioned, not ungenerously throwing upon 

posterity the burthen which we ourselves ought to bear. The execution of these maxims 

belongs to your representatives; but it is necessary that public opinion should cooperate. To 

facilitate to them the performance of their duty it is essential that you should practically bear in 

mind that toward the payment of debts there must be revenue; that to have revenue there 

must be taxes; that no taxes can be devised which are not more or less inconvenient and 

unpleasant; that thee intrinsic embarrassment inseparable from the selection of the proper 
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objects (which is always a choice of difficulties), ought to be a decisive motive for a candid 

construction of the conduct of the Government in making it, and for a spirit of acquiescence in 

the measures for obtaining revenue which the public exigencies may at any time dictate. 

Observe good faith and justice toward all nations. Cultivate peace and harmony with all. 

Religion and morality enjoin this conduct. And can it be that good policy does not equally enjoin 

it? It will be worthy of a free, enlightened, and at no distant period a great nation to give to 

mankind the magnanimous and too novel example of a people always guided by an exalted 

justice and benevolence. Who can doubt that in the course of time and things the fruits of such 

a plan would richly repay any temporary advantages which might be lost by a steady adherence 

to it? Can it be that Providence has not connected the permanent felicity of a nation with its 

virtue? The experiment, at least, is recommended by every sentiment which ennobles human 

nature. Alas! is it rendered impossible by its vices? 

In the execution of such a plan nothing is more essential than that permanent, inveterate 

antipathies against particular nations and passionate attachments for others should be 

excluded, and that in place of them just and amicable feelings toward all should be cultivated. 

The nation which indulges toward another an habitual hatred or an habitual fondness is in 

some degree a slave. It is a slave to its animosity or to its affection, either of which is sufficient 

to lead it astray from its duty and its interest. Antipathy in one nation against another disposes 

each more readily to offer insult and injury, to lay hold of slight causes of umbrage, and to be 

haughty and intractable when accidental or trifling occasions of dispute occur. 

Hence frequent collisions, obstinate, envenomed, and bloody contests. The nation prompted by 

ill will and resentment sometimes impels to war the government contrary to the best 

calculations of policy. The government sometimes participates in the national propensity, and 

adopts through passion what reason would reject. At other times it makes the animosity of the 

nation subservient to projects of hostility, instigated by pride, ambition, and other sinister and 

pernicious motives. The peace often, sometimes perhaps the liberty, of nations has been the 

victim. 
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So, likewise, a passionate attachment of one nation for another produces a variety of evils. 

Sympathy for the favorite nation, facilitating the illusion of an imaginary common interest in 

cases where no real common interest exists, and infusing into one the enmities of the other, 

betrays the former into a participation in the quarrels and wars of the latter without adequate 

inducement or justification. It leads also to concessions to the favorite nation of privileges 

denied to others, which is apt doubly to injure the nation making the concessions by 

unnecessarily parting with what ought to have been retained, and by exciting jealousy, ill will, 

and a disposition to retaliate in the parties from whom equal privileges are withheld; and it 

gives to ambitious, corrupted, or deluded citizens (who devote themselves to the favorite 

nation) facility to betray or sacrifice the interests of their own country without odium, 

sometimes even with popularity, gilding with the appearances of a virtuous sense of obligation, 

a commendable deference for public opinion, or a laudable zeal for public good the base or 

foolish compliances of ambition, corruption, or infatuation. 

As avenues to foreign influence in innumerable ways, such attachments are particularly 

alarming to the truly enlightened and independent patriot. How many opportunities do they 

afford to tamper with domestic factions, to practice the arts of seduction, to mislead public 

opinion, to influence or awe the public councils! Such an attachment of a small or weak toward 

a great and powerful nation dooms the former to be the satellite of the latter. Against the 

insidious wiles of foreign influence ( I conjure you to believe me, fellow-citizens) the jealousy of 

a free people ought to be constantly awake, since history and experience prove that foreign 

influence is one of the most baneful foes of republican government. But that jealousy, to be 

useful, must be impartial, else it becomes the instrument of the very influence to be avoided, 

instead of a defense against it. Excessive partiality for one foreign nation and excessive dislike 

of another cause those whom they actuate to see danger only on one side, and serve to veil 

and even second the arts of influence on the other. Real patriots who may resist the intrigues of 

the favorite are liable to become suspected and odious, while its tools and dupes usurp the 

applause and confidence of the people to surrender their interests. 
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The great rule of conduct for us in regard to foreign nations is, in extending our commercial 

relations to have with them as little political connection as possible. So far as we have already 

formed engagements let them be fulfilled with perfect good faith. Here let us stop. 

Europe has a set of primary interests which to us have none or a very remote relation. Hence 

she must be engaged in frequent controversies, the causes of which are essentially foreign to 

our concerns. Hence, therefore, it must be unwise in us to implicate ourselves by artificial ties 

in the ordinary vicissitudes of her politics or the ordinary combinations and collisions of her 

friendships or enmities. 

Our detached and distant situation invites and enables us to pursue a different course. If we 

remain one people, under an efficient government, the period is not far off when we may defy 

material injury from external annoyance; when we may take such an attitude as will cause the 

neutrality we may at any time resolve upon to be scrupulously respected; when belligerent 

nations, under the impossibility of making acquisitions upon us, will not lightly hazard the giving 

us provocation; when we may choose peace or war, as our interest, guided by justice, shall 

counsel. 

Why forego the advantages of so peculiar a situation? Why quit our own to stand upon foreign 

ground? Why, by interweaving our destiny with that of any part of Europe, entangle our peace 

and prosperity in the toils of European ambition, rivalship, interest, humor, or caprice? 

It is our true policy to steer clear of permanent alliances with any portion of the foreign world, 

so far, I mean, as we are now at liberty to do it; for let me not be understood as capable of 

patronizing infidelity to existing engagements. I hold the maxim no less applicable to public 

than to private affairs that honesty is always the best policy. I repeat, therefore, let those 

engagements be observed in their genuine sense. But in my opinion it is unnecessary and would 

be unwise to extend them. 

Taking care always to keep ourselves by suitable establishments on a respectable defensive 

posture, we may safely trust to temporary alliances for extraordinary emergencies. 
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Harmony, liberal intercourse with all nations are recommended by policy, humanity, and 

interest. But even our commercial policy should hold an equal and impartial hand, neither 

seeking nor granting exclusive favors or preferences; consulting the natural course of things; 

diffusing and diversifying by gentle means the streams of commerce, but forcing nothing; 

establishing with powers so disposed, in order to give trade a stable course, to define the rights 

of our merchants, and to enable the Government to support them, conventional rules of 

intercourse, the best that present circumstances and mutual opinion will permit, but temporary 

and liable to be from time to time abandoned or varied as experience and circumstances shall 

dictate; constantly keeping in view that it is folly in one nation to look for disinterested favors 

from another; that it must pay with a portion of its independence for whatever it may accept 

under that character; that by such acceptance it may place itself in the condition of having 

given equivalents for nominal favors, and yet of being reproached with ingratitude for not 

giving more. There can be no greater error than to expect or calculate upon real favors from 

nation to nation. It is an illusion which experience must cure, which a just pride ought to 

discard. 

In offering to you, my countrymen, these counsels of an old and affectionate friend I dare not 

hope they will make the strong and lasting impression I could wish--that they will control the 

usual current of the passions or prevent our nation from running the course which has hitherto 

marked the destiny of nations. But if I may even flatter myself that they may be productive of 

some partial benefit, some occasional good--that they may now and then recur to moderate 

the fury of party spirit, to warn against the mischiefs of foreign intrigue, to guard against the 

impostures of pretended patriotism-- this hope will be a full recompense for the solicitude for 

your welfare by which they have been dictated. 

How far in the discharge of my official duties I have been guided by the principles which have 

been delineated the public records and other evidences of my conduct must witness to you and 

to the world. To myself, the assurance of my own conscience is that I have at least believed 

myself to be guided by them. 
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In relation to the still subsisting war in Europe my proclamation of the 22d of April, 1793, is the 

index to my plan. Sanctioned by your approving voice and by that of your representatives in 

both Houses of Congress, the spirit of that measure has continually governed me, uninfluenced 

by any attempts to deter or divert me from it. 

After deliberate examination, with the aid of the best lights I could obtain, I was well satisfied 

that our country, under all the circumstances of the case, had a right to take, and was bound in 

duty and interest to take, a neutral position. Having taken it, I determined as far as should 

depend upon me to maintain it with moderation, perseverance, and firmness. 

The considerations which respect the right to hold this conduct it is not necessary on this 

occasion to detail. I will only observe that, according to my understanding of the matter, that 

right, so far from being denied by any of the belligerent powers, has been virtually admitted by 

all. 

The duty of holding a neutral conduct may be inferred, without anything more, from the 

obligation which justice and humanity impose on every nation, in cases in which it is free to act, 

to maintain inviolate the relations of peace and amity toward other nations. 

The inducements of interest for observing that conduct will best be referred to your own 

reflections and experience. With me a predominant motive has been to endeavor to gain time 

to our country to settle and mature its yet recent institutions, and to progress without 

interruption to that degree of strength and consistency which is necessary to give it, humanly 

speaking, the command of its own fortunes. 

Though in reviewing the incidents of my Administration I am unconscious of intentional error, I 

am nevertheless too sensible of my defects not to think it probable that I may have committed 

many errors. Whatever they may be, I fervently beseech the Almighty to avert or mitigate the 

evils to which they may tend. I shall also carry with me the hope that my country will never 

cease to view them with indulgence, and that, after forty-five years of my life dedicated to its 

service with an upright zeal, the faults of incompetent abilities will be consigned to oblivion, as 

myself must soon be to the mansions of rest. 
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Relying on its kindness in this as in other things, and actuated by that fervent love toward it 

which is so natural to a man who views in it the native soil of himself and his progenitors for 

several generations, I anticipate with pleasing expectation that retreat in which I promise 

myself to realize without alloy the sweet enjoyment of partaking in the midst of my fellow-

citizens the benign influence of good laws under a free government--the ever-favorite object of 

my heart, and the happy reward, as I trust, of our mutual cares, labors, and dangers. 

GO. WASHINGTON. 
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 On September 3, 1838, the most famous slave in American history began his escape to 

freedom. Dressed as a free black sailor and equipped with forged identification papers, 

Frederick Douglass fled Maryland. Remarkably, this fugitive carried with him a book, which was 

perhaps his sole possession: The Columbian Orator. In his three autobiographies, written over 

the five decades of a very public life, Douglass consistently paid tribute to The Columbian 

Orator. He describes the book as an intellectual turning point that liberated him from the 

mental shackles of slavery. Indeed, the connection 53 2 between slavery of the mind and 

slavery of the body is a recurrent theme in Douglass’s political thought. In his autobiographical 

Narrative (1845), he explains: I have found that, to make a contented slave, it is necessary to 

make a thoughtless one. It is necessary to darken his moral and mental vision, and, as far as 

possible, to annihilate the power of reason. He must be able to detect no inconsistencies in 

slavery; he must be made to feel that slavery is right; and he can be brought to that only when 

he ceases to be a man. Thus, reading and education were the first steps in his journey to 

freedom. Considered a quick learner by his Baltimore owner Lucrezia Auld, who taught him his 

ABCs, the lessons abruptly stopped when Thomas Auld discovered that his wife was teaching 

their slave, something strictly prohibited at the time. But Douglass developed creative 

stratagems to learn to read and write, including trading bread to “poor white boys” in exchange 

for lessons. His remarkable account of his early self-education in these autobiographies includes 

a touching report of his companions’ universal sympathy to his plight as a slave. He states that 

he did not “remember to have met with a boy…who defended the slave system; but I have 

often had boys to console me, with the hope that something would yet occur, by which I might 

be made free. Over and over again, they have told me, that they believed I had as good a right 

to be free as they had….” Contrary to our current obsession with racial consciousness, he never 

considered that these young boys, being white, cannot understand him, nor does he doubt 

their sincerity. After hearing some “little boys,” perhaps some of the “hungry little urchins” who 
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taught him to read, reciting pieces from The Columbian Orator, Douglass purchased a copy of 

the book for fifty hard-earned cents. He studied it closely. He was most moved by a fictional 

dialogue in the book between a master and slave who had been recaptured after three 

attempted escapes. The master upbraids him for ingratitude, claiming that he had generously 

provided all of life’s necessities. The slave is then allowed to speak freely in response, and 

effectively refutes all of the master’s arguments. In his second autobiography, My Bondage, My 

Freedom, Douglass observed that, “The master was vanquished at every turn in the argument; 

and seeing himself to be thus vanquished, he generously and meekly emancipates the slave, 

with his best wishes for his prosperity.” Recalling his first foiled escape attempt, Douglass again 

mentioned the inspiration of The Columbian Orator: “That…gem of a book….with its eloquent 

orations and spicy dialogues, denouncing oppression and slavery—telling of what had been 

dared, done and suffered by men, to obtain the inestimable boon of liberty—was still fresh in 

my memory.” The Columbian Orator was a collection of political writings, published in 1797, 

and edited by Caleb Bingham, a devout Congregationalist, New England educational reformer, 

and valedictorian at Dartmouth. Politically, Bingham was a Jeffersonian in a Federalist region. 

As clearly reflected in his book, he shared his party’s enthusiasm for the French Revolution and 

the universal rights of man. He displayed a life-long sympathy to Native Americans and opened 

the first private school for women in Boston. In its time, The Columbian Orator was so popular 

that it went through 23 editions. Consisting of 84 short selections of inspiring political speeches, 

poems, and dialogues, it included such diverse authors as Socrates, Philo, John Milton, Cicero, 

Benjamin Franklin, and George Washington. Though supportive of the ideals of the French 

Revolution, it also included British statesmen who were sympathetic to the colonies and the 54 

3 cause of human rights, some of whom made a lasting impression on Douglass. Its pedagogical 

intent was to prepare the youth of the revolutionary generation for the responsibilities of 

republican citizenship. In so doing, it united a concern for both elocution style and moral 

substance. Its ethical, religious, and political teachings drew upon four great traditions that 

Bingham believed had shaped the American mind: Enlightenment rationalism, Greco-Roman 

republicanism, British constitutionalism, and protestant Christianity. The historian David Blight, 

who was recently awarded a Pulitzer Prize for his outstanding biography of Frederick Douglass, 
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sums up the legacy of The Columbian Orator as “more than a collection of stiff Christian 

moralisms for America’s youth. It was the creation of a school reformer of decidedly antislavery 

sympathies, a man determined to democratize education and instill in America’s youth the 

immediate heritage of the American Revolution the habits and structures of republicanism.” 

And historian John Stauffer notes in his book Giants—The Parallel Lives of Frederick Douglass 

and Abraham Lincoln that it “was one of two books that started Douglass on his journey to 

eloquence and freedom…. The other book was the King James Bible.” Given its antislavery 

message, The Columbian Orator was placed on a blacklist of abolitionist works and banned by 

prominent southern newspapers during the sectional crisis of the 1850s. What The Columbian 

Orator reminds us, and what Douglass himself passionately argued over a lifetime of advocacy, 

is that the United States was a nation with a complex history, that it was based on great ideals 

that it had failed to live up to. This is quite the opposite of the view presented in New York 

Times’ 1619 Project, the stated goal of which is “to reframe American history, making explicit 

how slavery is the foundation on which this country is built.” According to the Times, such 

reframing is necessary since slavery “grew nearly everything that has truly made America 

exceptional.” The very title of the project comes from the Times’ extraordinary claim that 

1619—the date that the first Africans were brought to Virginia—should replace 1776 as the 

symbolic birth of the American experiment. Emblazoned in bold print on the first page of the 

lead article is the cynical declaration that, “Our founding ideals of liberty and equality were 

false when they were written.” This brash assertion confuses the important distinction between 

principle and practice made by Douglass and many of the Founders themselves. On the 

contrary, as confirmed by The Columbian Orator and Douglass’s own testimony, there were 

significant antislavery voices in America who hoped to close the gap between the ideal of 

equality and the reality of slavery. The struggle for equality would nonetheless continue, 

leading ultimately to the Civil War and the cost of over 700,000 American lives. As Andrew 

Sullivan has aptly noted, the Times has exchanged news reporting for political activism. Its 

message is that the stated ideals of the United States were never sincere, but were just a cover 

for racism—and that such structural racism and insincerity continues today. To propagate its 

message, the Times offers resources, websites, and links for teachers to re-educate 
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impressionable students about a Manichean racial struggle that has no foreseeable end. In this 

narrative, all whites were oppressors or complicit in oppression and the stated principles of the 

Revolution were a mask to conceal the operations of naked power. 55 4 This re-framing of 

American history by the 1619 Project is not entirely new. Ironically, the Times is uncritically 

repeating Chief Justice Roger B. Taney’s opinion in the infamous case of Dred Scott v. Sandford, 

1857. Surveying the American Founding, Taney similarly concluded that blacks “had no rights 

which the white man was bound to respect, and that the negro might justly and lawfully be 

reduced to slavery for his benefit.” Taney’s pro-slavery narrative, repudiated by Douglass, 

Abraham Lincoln, and the Republican Party at the time, often reads like contemporary critical 

race theory: “This opinion was at that time fixed and universal in the civilized portion of the 

white race. It was regarded as an axiom in morals treated as well as in politics which no one 

thought of disputing or supposed to be open to dispute, and men in every grade and position in 

society daily and habitually acted… without doubting for a moment the correctness of this 

opinion.” But as the popularity of The Columbian Orator and as Douglass’s experience both 

make clear, Taney was not reporting “fixed and universal” opinions. For Douglass, the struggle 

for equality and human rights transcended racial lines. Given his view of our common 

humanity, he extolled the speeches of British and Irish statesmen found in The Columbian 

Orator for helping to articulate and support the cause of liberty. In particular, he lauded the 

efforts for Irish emancipation, because they contained “a bold and powerful denunciation of 

oppression, and a most brilliant vindication of the rights of man.” These speeches, he confesses, 

were “choice documents to me. I read them over and over again with unabated interest. They 

gave tongue to interesting thoughts of my own soul, which had frequently flashed through my 

mind, and died away for want of utterance.” Douglass has no notion like the contemporary one 

of “whiteness,” which reduces all thinking to racial struggle. Nor does he worry about “cultural 

appropriation” in his appeal to western ideals. On the contrary, he considered the British and 

Irish statesmen as fellow travelers in the cause of universal human rights. Appealing to our 

common humanity rather than particular racial consciousness, he confessed: “The moral which 

I gained from the dialogue was the power of truth over the conscience of even a slaveholder. 

What I got from Sheridan was a bold denunciation of slavery and a powerful vindication of 
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human rights.” While prophetically rebuking America for its hypocrisy in failing to live up to its 

stated ideals, the mature Frederick Douglass nonetheless struggled mightily to distinguish 

between principle and practice in American politics. Repudiating the proslavery re-

interpretation of the Constitution advanced by Taney and southern Fire-Eaters, on March 26, 

1860 he stated: [T]he constitutionality of slavery can be made out only by disregarding the plain 

and common sense reading of the Constitution itself; by discrediting and casting away as 

worthless the most beneficent rules of legal interpretation; by ruling the Negro outside of these 

beneficent rules; by claiming everything for slavery; by denying everything for freedom; by 

assuming that the Constitution does not mean what it says, and that it says what it does not 

mean; [and] by disregarding the written Constitution. It is in this mean, contemptible, and 

underhanded method that the American Constitution is pressed into the service of slavery. 

Although the 1619 Project may contribute to our understanding of slavery and the 

AfricanAmerican experience, its major premise that our founding ideals were insincere, and 

that slavery 56 5 was the foundation and motivation for our regime, ignores antislavery voices 

of the Founding era in works like The Columbian Orator that Douglass affirmed so eloquently in 

his biographies. As fate would have it, a young Abraham Lincoln was reading the Columbian 

Orator around the same time as Frederick Douglass. The two would famously meet on three 

different occasions during the Civil War. For both, that treasured book would express the 

principles they carried with them throughout their lives. Although Lincoln and Douglass differed 

over how best to achieve black freedom, they shared a common antislavery vision of the 

American idea that was clearly reflected in Bingham’s now forgotten book. This vision of 

universal human rights based on our common humanity was the common ground shared by 

these two antislavery giants in American history, and it is the common ground now renounced 

by the 1619 Project. 
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NARRATIVE OF THE LIFE OF FREDERICK DOUGLASS 

Frederick Douglass 

1845 

 

CHAPTER I. 

 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 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. My mother was named Harriet Bailey. She 

was the daughter of Isaac and Betsey Bailey, both colored, and quite dark. My mother was of a 

darker complexion than either my grandmother or grandfather. My father was a white man. He 

was admitted to be such by all I ever heard speak of my parentage. The opinion was also 

whispered that my master was my father; but of the correctness of this opinion, I know 

nothing; the means of knowing was withheld from me. My mother and I were separated when I 

was but an infant—before I knew her as my mother. It is a common custom, in the part of 

Maryland from which I ran away, to part children from their mothers at a very early age. 

Frequently, before the child has reached its twelfth month, its mother is taken from it, and 

hired out on some farm a considerable distance off, and the child is placed under the care of an 
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old woman, too old for field labor. For what this separation is done, I do not know, unless it be 

to hinder the development of the child’s affection toward its mother, and to blunt and destroy 

the natural affection of the mother for the child. This is the inevitable result. I never saw my 

mother, to know her as such, more than four or five times in my life; and each of these times 

was very short in duration, and at night. She was hired by a Mr. Stewart, who lived about 

twelve miles from my home. She made her journeys to see me in the night, travelling the whole 

distance on foot, after the performance of her day’s work. She was a field hand, and a whipping 

is the penalty of not being in the field at sunrise, unless a slave has special permission from his 

or her master to the contrary—a permission which they seldom get, and one that gives to him 

that gives it the proud name of being a kind master. I do not recollect ever seeing my mother by 

the light of day. She was with me in the night. She would lie down with me, and get me to 

sleep, but long before I waked she was gone. Very little communication ever took place 

between us. Death soon ended what little we could have while she lived, and with it her 

hardships and suffering. She died when I was about seven years old, on one of my master’s 

farms, near Lee’s Mill. I was not allowed to be present during her illness, at her death, or burial. 

She was gone long before I knew any thing about it. Never having enjoyed, to any considerable 

extent, her soothing presence, her tender and watchful care, I received the tidings of her death 

with much the same emotions I should have probably felt at the death of a stranger. Called thus 

suddenly away, she left me without the slightest intimation of who my father was. The whisper 

that my master was my father, may or may not be true; and, true or false, it is of but little 

consequence to my purpose whilst the fact remains, in all its glaring odiousness, that 

slaveholders have ordained, and by law established, that the children of slave women shall in all 

cases follow the condition of their mothers; and this is done too obviously to administer to their 

own lusts, and make a gratification of their wicked desires profitable as well as pleasurable; for 

by this cunning arrangement, the slaveholder, in cases not a few, sustains to his slaves the 

double relation of master and father. I know of such cases; and it is worthy of remark that such 

slaves invariably suffer greater hardships, and have more to contend with, than others. They 

are, in the first place, a constant offence to their mistress. She is ever disposed to find fault with 

them; they can seldom do any thing to please her; she is never better pleased than when she 
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sees them under the lash, especially when she suspects her husband of showing to his mulatto 

children favors which he withholds from his black slaves. The master is frequently compelled to 

sell this class of his slaves, out of deference to the feelings of his white wife; and, cruel as the 

deed may strike any one to be, for a man to sell his own children to human flesh-mongers, it is 

often the dictate of humanity for him to do so; for, unless he does this, he must not only whip 

them himself, but must stand by and see one white son tie up his brother, of but few shades 

darker complexion than himself, and ply the gory lash to his naked back; and if he lisp one word 

of disapproval, it is set down to his parental partiality, and only makes a bad matter worse, both 

for himself and the slave whom he would protect and defend. Every year brings with it 

multitudes of this class of slaves. It was doubtless in consequence of a knowledge of this fact, 

that one great statesman of the south predicted the downfall of slavery by the inevitable laws 

of population. Whether this prophecy is ever fulfilled or not, it is nevertheless plain that a very 

different-looking class of people are springing up at the south, and are now held in slavery, 

from those originally brought to this country from Africa; and if their increase will do no other 

good, it will do away the force of the argument, that God cursed Ham, and therefore American 

slavery is right. If the lineal descendants of Ham are alone to be scripturally enslaved, it is 

certain that slavery at the south must soon become unscriptural; for thousands are ushered 

into the world, annually, who, like myself, owe their existence to white fathers, and those 

fathers most frequently their own masters. I have had two masters. My first master’s name was 

Anthony. I do not remember his first name. He was generally called Captain Anthony—a title 

which, I presume, he acquired by sailing a craft on the Chesapeake Bay. He was not considered 

a rich slaveholder. He owned two or three farms, and about thirty slaves. His farms and slaves 

were under the care of an overseer. The overseer’s name was Plummer. Mr. Plummer was a 

miserable drunkard, a profane swearer, and a savage monster. He always went armed with a 

cowskin and a heavy cudgel. I have known him to cut and slash the women’s heads so horribly, 

that even master would be enraged at his cruelty, and would threaten to whip him if he did not 

mind himself. Master, however, was not a humane slaveholder. It required extraordinary 

barbarity on the part of an overseer to affect him. He was a cruel man, hardened by a long life 

of slaveholding. He would at times seem to take great pleasure in whipping a slave. I have often 
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been awakened at the dawn of day by the most heart-rending shrieks of an own aunt of mine, 

whom he used to tie up to a joist, and whip upon her naked back till she was literally covered 

with blood. No words, no tears, no prayers, from his gory victim, seemed to move his iron heart 

from its bloody purpose. The louder she screamed, the harder he whipped; and where the 

blood ran fastest, there he whipped longest. He would whip her to make her scream, and whip 

her to make her hush; and not until overcome by fatigue, would he cease to swing the blood-

clotted cowskin. I remember the first time I ever witnessed this horrible exhibition. I was quite 

a child, but I well remember it. I never shall forget it whilst I remember any thing. It was the 

first of a long series of such outrages, of which I was doomed to be a witness and a participant. 

It struck me with awful force. It was the blood-stained gate, the entrance to the hell of slavery, 

through which I was about to pass. It was a most terrible spectacle. I wish I could commit to 

paper the feelings with which I beheld it. This occurrence took place very soon after I went to 

live with my old master, and under the following circumstances. Aunt Hester went out one 

night,—where or for what I do not know,—and happened to be absent when my master 

desired her presence. He had ordered her not to go out evenings, and warned her that she 

must never let him catch her in company with a young man, who was paying attention to her 

belonging to Colonel Lloyd. The young man’s name was Ned Roberts, generally called Lloyd’s 

Ned. Why master was so careful of her, may be safely left to conjecture. She was a woman of 

noble form, and of graceful proportions, having very few equals, and fewer superiors, in 

personal appearance, among the colored or white women of our neighborhood. Aunt Hester 

had not only disobeyed his orders in going out, but had been found in company with Lloyd’s 

Ned; which circumstance, I found, from what he said while whipping her, was the chief offence. 

Had he been a man of pure morals himself, he might have been thought interested in 

protecting the innocence of my aunt; but those who knew him will not suspect him of any such 

virtue. Before he commenced whipping Aunt Hester, he took her into the kitchen, and stripped 

her from neck to waist, leaving her neck, shoulders, and back, entirely naked. He then told her 

to cross her hands, calling her at the same time a d——d b——h. After crossing her hands, he 

tied them with a strong rope, and led her to a stool under a large hook in the joist, put in for the 

purpose. He made her get upon the stool, and tied her hands to the hook. She now stood fair 
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for his infernal purpose. Her arms were stretched up at their full length, so that she stood upon 

the ends of her toes. He then said to her, “Now, you d——d b——h, I’ll learn you how to 

disobey my orders!” and after rolling up his sleeves, he commenced to lay on the heavy 

cowskin, and soon the warm, red blood (amid heart-rending shrieks from her, and horrid oaths 

from him) came dripping to the floor. I was so terrified and horror-stricken at the sight, that I 

hid myself in a closet, and dared not venture out till long after the bloody transaction was over. 

I expected it would be my turn next. It was all new to me. I had never seen any thing like it 

before. I had always lived with my grandmother on the outskirts of the plantation, where she 

was put to raise the children of the younger women. I had therefore been, until now, out of the 

way of the bloody scenes that often occurred on the plantation.  

 

CHAPTER II.  

 My master’s family consisted of two sons, Andrew and Richard; one daughter, Lucretia, 

and her husband, Captain Thomas Auld. They lived in one house, upon the home plantation of 

Colonel Edward Lloyd. My master was Colonel Lloyd’s clerk and superintendent. He was what 

might be called the overseer of the overseers. I spent two years of childhood on this plantation 

in my old master’s family. It was here that I witnessed the bloody transaction recorded in the 

first chapter; and as I received my first impressions of slavery on this plantation, I will give some 

description of it, and of slavery as it there existed. The plantation is about twelve miles north of 

Easton, in Talbot county, and is situated on the border of Miles River. The principal products 

raised upon it were tobacco, corn, and wheat. These were raised in great abundance; so that, 

with the products of this and the other farms belonging to him, he was able to keep in almost 

constant employment a large sloop, in carrying them to market at Baltimore. This sloop was 

named Sally Lloyd, in honor of one of the colonel’s daughters. My master’s son in-law, Captain 

Auld, was master of the vessel; she was otherwise manned by the colonel’s own slaves. Their 

names were Peter, Isaac, Rich, and Jake. These were esteemed very highly by the other slaves, 

and looked upon as the privileged ones of the plantation; for it was no small affair, in the eyes 

of the slaves, to be allowed to see Baltimore. Colonel Lloyd kept from three to four hundred 
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slaves on his home plantation, and owned a large number more on the neighboring farms 

belonging to him. The names of the farms nearest to the home plantation were Wye Town and 

New Design. “Wye Town” was under the overseership of a man named Noah Willis. New Design 

was under the overseership of a Mr. Townsend. The overseers of these, and all the rest of the 

farms, numbering over twenty, received advice and direction from the managers of the home 

plantation. This was the great business place. It was the seat of government for the whole 

twenty farms. All disputes among the overseers were settled here. If a slave was convicted of 

any high misdemeanor, became unmanageable, or evinced a determination to run away, he 

was brought immediately here, severely whipped, put on board the sloop, carried to Baltimore, 

and sold to Austin Woolfolk, or some other slave-trader, as a warning to the slaves remaining. 

Here, too, the slaves of all the other farms received their monthly allowance of food, and their 

yearly clothing. The men and women slaves received, as their monthly allowance of food, eight 

pounds of pork, or its equivalent in fish, and one bushel of corn meal. Their yearly clothing 

consisted of two coarse linen shirts, one pair of linen trousers, like the shirts, one jacket, one 

pair of trousers for winter, made of coarse negro cloth, one pair of stockings, and one pair of 

shoes; the whole of which could not have cost more than seven dollars. The allowance of the 

slave children was given to their mothers, or the old women having the care of them. The 

children unable to work in the field had neither shoes, stockings, jackets, nor trousers, given to 

them; their clothing consisted of two coarse linen shirts per year. When these failed them, they 

went naked until the next allowance-day. Children from seven to ten years old, of both sexes, 

almost naked, might be seen at all seasons of the year. There were no beds given the slaves, 

unless one coarse blanket be considered such, and none but the men and women had these. 

This, however, is not considered a very great privation. They find less difficulty from the want of 

beds, than from the want of time to sleep; for when their day’s work in the field is done, the 

most of them having their washing, mending, and cooking to do, and having few or none of the 

ordinary facilities for doing either of these, very many of their sleeping hours are consumed in 

preparing for the field the coming day; and when this is done, old and young, male and female, 

married and single, drop down side by side, on one common bed the cold, damp floor,—each 

covering himself or herself with their miserable blankets; and here they sleep till they are 
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summoned to the field by the driver’s horn. At the sound of this, all must rise, and be off to the 

field. There must be no halting; every one must be at his or her post; and woe betides them 

who hear not this morning summons to the field; for if they are not awakened by the sense of 

hearing, they are by the sense of feeling: no age nor sex finds any favor. Mr. Severe, the 

overseer, used to stand by the door of the quarter, armed with a large hickory stick and heavy 

cowskin, ready to whip any one who was so unfortunate as not to hear, or, from any other 

cause, was prevented from being ready to start for the field at the sound of the horn. Mr. 

Severe was rightly named: he was a cruel man. I have seen him whip a woman, causing the 

blood to run half an hour at the time; and this, too, in the midst of her crying children, pleading 

for their mother’s release. He seemed to take pleasure in manifesting his fiendish barbarity. 

Added to his cruelty, he was a profane swearer. It was enough to chill the blood and stiffen the 

hair of an ordinary man to hear him talk. Scarce a sentence escaped him but what was 

commenced or concluded by some horrid oath. The field was the place to witness his cruelty 

and profanity. His presence made it both the field of blood and blasphemy. From the rising till 

the going down of the sun, he was cursing, raving, cutting, and slashing among the slaves of the 

field, in the most frightful manner. His career was short. He died very soon after I went to 

Colonel Lloyd’s; and he died as he lived, uttering, with his dying groans, bitter curses and horrid 

oaths. His death was regarded by the slaves as the result of a merciful Providence. Mr. Severe’s 

place was filled by a Mr. Hopkins. He was a very different man. He was less cruel, less profane, 

and made less noise, than Mr. Severe. His course was characterized by no extraordinary 

demonstrations of cruelty. He whipped, but seemed to take no pleasure in it. He was called by 

the slaves a good overseer. The home plantation of Colonel Lloyd wore the appearance of a 

country village. All the mechanical operations for all the farms were performed here. The 

shoemaking and mending, the blacksmithing, cartwrighting, coopering, weaving, and grain-

grinding, were all performed by the slaves on the home plantation. The whole place wore a 

business-like aspect very unlike the neighboring farms. The number of houses, too, conspired to 

give it advantage over the neighboring farms. It was called by the slaves the Great House Farm. 

Few privileges were esteemed higher, by the slaves of the outfarms, than that of being selected 

to do errands at the Great House Farm. It was associated in their minds with greatness. A 
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representative could not be prouder of his election to a seat in the American Congress, than a 

slave on one of the out-farms would be of his election to do errands at the Great House Farm. 

They regarded it as evidence of great confidence reposed in them by their overseers; and it was 

on this account, as well as a constant desire to be out of the field from under the driver’s lash, 

that they esteemed it a high privilege, one worth careful living for. He was called the smartest 

and most trusty fellow, who had this honor conferred upon him the most frequently. The 

competitors for this office sought as diligently to please their overseers, as the office-seekers in 

the political parties seek to please and deceive the people. The same traits of character might 

be seen in Colonel Lloyd’s slaves, as are seen in the slaves of the political parties. The slaves 

selected to go to the Great House Farm, for the monthly allowance for themselves and their 

fellow-slaves, were peculiarly enthusiastic. While on their way, they would make the dense old 

woods, for miles around, reverberate with their wild songs, revealing at once the highest joy 

and the deepest sadness. They would compose and sing as they went along, consulting neither 

time nor tune. The thought that came up, came out—if not in the word, in the sound;—and as 

frequently in the one as in the other. They would sometimes sing the most pathetic sentiment 

in the most rapturous tone, and the most rapturous sentiment in the most pathetic tone. Into 

all of their songs they would manage to weave something of the Great House Farm. Especially 

would they do this, when leaving home. They would then sing most exultingly the following 

words:— “I am going away to the Great House Farm! O, yea! O, yea! O!” This they would sing, 

as a chorus, to words which to many would seem unmeaning jargon, but which, nevertheless, 

were full of meaning to themselves. I have sometimes thought that the mere hearing of those 

songs would do more to impress some minds with the horrible character of slavery, than the 

reading of whole volumes of philosophy on the subject could do. I did not, when a slave, 

understand the deep meaning of those rude and apparently incoherent songs. I was myself 

within the circle; so that I neither saw nor heard as those without might see and hear. They told 

a tale of woe which was then altogether beyond my feeble comprehension; they were tones 

loud, long, and deep; they breathed the prayer and complaint of souls boiling over with the 

bitterest anguish. Every tone was a testimony against slavery, and a prayer to God for 

deliverance from chains. The hearing of those wild notes always depressed my spirit, and filled 
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me with ineffable sadness. I have frequently found myself in tears while hearing them. The 

mere recurrence to those songs, even now, afflicts me; and while I am writing these lines, an 

expression of feeling has already found its way down my cheek. To those songs I trace my first 

glimmering conception of the dehumanizing character of slavery. I can never get rid of that 

conception. Those songs still follow me, to deepen my hatred of slavery, and quicken my 

sympathies for my brethren in bonds. If any one wishes to be impressed with the soul-killing 

effects of slavery, let him go to Colonel Lloyd’s plantation, and, on allowance-day, place himself 

in the deep pine woods, and there let him, in silence, analyze the sounds that shall pass through 

the chambers of his soul,—and if he is not thus impressed, it will only be because “there is no 

flesh in his obdurate heart.” I have often been utterly astonished, since I came to the north, to 

find persons who could speak of the singing, among slaves, as evidence of their contentment 

and happiness. It is impossible to conceive of a greater mistake. Slaves sing most when they are 

most unhappy. The songs of the slave represent the sorrows of his heart; and he is relieved by 

them, only as an aching heart is relieved by its tears. At least, such is my experience. I have 

often sung to drown my sorrow, but seldom to express my happiness. Crying for joy, and 

singing for joy, were alike uncommon to me while in the jaws of slavery. The singing of a man 

cast away upon a desolate island might be as appropriately considered as evidence of 

contentment and happiness, as the singing of a slave; the songs of the one and of the other are 

prompted by the same emotion.  

