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Frederick Douglass was born a slave in 1818, along the shore of Maryland. For his entire young life, all he knew was slavery – from the rationed food to the cruel beatings. Whether a well-fed “city slave” or an abused, hungry “country slave”, he was still a slave who longed to be free.  From his earliest recollection, he held a deep conviction that slavery would not always hold him “within its foul embrace” (41) and he was determined to find an escape. In his book Narrative of the Life of Frederick Douglass, Douglass reveals that knowledge was that path to freedom.


That path became clear to Douglass when he first started learning to read. He learned the basics of the alphabet from his mistress, but his more powerful lesson was from her husband, who stopped her from teaching Douglass. “Learning would spoil the best (slave) in the world,” Hugh Auld told his wife (43). Although Auld wasn’t speaking to Douglass, just hearing those words was enough to change his life.  He suddenly understood how the white man was able to enslave the black man – by keeping him from learning. If ignorance is what keeps the black man down, it would be knowledge that built Douglass up.


Douglass continued on that path even after Mrs. Auld stopped teaching him to read. But, as Mr. Auld predicted, there was no stopping Douglass’s thirst for knowledge. He took any chance to read that he could find, and he even bribed the local white boys with bread in exchange for reading lessons. “This bread I used to bestow upon the hungry little urchins, who, in return, would give me that move valuable bread of knowledge,” he said (51). After these lessons, Douglass finally succeeded and was able to read.


Knowing how to read helped him understand the political argument against slavery. He began reading a book called The Columbian Orator, which was filled with speeches of emancipation and abolition. Reading these documents made him truly realize the importance of human rights and he begun to abhor and detest his enslavers (53).  With this knowledge, he was eager to read or listen to anyone speak of abolition and quickly learned about freedom in the north and how he might run away.


While at the shipyard, Douglass realized if he could write, he might be able to write his own pass to freedom. He started first by copying the letters he saw at the shipyard, later he would trick boys into free lessons. He practiced on anything he could find – fence, wall, pavement – until he could write (57). He copied young Thomas’s handwriting in the spaces left in his spelling book. Learning to write at 12 years old didn’t immediately seal his freedom, but it helped him on his path.

Douglass’s journey took a detour when he moved out of the city, and freedom wasn’t a possibility until years later; that didn’t stop him from finding ways to free both his and other slaves’ minds. While at William Freeland’s farm, Douglass set up a Sunday School to teach other slaves to read. He said this work was “the sweetest engagement with which (he) was ever blessed” (99). This act stimulated Douglass’s mind, and it enabled him to open the minds of his fellow slaves. “Their minds had been starved by their cruel masters,” he wrote. “They had been shut up in mental darkness” (99). Douglass devoted three nights a week to teaching these slaves, and at least one of those slaves was able to eventually escape slavery due to Douglass’s help. At one point, these slaves attempted to escape because they knew that they should at least try for freedom. 

Although the plan was thwarted, Douglass continued to use knowledge – this time knowledge of a trade – to pursue his path to freedom. Once again in Baltimore, he began working as a ship caulker at the shipyards. He earned $9 a week and was able to “command the highest wages given to the most experienced caulkers. He sought his own employment, made his own contracts, and collected his money (115). Learning the trade was knowledge that would help him not only save money for his escape, but give him a means to live in a free state.  


Douglass’s path to freedom was a rocky one; his intelligence put him on the path, but it was the information he learned along the way that enabled him to be free. Spending his early years learning to read, learning to write, learning to work, learning to save
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