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Testimony and Reliability of a Black Slave:
A Case of Frederick Douglass’s Autobiographies
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As regards Frederick Douglass’s first autobiography Narrative of the Life of Frederick
Douglass, an American Slave, it is widely acknowledged that there is a certain tension
between the white abolitionists’ editorial prefaces and Douglass’s autobiographical account
itself. In this essay, I focus on the way Douglass’s consciousness of that tension is
represented in his autobiographies. In so doing, I think it is possible to examine how that
tension affected his career-long self-fashioning as a representative of former black slaves.
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[A lot of people who are profoundly ignorant of the nature of slaveryl] will try to
discredit the shocking tales of slaveholding cruelty which are recorded in this truthful
Narrative; but they will labor in vain. Mr. DOUGLASS has frankly disclosed the place

of birth, the names of those who claimed ownership in his body and soul, and the

names also of those who committed the crimes which he has alleged against them. His

statement, therefore, may easily be disproved, if they are untrue. (emphasis added ; N,

8-9)
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As slaveholders and their apologists are volunteer witnesses in their own causes, and
are flooding the world with testimony that their slaves are kindly treated; that they
are well fed, well clothed, well housed, well lodged, moderately worked, and bountifully
provided with all things needful for their comfort, we propose--first, to disprove their
assertions by the testimony of a multitude of impartial witnesses, and then to put
slaveholders themselves through a course of cross-questioning which shall draw their
condemnation out of their own mouths. We will prove that the slaves in the United
States are treated with barbarous inhumanity; that they are. . . . All these things, and
more, and worse, we shall prove. Reader, we know whereof we affirm, we have
weighed it well ; more and worse WE WILL PROVE. (Weld, 9)
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The Executive Committee of the American Anti-Slavery Society. . . announce their

determination to publish, from time to time, as they may have the materials and the
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funds, TRACTS, containing well authenticated facts, testimony, personal narratives, &c.

fully setting forth the condition of the American slaves. In order that they may be
furnished with the requisite materials, they invite all who have had personal knowledge
of the condition of slaves in any of the states of this Union, to forward their

testimony with their names and residences. To prevent imposition, it is indispensable

that persons forwarding testimony, who are not personally known to any of the

Executive Committee, or to the Secretaries or Editors of the American Anti-Slavery

Society, should furnish references to some person or persons of respectability, with

whom, if necessary, the Committee may communicate respecting the writer. (emphasis
added ; Weld, iv) '
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During the first three or four months, my speeches were almost exclusively made up of
narrations of my own personal experience as a slave. “Let us have the facts,” said the
people. So also said Friend George Foster, who always wished to pin me down tb my
simple narrative. “Give us the facts,” said Collins, “we will take care of the philosophy.”

. to go through with it [the same story] night after night, was a task altogether
too mechanical for my nature. “Tell your story, Frederick,” would whisper my then

revered friend, William Lloyd Garrison, as I stepped upon the platform. (B, 367)
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“People won'’t believe you ever was a slave, Frederick, if you keep on this way,” said
Friend Foster. “Be yourself,” said Collins, “and tell your story.” It was said to me,
“Better have a little of the plantation manner of - speech than not; ’tis not best that

you seemed too learned.” (B, 367)
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[The battle with Covey] 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. . . . 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. (N, 65)
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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 we did so, he would 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. (N, 70n)
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We did this more to bring out the evidence against us, than from any hope of getting
clear of being sold. . . . 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. (N, 78)
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I had a positive aversion to all pretenders to “divination.” It was beneath one of my
intelligence to countenance such dealings with the devil, as this power implied. But, with
all my learning--it was really precious little--Sandyb was more than a match for me.
“My book learning,” he said, “had not kept Covey off me,” (a powerful argument just

then,) -and he entreated me, with flashing eyes, to try this. (B, 281)
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Several circumstances seemed to point SANDY out, as our betrayer. His entire
knowledge of our plan--his participation in them--his withdrawal from us--his dream,
and his simultaneous p.resentiment that we were betrayed--the taking us, and the
leaving him--were calculated to turn suspicion toward him; and yet, we could not
suspect him. We all loved him too well to think it possible that he could have betrayed

us. So we rolled the guilt on other shoulders. (B, 321)