 

CHAPTER VI.  

 My new mistress proved to be all she appeared when I first met her at the door,—a 

woman of the kindest heart and finest feelings. She had never had a slave under her control 

previously to myself, and prior to her marriage she had been dependent upon her own industry 

for a living. She was by trade a weaver; and by constant application to her business, she had 

been in a good degree preserved from the blighting and dehumanizing effects of slavery. I was 

utterly astonished at her goodness. I scarcely knew how to behave towards her. She was 

entirely unlike any other white woman I had ever seen. I could not approach her as I was 
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accustomed to approach other white ladies. My early instruction was all out of place. The 

crouching servility, usually so acceptable a quality in a slave, did not answer when manifested 

towards her. Her favor was not gained by it; she seemed to be disturbed by it. She did not 

deem it impudent or unmannerly for a slave to look her in the face. The meanest slave was put 

fully at ease in her presence, and none left without feeling better for having seen her. Her face 

was made of heavenly smiles, and her voice of tranquil music. But, alas! this kind heart had but 

a short time to remain such. The fatal poison of irresponsible power was already in her hands, 

and gradually commenced its infernal work. That cheerful eye, under the influence of slavery, 

eventually became red with rage; that voice, made all of sweet accord, changed to one of harsh 

and horrid discord; and that angelic face gave place to that of a demon. Thus is slavery the 

enemy of both the slave and the slaveholder. Very soon after I went to live with Mr. and Mrs. 

Auld, she very kindly commenced to teach me the A, B, C. After I had learned this, she assisted 

me in learning to spell words of three or four letters. Just at this point of my progress, Mr. Auld 

found out what was going on, and at once forbade Mrs. Auld to instruct me further, telling her, 

among other things, that it was unlawful, as well as unsafe, to teach a slave to read. To use his 

own words, further, he said, “If you give a nigger an inch, he will take an ell. A nigger should 

know nothing but to obey his master—to do as he is told to do. Learning would spoil the best 

nigger in the world. Now,” said he, “if you teach that nigger (speaking of myself) how to read, 

there would be no keeping him. It would forever unfit him to be a slave. He would at once 

become unmanageable, and of no value to his master. As to himself, it could do him no good, 

but a great deal of harm. It would make him discontented and unhappy.” These words sank 

deep into my heart, stirred up sentiments within that lay slumbering, and called into existence 

an entirely new train of thought. It was a new and special revelation, explaining dark and 

mysterious things, with which my youthful understanding had struggled, but struggled in vain. I 

now understood what had been to me a most perplexing difficulty—to wit, the white man’s 

power to enslave the black man. It was a grand achievement, and I prized it highly. From that 

moment, I understood the pathway from slavery to freedom. It was just what I wanted, and I 

got it at a time when I the least expected it. Whilst I was saddened by the thought of losing the 

aid of my kind mistress, I was gladdened by the invaluable instruction which, by the merest 
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accident, I had gained from my master. Though conscious of the difficulty of learning without a 

teacher, I set out with high hope, and a fixed purpose, at whatever cost of trouble, to learn how 

to read. The very decided manner with which he spoke, and strove to impress his wife with the 

evil consequences of giving me instruction, served to convince me that he was deeply sensible 

of the truths he was uttering. It gave me the best assurance that I might rely with the utmost 

confidence on the results which, he said, would flow from teaching me to read. What he most 

dreaded, that I most desired. What he most loved, that I most hated. That which to him was a 

great evil, to be carefully shunned, was to me a great good, to be diligently sought; and the 

argument which he so warmly urged, against my learning to read, only served to inspire me 

with a desire and determination to learn. In learning to read, I owe almost as much to the bitter 

opposition of my master, as to the kindly aid of my mistress. I acknowledge the benefit of both. 

I had resided but a short time in Baltimore before I observed a marked difference, in the 

treatment of slaves, from that which I had witnessed in the country. A city slave is almost a 

freeman, compared with a slave on the plantation. He is much better fed and clothed, and 

enjoys privileges altogether unknown to the slave on the plantation. There is a vestige of 

decency, a sense of shame, that does much to curb and check those outbreaks of atrocious 

cruelty so commonly enacted upon the plantation. He is a desperate slaveholder, who will 

shock the humanity of his non-slaveholding neighbors with the cries of his lacerated slave. Few 

are willing to incur the odium attaching to the reputation of being a cruel master; and above all 

things, they would not be known as not giving a slave enough to eat. Every city slaveholder is 

anxious to have it known of him, that he feeds his slaves well; and it is due to them to say, that 

most of them do give their slaves enough to eat. There are, however, some painful exceptions 

to this rule. Directly opposite to us, on Philpot Street, lived Mr. Thomas Hamilton. He owned 

two slaves. Their names were Henrietta and Mary. Henrietta was about twenty-two years of 

age, Mary was about fourteen; and of all the mangled and emaciated creatures I ever looked 

upon, these two were the most so. His heart must be harder than stone, that could look at 

these unmoved. The head, neck, and shoulders of Mary were literally cut to pieces. I have 

frequently felt her head, and found it nearly covered with festering sores, caused by the lash of 

her cruel mistress. I do not know that her master ever whipped her, but I have been an eye-
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witness to the cruelty of Mrs. Hamilton. I used to be in Mr. Hamilton’s house nearly every day. 

Mrs. Hamilton used to sit in a large chair in the middle of the room, with a heavy cowskin 

always by her side, and scarce an hour passed during the day but was marked by the blood of 

one of these slaves. The girls seldom passed her without her saying, “Move faster, you black 

gip!” at the same time giving them a blow with the cowskin over the head or shoulders, often 

drawing the blood. She would then say, “Take that, you black gip!”—continuing, “If you don’t 

move faster, I’ll move you!” Added to the cruel lashings to which these slaves were subjected, 

they were kept nearly half-starved. They seldom knew what it was to eat a full meal. I have 

seen Mary contending with the pigs for the offal thrown into the street. So much was Mary 

kicked and cut to pieces, that she was oftener called “pecked” than by her name.  

 

CHAPTER VII.  

 I lived in Master Hugh’s family about seven years. During this time, I succeeded in 

learning to read and write. In accomplishing this, I was compelled to resort to various 

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. It is due, however, to my 

mistress to say of her, that she did not adopt this course of treatment immediately. She at first 

lacked the depravity indispensable to shutting me up in mental darkness. It 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 mistress was, as I have said, a kind 

and tender-hearted woman; and in the simplicity of her soul she commenced, when I 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 
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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 lamb-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 violent in her 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 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, I 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 ell. 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, I 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 the neighborhood. This bread I 

used to bestow on the hungry little urchins, who, in return, would give me the 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. I used to talk this matter of 

slavery over with them. I would sometimes say to them, I wished I could be as free as they 
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would be when they got to be men. “You will be free as soon as you are twenty-one, but I am a 

slave for life! Have not I as good a right to be free as you have?” These words used to trouble 

them; they would express for me the liveliest sympathy, and console me with the hope that 

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 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 

book. Among much of other interesting matter, I found in it a dialogue between 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 by the master, all of which was disposed of by the slave. The slave was made to say 

some very smart as well as impressive things in reply to his master—things which had the 

desired though unexpected effect; for the conversation resulted in the voluntary emancipation 

of the slave on the part of the master. In the same book, I met with one of Sheridan’s mighty 

speeches on and in behalf of Catholic emancipation. These were choice documents to me. I 

read them over and over again with unabated interest. They gave tongue to interesting 

thoughts of my own soul, which had frequently flashed through my mind, and died away for 

want of utterance. The moral which I gained from the dialogue was the power of truth over the 

conscience of even a slaveholder. What I got from Sheridan was a bold denunciation of slavery, 

and a powerful vindication of human rights. The reading of these documents enabled me to 

utter my thoughts, and to meet the arguments brought forward to sustain slavery; but while 

they relieved me of one difficulty, they brought on another even more painful than the one of 

which I was relieved. The more I read, the more I was led to abhor and detest my enslavers. I 

could regard them in no other light than a band of successful robbers, who had left their 

homes, and gone to Africa, and stolen us from our homes, and in a strange land reduced us to 

slavery. I loathed them as being the meanest as well as the most wicked of men. As I read and 

contemplated the subject, behold! that very discontentment which Master Hugh had predicted 

would follow my learning to read had already come, to torment and sting my soul to 

unutterable anguish. As I writhed under it, I would at times feel that learning to read had been 
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a curse rather than a blessing. It had given me a view of my wretched condition, without the 

remedy. It opened my eyes to the horrible pit, but to no ladder upon which to get out. In 

moments of agony, I envied my fellow-slaves for their stupidity. I have often wished myself a 

beast. I preferred the condition of the meanest reptile to my own. Any thing, no matter what, 

to get rid of thinking! It was this everlasting thinking of my condition that tormented me. There 

was no getting rid of it. It was pressed upon me by every object within sight or hearing, animate 

or inanimate. The silver trump of freedom had roused my soul to eternal wakefulness. Freedom 

now appeared, to disappear no more forever. It was heard in every sound, and seen in every 

thing. It was ever present to torment me with a sense of my wretched condition. I saw nothing 

without seeing it, I heard nothing without hearing it, and felt nothing without feeling it. It 

looked from every star, it smiled in every calm, breathed in every wind, and moved in every 

storm. I often found myself regretting my own existence, and wished myself dead; and but for 

the hope of being free, I have no doubt but that I should have killed myself, or done something 

for which I should have been killed. While in this state of mind, I was eager to hear any one 

speak of slavery. I was a ready listener. Every little while, I could hear something about the 

abolitionists. It was some time before I found what the word meant. It was always used in such 

connections as to make it an interesting word to me. If a slave ran away and succeeded in 

getting clear, or if a slave killed his master, set fire to a barn, or did any thing very wrong in the 

mind of a slaveholder, it was spoken of as the fruit of abolition. Hearing the word in this 

connection very often, I set about learning what it meant. The dictionary afforded me little or 

no help. I found it was “the act of abolishing;” but then I did not know what was to be 

abolished. Here I was perplexed. I did not dare to ask any one about its meaning, for I was 

satisfied that it was something they wanted me to know very little about. After a patient 

waiting, I got one of our city papers, containing an account of the number of petitions from the 

north, praying for the abolition of slavery in the District of Columbia, and of the slave trade 

between the States. From this time I understood the words abolition and abolitionist, and 

always drew near when that word was spoken, expecting to hear something of importance to 

myself and fellow-slaves. The light broke in upon me by degrees. I went one day down on the 

wharf of Mr. Waters; and seeing two Irishmen unloading a scow of stone, I went, unasked, and 
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helped them. When we had finished, one of them came to me and asked me if I were a slave. I 

told him I was. He asked, “Are ye a slave for life?” I told him that I was. The good Irishman 

seemed to be deeply affected by the statement. He said to the other that it was a pity so fine a 

little fellow as myself should be a slave for life. He said it was a shame to hold me. They both 

advised me to run away to the north; that I should find friends there, and that I should be free. I 

pretended not to be interested in what they said, and treated them as if I did not understand 

them; for I feared they might be treacherous. White men have been known to encourage slaves 

to escape, and then, to get the reward, catch them and return them to their masters. I was 

afraid that these seemingly good men might use me so; but I nevertheless remembered their 

advice, and from that time I resolved to run away. I looked forward to a time at which it would 

be safe for me to escape. I was too young to think of doing so immediately; besides, I wished to 

learn how to write, as I might have occasion to write my own pass. I consoled myself with the 

hope that I should one day find a good chance. Meanwhile, I would learn to write. The idea as 

to how I might learn to write was suggested to me by being in Durgin and Bailey’s ship-yard, 

and frequently seeing the ship carpenters, after hewing, and getting a piece of timber ready for 

use, write on the timber the name of that part of the ship for which it was intended. When a 

piece of timber was intended for the larboard side, it would be marked thus—“L.” When a piece 

was for the starboard side, it would be marked thus—“S.” A piece for the larboard side forward, 

would be marked thus—“L.F.” When a piece was for starboard side forward, it would be 

marked thus—“S.F.” For larboard aft, it would be marked thus—“L.A.” For starboard aft, it 

would be marked thus—“S.A.” I soon learned the names of these letters, and for what they 

were intended when placed upon a piece of timber in the ship-yard. I immediately commenced 

copying them, and in a short time was able to make the four letters named. After that, when I 

met with any boy who I knew could write, I would tell him I could write as well as he. The next 

word would be, “I don’t believe you. Let me see you try it.” I would then make the letters which 

I had been so fortunate as to learn, and ask him to beat that. In this way I got a good many 

lessons in writing, which it is quite possible I should never have gotten in any other way. During 

this time, my copy-book was the board fence, brick wall, and pavement; my pen and ink was a 

lump of chalk. With these, I learned mainly how to write. I then commenced and continued 
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copying the italics in Webster’s Spelling Book, until I could make them all without looking on 

the book. By this time, my little Master Thomas had gone to school, and learned how to write, 

and had written over a number of copy-books. These had been brought home, and shown to 

some of our near neighbors, and then laid aside. My mistress used to go to class meeting at the 

Wilk Street meeting-house every Monday afternoon, and leave me to take care of the house. 

When left thus, I used to spend the time in writing in the spaces left in Master Thomas’s copy-

book, copying what he had written. I continued to do this until I could write a hand very similar 

to that of Master Thomas. Thus, after a long, tedious effort for years, I finally succeeded in 

learning how to write.  

CHAPTER X.  

 I left Master Thomas’s house, and went to live with Mr. Covey, on the 1st of January, 

1833. I was now, for the first time in my life, a field hand. In my new employment, I found 

myself even more awkward than a country boy appeared to be in a large city. I had been at my 

new home but one week before Mr. Covey gave me a very severe whipping, cutting my back, 

causing the blood to run, and raising ridges on my flesh as large as my little finger. The details of 

this affair are as follows: Mr. Covey sent me, very early in the morning of one of our coldest 

days in the month of January, to the woods, to get a load of wood. He gave me a team of 

unbroken oxen. He told me which was the in-hand ox, and which the off-hand one. He then tied 

the end of a large rope around the horns of the in-hand ox, and gave me the other end of it, 

and told me, if the oxen started to run, that I must hold on upon the rope. I had never driven 

oxen before, and of course I was very awkward. I, however, succeeded in getting to the edge of 

the woods with little difficulty; but I had got a very few rods into the woods, when the oxen 

took fright, and started full tilt, carrying the cart against trees, and over stumps, in the most 

frightful manner. I expected every moment that my brains would be dashed out against the 

trees. After running thus for a considerable distance, they finally upset the cart, dashing it with 

great force against a tree, and threw themselves into a dense thicket. How I escaped death, I do 

not know. There I was, entirely alone, in a thick wood, in a place new to me. My cart was upset 

and shattered, my oxen were entangled among the young trees, and there was none to help 

me. After a long spell of effort, I succeeded in getting my cart righted, my oxen disentangled, 



61 
 

and again yoked to the cart. I now proceeded with my team to the place where I had, the day 

before, been chopping wood, and loaded my cart pretty heavily, thinking in this way to tame 

my oxen. I then proceeded on my way home. I had now consumed one half of the day. I got out 

of the woods safely, and now felt out of danger. I stopped my oxen to open the gate; and just 

as I did so, before I could get hold of my ox-rope, the oxen again started, rushed through the 

gate, catching it between the wheel and the body of the cart, tearing it to pieces, and coming 

within a few inches of crushing me against the gate-post. Thus twice, in one short day, I 

escaped death by the merest chance. On my return, I told Mr. Covey what had happened, and 

how it happened. He ordered me to return to the woods again immediately. I did so, and he 

followed on after me. Just as I got into the woods, he came up and told me to stop my cart, and 

that he would teach me how to trifle away my time, and break gates. He then went to a large 

gum-tree, and with his axe cut three large switches, and, after trimming them up neatly with his 

pocket-knife, he ordered me to take off my clothes. I made him no answer, but stood with my 

clothes on. He repeated his order. I still made him no answer, nor did I move to strip myself. 

Upon this he rushed at me with the fierceness of a tiger, tore off my clothes, and lashed me till 

he had worn out his switches, cutting me so savagely as to leave the marks visible for a long 

time after. This whipping was the first of a number just like it, and for similar offences. I lived 

with Mr. Covey one year. During the first six months, of that year, scarce a week passed without 

his whipping me. I was seldom free from a sore back. My awkwardness was almost always his 

excuse for whipping me. We were worked fully up to the point of endurance. Long before day 

we were up, our horses fed, and by the first approach of day we were off to the field with our 

hoes and ploughing teams. Mr. Covey gave us enough to eat, but scarce time to eat it. We were 

often less than five minutes taking our meals. We were often in the field from the first 

approach of day till its last lingering ray had left us; and at saving-fodder time, midnight often 

caught us in the field binding blades. Covey would be out with us. The way he used to stand it, 

was this. He would spend the most of his afternoons in bed. He would then come out fresh in 

the evening, ready to urge us on with his word, example, and frequently with the whip. Mr. 

Covey was one of the few slaveholders who could and did work with his hands. He was a hard-

working man. He knew by himself just what a man or a boy could do. There was no deceiving 
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him. His work went on in his absence almost as well as in his presence; and he had the faculty 

of making us feel that he was ever present with us. This he did by surprising us. He seldom 

approached the spot where we were at work openly, if he could do it secretly. He always aimed 

at taking us by surprise. Such was his cunning, that we used to call him, among ourselves, “the 

snake.” When we were at work in the cornfield, he would sometimes crawl on his hands and 

knees to avoid detection, and all at once he would rise nearly in our midst, and scream out, 

“Ha, ha! Come, come! Dash on, dash on!” This being his mode of attack, it was never safe to 

stop a single minute. His comings were like a thief in the night. He appeared to us as being ever 

at hand. He was under every tree, behind every stump, in every bush, and at every window, on 

the plantation. He would sometimes mount his horse, as if bound to St. Michael’s, a distance of 

seven miles, and in half an hour afterwards you would see him coiled up in the corner of the 

wood-fence, watching every motion of the slaves. He would, for this purpose, leave his horse 

tied up in the woods. Again, he would sometimes walk up to us, and give us orders as though 

he was upon the point of starting on a long journey, turn his back upon us, and make as though 

he was going to the house to get ready; and, before he would get half way thither, he would 

turn short and crawl into a fence-corner, or behind some tree, and there watch us till the going 

down of the sun. Mr. Covey’s forte consisted in his power to deceive. His life was devoted to 

planning and perpetrating the grossest deceptions. Everything he possessed in the shape of 

learning or religion, he made conform to his disposition to deceive. He seemed to think himself 

equal to deceiving the Almighty. He would make a short prayer in the morning, and a long 

prayer at night; and, strange as it may seem, few men would at times appear more devotional 

than he. The exercises of his family devotions were always commenced with singing; and, as he 

was a very poor singer himself, the duty of raising the hymn generally came upon me. He would 

read his hymn, and nod at me to commence. I would at times do so; at others, I would not. My 

non-compliance would almost always produce much confusion. To show himself independent 

of me, he would start and stagger through with his hymn in the most discordant manner. In this 

state of mind, he prayed with more than ordinary spirit. Poor man! such was his disposition, 

and success at deceiving, I do verily believe that he sometimes deceived himself into the 

solemn belief, that he was a sincere worshipper of the most high God; and this, too, at a time 
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when he may be said to have been guilty of compelling his woman slave to commit the sin of 

adultery. The facts in the case are these: Mr. Covey was a poor man; he was just commencing in 

life; he was only able to buy one slave; and, shocking as is the fact, he bought her, as he said, 

for a breeder. This woman was named Caroline. Mr. Covey bought her from Mr. Thomas Lowe, 

about six miles from St. Michael’s. She was a large, ablebodied woman, about twenty years old. 

She had already given birth to one child, which proved her to be just what he wanted. After 

buying her, he hired a married man of Mr. Samuel Harrison, to live with him one year; and him 

he used to fasten up with her every night! The result was, that, at the end of the year, the 

miserable woman gave birth to twins. At this result Mr. Covey seemed to be highly pleased, 

both with the man and the wretched woman. Such was his joy, and that of his wife, that 

nothing they could do for Caroline during her confinement was too good, or too hard, to be 

done. The children were regarded as being quite an addition to his wealth. If at any one time of 

my life more than another, I was made to drink the bitterest dregs of slavery, that time was 

during the first six months of my stay with Mr. Covey. We were worked in all weathers. It was 

never too hot or too cold; it could never rain, blow, hail, or snow, too hard for us to work in the 

field. Work, work, work, was scarcely more the order of the day than of the night. The longest 

days were too short for him, and the shortest nights too long for him. I was somewhat 

unmanageable when I first went there, but a few months of this discipline tamed me. Mr. 

Covey succeeded in breaking me. I was broken in body, soul, and spirit. My natural elasticity 

was crushed, my intellect languished, the disposition to read departed, the cheerful spark that 

lingered about my eye died; the dark night of slavery closed in upon me; and behold a man 

transformed into a brute! Sunday was my only leisure time. I spent this in a sort of beast-like 

stupor, between sleep and wake, under some large tree. At times I would rise up, a flash of 

energetic freedom would dart through my soul, accompanied with a faint beam of hope, that 

flickered for a moment, and then vanished. I sank down again, mourning over my wretched 

condition. I was sometimes prompted to take my life, and that of Covey, but was prevented by 

a combination of hope and fear. My sufferings on this plantation seem now like a dream rather 

than a stern reality. Our house stood within a few rods of the Chesapeake Bay, whose broad 

bosom was ever white with sails from every quarter of the habitable globe. Those beautiful 
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vessels, robed in purest white, so delightful to the eye of freemen, were to me so many 

shrouded ghosts, to terrify and torment me with thoughts of my wretched condition. I have 

often, in the deep stillness of a summer’s Sabbath, stood all alone upon the lofty banks of that 

noble bay, and traced, with saddened heart and tearful eye, the countless number of sails 

moving off to the mighty ocean. The sight of these always affected me powerfully. My thoughts 

would compel utterance; and there, with no audience but the Almighty, I would pour out my 

soul’s complaint, in my rude way, with an apostrophe to the moving multitude of ships:— “You 

are loosed from your moorings, and are free; I am fast in my chains, and am a slave! You move 

merrily before the gentle gale, and I sadly before the bloody whip! You are freedom’s swift-

winged angels, that fly round the world; I am confined in bands of iron! O that I were free! O, 

that I were on one of your gallant decks, and under your protecting wing! Alas! betwixt me and 

you, the turbid waters roll. Go on, go on. O that I could also go! Could I but swim! If I could fly! 

O, why was I born a man, of whom to make a brute! The glad ship is gone; she hides in the dim 

distance. I am left in the hottest hell of unending slavery. O God, save me! God, deliver me! Let 

me be free! Is there any God? Why am I a slave? I will run away. I will not stand it. Get caught, 

or get clear, I’ll try it. I had as well die with ague as the fever. I have only one life to lose. I had 

as well be killed running as die standing. Only think of it; one hundred miles straight north, and I 

am free! Try it? Yes! God helping me, I will. It cannot be that I shall live and die a slave. I will 

take to the water. This very bay shall yet bear me into freedom. The steamboats steered in a 

north-east course from North Point. I will do the same; and when I get to the head of the bay, I 

will turn my canoe adrift, and walk straight through Delaware into Pennsylvania. When I get 

there, I shall not be required to have a pass; I can travel without being disturbed. Let but the 

first opportunity offer, and, come what will, I am off. Meanwhile, I will try to bear up under the 

yoke. I am not the only slave in the world. Why should I fret? I can bear as much as any of them. 

Besides, I am but a boy, and all boys are bound to some one. It may be that my misery in 

slavery will only increase my happiness when I get free. There is a better day coming.” Thus I 

used to think, and thus I used to speak to myself; goaded almost to madness at one moment, 

and at the next reconciling myself to my wretched lot. I have already intimated that my 

condition was much worse, during the first six months of my stay at Mr. Covey’s, than in the 
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last six. The circumstances leading to the change in Mr. Covey’s course toward me form an 

epoch in my humble history. You have seen how a man was made a slave; you shall see how a 

slave was made a man. On one of the hottest days of the month of August, 1833, Bill Smith, 

William Hughes, a slave named Eli, and myself, were engaged in fanning wheat. Hughes was 

clearing the fanned wheat from before the fan, Eli was turning, Smith was feeding, and I was 

carrying wheat to the fan. The work was simple, requiring strength rather than intellect; yet, to 

one entirely unused to such work, it came very hard. About three o’clock of that day, I broke 

down; my strength failed me; I was seized with a violent aching of the head, attended with 

extreme dizziness; I trembled in every limb. Finding what was coming, I nerved myself up, 

feeling it would never do to stop work. I stood as long as I could stagger to the hopper with 

grain. When I could stand no longer, I fell, and felt as if held down by some immense weight. 

The fan of course stopped; every one had his own work to do; and no one could do the work of 

the other, and have his own go on at the same time. Mr. Covey was at the house, about one 

hundred yards from the treadingyard where we were fanning. On hearing the fan stop, he left 

immediately, and came to the spot where we were. He hastily inquired what the matter was. 

Bill answered that I was sick, and there was no one to bring wheat to the fan. I had by this time 

crawled away under the side of the post and rail-fence by which the yard was enclosed, hoping 

to find relief by getting out of the sun. He then asked where I was. He was told by one of the 

hands. He came to the spot, and, after looking at me awhile, asked me what was the matter. I 

told him as well as I could, for I scarce had strength to speak. He then gave me a savage kick in 

the side, and told me to get up. I tried to do so, but fell back in the attempt. He gave me 

another kick, and again told me to rise. I again tried, and succeeded in gaining my feet; but, 

stooping to get to the tub with which I was feeding the fan, I again staggered and fell. While 

down in this situation, Mr. Covey took up the hickory slat with which Hughes had been striking 

off the half-bushel measure, and with it gave me a heavy blow upon the head, making a large 

wound, and the blood ran freely; and with this again told me to get up. I made no effort to 

comply, having now made up my mind to let him do his worst. In a short time after receiving 

this blow, my head grew better. Mr. Covey had now left me to my fate. At this moment I 

resolved, for the first time, to go to my master, enter a complaint, and ask his protection. In 
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order to do this, I must that afternoon walk seven miles; and this, under the circumstances, was 

truly a severe undertaking. I was exceedingly feeble; made so as much by the kicks and blows 

which I received, as by the severe fit of sickness to which I had been subjected. I, however, 

watched my chance, while Covey was looking in an opposite direction, and started for St. 

Michael’s. I succeeded in getting a considerable distance on my way to the woods, when Covey 

discovered me, and called after me to come back, threatening what he would do if I did not 

come. I disregarded both his calls and his threats, and made my way to the woods as fast as my 

feeble state would allow; and thinking I might be overhauled by him if I kept the road, I walked 

through the woods, keeping far enough from the road to avoid detection, and near enough to 

prevent losing my way. I had not gone far before my little strength again failed me. I could go 

no farther. I fell down, and lay for a considerable time. The blood was yet oozing from the 

wound on my head. For a time I thought I should bleed to death; and think now that I should 

have done so, but that the blood so matted my hair as to stop the wound. After lying there 

about three quarters of an hour, I nerved myself up again, and started on my way, through bogs 

and briers, barefooted and bare-headed, tearing my feet sometimes at nearly every step; and 

after a journey of about seven miles, occupying some five hours to perform it, I arrived at 

master’s store. I then presented an appearance enough to affect any but a heart of iron. From 

the crown of my head to my feet, I was covered with blood. My hair was all clotted with dust 

and blood; my shirt was stiff with blood. My legs and feet were torn in sundry places with briers 

and thorns, and were also covered with blood. I suppose I looked like a man who had escaped a 

den of wild beasts, and barely escaped them. In this state I appeared before my master, humbly 

entreating him to interpose his authority for my protection. I told him all the circumstances as 

well as I could, and it seemed, as I spoke, at times to affect him. He would then walk the floor, 

and seek to justify Covey by saying he expected I deserved it. He asked me what I wanted. I told 

him, to let me get a new home; that as sure as I lived with Mr. Covey again, I should live with 

but to die with him; that Covey would surely kill me; he was in a fair way for it. Master Thomas 

ridiculed the idea that there was any danger of Mr. Covey’s killing me, and said that he knew 

Mr. Covey; that he was a good man, and that he could not think of taking me from him; that, 

should he do so, he would lose the whole year’s wages; that I belonged to Mr. Covey for one 
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year, and that I must go back to him, come what might; and that I must not trouble him with 

any more stories, or that he would himself get hold of me. After threatening me thus, he gave 

me a very large dose of salts, telling me that I might remain in St. Michael’s that night, (it being 

quite late,) but that I must be off back to Mr. Covey’s early in the morning; and that if I did not, 

he would get hold of me, which meant that he would whip me. I remained all night, and, 

according to his orders, I started off to Covey’s in the morning, (Saturday morning,) wearied in 

body and broken in spirit. I got no supper that night, or breakfast that morning. I reached 

Covey’s about nine o’clock; and just as I was getting over the fence that divided Mrs. Kemp’s 

fields from ours, out ran Covey with his cowskin, to give me another whipping. Before he could 

reach me, I succeeded in getting to the cornfield; and as the corn was very high, it afforded me 

the means of hiding. He seemed very angry, and searched for me a long time. My behavior was 

altogether unaccountable. He finally gave up the chase, thinking, I suppose, that I must come 

home for something to eat; he would give himself no further trouble in looking for me. I spent 

that day mostly in the woods, having the alternative before me,—to go home and be whipped 

to death, or stay in the woods and be starved to death. That night, I fell in with Sandy Jenkins, a 

slave with whom I was somewhat acquainted. Sandy had a free wife who lived about four miles 

from Mr. Covey’s; and it being Saturday, he was on his way to see her. I told him my 

circumstances, and he very kindly invited me to go home with him. I went home with him, and 

talked this whole matter over, and got his advice as to what course it was best for me to 

pursue. I found Sandy an old adviser. He told me, with great solemnity, I must go back to Covey; 

but that before I went, I must go with him into another part of the woods, where there was a 

certain root, which, if I would take some of it with me, carrying it always on my right side, 

would render it impossible for Mr. Covey, or any other white man, to whip me. He said he had 

carried it for years; and since he had done so, he had never received a blow, and never 

expected to while he carried it. I at first rejected the idea, that the simple carrying of a root in 

my pocket would have any such effect as he had said, and was not disposed to take it; but 

Sandy impressed the necessity with much earnestness, telling me it could do no harm, if it did 

no good. To please him, I at length took the root, and, according to his direction, carried it upon 

my right side. This was Sunday morning. I immediately started for home; and upon entering the 
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yard gate, out came Mr. Covey on his way to meeting. He spoke to me very kindly, bade me 

drive the pigs from a lot near by, and passed on towards the church. Now, this singular conduct 

of Mr. Covey really made me begin to think that there was something in the root which Sandy 

had given me; and had it been on any other day than Sunday, I could have attributed the 

conduct to no other cause than the influence of that root; and as it was, I was half inclined to 

think the root to be something more than I at first had taken it to be. All went well till Monday 

morning. On this morning, the virtue of the root was fully tested. 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 on to 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 I held him uneasy, causing the blood to run where I touched him with the ends 

of my fingers. Mr. Covey soon called out to Hughes for help. Hughes came, and, while Covey 

held me, attempted to tie my right hand. While he was in the act of doing so, I watched my 

chance, and gave him a heavy kick close under the ribs. This kick fairly sickened Hughes, so that 

he left me in the hands of Mr. Covey. This kick had the effect of not only weakening Hughes, 

but Covey also. When he saw Hughes bending over with pain, his courage quailed. 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 I 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 
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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 Mr. 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. The gratification afforded by the triumph was a full compensation for whatever else 

might follow, even death itself. He only can understand the deep satisfaction which I 

experienced, who has himself repelled by force the bloody arm of slavery. I felt as I never felt 

before. It was a glorious resurrection, from the tomb of slavery, to the heaven of freedom. My 

long-crushed spirit rose, cowardice departed, bold defiance took its place; and I now resolved 

that, however long I might remain a slave in form, the day had passed forever when I could be a 

slave in fact. I did not hesitate to let it be known of me, that the white man who expected to 

succeed in whipping, must also succeed in killing me. From this time I was never again what 

might be called fairly whipped, though I remained a slave four years afterwards. I had several 

fights, but was never whipped. It was for a long time a matter of surprise to me why Mr. Covey 

did not immediately have me taken by the constable to the whipping-post, and there regularly 

whipped for the crime of raising my hand against a white man in defence of myself. And the 

only explanation I can now think of does not entirely satisfy me; but such as it is, I will give it. 

Mr. Covey enjoyed the most unbounded reputation for being a first-rate overseer and negro-

breaker. It was of considerable importance to him. That reputation was at stake; and had he 

sent me—a boy about sixteen years old—to the public whipping-post, his reputation would 

have been lost; so, to save his reputation, he suffered me to go unpunished. My term of actual 

service to Mr. Edward Covey ended on Christmas day, 1833. The days between Christmas and 

New Year’s day are allowed as holidays; and, accordingly, we were not required to perform any 



70 
 

labor, more than to feed and take care of the stock. This time we regarded as our own, by the 

grace of our masters; and we therefore used or abused it nearly as we pleased. Those of us who 

had families at a distance, were generally allowed to spend the whole six days in their society. 

This time, however, was spent in various ways. The sober, staid, thinking and industrious ones 

of our number would employ themselves in making corn-brooms, mats, horse-collars, and 

baskets; and another class of us would spend the time in hunting opossums, hares, and coons. 

But by far the larger part engaged in such sports and merriments as ball playing, wrestling, 

running foot-races, fiddling, dancing, and drinking whisky; and this latter mode of spending the 

time was by far the most agreeable to the feelings of our masters. A slave who would work 

during the holidays was considered by our masters as scarcely deserving them. He was 

regarded as one who rejected the favor of his master. It was deemed a disgrace not to get 

drunk at Christmas; and he was regarded as lazy indeed, who had not provided himself with the 

necessary means, during the year, to get whisky enough to last him through Christmas. From 

what I know of the effect of these holidays upon the slave, I believe them to be among the 

most effective means in the hands of the slaveholder in keeping down the spirit of insurrection. 

Were the slaveholders at once to abandon this practice, I have not the slightest doubt it would 

lead to an immediate insurrection among the slaves. These holidays serve as conductors, or 

safety-valves, to carry off the rebellious spirit of enslaved humanity. But for these, the slave 

would be forced up to the wildest desperation; and woe betide the slaveholder, the day he 

ventures to remove or hinder the operation of those conductors! I warn him that, in such an 

event, a spirit will go forth in their midst, more to be dreaded than the most appalling 

earthquake. The holidays are part and parcel of the gross fraud, wrong, and inhumanity of 

slavery. They are professedly a custom established by the benevolence of the slaveholders; but 

I undertake to say, it is the result of selfishness, and one of the grossest frauds committed upon 

the down-trodden slave. They do not give the slaves this time because they would not like to 

have their work during its continuance, but because they know it would be unsafe to deprive 

them of it. This will be seen by the fact, that the slaveholders like to have their slaves spend 

those days just in such a manner as to make them as glad of their ending as of their beginning. 

Their object seems to be, to disgust their slaves with freedom, by plunging them into the lowest 
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depths of dissipation. For instance, the slaveholders not only like to see the slave drink of his 

own accord, but will adopt various plans to make him drunk. One plan is, to make bets on their 

slaves, as to who can drink the most whisky without getting drunk; and in this way they succeed 

in getting whole multitudes to drink to excess. Thus, when the slave asks for virtuous freedom, 

the cunning slaveholder, knowing his ignorance, cheats him with a dose of vicious dissipation, 

artfully labelled with the name of liberty. The most of us used to drink it down, and the result 

was just what might be supposed: many of us were led to think that there was little to choose 

between liberty and slavery. We felt, and very properly too, that we had almost as well be 

slaves to man as to rum. So, when the holidays ended, we staggered up from the filth of our 

wallowing, took a long breath, and marched to the field,—feeling, upon the whole, rather glad 

to go, from what our master had deceived us into a belief was freedom, back to the arms of 

slavery. I have said that this mode of treatment is a part of the whole system of fraud and 

inhumanity of slavery. It is so. The mode here adopted to disgust the slave with freedom, by 

allowing him to see only the abuse of it, is carried out in other things. For instance, a slave loves 

molasses; he steals some. His master, in many cases, goes off to town, and buys a large 

quantity; he returns, takes his whip, and commands the slave to eat the molasses, until the 

poor fellow is made sick at the very mention of it. The same mode is sometimes adopted to 

make the slaves refrain from asking for more food than their regular allowance. A slave runs 

through his allowance, and applies for more. His master is enraged at him; but, not willing to 

send him off without food, gives him more than is necessary, and compels him to eat it within a 

given time. Then, if he complains that he cannot eat it, he is said to be satisfied neither full nor 

fasting, and is whipped for being hard to please! I have an abundance of such illustrations of 

the same principle, drawn from my own observation, but think the cases I have cited sufficient. 

