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“I didn’t know I was a slave until I found out I 

couldn’t do the things I wanted.” This one sentence was uttered 

by Frederick Douglass, who was an American slave. It motivated him to 

strive for freedom and an education. In fact, he spent a large majority 

of his life chasing these dreams. When he finally succeeded in being 

free, Frederick Douglass used his time wisely. He helped other slaves 

learn to read and showed them that they owned the right to be free. He 



aided fellow slaves in their escape to freedom and worked as a major 

abolitionist and motivational speaker for ten years. 

Frederick Douglass wasn’t always called by this name. He was born 

as Frederick Augustus Washington Bailey. His mother was named Harriet 

Bailey, and she was able to read and write. Frederick didn’t know his 

father, and only saw his mother four or five times in his entire lifetime. 

Thus, he was raised by his grandparents. Frederick Douglass was forced 

to live in breeding pens with dogs and pigs. 

Frederick Douglass, at age eight, was sent to Baltimore, Maryland. 

He was to work for a couple known to many as Hugh and Sophia Auld. 

Sophia attempted to teach Frederick to read, but her husband stopped 

her. He claims that a literate slave is an unmanageable one. Young Fred 

soon conjures up another way to learn to read. He persuades the other 

kids in the neighborhood to teach him. They would come home from 



school and show Frederick the letters that they had learned that day. 

Frederick would copy the kids’ schoolwork. Many important events 

occured during his childhood, but the most important happened while he 

was working for Edward Covey. 

In 1833, Frederick was sent to work in the fields for Mr. Edward 

Covey, who was a slavebreaker. Fred was fifteen years old at the time. 

While only working there for a year, the first 6 months were the 

roughest. One day, while Frederick was saddling the horses, Mr. Covey 

rushes into the barn and succeeds in tying up Fred’s legs. Covey thinks 

he has won; that he is going to give Frederick the whipping he’ll never 

forget. Frederick fights back. He wins the battle, and in writing his 

narrative, makes this statement,”It rekindled the few expiring 

embers of freedom and revived within me a sense of my 

own manhood.” Edward Covey didn’t try whipping Frederick again 



while he worked there. After another six months of work for Covey, 

Frederick was sent to work for a farmer named William Freeland.  

This man allowed his slaves to do what they want during their free 

time. Frederick used to just sit under a tree and sulk. This was until he 

created this little school, where, on Sundays, he teaches other slaves to 

read. He called this school The Sabbath School. The school was held at 

the house of a free negro man. Frederick had over 40 scholars at one 

time, people of all ages, young and small. The school was broken up by 

Mrs. Wright Fairbanks and Garrison West, who beat everybody with 

sticks and stones. “Once you learn to read, you will be forever free.” and 

“Some know the value of education by having it. I know its value by not 

having it.” These two quotes remind me just how much Frederick 

Douglass longed to be free and independent and have his own education. 



While he was living with William Freeland, Frederick tried to escape 

for the first time in his life. Frederick, along with five other slaves, 

planned their escape. They plotted to steal a boat, row to Chesapeake 

Bay’s northern tip, and finally flee on foot to Pennsylvania. This was 

supposed to happen right before Easter of 1836. One of Frederick’s 

partners revealed their plan to a white person. The group was then 

arrested by a few armed white men. They were thrown into jail.  

In 1838, Frederick was working in a shipyard in Baltimore, and 

successfully escaped using loaned money from his fiancee, Anna 

Murray. She was a free colored woman living in the city. He travelled to 

New Bedford, Massachusetts. There, he married Anna and changed his 

name to Douglass. Frederick preached at the local Zion Methodist 

Church, and subscribed to The Liberator, which was an abolitionist 

newspaper published by William Lloyd Garrison. Garrison was the 



founder of the American Anti-Slavery Society. From 1841 to 1851, 

Frederick worked with Lloyd Garrison and other abolitionists. He rejected 

violence. He also thought the Constitution was a pro-slavery document 

and that the existing political parties were corrupt. Frederick toured 

the West in 1843, giving speeches and becoming a powerful orator. 

Frederick Douglass was, throughout his life, always wanted to 

strive for freedom and greatness in the world. He worked for everything 

he earned, as he says in this quote,”People might not get all they work 

for in this world, but they must certainly work for all they get.” 
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