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A Slave’s
Education in Courage
The Life of Frederick Douglass
by Wim Coleman and Pat Perrin

About the Play:
Frederick Douglass (1818–1895) was a born a slave in America. A slave is a person who is the
legal property of another person. Slavery in the United States became illegal in the 1860s.
This play is the story of how Douglass learned about slavery. It tells how he escaped and
became a well-known speaker and writer. Most of the events in this play are from his first
autobiography, Narrative of the Life of Frederick Douglass, American Slave. Published in 1845, it
became an instant bestseller.
At that time slavery had not yet ended, so Douglass did not tell how he had escaped. He
did not want slave holders and slave hunters to know those details. He went on writing and
publishing books and newspapers for the rest of his life. He became famous as a brilliant
speaker.
In 1881, he published a more complete autobiography, The Life and Times of Frederick Douglass.
Then Douglass revealed how he had escaped from Maryland. This play is based on both
autobiographies and on other writings by and about him.
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The Cast of Characters:
(main characters in boldface)
Narrators 1, 2, and 3
Harriet, Frederick’s mother
Frederick Augustus Washington Bailey, later Frederick Douglass
Frederick’s Grandmother
Captain Auld, Frederick’s owner
Frederick’s Aunt Hester
Mr. Plummer, an overseer
Sophia Auld, a woman in Baltimore
Hugh Auld, Sophia’s husband and Captain Auld’s brother
Two white boys in Baltimore
Mr. Covey, a slave-breaker
Sandy and Bill, plantation slaves
Train conductor
Stuart, a white sailor who helps the Underground Railroad
William C. Coffin, an abolitionist leader
Abraham Lincoln, president of the United States
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Setting: a plantation in Maryland and the city of Baltimore, Maryland; New York City, New
Bedford, Massachusetts and other areas in Northern states.
Time: Early 1820s through 1895.

Scene 1
Narrator 1: It is the early 1820s. This is a cold, dark night on a Maryland plantation.
Narrator 2: In a tiny hut, a little slave boy lies on the bare wood floor. He sleeps close to his
grandmother for warmth.
Narrator 3: A young woman arrives at the door. Her face is lit by moonlight.
Mother:

Wake up, little Frederick. I’m here for a visit. I’ve brought you three pieces of
candy.

Frederick: Who are you?
Mother:

Lord, child, don’t you recognize your own mother?

Grandmother: How could he, Harriet? He ain’t seen you more than three, four times in his
whole life. And all those times he was half asleep.
Frederick: How come you don’t live here with grandma and me?
Mother:

I belong to another master. I live on a plantation miles and miles away. I can only
get here once in the longest while.

Frederick: Stay the night with us, Mama. Tomorrow, too. You and me can play together.
Mother:

I can’t, little Frederick. I’ve got to be back working in the fields by dawn. Or else
I’ll be whipped, sure.

Frederick: But Mama—
Mother:

I’ve got 12 miles of walking to do. So I’ve got to start home already. Here’s your
pieces of candy. Make them last. I don’t know when I’ll be able to bring more.

Narr 1:

Frederick’s mother hugs and kisses her son. Then she hurries tearfully away into
the night.

Narr 2:

Little Frederick Augustus Washington Bailey tries to remember what his mother
looks like …
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Frederick: She comes at night when I’m dreaming. How can I know that she ain’t just a
dream?
Narr 3:

Then one day, when Frederick is nine years old …

Grandmother: I heard sad news today, Frederick. Your mama’s dead and gone.
Frederick: My mama …
Grandmother: It’s all right to cry, child.
Frederick: I just can’t somehow.
Grandmother: ’Course you can’t. Poor boy, I might as well’ve told you a stranger had died.
Narr 1:

And so begins Frederick’s long education about slavery.

Scene 2
Narr 2:

But Frederick has not yet seen the worst side of slavery. When he is old enough
to work, he is sold to a new master. He is moved to a new plantation.

Narr 3:

One morning shortly after dawn, he sees a terrible sight. An overseer is dragging
a woman along by the arm. He takes her to the kitchen.