The practice is a very common one. On the first of January, 1834, I left Mr. Covey, and went to 

live with Mr. William Freeland, who lived about three miles from St. Michael’s. I soon found Mr. 

Freeland a very different man from Mr. Covey. Though not rich, he was what would be called an 

educated southern gentleman. Mr. Covey, as I have shown, was a well-trained negro-breaker 

and slave-driver. The former (slaveholder though he was) seemed to possess some regard for 

honor, some reverence for justice, and some respect for humanity. The latter seemed totally 
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insensible to all such sentiments. Mr. Freeland had many of the faults peculiar to slaveholders, 

such as being very passionate and fretful; but I must do him the justice to say, that he was 

exceedingly free from those degrading vices to which Mr. Covey was constantly addicted. The 

one was open and frank, and we always knew where to find him. The other was a most artful 

deceiver, and could be understood only by such as were skillful enough to detect his cunningly-

devised frauds. Another advantage I gained in my new master was, he made no pretensions to, 

or profession of, religion; and this, in my opinion, was truly a great advantage. I assert most 

unhesitatingly, that the religion of the south is a mere covering for the most horrid crimes,—a 

justifier of the most appalling barbarity,—a sanctifier of the most hateful frauds,—and a dark 

shelter, under which the darkest, foulest, grossest, and most infernal deeds of slaveholders find 

the strongest protection. Were I to be again reduced to the chains of slavery, next to that 

enslavement, I should regard being the slave of a religious master the greatest calamity that 

could befall me. For of all slaveholders with whom I have ever met, religious slaveholders are 

the worst. I have ever found them the meanest and basest, the most cruel and cowardly, of all 

others. It was my unhappy lot not only to belong to a religious slaveholder, but to live in a 

community of such religionists. Very near Mr. Freeland lived the Rev. Daniel Weeden, and in 

the same neighborhood lived the Rev. Rigby Hopkins. These were members and ministers in the 

Reformed Methodist Church. Mr. Weeden owned, among others, a woman slave, whose name I 

have forgotten. This woman’s back, for weeks, was kept literally raw, made so by the lash of 

this merciless, religious wretch. He used to hire hands. His maxim was, Behave well or behave 

ill, it is the duty of a master occasionally to whip a slave, to remind him of his master’s 

authority. Such was his theory, and such his practice. Mr. Hopkins was even worse than Mr. 

Weeden. His chief boast was his ability to manage slaves. The peculiar feature of his 

government was that of whipping slaves in advance of deserving it. He always managed to have 

one or more of his slaves to whip every Monday morning. He did this to alarm their fears, and 

strike terror into those who escaped. His plan was to whip for the smallest offences, to prevent 

the commission of large ones. Mr. Hopkins could always find some excuse for whipping a slave. 

It would astonish one, unaccustomed to a slaveholding life, to see with what wonderful ease a 

slaveholder can find things, of which to make occasion to whip a slave. A mere look, word, or 
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motion,—a mistake, accident, or want of power,—are all matters for which a slave may be 

whipped at any time. Does a slave look dissatisfied? It is said, he has the devil in him, and it 

must be whipped out. Does he speak loudly when spoken to by his master? Then he is getting 

highminded, and should be taken down a button-hole lower. Does he forget to pull off his hat 

at the approach of a white person? Then he is wanting in reverence, and should be whipped for 

it. Does he ever venture to vindicate his conduct, when censured for it? Then he is guilty of 

impudence,—one of the greatest crimes of which a slave can be guilty. Does he ever venture to 

suggest a different mode of doing things from that pointed out by his master? He is indeed 

presumptuous, and getting above himself; and nothing less than a flogging will do for him. Does 

he, while ploughing, break a plough,— or, while hoeing, break a hoe? It is owing to his 

carelessness, and for it a slave must always be whipped. Mr. Hopkins could always find 

something of this sort to justify the use of the lash, and he seldom failed to embrace such 

opportunities. There was not a man in the whole county, with whom the slaves who had the 

privilege of getting their own home, would not prefer to live, rather than with this Rev. Mr. 

Hopkins. And yet there was not a man any where round, who made higher professions of 

religion, or was more active in revivals,—more attentive to the class, love-feast, prayer and 

preaching meetings, or more devotional in his family,—who prayed earlier, later, louder, and 

longer,—than this same reverend slave-driver, Rigby Hopkins. But to return to Mr. Freeland, 

and to my experience while in his employment. He, like Mr. Covey, gave us enough to eat; but, 

unlike Mr. Covey, he also gave us sufficient time to take our meals. He worked us hard, but 

always between sunrise and sunset. He required a good deal of work to be done, but gave us 

good tools with which to work. His farm was large, but he employed hands enough to work it, 

and with ease, compared with many of his neighbors. My treatment, while in his employment, 

was heavenly, compared with what I experienced at the hands of Mr. Edward Covey. Mr. 

Freeland was himself the owner of but two slaves. Their names were Henry Harris and John 

Harris. The rest of his hands he hired. These consisted of myself, Sandy Jenkins,* and Handy 

Caldwell. Henry and John were- 

*This is the same man who gave me the roots to prevent my being whipped by Mr. Covey. He was “a 

clever soul.” We used frequently to talk about the fight with Covey, and as often as we did so, he would 
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claim my success as the result of the roots which he gave me. This superstition is very common among 

the more ignorant slaves. A slave seldom dies but that his death is attributed to trickery. 

- quite intelligent, and in a very little while after I went there, I succeeded in creating in them a 

strong desire to learn how to read. This desire soon sprang up in the others also. They very 

soon mustered up some old spelling-books, and nothing would do but that I must keep a 

Sabbath school. I agreed to do so, and accordingly devoted my Sundays to teaching these my 

loved fellow-slaves how to read. Neither of them knew his letters when I went there. Some of 

the slaves of the neighboring farms found what was going on, and also availed themselves of 

this little opportunity to learn to read. It was understood, among all who came, that there must 

be as little display about it as possible. It was necessary to keep our religious masters at St. 

Michael’s unacquainted with the fact, that, instead of spending the Sabbath in wrestling, 

boxing, and drinking whisky, we were trying to learn how to read the will of God; for they had 

much rather see us engaged in those degrading sports, than to see us behaving like intellectual, 

moral, and accountable beings. My blood boils as I think of the bloody manner in which Messrs. 

Wright Fairbanks and Garrison West, both class-leaders in connection with many others, rushed 

in upon us with sticks and stones, and broke up our virtuous little Sabbath school, at St. 

Michael’s—all calling themselves Christians! humble followers of the Lord Jesus Christ! But I am 

again digressing. I held my Sabbath school at the house of a free colored man, whose name I 

deem it imprudent to mention; for should it be known, it might embarrass him greatly, though 

the crime of holding the school was committed ten years ago. I had at one time over forty 

scholars, and those of the right sort, ardently desiring to learn. They were of all ages, though 

mostly men and women. I look back to those Sundays with an amount of pleasure not to be 

expressed. They were great days to my soul. The work of instructing my dear fellow-slaves was 

the sweetest engagement with which I was ever blessed. We loved each other, and to leave 

them at the close of the Sabbath was a severe cross indeed. When I think that these precious 

souls are to-day shut up in the prison-house of slavery, my feelings overcome me, and I am 

almost ready to ask, “Does a righteous God govern the universe? and for what does he hold the 

thunders in his right hand, if not to smite the oppressor, and deliver the spoiled out of the hand 

of the spoiler?” These dear souls came not to Sabbath school because it was popular to do so, 



75 
 

nor did I teach them because it was reputable to be thus engaged. Every moment they spent in 

that school, they were liable to be taken up, and given thirty-nine lashes. They came because 

they wished to learn. Their minds had been starved by their cruel masters. They had been shut 

up in mental darkness. I taught them, because it was the delight of my soul to be doing 

something that looked like bettering the condition of my race. I kept up my school nearly the 

whole year I lived with Mr. Freeland; and, beside my Sabbath school, I devoted three evenings 

in the week, during the winter, to teaching the slaves at home. And I have the happiness to 

know, that several of those who came to the Sabbath school learned how to read; and that one, 

at least, is now free through my agency. The year passed off smoothly. It seemed only about 

half as long as the year which preceded it. I went through it without receiving a single blow. I 

will give Mr. Freeland the credit of being the best master I ever had, till I became my own 

master. For the ease with which I passed the year, I was, however, somewhat indebted to the 

society of my fellow-slaves. They were noble souls; they not only possessed loving hearts, but 

brave ones. We were linked and interlinked with each other. I loved them with a love stronger 

than any thing I have experienced since. It is sometimes said that we slaves do not love and 

confide in each other. In answer to this assertion, I can say, I never loved any or confided in any 

people more than my fellow-slaves, and especially those with whom I lived at Mr. Freeland’s. I 

believe we would have died for each other. We never undertook to do any thing, of any 

importance, without a mutual consultation. We never moved separately. We were one; and as 

much so by our tempers and dispositions, as by the mutual hardships to which we were 

necessarily subjected by our condition as slaves. At the close of the year 1834, Mr. Freeland 

again hired me of my master, for the year 1835. But, by this time, I began to want to live upon 

free land as well as with Freeland; and I was no longer content, therefore, to live with him or 

any other slaveholder. I began, with the commencement of the year, to prepare myself for a 

final struggle, which should decide my fate one way or the other. My tendency was upward. I 

was fast approaching manhood, and year after year had passed, and I was still a slave. These 

thoughts roused me—I must do something. I therefore resolved that 1835 should not pass 

without witnessing an attempt, on my part, to secure my liberty. But I was not willing to cherish 

this determination alone. My fellow-slaves were dear to me. I was anxious to have them 
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participate with me in this, my life-giving determination. I therefore, though with great 

prudence, commenced early to ascertain their views and feelings in regard to their condition, 

and to imbue their minds with thoughts of freedom. I bent myself to devising ways and means 

for our escape, and meanwhile strove, on all fitting occasions, to impress them with the gross 

fraud and inhumanity of slavery. I went first to Henry, next to John, then to the others. I found, 

in them all, warm hearts and noble spirits. They were ready to hear, and ready to act when a 

feasible plan should be proposed. This was what I wanted. I talked to them of our want of 

manhood, if we submitted to our enslavement without at least one noble effort to be free. We 

met often, and consulted frequently, and told our hopes and fears, recounted the difficulties, 

real and imagined, which we should be called on to meet. At times we were almost disposed to 

give up, and try to content ourselves with our wretched lot; at others, we were firm and 

unbending in our determination to go. Whenever we suggested any plan, there was shrinking—

the odds were fearful. Our path was beset with the greatest obstacles; and if we succeeded in 

gaining the end of it, our right to be free was yet questionable—we were yet liable to be 

returned to bondage. We could see no spot, this side of the ocean, where we could be free. We 

knew nothing about Canada. Our knowledge of the north did not extend farther than New York; 

and to go there, and be forever harassed with the frightful liability of being returned to 

slavery—with the certainty of being treated tenfold worse than before—the thought was truly 

a horrible one, and one which it was not easy to overcome. The case sometimes stood thus: At 

every gate through which we were to pass, we saw a watchman—at every ferry a guard—on 

every bridge a sentinel—and in every wood a patrol. We were hemmed in upon every side. 

Here were the difficulties, real or imagined—the good to be sought, and the evil to be shunned. 

On the one hand, there stood slavery, a stern reality, glaring frightfully upon us,—its robes 

already crimsoned with the blood of millions, and even now feasting itself greedily upon our 

own flesh. On the other hand, away back in the dim distance, under the flickering light of the 

north star, behind some craggy hill or snow-covered mountain, stood a doubtful freedom—half 

frozen— beckoning us to come and share its hospitality. This in itself was sometimes enough to 

stagger us; but when we permitted ourselves to survey the road, we were frequently appalled. 

Upon either side we saw grim death, assuming the most horrid shapes. Now it was starvation, 
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causing us to eat our own flesh;—now we were contending with the waves, and were 

drowned;—now we were overtaken, and torn to pieces by the fangs of the terrible 

bloodhound. We were stung by scorpions, chased by wild beasts, bitten by snakes, and finally, 

after having nearly reached the desired spot,—after swimming rivers, encountering wild beasts, 

sleeping in the woods, suffering hunger and nakedness,—we were overtaken by our pursuers, 

and, in our resistance, we were shot dead upon the spot! I say, this picture sometimes appalled 

us, and made us 

“rather bear those ills we had, Than fly to others, that we knew not of.” 

In coming to a fixed determination to run away, we did more than Patrick Henry, when he 

resolved upon liberty or death. With us it was a doubtful liberty at most, and almost certain 

death if we failed. For my part, I should prefer death to hopeless bondage. Sandy, one of our 

number, gave up the notion, but still encouraged us. Our company then consisted of Henry 

Harris, John Harris, Henry Bailey, Charles Roberts, and myself. Henry Bailey was my uncle, and 

belonged to my master. Charles married my aunt: he belonged to my master’s father-inlaw, Mr. 

William Hamilton. The plan we finally concluded upon was, to get a large canoe belonging to 

Mr. Hamilton, and upon the Saturday night previous to Easter holidays, paddle directly up the 

Chesapeake Bay. On our arrival at the head of the bay, a distance of seventy or eighty miles 

from where we lived, it was our purpose to turn our canoe adrift, and follow the guidance of 

the north star till we got beyond the limits of Maryland. Our reason for taking the water route 

was, that we were less liable to be suspected as runaways; we hoped to be regarded as 

fishermen; whereas, if we should take the land route, we should be subjected to interruptions 

of almost every kind. Any one having a white face, and being so disposed, could stop us, and 

subject us to examination. The week before our intended start, I wrote several protections, one 

for each of us. As well as I can remember, they were in the following words:— “This is to certify 

that I, the undersigned, have given the bearer, my servant, full liberty to go to Baltimore, and 

spend the Easter holidays.  

Written with mine own hand, &c., 1835. “William Hamilton, “Near St. Michael’s, in Talbot 

County, Maryland.” 
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We were not going to Baltimore; but, in going up the bay, we went toward Baltimore, and these 

protections were only intended to protect us while on the bay. As the time drew near for our 

departure, our anxiety became more and more intense. It was truly a matter of life and death 

with us. The strength of our determination was about to be fully tested. At this time, I was very 

active in explaining every difficulty, removing every doubt, dispelling every fear, and inspiring 

all with the firmness indispensable to success in our undertaking; assuring them that half was 

gained the instant we made the move; we had talked long enough; we were now ready to 

move; if not now, we never should be; and if we did not intend to move now, we had as well 

fold our arms, sit down, and acknowledge ourselves fit only to be slaves. This, none of us were 

prepared to acknowledge. Every man stood firm; and in our last meeting, we pledged ourselves 

afresh, and in the most solemn manner, that, at the time appointed, we would certainly start in 

pursuit of freedom. This was in the middle of the week, at the end of which we were to be off. 

We went, as usual, to our several fields of labor, but with bosoms highly agitated with thoughts 

of our truly hazardous undertaking. We tried to conceal our feelings as much as possible; and I 

think we succeeded very well. After a painful waiting, the Saturday morning, whose night was 

to witness our departure, came. I hailed it with joy, bring what of sadness it might. Friday night 

was a sleepless one for me. I probably felt more anxious than the rest, because I was, by 

common consent, at the head of the whole affair. The responsibility of success or failure lay 

heavily upon me. The glory of the one, and the confusion of the other, were alike mine. The 

first two hours of that morning were such as I never experienced before, and hope never to 

again. Early in the morning, we went, as usual, to the field. We were spreading the manure; and 

all at once, while thus engaged, I was overwhelmed with an indescribable feeling, in the fulness 

of which I turned to Sandy, who was near by, and said, “We are betrayed!” “Well,” said he, 

“that thought has this moment struck me.” We said no more. I was never more certain of any 

thing. The horn was blown as usual, and we went up from the field to the house for breakfast. I 

went for the form, more than for want of any thing to eat that morning. Just as I got to the 

house, in looking out at the lane gate, I saw four white men, with two colored men. The white 

men were on horseback, and the colored ones were walking behind, as if tied. I watched them a 

few moments till they got up to our lane gate. Here they halted, and tied the colored men to 
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the gate-post. I was not yet certain as to what the matter was. In a few moments, in rode Mr. 

Hamilton, with a speed betokening great excitement. He came to the door, and inquired if 

Master William was in. He was told he was at the barn. Mr. Hamilton, without dismounting, 

rode up to the barn with extraordinary speed. In a few moments, he and Mr. Freeland returned 

to the house. By this time, the three constables rode up, and in great haste dismounted, tied 

their horses, and met Master William and Mr. Hamilton returning from the barn; and after 

talking awhile, they all walked up to the kitchen door. There was no one in the kitchen but 

myself and John. Henry and Sandy were up at the barn. Mr. Freeland put his head in at the 

door, and called me by my name, saying, there were some gentlemen at the door who wished 

to see me. I stepped to the door, and inquired what they wanted. They at once seized me, and, 

without giving me any satisfaction, tied me— lashing my hands closely together. I insisted upon 

knowing what the matter was. They at length said, that they had learned I had been in a 

“scrape,” and that I was to be examined before my master; and if their information proved 

false, I should not be hurt. In a few moments, they succeeded in tying John. They then turned to 

Henry, who had by this time returned, and commanded him to cross his hands. “I won’t!” said 

Henry, in a firm tone, indicating his readiness to meet the consequences of his refusal. “Won’t 

you?” said Tom Graham, the constable. “No, I won’t!” said Henry, in a still stronger tone. With 

this, two of the constables pulled out their shining pistols, and swore, by their Creator, that 

they would make him cross his hands or kill him. Each cocked his pistol, and, with fingers on the 

trigger, walked up to Henry, saying, at the same time, if he did not cross his hands, they would 

blow his damned heart out. “Shoot me, shoot me!” said Henry; “you can’t kill me but once. 

Shoot, shoot,—and be damned! I won’t be tied!” This he said in a tone of loud defiance; and at 

the same time, with a motion as quick as lightning, he with one single stroke dashed the pistols 

from the hand of each constable. As he did this, all hands fell upon him, and, after beating him 

some time, they finally overpowered him, and got him tied. During the scuffle, I managed, I 

know not how, to get my pass out, and, without being discovered, put it into the fire. We were 

all now tied; and just as we were to leave for Easton jail, Betsy Freeland, mother of William Free 

land, came to the door with her hands full of biscuits, and divided them between Henry and 

John. She then delivered herself of a speech, to the following effect:—addressing herself to me, 
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she said, “You devil! You yellow devil! it was you that put it into the heads of Henry and John to 

run away. But for you, you long-legged mulatto devil! Henry nor John would never have 

thought of such a thing.” I made no reply, and was immediately hurried off towards St. 

Michael’s. Just a moment previous to the scuffle with Henry, Mr. Hamilton suggested the 

propriety of making a search for the protections which he had understood Frederick had 

written for himself and the rest. But, just at the moment he was about carrying his proposal 

into effect, his aid was needed in helping to tie Henry; and the excitement attending the scuffle 

caused them either to forget, or to deem it unsafe, under the circumstances, to search. So we 

were not yet convicted of the intention to run away. When we got about half way to St. 

Michael’s, while the constables having us in charge were looking ahead, Henry inquired of me 

what he should do with his pass. I told him to eat it with his biscuit, and own nothing; and we 

passed the word around, “Own nothing;” and “Own nothing!” said we all. Our confidence in 

each other was unshaken. We were resolved to succeed or fail together, after the calamity had 

befallen us as much as before. We were now prepared for any thing. We were to be dragged 

that morning fifteen miles behind horses, and then to be placed in the Easton jail. When we 

reached St. Michael’s, we underwent a sort of examination. We all denied that we ever 

intended to run away. We did this more to bring out the evidence against us, than from any 

hope of getting clear of being sold; for, as I have said, we were ready for that. The fact was, we 

cared but little where we went, so we went together. Our greatest concern was about 

separation. We dreaded that more than any thing this side of death. We found the evidence 

against us to be the testimony of one person; our master would not tell who it was; but we 

came to a unanimous decision among ourselves as to who their informant was. We were sent 

off to the jail at Easton. When we got there, we were delivered up to the sheriff, Mr. Joseph 

Graham, and by him placed in jail. Henry, John, and myself, were placed in one room 

together—Charles, and Henry Bailey, in another. Their object in separating us was to hinder 

concert. We had been in jail scarcely twenty minutes, when a swarm of slave traders, and 

agents for slave traders, flocked into jail to look at us, and to ascertain if we were for sale. Such 

a set of beings I never saw before! I felt my self surrounded by so many fiends from perdition. A 

band of pirates never looked more like their father, the devil. They laughed and grinned over 
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us, saying, “Ah, my boys! we have got you, haven’t we?” And after taunting us in various ways, 

they one by one went into an examination of us, with intent to ascertain our value. They would 

impudently ask us if we would not like to have them for our masters. We would make them no 

answer, and leave them to find out as best they could. Then they would curse and swear at us, 

telling us that they could take the devil out of us in a very little while, if we were only in their 

hands. While in jail, we found ourselves in much more comfortable quarters than we expected 

when we went there. We did not get much to eat, nor that which was very good; but we had a 

good clean room, from the windows of which we could see what was going on in the street, 

which was very much better than if we had been placed in one of the dark, damp cells. Upon 

the whole, we got along very well, so far as the jail and its keeper were concerned. Immediately 

after the holidays were over, contrary to all our expectations, Mr. Hamilton and Mr. Freeland 

came up to Easton, and took Charles, the two Henrys, and John, out of jail, and carried them 

home, leaving me alone. I regarded this separation as a final one. It caused me more pain than 

any thing else in the whole transaction. I was ready for any thing rather than separation. I 

supposed that they had consulted together, and had decided that, as I was the whole cause of 

the intention of the others to run away, it was hard to make the innocent suffer with the guilty; 

and that they had, therefore, concluded to take the others home, and sell me, as a warning to 

the others that remained. It is due to the noble Henry to say, he seemed almost as reluctant at 

leaving the prison as at leaving home to come to the prison. But we knew we should, in all 

probability, be separated, if we were sold; and since he was in their hands, he concluded to go 

peaceably home. I was now left to my fate. I was all alone, and within the walls of a stone 

prison. But a few days before, and I was full of hope. I expected to have been safe in a land of 

freedom; but now I was covered with gloom, sunk down to the utmost despair. I thought the 

possibility of freedom was gone. I was kept in this way about one week, at the end of which, 

Captain Auld, my master, to my surprise and utter astonishment, came up, and took me out, 

with the intention of sending me, with a gentleman of his acquaintance, into Alabama. But, 

from some cause or other, he did not send me to Alabama but concluded to send me back to 

Baltimore, to live again with his brother Hugh, and to learn a trade. Thus, after an absence of 

three years and one month, I was once more permitted to return to my old home at Baltimore. 
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My master sent me away, because there existed against me a very great prejudice in the 

community, and he feared I might be killed. In a few weeks after I went to Baltimore, Master 

Hugh hired me to Mr. William Gardner, an extensive ship-builder, on Fell’s Point. I was put 

there to learn how to calk. It, however, proved a very unfavorable place for the 

accomplishment of this object. Mr. Gardner was engaged that spring in building two large man-

of-war brigs, professedly for the Mexican government. The vessels were to be launched in the 

July of that year, and in failure thereof, Mr. Gardner was to lose a considerable sum; so that 

when I entered, all was hurry. There was no time to learn any thing. Every man had to do that 

which he knew how to do. In entering the ship-yard, my orders from Mr. Gardner were, to do 

whatever the carpenters commanded me to do. This was placing me at the beck and call of 

about seventy-five men. I was to regard all these as masters. Their word was to be my law. My 

situation was a most trying one. At times I needed a dozen pair of hands. I was called a dozen 

ways in the space of a single minute. Three or four voices would strike my ear at the same 

moment. It was—“Fred., come help me to cant this timber here.”—“Fred., come carry this 

timber yonder.”—“Fred., bring that roller here.”—“Fred., go get a fresh can of water.”—“Fred., 

come help saw off the end of this timber.”—“Fred., go quick, and get the crowbar.”—“Fred., 

hold on the end of this fall.”—“Fred., go to the blacksmith’s shop, and get a new punch.”—

“Hurra, Fred.! run and bring me a cold chisel.”—“I say, Fred., bear a hand, and get up a fire as 

quick as lightning under that steam-box.”— “Halloo, nigger! come, turn this grindstone.”—

“Come, come! move, move! and bowse this timber forward.”—“I say, darky, blast your eyes, 

why don’t you heat up some pitch?”—“Halloo! halloo! halloo!” (Three voices at the same time.) 

“Come here!—Go there!—Hold on where you are! Damn you, if you move, I’ll knock your brains 

out!” This was my school for eight months; and I might have remained there longer, but for a 

most horrid fight I had with four of the white apprentices, in which my left eye was nearly 

knocked out, and I was horribly mangled in other respects. The facts in the case were these: 

Until a very little while after I went there, white and black ship-carpenters worked side by side, 

and no one seemed to see any impropriety in it. All hands seemed to be very well satisfied. 

Many of the black carpenters were freemen. Things seemed to be going on very well. All at 

once, the white carpenters knocked off, and said they would not work with free colored 
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workmen. Their reason for this, as alleged, was, that if free colored carpenters were 

encouraged, they would soon take the trade into their own hands, and poor white men would 

be thrown out of employment. They therefore felt called upon at once to put a stop to it. And, 

taking advantage of Mr. Gardner’s necessities, they broke off, swearing they would work no 

longer, unless he would discharge his black carpenters. Now, though this did not extend to me 

in form, it did reach me in fact. My fellow-apprentices very soon began to feel it degrading to 

them to work with me. They began to put on airs, and talk about the “niggers” taking the 

country, saying we all ought to be killed; and, being encouraged by the journeymen, they 

commenced making my condition as hard as they could, by hectoring me around, and 

sometimes striking me. I, of course, kept the vow I made after the fight with Mr. Covey, and 

struck back again, regardless of consequences; and while I kept them from combining, I 

succeeded very well; for I could whip the whole of them, taking them separately. They, 

however, at length combined, and came upon me, armed with sticks, stones, and heavy 

handspikes. One came in front with a half brick. There was one at each side of me, and one 

behind me. While I was attending to those in front, and on either side, the one behind ran up 

with the handspike, and struck me a heavy blow upon the head. It stunned me. I fell, and with 

this they all ran upon me, and fell to beating me with their fists. I let them lay on for a while, 

gathering strength. In an instant, I gave a sudden surge, and rose to my hands and knees. Just 

as I did that, one of their number gave me, with his heavy boot, a powerful kick in the left eye. 

My eyeball seemed to have burst. When they saw my eye closed, and badly swollen, they left 

me. With this I seized the handspike, and for a time pursued them. But here the carpenters 

interfered, and I thought I might as well give it up. It was impossible to stand my hand against 

so many. All this took place in sight of not less than fifty white ship-carpenters, and not one 

interposed a friendly word; but some cried, “Kill the damned nigger! Kill him! kill him! He struck 

a white person.” I found my only chance for life was in flight. I succeeded in getting away 

without an additional blow, and barely so; for to strike a white man is death by Lynch law,—and 

that was the law in Mr. Gardner’s ship-yard; nor is there much of any other out of Mr. 

Gardner’s ship-yard, within the bounds of the Slave States. I went directly home, and told the 

story of my wrongs to Master Hugh; and I am happy to say of him, irreligious as he was, his 
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conduct was heavenly, compared with that of his brother Thomas under similar circumstances. 

He listened attentively to my narration of the circumstances leading to the savage outrage, and 

gave many proofs of his strong indignation at it. The heart of my once overkind mistress was 

again melted into pity. My puffed-out eye and blood-covered face moved her to tears. She took 

a chair by me, washed the blood from my face, and, with a mother’s tenderness, bound up my 

head, covering the wounded eye with a lean piece of fresh beef. It was almost compensation 

for my sufferings to witness, once more, a manifestation of kindness from this, my once 

affectionate old mistress. Master Hugh was very much enraged. He gave expression to his 

feelings by pouring out curses upon the heads of those who did the deed. As soon as I got a 

little the better of my bruises, he took me with him to Esquire Watson’s, on Bond Street, to see 

what could be done about the matter. Mr. Watson inquired who saw the assault committed. 

Master Hugh told him it was done in Mr. Gardner’s ship-yard, at mid-day, where there was a 

large company of men at work. “As to that,” he said, “the deed was done, and there was no 

question as to who did it.” His answer was, he could do nothing in the case, unless some white 

man would come forward and testify. He could issue no warrant on my word. If I had been 

killed in the presence of a thousand colored people, their testimony combined would have 

been insufficient to have arrested one of the murderers. Master Hugh, for once, was compelled 

to say this state of things was too bad. Of course, it was impossible to get any white man to 

volunteer his testimony in my behalf, and against the white young men. Even those who may 

have sympathized with me were not prepared to do this. It required a degree of courage 

unknown to them to do so; for just at that time, the slightest manifestation of humanity toward 

a colored person was denounced as abolitionism, and that name subjected its bearer to 

frightful liabilities. The watchwords of the bloody-minded in that region, and in those days, 

were, “Damn the abolitionists!” and “Damn the niggers!” There was nothing done, and 

probably nothing would have been done if I had been killed. Such was, and such remains, the 

state of things in the Christian city of Baltimore. Master Hugh, finding he could get no redress, 

refused to let me go back again to Mr. Gardner. He kept me himself, and his wife dressed my 

wound till I was again restored to health. He then took me into the ship-yard of which he was 

foreman, in the employment of Mr. Walter Price. There I was immediately set to calking, and 
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very soon learned the art of using my mallet and irons. In the course of one year from the time I 

left Mr. Gardner’s, I was able to command the highest wages given to the most experienced 

calkers. I was now of some importance to my master. I was bringing him from six to seven 

dollars per week. I sometimes brought him nine dollars per week: my wages were a dollar and a 

half a day. After learning how to calk, I sought my own employment, made my own contracts, 

and collected the money which I earned. My pathway became much more smooth than before; 

my condition was now much more comfortable. When I could get no calking to do, I did 

nothing. During these leisure times, those old notions about freedom would steal over me 

again. When in Mr. Gardner’s employment, I was kept in such a perpetual whirl of excitement, I 

could think of nothing, scarcely, but my life; and in thinking of my life, I almost forgot my 

liberty. I have observed this in my experience of slavery,—that whenever my condition was 

improved, instead of its increasing my contentment, it only increased my desire to be free, and 

set me to thinking of plans to gain my freedom. I have found that, to make a contented slave, it 

is necessary to make a thoughtless one. It is necessary to darken his moral and mental vision, 

and, as far as possible, to annihilate the power of reason. He must be able to detect no 

inconsistencies in slavery; he must be made to feel that slavery is right; and he can be brought 

to that only when he ceases to be a man. I was now getting, as I have said, one dollar and fifty 

cents per day. I contracted for it; I earned it; it was paid to me; it was rightfully my own; yet, 

upon each returning Saturday night, I was compelled to deliver every cent of that money to 

Master Hugh. And why? Not because he earned it,—not because he had any hand in earning 

it,—not because I owed it to him,—nor because he possessed the slightest shadow of a right to 

it; but solely because he had the power to compel me to give it up. The right of the grim-

visaged pirate upon the high seas is exactly the same. 
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Change of Opinion Announced 

Frederick Douglass 

May 23, 1851 

 The debate on the resolution relative to anti-slavery newspapers [at the annual meeting 

of the American Anti-Slavery Society] assumed such a character as to make it our duty to define 

the position of the North Star in respect to the Constitution of the United States. The ground 

having been directly taken, that no paper ought to receive the recommendation of the 

American Anti-Slavery Society that did not assume the Constitution to be a pro-slavery 

document, we felt in honor bound to announce at once to our old anti-slavery companions that 

we no longer possessed the requisite qualification for their official approval and 

commendation; and to assure them that we had arrived at the firm conviction that the 

Constitution; construed in the light of well established rules of legal interpretation, might be 

made consistent with its details with the noble purposes avowed in its preamble; and that 

hereafter we should insist upon the application of such rules to that instrument, and demand 

that it be wielded in behalf of emancipation. The change in our opinion on this subject has not 

been hastily arrived at. A careful study of the writings of Lysander Spooner, of Gerrit Smith, and 

of William Goodell, has brought us to our present conclusion. We found, in our former position, 

that, when debating the question, we were compelled to go behind the letter of the 

Constitution, and to seek its meaning in the history and practice of the nation under it — a 

process 64 3/6/23, 1:47 PM Change of Opinion Announced | Teaching American History 

https://teachingamericanhistory.org/document/change-of-opinion-announced/ 2/2 always 

attended with disadvantages; and certainly we feel little inclination to shoulder disadvantages 

of any kind, in order to give slavery the slightest protection. In short, we hold it to be a system 

of lawless violence; that it never was lawful, and never can be made so; and that it is the first 

duty of every American citizen, whose conscience permits so to do, to use his political as well as 

his moral power for its overthrow. Of course, this avowal did not pass without animadversion, 

and it would have been strange if it had passed without some crimination; for it is hard for any 
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combination or party to attribute good motives to any one who differs from them in what they 

deem a vial point. Brother Garrison at once exclaimed, “There is roguery somewhere!” but we 

can easily forgive this hastily expressed imputation, falling, as it did, from the lips of one to 

whom we shall never cease to be grateful, and for whom we have cherished (and do now 

cherish) a veneration only inferior in degree to that which we own to our conscience and our 

God. 
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What to the Slave Is the Fourth of July? 

Frederick Douglass 

 July 5, 1852 

Oration, Delivered in Corinthian Hall, Rochester  

  Mr. President, Friends and Fellow Citizens: He who could address this audience without 

a quailing sensation, has stronger nerves than I have. I do not remember ever to have appeared 

as a speaker before any assembly more shrinkingly, nor with greater distrust of my ability, than 

I do this day. A feeling has crept over me, quite unfavorable to the exercise of my limited 

powers of speech. The task before me is one which requires much previous thought and study 

for its proper performance. I know that apologies of this sort are generally considered flat and 

unmeaning. I trust, however, that mine will not be so considered. Should I seem at ease, my 

appearance would much misrepresent me. The little experience I have had in addressing public 

meetings, in country schoolhouses, avails me nothing on the present occasion.  

 The papers and placards say, that I am to deliver a 4th [of] July oration. This certainly 

sounds large, and out of the common way, for it is true that I have often had the privilege to 

speak in this beautiful Hall, and to address many who now honor me with their presence. But 

neither their familiar faces, nor the perfect gage I think I have of Corinthian Hall, seems to free 

me from embarrassment.  

 The fact is, ladies and gentlemen, the distance between this platform and the slave 

plantation, from which I escaped, is considerable — and the difficulties to be overcome in 

getting from the latter to the former, are by no means slight. That I am here to-day is, to me, a 

matter of astonishment as well as of gratitude. You will not, therefore, be surprised, if in what I 

have to say I evince no elaborate preparation, nor grace my speech with any high sounding 

exordium. With little experience and with less learning, I have been able to throw my thoughts 

hastily and imperfectly together; and trusting to your patient and generous indulgence, I will 

proceed to lay them before you.  
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 This, for the purpose of this celebration, is the 4th of July. It is the birthday of your 

National Independence, and of your political freedom. This, to you, is what the Passover was to 

the emancipated people of God. It carries your minds back to the day, and to the act of your 

great deliverance; and to the signs, and to the wonders, associated with that act, and that day. 

This celebration also marks the beginning of another year of your national life; and reminds you 

that the Republic of America is now 76 years old. I am glad, fellow-citizens, that your nation is 

so young. Seventy-six years, though a good old age for a man, is but a mere speck in the life of a 

nation. Three score years and ten is the allotted time for individual men; but nations number 

their years by thousands. According to this fact, you are, even now, only in the beginning of 

your national career, still lingering in the period of childhood. I repeat, I am glad this is so. There 

is hope in the thought, and hope is much needed, under the dark clouds which lower above the 

horizon. The eye of the reformer is met with angry flashes, portending disastrous times; but his 

heart may well beat lighter at the thought that America is young, and that she is still in the 

impressible stage of her existence. May he not hope that high lessons of wisdom, of justice and 

of truth, will yet give direction to her destiny? Were the nation older, the patriot’s heart might 

be sadder, and the reformer’s brow heavier. Its future might be shrouded in gloom, and the 

hope of its prophets go out in sorrow. There is consolation in the thought that America is 

young. Great streams are not easily turned from channels, worn deep in the course of ages. 

They may sometimes rise in quiet and stately majesty, and inundate the land, refreshing and 

fertilizing the earth with their mysterious properties. They may also rise in wrath and fury, and 

bear away, on their angry waves, the accumulated wealth of years of toil and hardship. They, 

however, gradually flow back to the same old channel, and flow on as serenely as ever. But, 

while the river may not be turned aside, it may dry up, and leave nothing behind but the 

withered branch, and the unsightly rock, to howl in the abyss-sweeping wind, the sad tale of 

departed glory. As with rivers so with nations.  

 Fellow-citizens, I shall not presume to dwell at length on the associations that cluster 

about this day. The simple story of it is that, 76 years ago, the people of this country were 

British subjects. The style and title of your “sovereign people” (in which you now glory) was not 

then born. You were under the British Crown. Your fathers esteemed the English Government 
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as the home government; and England as the fatherland. This home government, you know, 

although a considerable distance from your home, did, in the exercise of its parental 

prerogatives, impose upon its colonial children, such restraints, burdens and limitations, as, in 

its mature judgment, it deemed wise, right and proper.  