Doz ioniud, BEOHETICL > TV v F U ADBEMRPRERSEBEBYL, RIS LT
F7IAIEDIEo &) EMBEANICENR - ERE LTERENTVS, LEXLTHSH I,

ZDEH) ZBEOUETICEIFEHFOEILDOERIZOVWTIZ, ST TCORTHEIO—DONEZ +&
ST EHTED, —MEDBE (574 J] FEAREHBELERE-LOBRSFICHLADSNS
PRLTHIRENZZ LRI TICMEBY, Y4 ) TL-OLF - H)VYLIZEBETIZZNES
BREDHITAEZHRBIIRL TS, —FZHUCR LT, ZMEOEE [HAFE] 3y r7sassiy vy
LDTN—TERETDPo1RIZEPNIZDDTH Y, ZOERIZBNT I I TIILETOMEHEL Y b
N, BRIIBESZ LV EHICKRHATEL L) ko HRTEE, Y1) T LA -7y F)a—2X
(William Andrews) #HRICE LD TV L2, 2BD Y7 5 AFEICBATIE, —ED [F551
Y1 L0 S THEO [BAHE] 013 %8 SHIET 2 MEFRHAES HEDT VLA, 2OELERITS
DEIZHD, LT, TOBEIPLRNE, ¥75AEV 203V AOMLICETAHEFOELD, =
DL BPERBEOEIRRATEIIDERLIENTELTHSIH, LVHRLEROBFEE LS
TIAE, IVHHGZAECRRPTEL LI IILY, TORRLHCRROTFEREL Y2 3 XED
X R E —RBEN /o8 TEW DT TH B,

BETY 2 X OXNIER, BIUOV 2 ¥y A0FMLEGS, ¥ 75 AOBEHEICBIT S
ERE L THFA VIOV T—IEOHBIITEL X HICBEDbNL, LAL, BIIELHBRSLLEI1Z, ZhT
MEDBEREEEICHA LR R LT v, SFHNTIAH 555, HIEOHET 2R THEON LA
MTEBRIEZDEE, B oMy BRE LT CEBECERVERES - AOBICEELTVE I EFRET
{BDTHB, BIZIE, T4 —LOWNRBRIY 2 v Y AR T2 LEPNIEDBREY . #h2h
DEEPOREH L THNTANRIOZ EFBESH7, [F57 4 7] Tk, Vv * v XOFTHER
FHLTH S0l VI EEFMEIIERLTVBITERV, 2RICH LT [T TIREOPE
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PINHELIHEL., USRS OZEZALAEZ L DICLTELN, SOBY Y71 — L~ oM
KBHRRCNE TONEDHT, Bl o Thok bELL, STHIEMONTS o & b#HITEST
WALEES, LEAEoTWVE, O2F 0, ¥UIRARBEERYEITAIRIL, Vv F Y ALHFLEOMIL
B A BT - BT TRE. FREFABICD 2 v F o AT AR LAORESBANS &) 2#HE%
PEEXMEITVEDTH S, LIFEFTLFIALS b, COBEMIRRTE S, TTRMNS 7 TRET Y
Fhp = Vv F v AR RCHEOBELE L LTHELTWEA, ECIEREFR) TIFTLEW, IS
WA MEERE S LS OHATLNE, S50, WRPHOPTERIETRELLOL LTHINLY
LMOBEE Y DV R X0V TORBIERICENZ LIIERTERWELETHL, —H TS
5 AR THRERG Y 2 v Y AR IBISEVR ) . b ) —H TREIC R S ¥ RETRE0TH 5,
Y75 ABRED T VY ANOPEIR, BHEICEoTLEAEABRERTH S, 2275, Thidlh
DOINEAPE 725 LA L) RERPER~OEMZ ER L LAKEBROEEN, 77UA V) HE
DESIBESL-ABRESRTH D, P rFr ARINTTHERTELER T L EDIZS ) —D, F7
SAETTYAY - b=V 0% CEAL W HINMARERTVE D, V¥ F X [BEOR-S
Z) oFEE LEEEYD ) —ERTAHEL ),
I found Sandy an old adviser. He was not only a religious man, but he professed to
believe in a system for which I have no name. He was a genuine African, and had
inherited some of the so called magical powers, said to be possessed by African and
eastern nations. He told me that he could help me; that, in those very woods, there
was a herb, which in the morning might be found, possessing all powers required for
my protection, (I put his thoughts in my own language;) and that, if I would take his
advice, he would procure me the root of the herb of which he spoke. (B, 280)

