
Student Suggestions for In-class Essay Passages

From Chapter 1

Context: Douglass is describing his first master, Captain Anthony. 

“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 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 anything. 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 bloodstained 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”(22-23).



From Chapter 2

Context: Douglass describes the slave songs that they sang when they went to the 

Great House Farm.

“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 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 anyone 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’” (29-30).



From Chapter 3

Context: In this excerpt from Chapter III Frederick is a slave on Colonel Lloyd’s

plantation. Douglass gives us a description of life on the plantation. Specifically, he

describes the condition of the slaves working alongside Lloyd’s horses.

“This establishment was under the care of two slaves—old Barney and young Barney—

father and son. To attend to this establishment was their sole work. But it was by no means an 

easy employment; for in nothing was Colonel Lloyd more particular than in the management of 

his horses. The slightest inattention to these was unpardonable, and was visited upon those, 

under whose care they were placed, with the severest punishment; no excuse could shield them, 

if the colonel only suspected any want of attention to his horses—a supposition which he 

frequently indulged, and one which, of course, made the office of old and young Barney a very 

trying one. They never knew when they were safe from punishment. They were frequently 

whipped when least deserving, and escaped whipping when most deserving it. Every thing 

depended upon the looks of the horses, and the state of Colonel Lloyd’s own mind when his 

horses were brought to him for use. If a horse did not move fast enough, or hold his head high 

enough, it was owing to some fault of his keepers. It was painful to stand near the stable-door, 

and hear the various complaints against the keepers when a horse was taken out for use. “This 

horse has not had proper attention. He has not been sufficiently rubbed and curried, or he has 

not been properly fed; his food was too wet or too dry; he got it too soon or too late; he was too 

hot or too cold; he had too much hay, and not enough of grain; or he had too much grain, and 

not enough of hay; instead of old Barney’s attending to the horse, he had very improperly left it 

to his son.” To all these complaints, no matter how unjust, the slave must answer never a word. 

Colonel Lloyd could not brook any contradiction from a slave. When he spoke, a slave must 

stand, listen, and tremble; and such was literally the case. I have seen Colonel Lloyd make old 

Barney, a man between fifty and sixty years of age, uncover his bald head, kneel down upon the 

cold, damp ground, and receive upon his naked and toil-worn shoulders more than thirty lashes 

at the time. Colonel Lloyd had three sons—Edward, Murray, and Daniel,—and three sons-in-law,

Mr. Winder, Mr. Nicholson, and Mr. Lowndes. All of these lived at the Great House Farm, and 

enjoyed the luxury of whipping the servants when they pleased, from old Barney down to 

William Wilkes, the coach-driver. I have seen Winder make one of the house-servants stand off 

from him a suitable distance to be touched with the end of his whip, and at every stroke raise 

great ridges upon his back”(33-34).



From Chapter 4

Context: This excerpt from Chapter IV is given as an example of Douglass’s overseer. 

Mr. Lloyd (Douglass’s first owner) hires a new overseer, Mr. Hopkins, who is too fair 

for an overseer. Thus, Mr. Gore replaces him, and he is described in the following 

passage. 

“His savage barbarity was equalled only by the consummate coolness with which 

he committed the grossest and most savage deeds upon the slaves under his charge. Mr. 

Gore once undertook to whip one of Colonel Lloyd’s slaves, by the name of Demby. He 

had given Demby but few stripes, when, to get rid of the scourging, he ran and plunged 

himself into a creek, and stood there at the depth of his shoulders, refusing to come out. 

Mr. Gore told him that he would give him three calls, and that, if he did not come out at 

the third call, he would shoot him. The first call was given. Demby made no response, 

but stood his ground. The second and third calls were given with the same result. Mr. 

Gore then, without consultation or deliberation with anyone, not even giving Demby an 

additional call, raised his musket to his face, taking deadly aim at his standing victim, 

and in an instant poor Demby was no more. His mangled body sank out of sight, and 

blood and brains marked the water where he had stood.

A thrill of horror flashed through every soul upon the plantation, excepting Mr. 

Gore. He alone seemed cool and collected. He was asked by Colonel Lloyd and my old 

master, why he resorted to this extraordinary expedient. His reply was, (as well as I can 

remember,) that Demby had become unmanageable. He was setting a dangerous 

example to the other slaves,—one which, if suffered to pass without some such 

demonstration on his part, would finally lead to the total subversion of all rule and order

upon the plantation. He argued that if one slave refused to be corrected, and escaped 

with his life, the other slaves would soon copy the example; the result of which would be,

the freedom of the slaves, and the enslavement of the whites. Mr. Gore’s defence was 

satisfactory. He was continued in his station as overseer upon the home plantation. His 

fame as an overseer went abroad. His horrid crime was not even submitted to judicial 

investigation. It was committed in the presence of slaves, and they of course could 

neither institute a suit, nor testify against him; and thus the guilty perpetrator of one of 

the bloodiest and most foul murders goes unwhipped of justice, and uncensured by the 

community in which he lives” (38-39).