 But, your fathers, who had not adopted the fashionable idea of this day, of the 

infallibility of government, and the absolute character of its acts, presumed to differ from the 

home government in respect to the wisdom and the justice of some of those burdens and 

restraints. They went so far in their excitement as to pronounce the measures of government 

unjust, unreasonable, and oppressive, and altogether such as ought not to be quietly submitted 

to. I scarcely need say, fellow-citizens, that my opinion of those measures fully accords with 

that of your fathers. Such a declaration of agreement on my part would not be worth much to 

anybody. It would, certainly, prove nothing, as to what part I might have taken, had I lived 

during the great controversy of 1776. To say now that America was right, and England wrong, is 

exceedingly easy. Everybody can say it; the dastard, not less than the noble brave, can 

flippantly discant on the tyranny of England towards the American Colonies. It is fashionable to 

do so; but there was a time when to pronounce against England, and in favor of the cause of 

the colonies, tried men’s souls. They who did so were accounted in their day, plotters of 

mischief, agitators and rebels, dangerous men. To side with the right, against the wrong, with 

the weak against the strong, and with the oppressed against the oppressor! here lies the merit, 

and the one which, of all others, seems unfashionable in our day. The cause of liberty may be 

stabbed by the men who glory in the deeds of your fathers. But, to proceed.  

 Feeling themselves harshly and unjustly treated by the home government, your fathers, 

like men of honesty, and men of spirit, earnestly sought redress. They petitioned and 

remonstrated; they did so in a decorous, respectful, and loyal manner. Their conduct was 

wholly unexceptionable. This, however, did not answer the purpose. They saw themselves 

treated with sovereign indifference, coldness and scorn. Yet they persevered. They were not 

the men to look back.  
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 As the sheet anchor takes a firmer hold, when the ship is tossed by the storm, so did the 

cause of your fathers grow stronger, as it breasted the chilling blasts of kingly displeasure. The 

greatest and best of British statesmen admitted its justice, and the loftiest eloquence of the 

British Senate came to its support. But, with that blindness which seems to be the unvarying 

characteristic of tyrants, since Pharaoh and his hosts were drowned in the Red Sea, the British 

Government persisted in the exactions complained of.  

 The madness of this course, we believe, is admitted now, even by England; but we fear 

the lesson is wholly lost on our present ruler.  

 Oppression makes a wise man mad. Your fathers were wise men, and if they did not go 

mad, they became restive under this treatment. They felt themselves the victims of grievous 

wrongs, wholly incurable in their colonial capacity. With brave men there is always a remedy for 

oppression. Just here, the idea of a total separation of the colonies from the crown was born! It 

was a startling idea, much more so, than we, at this distance of time, regard it. The timid and 

the prudent (as has been intimated) of that day, were, of course, shocked and alarmed by it.  

 Such people lived then, had lived before, and will, probably, ever have a place on this 

planet; and their course, in respect to any great change, (no matter how great the good to be 

attained, or the wrong to be redressed by it), may be calculated with as much precision as can 

be the course of the stars. They hate all changes, but silver, gold and copper change! Of this 

sort of change they are always strongly in favor.  

 These people were called Tories in the days of your fathers; and the appellation, 

probably, conveyed the same idea that is meant by a more modern, though a somewhat less 

euphonious term, which we often find in our papers, applied to some of our old politicians.  

 Their opposition to the then dangerous thought was earnest and powerful; but, amid all 

their terror and affrighted vociferations against it, the alarming and revolutionary idea moved 

on, and the country with it. On the 2d of July, 1776, the old Continental Congress, to the dismay 

of the lovers of ease, and the worshipers of property, clothed that dreadful idea with all the 

authority of national sanction. They did so in the form of a resolution; and as we seldom hit 

upon resolutions, drawn up in our day whose transparency is at all equal to this, it may refresh 
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your minds and help my story if I read it. “Resolved, That these united colonies are, and of right, 

ought to be free and Independent States; that they are absolved from all allegiance to the 

British Crown; and that all political connection between them and the State of Great Britain is, 

and ought to be, dissolved.”  

 Citizens, your fathers made good that resolution. They succeeded; and today you reap 

the fruits of their success. The freedom gained is yours; and you, therefore, may properly 

celebrate this anniversary. The 4th of July is the first great fact in your nation’s history — the 

very ring-bolt in the chain of your yet undeveloped destiny.  

 Pride and patriotism, not less than gratitude, prompt you to celebrate and to hold it in 

perpetual remembrance. I have said that the Declaration of Independence is the ring-bolt to 

the chain of your nation’s destiny; so, indeed, I regard it. The principles contained in that 

instrument are saving principles. Stand by those principles, be true to them on all occasions, in 

all places, against all foes, and at whatever cost.  

 From the round top of your ship of state, dark and threatening clouds may be seen. 

Heavy billows, like mountains in the distance, disclose to the leeward huge forms of flinty 

rocks! That bolt drawn, that chain broken, and all is lost. Cling to this day — cling to it, and to its 

principles, with the grasp of a storm-tossed mariner to a spar at midnight.  

 The coming into being of a nation, in any circumstances, is an interesting event. But, 

besides general considerations, there were peculiar circumstances which make the advent of 

this republic an event of special attractiveness.  

 The whole scene, as I look back to it, was simple, dignified and sublime.  

 The population of the country, at the time, stood at the insignificant number of three 

millions. The country was poor in the munitions of war. The population was weak and 

scattered, and the country a wilderness unsubdued. There were then no means of concert and 

combination, such as exist now. Neither steam nor lightning had then been reduced to order 

and discipline. From the Potomac to the Delaware was a journey of many days. Under these, 
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and innumerable other disadvantages, your fathers declared for liberty and independence and 

triumphed.  

 Fellow Citizens, I am not wanting in respect for the fathers of this republic. The signers 

of the Declaration of Independence were brave men. They were great men too — great enough 

to give fame to a great age. It does not often happen to a nation to raise, at one time, such a 

number of truly great men. The point from which I am compelled to view them is not, certainly, 

the most favorable; and yet I cannot contemplate their great deeds with less than admiration. 

They were statesmen, patriots and heroes, and for the good they did, and the principles they 

contended for, I will unite with you to honor their memory.  

 They loved their country better than their own private interests; and, though this is not 

the highest form of human excellence, all will concede that it is a rare virtue, and that when it is 

exhibited, it ought to command respect. He who will, intelligently, lay down his life for his 

country, is a man whom it is not in human nature to despise. Your fathers staked their lives, 

their fortunes, and their sacred honor, on the cause of their country. In their admiration of 

liberty, they lost sight of all other interests. 

  They were peace men; but they preferred revolution to peaceful submission to 

bondage. They were quiet men; but they did not shrink from agitating against oppression. They 

showed forbearance; but that they knew its limits. They believed in order; but not in the order 

of tyranny. With them, nothing was “settled” that was not right. With them, justice, liberty and 

humanity were “final;” not slavery and oppression. You may well cherish the memory of such 

men. They were great in their day and generation. Their solid manhood stands out the more as 

we contrast it with these degenerate times.  

 How circumspect, exact and proportionate were all their movements! How unlike the 

politicians of an hour! Their statesmanship looked beyond the passing moment, and stretched 

away in strength into the distant future. They seized upon eternal principles, and set a glorious 

example in their defense. Mark them! 

 Fully appreciating the hardship to be encountered, firmly believing in the right of their cause, 

honorably inviting the scrutiny of an on-looking world, reverently appealing to heaven to attest 
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their sincerity, soundly comprehending the solemn responsibility they were about to assume, 

wisely measuring the terrible odds against them, your fathers, the fathers of this republic, did, 

most deliberately, under the inspiration of a glorious patriotism, and with a sublime faith in the 

great principles of justice and freedom, lay deep the corner-stone of the national 

superstructure, which has risen and still rises in grandeur around you.  

 Of this fundamental work, this day is the anniversary. Our eyes are met with 

demonstrations of joyous enthusiasm. Banners and pennants wave exultingly on the breeze. 

The din of business, too, is hushed. Even Mammon seems to have quitted his grasp on this day. 

The ear-piercing fife and the stirring drum unite their accents with the ascending peal of a 

thousand church bells. Prayers are made, hymns are sung, and sermons are preached in honor 

of this day; while the quick martial tramp of a great and multitudinous nation, echoed back by 

all the hills, valleys and mountains of a vast continent, bespeak the occasion one of thrilling and 

universal interest — a nation’s jubilee.  

 Friends and citizens, I need not enter further into the causes which led to this 

anniversary. Many of you understand them better than I do. You could instruct me in regard to 

them. That is a branch of knowledge in which you feel, perhaps, a much deeper interest than 

your speaker. The causes which led to the separation of the colonies from the British crown 

have never lacked for a tongue. They have all been taught in your common schools, narrated at 

your firesides, unfolded from your pulpits, and thundered from your legislative halls, and are as 

familiar to you as household words. They form the staple of your national poetry and 

eloquence.  

 I remember, also, that, as a people, Americans are remarkably familiar with all facts 

which make in their own favor. This is esteemed by some as a national trait — perhaps a 

national weakness. It is a fact, that whatever makes for the wealth or for the reputation of 

Americans, and can be had cheap! will be found by Americans. I shall not be charged with 

slandering Americans, if I say I think the American side of any question may be safely left in 

American hands.  
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 I leave, therefore, the great deeds of your fathers to other gentlemen whose claim to 

have been regularly descended will be less likely to be disputed than mine!  

 My business, if I have any here to-day, is with the present. The accepted time with God 

and his cause is the ever-living now.  

Trust no future, however pleasant, 

Let the dead past bury its dead; 

Act, act in the living present, 

Heart within, and God overhead. 

 We have to do with the past only as we can make it useful to the present and to the 

future. To all inspiring motives, to noble deeds which can be gained from the past, we are 

welcome. But now is the time, the important time. Your fathers have lived, died, and have done 

their work, and have done much of it well. You live and must die, and you must do your work. 

You have no right to enjoy a child’s share in the labor of your fathers, unless your children are 

to be blest by your labors. You have no right to wear out and waste the hard-earned fame of 

your fathers to cover your indolence. Sydney Smith tells us that men seldom eulogize the 

wisdom and virtues of their fathers, but to excuse some folly or wickedness of their own. This 

truth is not a doubtful one. There are illustrations of it near and remote, ancient and modern. It 

was fashionable, hundreds of years ago, for the children of Jacob to boast, we have “Abraham 

to our father,” when they had long lost Abraham’s faith and spirit. That people contented 

themselves under the shadow of Abraham’s great name, while they repudiated the deeds 

which made his name great. Need I remind you that a similar thing is being done all over this 

country to-day? Need I tell you that the Jews are not the only people who built the tombs of 

the prophets, and garnished the sepulchres of the righteous? Washington could not die till he 

had broken the chains of his slaves. Yet his monument is built up by the price of human blood, 

and the traders in the bodies and souls of men shout — “We have Washington to our father.” 

— Alas! that it should be so; yet so it is.  

The evil that men do, lives after them, The good is oft-interred with their bones. 
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  Fellow-citizens, pardon me, allow me to ask, why am I called upon to speak here to-

day? What have I, or those I represent, to do with your national independence? Are the great 

principles of political freedom and of natural justice, embodied in that Declaration of 

Independence, extended to us? and am I, therefore, called upon to bring our humble offering 

to the national altar, and to confess the benefits and express devout gratitude for the blessings 

resulting from your independence to us? 

  Would to God, both for your sakes and ours, that an affirmative answer could be 

truthfully returned to these questions! Then would my task be light, and my burden easy and 

delightful. For who is there so cold, that a nation’s sympathy could not warm him? Who so 

obdurate and dead to the claims of gratitude, that would not thankfully acknowledge such 

priceless benefits? Who so stolid and selfish, that would not give his voice to swell the 

hallelujahs of a nation’s jubilee, when the chains of servitude had been torn from his limbs? I 

am not that man. In a case like that, the dumb might eloquently speak, and the “lame man leap 

as an hart.”  

 But, such is not the state of the case. I say it with a sad sense of the disparity between 

us. I am not included within the pale of this glorious anniversary! Your high independence only 

reveals the immeasurable distance between us. The blessings in which you, this day, rejoice, 

are not enjoyed in common. — The rich inheritance of justice, liberty, prosperity and 

independence, bequeathed by your fathers, is shared by you, not by me. The sunlight that 

brought life and healing to you, has brought stripes and death to me. This Fourth [of] July 

is yours, not mine. You may rejoice, I must mourn. To drag a man in fetters into the grand 

illuminated temple of liberty, and call upon him to join you in joyous anthems, were inhuman 

mockery and sacrilegious irony. Do you mean, citizens, to mock me, by asking me to speak to-

day? If so, there is a parallel to your conduct. And let me warn you that it is dangerous to copy 

the example of a nation whose crimes, lowering up to heaven, were thrown down by the 

breath of the Almighty, burying that nation in irrecoverable ruin! I can to-day take up the 

plaintive lament of a peeled and woe-smitten people!  
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 “By the rivers of Babylon, there we sat down. Yea! we wept when we remembered Zion. 

We hanged our harps upon the willows in the midst thereof. For there, they that carried us 

away captive, required of us a song; and they who wasted us required of us mirth, saying, Sing 

us one of the songs of Zion. How can we sing the Lord’s song in a strange land? If I forget thee, 

O Jerusalem, let my right hand forget her cunning. If I do not remember thee, let my tongue 

cleave to the roof of my mouth.”  

 Fellow-citizens; above your national, tumultuous joy, I hear the mournful wail of 

millions! whose chains, heavy and grievous yesterday, are, to-day, rendered more intolerable 

by the jubilee shouts that reach them. If I do forget, if I do not faithfully remember those 

bleeding children of sorrow this day, “may my right hand forget her cunning, and may my 

tongue cleave to the roof of my mouth!” To forget them, to pass lightly over their wrongs, and 

to chime in with the popular theme, would be treason most scandalous and shocking, and 

would make me a reproach before God and the world. My subject, then, fellow-citizens, is 

AMERICAN SLAVERY. I shall see, this day, and its popular characteristics, from the slave’s point 

of view. Standing, there, identified with the American bondman, making his wrongs mine, I do 

not hesitate to declare, with all my soul, that the character and conduct of this nation never 

looked blacker to me than on this 4th of July! Whether we turn to the declarations of the past, 

or to the professions of the present, the conduct of the nation seems equally hideous and 

revolting. America is false to the past, false to the present, and solemnly binds herself to be 

false to the future. Standing with God and the crushed and bleeding slave on this occasion, I 

will, in the name of humanity which is outraged, in the name of liberty which is fettered, in the 

name of the constitution and the Bible, which are disregarded and trampled upon, dare to call 

in question and to denounce, with all the emphasis I can command, everything that serves to 

perpetuate slavery — the great sin and shame of America! “I will not equivocate; I will not 

excuse;” I will use the severest language I can command; and yet not one word shall escape me 

that any man, whose judgment is not blinded by prejudice, or who is not at heart a slaveholder, 

shall not confess to be right and just.  

 But I fancy I hear some one of my audience say, it is just in this circumstance that you 

and your brother abolitionists fail to make a favorable impression on the public mind. Would 
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you argue more, and denounce less, would you persuade more, and rebuke less, your cause 

would be much more likely to succeed. But, I submit, where all is plain there is nothing to be 

argued. What point in the anti-slavery creed would you have me argue? On what branch of the 

subject do the people of this country need light? Must I undertake to prove that the slave is a 

man? That point is conceded already. Nobody doubts it. The slaveholders themselves 

acknowledge it in the enactment of laws for their government. They acknowledge it when they 

punish disobedience on the part of the slave. There are seventy-two crimes in the State of 

Virginia, which, if committed by a black man, (no matter how ignorant he be), subject him to 

the punishment of death; while only two of the same crimes will subject a white man to the like 

punishment. What is this but the acknowledgement that the slave is a moral, intellectual and 

responsible being? The manhood of the slave is conceded. It is admitted in the fact that 

Southern statute books are covered with enactments forbidding, under severe fines and 

penalties, the teaching of the slave to read or to write. When you can point to any such laws, in 

reference to the beasts of the field, then I may consent to argue the manhood of the slave. 

When the dogs in your streets, when the fowls of the air, when the cattle on your hills, when 

the fish of the sea, and the reptiles that crawl, shall be unable to distinguish the slave from a 

brute, then will I argue with you that the slave is a man!  

 For the present, it is enough to affirm the equal manhood of the Negro race. Is it not 

astonishing that, while we are ploughing, planting and reaping, using all kinds of mechanical 

tools, erecting houses, constructing bridges, building ships, working in metals of brass, iron, 

copper, silver and gold; that, while we are reading, writing and cyphering, acting as clerks, 

merchants and secretaries, having among us lawyers, doctors, ministers, poets, authors, 

editors, orators and teachers; that, while we are engaged in all manner of enterprises common 

to other men, digging gold in California, capturing the whale in the Pacific, feeding sheep and 

cattle on the hill-side, living, moving, acting, thinking, planning, living in families as husbands, 

wives and children, and, above all, confessing and worshipping the Christian’s God, and looking 

hopefully for life and immortality beyond the grave, we are called upon to prove that we are 

men!  
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 Would you have me argue that man is entitled to liberty? that he is the rightful owner of 

his own body? You have already declared it. Must I argue the wrongfulness of slavery? Is that a 

question for Republicans? Is it to be settled by the rules of logic and argumentation, as a matter 

beset with great difficulty, involving a doubtful application of the principle of justice, hard to be 

understood? How should I look to-day, in the presence of Americans, dividing, and subdividing 

a discourse, to show that men have a natural right to freedom? speaking of it relatively, and 

positively, negatively, and affirmatively. To do so, would be to make myself ridiculous, and to 

offer an insult to your understanding. — There is not a man beneath the canopy of heaven, that 

does not know that slavery is wrong for him.  

 What, am I to argue that it is wrong to make men brutes, to rob them of their liberty, to 

work them without wages, to keep them ignorant of their relations to their fellow men, to beat 

them with sticks, to flay their flesh with the lash, to load their limbs with irons, to hunt them 

with dogs, to sell them at auction, to sunder their families, to knock out their teeth, to burn 

their flesh, to starve them into obedience and submission to their masters? Must I argue that a 

system thus marked with blood, and stained with pollution, is wrong? No! I will not. I have 

better employments for my time and strength than such arguments would imply.  

 What, then, remains to be argued? Is it that slavery is not divine; that God did not 

establish it; that our doctors of divinity are mistaken? There is blasphemy in the thought. That 

which is inhuman, cannot be divine! Who can reason on such a proposition? They that can, 

may; I cannot. The time for such argument is passed.  

 At a time like this, scorching irony, not convincing argument, is needed. O! had I the 

ability, and could I reach the nation’s ear, I would, to-day, pour out a fiery stream of biting 

ridicule, blasting reproach, withering sarcasm, and stern rebuke. For it is not light that is 

needed, but fire; it is not the gentle shower, but thunder. We need the storm, the whirlwind, 

and the earthquake. The feeling of the nation must be quickened; the conscience of the nation 

must be roused; the propriety of the nation must be startled; the hypocrisy of the nation must 

be exposed; and its crimes against God and man must be proclaimed and denounced.  
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 What, to the American slave, is your 4th of July? I answer: a day that reveals to him, 

more than all other days in the year, the gross injustice and cruelty to which he is the constant 

victim. To him, your celebration is a sham; your boasted liberty, an unholy license; your national 

greatness, swelling vanity; your sounds of rejoicing are empty and heartless; your 

denunciations of tyrants, brass fronted impudence; your shouts of liberty and equality, hollow 

mockery; your prayers and hymns, your sermons and thanksgivings, with all your religious 

parade, and solemnity, are, to him, mere bombast, fraud, deception, impiety, and hypocrisy — 

a thin veil to cover up crimes which would disgrace a nation of savages. There is not a nation on 

the earth guilty of practices, more shocking and bloody, than are the people of these United 

States, at this very hour.  

 Go where you may, search where you will, roam through all the monarchies and 

despotisms of the old world, travel through South America, search out every abuse, and when 

you have found the last, lay your facts by the side of the everyday practices of this nation, and 

you will say with me, that, for revolting barbarity and shameless hypocrisy, America reigns 

without a rival.  

 Take the American slave-trade, which, we are told by the papers, is especially 

prosperous just now. Ex-Senator Benton tells us that the price of men was never higher than 

now. He mentions the fact to show that slavery is in no danger. This trade is one of the 

peculiarities of American institutions. It is carried on in all the large towns and cities in one-half 

of this confederacy; and millions are pocketed every year, by dealers in this horrid traffic. In 

several states, this trade is a chief source of wealth. It is called (in contradistinction to the 

foreign slave-trade) “the internal slave trade.” It is, probably, called so, too, in order to divert 

from it the horror with which the foreign slave-trade is contemplated. That trade has long since 

been denounced by this government, as piracy. It has been denounced with burning words, 

from the high places of the nation, as an execrable traffic. To arrest it, to put an end to it, this 

nation keeps a squadron, at immense cost, on the coast of Africa. Everywhere, in this country, it 

is safe to speak of this foreign slave-trade, as a most inhuman traffic, opposed alike to the laws 

of God and of man. The duty to extirpate and destroy it, is admitted even by our DOCTORS OF 

DIVINITY. In order to put an end to it, some of these last have consented that their colored 
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brethren (nominally free) should leave this country, and establish themselves on the western 

coast of Africa! It is, however, a notable fact that, while so much execration is poured out by 

Americans upon those engaged in the foreign slave-trade, the men engaged in the slave-trade 

between the states pass without condemnation, and their business is deemed honorable.  

 Behold the practical operation of this internal slave-trade, the American slave-trade, 

sustained by American politics and America religion. Here you will see men and women reared 

like swine for the market. You know what is a swine-drover? I will show you a man-drover. They 

inhabit all our Southern States. They perambulate the country, and crowd the highways of the 

nation, with droves of human stock. You will see one of these human flesh-jobbers, armed with 

pistol, whip and bowie-knife, driving a company of a hundred men, women, and children, from 

the Potomac to the slave market at New Orleans. These wretched people are to be sold singly, 

or in lots, to suit purchasers. They are food for the cotton-field, and the deadly sugar-mill. Mark 

the sad procession, as it moves wearily along, and the inhuman wretch who drives them. Hear 

his savage yells and his bloodchilling oaths, as he hurries on his affrighted captives! There, see 

the old man, with locks thinned and gray. Cast one glance, if you please, upon that young 

mother, whose shoulders are bare to the scorching sun, her briny tears falling on the brow of 

the babe in her arms. See, too, that girl of thirteen, weeping, yes! weeping, as she thinks of the 

mother from whom she has been torn! The drove moves tardily. Heat and sorrow have nearly 

consumed their strength; suddenly you hear a quick snap, like the discharge of a rifle; the 

fetters clank, and the chain rattles simultaneously; your ears are saluted with a scream, that 

seems to have torn its way to the center of your soul! The crack you heard, was the sound of 

the slave-whip; the scream you heard, was from the woman you saw with the babe. Her speed 

had faltered under the weight of her child and her chains! that gash on her shoulder tells her to 

move on. Follow the drove to New Orleans. Attend the auction; see men examined like horses; 

see the forms of women rudely and brutally exposed to the shocking gaze of American slave-

buyers. See this drove sold and separated forever; and never forget the deep, sad sobs that 

arose from that scattered multitude. Tell me citizens, WHERE, under the sun, you can witness a 

spectacle more fiendish and shocking. Yet this is but a glance at the American slave-trade, as it 

exists, at this moment, in the ruling part of the United States. 
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  I was born amid such sights and scenes. To me the American slave-trade is a terrible 

reality. When a child, my soul was often pierced with a sense of its horrors. I lived on Philpot 

Street, Fell’s Point, Baltimore, and have watched from the wharves, the slave ships in the Basin, 

anchored from the shore, with their cargoes of human flesh, waiting for favorable winds to waft 

them down the Chesapeake. There was, at that time, a grand slave mart kept at the head of 

Pratt Street, by Austin Woldfolk. His agents were sent into every town and county in Maryland, 

announcing their arrival, through the papers, and on flaming “hand-bills,” headed CASH FOR 

NEGROES. These men were generally well dressed men, and very captivating in their manners. 

Ever ready to drink, to treat, and to gamble. The fate of many a slave has depended upon the 

turn of a single card; and many a child has been snatched from the arms of its mother by 

bargains arranged in a state of brutal drunkenness.  

 The flesh-mongers gather up their victims by dozens, and drive them, chained, to the 

general depot at Baltimore. When a sufficient number have been collected here, a ship is 

chartered, for the purpose of conveying the forlorn crew to Mobile, or to New Orleans. From 

the slave prison to the ship, they are usually driven in the darkness of night; for since the 

antislavery agitation, a certain caution is observed.  

 In the deep still darkness of midnight, I have been often aroused by the dead heavy 

footsteps, and the piteous cries of the chained gangs that passed our door. The anguish of my 

boyish heart was intense; and I was often consoled, when speaking to my mistress in the 

morning, to hear her say that the custom was very wicked; that she hated to hear the rattle of 

the chains, and the heart-rending cries. I was glad to find one who sympathized with me in my 

horror. 

  Fellow-citizens, this murderous traffic is, to-day, in active operation in this boasted 

republic. In the solitude of my spirit, I see clouds of dust raised on the highways of the South; I 

see the bleeding footsteps; I hear the doleful wail of fettered humanity, on the way to the 

slave-markets, where the victims are to be sold like horses, sheep, and swine, knocked off to 

the highest bidder. There I see the tenderest ties ruthlessly broken, to gratify the lust, caprice 

and rapacity of the buyers and sellers of men. My soul sickens at the sight. 
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Is this the land your Fathers loved, 

The freedom which they toiled to win? 

Is this the earth whereon they moved? 

Are these the graves they slumber in? 

 But a still more inhuman, disgraceful, and scandalous state of things remains to be 

presented. By an act of the American Congress, not yet two years old, slavery has been 

nationalized in its most horrible and revolting form. By that act, Mason and Dixon’s line has 

been obliterated; New York has become as Virginia; and the power to hold, hunt, and sell men, 

women, and children as slaves remains no longer a mere state institution, but is now an 

institution of the whole United States. The power is co-extensive with the Star-Spangled Banner 

and American Christianity. Where these go, may also go the merciless slave-hunter. Where 

these are, man is not sacred. He is a bird for the sportsman’s gun. By that most foul and 

fiendish of all human decrees, the liberty and person of every man are put in peril. Your broad 

republican domain is hunting ground for men. Not for thieves and robbers, enemies of society, 

merely, but for men guilty of no crime. Your lawmakers have commanded all good citizens to 

engage in this hellish sport. Your President, your Secretary of State, our lords, nobles, and 

ecclesiastics, enforce, as a duty you owe to your free and glorious country, and to your God, 

that you do this accursed thing. Not fewer than forty Americans have, within the past two 

years, been hunted down and, without a moment’s warning, hurried away in chains, and 

consigned to slavery and excruciating torture. Some of these have had wives and children, 

dependent on them for bread; but of this, no account was made. The right of the hunter to his 

prey stands superior to the right of marriage, and to all rights in this republic, the rights of God 

included! For black men there are neither law, justice, humanity, nor religion. The Fugitive 

Slave Law makes mercy to them a crime; and bribes the judge who tries them. An American 

judge gets ten dollars for every victim he consigns to slavery, and five, when he fails to do so. 

The oath of any two villains is sufficient, under this hell-black enactment, to send the most 

pious and exemplary black man into the remorseless jaws of slavery! His own testimony is 

nothing. He can bring no witnesses for himself. The minister of American justice is bound by the 

law to hear but one side; and that side, is the side of the oppressor. Let this damning fact be 
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perpetually told. Let it be thundered around the world, that, in tyrant-killing, king-hating, 

people-loving, democratic, Christian America, the seats of justice are filled with judges, who 

hold their offices under an open and palpable bribe, and are bound, in deciding in the case of a 

man’s liberty, to hear only his accusers!  

 In glaring violation of justice, in shameless disregard of the forms of administering law, 

in cunning arrangement to entrap the defenseless, and in diabolical intent, this Fugitive Slave 

Law stands alone in the annals of tyrannical legislation. I doubt if there be another nation on 

the globe, having the brass and the baseness to put such a law on the statute-book. If any man 

in this assembly thinks differently from me in this matter, and feels able to disprove my 

statements, I will gladly confront him at any suitable time and place he may select. 

  I take this law to be one of the grossest infringements of Christian Liberty, and, if the 

churches and ministers of our country were not stupidly blind, or most wickedly indifferent, 

they, too, would so regard it.  

 At the very moment that they are thanking God for the enjoyment of civil and religious 

liberty, and for the right to worship God according to the dictates of their own consciences, 

they are utterly silent in respect to a law which robs religion of its chief significance, and makes 

it utterly worthless to a world lying in wickedness. Did this law concern the “mint, anise, and 

cumin” — abridge the right to sing psalms, to partake of the sacrament, or to engage in any of 

the ceremonies of religion, it would be smitten by the thunder of a thousand pulpits. A general 

shout would go up from the church, demanding repeal, repeal, instant repeal! — And it would 

go hard with that politician who presumed to solicit the votes of the people without inscribing 

this motto on his banner. Further, if this demand were not complied with, another Scotland 

would be added to the history of religious liberty, and the stern old Covenanters would be 

thrown into the shade. A John Knox would be seen at every church door, and heard from every 

pulpit, and Fillmore would have no more quarter than was shown by Knox, to the beautiful, but 

treacherous queen Mary of Scotland. The fact that the church of our country, (with fractional 

exceptions), does not esteem “the Fugitive Slave Law” as a declaration of war against religious 

liberty, implies that that church regards religion simply as a form of worship, an empty 
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ceremony, and not a vital principle, requiring active benevolence, justice, love and good will 

towards man. It esteems sacrifice above mercy; psalm singing above right doing; solemn 

meetings above practical righteousness. A worship that can be conducted by persons who 

refuse to give shelter to the houseless, to give bread to the hungry, clothing to the naked, and 

who enjoin obedience to a law forbidding these acts of mercy, is a curse, not a blessing to 

mankind. The Bible addresses all such persons as “scribes, Pharisees, hypocrites, who pay tithe 

of mint, anise, and cumin, and have omitted the weightier matters of the law, judgment, mercy 

and faith.” 

  But the church of this country is not only indifferent to the wrongs of the slave, it 

actually takes sides with the oppressors. It has made itself the bulwark of American slavery, and 

the shield of American slave-hunters. Many of its most eloquent Divines. who stand as the very 

lights of the church, have shamelessly given the sanction of religion and the Bible to the whole 

slave system. They have taught that man may, properly, be a slave; that the relation of master 

and slave is ordained of God; that to send back an escaped bondman to his master is clearly the 

duty of all the followers of the Lord Jesus Christ; and this horrible blasphemy is palmed off upon 

the world for Christianity.  

 For my part, I would say, welcome infidelity! welcome atheism! welcome anything! in 

preference to the gospel, as preached by those Divines! They convert the very name of religion 

into an engine of tyranny, and barbarous cruelty, and serve to confirm more infidels, in this age, 

than all the infidel writings of Thomas Paine, Voltaire, and Bolingbroke, put together, have 

done! These ministers make religion a cold and flinty-hearted thing, having neither principles of 

right action, nor bowels of compassion. They strip the love of God of its beauty, and leave the 

throng of religion a huge, horrible, repulsive form. It is a religion for oppressors, tyrants, man-

stealers, and thugs. It is not that “pure and undefiled religion” which is from above, and which is 

“first pure, then peaceable, easy to be entreated, full of mercy and good fruits, without 

partiality, and without hypocrisy.” But a religion which favors the rich against the poor; which 

exalts the proud above the humble; which divides mankind into two classes, tyrants and slaves; 

which says to the man in chains, stay there; and to the oppressor, oppress on; it is a religion 

which may be professed and enjoyed by all the robbers and enslavers of mankind; it makes God 
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a respecter of persons, denies his fatherhood of the race, and tramples in the dust the great 

truth of the brotherhood of man. All this we affirm to be true of the popular church, and the 

popular worship of our land and nation — a religion, a church, and a worship which, on the 

authority of inspired wisdom, we pronounce to be an abomination in the sight of God. In the 

language of Isaiah, the American church might be well addressed, “Bring no more vain 

ablations; incense is an abomination unto me: the new moons and Sabbaths, the calling of 

assemblies, I cannot away with; it is iniquity even the solemn meeting. Your new moons and 

your appointed feasts my soul hateth. They are a trouble to me; I am weary to bear them; and 

when ye spread forth your hands I will hide mine eyes from you. Yea! when ye make many 

prayers, I will not hear. YOUR HANDS ARE FULL OF BLOOD; cease to do evil, learn to do well; 

seek judgment; relieve the oppressed; judge for the fatherless; plead for the widow.” 

  The American church is guilty, when viewed in connection with what it is doing to 

uphold slavery; but it is superlatively guilty when viewed in connection with its ability to abolish 

slavery. The sin of which it is guilty is one of omission as well as of commission. Albert Barnes 

but uttered what the common sense of every man at all observant of the actual state of the 

case will receive as truth, when he declared that “There is no power out of the church that 

could sustain slavery an hour, if it were not sustained in it.”  

 Let the religious press, the pulpit, the Sunday school, the conference meeting, the great 

ecclesiastical, missionary, Bible and tract associations of the land array their immense powers 

against slavery and slave-holding; and the whole system of crime and blood would be scattered 

to the winds; and that they do not do this involves them in the most awful responsibility of 

which the mind can conceive.  

 In prosecuting the anti-slavery enterprise, we have been asked to spare the church, to 

spare the ministry; but how, we ask, could such a thing be done? We are met on the threshold 

of our efforts for the redemption of the slave, by the church and ministry of the country, in 

battle arrayed against us; and we are compelled to fight or flee. From what quarter, I beg to 

know, has proceeded a fire so deadly upon our ranks, during the last two years, as from the 

Northern pulpit? As the champions of oppressors, the chosen men of American theology have 
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appeared — men, honored for their so-called piety, and their real learning. The Lords of 

Buffalo, the Springs of New York, the Lathrops of Auburn, the Coxes and Spencers of Brooklyn, 

the Gannets and Sharps of Boston, the Deweys of Washington, and other great religious lights 

of the land have, in utter denial of the authority of Him by whom they professed to be called to 

the ministry, deliberately taught us, against the example of the Hebrews and against the 

remonstrance of the Apostles, they teach that we ought to obey man’s law before the law of 

God.  

 My spirit wearies of such blasphemy; and how such men can be supported, as the 

“standing types and representatives of Jesus Christ,” is a mystery which I leave others to 

penetrate. In speaking of the American church, however, let it be distinctly understood that I 

mean the great mass of the religious organizations of our land. There are exceptions, and I 

thank God that there are. Noble men may be found, scattered all over these Northern States, of 

whom Henry Ward Beecher of Brooklyn, Samuel J. May of Syracuse, and my esteemed friend 

(Rev. R. R. Raymond) on the platform, are shining examples; and let me say further, that upon 

these men lies the duty to inspire our ranks with high religious faith and zeal, and to cheer us 

on in the great mission of the slave’s redemption from his chains.  

