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Supplemental Novel Notes

1. Author: Frederick Douglass

2. Title: Narrative of the Life of Frederick Douglass, An American Slave
3. Edition: Reprinted Edition by Penguin Classics

    
       First published by The Anti-Slavery Office 1845

4. Setting

· Location: (Tuckahoe, Maryland), (Talbot county, Maryland), 

(Baltimore, Maryland)

· Time Period: Mid 19th Century

· Time Span: Unknown-1845

5. Principal Characters

Frederick Douglass-At the beginning of the book he is a young boy, one that experiences the worst that a child can experience: life without the “soothing presence (49)” of his mother, the whippings of others, and the harsh reality of being born into slavery. Through the migration of his servitude, Frederick witnessed the behaviors and attitudes of other slaveholders and the differences between them. 

Harriet Bailey- Separated from Douglass at birth, Douglass’s mother saw him no “more than four or five times in [his] life (48)” and did not share the bond that a mother and son should have. She was only able to see him at night and had to walk 12 miles to arrive where he was located.

Captain Anthony-The first master of Douglass who “owned two or three farms (50)”, and “was not considered a rich slaveholder. (50)” Anthony was also “a cruel man, (51)” and when whipping a slave “no words, no tears, no prayers…seemed to move his iron heart from its bloody purpose. (51)” 

Aunt Hester-An aunt of Douglass who was often tied “up to a joist (51)” and whipped until blood ran freely from her naked back. The first time Douglass witnessed this event, “It struck him with awful force (51)” and saw it as “the blood stained gate…to the hell of slavery (51)”. 

Colonel Lloyd-Owner of the plantation where Captain Anthony works. Seen as the “overseer of the overseers (53)” and has a plantation in Talbot county where tobacco, corn, and wheat are raised. On his home plantation, “Lloyd [keeps] from three to four hundred slaves…and…[is] the seat of government for the whole twenty farms. (54)” In addition, running errands for the Great House Farm is seen as an improvement from working on a plantation because slaves that do this are seen as trustworthy and are free from the “driver’s lash (56)”. 

Sophia Auld-Douglass’s new mistress after moving to Baltimore “proved to be all she appeared when [he] first met her at the door,-a woman of the kindest heart and finest feelings (77)”. Mrs. Auld was a person whom Douglass was “utterly astonished at her goodness. She was entirely unlike any other white woman [he] had ever seen. The meanest slave was put fully at ease in her presence, and none left without feeling better for having seen her (77)”. However, the “irresponsible power was already in her hands, and soon commenced its infernal work (77)”. What once made Mrs. Auld a pleasant mistress soon vanished; the effects of slavery turned “that voice, made all of sweet accord, […] to one of harsh and horrid discord; and that angelic face […] to that of a demon. 

6. Summary of Plot

Frederick Douglass begins his autobiography through the introduction of his immediate past, of him not knowing his own age and the uncertainty of "why [he] ought to be deprived of the same privilege (47)" white boys have. The novel acts as a window into Douglass’s life: the reader can almost see what he had seen, and is nearly able to comprehend the suffering he and so many others endured. He was born in Tuckahoe, Maryland, and was immediately plunged into an abyss of uncertainty of whom his parents were and whom he really was. Douglass viewed the withholding of information relating to his past as a tactic for slaveholders “to keep their slaves ignorant (47)”. This method worked for Douglass, as he does not know who his father is and is unaware of how old he has become. 

Douglass proceeds to inform us of whom his master’s family consists of, as well as the overseers that have been in charge of “overseeing” the home plantation. Prior to his leaving the Colonel Lloyd’s plantation, Douglass received treatment “similar to that of the other slave children (71)”. He “had a great deal of leisure time […] but suffered much from cold (71)”. To Douglass, one of the highest points in his childhood was that of leaving the Colonel’s plantation. He “left it with joy […] and shall never forget the ecstasy with which [he] received […that] (Anthony) had determined to let [him] go to Baltimore (72)”. Douglass departed to his new home where he “was confident of finding none which [he] should relish less than the one which [he] was leaving (73)”. 

About five years after he arrived in Baltimore however, Captain Anthony died without a will, thereby making it “necessary to have a valuation of the property (89)”, meaning slaves and livestock alike. Douglass “suffered more anxiety than most of [his] fellow-slaves (90)” because he “had known what it was to be kindly treated (90)”. If Douglass was chosen to be given to Master Andrew he “felt that [he] might as well be sold […] to the Georgia traders (90)” because being with Master Andrew would be his  “inevitable condition,-a condition held […] in the utmost horror and dread (90)”. “Thanks to a kind Providence, [he] fell to the portion of Mrs. Lucretia, and was sent immediately back to Baltimore (91)”. Soon after Douglass’s arrival, Mrs. Lucretia died, and soon after Master Andrew followed suit; so now all slaves and property were in the hands of strangers. Shortly after, Master Thomas took possession of Douglass, but was “found unsuitable to his purpose (99)” so Douglass was sent “to be broken […by] a man named Edward Covey (100)”. 