Frederick: (to himself) Why, it’s my Aunt Hester! Where’s drunken old Mr. Plummer taking
her—and why?
Hester:

(weeping) I’m sorry I’m late for work. It’ll never happen again, Mr. Plummer, I
promise.

Plummer:

No, it sure won’t—not after the lesson I’m about to teach you.

Narr 1:

Plummer drags Hester into the kitchen. Frederick follows them inside and hides
in a cupboard. He watches what happens through a crack in the door.

Narr 2:

As Plummer brutally whips his aunt, Frederick turns away from the sight. He
covers his ears. But he can’t shut out the sound of his aunt’s screams.

Narr 3:

He wants to scream himself.

Frederick: (to himself) I don’t dare make a sound. If Plummer finds me here, I’ll be next to be
whipped.
Narr 1:

Finally the whipping is over. Frederick feels a terrible change in himself.

Frederick: Now I know. Now I understand. I have learned the horror of slavery.
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Scene 3
Narr 2:

When Frederick is ten, he is lent out as a servant. He is sent to Hugh Auld in
Baltimore. Frederick’s job is to watch over Hugh’s young son Thomas.

Narr 3:

Hugh Auld’s wife, Sophia, is a kind person. She begins teaching Frederick to
read and write.

Sophia:

Now you’re ready to read this lesson. Go ahead.

Frederick: (reading) “If we lead a good life, we shall have no reason to fear death. But if our
ways be bad, we must change them. Or our end will be mis … mizzuh …”
Sophia:

(helping him) “Miserable.”

Frederick: (reading) “Miserable. Our whole life is made up of hours, days, months, and
years. If we wish the whole to be good, we must see that each part is good. Then
our end will be happy.”
(Frederick falls silent.)
Sophia:

Why did you stop? You were reading so well.

Frederick: This lesson is for free white boys, not me.
Sophia:

Why do you say that?

Frederick: There’s no changing how my end will be. Not long’s I’m a slave. I’ll never be
happy. It don’t matter if I live a good life or a bad one.
Sophia:

But you’re wrong, Frederick. It’s important to be a good boy, whether you’re
white or black.

Narr 1:

At that moment, Sophia’s husband walks into the room.

Hugh:

Sophia! What on earth are you doing?

Sophia:

Why, teaching young Frederick to read.

Hugh:

But why?

Sophia:

For his own good. And if he learns well enough, he can help teach young
Thomas.

Hugh:

It’s against the law to teach slaves to read.
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Sophia:

Oh, yes, but that’s a perfectly silly law. Surely few people pay attention to it.

Hugh:

It’s a good law, and a very serious one to break. A Negro should know nothing
but to obey his master. He must do as he is told. Reading and writing will spoil
the best slave in the world. And think of the harm you’re doing the poor boy.
Too much learning, and he’ll not be contented with what he is. He’ll be forever
unhappy as a slave. I forbid you to teach him ever again. Do you hear?

Narr 2:

And so ends Frederick’s reading lessons in the Auld household. But he realizes
something very important.

Frederick: (to himself) Master Hugh is right. Just this little bit of learning—it’s gone and
ruined me forever as a slave. Now I know how the white folk can enslave the
black folk. It’s just because they know more—because they can read and write.
And now I’ll learn to read and write as well as anyone who’s white. I’ll learn it if
it means whipping or even death.

Scene 4
Narr 3:

Frederick borrows and hides books from the Aulds’ library. In the streets, he
borrows newspapers from friendly white boys. They help him learn to read
better.

Frederick: There’s a big word here I don’t understand.
Boy 1:

What is it?

Frederick: “Abolitionist.”
Boy 2:

Oh, that’s a bad thing.

Frederick: But what does it mean?
Boy 2:

I don’t know exactly. My pa says there’s nothing worse than a dirty abolitionist.

Boy 1:

My pa, too. He says it whenever a Negro escapes or kills his master. Or if a
slave burns down a plantation or does anything else wrong. It’s always because
abolitionists put him up to it. Or so my pa says.
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Frederick: But what is an abolitionist? The dictionary just says it’s “one who abolishes.”
Narr 1:

Then one day, Frederick finds the word’s meaning in a newspaper.