 One is struck with the difference between the attitude of the American church towards 

the anti-slavery movement, and that occupied by the churches in England towards a similar 

movement in that country. There, the church, true to its mission of ameliorating, elevating, and 

improving the condition of mankind, came forward promptly, bound up the wounds of the 

West Indian slave, and restored him to his liberty. There, the question of emancipation was a 

high religious question. It was demanded, in the name of humanity, and according to the law of 

the living God. The Sharps, the Clarksons, the Wilberforces, the Buxtons, and Burchells and the 

Knibbs, were alike famous for their piety, and for their philanthropy. The antislavery 

movement there was not an anti-church movement, for the reason that the church took its full 

share in prosecuting that movement: and the anti-slavery movement in this country will cease 

to be an anti-church movement, when the church of this country shall assume a favorable, 

instead of a hostile position towards that movement. Americans! your republican politics, not 

less than your republican religion, are flagrantly inconsistent. You boast of your love of liberty, 
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your superior civilization, and your pure Christianity, while the whole political power of the 

nation (as embodied in the two great political parties), is solemnly pledged to support and 

perpetuate the enslavement of three millions of your countrymen. You hurl your anathemas at 

the crowned headed tyrants of Russia and Austria, and pride yourselves on your Democratic 

institutions, while you yourselves consent to be the mere tools and body-guards of the tyrants 

of Virginia and Carolina. You invite to your shores fugitives of oppression from abroad, honor 

them with banquets, greet them with ovations, cheer them, toast them, salute them, protect 

them, and pour out your money to them like water; but the fugitives from your own land you 

advertise, hunt, arrest, shoot and kill. You glory in your refinement and your universal 

education yet you maintain a system as barbarous and dreadful as ever stained the character of 

a nation — a system begun in avarice, supported in pride, and perpetuated in cruelty. You shed 

tears over fallen Hungary, and make the sad story of her wrongs the theme of your poets, 

statesmen and orators, till your gallant sons are ready to fly to arms to vindicate her cause 

against her oppressors; but, in regard to the ten thousand wrongs of the American slave, you 

would enforce the strictest silence, and would hail him as an enemy of the nation who dares to 

make those wrongs the subject of public discourse! You are all on fire at the mention of liberty 

for France or for Ireland; but are as cold as an iceberg at the thought of liberty for the enslaved 

of America. You discourse eloquently on the dignity of labor; yet, you sustain a system which, in 

its very essence, casts a stigma upon labor. You can bare your bosom to the storm of British 

artillery to throw off a threepenny tax on tea; and yet wring the last hard-earned farthing from 

the grasp of the black laborers of your country. You profess to believe “that, of one blood, God 

made all nations of men to dwell on the face of all the earth,” and hath commanded all men, 

everywhere to love one another; yet you notoriously hate, (and glory in your hatred), all men 

whose skins are not colored like your own. You declare, before the world, and are understood 

by the world to declare, that you “hold these truths to be self evident, that all men are created 

equal; and are endowed by their Creator with certain inalienable rights; and that, among these 

are, life, liberty, and the pursuit of happiness;” and yet, you hold securely, in a bondage which, 

according to your own Thomas Jefferson, “is worse than ages of that which your fathers rose in 

rebellion to oppose,” a seventh part of the inhabitants of your country.  
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 Fellow-citizens! I will not enlarge further on your national inconsistencies. The existence 

of slavery in this country brands your republicanism as a sham, your humanity as a base 

pretence, and your Christianity as a lie. It destroys your moral power abroad; it corrupts your 

politicians at home. It saps the foundation of religion; it makes your name a hissing, and a 

byeword to a mocking earth. It is the antagonistic force in your government, the only thing that 

seriously disturbs and endangers your Union. It fetters your progress; it is the enemy of 

improvement, the deadly foe of education; it fosters pride; it breeds insolence; it promotes 

vice; it shelters crime; it is a curse to the earth that supports it; and yet, you cling to it, as if it 

were the sheet anchor of all your hopes. Oh! be warned! be warned! a horrible reptile is coiled 

up in your nation’s bosom; the venomous creature is nursing at the tender breast of your 

youthful republic; for the love of God, tear away, and fling from you the hideous monster, 

and let the weight of twenty millions crush and destroy it forever!  

 But it is answered in reply to all this, that precisely what I have now denounced is, in 

fact, guaranteed and sanctioned by the Constitution of the United States; that the right to hold 

and to hunt slaves is a part of that Constitution framed by the illustrious Fathers of this 

Republic.  

 Then, I dare to affirm, notwithstanding all I have said before, your fathers stooped, 

basely stooped  

To palter with us in a double sense: 

And keep the word of promise to the ear, 

But break it to the heart. 

 And instead of being the honest men I have before declared them to be, they were the 

veriest imposters that ever practiced on mankind. This is the inevitable conclusion, and from it 

there is no escape. But I differ from those who charge this baseness on the framers of the 

Constitution of the United States. It is a slander upon their memory, at least, so I believe. There 

is not time now to argue the constitutional question at length — nor have I the ability to discuss 

it as it ought to be discussed. The subject has been handled with masterly power by Lysander 

Spooner, Esq., by William Goodell, by Samuel E. Sew all, Esq., and last, though not least, by 
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Gerritt Smith, Esq. These gentlemen have, as I think, fully and clearly vindicated the 

Constitution from any design to support slavery for an hour.  

 Fellow-citizens! there is no matter in respect to which, the people of the North have 

allowed themselves to be so ruinously imposed upon, as that of the pro-slavery character of the 

Constitution. In that instrument I hold there is neither warrant, license, nor sanction of the 

hateful thing; but, interpreted as it ought to be interpreted, the Constitution is a GLORIOUS 

LIBERTY DOCUMENT. Read its preamble, consider its purposes. Is slavery among them? Is it at 

the gateway? or is it in the temple? It is neither. While I do not intend to argue this question on 

the present occasion, let me ask, if it be not somewhat singular that, if the Constitution were 

intended to be, by its framers and adopters, a slave-holding instrument, why neither slavery, 

slaveholding, nor slave can anywhere be found in it. What would be thought of an instrument, 

drawn up, legally drawn up, for the purpose of entitling the city of Rochester to a track of land, 

in which no mention of land was made? Now, there are certain rules of interpretation, for the 

proper understanding of all legal instruments. These rules are well established. They are plain, 

common-sense rules, such as you and I, and all of us, can understand and apply, without having 

passed years in the study of law. I scout the idea that the question of the constitutionality or 

unconstitutionality of slavery is not a question for the people. I hold that every American citizen 

has a right to form an opinion of the constitution, and to propagate that opinion, and to use all 

honorable means to make his opinion the prevailing one. Without this right, the liberty of an 

American citizen would be as insecure as that of a Frenchman. Ex-Vice-President Dallas tells us 

that the Constitution is an object to which no American mind can be too attentive, and no 

American heart too devoted. He further says, the Constitution, in its words, is plain and 

intelligible, and is meant for the home-bred, unsophisticated understandings of our fellow-

citizens. Senator Berrien tells us that the Constitution is the fundamental law, that which 

controls all others. The charter of our liberties, which every citizen has a personal interest in 

understanding thoroughly. The testimony of Senator Breese, Lewis Cass, and many others that 

might be named, who are everywhere esteemed as sound lawyers, so regard the constitution. I 

take it, therefore, that it is not presumption in a private citizen to form an opinion of that 

instrument.  
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 Now, take the Constitution according to its plain reading, and I defy the presentation of 

a single pro-slavery clause in it. On the other hand it will be found to contain principles and 

purposes, entirely hostile to the existence of slavery.  

 I have detained my audience entirely too long already. At some future period I will 

gladly avail myself of an opportunity to give this subject a full and fair discussion.  

 Allow me to say, in conclusion, notwithstanding the dark picture I have this day 

presented of the state of the nation, I do not despair of this country. There are forces in 

operation, which must inevitably work the downfall of slavery. “The arm of the Lord is not 

shortened,” and the doom of slavery is certain. I, therefore, leave off where I began, with hope. 

While drawing encouragement from the Declaration of Independence, the great principles it 

contains, and the genius of American Institutions, my spirit is also cheered by the obvious 

tendencies of the age. Nations do not now stand in the same relation to each other that they 

did ages ago. No nation can now shut itself up from the surrounding world, and trot round in 

the same old path of its fathers without interference. The time was when such could be done. 

Long established customs of hurtful character could formerly fence themselves in, and do their 

evil work with social impunity. Knowledge was then confined and enjoyed by the privileged 

few, and the multitude walked on in mental darkness. But a change has now come over the 

affairs of mankind. Walled cities and empires have become unfashionable. The arm of 

commerce has borne away the gates of the strong city. Intelligence is penetrating the darkest 

corners of the globe. It makes its pathway over and under the sea, as well as on the earth. 

Wind, steam, and lightning are its chartered agents. Oceans no longer divide, but link nations 

together. From Boston to London is now a holiday excursion. Space is comparatively 

annihilated. Thoughts expressed on one side of the Atlantic, are distinctly heard on the other. 

The far off and almost fabulous Pacific rolls in grandeur at our feet. The Celestial Empire, the 

mystery of ages, is being solved. The fiat of the Almighty, “Let there be Light,” has not yet spent 

its force. No abuse, no outrage whether in taste, sport or avarice, can now hide itself from the 

all-pervading light. The iron shoe, and crippled foot of China must be seen, in contrast with 

nature. Africa must rise and put on her yet unwoven garment. “Ethiopia shall stretch out her 
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hand unto God.” In the fervent aspirations of William Lloyd Garrison, I say, and let every heart 

join in saying it: 

God speed the year of jubilee 

The wide world o’er 

When from their galling chains set free, 

Th’ oppress’d shall vilely bend the knee, 

And wear the yoke of tyranny 

Like brutes no more. 

That year will come, and freedom’s reign, 

To man his plundered rights again 

Restore. 

God speed the day when human blood 

Shall cease to flow! 

In every clime be understood, 

The claims of human brotherhood, 

And each return for evil, good, 

Not blow for blow; 

That day will come all feuds to end. 

And change into a faithful friend 

Each foe. 

 

God speed the hour, the glorious hour, 

When none on earth 

Shall exercise a lordly power, 

Nor in a tyrant’s presence cower; 

But all to manhood’s stature tower, 

By equal birth! 

That hour will come, to each, to all, 
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And from his prison-house, the thrall 

Go forth. 

Until that year, day, hour, arrive, 

With head, and heart, and hand I’ll strive, 

To break the rod, and rend the gyve, 

The spoiler of his prey deprive — 

So witness Heaven! 

And never from my chosen post, 

Whate’er the peril or the cost, 

Be driven. 
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The Constitution of the United States: 

 Is It Proslavery or Anti-Slavery? 

Frederick Douglass 

March 26, 1860 

 

 …I proceed to the discussion. And first a word about the question. Much will be gained 

at the outset if we fully and clearly understand the real question under discussion. Indeed, 

nothing is or can be understood. This are often confounded and treated as the same, for no 

better reason than that they resemble each other, even while they are in their nature and 

character totally distinct and even directly opposed to each other. This jumbling up things is a 

sort of dust-throwing which is often indulged in by small men who argue for victory rather than 

for truth. Thus, for instance, the American Government and the American Constitution are 

spoken of in a manner which would naturally lead the hearer to believe that one is identical 

with the other; when the truth is, they are distinct in character as is a ship and a compass. The 

one may point right and the other steer wrong. A chart is one thing, the course of the vessel is 

another. The Constitution may be right, the Government is wrong. If the Government has been 

governed by mean, sordid, and wicked passions, it does not follow that the Constitution is 

mean, sordid, and wicked. What, then, is the question? I will state it. But first let me state what 

is not the question. It is not whether slavery existed in the United States at the time of the 

adoption of the Constitution; it is not whether slaveholders took part in the framing of the 

Constitution; it is not whether those slaveholders, in their hearts, intended to secure certain 

advantages in that instrument for slavery; it is not whether the American Government has been 

wielded during seventy-two years in favour of the propagation and permanence of slavery; it is 

not whether a pro-slavery interpretation has been put upon the Constitution by the American 

Courts — all these points may be true or they may be false, they may be accepted or they may 

be rejected, without in any wise affecting the real question in debate. The real and exact 
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question between myself and the class of persons represented by the speech at the City Hall 

may be fairly stated thus: — 1st, Does the United States Constitution guarantee to any class or 

description of people in that country the right to enslave, or hold as property, any other class or 

description of people in that country? 2nd, Is the dissolution of the union between the slave 

and free States required by fidelity to the slaves, or by the just demands of conscience? Or, in 

other words, is the refusal to exercise the elective franchise, and to hold office in America, the 

surest, wisest, and best way to abolish slavery in America? To these questions the Garrisonians 

say Yes. They hold the Constitution to be a slaveholding instrument, and will not cast a vote or 

hold office, and denounce all who vote or hold office, no matter how faithfully such persons 

labour to promote the abolition of slavery. I, on the other hand, deny that the Constitution 

guarantees the right to hold property in man, and believe that the way to abolish slavery in 

America is to vote such men into power as well use their powers for the abolition of slavery. 

This is the issue plainly stated, and you shall judge between us. Before we examine into the 

disposition, tendency, and character of the Constitution, I think we had better ascertain what 

the Constitution itself is. Before looking for what it means, let us see what it is. Here, too, there 

is much dust to be cleared away. What, then, is the Constitution? I will tell you. It is not even 

like the British Constitution, which is made up of enactments of Parliament, decisions of Courts, 

and the established usages of the Government. The American Constitution is a written 

instrument full and complete in itself. No Court in America, no Congress, no President, can add 

a single word thereto, or take a single word threreto. It is a great national enactment done by 

the people, and can only be altered, amended, or added to by the people. I am careful to make 

this statement here; in America it would not be necessary. It would not be necessary here if my 

assailant had shown the same desire to be set before you the simple truth, which he 

manifested to make out a good case for himself and friends. Again, it should be borne in mind 

that the mere text, and only the text, and not any commentaries or creeds written by those 

who wished to give the text a meaning apart from its plain reading, was adopted as the 

Constitution of the United States. It should also be borne in mind that the intentions of those 

who framed the Constitution, be they good or bad, for slavery or against slavery, are so 

respected so far, and so far only, as we find those intentions plainly stated in the Constitution. 
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It would be the wildest of absurdities, and lead to endless confusion and mischiefs, if, instead of 

looking to the written paper itself, for its meaning, it were attempted to make us search it out, 

in the secret motives, and dishonest intentions, of some of the men who took part in writing it. 

It was what they said that was adopted by the people, not what they were ashamed or afraid to 

say, and really omitted to say. Bear in mind, also, and the fact is an important one, that the 

framers of the Constitution sat with doors closed, and that this was done purposely, that 

nothing but the result of their labours should be seen, and that that result should be judged of 

by the people free from any of the bias shown in the debates. It should also be borne in mind, 

and the fact is still more important, that the debates in the convention that framed the 

Constitution, and by means of which a pro-slavery interpretation is now attempted to be forced 

upon that instrument, were not published till more than a quarter of a century after the 

presentation and the adoption of the Constitution. These debates were purposely kept out of 

view, in order that the people should adopt, not the secret motives or unexpressed intentions 

of any body, but the simple text of the paper itself. Those debates form no part of the original 

agreement. I repeat, the paper itself, and only the paper itself, with its own plainly written 

purposes, is the Constitution. It must stand or fall, flourish or fade, on its own individual and 

self-declared character and objects. Again, where would be the advantage of a written 

Constitution, if, instead of seeking its meaning in its words, we had to seek them in the secret 

intentions of individuals who may have had something to do with writing the paper? What will 

the people of America a hundred years hence care about the intentions of the scriveners who 

wrote the Constitution? These men are already gone from us, and in the course of nature were 

expected to go from us. They were for a generation, but the Constitution is for ages. Whatever 

we may owe to them, we certainly owe it to ourselves, and to mankind, and to God, to maintain 

the truth of our own language, and to allow no villainy, not even the villainy of holding men as 

slaves — which Wesley says is the sum of all villainies — to shelter itself under a fair-seeming 

and virtuous language. We owe it to ourselves to compel the devil to wear his own garments, 

and to make wicked laws speak out their wicked intentions. Common sense, and common 

justice, and sound rules of interpretation all drive us to the words of the law for the meaning of 

the law. The practice of the Government is dwelt upon with much fervour and eloquence as 
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conclusive as to the slaveholding character of the Constitution. This is really the strong point 

and the only strong point, made in the speech in the City Hall. But good as this argument is, it is 

not conclusive. A wise man has said that few people have been found better than their laws, 

but many have been found worse. To this last rule America is no exception. Her laws are one 

thing, her practice is another thing. We read that the Jews made void the law by their tradition, 

that Moses permitted men to put away their wives because of the hardness of their hearts, but 

that this was not so at the beginning. While good laws will always be found where good 

practice prevails, the reverse does not always hold true. Far from it. The very opposite is often 

the case. What then? Shall we condemn the righteous law because wicked men twist it to the 

support of wickedness? Is that the way to deal with good and evil? Shall we blot out all 

distinction between them, and hand over to slavery all that slavery may claim on the score of 

long practice? Such is the course commended to us in the City Hall speech. After all, the fact 

that men go out of the Constitution to prove it pro-slavery, whether that going out is to the 

practice of the Government, or to the secret intentions of the writers of the paper, the fact that 

they do go out is very significant. It is a powerful argument on my side. It is an admission that 

the thing for which they are looking is not to be found where only it ought to be found, and that 

is in the Constitution itself. If it is not there, it is nothing to the purpose, be it wheresoever else 

it may be. But I shall have no more to say on this point hereafter. The very eloquent lecturer at 

the City Hall doubtless felt some embarrassment from the fact that he had literally to give the 

Constitution a pro-slavery interpretation; because upon its face it of itself conveys no such 

meaning, but a very opposite meaning. He thus sums up what he calls the slaveholding 

provisions of the Constitution. I quote his own words: — “Article 1, section 9, provides for the 

continuance of the African slave trade for the 20 years, after the adoption of the Constitution. 

Art. 4, section 9, provides for the recovery from the other States of fugitive slaves. Art. 1, 

section 2, gives the slave States a representation of the three-fifths of all the slave population; 

and Art. 1, section 8, requires the President to use the military, naval, ordnance, and militia 

resources of the entire country for the suppression of slave insurrection, in the same manner as 

he would employ them to repel invasion.” Now any man reading this statement, or hearing it 

made with such a show of exactness, would unquestionably suppose that he speaker or writer 
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had given the plain written text of the Constitution itself. I can hardly believe that the intended 

to make any such impression. It would be a scandalous imputation to say he did. Any yet what 

are we to make of it? How can we regard it? How can he be screened from the charge of having 

perpetrated a deliberate and point-blank misrepresentation? That individual has seen fit to 

place himself before the public as my opponent, and yet I would gladly find some excuse for 

him. I do not wish to think as badly of him as this trick of his would naturally lead me to think. 

Why did he not read the Constitution? Why did he read that which was not the Constitution? 

He pretended to be giving chapter and verse, section and clause, paragraph and provision. The 

words of the Constitution were before him. Why then did he not give you the plain words of the 

Constitution? Oh, sir, I fear that the gentleman knows too well why he did not. It so happens 

that no such words as “African slave trade,” no such words as “slave insurrections,” are 

anywhere used in that instrument. These are the words of that orator, and not the words of the 

Constitution of the United States. Now you shall see a slight difference between my manner of 

treating this subject and what which my opponent has seen fit, for reasons satisfactory to 

himself, to pursue. What he withheld, that I will spread before you: what he suppressed, I will 

bring to light: and what he passed over in silence, I will proclaim: that you may have the whole 

case before you, and not be left to depend upon either his, or upon my inferences or testimony. 

Here then are several provisions of the Constitution to which reference has been made. I read 

them word for word just as they stand in the paper, called the United States Constitution, Art. I, 

sec. 2. “Representatives and direct taxes shall be apportioned among the several States which 

may be included in this Union, according to their respective numbers, which shall be 

determined by adding to the whole number of free persons, including those bound to service 

for a term years, and excluding Indians not taxed, three-fifths of all other persons; Art. I, sec. 9. 

The migration or importation of such persons as any of the States now existing shall think fit to 

admit, shall not be prohibited by the Congress prior to the year one thousand eight hundred 

and eight, but a tax or duty may be imposed on such importation, not exceeding tend dollars 

for each person; Art. 4, sec. 2. No person held to service or labour in one State, under the laws 

thereof, escaping into another shall, in consequence of any law or regulation therein, be 

discharged from service or labour; but shall be delivered up on claim of the party to whom such 
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service or labour may be due; Art. I, sec. 8. To provide for calling for the militia to execute the 

laws of the Union, suppress insurrections, and repel invasions.” Here then, are those provisions 

of the Constitution, which the most extravagant defenders of slavery can claim to guarantee a 

right of property in man. These are the provisions which have been pressed into the service of 

the human fleshmongers of America. Let us look at them just as they stand, one by one. Let us 

grant, for the sake of the argument, that the first of these provisions, referring to the basis of 

representation and taxation, does refer to slaves. We are not compelled to make that 

admission, for it might fairly apply to aliens — persons living in the country, but not naturalized. 

But giving the provisions the very worse construction, what does it amount to? I answer — It is 

a downright disability laid upon the slaveholding States; one which deprives those States of 

two-fifths of their natural basis of representation. A black man in a free State is worth just two-

fifths more than a black man in a slave State, as a basis of political power under the 

Constitution. Therefore, instead of encouraging slavery, the Constitution encourages freedom 

by giving an increase of “two-fifths” of political power to free over slave States. So much for the 

three-fifths clause; taking it at is worst, it still leans to freedom, not slavery; for, be it 

remembered that the Constitution nowhere forbids a coloured man to vote. I come to the next, 

that which it is said guaranteed the continuance of the African slave trade for twenty years. I 

will also take that for just what my opponent alleges it to have been, although the Constitution 

does not warrant any such conclusion. But, to be liberal, let us suppose it did, and what 

follows? Why, this — that this part of the Constitution, so far as the slave trade is concerned, 

became a dead letter more than 50 years ago, and now binds no man’s conscience for the 

continuance of any slave trade whatsoever. Mr. Thompson is just 52 years too late in dissolving 

the Union on account of this clause. He might as well dissolve the British Government, because 

Queen Elizabeth granted to Sir John Hawkins to import Africans into the West Indies 300 years 

ago! But there is still more to be said about this abolition of the slave trade. Men, at that time, 

both in England and in America, looked upon the slave trade as the life of slavery. The abolition 

of the slave trade was supposed to be the certain death of slavery. Cut off the stream, and the 

pond will dry up, was the common notion at the time. Wilberforce and Clarkson, clear-sighted 

as they were, took this view; and the American statesmen, in providing for the abolition of the 
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slave trade, thought they were providing for the abolition of the slavery. This view is quite 

consistent with the history of the times. All regarded slavery as an expiring and doomed 

system, destined to speedily disappear from the country. But, again, it should be remembered 

that this very provision, if made to refer to the African slave trade at all, makes the Constitution 

anti-slavery rather than for slavery; for it says to the slave States, the price you will have to pay 

for coming into the American Union is, that the slave trade, which you would carry on 

indefinitely out of the Union, shall be put an end to in twenty years if you come into the Union. 

Secondly, if it does apply, it expired by its own limitation more than fifty years ago. Thirdly, it is 

anti-slavery, because it looked to the abolition of slavery rather than to its perpetuity. Fourthly, 

it showed that the intentions of the framers of the Constitution were good, not bad. I think this 

is quite enough for this point. I go to the “slave insurrection” clause, though, in truth, there is 

no such clause. The one which is called so has nothing whatever to do with slaves or 

slaveholders any more than your laws for suppression of popular outbreaks has to do with 

making slaves of you and your children. It is only a law for suppression of riots or insurrections. 

But I will be generous here, as well as elsewhere, and grant that it applies to slave insurrections. 

Let us suppose that an antislavery man is President of the United States (and the day that shall 

see this the case is not distant) and this very power of suppressing slave insurrections would 

put an end to slavery. The right to put down an insurrection carries with it the right to 

determine the means by which it shall be put down. If it should turn out that slavery is a source 

of insurrection, that there is no security from insurrection while slavery lasts, why, the 

Constitution would be best obeyed by putting an end to slavery, and an anti-slavery Congress 

would do the very same thing. Thus, you see, the so-called slave-holding provisions of the 

American Constitution, which a little while ago looked so formidable, are, after all, no defence 

or guarantee for slavery whatever. But there is one other provision. This is called the “Fugitive 

Slave Provision.” It is called so by those who wish to make it subserve the interest of slavery in 

America, and the same by those who wish to uphold the views of a party in this country. It is 

put thus in the speech at the City Hall: — “Let us go back to 1787, and enter Liberty Hall, 

Philadelphia, where sat in convention the illustrious men who framed the Constitution — with 

George Washington in the chair. On the 27th of September, Mr. Butler and Mr. Pinckney, two 
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delegates from the State of South Carolina, moved that the Constitution  should require that 

fugitive slaves and servants should be delivered up like criminals, and after a discussion on the 

subject, the clause, as it stands in the Constitution, was adopted. After this, in the conventions 

held in the several States to ratify the Constitution, the same meaning was attached to the 

words. For example, Mr. Madison (afterwards President), when recommending the 

Constitution to his constituents, told them that the clause would secure them their property in 

slaves.” I must ask you to look well to this statement. Upon its face, it would seem a full and fair 

statement of the history of the transaction it professes to describe and yet I declare unto you, 

knowing as I do the facts in the case, my utter amazement at the downright untruth conveyed 

under the fair seeming words now quoted. The man who could make such a statement may 

have all the craftiness of a lawyer, but who can accord to him the candour of an honest 

debater? What could more completely destroy all confidence in his statements? Mark you, the 

orator had not allowed his audience to hear read the provision of the Constitution to which he 

referred. He merely characterized it as one to “deliver up fugitive slaves and servants like 

criminals,” and tells you that this was done “after discussion.” But he took good care not to tell 

you what was the nature of that discussion. He have would have spoiled the whole effect of his 

statement had he told you the whole truth. Now, what are the facts connected with this 

provision of the Constitution? You shall have them. It seems to take two men to tell the truth. It 

is quite true that Mr. Butler and Mr. Pinckney introduced a provision expressly with a view to 

the recapture of fugitive slaves: it is quite true also that there was some discussion on the 

subject — and just here the truth shall come out. These illustrious kidnappers were told 

promptly in that discussion that no such idea as property in man should be admitted into the 

Constitution. The speaker in question might have told you, and he would have told you but the 

simple truth, if he had told you that he proposition of Mr. Butler and Mr. Pinckney — which he 

leads you to infer was adopted by the convention that from the Constitution — was, in fact, 

promptly and indignantly rejected by that convention. He might have told you, had it suited his 

purpose to do so, that the words employed in the first draft of the fugitive slave clause were 

such as applied to the condition of slaves, and expressly declared that persons held to 

“servitude” should be given up; but that the word “servitude” was struck from the provision, 
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for the very reason that it applied to slaves. He might have told you that the same Mr. Madison 

declared that the word was struck out because the convention would not consent that the idea 

of property in men should be admitted into the Constitution. The fact that Mr. Madison can be 

cited on both sides of this question is another evidence of the folly and absurdity of making the 

secret intentions of the framers the criterion by which the Constitution is to be construed. But 

it may be asked — if this clause does not apply to slaves, to whom does it apply? I answer, that 

when adopted, it applies to a very large class of persons — namely, redemptioners — persons 

who had come to America from Holland, from Ireland, and other quarters of the globe — like 

the Coolies to the West Indies — and had, for a consideration duly paid, become bound to 

“serve and labour” for the parties two whom their service and labour was due. It applies to 

indentured apprentices and others who have become bound for a consideration, under 

contract duly made, to serve and labour, to such persons this provision applies, and only to 

such persons. The plain reading of this provision shows that it applies, and that it can only 

properly and legally apply, to persons “bound to service.” Its object plainly is, to secure the 

fulfillment of contracts for “service and labour.” It applies to indentured apprentices, and any 

other persons from whom service and labour may be due. The legal condition of the slave puts 

him beyond the operation of this provision. He is not described in it. He is a simple article of 

property. He does not owe and cannot owe service. He cannot even make a contract. It is 

impossible for him to do so. He can no more make such a contract than a horse or an ox can 

make one. This provision, then, only respects persons who owe service, and they only can owe 

service who can receive an equivalent and make a bargain. The slave cannot do that, and is 

therefore exempted from the operation of this fugitive provision. In all matters where laws are 

taught to be made the means of oppression, cruelty, and wickedness, I am for strict 

construction. I will concede nothing. It must be shown that it is so nominated in the bond. The 

pound of flesh, but not one drop of blood. The very nature of law is opposed to all such 

wickedness, and makes it difficult to accomplish such objects under the forms of law. Law is not 

merely an arbitrary enactment with regard to justice, reason, or humanity. Blackstone defines it 

to be a rule prescribed by the supreme power of the State commanding what is right and 

forbidding what is wrong. The speaker at the City Hall laid down some rules of legal 
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interpretation. These rules send us to the history of the law for its meaning. I have no objection 

to such a course in ordinary cases of doubt. But where human liberty and justice are at stake, 

the case falls under an entirely different class of rules. There must be something more than 

history — something more than tradition. The Supreme Court of the United States lays down 

this rule, and it meets the case exactly — “Where rights are infringed — where the fundamental 

principles of the law are overthrown — where the general system of the law is departed from, 

the legislative intention must be expressed with irresistible clearness.” The same court says that 

the language of the law must be construed strictly in favour of justice and liberty. Again, there 

is another rule of law. It is — Where a law is susceptible of two meanings, the one making it 

accomplish an innocent purpose, and the other making it accomplish a wicked purpose, we 

must in all cases adopt that which makes it accomplish an innocent purpose. Again, the details 

of a law are to be interpreted in the light of the declared objects sought by the law. I set these 

rules down against those employed at the City Hall. To me they seem just and rational. I only 

ask you to look at the American Constitution in the light of them, and you will see with me that 

no man is guaranteed a right of property in man, under the provisions of that instrument. If 

there are two ideas more distinct in their character and essence than another, those ideas are 

“persons” and “property,” “men” and “things.” Now, when it is proposed to transform persons 

into “property” and men into beasts of burden, I demand that the law that completes such a 

purpose shall be expressed with irresistible clearness. The thing must not be left to inference, 

but must be done in plain English. I know how this view of the subject is treated by the class 

represented at the City Hall. They are in the habit of treating the Negro as an exception to 

general rules. When their own liberty is in question they will avail themselves of all rules of law 

which protect and defend their freedom; but when the black man’s rights are in question they 

concede everything, admit everything for slavery, and put liberty to the proof. They reserve the 

common law usage, and presume the Negro a slave unless he can prove himself free. I, on the 

other hand, presume him free unless he is proved to be otherwise. Let us look at the objects for 

which the Constitution was framed and adopted, and see if slavery is one of them. Here are its 

own objects as set forth by itself: — “We, the people of these United States, in order to form a 

more perfect union, establish justice, ensure domestic tranquility, provide for the common 
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defense, promote the general welfare, and secure the blessings of liberty to ourselves and our 

posterity, do ordain and establish this Constitution of the United States of America.” The 

objects here set forth are six in number: union, defence, welfare, tranquility, justice, and 

liberty. These are all good objects, and slavery, so far from being among them, is a foe of them 

all. But it has been said that Negroes are not included within the benefits sought under this 

declaration. This is said by the slaveholders in America — it is said by the City Hall orator — but 

it is not said by the  Constitution itself. Its language is “we the people;” not we the white 

people, not even we the citizens, not we the privileged class, not we the high, not we the low, 

but we the people; not we the horses, sheep, and swine, and wheel-barrows, but we the 

people, we the human inhabitants; and, if Negroes are people, they are included in the benefits 

for which the Constitution of America was ordained and established. But how dare any man 

who pretends to be a friend to the Negro thus gratuitously concede away what the Negro has a 

right to claim under the Constitution? Why should such friends invent new arguments to 

increase the hopelessness of his bondage? This, I undertake to say, as the conclusion of the 

whole matter, that the constitutionality of slavery can be made out only by disregarding the 

plain and common-sense reading of the Constitution itself; by discrediting and casting away as 

worthless the most beneficent rules of legal interpretation; by ruling the Negro outside of these 

beneficent rules; by claiming that the Constitution does not mean what it says, and that it says 

what it does not mean; by disregarding the written Constitution, and interpreting it in the light 

of a secret understanding. It is in this mean, contemptible, and underhand method that the 

American Constitution is pressed into the service of slavery. They go everywhere else for proof 

that the Constitution declares that no person shall be deprived of life, liberty, or property 

without due process of law; it secures to every man the right of trial by jury, the privilege of the 

writ of habeas corpus — the great writ that put an end to slavery and slave-hunting in England 

— and it secures to every State a republican form of government. Anyone of these provisions in 

the hands of abolition statesmen, and backed up by a right moral sentiment, would put an end 

to slavery in America. The Constitution forbids the passing of a bill of attainder: that is, a law 

entailing upon the child the disabilities and hardships imposed upon the parent. Every slave law 

in America might be repealed on this very ground. The slave is made a slave because his mother 
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is a slave. But to all this it is said that the practice of the American people is against my view. I 

admit it. They have given the Constitution a slaveholding interpretation. I admit it. Thy have 

committed innumerable wrongs against the Negro in the name of the Constitution. Yes, I admit 

it all; and I go with him who goes farthest in denouncing these wrongs. But it does not follow 

that the Constitution is in favour of these wrongs because the slaveholders have given it that 

interpretation. To be consistent in his logic, the City Hall speaker must follow the example of 

some of his brothers in America — he must not only fling away the Constitution, but the Bible. 

The Bible must follow the Constitution, for that, too, has been interpreted for slavery by 

American divines. Nay, more, he must not stop with the Constitution of America, but make war 

with the British Constitution, for, if I mistake not, the gentleman is opposed to the union of 

Church and State. In America he called himself a Republican. Yet he does not go for breaking 

down the British Constitution, although you have a Queen on the throne, and bishops in the 

House of Lords. My argument against the dissolution of the American Union is this: It would 

place the slave system more exclusively under the control of the slaveholding States, and 

withdraw it from the power in the Northern States which is opposed to slavery. Slavery is 

essentially barbarous in its character. It, above all things else, dreads the presence of an 

advanced civilisation. It flourishes best where it meets no reproving frowns, and hears no 

condemning voices. While in the Union it will meet with both. Its hope of life, in the last resort, 

is to get out of the Union. I am, therefore, for drawing the bond of the Union more completely 

under the power of the Free States. What they most dread, that I most desire. I have much 

confidence in the instincts of the slaveholders. They see that the Constitution will afford slavery 

no protection when it shall cease to be administered by slaveholders. They see, moreover, that 

if there is once a will in the people of America to abolish slavery, this is no word, no syllable in 

the Constitution to forbid that result. They see that the Constitution has not saved slavery in 

Rhode Island, in Connecticut, in New York, or Pennsylvania; that the Free States have only 

added three to their original number. There were twelve Slave States at the beginning of the 

Government: there are fifteen now. They dissolution of the Union would not give the North a 

single advantage over slavery, but would take from it many. Within the Union we have a firm 

basis of opposition to slavery. It is opposed to all the great objects of the Constitution. The 
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dissolution of the Union is not only an unwise but a cowardly measure — 15 millions running 

away from three hundred and fifty thousand slaveholders. Mr. Garrison and his friends tell us 

that while in the Union we are responsible for slavery. He and they sing out “No Union with 

slaveholders,” and refuse to vote. I admit our responsibility for slavery while in the Union but I 

deny that going out of the Union would free us from that responsibility. There now clearly is no 

freedom from responsibility for slavery to any American citizen short to the abolition of slavery. 

The American people have gone quite too far in this slaveholding business now to sum up their 

whole business of slavery by singing out the cant phrase, “No union with slaveholders.” To 

desert the family hearth may place the recreant husband out of the presence of his starving 

children, but this does not free him from responsibility. If a man were on board of a pirate ship, 

and in company with others had robbed and plundered, his whole duty would not be 

preformed simply by taking the longboat and singing out, “No union with pirates.” His duty 

would be to restore the stolen property. The American people in the Northern States have 

helped to enslave the black people. Their duty will not have been done till they give them back 

their plundered rights. Reference was made at the City Hall to my having once held other 

opinions, and very different opinions to those I have now expressed. An old speech of mine 

delivered fourteen years ago was read to show — I know not what. Perhaps it was to show that 

I am not infallible. If so, I have to say in defence, that I never pretended to be. Although I 

cannot accuse myself of being remarkably unstable, I do not pretend that I have never altered 

my opinion both in respect to men and things. Indeed, I have been very much modified both in 

feeling and opinion within the last fourteen years. When I escaped from slavery, and was 

introduced to the Garrisonians, I adopted very many of their opinions, and defended them just 

as long as I deemed them true. I was young, had read but little, and naturally took some things 

on trust. Subsequent experience and reading have led me to examine for myself. This had 

brought me to other conclusions. When I was a child, I thought and spoke as a child. But the 

question is not as to what were my opinions fourteen years ago, but what they are now. If I am 

right now, it really does not matter what I was fourteen years ago. My position now is one of 

reform, not of revolution. I would act for the abolition of slavery through the Government — 

not over its ruins. If slaveholders have ruled the American Government for the last fifty years, 
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let the anti-slavery men rule the nation for the next fifty years. If the South has made the 

Constitution bend to the purposes of slavery, let the North now make that instrument bend to 

the cause of freedom and justice. If 350,000 slaveholders have, by devoting their energies to 

that single end, been able to make slavery the vital and animating spirit of the American 

Confederacy for the last 72 years, now let the freemen of the North, who have the power in 

their own hands, and who can make the American Government just what they think fit, resolve 

to blot out for ever the foul and haggard crime, which is the blight and mildew, the curse and 

the disgrace of the whole United States. 
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 Of one satisfaction, one ray of hope amid the darkness of the passing hour, and the 

reign of doubt and distraction, we may now safely begin to assure ourselves. Before we can 

again speak to our resected readers through this channel, the long desired 4th of March will 

have come, LINCOLN will be inaugurated at Washington, and his policy declared. Whatever that 

policy may be toward slavery, the ruling cause of our nation’s troubles, it will at least be a great 

relief to know it, to rejoice in and defend it, if right, and to make war upon it if wrong. To know 

what it is, is now the main thing. If he is going to abandon the principles upon which he was 

elected, compliment the South for being wrong, and censure himself and friends for being right, 

court treason and curse loyalty, desert his friends and cleave to his enemies, turn his back on 

the cause of freedom and give new guarantees to the system of slavery- whatever policy, 

whether of peace or war, or neither, it will be a vast gain at least to know what it is. Much of 

the present trouble is owing to the doubt and suspense caused by the shuffling, do-nothing 

policy of MR. BUCHANAN.-No man has been able to tell and hour beforehand what to expect 

from that source. However well disposed he may have been, the slaveholding thieves and 

traitors about him have had him under their thumb from the beginning until now. Every man 

who wishes well to the country will rejoice at his outgoing, and feel that though he leaves the 

body politic weakened, and the nation’s Constitution shattered, his out going, like the 

subsidence of some pestilence walking in darkness, is a cause for devout thanksgiving. A month 

longer in power, and perhaps, the epitaph of the American republic might, if it may not now, be 

written, and its death consigned to the moldy tombs of once great, but now extinct nations. 