575 2 13E% “an old adviser” LEZEL TS, ZOBPAE. “old” LWIHBFFIIHIIEENT
w%twﬁﬁ%fm&«fﬁ<#%@‘mﬁwjtwotﬁ%uaéﬁbébo%bf\:@FE(#
50| Lx7 7Y Db BAOERICAIoTWAS, EWIEBKRTHS L) ICBbhb, EF, ZIT
SrvEk AR [EROTIIUIAN] ELTERSNTVS, $28 DICEHATE, YoV XD
[BEEOHR- 2] Thbb “magic roots” (BT AXEE, EREBAD [T7) AV - V=7 ] CRE
LEbDTHholtEF LB TELOTREVESLID, Vo rF v A= [EROT7UHIN] &)
w=Et —HHOBETRENTEST, ZHED [EFIEE] 2o THOTESET S, 45 AL~
HRTMEOHEENSTHD, ZORDEROYRNIME, F7 TNV 2 v Y XL B bR ATH
B, —RBEUNGELEE LTHEST LI ELTWAHO—DEEZ L), LT, JHIEHEDOIZH
A e B2 ONTHEREE L2 b DR 5R3TE ok, ¥ 5 ADERBRICOWTHERIS 25X LT
LES bz s ANUEGIBEIEREORMT S 74— <y MIBERICEIRL L ) L T5E, TOEN
Wb o TRBED (EMTHER:) BAZHERLTLIEIE, BRICT7VAY - V-V eERLL
B RIS T 2. CRLARRE LTV BT A TRA WY 5 2 EATE B, HUOELTE
OEHRSIZMOPDERDITE L, FRE LOHL LD,
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¥7 7 ADBIREFRATERMCHZESTONLDE, e LTETONTELBEALLD [f8F] &
LTDY T 5ATHB, IS LOEKTHE, HIHIELLLLTHI VY L0EBRIZAE SN, DUEHIBE
BOIDITINT Y vy - A= —L LTEL I L2k b, TAYHILEHRPRAEE, S5I4 Y TFV FD
Bz IHY, WHHIOEAMPRREES ERZERICE Lo b h a5 0LmER % i<
L, BEPICBAD [RE] LLTHEDLWESR S, 2EL, 20—FTHizH T 0icd [HsH]
ZREATHLEZEDETD RV, FIzifea—A MY - XM 51— (Houston Baker) 2. ¥75RADET
BRET 70 A2 LTOERPV -V (BT, BANZECICELT 22 L CERENL LB LTV S
(Baker, 27-52), F7:ZMF THRTA LI, BIERBIAH Y F14— - V2 v F LV ADJ/AFITIE,
TIVAY NV HHEPEAIETHET T TADRELXRAL LI ENTELESLS, LrL, &2
TEELTEPRTNELL%LVDIE, ¥V IR, Z0EI V20X v ABILBRTI7IAY - V—
VORGP LTHEEL, BRI EREERLTVWAEIETHE, ZOTERS, La—X by - N
AA—DIEBIHBIZE, FTIAFBLORANBCENET 5 Z LIZER.LEZ o ERELRVED
Thb, DERFENIX T HIEFUICBVTH ., FLBANFOES SRS S NAHEIIT BIEPIC BN T,
BOMFRIEAZWLAAMSK o7, 2 CHRIBHEFOIRII>THEZ LL) ERALB, ¥/ TR
DERIZZ OBFICBITHHEOEEBNBHOBFOELL LRI EITFCTETHL, LIL, #
DEIIN D 125 THEFEER L IDOEN Y TIE RV EWVD ZEIFEER SV TWOTIEL WS I H,
FAW IR D 2 v F U XE VI BHBAPIZONT, SV EDBEZYLZWIHEFEZLTWEDTIER
(BVAL R Wi

KR TIXT 7 I ADBREOPTD, RO RTEROBHZIHC/ZHBFICRE > TEEREDT
A, BBl - EARTER E B OO NEHNFERERE OMICELZEBEZ, o LI To
ZEIZOWTORBEIZBNTHIHEDL L TRE SN TuR Y, BFEIR> TEPNAEZMEOEE [V
V) v - 577 ADNEEZDWR] Life and Times of Frederick Douglass (1881; revised
and expanded, 1893) DEFEEAFTIZ, BODEL LW TY vy - Z X JTERALODD, 208
BB THEZPRIETVD0E, FTLRBM L DI, BRBE, GREBESEL LTNAFICHEELER
BThH5b, :

N FEEZE, 19MRMEIC BRI L 58 B L CENEORIAER S Wi Th b, L
L. BV D 2N FTIZEDOBRBIEEZ D> TEERL I —FF =), PHFTALBEANCE
LHEMEDOMEFFICEMZRITPIT B E I I hoTWL, BV ESNLZENNLBE I [HES] 255
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DEZZEINOBENSDEELED % 2\ EARMIZIX, HKITNAT F ORI E NSRBI
WA LIS REEBNERLEL DO L LTEZOWHEEHRZ T0 B, ZREREINSFERD
EHRHREERSIIN L TR LITLIEHIb2RE 20 ThHL, COFELIHNEDLELI EMNTEL W,
EV)DFIEEREZATHS ), €I TREMIZED & o2 %IE, N FERD [EH) 2 [XHD
B W MBEIZOWTHIZZFIET S, L) bDE ok, N FHER, BT — Fo—E0eF
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