Douglass “lived with Mr. Covey one year [and] during the first six months, of that year, scarce a week passed without (103)” him being whipped. This brutality was short lived, however, because “from whence came the spirit [Douglass did not] know-[he] resolved to fight (112)”. “The whole six months afterwards, […Covey] never laid the weight of his finger upon (113)” Douglass, and to him “this battle […] was the turning-point in [his] career as a slave. 

Frederick Douglass began to think more and more about escape while in the ownership of a Mr. Freeland. Douglass worked hard, but had tools. He had enough food, and enough time to eat it. Douglass does admit though, that Mr. Freeland was his best master “till [he] became [his] own master (121)”. After conspiring with his fellow slaves, they came “to a fixed determination to run away (124)”, but before their plan was carried out, they were betrayed by a potential escapee. 

Seen as an intellectual, Douglass was blamed for means of planning the 

escape. Douglass’s old master, Captain Auld, feared for his life and sent Douglass “to live again with his brother Hugh, and to learn a trade (130)”. Hugh hired Douglass “to Mr. William Gardener […and] was put there to learn how to calk (130)”. There unjust laws were present as well, and was put “in the employment of Mr. Walter Price (134)” where Douglass brought Master Hugh “from six to seven dollars per week (134)”. 


Douglass now came “to that part of [his] life during which [he] planned, and finally succeeded in making [his] escape from slavery (137)”. Unfortunately, Douglass believed that releasing information relating to his release would involve some “in the most embarrassing difficulties (137)”. What Douglass can say is that he “applied to Master Hugh for the privilege of hiring (140)” his time, and “got employment of Mr. Butler (142)” to start earning money in addition to what he was giving Master Hugh. Douglass then saved the extra money and “on the third day of September, 1838, [he] succeeded in reaching New York (143)”.


Following his entrance to the state, Douglass “went to Mr. Ruggles, [who] wished to know of [him] where [he] wanted to go; as [Ruggles] deemed it unsafe for [Douglass] to remain in New York (145)”. They decided on New Bedford, and after he was safe, Rev. Pennington married Douglass and Anna “in the presence of Mr. Ruggles, Mrs. Michaels, and two or three others (145)”. Proceeding the marriage, Douglass and Anna went to New Bedford. 
7. Major Themes


The novel, Narrative of the Life of Frederick Douglass, may be seen as a guide,

a guide out of slavery. The novel is about a boy who grows into a man, a man that never truly gives up hope about his being free. Throughout the novel, the reader may notice a transformation in Douglass: after learning the basic ABCs he was restricted from learning to due him possible becoming “unmanageable, and of no value to his master (78)”. Hearing this, “sentiments within that lay slumbering (78)” were stirred, and “a new and special revelation, explaining dark and mysterious things […] called into existence an entirely new train of thought (78)”. He “now understood […] the white man’s power to enslave the black man, and From that moment, [he] understood the pathway from slavery to freedom (78)”. His “mistress, in teaching [him] the alphabet, had given [him] the inch, and no precaution could prevent [him] from taking the ell (82)”. Douglass realized that through the constant gaining of knowledge, he could understand those who imprisoned him; by better understanding them and how they thought, he could find a way out. Indeed he did, and by using his intelligence, he prepared for the time to escape and broke out into freedom. 

8. Method of Narration and Narrative Point of View
For the duration of Narrative of the Life of Frederick Douglass, Douglass himself tells the story of his life in first person format. At the beginning of the novel, he let the reader know about “a long series of […] outrages…of which [he] was doomed to be a witness and a participant (50)”. Such occurrences were slave owners selling their children and Frederic awakening “at the dawn of day by the most heart-rending shrieks of an own aunt of [his] (51)”, due to his aunt being whipped on “her naked back till she was literally covered with blood (51)”. Through early statements declared by the author, such as “I was born in Tuckahoe (47)”, and “I have no accurate knowledge of my age (47)”, it is easily understood that Frederick Douglass is the narrator of the novel. In fact, almost every page of the novel demonstrates the fact that the narrative style is indeed first person. Frederick Douglas shows the use of first person narration by using the possessives ‘I’ and ‘my’. When the one reads text of Frederick Douglass elaborating how he felt at a certain point, or what he thought about the way in which he was treated, I believe that the “method of narration [stands] out” as first person. 
9. Divisions or Structural Devices
Chapters: I-XI