 While not at all too confident of the incorruptible purity of the new president (for we 

remember the atmosphere of Washington, and the subtle devices of the enemies of liberty, 
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among whom he has now gone) still we hope something from him. His stately silence during 

these last tumultuous and stormy three months, his stern refusal thus far to commit himself to 

any of the much advocated schemes of compromise, his refusal to have concessions extorted 

from him under the terror instituted by thievish conspirators and traitors, the cool and 

circumspect character of his replies to the various speeches, some delicate, appropriate, and 

sensible, and some rudely curious and prying, made to him during his circuitous route to 

Washington, the modesty with which he has pushed aside the various compliments bestowed 

upon him, all prove that he has made no immoderate promises to the cause of freedom. His 

party has made none. But what were small in Chicago, will be found large in Washington, and 

what were moderate in the canvass, have become augmented by the frowning difficulties since 

flung in the way of their accomplishment by the movement for disunion. It was a small thing six 

months ago to say, as the Republican Party did say, that the Union shall be preserved, but 

events have now transpired, which make this a very solemn matter to reduce to practice. Most 

things are easier said than done, and this thing belongs to the general rule. That declaration in 

the Chicago platform implied that those who uttered it, believed that this government 

possesses ample power for its own preservation and that those powers should be in their 

hands, faithfully wielded for that purpose. This, then, is the first question: Will Mr. LINCOLN 

boldly grapple with the monster of disunion, and bring down his proud looks? 

 Will he call upon the haughty slave masters, who have written in arms, to break up the 

government, to lay down those arms, and return to loyalty, or meet the doom of traitors and 

rebels? He must do this, or do worse.-He must do this, or consent to be the despised 

representative of a defied and humbled government. He must do this, or own that party 

platforms are the merest devices of scheming politicians to cheat the people and to enable 

them to crawl up to place and power. He must do this, or compromise the fundamental 

principle upon which he was elected, to wit. The right and duty of Congress to prohibit the 

farther extension of slavery. Will he compromise? Time and events will soon answer the 

question. For the present, there is much reason to believe that he will not consent to any 

compromise which will violate the principle upon which he was elected: and since none which 

does not utterly trample upon that principle can be accepted by the South, we have a double 
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assurance that there will be no compromise, and that the contest must now be decided, and 

decided forever, which of the two, freedom or slavery, shall give law to this republic. Let the 

conflict come, and God speed the right, must be the wish of every true-hearted American, as 

well as of that of the onlooking world. 
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THE INAUGURAL ADDRESS 
  
 Elsewhere in the columns of our present monthly, our readers will find the Inaugural 

Address of Mr. ABRAHAM LINCOLN, delivered on the occasion of his induction to the office of 

President of the United States.  The circumstances under which the Address was delivered, 

were the most extraordinary and portentous that ever attended any similar occasion in the 

history of the country.  Threats of riot, rebellion, violence and assassination had been freely, 

though darkly circulated, as among the probable events to occur on that memorable day.  The 

life of Mr. LINCOLN was believed, even by his least timid friends, to be in most imminent 

danger.  No mean courage was required to face the probabilities of the hour.  He stood up 

before the pistol or dagger of the sworn assassin, to meet death from an unknown hand, while 

upon the very threshold of the office to which the suffrages of the nation had elected him.  The 

outgoing Administration, either by its treachery or weakness, or both, had allowed the 

Government to float to the very verge of destruction.  A fear, amounting to agony in some 

minds, existed that the great American Republic would expire in the arms of its newly elected 

guardian upon the very moment of his inauguration.  For weeks and months previously to the 

4th of March, under the wise direction and management of General SCOTT, elaborate military 

preparations were made with a view to prevent the much apprehended outbreak of violence 

and bloodshed, and secure the peaceful inauguration of the President elect.  How much the 

nation is indebted to General SCOTT for its present existence; it is impossible to tell.  No doubt 

exists that to him, rather than to an forbearance of the rebels, Washington owes its salvation 

from bloody streets on the fourth of March.  The manner in which Mr. LINCOLN entered the 

Capital was in keeping with the menacing and troubled state of times.  He reached the Capital 
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as the poor, hunted fugitive slave reaches the North, in disguise, seeking concealment, evading 

pursuers, by the underground railroad, between two days, not during the sunlight, but crawling 

and dodging under the sable wing of night.  He changed his programme, took another route, 

started at another hour, travelled in other company, and arrived at another time in 

Washington.  We have no censure for the President at this point.  He only did what braver men 

have done.  It was, doubtless, galling to his very soul to be compelled to avail himself of the 

methods of a fugitive slave, with a nation howling on his track.  It is hard to think of anything 

more humiliating.  The great party that elected him fairly wilted under it.  The act, in some 

sense, was an indication of the policy of the new Government--more cunning than bold, 

evading rather than facing danger, outwitting rather than bravely conquering and putting down 

the enemy.  The whole thing looked bad, but it was not adopted without reason.  

Circumstances gave to an act which, upon its face, was cowardly and mean, the merit of 

wisdom, forethought and discretion. 

 

 Once in Washington, Mr. LINCOLN found himself in the thick atmosphere of treason 

on the one hand, and a cowardly, sentimental and deceitful profession of peace on the other.  

With such surroundings, he went to work upon his Inaugural Address, and the influence of 

those surroundings may be traced in the whole character of his performance.  Making all 

allowance for circumstances, we must declare the address to be but little better than our worst 

fears, and vastly below what we had fondly hoped it might be.  It is a double-tongued 

document, capable of two constructions, and conceals rather than declares a definite policy.  

No man reading it could say whether Mr. LINCOLN was for peace or war, whether he abandons 

or maintains the principles of the Chicago Convention upon which he was elected.  The 

occasion required the utmost frankness and decision.  Overlooking the whole field of disturbing 

elements, he should have boldly rebuked them.  He saw seven States in open rebellion, the 

Constitution set at naught, the national flag insulted, and his own life murderously sought by 

slave-holding assassins.  Does he expose and rebuke the enemies of his country, the men who 

are bent upon ruling or ruining the country?  Not a bit of it.  But at the very start he seeks to 

court their favor, to explain himself where nobody misunderstands him, and to deny intentions 
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of which nobody had accused him.  He turns away from his armed enemy and deals his blows 

on the head of an innocent bystander.  He knew, full well, that the grand objection to him and 

his party respected the one great question of slavery extension.  The South want to extend 

slavery, and the North want to confine it where it is, where the public mind shall rest in the 

belief of its ultimate extinction.  This was the question which carried the North and defeated 

the South in the election which made Mr. ABRAHAM LINCOLN President.  Mr. LINCOLN knew 

this, and the South has known it all along; and yet this subject only gets the faintest allusion, 

while others, never seriously in dispute, are dwelt upon at length. 

 

 Mr. LINCOLN opens his address by announcing his complete loyalty to slavery in the 

slave States, and quotes from the Chicago platform a resolution affirming the rights of property 

in slaves, in the slave States.  He is not content with declaring that he has no lawful power to 

interfere with slavery in the States, but he also denies having the least 'inclination' to interfere 

with slavery in the States.  This denial of all feeling against slavery, at such a time and in such 

circumstances, is wholly discreditable to the head and heart of Mr. LINCOLN.  Aside from the 

inhuman coldness of the sentiment, it was a weak and inappropriate utterance to such an 

audience, since it could neither appease nor check the wild fury of the rebel Slave Power.  Any 

but a blind man can see that the disunion sentiment of the South does not arise from any 

misapprehension of the disposition of the party represented by Mr. LINCOLN.  The very 

opposite is the fact.  The difficulty is, the slaveholders understand the position of the 

Republican party too well.  Whatever may be the honied phrases employed by Mr. LINCOLN 

when confronted by actual disunion; however silvery and beautiful may be the subtle rhetoric 

of his long-headed Secretary of State, when wishing to hold the Government together until its 

management should fall into other hands; all know that the masses at the North (the power 

behind the throne) had determined to take and keep this Government out of the hands of the 

slave-holding oligarchy, and administer it hereafter to the advantage of free labor as against 

slave labor.  The slaveholders knew full well that they were hereafter to change the condition of 

rulers to that of being ruled; they knew that the mighty North is outstripping the South in 

numbers, and in all the elements of power, and that from being the superior, they were to be 
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doomed to hopeless inferiority.  This is what galled them.  They are not afraid that LINCOLN will 

send out a proclamation over the slave States declaring all the slaves free, nor that Congress 

will pass a law to that effect.  They are no such fools as to believe any such thing; but they do 

think, and not without reason, that the power of slavery is broken, and that its prestige is gone 

whenever the people have made up their minds that Liberty is safer in the hands of freemen 

than in those slaveholders.  To those sagacious and crafty men, schooled into mastery over 

bondmen on the plantation, and thus better able to assume the airs of superiority over 

Northern dough-faces, Mr. LINCOLN'S disclaimer of any power, right or inclination to interfere 

with slavery in the States, does not amount to more than a broken shoe-string!  They knew it all 

before, and while they do not accept it as a satisfaction, they do look upon such declarations as 

the evidence of cowardly baseness, upon which they may safely presume. 

 

 The slaveholders, the parties especially addressed, may well inquire if you, Mr. 

LINCOLN, and the great party that elected you, honestly entertain this very high respect for the 

rights of slave property in the States, how happens it that you treat the same rights of property 

with scorn and contempt when they are set up in the Territories of the United States? --  If 

slaves are property, and our rights of property in them are to be so sacredly guarded in the 

States, by what rule of law, justice or reason does that property part with the attributes of 

property, upon entering into a Territory owned in part by that same State?  The fact is, the 

slaveholders have the argument all their own way, the moment that the right of property in 

their slaves is conceded under the Constitution.  It was, therefore, weak, uncalled for and 

useless for Mr. LINCOLN to begin his Inaugural Address by thus at the outset prostrating himself 

before the foul and withering curse of slavery.  The time and the occasion called for a very 

different attitude.  Weakness, timidity and conciliation towards the tyrants and traitors had 

emboldened them to a pitch of insolence which demanded an instant check.  Mr. LINCOLN was 

in a position that enabled him to wither at a single blast their high blown pride.  The occasion 

was one for honest rebuke, not for palliations and apologies.  The slaveholders should have 

been told that their barbarous system of robbery is contrary to the spirit of the age, and to the 

principles of Liberty in which the Federal Government was founded, and that they should be 
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ashamed to be everlastingly pressing that scandalous crime into notice. Some thought we had 

in Mr. LINCOLN the nerve and decision of an OLIVER CROMWELL; but the result shows that we 

merely have a continuation of the PIERCES and BUCHANANS, and that the Republican President 

bends the knee to slavery as readily as any of his infamous predecessors.  Not content with the 

broadest recognition of the right of property in the souls and bodies of men in the slave States, 

Mr. LINCOLN next proceeds, with nerves of steel, to tell the slaveholders what an excellent 

slave hound he is and how he regards the right to recapture fugitive slaves a constitutional 

duty; and lest the poor bondman should escape being returned to the hell of slavery by the 

application of certain well known rules of legal interpretation, which any and every white man 

may claim in his own case, Mr. LINCOLN proceeds to cut off the poor, trembling negro who had 

escaped from bondage from all advantages from such rules.  He will have the pound of flesh, 

blood or not blood, be it more or less, a just pound or not.  The SHYLOCKS of the South, had 

they been after such game, might have exclaimed, in joy, an ABRAHAM come to judgment!  But 

they were not to be caught with such fodder.  The hunting down a few slaves, the sending back 

of a few LUCY BAGLEYS, young and beautiful though they be, to the lust and brutality of the 

slaveholders and slave-breeders of the Border States, is to the rapacity of the rebels only as a 

drop of water upon a house in flames.  The value of the thing was wholly in its quality.  'Mr. 

LINCOLN, you will catch and return our slaves if they run away from us, and will help us hold 

them where they are;' what cause, then, since you have descended to this depth of wickedness, 

withholds you from coming down to us entirely?  Indeed, in what respect are you better than 

ourselves, or our overseers and drivers who hunt and flog our negroes into obedience?' -- 

Again; the slaveholders have a decided advantage over Mr. LINCOLN, and over his party.  He 

stands upon the same moral level with them, and is in no respect better than they.  If we held 

the Constitution, as held by Mr. LINCOLN, no earthly power could induce us to swear to support 

it.  The fact is, (following the lead of the Dred Scott decision, and all the Southern slaveholding 

politicians, with all the doughfaces of the North who have been engaged in making a 

Constitution, for years, outside of the Constitution of 1789,) Mr. LINCOLN has taken everything 

at this point in favor of slavery for granted.  He is like the great mass of his countrymen, 

indebted to the South for both law and gospel. 



138 
 

  

 But the Inaugural does not admit of entire and indiscriminate condemnation.  It has at 

least one or two features which evince the presence of something like a heart as well as a head.  

Horrible as is Mr. LINCOLN'S admission of the constitutional duty of surrendering persons 

claimed as slaves, and heartily as he seems determined that that revolting work shall be 

performed, he has sent along with his revolting declaration a timid suggestion which, tame and 

spiritless as it is, must prove as unpalatable as gall to the taste of slaveholders.  He says: 'In any 

law on this subject, ought not all the safeguards of liberty known in humane and civilized 

jurisprudence be introduced, so that a free man be not in any case surrendered as a slave.'  For 

so much, little as it is, let the friends of freedom thank Mr. LINCOLN.  This saves his Address 

from the gulf of infamy into which the Dred Scott decision sunk the Supreme Court of the 

United States.  Two ideas are embraced in this suggestion: First, a black man's rights should be 

guarded by all the safeguards known to liberty and to humane jurisprudence; secondly, that 

slavery is an inhuman condition from which a free man out by all lawful means to be saved.  

When we remember the prevailing contempt for the rights of all persons of African descent, 

who are mostly exposed to the operation of these slave-catching laws, and the strenuous 

efforts of the American Church and clergy to make slavery a divine relation, and especially 

blissful to our much hated variety of the human family, we are disposed to magnify and rejoice 

over even this slight recognition of rights, and this implied acknowledgment of the hatefulness 

of slavery.  One of the safeguards of liberty is trial in open court.  Another is the right of 

bringing evidence in one's own favor, and of confronting and questioning opposing witnesses.  

Another is the trial by a jury of our peers.  Another is that juries are judges both of the law and 

the evidence in the case.  There are other safeguards of liberty which we might specify, any one 

of which, faithfully applied, would not only make it difficult to surrender a free man as a slave, 

but would make it almost impossible to surrender any man as such.  Thanking Mr. LINCOLN for 

even so much, we yet hold him to be the most dangerous advocate of slave-hunting and slave-

catching in the land. 
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 He has laid down a general rule of legal interpretation which, like most, if not all 

general rules, may be stretched to cover almost every conceivable villainy. 'The intention of the 

law-giver is the law,' says Mr. LINCOLN.  But we say that this depends upon whether the  

intention itself is lawful.  If law were merely an arbitrary rule, destitute of all idea of right and 

wrong, the intention of the lawgiver might indeed be taken as the law, provided that intention 

were certainly known.  But the very idea of law carries with it ideas of right, justice and 

humanity.  Law, according to BLACKSTONE, commands that which is right and forbids that 

which is wrong.  A law authorizing murder is no law, because it is an outrage upon all the 

elements out of which laws originate.  Any man called to administer and execute such a law is 

bound to treat such an edict as a nullity, having no binding authority over his action or over his 

conscience.  He would have a right to say, upon the authority of the Supreme Court, that 'laws 

against fundamental morality are void;' that a law for murder is an absurdity, and not only from 

the purpose of all law and government, but wholly at war with every principle of law.--  It would 

be no avail in such a case to say that the 'intention of law-makers is the law.'  To prove such an 

intention is only to destroy the validity of the law. 

 

 But the case is not murder, but simply the surrendering of a person to slavery who has 

made his or her escape from slavery into a free State.  But what better is an act of this kind than 

murder?  Would not Mr. LINCOLN himself prefer to see a dagger plunged to the hilt into the 

heart of his own daughter, than to see that daughter given up to the lust and brutality of the 

slaveholders of Virginia, as was poor, trembling LUCY BAGLEY given up a few weeks ago by the 

Republicans of Cleveland?  What is slavery but a slow process of soul murder?  What but 

murder is its chief reliance?  How do slaveholders hold their slave except by asserting their right 

and power to murder their slaves if they do not submit to slavery?  Does not the whole slave 

system rest upon a basis of murder?  Your money or your life, says the pirate; your liberty or 

your life, says the slaveholder.--  And where is the difference between the pirate and the 

slaveholder? 
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 But the 'intention of the law is the law.'  Well, suppose we grant it in the present case, 

that the intention of the law-maker is the law, and two very important questions arise-- first, as 

to who were the makers, and secondly, by what means are we required to learn their 

intentions.  Who made the Constitution?  The preamble to the Constitution answers that 

question.  'We, the people, do ordain and establish this Constitution.'  The people, then, made 

the law.  How stood their intention as to the surrender of fugitive slaves?  Were they all agreed 

in this intention to send slaves to bondage who might escape from it?  Or were only a part? and 

if a part, how many?  Surely, if a minority only were of that intention, that intention could not 

be the law, especially as the law itself expresses no such intention.  The fact is there is no 

evidence whatever that any considerable part of the people who made and adopted the 

American Constitution intended to make that instrument a slave-hunting or a slaveholding 

instrument, while their is much evidence to prove the very reverse.  DANIEL WEBSTER, even in 

his infamous 7th of March speech, was sufficiently 

true to the letter of the Constitution, and to the history of the times in which the Constitution 

was framed and adopted, to deny that the Constitution required slaves to be given up, and 

quoted Mr. JAMES MADISON in corroberation of his statement.  This is Mr. WEBSTER'S 

language:—'It may not be improper here to  single speech mark is at the start of each printed 

line of quote]]to allude to that—I had almost said celebrated—opinion of Mr. MADISON. You 

observe, sir, that the term slavery is not used in the Constitution.  The Constitution does not 

require that fugitive slaves shall be delivered up; it requires that persons bound to service in 

one State escaping into another, shall be delivered up.  Mr. MADISON opposed the introduction 

of the term slave, or slavery, into the Constitution; for he said he did not wish to see it 

recognized by the Constitution of the United States of America, that there could be property in 

men.' 

 

 How sadly have the times changed, not only since the days of MADISON—the days of 

the Constitution—but since the days even of DANIEL WEBSTER.  Cold and dead as that great 

bad man was to the claims of humanity, he was not sufficiently removed from the better days 



141 
 

of the Republic to claim, as Mr. Lincoln does, that the surrender of fugitive slaves is a plain 

requirement of the Constitution. 

 

 But here comes along a slight gleam of relief.  Mr. LINCOLN tremblingly ventures to 

inquire (for he is too inoffensive to the slaveholders to assert and declare, except when the 

rights of black men are asserted and declared away) if it 'might not be well to provide by law for 

the enforcement of that clause in the Constitution which guarantees that the citizens of each 

State shall be entitled to all the privileges and immunities of citizens in the several States.' 

 

 Again we thank Mr. LINCOLN. He has, however, ventured upon a hazardous 

suggestion.  The man has not quite learned his lesson.  He had not been long enough in 

Washington to learn that Northern citizens, like persons of African descent, have no rights, 

privileges or immunities that slaveholders are bound to respect.  To break open a man's trunk, 

to read the letters from his wife and daughters, to tar and feather him, to ride him on a rail and 

give him the alternative of being hanged or of leaving town the same hour, simply because he 

resides in a free State, is a privilege and immunity which our Southern brethren will not give up, 

though the requirement were made in every line of the Constitution.  Yet, we say, we are 

thankful.  It is something even to have a sickly intimation that other American citizens, not 

belonging to the privileged slaveholding class, have rights which it 'might be well' to secure by 

law, and that the mere fact of living in a free State ought not to subject the unfortunate traveler 

either to being whipped, hanged or shot.  Yes, this is something to be thankful for and is more 

than any other American President has ever ventured to say, either in his Inaugural Speech or 

Annual Message.  It is, perhaps, this latter fact that gives Mr. LINCOLN's casual remark its chief 

importance.—Hitherto our Presidents had pictured the South as the innocent lamb, and the 

greedy North as the hungry wolf, ever ready to tear and devour. 

 

 From slave-catching, Mr. LINCOLN proceeds to give a very lucid exposition of the 

nature of the Federal Union, and shows very conclusively that this Government, from its own 

nature and the nature of all Governments, was intended to be perpetual, and that it is 
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revolutionary, insurrectionary and treasonable to break it up.  His argument is excellent; but 

the difficulty is that the argument comes too late.  When men deliberately arm themselves with 

the avowed intention of breaking up the Government; when they openly insult its flag, capture 

its forts, seize its munitions of war, and organize a hostile Government, and boastfully declare 

that they will fight before they will submit, it would seem of little use to argue with them.  If the 

argument was merely for the loyal citizen, it was unnecessary.  If it was for those already in 

rebellion, it was casting pearls before swine.  No class of men in the country understand better 

than the rebels themselves the nature of the business on which they are engaged.—They tell us 

this in the thousands of pounds of powder they have been buying, and the millions of money 

and arms they have been stealing.  They know that unless the Government is a miserable and 

contemptible failure, destitute of every attribute of a Government except the name, that that 

Government must meet them on the field and put them down, or be itself put down.  To parley 

with traitors is but to increase their insolence and audacity. 

 

 It remains to be seen whether the Federal Government is really able to do more than 

hand over some JOHN BROWN to be hanged, suppress a slave insurrection, or catch a runaway 

slave—whether it is powerless for liberty, and only powerful for slavery.  Mr. LINCOLN says, 'I 

shall take care that the laws of the Union shall be faithfully executed in all the States'—that is, 

he will do so as 'as far as practicable,' and unless the American people, his masters, shall, in 

some authoritative manner direct the contrary.  To us, both these provisos had better have 

been omitted.  They imply a want of confidence in the ability of the Government to execute its 

own laws, and opens its doors to all that border tribe who have nothing but smiles for the 

rebels and peace lecturers for the Government.  The American people have placed the 

Government in the hands of ABRAHAM LINCOLN for the next four years, and his instructions 

are in the Constitution.  He had no right to suppose that they will reverse those instructions in a 

manner to give immunity to traitors; and it was a mistake to admit such as a possibility, 

expecially in the presence of the very traitors themselves.  But we are dwelling longer upon Mr. 

LINCOLN'S speech than we had intended, and longer than we are warranted either by the 

patience of our readers, or the extent of our space.  The perusal of it has left no very hopeful 
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impression upon our mind for the cause of our down-trodden and heart-broken countrymen.  

Mr. LINCOLN has avowed himself ready to catch them if they run away, to shoot them down if 

they rise against their oppressors, and to prohibit the Federal Government irrevocably from 

interfering for their deliverance.  With such declarations before them, coming from our first 

modern anti-slavery President, the Abolitionists must know what to expect during the next four 

years, (should Mr. LINCOLN not be, as he is likely to be, driven out of Washington by his rival, 

Mr. JEFF. DAVIS, who has already given out that should Mr. LINCOLN attempt to do, what he 

has sworn to do--namely, execute the laws, fifty thousand soldiers will march directly upon 

Washington!)  This might be taken as an empty threat on the part of the President of the 

Confederated States, if we did not see with what steadiness, promptness and certainty the 

rebels have from the first executed all their designs, and fulfilled all their promises.  A thousand 

things are less probable than that Mr. LINCOLN and his Cabinet will be driven out of 

Washington, and made to go out, as they came in, by the Underground Railroad.  The game is 

completely in the hands of Mr. JEFFERSON DAVIS, and no doubt he will avail himself of every 

advantage. 
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THE MISSION OF THE WAR 

FREDERICK DOUGLASS 

1864 

 Ladies and Gentlemen: By the mission of the war I mean nothing occult, arbitrary or 

difficult to be understood, but simply those great moral changes in the fundamental 

conditions of the people, demanded by the situation of the country plainly involved in the 

nature of the war, and which, if the war is conducted in accordance with its true character, it 

is naturally and logically fitted to accomplish. 

Speaking in the name of Providence, some men tell me that slavery is already dead, that it 

expired with the first shot at Sumter. This may be so, but I do not share the confidence with 

which it is asserted. In a grand crisis like this, we should all prefer to look facts sternly in the 

face and to accept their verdict whether it bless or blast us. I look for no miraculous 

destruction of slavery. The war looms before me simply as a great national opportunity, 

which may be improved to national salvation, or neglected to national ruin. I hope much from 

the bravery of our soldiers, but in vain is the might of armies if our rulers fail to profit by 

experience and refuse to listen to the suggestions of wisdom and justice. The most hopeful 

fact of the hour is that we are now in a salutary school—the school of affliction. If sharp and 

signal retribution, long protracted, wide-sweeping and overwhelming, can teach a great 

nation respect for the long-despised claims of justice, surely we shall be taught now and for 

all time to come. But if, on the other hand, this potent teacher, whose lessons are written in 

characters of blood and thundered to us from a hundred battlefields shall fail, we shall go 

down as we shall deserve to go down, as a warning to all other nations which shall come after 

us. It is not pleasant to contemplate the hour as one of doubt and danger. We naturally 

prefer the bright side, but when there is a dark side it is folly to shut our eyes to it or deny its 

existence. 
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I know that the acorn involves the oak, but I know also that the commonest accident may 

destroy its potential character and defeat its natural destiny. One wave brings its treasure 

from the briny deep, but another often sweeps it back to its primal depths. The saying that 

revolutions never go backward must be taken with limitations. The Revolution of 1848 was 

one of the grandest that ever dazzled a gazing world. It overturned the French throne, sent 

Louis Philippe into exile, shook every throne in Europe, and inaugurated a glorious Republic. 

Looking from a distance, the friends of democratic liberty saw in the convulsion the death of 

kingcraft in Europe and throughout the world. Great was their disappointment. Almost in the 

twinkling of an eye, the latent forces of despotism rallied. The Republic disappeared. Her 

noblest defenders were sent into exile, and the hopes of democratic liberty were blasted in 

the moment of their bloom. Politics and perfidy proved too strong for the principles of liberty 

and justice in that contest. I wish I could say that no such liabilities darken the horizon around 

us. But the same elements are plainly involved here as there. Though the portents are that 

we shall flourish, it is too much to say that we cannot fail and fall. Our destiny is to be taken 

out of our own hands. It is cowardly to shuffle our responsibilities upon the shoulders of 

Providence. I do not intend to argue but to state facts. 

We are now wading into the third year of conflict with a fierce and sanguinary rebellion, one 

which, at the beginning of it, we were hopefully assured by one of our most sagacious and 

trusted political prophets would be ended in less than ninety days; a rebellion which, in its 

worst features, stands alone among rebellions a solitary and ghastly horror, without a parallel 

in the history of any nation, ancient or modern; a rebellion inspired by no love of liberty and 

by no hatred of oppression, as most other rebellions have been, and therefore utterly 

indefensible upon any moral or social grounds; a rebellion which openly and shamelessly sets 

at defiance the world’s judgment of right and wrong, appeals from light to darkness, from 

intelligence to ignorance, from the ever-increasing prospects and blessings of a high and 

glorious civilization to the cold and withering blasts of a naked barbarism; a rebellion which 

even at this unfinished stage of it counts the number of its slain not by thousands nor by tens 

of thousands, but by hundreds of thousands; a rebellion which in the destruction of human 
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life and property has rivaled the earthquake, the whirlwind and the pestilence that waketh in 

darkness and wasteth at noonday. It has planted agony at a million hearthstones, thronged 

our streets with the weeds of mourning, filled our land with mere stumps of men, ridged our 

soil with two hundred thousand rudely formed graves and mantled it all over with the 

shadow of death. A rebellion which, while it has arrested the wheels of peaceful industry and 

checked the flow of commerce, has piled up a debt heavier than a mountain of gold to weigh 

down the necks of our children’s children. There is no end to the mischief wrought. It has 

brought ruin at home, contempt abroad, has cooled our friends, heated our enemies and 

endangered our existence as nation. 

Now, for what is all this desolation, ruin, shame suffering and sorrow? Can anybody want the 

answer? Can anybody be ignorant of the answer? It has been given a thousand times from 

this and other platforms. We all know it is slavery. Less than a half a million of Southern 

slaveholders—holding in bondage four million slaves—finding themselves outvoted in the 

effort to get possession of the United States government, in order to serve the interests of 

slavery, have madly resorted to the sword—have undertaken to accomplish by bullets what 

they failed to accomplish by ballots. That is the answer. 

It is worthy of remark that secession was an afterthought with the rebels. Their aim was 

higher; secession was only their second choice. Who was going to fight for slavery in the 

Union? It was not separation, but subversion. It was not Richmond, but Washington. It was 

not the Confederate rag, but the glorious Star-Spangled Banner. 

Whence came the guilty ambition equal to this atrocious crime. A peculiar education was 

necessary to this bold wickedness. Here all is plain again. Slavery—the peculiar institution—is 

aptly fitted to produce just such patriots, who first plunder and then seek to destroy their 

country. A system which rewards labor with stripes and chains, which robs the slave of his 

manhood and the master of all just consideration for the rights of his fellow man—has 

prepared the characters, male and female, the figure in this rebellion—and for all its cold-
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blooded and hellish atrocities. In all the most horrid details of torture, starvation and murder 

in the treatment of our prisoners, I behold the features of the monster in whose presence I 

was born, and that is slavery. From no sources less foul and wicked could such a rebellion 

come. I need not dwell here. The country knows the story by heart. But I am one of those 

who think this rebellion—inaugurated and carried on for a cause so unspeakably guilty and 

distinguished by barbarities which would extort a cry of shame from the painted savage—is 

quite enough for the whole lifetime of any one nation, though the lifetime should cover the 

space of a thousand years. We ought not to want a repetition of it. Looking at the matter 

from no higher ground than patriotism—the American considerations of justice, liberty, 

progress and civilization—the American people should resolve that this shall be the last 

slaveholding rebellion that shall ever curse this continent. Let the War cost more or cost little, 

let it be long or short, the work now begun should suffer no pause, no abatement, until it is 

done and done forever. 

I know that many are appalled and disappointed by the apparently interminable character 

this war. I am neither appalled nor disappointed without pretending to any higher wisdom 

than other men. I knew well enough and often said it: once let the North and South confront 

each other on the battlefield, and slavery and freedom be the inspiring motives of the 

respective sections, the contest will be fierce, long and sanguinary. Governor Seymour 

charges us with prolonging the war, and I say the longer the better if it must be so—in order 

to put an end to the hell-black cause out of which the rebellion has risen. 

Say not that I am indifferent to the horrors and hardships of the war. I am not indifferent. In 

common with the American people generally, I feel the prolongation of the war a heavy 

calamity, private as well as public. There are vacant space at my hearthstone which I shall 

rejoice to see filled again by the boys who once occupied them, but which cannot be thus 

filled while the war lasts, for they have enlisted “during the war.”  
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But even from the length of this struggle, we who mourn over it may well enough draw some 

consolation when we reflect upon the vastness and grandeur of its mission. The world has 

witnessed many wars—and history records and perpetuates their memory—but the world 

has not seen a nobler and grander war than that which the loyal people of this country are 

now waging against the slaveholding rebels. The blow we strike is not merely to free a 

country or continent, but the whole world, from slavery; for when slavery fails here, it will fall 

everywhere. We have no business to mourn over our mission. We are writing the statutes of 

eternal justice and liberty in the blood of the worst of tyrants as a warning to all aftercomers. 

We should rejoice that there was normal life and health enough in us to stand in our 

appointed place, and do this great service for mankind. 

It is true that the war seems long. But this very slow progress is an essential element of its 

effectiveness. Like the slow convalescence of some patients the fault is less chargeable to the 

medicine than to the deep-seated character of the disease. We were in a very low condition 

before the remedy was applied. The whole head was sick and the whole heart faint. Dr. 

Buchanan and his Democratic friends had given us up and were preparing to celebrate the 

nations’ funeral. We had been drugged nearly to death by proslavery compromises. A radical 

change was needed in our whole system. Nothing is better calculated to effect the desired 

change than the slow, steady and certain progress of the war. 

I know that his view of the case is not very consoling to the peace Democracy. I was not sent 

and am not come to console this breach of our political church. They regard this grand moral 

revolution I the mind and heart of the nation as the most distressing attribute of the war, and 

howl over it like certain characters of whom we read—who thought themselves tormented 

before their time. 

Upon the whole, I like their mode of characterizing the war. They charge that it is no longer 

conducted upon constitutional principles. The same was said by Breckinridge and 

Vallandigham. They charge that it is not waged to establish the Union as it was. The same 
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idea has occurred to Jefferson Davis. They charge that his is a war for the subjugation of the 

South. In a word, that is, an Abolition war. 

For one, I am not careful to deny this charge. But it is instructive to observe how this charge is 

brought and how it is met. Both warn us of danger. Why is this war fiercely denounced as an 

Abolition war? I answer, because the nation has long bitterly hated Abolition and the enemies 

of the war confidently rely upon this hatred to serve the ends of treason. Why do the loyal 

people deny the charge? I answer, because they know that Abolition, though now a vast 

power, is still odious. Both the charge and the denial tell how the people hate and despise the 

only measure that can save the country. 

An Abolition war! Well, let us thank the Democracy for teaching us this word. The charge in a 

comprehensive sense is most true, and it is a pity that it is true, but it would be a vast pity if it 

were not true. Would that it were more true than it is. When our government and people 

shall bravely avow this to be an Abolition war, then the country will be safe. Then our work 

will be fairly mapped out. Then the uplifted arm of the nation will swing unfettered to its 

work, and the spirit and power of the rebellion will be broken. Had slavery been abolished in 

the Border States at the very beginning of the war, as it ought to have been—had it been 

abolished in Missouri, as it would have been but for Presidential interference—there would 

now be no rebellion in the Southern states, for, instead of having to watch these Border 

States, as they have done, our armies would have marched in overpowering numbers directly 

upon the rebels and overwhelmed them. I now hold that a sacred regard for truth, as well as 

sound policy, makes it our duty to own and avow before heaven and earth that this war is, 

and of right ought to be, and Abolition War. 

The abolition of slavery is the comprehensive and logical object of the war, for it includes 

everything else which the struggle involves. It is a war for the Union, a war for the 

Constitution, I admit; but it is logically such a war only in the sense that the greater includes 

the lesser. Slavery has proved itself the strong man of our national house. In every rebel state 
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it proved itself stronger than the Union, stronger than the Constitution, and stronger than the 

Republican institutions can become possible. An Abolition war, therefore, includes Union, 

Constitution, Republican institutions, and all else that goes to make up the greatness and 

glory of our common country. On the other hand, exclude Abolition, and you exclude all else 

for which you are fighting. 

The position of the Democratic party in relation to the war ought to surprise nobody. It is 

consistent with the history of the party for thirty years. Slavery, and only slavery, has been its 

recognized master during all that time. It early won for itself the title of being the natural ally 

of the South and of slavery. It has always been for peace or against peace, for war and against 

war, precisely as dictated by slavery. Ask why it was for the Florida War, and it answers, 

slavery. Ask why it was for the Mexican War, and it answers, slavery. Ask why it was for the 

annexation of Texas, and it answers, slavery. Ask why it was opposed to habeas corpus when 

a Negro was the applicant, and it answers slavery. Ask why it is now in favor of the habeas 

corpus, when rebels and traitors are the applicants for its benefits, and it answers, slavery. 

Ask why it was for mobbing down freedom of speech a few years ago, when that freedom 

was claimed by the Abolitionists, and it answers, slavery. Ask why it now asserts freedom of 

speech, when sympathizers with traitors claim that freedom, and again slavery is the answer. 

Ask why it denied the right of a state to protect itself against possible abuses of the fugitive 

Slave Bill, and you have the same old answer. Ask why it now asserts the sovereignty of the 

states separately as against the states united, and again slavery is the answer. Ask why it was 

opposed to giving persons claimed as fugitive slaves a jury trial before returning them to 

slavery; ask why it is now in favor of giving jury trial to traitors before sending them to the 

forts for safekeeping; ask why it was for war at the beginning of the Rebellion; ask why it has 

attempted to embarrass and hinder the loyal government at every step of its progress, and 

you have but one answer, slavery. 
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The fact is, the party in question—I say nothing of individual men who were once members of 

it—has had but one vital and animating principle for thirty years, and that has been the same 

old horrible and hell-born principle of Negro slavery. 

It has now assumed a saintly character. Its members would receive the benediction due to 

peacemakers. At one time they would stop bloodshed at the South by inaugurating bloody 

revolution at the North. The livery of peace is a beautiful livery, but in this case it is a stolen 

livery and sits badly on the wearer. These new apostles of peace call themselves Peace 

Democrats, and boast that they belong to the only party which can restore the country to 

peace. I neither dispute their title nor the pretensions founded upon it. The best that can be 

said of the peacemaking ability of this class of men is their bitterest condemnation. It consists 

in their known treachery to the loyal government. They have but to cross the rebel lines to be 

hailed by the traitors as countrymen, clansmen, kinsmen, and brothers beloved in a common 

conspiracy. But, fellow-citizens, I have far less solicitude about the position and the influence 

of this party than I have about that of the great loyal party of the country. We have much less 

to fear from the bold and shameless wickedness of the one than from the timid and short-

sighted policy of the other. 