Frederick: (to himself) Here’s a story about people calling for “the abolition of slavery.”
And those people are called “abolitionists.” They have meetings and put out
newspapers. They help slaves escape. Why, there are people in the world who
want me and my kind to be free! There are even white folks who want that. And I
won’t be a slave—not any longer than I can help it!

Scene 5
Narr 2:

After several years in Baltimore, Frederick is a teenager. Then he is sent back to
the brutal life of the plantation.

Narr 3:

But Frederick is no longer an obedient slave. His owner decides to do something
about it.

Captain Auld: Baltimore life has made you uppity, Frederick. It’s pretty near spoiled you
through and through. But I know how to knock the spirit out of you. I’ll lend
you out to Edward Covey, who rents some of my land. He’s the meanest slavebreaker in all these parts. He’ll make a decent slave of you again, make no
mistake about it.
Narr 1:

Mr. Covey is brutal, indeed. He uses any excuse he can think of to tie up
Frederick and whip him.

Covey:

That’s for looking me in the eye when you walked by.

Narr 2:

Or …

Covey:

That’s for turning your face away when you walked by.

Narr 3:

Or …

Covey:

That’s for singing at work.

Narr 1:

Or …

Covey:

That’s for not singing at work.

Narr 2:

Soon, Frederick’s back is covered with whipping scars. They are as thick as a
man’s finger.
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Narr 3:

Frederick doesn’t think he can take it anymore. He asks a slave friend for advice.

Sandy:

I’ve got just the thing to stop all this whipping. Take this root and put it in your
right pocket. Keep it there all the time. It’ll protect you just fine. Neither Mr.
Covey nor any other white man’ll be able to whip you never again.

Narr 1:

But the next time Frederick walks past Mr. Covey, nothing has changed. The
slave-breaker lashes a rope around Frederick’s legs, yanking him to the ground.

Covey:

You didn’t wish me a good morning. And now you’ll get the beating of your life.

Frederick: (to himself) So much for Sandy’s magic root!
Narr 2:

Frederick tosses the root aside.

Narr 3:

Then in an instant, he is on his feet.

Narr 1:

He grabs Mr. Covey by the collar and slams him against a tree.

Covey:

What—what are you doing?

Frederick: I’m going to give you the beating of your life.
Narr 2:

Frederick and Covey fight for nearly two hours. At last, Covey is soundly beaten.
Bloody and terrified, he limps away from Frederick. He is still boasting weakly.

Covey:

That’ll teach you! If you hadn’t put up a fight, I wouldn’t have whipped you half
as much.

Frederick: You lying coward! You didn’t whip me at all. Now listen to me—and listen good.
If you want to whip me ever again, you’ll have to kill me first.
Narr 3:

Covey never lays violent hands on Frederick after that. Neither does any other
white man. Frederick feels a new spirit of defiance rise inside him.

Frederick: (to himself) I may have to live the life of a slave a while longer. But I know I’m not
really a slave anymore. I won’t ever be one again—not in my heart.
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Scene 6
Narr 1:

On Sundays, Frederick secretly begins classes for his fellow slaves. He teaches
reading and writing.

Narr 2:

Getting caught in these classes might mean whipping or much, much worse.
Even so, about 40 students join Frederick’s class.

Frederick: (to his class) And now we’ll read aloud a dialogue between a master and a slave.
Sandy, you read the part of the master. Bill, you read the part of the slave.
Sandy:

(reading the part of the master) “What have you to say for this second attempt to
run away? Is there any pu … pun …”

Frederick: (helping) “Punishment,”
Sandy:

(reading) “… punishment you do not deserve?”

Bill:

(reading the part of the slave) “I well know that nothing I say will matter. I submit
to my fate.”

Sandy:

(reading) “But are you not a shameful fellow? Are you not ungrateful?”

Bill:

(reading) “I am a slave. That is answer enough.”