Parts: Introduction, Suggestions for Further Reading, A Note on the Text, Preface, Letter 

    From Wendell Phillips, Story, Appendix

Books: Narrative of the Life of Frederick Douglass, An American Slave

10. Stylistic Features
Barbarity: Life as a slave was terrifying in the least. At any point one may be found as having done wrong and beaten severely for this a deed that may have not even occurred. Slaveholders and overseers treated slaves like animals that needed obedience training. Douglass reveals this by revealing “a whipping is the penalty of not being in the field at sunrise (48)”. This pertained to his mother who wished to see him before he slept each night. However, even with Douglass’s highly descriptive text, there is no way to know what it was really like to be in a position where one is whipped. One overseer, a Mr. Severe, has whipped “a woman, causing the blood to run half an hour at the time; and this, too, in the midst of her crying children (55)”. 

Scene Description: Frederick Douglass brings events he engaged in to life through the 

descriptions he puts to paper. After reading information relating to a slaveholder such as 

one that “was not considered a rich slaveholder (51)” and one who “owned two or three 

farms, and about thirty slaves (50)”, I believe I know the person and can visualize the 

life style of that person. Douglass is able to describe a person without trouble, and 

easily conveys his views on that person. “Mr. Severe’s place was filled by a Mr. Hopkins. 

He was less cruel, less profane, and made less noise (56)”. 

Dialogue: In the novel written by Frederick Douglass, something easily noticed is the 

minimal amounts of spoken dialogue present in the novel. The few times when spoken 

dialogue appears is when Douglass wants to point out how a previous master 

used foul language like “you d---d b---h (52)” or when he is talking to another such as 

“We are betrayed!(126)”. 

Irony: When Douglass heard how learning how to read “would make him discontented 

and unhappy (78)”, what later happened was exactly that. Douglass hadn’t even learned 

how to completely read yet, but through the listening of his master’s words, he could 

comprehend the truth behind it. He was discontented because he, was a slave, a man 

owned by a person. Irony is again present in the form of the man named Edward Covey. 

“He was a professor of religion-a pious soul-a member and a class-leader in the 

Methodist church (100)”. In the bible, one of the ten commandments is to love your 

neighbor as yourself. Is owning and destroying the spirit of a fellow human being loving 

your neighbor?

11. Personal Evaluation as of this Date
Narrative of the Life of Frederick Douglass is the first slave narrative I have read, but is 

not the first narrative read relating to racial discrimination. Previous to Frederick 

Douglass's narrative I read Kaffir Boy by Mark Mathabane and Black Boy by Richard 

Wright, both which introduced me to the horrors experienced by blacks proceeding the 

end of slavery. Growing up in the United States at a time where blacks and whites are 

seen as equals and after sharing many friendships with blacks over the course of my life, 

my first graphic narrative, Kaffir Boy, shocked me thoroughly from the way he was 

forced to live and the horrible treatment he endured from whites. Even with this reading 

however, I was not prepared for the brutality shown to me through the eyes of Frederick 

Douglass. He showed me how a custom for slave owners was "to part children from their 

mothers at a very early age (48)" and reasons for this were to "hinder the development of 

[a] child's affection toward its mother (48)". Frederick Douglass and his mother "were 

separated when [he] was but an infant (48)", and knows firsthand "the inevitable result 

(48)" of how affection for ones mother can be destroyed.

Letter To The Narrator

As a child you were filled with “a want of information concerning [your] own (47)” age, and that “was a source of unhappiness to [you] even during childhood (47)”. Why did not knowing your age trouble you?

It is correct that I longed to know my age, and I still do: “The white children could tell their ages [and] I could not tell why I ought to be deprived of the same privilege (47)”. At that point in my life, the basic information pertaining my background were all that I owned. Most can tell their age, exact time of birth, or even who their great-grandparents were. Knowing my age would have given me something to hold on to, something only owned and honored by me. As a slave, I had nothing like this. 

Many slaveholders are known for using God and the bible to argue in favor of slavery. How can this be possible?

The reason 

During your period of servitude you experienced many of “the bloody scenes that […] occurred on (52)” plantations in which you were kept. In your opinion, how is a person capable of treating another with the cruelty that embodies the idea of slavery?

It seems for an eternity that this question has troubled me. When I was a slave, it seemed that whites saw it as natural to take us (blacks) as slaves. We were of a different color, and thought of as inferior. In addition, whites thought blacks as capable of being owned, and of being required to tend to every whim of any white. Once my Aunt Hester disobeyed Captain Anthony by seeing Colonel Lloyd’s Ned, and Anthony responded by saying “I’ll learn you how to disobey my orders! (52)” and “commenced to lay on the heavy cowskin (52)” upon her back. 