I know we have recently gained a great political victory; but it remains to be seen whether we 

shall wisely avail ourselves of its manifest advantages. There is danger that, like some of our 

Generals in the field, who, after soundly whipping the foe, generously allow him time to 

retreat in order, reorganize his forces, and intrench himself in a new and stronger position, 

where it will require more power and skill to dislodge him than was required to vanquish him 

in the first instance. The game is now in our hands. We can put an end to this disloyal party by 

putting an end to Slavery. While the Democratic party is in existence as an organization, we 

are in danger of a slaveholding peace, and of Rebel rule. There is but one way to avert this 

calamity, and that is destroy Slavery and enfranchise the black man while we have the power. 

While there is a vestige of Slavery remaining, it will unite the South with itself, and carry with 
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it the Democracy of the North. The South united and the North divided, we shall be hereafter 

as heretofore, firmly held under the heels of Slavery. 

Here is a part of the platform of principles upon which it seems to me every loyal man should 

take his stand at this hour: 

First: That this war, which we are compelled to wage against slaveholding rebels and traitors, 

at untold cost of blood and treasure, shall be, and of right ought to be, an Abolition war.  

Secondly: That we, the loyal people of the North and of the whole country, while determined 

to make this a short and final war, will offer no peace, accept no peace, consent to no peace, 

which shall not be to all intents and purposes an Abolition peace. 

Thirdly: That we regard the whole colored population of the country, in the loyal as well as in 

the disloyal states, as our countrymen—valuable in peace as laborers, valuable in war as 

soldiers—entitled to all the rights, protection, and opportunities for achieving distinction 

enjoyed by any other class of our countrymen. 

Fourthly: Believing that the white race has nothing to fear from fair competition with the 

black race, and that the freedom and elevation of one race are not to be purchased or in any 

manner rightfully subserved by the disfranchisement of another, we shall favor immediate 

and unconditional emancipation in all the states, invest the black man everywhere with the 

right to vote and to be voted for, and remove all discriminations against his rights on account 

of his color, whether as a citizen or as a soldier. 

Ladies and gentlemen, there was a time when I hoped that events unaided by discussion 

would couple this rebellion and slavery in a common grave. But, as I have before intimated, 

the facts do still fall short of our hopes. The question as to what shall be done with slavery—

and especially what shall be done with the Negro—threaten to remain open questions for 

some time yet. 



153 
 

It is true we have the Proclamation of January 1863. It was a vast and glorious step in the 

right direction. But unhappily, excellent as that paper is—and much as it has accomplished 

temporarily—it settles nothing. It is still open to decision by courts, canons and Congresses. I 

have applauded that paper and do now applaud it, as a wide measure—while I detest the 

motive and principle upon which it is based. By it the holding and flogging of Negroes is the 

exclusive luxury of loyal men. 

Our chief danger lies in the absence of all moral feeling in the utterances of our rulers. In his 

letter to Mr. Greeley the President told the country virtually that the abolition or non-

abolition of slavery was a matter of indifference to him. He would save the Union with slavery 

or without slavery. In his last Message he shows the same moral indifference, by saying as he 

does say that he had hoped that the rebellion could be put down without the abolition of 

slavery. 

When the late Stephen A. Douglas uttered the sentiment that he did not care whether slavery 

were voted up or voted down in the territories, we thought him lost to all genuine feeling on 

the subject, and no man more than Mr. Lincoln denounced that sentiment as unworthy of the 

lips of any American statesman. But today, after nearly three years of a slaveholding 

rebellion, Douglas wanted popular sovereignty; Mr. Lincoln wants the Union. Now did a warm 

heart and a high moral feeling control the utterance of the President, he would welcome, 

with joy unspeakable and full of glory, the opportunity afforded by the rebellion to free the 

country form the matchless crime and infamy. But policy, policy, everlasting policy, has 

robbed our statesmanship of all soul-moving utterances. 

The great misfortune is and has been during all the progress of this war, that the government 

and loyal people have not understood and accepted its true mission. Hence we have been 

floundering in the depths of dead issues. Endeavoring to impose old and worn-out condition 

upon new relations—putting new wines into old bottles, new cloth into old garments and 

thus making the rent worse then before. 
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Had we been wise we should have recognized the war at the outset as at once the signal and 

the necessity for a new order of social and political relations among the whole people. We 

could, like the ancients, discern the face of the sky, but not the signs of the times. Hence we 

have been talking of the importance of carrying on the war within the limits of a Constitution 

broken down by the very people in whose behalf the Constitution is pleaded! Hence we have 

from the first been deluding ourselves with the miserable dream that the old Union can be 

revived in the states where it has been abolished. 

Now, we of the North have seen many strange things and may see many more; but that old 

Union, whose canonized bones we saw hearse in death and inurned under the frowning 

battlements of Sumter, we shall never see again while the world standeth. The issue before 

us is a living issue. We are not fighting for the dead past, but for the living present and the 

glorious future. We are not fighting for the old Union, nor for anything like it, but for that 

which is ten thousand times more important; and that thing, crisply rendered, is national 

unity. Both sections have tried union. It has failed. 

The lesson for the statesmen at his hour is to discover and apply some principle of 

government which shall produce unity of sentiment, unity of idea, unity of object. Union 

without unity is, as we have seen, body without soul, marriage without love, a barrel without 

hoops, which falls at the first touch. 

The statesmen of the South understood this matter earlier and better than the statesmen of 

the North. The dissolution of the Union on the old bases of compromise was plainly foreseen 

and predicted thirty years ago. Mr. Calhoun, and not Mr. Seward, is the original author of the 

doctrine of the irrepressible conflict. The South is logical and consistent. Under the teachings 

of their great leader they admit into their form of government no disturbing force. They have 

based their confederacy squarely on their cornerstone. Their two great all-commanding ideas 

are, first, that slavery is right, and second, that the slaveholders are a superior order or class. 

Around these two ideas their manners, morals, politics, religion and laws revolve. Slavery 
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being right , all that is inconsistent with its entire security is necessarily wrong, and of course 

ought to be put down. There is no flaw in their logic. 

They first endeavored to make the federal government stand upon their accursed 

cornerstone; and we but barely escaped, as well you know, that calamity. Fugitive-slave laws, 

slavery-extension laws, and Dred Scott decisions were among the steps to get the nation 

squarely upon the cornerstone now chosen by the Confederate states. The loyal North is less 

definite in regard to the necessity of principles of national unity. Yet, unconsciously to 

ourselves, and against our own protestations, we are in reality, like the South, fighting for 

national unity—a unity of which the great principles of liberty and equality, and not slavery 

and class superiority, are the cornerstone. 

Long before this rude and terrible war came to tell us of a broken Constitution and a dead 

Union, the better portion of the loyal people had outlived and outgrown what they had been 

taught to believe were the requirements of the old Union. We had come to detest the 

principle by which slavery had a strong representation in Congress. We had come to abhor 

the idea of being called upon to suppress slave insurrections. We had come to be ashamed of 

slave hunting, and being made the watchdogs of slaveholders, who were too proud to scent 

out and hunt down their slaves for themselves. We had so far outlived the old Union four 

years ago that we thought the little finger of the hero of Harpers Ferry of more value to the 

world struggling for liberty than all the first families of old Virginia put together.  

What business, then, have we to be pouring out our treasure and shedding our best blood 

like water for that old worn-out, dead and buried Union, which had already become a 

calamity and a curse? The fact is, we are not fighting for any such thing, and we ought to 

come out under our own true colors, and let the South and the whole world know that we 

don’t want and will not have anything analogous to the old Union. 

What we now want is a country—a free country—a country not saddened by the footprints of 

a single slave—and nowhere cursed by the presence of a slaveholder. We want a country 
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which shall not brand the Declaration of Independence as a lie. We want a country whose 

fundamental institutions we can proudly defend before the highest intelligence and 

civilization of the age. Hitherto we have opposed European scorn of our slavery with a blush 

of shame as our best defense. We now want a country in which the obligations of patriotism 

shall not conflict with fidelity to justice and liberty. We want a country, and are fighting for  a 

country, which shall be free from sectional political parties—free from sectional religious 

dominations—free from sectional benevolent associations—free from every kind and 

description of sect, party, and combination of a sectional character. We want a country where 

men may assemble from any part of it, without prejudice to their interests or peril to their 

persons. We are in fact, and from absolute necessity, transplanting the whole South with the 

higher civilization of the North. The New England schoolhouse is bound to take the place of 

the Southern whipping post. Not because we love the Negro, but the nation; not because we 

prefer to do this, because we must or give up the contest and give up the country. WE want a 

country, and are fighting for a country, where social intercourse and commercial relations 

shall neither be embarrassed nor embittered by the imperious exactions of an insolent 

slaveholding oligarchy which required Northern merchants to sell their souls as a condition 

precedent to selling their goods. We want a country, and are fighting for a country, through 

the length and breadth of which the literature and learning of any section of it may float to its 

extremities unimpaired, and thus become the common property of all the people—a country 

in which no man shall be fined for reading a book, or imprisoned for selling a book—a country 

where no man may be imprisoned or flogged or sold for learning to read, or teaching a fellow 

mortal how to read. We want a country, and are fighting for a country, in any part of which to 

be called an American citizen shall mean as much as it did to be called a Roman citizen in the 

palmist days of the Roman empire. 

We have heard much in other days of manifest destiny. I don’t go all the lengths to which 

such theories are pressed, but I do believe that it is the manifest destiny of this war to unify 

and reorganize the institutions of the country, and that herein is the secret of the strength, 

the fortitude, the persistent energy—in a word, the sacred significance—of this war. Strike 
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out the high ends and aims thus indicated, and the war would appear to the impartial eye of 

an onlooking world like little better than a gigantic enterprise for shedding human blood. 

A most interesting and gratifying confirmation of this theory of its mission is furnished in the 

varying fortunes of the struggle itself. Just in proportion to the progress made in taking upon 

itself the character I have ascribed to it has the war prospered and the rebellion lost ground. 

Justice and humanity are often overpowered, but they are persistent and eternal forces, and 

fearful to contend against. Let but our rulers place the government fully within these trade 

winds of omnipotence, and the hand of death is upon the Confederate rebels. A war waged as 

ours seemed to be at first, merely for power and empire, repels sympathy though supported 

by legitimacy. If Ireland should strike for independence tomorrow, the sympathy of this 

country would be with her, and I doubt if American statesmen would be more discreet in the 

expression of their opinions of the merits of the contest than British statesmen have been 

concerning the merits of ours. When we were merely fighting for the old Union the world 

looked coldly upon our government. But now the world begins to see something more than 

legitimacy, something more than national pride. It sees national wisdom aiming at national 

unity, and national justice breaking the chains of a long-enslaved people. It is this new 

complexion of our cause which warms our hearts and strengthens our hands at home, 

disarms our enemies and increases our friends abroad. It is this more than all else which has 

carried consternation in to the bloodstained halls of the South. It has sealed the fiery and 

scornful lips of the Roebucks and Lindsays of England, and caused even the eloquent Mr. 

Gladstone to restrain the expression of his admiration for Jeff Davis and his rebel nation. It 

has placed the broad arrow of British suspicion on the prows of the rebel rams in the Mersey 

and performed a like service in France. It has driven Mason, the shameless man hunter, from 

London, where he never should have been allowed to stay for an hour, except as a 

bloodhound is tolerated in Regent Park for exhibition. We have had, from the first, warm 

friends in England. We owe a debt of respect and gratitude to William Edward Forster, John 

Bright, Richard Cobden, and other British Statesmen, in that they outran us in comprehending 
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the high character of our struggle. They saw that his must be a war for human nature, and 

walked by faith to its defense while all was darkness about us—while we were yet conducting 

it in profound reverence for slavery. 

I know we are not to be praised for this changed character of the war. We did our very best to 

prevent it. WE had but one object at the beginning, and that was, as I have said, the 

restoration of the old Union; and for the first two years the war was kept to that object 

strictly, and you know full well and bitterly with what results. I will not stop here to blame 

and denounce the past; but I will say that the most of the blunders and disasters of the earlier 

part of the war might have been avoided had our armies and generals not repelled the only 

true friends the Union cause had in the rebel states. The Army of the Potomac took up an 

anti-Negro position from the first and has not entirely renounced it yet. The colored people 

told me a few days ago in Washington that they were the victims of the most brutal 

treatment by these Northern soldiers when they first came there. But let that pass. Few men, 

however great their wisdom, are permitted to see the end from the beginning. Events are 

mightier than our rulers, and these divine forces, with overpowering logic, have fixed upon 

this war, against the wishes of our government, the comprehensive character and mission I 

have ascribed to it. The collecting of revenue in the rebel ports, the repossession of a few 

forts and arsenals and other public property stolen by the rebels, have almost disappeared 

from the recollection of the people. The war has been a growing war in every sense of the 

word. It began weak and has risen strong. It began low and has risen high. It began narrow 

and has become broad. It began with few and now, behold, the country is full of armed men, 

ready, with courage and fortitude, to make the wisest and best idea of American 

statesmanship the law of the land. 

Let, then, the war proceed in its strong, high and broad course till the rebellion is put down 

and our country is saved beyond the necessity of being saved again! 

I have already hinted at our danger. Let me be a little more direct and pronounced. 
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The Democratic party, though defeated in the elections last fall, is still a power. It is the ready 

organized nucleus of a powerful proslavery and pro-rebel reaction. Though it has lost in 

members, it retains all the elements of its former power and malevolence. 

That party has five very strong points in its favor, and its public men and journals know well 

how to take advantage of them. 

First: There is the absence of any deep moral felling among the loyal people against slavery 

itself, their feeling against it being on account of its rebellion against the government, and not 

because it is a stupendous crime against human nature. 

Secondly: The vast expense of the war and the heavy taxes in money as well as men which the 

war requires for its prosecution. Loyalty has a strong back, but taxation has often broken it.  

Thirdly: The earnest desire for peace which is shared by all classes except government 

contractors who are making money out of the war; a feeling which may be kindled to a flame 

by any serious reverses to our arms. It is silent in victory but vehement and dangerous in 

defeat. 

Fourthly: And superior to all others, is the national prejudice and hatred toward all colored 

people of the country, a feeling which has done more to encourage the hopes of the rebels 

than all other powers beside. 

Fifthly: An Abolitionist is an object of popular dislike. The guilty rebel who with broad blades 

and bloody hands seeks the life of the nation, is at this hour more acceptable to the Northern 

Democracy than an Abolitionist guilty of no crime. Whatever may be a man’s abilities, virtue 

or service, the fact that he is an Abolitionist makes him an object of popular hate.  

Upon these five strings the Democrats still have hopes of playing themselves into power, and 

not without reason. While our government has the meanness to ask Northern colored men to 
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give up the comfort of home, endure untold hardships, peril health, limbs and life itself, in its 

defense, and then degrades them in the eyes of other soldiers, by offering them the paltry 

sum of seven dollars power month, and refuses to reward their valor with even the hope of 

promotion—the Democratic party may well enough presume upon the strength of popular 

prejudice for support. 

While our Republican government at Washington makes color and not character the criterion 

of promotion in the Army and degrades colored commissioned officers at New Orleans below 

the rank to which even the rebel government had elevated them, I think we are in danger of a 

compromise with slavery. 

Our hopeful Republican friends tell me this is impossible—that the day of compromise with 

slavery is past. This may do for some men, but will not do for me. 

The Northern people have always been remarkably confident of their own virtue. They are 

hopeful to the last. Twenty years ago we hoped that Texas could not be annexed; but if that 

could not be prevented we hoped that she would come in a free state. Thirteen years ago we 

were quite sure that no such abomination as the Fugitive Slave Bill could get itself on our 

national statute book; but when it got there we were equally sure that it never could be 

enforced. Four years ago we were sure that the slave states would not rebel, but if they did 

we were sure it would be a very short rebellion. I know that times have changed very rapidly, 

and that we have changed them. Nevertheless, I know also we are the same old American 

people, and that what we have done once we may possibly do again. The leaven of 

compromise is among us. I repeat, while we have a Democratic party at the North trimming 

its sails to catch the Southern breeze in the next Presidential election, we are in danger of 

compromise. Tell me not of amnesties and oaths of allegiance. They are valueless in the 

presence of twenty hundred millions invested in human flesh. Let but the little finger of 

slavery get back into this Union, and in one year you shall see its whole body again upon our 

backs. 
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While a respectable colored man or woman can be kicked out of the commonest streetcar in 

New York where any white ruffian may ride unquestioned, we are in danger of a compromise 

with slavery. While the North is full of such papers as the New York World, Express and 

Herald, firing the nation’s heart with hatred to Negroes and Abolitionists, we are in danger of 

a slaveholding peace. While the major part of antislavery profession is based upon devotion 

to the Union rather than hostility to slavery, there is danger of a slaveholding peace. Until we 

shall see the election of November next, and that it has resulted in the election of a sound 

antislavery man as President, we shall be in danger of a slaveholding compromise. Indeed, as 

long as slavery has any life in it anywhere in the country, we are in danger of such a 

compromise. 

Then there is the danger arising from the impatience of the people on account of the 

prolongation of the war. I know the American people. They are an impulsive people, 

impatient of delay, clamorous for change, and often look for results out of all proportion to 

the means employed in attaining them. 

You and I know that the mission of this war is national regeneration. We know and consider 

that a nation is not born in a day. We know that large bodies move slowly—and often seem to 

move thus when, could we perceive their actual velocity, we should be astonished at its 

greatness. A great battle lost or won is easily described, understood and appreciated, but the 

moral growth of a great nation requires reflection, as well as observation, to appreciate it. 

There are vast numbers of voters, who make no account of the moral growth of a great 

nation and who only look at the war as a calamity to be endured only so long as they have no 

power to arrest it. Now, this is just the sort of people whose votes may turn the scale against 

us in the last event. 

Thoughts of this kind tell me that there never was a time when antislavery work was more 

needed than now. The day that shall see the rebels at our feet, their weapons flung away, will 

be the day of trial. We have need to prepare for that trial. We have long been saved a 
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proslavery peace by the stubborn, unbending persistence of the rebels. Let them bend as 

they will bend, there will come the test of our sternest virtues. 

I have now given, very briefly, some of the grounds of danger. A word as to the ground of 

hope. The best that can be offered is that we have made progress—vast and striking 

progress—within the last two years. 

President Lincoln introduced his administration to the country as one which would faithfully 

catch, hold and return runaway slaves to their masters. He avowed his determination to 

protect and defend the slaveholder’s right to plunder the black laborer of his hard earnings. 

Europe was assured by Mr. Seward that no slave should gain his freedom by this war. Both 

the President and the Secretary of State have made progress since then. 

Our generals, at the beginning of the war, were horribly proslavery. They took to slave 

catching and slave killing like ducks to water. They are now very generally and very earnestly 

in favor of putting an end to slavery. Some of them, like Hunter and Butler, because they hate 

slavery on its own account, and others, because slavery is in arms against the government.  

The rebellion has been a rapid educator. Congress was the first to respond to the instinctive 

judgment of the people, and fixed the broad brand of its reprobation upon slave hunting in 

shoulder straps. Then came very temperate talk about confiscation, which soon came to be 

pretty radical talk. Then came propositions for Border State, gradual, compensated, colonized 

emancipation. Then came the threat of a proclamation, and then came the Proclamation. 

Meanwhile the Negro had passed along from a loyal spade and pickax to a Springfield rifle.  

Haiti and Liberia are recognized. Slavery is humbled in Maryland, threatened in Tennessee, 

stunned nearly to death in western Kentucky, and gradually melting away before our arms in 

the rebellious states. 
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The hour is one of hope as well as danger. But whatever may come to pass, one thing is clear: 

The principles involved in the contest, the necessities of both sections of the country, the 

obvious requirements of the age, and every suggestion of enlightened policy demand the 

utter extirpation of slavery from every foot of American soil, and the enfranchisement of the 

entire colored population of the country. Elsewhere we may find peace, but it will be a hollow 

and deceitful peace. Elsewhere we may find prosperity, but it will be a transient prosperity. 

Elsewhere we may find greatness and renown, but if these are based upon anything less 

substantial than justice they will vanish, for righteousness alone can permanently exalt a 

nation. 

I end where I began—no war but an Abolition war; no peace but an Abolition peace; liberty 

for all, chains for none; the black man a soldier in war, a laborer in peace; a voter at the South 

as well as at the North; America his permanent home, and all Americans his fellow 

countrymen. Such, fellow citizens, is my idea of the mission of the war. If accomplished, our 

glory as a nation will be complete, our peace will flow like a river, and our foundation will be 

the everlasting rocks. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



164 
 

Eulogy for Abraham Lincoln 

Frederick Douglass 

1865 

 I come before you this evening with much diffidence: The rarest gifts, the best eloquence, the 

highest order of genius to which the nation has given birth, might well be employed here and now, and 

yet fail of justice to the dignity and solemnity of this occasion. The character of the illustrious deceased, 

the position he occupied at the head of our Government, the extraordinary manner of his death, with all 

the attendant circumstances of the country, are fruitful themes, of the most interesting nature;—

themes which must depend upon the historian, rather than upon the orator, for elaborate and 

appropriate celebration.  

 Had Abraham Lincoln died from any of the numerous ills to which flesh is heir, and by which 

men are removed from the scenes of life; Had he reached that good old age, of which his vigorous 

constitution, and his temperate habits gave promise: Had he seen the end of the great work which it 

was his good fortune to inaugurate; Had the curtain of death been but gradually drawn around him;—

our task this evening, though sad, and painful would be very simple. 

 But dying as he did die, by the red hand of violence, snatched suddenly away from his work 

without warning;—killed, murdered, assassinated, not because of personal hate, for no man who knew 

Abraham Lincoln, could hate him; but solely because he was the President, the faithful, loyal President 

of the United States—true to his country, and true to the cause of human freedom, taking care that the 

Constitution and the laws were obeyed; for this reason he was slain, murdered, assassinated, and for 

this all commanding reason he to day commands our homage and the homage of good men every 

where as a glorious martyr—one who must be viewed if viewed rightly, in connection with his country 

and with all that pertains to his country. Very evidently here is a large field opened, but the most any 

man can do, with a subject like this, and at a time like this, when every faculty of thought and feeling, is 

intensely active, when the press, the pulpit and the platform, when poetry and art in all her 

departments, has been occupied with this one great event for weeks: I say, the most I can do, the most 

any man can do, is in some humble measure, to give back to the country, the thoughts and feelings 

which are derived from the country:—The speaker upon occasions like this, is but as the wave to the 

ocean; he borrows all his weight and volume; from the sea out of which he rises.  
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 To day all over this country—men have been thinking of Abraham Lincoln: Our statesmen 

scholars and poets—have been celebrating as never before the memory of our martyred President. It is 

well. He is worthy of it all—and it is becoming in all—to join however humbly in these tokens of respect 

and veneration.  

 One thing will be at once conceded by all generous minds; no people or class of people in this 

country, have a better reason for lamenting the death of Abraham Lincoln, and for desiring to honor and 

perpetuate his memory, than have the colored people; and yet we are about the only people who have 

been in any case forbiden to exhibit our sorrow, or to show our respect for the deceased president 

publicly. The attempt to exclude colored people from his funeral procession in New York—was one of 

the most disgraceful; and sickening manifestations of moral emptiness, ever exhibited by any nation or 

people professing to be civilized. But what was A. Lincoln to the colored people or they to him? As 

compared with the long line of his predecessors, many of whom were merely the facile and servile 

instruments of the slave power, Abraham Lincoln, while unsurpassed in his devotion, to the welfare of 

the white race, was also in a sense hitherto without example, emphatically the black mans President: 

the first to show any respect for their rights as men To our white fellow countrymen therefore we say, 

follow your martyred president to his grave, lay the foundation of his monument broad and strong—let 

its capstone rise towards the sky—do homage to his character, forever perpetuate his memory, but as 

you respect genuine sorrow, unfeigned greif, and sincere bereavement, let the colored people of this 

country—for whom he did so much, have space at least, for one stone in that monument—one which 

shall tell to after-coming generations the story of their love and gratitude to Abraham Lincoln. Those 

love most to whom most is forgiven. One of the most touching scenes connected with the funeral of our 

lamented President, occurred at the gate of the Presidential mansion. A colored woman standing at the 

gate weeping, was asked the cause of her tears; Oh! Sir she said we have lost our Moses. But said the 

gentleman, the Lord will send you another: That may be said the weeping woman, but Ah! we had him. 

To her mind one as good, or better might come in his stead—but no such possibility to her was equal 

to—to the reality, actual possession in the person of Abraham Lincoln. The colored people, from first to 

last, and through all, whether through good or through evil report, fully believed in Abraham Lincoln. 

Even though he sometimes smote them, and wounded them severely, yet they firmly trusted in him: 

This was however, no blind trust unsupported by reason: They early caught a glimpse of the man, and 

from the evidence of their senses, they believed in him. They viewed him not in the light of separate 

individual facts—but in the light of his mission—as his manifest relation to events—and in the 

philosophy of his statesmanship— Viewing him thus they trusted him—as men are seldom trusted. They 
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did not care what forms of expression the President adopted, whether it were justice, expediency, or 

military necessity so that they saw slavery abolished—and Liberty was established in the country. Under 

Abraham Lincolns beneficent rule, they saw themselves being gradually lifted to the broad plain of equal 

manhood: Under his rule, and by measures approved by him, they saw gradually fading the hand writing 

of ages which was against them: Under his rule, they saw millions of their bretheren proclaimed free 

and invested with the right to defend their freedom: Under his rule, they saw the Confederate states—

that boldest of all conspiracies against the just rights of human nature, broken to peices, overpowered 

conquered, shattered to fragments—ground to powder and swept from the face of existence: Under his 

rule, they saw the Independence of Hayti and Liberia recognized—and the whole colored race steadily 

rising into the friendly consideration of the American people. In their broad practical common sense, 

they took no captious exceptions to the unpleasant incidents of their transition from slavery to freedom. 

All they wanted to know was that those incidents were only transitional not permanent. But we speak 

here to night not merely as colored men, but as men among men, and as American citizens—having the 

same interest in the welfare permanence and prosperity, of the country—that any other class of citizens 

may be supposed to have. We survey the facts of the hour with reference to this relation to our fellow 

citizens:—From this outlook we find the prospect bright & glorious. The greatness and grandeur of the 

American republic never appeared more conspicuosly than in connection with the death of Abraham 

Lincoln: Though always great and always powerful, we have seemed to need the presence of some 

great, and widespread calamity, some over whelming sorrow, to reveal to our selves and the world, in 

glorified forms, all the elements of our national strength and greatness. While it cannot be affirmed, 

that our long torn and distracted country, has already reached the desired condition of peace, it may be 

said, and said in the face of all prophecies of failure—freely indulged in at one time, at home as well as 

abroad that we have survived the terrible agonies of a feirce and sanguinary rebellion, and have before 

us a fair prospect of a just and lasting peace, a peace which if we are wise, and just, can never be 

disturbed or broken by the remains of still insolent and designing slave oligarchy. Already a strong hand 

is felt upon the helm of state; Already the key note of justice has been sounded; Already the majesty of 

the Law and the power of the Government are bringing order out of confusion, by making the Law a 

terror to evil doers, as well as a praise to those who do well: The word has gone forth that traitors and 

assassins whether of low or of high degree, whether male or female, are to be punished: that loyal and 

true men are to be rewarded and protected: That slavery the haggard and damning offense of many 

generations, is to be entirely and for ever abolished: that the emancipated negro, so long outraged and 

degraded is to be enfranchised and clothed with the dignity of American citizenship: That the poor white 
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man of the south—scornfully denominated by the rich slaveholders, as the poor white trash, so long 

deceived, misled and plundered by the slaveholding aristocracy—are to be delivered from their political 

and social debasement: That the loyal and patriot dead, whether dying of wounds on the field or of 

starvation in Rebel prisons, whether falling in open combat or by the stealthy dagger of the assassin—

are to be gratefully remembered and honored forever. That the toil worn, scarred, maimed and 

battered veterans, of all nationalities and of all colors, now returning home from the scenes of strife, are 

to be welcomed home, and taught by the respect and gratitude they receive from their country—that 

they have been fighting for their country—and not merely for the empty and delusive hope of a country. 

Henceforth we have a new date, a new era for our great Republic: Henceforth a new account is opened, 

between the government and the people of the United States: Henceforth there is to be no north no 

south in American politics, but a common country of all for all: Henceforth the nation assumes a new 

position and a new relation to the nations of the Earth: Henceforth an American citizen may defend his 

country at the tribunal of the world’s judgement, without defending a glaring inconsistency and a 

scandalous crime: Henceforth there is an end to that compromising statesmanship—which has so 

deeply demoralized both the Government and the people: Henceforth we shall stand an acknowledged 

power among the great powers of Europe and exert a beneficent influence in the destiny of nations. Out 

of the vast and dreadful concatenation of evils which have environed us, brought upon us during these 

four years of treason rebellion and assassination, we shall yet be the recipients of immeasurable and 

priceless blessings: It is something that the crash has come and that the worst is known—that the storm 

cloud has burst, and sent down its bolt and has left the blue sky above, calm and bright as when the 

morning stars sang to gether for joy! Spanning the horrible gulf, the fearful chasm—made by the sad, 

the mournful, and tragic death of our greatly loved; greatly honored greatly trusted and greatly 

lamented President, we behold from side to side, a perfect bow of promise with all its beautiful beams 

undimmed, dispelling fear, and kindling hope a new for the future of the Republic. This occassion 

therefore, though sad and solemn when we contemplate our martyred president, is not one of gloom, 

when we consider the future of the country. There is here joy as well as sorrow, gratulation as well as 

greif, great gain as well as great loss. This last drop in our cup of bitterness was perhaps needed: No 

nation ever passed an ordeal better fitted to try its strength, or to test the value of its institutions. Know 

thyself is a wise admonition to nations as well as to individuals, such national self knowledge has been 

imparted by the war and by this last act of the war. It had long been the settled opinion of European 

statesmen and philosophers, that our ship of state was too weak for stormy weather. They predicted 

that though beautiful to the eye, strong to the touch and swift upon the wave, our gallant bark would go 
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down in the first great storm. They had little faith in the wisdom or virtue of the people. And as little in 

the form and substance of popular government. I have no reproaches for these foreigners of little faith, 

for it cannot be denied that many thoughtful and patriotic men at home, have doubted and trembled 

while contemplating the possibility of just such a conflict as that through which we have now so nearly 

and happily passed. The cost of the experiment in blood and treasure has been vast, but the results 

attained and made attainable by it will fully compensate for all loss: Already we are realizing its 

blessings: At this moment as never before in our history we are enjoying not, I trust, a haughty but a 

healthy consciousness of our strength: Already there is a feeling of national repose, an assured faith in 

the ability of the people, and in the stability of Republican Government—such as never before existed. 

Happily too: this confidence is not limited to our own country—It is defusing itself through all 

countries—and over all continents. Writhing under the heel of an imported despotism, the worst of all 

the despotisms of Europe—Mexico to day, lifts up her dejected and woe smitten head, with revived and 

reinvigorated hope, and the friends of free institutions throughout the world, will recognize in our great 

national triumph over rebellion and slavery, a powerful gaurantee, of the ultimate universal 

establishment of free institutions.  

But I will not stop here to argue the value of the results thus far of our conflict. When measured by the 

hardships endured, and the fearful loss of human life involved, such arguments however just, may 

savour too much of indifference to human suffering. A more tranquilizing thought comes to us on this 

occasion. That thought is the inevitability of the conflict. It was beyond the power of human will or 

wisdom—to have prevented just what has happened. We should never forget that this dreadful war 

with all its incidents was a part of—and sprung out of the fundamental elements of our national 

structure—and was in the nature of things unavoidable. We have but reaped where we had sown. Its 

hour had come, and there was nothing left but to make room for it, to accept it, and derive from it, 

whatever advantage it brought. We could no more evade it, than we could unmake our anticedents. 

When slavery was first planted in the national soil, treason, rebellion and assassination were planted 

with it and their bloody fruit was bequeathed to the present generation. And if in the coming 

reconstruction, we shall encorporate any of the seeds of injustice, any of the remains of slavery, we shall 

repeat the mistake of our fathers, with the certainty that our children after us will reap a similar harvest 

of blood to that we have just experienced. All the great nations of the Earth, no matter how isolated 

their location, no matter how iron like their ruler no matter how conservative their statesmen, no 

matter how carefully they exclude the light of new ideas—are fated to pass through what may be 

termed their historical periods—certain grand epochs, made up by the irrepressible tendencies of their 
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inherent social forces, coming upon them whether they will or not. Their political astrologers and 

wisemen, look upward and read as they think the signs of the times they see the crises coming just as 

they see the storm gathering in the sky. They may utter their warning, but can neither avert nor hinder 

the event. There is however nothing aimless capricious arbitrary or blind in the oncoming of such 

periods. They are prepared for—provided for by violation of law, they come when they are ready and 

they depart when their work is done. Such epochs occurring at different points of time and in different 

nations, are the great teachers of mankind, they disclose in striking forms and colors, the active 

elements of the national life good and bad, of each individual nation, making each better acquainted 

with itself and better known to all other nations. As a people though less disturbed and more fortunate 

than most other nations we are no exception to the general rule applying to all. One such period as this 

happened to us, four score and nine years ago. It was when our delegates sat in solemn assembly in 

Philadelphia and openly declared our independence of Great Britain—and when the American people, 

with a courage that never quailed—and a faith that knew no doubt marched through bloody fields 

during all the length of seven years to make that declaration a solid reality. Another and mightier than 

that, is the one compressed within the narrow limits of the last four years. There is not one jot of all this 

space from the first of June sixty one, to the first of June sixty-five, which is not studded with 

stupendous events, destined to engage the thoughts, and thrill the hearts of mankind away into the 

depths of coming ages. I repeat nothing strange has happened unto us. We have been simply playing 

our appointed parts in the subtle machinery of human advancement and civilization. We had within our 

midst a gigantic system of injustice, and barbarism, a shocking offense against the enlightened 

judgement of mankind—a system which the world had out grown, one which we were required by the 

necessity of our existence and our relations to mankind to put away. Peacibly if we could, forcibly if we 

must. In doing this great work for ourselves, we have done other, if not greater service. To the grand 

sum of human knowledge as to what men have done, will do, as to what great nations and states have 

done and will do, when vital interests are involved and powerful human passions are stirred, we have 

during these four years—added our special and peculiar contribution, such an one as no other nation of 

modern times could add. Our experience has been full of instruction and our example brilliant and 

striking beyond a parrable: The very ends of the earth may look and learn. During this tremendous 

struggle for national [ ], so feirce, bitter and sanguinary, so long protracted and so desperate, we have 

illustrated both extremes of human possibilities. As a nation we have exemplified the best and noblest 

qualities—which distinguish human nature, as well as those which most blot and disgrace it. The history 

of this war for the union and for Free Institutions, will possess many thrilling Chapters full of moving 
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incidents, full of battles, sieges, hair breadths escape, of gallant achievements upon flood and field, but 

it will have none, which will so interest, so astound and amaze mankind as that which shall contain a 

faithful record of the events and scenes which have transpired in our country during the last seven 

weeks: We have here the concentrated virus the moral poison, accumulated by more than two centuries 

of human slavery, pouring itself out upon the nation as a vial of wrath in one dreadful and shocking 

crime the first of its kind in the annals of the country. The accursed thing, so long defended in the name 

of the Bible and religion—defended thus while known to live upon blood and tears—the hateful crime, 

so long defended in the name of law and order, properly celebrates its own death by a crime that sends 

a shudder around the world. England, France, Germany all European nations have been literally struck 

dumb, by this appropriate exhibition of slaveholding hate. It is well that slavery should give this mean 

and bloody sign of its death, cradled in theft, and living by robbery, it is meet that it should go to its 

grave under a storm of execration from every quarter of the globe. Hereafter when men think of slavery, 

they will think of murder, Hereafter when men think of slaveholders, they will think of assassins: 

Hereafter when men think of southern chivalry they will think of our starving prisoners at Andersonville, 

Hereafter when men think of southern honor, they will think of the assassination of Abraham Lincoln. 