From Chapter 6

Context:   Douglass arrives in Baltimore and begins to work for Mr. and Mrs. Auld. 

Mrs. Auld, who was new to slaveholding, began to teach Douglass how to read but Mr.

Auld forbade. 

“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 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” (48-49).



From Chapter 6  

Context: Douglass had previously lived on a country plantation and is now observing the 

differences between plantation slaves and city slaves he has observed in Baltimore. 

“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 upon 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-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”(49-50).



From Chapter 7

Context:   Douglass is reflecting upon his time with Master Hugh’s and his wife. The 

following is his recollection of how his master’s wife changed as result of slavery.

“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 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 lamblike 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 

practice 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” (51-52).



From Chapter 8

Context: After the death of his master, Captain Anthony, Douglass leaves Baltimore to 

be ranked by his deceased master’s children. He describes the process by which his 

worth is determined in this passage. 

“We were all ranked together at the valuation. Men and women, old and young, 

married and single, were ranked with horses, sheep, and swine. There were horses and 

men, cattle and women, pigs and children, all holding the same rank in the scale of 

being, and were all subjected to the same narrow examination. Silvery-headed age and 

sprightly youth, maids and matrons, had to undergo the same indelicate inspection. At 

this moment, I saw more clearly than ever the brutalizing effects of slavery upon both 

slave and slaveholder. 

After the valuation, then came the division. I have no language to express the 

high excitement and deep anxiety which were felt among us poor slaves during this 

time. Our fate for life was now to be decided. We had no more voice in that decision 

than the brutes among whom we were ranked. A single word from the white men was 

enough—against all our wishes, prayers, and entreaties—to sunder forever the dearest 

friends, dearest kindred, and strongest ties known to human beings.  In addition to the 

pain of separation, there was the horrid dread of falling into the hands of Master 

Andrew. He was known to us all as being a most cruel wretch,—a common drunkard, 

who had, by his reckless mismanagement and profligate dissipation, already wasted a 

large portion of his father’s property. We all felt that we might as well be sold at once to 

the Georgia traders, as to pass into his hands; for we knew that that would be our

inevitable condition,—a condition held by us all in the utmost horror and dread” (58-

59).



From Chapter 9 

Context: Douglass describes his experience living with Captain Thomas Auld after 

being a slave for someone else for seven years. 

 “I have said my master found religious sanction for his cruelty. As an example, I 

will state one of many facts going to prove the charge. I have seen him tie up a lame 

young woman, and whip her with a heavy cowskin upon her naked shoulders, causing 

the warm red blood to drip; and, in justification of the bloody deed, he would quote this 

passage of Scripture — "He that knoweth his master's will, and doeth it not, shall be 

beaten with many stripes."

 Master would keep this lacerated young woman tied up in this horrid situation 

four or five hours at a time. I have known him to tie her up early in the morning, and 

whip her before breakfast; leave her, go to his store, return at dinner, and whip her 

again, cutting her in the places already made raw with his cruel lash. The secret of 

master's cruelty toward "Henny" is found in the fact of her being almost helpless. When 

quite a child, she fell into the fire, and burned herself horribly. Her hands were so burnt 

that she never got the use of them. She could do very little but bear heavy burdens. She 

was to master a bill of expense; and as he was a mean man, she was a constant offence to

him. He seemed desirous of getting the poor girl out of existence. He gave her away once

to his sister; but, being a poor gift, she was not disposed to keep her. Finally, my 

benevolent master, to use his own words, "set her adrift to take care of herself." Here 

was a recently-converted man, holding on upon the mother, and at the same time 

turning out her helpless child, to starve and die! Master Thomas was one of the many 

pious slaveholders who hold slaves for the very charitable purpose of taking care of 

them” (67-68).



From Chapter 10 

Context:  After living with Master Auld, Douglass is sent to serve Mr. Covey, a well-

known “negro-breaker”, as a field hand.  

“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 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”(74-76).



From Chapter 10

Context:  This passage occurs after Douglass beats Mr. Covey in a fight. He explains 

the effect of this fight to the reader.

“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” 

(82-83).



From Chapter 10

Context:  This passage occurs after Douglass describes how the slaves spend the time between 

Christmas and New Years.  He explains the effects of the festivities on the slaves’ thoughts on 

freedom.

“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 

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” (84-85).