Deny it who will, Doubt it who may—that hell black deed sprung from the very heart of the aristocratic 

class of the south. I know that some of the leaders of the rebellion have affected to deplore it, Some 

have even ventured to plead their honorable character as proof their innocence of that foul and ghastly 

crime. But such pleas cannot be received. They are utterly vain and worthless—These slaveholders 

know, we know, and the world knows where the responsibility for this crime belongs. The assassin not 

less than any member of the late Confederate Government, represented a cause, and was the very 

image and superscription of that cause. Those who have by fraud, treachery robbery broken oaths and 

piracy, carried on a war during four years to break up this union, with no better or other motive than to 

make human bondage perpetual, will have to bring better evidence than their own word of honor, to 

remove from their shoulders this heavy responsibility. Booth the assassin is of the south. His affiliations 

such as they were, are of the south. He fired his deadly shot in the interest of the south. His motto of 

defense after committing the atrocious crime, was copied from the south; From the first of the war he 

took sides with the south. His first thought upon the commission of the crime, was escape to the south; 

There is nothing in his morals or manners, or in the crime itself to seperate him from the south—or that 

should make the south disown him. As types, and representative men of southern civilization—Booth 

and Brooks stand well together. Brooks, attempted to assassinate Mr Sumner of Massachusetts—a 

noble representative of New England culture—and statesmanship—and was applauded, publicly 
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applauded all over the south. And I undertake to say, knowing the south as I do—that the same south, 

or what is left of it, which applauded the assassination of Hon. Charles Sumner—at its inmost heart will 

applaud the assassination of Abraham Lincoln. Let us not, mistake public opinion either at the north or 

the south. This mistake is the danger, the imminent danger of the hour. We have done too much of this 

in other days. Public journals, there are all over the north—which have sympathised from the first with 

the rebels and traitors—just so far as they could do so with safety—are endeavoring to serve their old 

friends and allies to day by persuading their readers—that the south disowns Booth—and laments as 

sincerely as we do the death of Abraham Lincoln. To this there is just one word to be said—It comes 

entirely too late, and is utterly inconsistent with the past. Take the federal soldiers from the so called 

Confederate states and tomorrow the very elite of the south will drink to the memory of Booth the 

assassin. Besides, the crime accords well, with the several attempts to burn up sleeping women and 

innocent children in hotels. It accords well with the attempt to throw crowded Railway trains from the 

tracks. It accords well with the torpedo and infernal machine mode of warfare, so universally adopted 

by the chivalry of the south. It accords well with the horrid profanation of the graves of our brave 

soldiers, and making ornaments of their bones: It accords well with the massacre at Fort Pillow—It 

accords well with the system of starvation adopted by the Confederate government in its treatment of 

our prisoners. And it accords generally with the cowardly ferocity—with which the system of slavery 

naturally inspires her worshippers: Men who whip women with their hands tied, and burn their names 

into their flesh with hot irons—can not be allowed any especial abhorrence of assassination—or for any 

other crime it may seem for their interest to commit. Another strong argument in favor of this theory of 

southern responsibility for the assassination, is found in the fact, that that crime was freely talked of at 

the south, and the time and the place were specified previously to Mr Lincoln’s first inauguration: His 

journey to Washington was the time and Baltimore was the appointed place for the tragedy. Even men 

here at the North, by winks and nods, and other intimations, which would not now be tolerated, gave us 

to understand then, that though elected, Mr Lincoln could never be inaugurated. That their evil 

prophecies were not fulfilled, we all know was owing to his travelling by an irregular train and arriving in 

Baltimore at an unexpected time. Booth the miserable assassin only did at the last what was meditated 

threatened, and expected at the very outset of the rebellion. Great as was his crime, he is at this 

moment not one whit guiltier, than is General Lee and other Leaders of the rebellion. The beginning of 

the rebellion is assassination. The end of the rebellion is assassination—It is consistent throughout. It 

ends as it began, not a line of analogy is missing. Booth and Beauregard, Payne and President Davis 

Adzerot and Breckenridge, were servants of a common cause, and will go down in history as clansmen 
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and kinsmen—and brothers beloved in a common conspiracy and a common crime. It has been 

sometimes regretted that Booth was not captured alive, that he might have been regularily tried, 

condemned, sentenced and executed. I shall waste no unavailing regrets, upon this point. The ends of 

justice in his case have been satisfied. His punishment has been indeed swift and terrible. Men at the 

North where they have dared do so, have been heard to extol the bravery of Booth. That he had more 

courage than his captain may be freely admitted. Yet in no honorable or desireable sense was Booth a 

brave man. His courage was the courage of the thief—the burglar, the highway robber, who murder at 

midnight and escape in the darkness—by plans and appliances arranged weeks in advance. His courage 

was no bar to his suffering: In his ten days wanderings after committing his crime he must have suffered 

more than a hundred deaths. I can conceive of no torture more exquisite and extreme than his. Reckless 

of life as he affected to be, when captured no criminal ever made a more desperate effort to save his life 

than he did, while there seemed the least chance of saving it. To imagine the intense anguish he 

suffered those ten days we need not track him in his perilous flight, with a broken leg at the start, 

inflamed by liquor and swelling with pain: we need not follow him as he hobbled along—on either side 

of the Potomac in the darkness seeking safety and finding none. We need not go with him into that 

dismal swamp wherein he whirled about upon his crutch, startled by every sound like a hunted wolf in 

an iron trap—hemmed in all sides, all chance of escape cut off, with sleep murdered appetite gone, his 

broken limb all the while getting worse no friend daring to approach him with succor, the lines of his 

pursuers steadily drawing more closely around him: as certain for days of final capture, as though the 

iron hand of the law had already fallen heavily upon him. I say we need not follow him through these 

scenes to imagine his terrible suffering, nor even to that last scene of all, wherein he piteously begs the 

by standers to kill him—to put an end to his pains, and remove him from the horrible thing he was—to 

his own sight. The simple fact that he had shed innocent blood, and that a whole nation was roused for 

his capture—and that no assylum awaited him—in any country except the south—and that the south 

was now utterly impossible to him, will give a distressing idea enough—of the living death through 

which he dragged himself during those ten terrible days. No: assassination finds no encouragement in 

the fate of Booth—as treason finds no countenence in the capture of Davis. But let us turn away from 

the hateful assassin, and think of the loved and honored martyr who fell by the hand of the assassin. The 

world is old, and its experience vast, but was there ever such an hour caused by the announcement of 

the death of any monarch, as was caused by the news of the death of Abraham Lincoln? Was ever any 

people so instantly and so universally overwhelmed with greif ? Did ever a great and victorious nation so 

suddenly pass from triumph to tears— from exaltation and joy to the very dust and ashes of mourning. I 
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know of none and the world knows of none. The monstrous blow came when, as at no time before 

during all the war, we were rejoicing in great and decisive victories, the rebel capital had fallen, General 

Lee had surrendered: Mobile was in our hands; the rebel army was scattered, blown away like the fine 

dust, before the strong North wind: the press, the loyal press, had put off the wrinckled front of war—

and was appealing for clemency in behalf of the defeated rebels. The feeling of resentment and wrath 

was everywhere giving way to a spirit of forgiveness and oblivion; the whole national horizon seemed 

fringed with the golden dawn of peace; when all at once, we were startled, amazed, struck down, 

overwhelmed, by this most foul and dreadful murder. The gentle, the amiable, character of the man— 

the man, with malice towards none, but charity towards—all—the last man in the world—one would 

think to tempt the assassins dagger—The thought was full of astonishment as well as horror. The event 

itself, was so sudden, so tragic, and so out of joint with all seeming probability, so in contradiction to all 

our feelings that few could at the first believe the dreadful news. You remember all the circumstances, 

and yet it seems fit in an address like this that we reiterate their leading features. The story is soon told: 

While seated with his wife, in a private box at Ford’s theatre, set apart by its proprietor, for the 

President and his family;—while putting off the burdens of state for the moment, observing the play 

entitled Our American Cousin, which he had been specially invited to witness—all unconscious of danger 

to himself or to the state: Abraham Lincoln was shot down by an assassin who stood behind him—and 

died from the wound the ensuing morning: such was the shocking news flashed from Washington on the 

Fifteenth April—Along with it also came the stunning announcement that Hon: William H. Seward—

Secretary of State had been assassinated in his chamber, upon a bed where some thought he had days 

before laid down to die: and that both himself and his son, the assistant Secretary of State must die 

from the terrible wounds inflicted by the assassin. Further on still, there came the intimation hardly 

needed, that their assassinations were not the self moved, individual outbreaks of the malign passions 

of miscreants: That they were representative men. They were but as the hands of the clock, in front and 

in sight, but the cunning machinery that moved them was behind and out of sight. It was seen at the 

moment that the assassins had only accomplished a part of the bloody work, marked out for their 

hands. Murder was to have had a more extended circle. All the heads of the State—and the head of the 

Army, were to have fallen: Men everywhere recognized in it the hand and heart of the rebellion: The life 

taken was not the life the murderer sought. It was not the President, but the country—they would strike 

down through him. But what a day! What a day to the American people was that fourteenth of April. For 

the moment we seemed suspended over the howling abyss of Anarchy and social chaos: At that 

moment a breath or an atom might have detached us from the moorings of civil order—and plunged us 
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into national ruin. One feature of the moment was the feeling of astonishment: In the condition of the 

country—and the threats so frequently made, the event ought to have been looked for. Men are men, 

here as elsewhere. History is but repeating itself—said Mr Seward—as soon as able to speak—The 

remark is strictly philosophical. We ought to have expected it.—Yet it caught us all unprepared. Had the 

solid earth opened and swallowed up one of our chief cities, had the tombs, burst beneath our feet, and 

the sheeted dead walked forth from the dust of ages, the sensation of astonishment and horror could 

not have been more profound and all pervading. A hush, a solemn stillness went out over the land, as 

though each man had heard a voice from heaven, an uninterpreted sound from the sky, and had 

tremblingly paused to learn its meaning. Men spoke to each other with bated breath, with voices—

broken and scarcely audable. The heads of the people were bowed—like the waves of the sea when first 

swept by the tempest, only to rise higher later in the storm. I shall not undertake to describe the grand 

tumult of emotions that throbbed in all loyal hearts that day. A thought of the assassin caused a 

shudder, as if one had in the darkness of a lonely way come upon the feirce glaring eyes of a ferocious 

beast—or trodden upon a poisonous reptile. We were smitten with a feeling of shame for the fiendish 

possibilities of human nature. For a moment there stole through men’s hearts a strange distrust of each 

other. They looked at their fellow citizens with a searching glance, which said not so much who are you 

but what are you and how do you feel at this mournful hour? for none could tell how far the dark spirit 

of assassination had travelled north nor where the blow would next fall. Still as I look back to that day, 

and analize the emotions every where excited, I must say, the one sentiment, the one feeling,—vastly 

more intense, more prominent and all pervading, than all others; the one that stirred deepest, the 

hearts of men, and caused their eyes to alternate between tears at one moment, and sparks of fire at 

another, was a feeling of sorrow—a sense of personal bereavement—in the death of Abraham Lincoln. 

This one great feeling—overlapped and interlaced all others— and colored every object to the eye and 

spirits. What was the real cause of this deep sorrow? Who can explain whence the hold this man had 

upon the American people? His high official character, no doubt had something to do with it—but very 

evidently this was not all. Other Presidents have died, though none have been assassinated before 

President Lincoln—yet none were ever so mourned. So far as the contingency of the loss of the 

president was concerned, it was already provided for. It is one of the marvils to the outside world that 

the confidence of the country—was so easily and promptly transferred from the President dead to the 

President Living. The death of a monarch is looked to as an event of great political changes if not of 

revolution—but we have shown that even in times of great troubles and calamities—our country can 

pass from the hands of one ruler to those of another without noise or detriment of any sort: In this fact 
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we have a renewed garantee of the perpetuity of Republican Institutions. What then was the cause of 

our greif ? Whence our bereavement: If I affirm that it was not because the country had lost a president, 

but because the world had lost a man—one whose like we may not see again. The fact is the people in 

the very depths of their souls loved Abraham Lincoln. They knew him, and knew him as one brother 

knows another, and they loved him as one brother loves another. He was not only the President of the 

country, but a member of each loyal family in the country. The very picture of his plain American face, 

was loved—as the picture of a dear relation. Abraham Lincoln was no exotic,—no imported growth of 

king craft or of Priest craft. He was no imitator of foreign customs or copiest of foreign manners, but 

thoroughly American in all that distinguished his 193 Address at Cooper Union 323 character—There 

was not a fibre in his whole composition—that did not identify him with his country to the fullest extent. 

He was a selfmade man, the architect of his own fortune. And the American people— indebted to 

themselves for themselves, saw in him, a full length portrait of themselves. In him they saw their better 

qualities represented— incarnated, and glorified—and as such they loved him. Other men have, 

perhaps, been as much honored, but no American has been so much loved—by the American people. 

But we stand even yet, too near the newly made grave of Abraham Lincoln, either for a just analysis of 

his character—or for a dispassionate review of his official life. The wound caused by his death is yet too 

deep—too fresh, the sorrow too lasting, and the mind too excited with the scenes of sorrow for just 

criticism or unbiased Eulogy. The sad and solemn pageantry of his funeral has not yet faded from our 

vision: The long and imposing procession winding its way through distant states, towards the setting sun 

is still in sight. The sable drapery of mourning has scarcely ceased to sadden on dwellings or streets, the 

booming of distant cannon proclaiming a nation’s greif, has hardly ceased to reverberate. Muffled 

drums are still beating funeral marches to his grave, the national flag still waves sadly at half mast 

against the hollow sky. While the image of him who has gone, lingers in our hearts, like the last smile of 

a loving mother—just quitting the shores of time. It was my privilege to know Abraham Lincoln and to 

know him well. I saw and conversed with him at different times during his administration, and upon two 

occasions at least by his special invitation. He was the first American President, who thus rose above the 

prejudices of his times, and country. I mention it as a proof of his independence. He knew that he could 

do nothing—which would call down upon him more feircely the ribaldry of the vulgar—than by showing 

any respect to a colored man. I found him as you all know him to have been a plain man. There was 

neither paint nor varnish about him. His manners were simple, unaffected unstudied. His language was 

like himself—plain strong, sinewy— and earnest. He stated his views with great clearness and strength. 

Few men could state a case so strongly and convincingly. His utterances were always to the point and 
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without ornament. Though a western man— he was entirely free from extravagance or exaggeration in 

thought or 194 324 Frederick Douglass speech: He was conscious of the vast responsibilities resting 

upon him, but bore himself—as one able to bear them successfully. His dignity as the President, never 

stood in the way of his amibility as a man. He was like his pictures, the same man from whichever side 

you viewed him. He neither awed by his silence nor silenced by the volubility or authority of his speech. 

While willing to give, he was equally willing to receive: and so far from feeling ustracised in his presence, 

he acted upon me as all truly great men act upon their fellow men, as a Liberator,—He set me at perfect 

Liberty—to state where I differed from him as freely, as where I agreed with him. From the first five 

minutes I seemed to myself, to have been acquainted with him during all my life. He was one of the 

most solid men I ever met, and one of the most transparent. What Mr Lincoln was among white men, 

How he bore himself towards them, I do not know, but this much I am bound to say, that he was one of 

the very few white Americans who could converse with a negro without any thing like condecension, 

and without in anywise reminding him of the unpopularity of his color. If you will pardon the seeming 

egotism I will mention a fact or two in further illustration of the character of President Lincoln and of his 

kindly disposition towards colored people. He seemed to want to know them thorughly. Born in 

Kentucky—living in Illinois—accustomed to seeing the colored man in most unfavorable conditions it 

was natural to expect from him at the first—as those [ ] made to the colored people he called about him 

during the first years of the war. But Mr Lincoln soon outgrew his colonization ideas and schemes—and 

came to look upon the Blackman as an American citizen. On one occasion while conversing with him, his 

messenger twice announced that Governor Buckinham of Connecticut was in an adjoining room, and 

was very desirous of seeing him. Tell the Governor to wait— said Mr Lincoln—I want to have a long talk 

with my friend Douglass. I remained a full hour after this with the President. While Governor Buckinham 

waited patiently in an adjoining room the Presidents pleasure to see. This was probably the first time in 

the history of the country when the Governor of a state, was required to wait for an interview, because 

the President of the United States, was engaged in conversation with a negro. 
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ORATION IN MEMORY OF ABRAHAM LINCOLN 

Freedmen's Monument in Memory of Abraham Lincoln, in Lincoln Park, Washington, D.C. 

April 14, 1876 
 
 

Friends and Fellow-citizens: 

 I warmly congratulate you upon the highly interesting object which has caused you to 

assemble in such numbers and spirit as you have today. This occasion is in some respects 

remarkable. Wise and thoughtful men of our race, who shall come after us, and study the 

lesson of our history in the United States; who shall survey the long and dreary spaces over 

which we have traveled; who shall count the links in the great chain of events by which we have 

reached our present position, will make a note of this occasion; they will think of it and speak of 

it with a sense of manly pride and complacency. 

 I congratulate you, also, upon the very favorable circumstances in which we meet today. 

They are high, inspiring, and uncommon. They lend grace, glory, and significance to the object 

for which we have met. Nowhere else in this great country, with its uncounted towns and cities, 

unlimited wealth, and immeasurable territory extending from sea to sea, could conditions be 

found more favorable to the success of this occasion than here. 

 

 We stand today at the national center to perform something like a national act—an act 

which is to go into history; and we are here where every pulsation of the national heart can be 

heard, felt, and reciprocated. A thousand wires, fed with thought and winged with lightning, 

put us in instantaneous communication with the loyal and true men all over this country. 

 

 Few facts could better illustrate the vast and wonderful change which has taken place in 

our condition as a people than the fact of our assembling here for the purpose we have today. 

Harmless, beautiful, proper, and praiseworthy as this demonstration is, I cannot forget that no 

such demonstration would have been tolerated here twenty years ago. The spirit of slavery and 
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barbarism, which still lingers to blight and destroy in some dark and distant parts of our 

country, would have made our assembling here the signal and excuse for opening upon us all 

the flood-gates of wrath and violence. That we are here in peace today is a compliment and a 

credit to American civilization, and a prophecy of still greater national enlightenment and 

progress in the future. I refer to the past not in malice, for this is no day for malice; but simply 

to place more distinctly in front the gratifying and glorious change which has come both to our 

white fellow-citizens and ourselves, and to congratulate all upon the contrast between now and 

then; the new dispensation of freedom with its thousand blessings to both races, and the old 

dispensation of slavery with its ten thousand evils to both races—white and black. In view, 

then, of the past, the present, and the future, with the long and dark history of our bondage 

behind us, and with liberty, progress, and enlightenment before us, I again congratulate you 

upon this auspicious day and hour. 

 

 Friends and fellow-citizens, the story of our presence here is soon and easily told. We 

are here in the District of Columbia, here in the city of Washington, the most luminous point of 

American territory; a city recently transformed and made beautiful in its body and in its spirit; 

we are here in the place where the ablest and best men of the country are sent to devise the 

policy, enact the laws, and shape the destiny of the Republic; we are here, with the stately 

pillars and majestic dome of the Capitol of the nation looking down upon us; we are here, with 

the broad earth freshly adorned with the foliage and flowers of spring for our church, and all 

races, colors, and conditions of men for our congregation--in a word, we are here to express, as 

best we may, by appropriate forms and ceremonies, our grateful sense of the vast, high, and 

preeminent services rendered to ourselves, to our race, to our country, and to the whole world 

by Abraham Lincoln. 

 

 The sentiment that brings us here to-day is one of the noblest that can stir and thrill the 

human heart. It has crowned and made glorious the high places of all civilized nations with the 

grandest and most enduring works of art, designed to illustrate the characters and perpetuate 

the memories of great public men. It is the sentiment which from year to year adorns with 
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fragrant and beautiful flowers the graves of our loyal, brave, and patriotic soldiers who fell in 

defence of the Union and liberty. It is the sentiment of gratitude and appreciation, which often, 

in the presence of many who hear me, has filled yonder heights of Arlington with the eloquence 

of eulogy and the sublime enthusiasm of poetry and song; a sentiment which can never die 

while the Republic lives. 

 

 For the first time in the history of our people, and in the history of the whole American 

people, we join in this high worship, and march conspicuously in the line of this time-honored 

custom. First things are always interesting, and this is one of our first things. It is the first time 

that, in this form and manner, we have sought to do honor to an American great man, however 

deserving and illustrious. I commend the fact to notice; let it be told in every part of the 

Republic; let men of all parties and opinions hear it; let those who despise us, not less than 

those who respect us, know that now and here, in the spirit of liberty, loyalty, and gratitude, let 

it be known everywhere, and by everybody who takes an interest in human progress and in the 

amelioration of the condition of mankind, that, in the presence and with the approval of the 

members of the American House of Representatives, reflecting the general sentiment of the 

country; that in the presence of that august body, the American Senate, representing the 

highest intelligence and the calmest judgment of the country; in the presence of the Supreme 

Court and Chief-Justice of the United States, to whose decisions we all patriotically bow; in the 

presence and under the steady eye of the honored and trusted President of the United States, 

with the members of his wise and patriotic Cabinet, we, the colored people, newly 

emancipated and rejoicing in our blood-bought freedom, near the close of the first century in 

the life of this Republic, have now and here unveiled, set apart, and dedicated a monument of 

enduring granite and bronze, in every line, feature, and figure of which the men of this 

generation may read, and those of aftercoming generations may read, something of the exalted 

character and great works of Abraham Lincoln, the first martyr President of the United States. 

 

 Fellow-citizens, in what we have said and done today, and in what we may say and do 

hereafter, we disclaim everything like arrogance and assumption. We claim for ourselves no 
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superior devotion to the character, history, and memory of the illustrious name whose 

monument we have here dedicated today. We fully comprehend the relation of Abraham 

Lincoln both to ourselves and to the white people of the United States. Truth is proper and 

beautiful at all times and in all places, and it is never more proper and beautiful in any case than 

when speaking of a great public man whose example is likely to be commended for honor and 

imitation long after his departure to the solemn shades, the silent continents of eternity. It 

must be admitted, truth compels me to admit, even here in the presence of the monument we 

have erected to his memory, Abraham Lincoln was not, in the fullest sense of the word, either 

our man or our model. In his interests, in his associations, in his habits of thought, and in his 

prejudices, he was a white man 

 

 He was preeminently the white man's President, entirely devoted to the welfare of 

white men. He was ready and willing at any time during the first years of his administration to 

deny, postpone, and sacrifice the rights of humanity in the colored people to promote the 

welfare of the white people of this country. In all his education and feeling he was an American 

of the Americans. He came into the Presidential chair upon one principle alone, namely, 

opposition to the extension of slavery. His arguments in furtherance of this policy had their 

motive and mainspring in his patriotic devotion to the interests of his own race. To protect, 

defend, and perpetuate slavery in the states where it existed Abraham Lincoln was not less 

ready than any other President to draw the sword of the nation. He was ready to execute all 

the supposed guarantees of the United States Constitution in favor of the slave system 

anywhere inside the slave states. He was willing to pursue, recapture, and send back the 

fugitive slave to his master, and to suppress a slave rising for liberty, though his guilty master 

were already in arms against the Government. The race to which we belong were not the 

special objects of his consideration. Knowing this, I concede to you, my white fellow-citizens, a 

preeminence in this worship at once full and supreme. First, midst, and last, you and yours 

were the objects of his deepest affection and his most earnest solicitude. You are the children 

of Abraham Lincoln. We are at best only his stepchildren; children by adoption, children by 

forces of circumstances and necessity. To you it especially belongs to sound his praises, to 
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preserve and perpetuate his memory, to multiply his statues, to hang his pictures high upon 

your walls, and commend his example, for to you he was a great and glorious friend and 

benefactor. Instead of supplanting you at his altar, we would exhort you to build high his 

monuments; let them be of the most costly material, of the most cunning workmanship; let 

their forms be symmetrical, beautiful, and perfect; let their bases be upon solid rocks, and their 

summits lean against the unchanging blue, overhanging sky, and let them endure forever! But 

while in the abundance of your wealth, and in the fullness of your just and patriotic devotion, 

you do all this, we entreat you to despise not the humble offering we this day unveil to view; 

for while Abraham Lincoln saved for you a country, he delivered us from a bondage, according 

to Jefferson, one hour of which was worse than ages of the oppression your fathers rose in 

rebellion to oppose. 

 

 Fellow-citizens, ours is no new-born zeal and devotion—merely a thing of this moment. 

The name of Abraham Lincoln was near and dear to our hearts in the darkest and most perilous 

hours of the Republic. We were no more ashamed of him when shrouded in clouds of darkness, 

of doubt, and defeat than when we saw him crowned with victory, honor, and glory. Our faith 

in him was often taxed and strained to the uttermost, but it never failed. When he tarried long 

in the mountain; when he strangely told us that we were the cause of the war; when he still 

more strangely told us that we were to leave the land in which we were born; when he refused 

to employ our arms in defence of the Union; when, after accepting our services as colored 

soldiers, he refused to retaliate our murder and torture as colored prisoners; when he told us 

he would save the Union if he could with slavery; when he revoked the Proclamation of 

Emancipation of General Fremont; when he refused to remove the popular commander of the 

Army of the Potomac, in the days of its inaction and defeat, who was more zealous in his efforts 

to protect slavery than to suppress rebellion; when we saw all this, and more, we were at times 

grieved, stunned, and greatly bewildered; but our hearts believed while they ached and bled. 

Nor was this, even at that time, a blind and unreasoning superstition. Despite the mist and haze 

that surrounded him; despite the tumult, the hurry, and confusion of the hour, we were able to 

take a comprehensive view of Abraham Lincoln, and to make reasonable allowance for the 
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circumstances of his position. We saw him, measured him, and estimated him; not by stray 

utterances to injudicious and tedious delegations, who often tried his patience; not by isolated 

facts torn from their connection; not by any partial and imperfect glimpses, caught at 

inopportune moments; but by a broad survey, in the light of the stern logic of great events, and 

in view of that divinity which shapes our ends, rough hew them how we will, we came to the 

conclusion that the hour and the man of our redemption had somehow met in the person of 

Abraham Lincoln. It mattered little to us what language he might employ on special occasions; 

it mattered little to us, when we fully knew him, whether he was swift or slow in his 

movements; it was enough for us that Abraham Lincoln was at the head of a great movement, 

and was in living and earnest sympathy with that movement, which, in the nature of things, 

must go on until slavery should be utterly and forever abolished in the United States. 

 

 When, therefore, it shall be asked what we have to do with the memory of Abraham 

Lincoln, or what Abraham Lincoln had to do with us, the answer is ready, full, and complete. 

Though he loved Caesar less than Rome, though the Union was more to him than our freedom 

or our future, under his wise and beneficent rule we saw ourselves gradually lifted from the 

depths of slavery to the heights of liberty and manhood; under his wise and beneficent rule, 

and by measures approved and vigorously pressed by him, we saw that the handwriting of 

ages, in the form of prejudice and proscription, was rapidly fading away from the face of our 

whole country; under his rule, and in due time, about as soon after all as the country could 

tolerate the strange spectacle, we saw our brave sons and brothers laying off the rags of 

bondage, and being clothed all over in the blue uniforms of the soldiers of the United States; 

under his rule we saw two hundred thousand of our dark and dusky people responding to the 

call of Abraham Lincoln, and with muskets on their shoulders, and eagles on their buttons, 

timing their high footsteps to liberty and union under the national flag; under his rule we saw 

the independence of the black republic of Haiti, the special object of slaveholding aversion and 

horror, fully recognized, and her minister, a colored gentleman, duly received here in the city of 

Washington; under his rule we saw the internal slave-trade, which so long disgraced the nation, 

abolished, and slavery abolished in the District of Columbia; under his rule we saw for the first 
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time the law enforced against the foreign slave trade, and the first slave-trader hanged like any 

other pirate or murderer; under his rule, assisted by the greatest captain of our age, and his 

inspiration, we saw the Confederate States, based upon the idea that our race must be slaves, 

and slaves forever, battered to pieces and scattered to the four winds; under his rule, and in 

the fullness of time, we saw Abraham Lincoln, after giving the slaveholders three months' grace 

in which to save their hateful slave system, penning the immortal paper, which, though special 

in its language, was general in its principles and effect, making slavery forever impossible in the 

United States. Though we waited long, we saw all this and more. 

 

 Can any colored man, or any white man friendly to the freedom of all men, ever forget 

the night which followed the first day of January, 1863, when the world was to see if Abraham 

Lincoln would prove to be as good as his word? I shall never forget that memorable night, when 

in a distant city I waited and watched at a public meeting, with three thousand others not less 

anxious than myself, for the word of deliverance which we have heard read today. Nor shall I 

ever forget the outburst of joy and thanksgiving that rent the air when the lightning brought to 

us the emancipation proclamation. In that happy hour we forgot all delay, and forgot all 

tardiness, forgot that the President had bribed the rebels to lay down their arms by a promise 

to withhold the bolt which would smite the slave-system with destruction; and we were 

thenceforward willing to allow the President all the latitude of time, phraseology, and every 

honorable device that statesmanship might require for the achievement of a great and 

beneficent measure of liberty and progress. 

 

 Fellow-citizens, there is little necessity on this occasion to speak at length and critically 

of this great and good man, and of his high mission in the world. That ground has been fully 

occupied and completely covered both here and elsewhere. The whole field of fact and fancy 

has been gleaned and garnered. Any man can say things that are true of Abraham Lincoln, but 

no man can say anything that is new of Abraham Lincoln. His personal traits and public acts are 

better known to the American people than are those of any other man of his age. He was a 

mystery to no man who saw him and heard him. Though high in position, the humblest could 
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approach him and feel at home in his presence. Though deep, he was transparent; though 

strong, he was gentle; though decided and pronounced in his convictions, he was tolerant 

towards those who differed from him, and patient under reproaches. Even those who only 

knew him through his public utterance obtained a tolerably clear idea of his character and 

personality. The image of the man went out with his words, and those who read them knew 

him. 

 

 I have said that President Lincoln was a white man, and shared the prejudices common 

to his countrymen towards the colored race. Looking back to his times and to the condition of 

his country, we are compelled to admit that this unfriendly feeling on his part may be safely set 

down as one element of his wonderful success in organizing the loyal American people for the 

tremendous conflict before them, and bringing them safely through that conflict. His great 

mission was to accomplish two things: first, to save his country from dismemberment and ruin; 

and, second, to free his country from the great crime of slavery. To do one or the other, or 

both, he must have the earnest sympathy and the powerful cooperation of his loyal fellow-

countrymen. Without this primary and essential condition to success his efforts must have been 

vain and utterly fruitless. Had he put the abolition of slavery before the salvation of the Union, 

he would have inevitably driven from him a powerful class of the American people and 

rendered resistance to rebellion impossible. Viewed from the genuine abolition ground, Mr. 

Lincoln seemed tardy, cold, dull, and indifferent; but measuring him by the sentiment of his 

country, a sentiment he was bound as a statesman to consult, he was swift, zealous, radical, 

and determined. 

 

 Though Mr. Lincoln shared the prejudices of his white fellow-countrymen against the 

Negro, it is hardly necessary to say that in his heart of hearts he loathed and hated slavery. . . . 

The man who could say, "Fondly do we hope, fervently do we pray, that this mighty scourge of 

war shall soon pass away, yet if God wills it continue till all the wealth piled by two hundred 

years of bondage shall have been wasted, and each drop of blood drawn by the lash shall have 

been paid for by one drawn by the sword, the judgments of the Lord are true and righteous 
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altogether," gives all needed proof of his feeling on the subject of slavery. He was willing, while 

the South was loyal, that it should have its pound of flesh, because he thought that it was so 

nominated in the bond; but farther than this no earthly power could make him go. 

 

 Fellow-citizens, whatever else in this world may be partial, unjust, and uncertain, time, 

time! is impartial, just, and certain in its action. In the realm of mind, as well as in the realm of 

matter, it is a great worker, and often works wonders. The honest and comprehensive 

statesman, clearly discerning the needs of his country, and earnestly endeavoring to do his 

whole duty, though covered and blistered with reproaches, may safely leave his course to the 

silent judgment of time. Few great public men have ever been the victims of fiercer 

denunciation than Abraham Lincoln was during his administration. He was often wounded in 

the house of his friends. Reproaches came thick and fast upon him from within and from 

without, and from opposite quarters. He was assailed by Abolitionists; he was assailed by 

slaveholders; he was assailed by the men who were for peace at any price; he was assailed, by 

those who were for a more vigorous prosecution of the war; he was assailed for not making the 

war an abolition war; and he was bitterly assailed for making the war an abolition war. 

 

 But now behold the change: the judgment of the present hour is, that taking him for all 

in all, measuring the tremendous magnitude of the work before him, considering the necessary 

means to ends, and surveying the end from the beginning, infinite wisdom has seldom sent any 

man into the world better fitted for his mission than Abraham Lincoln. His birth, his training, 

and his natural endowments, both mental and physical, were strongly in his favor. Born and 

reared among the lowly, a stranger to wealth and luxury, compelled to grapple single-handed 

with the flintiest hardships of life, from tender youth to sturdy manhood, he grew strong in the 

manly and heroic qualities demanded by the great mission to which he was called by the votes 

of his countrymen. The hard condition of his early life, which would have depressed and broken 

down weaker men, only gave greater life, vigor, and buoyancy to the heroic spirit of Abraham 

Lincoln. He was ready for any kind and any quality of work. What other young men dreaded in 

the shape of toil, he took hold of with the utmost cheerfulness. 
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 "A spade, a rake, a hoe, 

 A pick-axe, or a bill; 

 A hook to reap, a scythe to mow, 

 A flail, or what you will." 

 

 All day long he could split heavy rails in the woods, and half the night long he could 

study his English Grammar by the uncertain flare and glare of the light made by a pine-knot. He 

was at home on the land with his axe, with his maul, with gluts, and his wedges; and he was 

equally at home on water, with his oars, with his poles, with his planks, and with his boat-

hooks. And whether in his flatboat on the Mississippi River, or at the fireside of his frontier 

cabin, he was a man of work. A son of toil himself, he was linked in brotherly sympathy with the 

sons of toil in every loyal part of the Republic. This very fact gave him tremendous power with 

the American people, and materially contributed not only to selecting him to the Presidency, 

but in sustaining his administration of the Government. 

 

 Upon his inauguration as President of the United States, an office, even when assumed 

under the most favorable conditions, fitted to tax and strain the largest abilities, Abraham 

Lincoln was met by a tremendous crisis. He was called upon not merely to administer the 

Government, but to decide, in the face of terrible odds, the fate of the Republic. 

 

 A formidable rebellion rose in his path before him; the Union was already practically 

dissolved; his country was torn and rent asunder at the center. Hostile armies were already 

organized against the Republic, armed with the munitions of war which the Republic had 

provided for its own defence. The tremendous question for him to decide was whether his 

country should survive the crisis and flourish, or be dismembered and perish. His predecessor in 

office had already decided the question in favor of national dismemberment, by denying to it 

the right of self-defence and self-preservation—a right which belongs to the meanest insect. 
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 Happily for the country, happily for you and for me, the judgment of James Buchanan, 

the patrician, was not the judgment of Abraham Lincoln, the plebeian. He brought his strong 

common sense, sharpened in the school of adversity, to bear upon the question. He did not 

hesitate, he did not doubt, he did not falter; but at once resolved that at whatever peril, at 

whatever cost, the union of the States should be preserved. A patriot himself, his faith was 

strong and unwavering in the patriotism of his countrymen. Timid men said before Mr. Lincoln's 

inauguration, that we had seen the last President of the United States. A voice in influential 

quarters said, "Let the Union slide." Some said that a Union maintained by the sword was 

worthless. Others said a rebellion of 8,000,000 cannot be suppressed; but in the midst of all this 

tumult and timidity, and against all this, Abraham Lincoln was clear in his duty, and had an oath 

in heaven. He calmly and bravely heard the voice of doubt and fear all around him; but he had 

an oath in heaven, and there was not power enough on earth to make this honest boatman, 

backwoodsman, and broad-handed splitter of rails evade or violate that sacred oath. He had 

not been schooled in the ethics of slavery; his plain life had favored his love of truth. He had not 

been taught that treason and perjury were the proof of honor and honesty. His moral training 

was against his saying one thing when he meant another. The trust that Abraham Lincoln had in 

himself and in the people was surprising and grand, but it was also enlightened and well 

founded. He knew the American people better than they knew themselves, and his truth was 

based upon this knowledge. 

 

 Fellow-citizens, the fourteenth day of April, 1865, of which this is the eleventh 

anniversary, is now and will ever remain a memorable day in the annals of this Republic. It was 

on the evening of this day, while a fierce and sanguinary rebellion was in the last stages of its 

desolating power; while its armies were broken and scattered before the invincible armies of 

Grant and Sherman; while a great nation, torn and rent by war, was already beginning to raise 

to the skies loud anthems of joy at the dawn of peace, it was startled, amazed, and 

overwhelmed by the crowning crime of slavery—the assassination of Abraham Lincoln. It was a 

new crime, a pure act of malice. No purpose of the rebellion was to be served by it. It was the 

simple gratification of a hell-black spirit of revenge. But it has done good after all. It has filled 
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the country with a deeper abhorrence of slavery and a deeper love for the great liberator. 

 

 Had Abraham Lincoln died from any of the numerous ills to which flesh is heir; had he 

reached that good old age of which his vigorous constitution and his temperate habits gave 

promise; had he been permitted to see the end of his great work; had the solemn curtain of 

death come down but gradually—we should still have been smitten with a heavy grief, and 

treasured his name lovingly. But dying as he did die, by the red hand of violence, killed, 

assassinated, taken off without warning, not because of personal hate—for no man who knew 

Abraham Lincoln could hate him—but because of his fidelity to union and liberty, he is doubly 

dear to us, and his memory will be precious forever. 

 

 Fellow-citizens, I end, as I began, with congratulations. We have done a good work for 

our race today. In doing honor to the memory of our friend and liberator, we have been doing 

highest honors to ourselves and those who come after us; we have been fastening ourselves to 

a name and fame imperishable and immortal; we have also been defending ourselves from a 

blighting scandal. When now it shall be said that the colored man is soulless, that he has no 

appreciation of benefits or benefactors; when the foul reproach of ingratitude is hurled at us, 

and it is attempted to scourge us beyond the range of human brotherhood, we may calmly 

point to the monument we have this day erected to the memory of Abraham Lincoln. 
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