Sandy:

(reading) “I am not content with that answer. I thought I ob … ob …”

Frederick: (helping) “Observed.”
Sandy:

(reading) “… observed in you some sign of su … supper …”

Frederick: (helping) “Superior. Some sign of superior mind.”
Sandy:

Oh, Frederick, this stuff is powerful hard reading.

Bill:

It sure is.

Sandy:

And never in my born days did I ever hear a master and a slave talk this way.

Bill:

What good is this kind of learning?
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Frederick: I’ll tell you. Finally, the master is persuaded by the slave’s arguments. The master
sets him free.
Sandy:

I ain’t never heard of such a thing.

Bill:

It couldn’t never happen.

Sandy:

I’m getting a little sour on this whole reading and writing business.

Frederick: Don’t think it will get you out of slavery, do you?
Sandy:

I can’t see how.

Frederick: Tell me, then—what’s the best way to freedom?
Bill:

Running north and not getting caught. That’s the only way.

Sandy:

You escape up above the Mason-Dixon line into Pennsylvania. Or New Jersey or
any of them other Northern states. They don’t have slavery there. Black folks is
free. The only trick is getting away.

Frederick: You think so? Tell me, have you ever heard of the fugitive slave law? It’s illegal
for anyone to protect escaped slaves. Even in the North. If free folks find a
runaway slave, they’ve got to send him back to his master. You can go to jail if
you don’t. So even if you manage to escape up North, it won’t be easy staying
free.
Bill:

I never heard of this law.

Frederick: No? It’s been around since 1793. And politicians are talking about passing a
tougher, meaner fugitive slave law. If you could read the newspapers you’d
know about such things. Ignorance is the worst thing going against you. And
writing’s even more important than reading. It’s the only way to change people’s
minds. We colored folk, we’ve got to master it. We’ve got to get better at it than
the white folks. We’ve got to do our share to destroy slavery. We can’t wait for
the white abolitionists to do the job for us. Not if we want to keep our pride as
human beings. Now let’s get back to our lesson …
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Scene 7
Narr 3:

In 1838, Frederick plans his escape. He hopes to travel by train and steamship
from Baltimore to New York. But he can’t simply board a train. He needs papers
to “prove” that he is free and not a slave. So he borrows papers from a free Negro
friend who is a sailor. They have an American eagle stamped on them. Even so,
Frederick worries …

Frederick: (to himself) These papers describe my sailor friend. But he doesn’t look like me.
He’s shorter, thinner—and most of all, he’s blacker. What if anyone takes a good
look at these papers and sees the difference? If I fail to escape this time, I’m liable
to get sold deep down into Georgia. And there, I’ll surely die. But I’ve got to take
the risk. It’s everything I’ve ever hoped or lived for.
Narr 1:

Frederick puts on a sailor’s uniform. Then he boards the car at the back of a train
heading north.

Narr 2:

Just as the train pulls out of the station, Frederick notices someone across the
aisle.

Frederick: (to himself) Oh, no! It’s a German blacksmith I once worked for in Baltimore! He
sees me! I’m sure he recognizes me!
Narr 3:

But the blacksmith says and does nothing.

Narr 1:

As the train moves along, the conductor makes his way through all the cars.
Starting at the front, he checks the passengers’ tickets. As he enters the final car,
Frederick’s heart pounds. He tries to keep his breath steady.

Frederick: (to himself) I’ve got to look calm—like I’ve done this a thousand times.
Narr 2:

At last, the conductor stands beside him.

Conductor: Have you got your free papers, son?
Narr 3:

Frederick is barely able to keep his hands from trembling. He hands the
conductor the papers.

Conductor: Ah, a sailor’s papers. Well, they look right.
Narr 1:

The conductor hands back the papers without bothering to read the description.

Narr 2:

Frederick can barely contain a gasp of relief.
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Conductor: Have a good trip—and safe sailing, too.
Frederick: Thank you, sir.
Narr 3:

Frederick looks toward the blacksmith. But the blacksmith doesn’t return his
gaze.

Frederick: (to himself) He could have reported me to the conductor, but he didn’t. I wish
I could thank him. But I don’t dare say a word—for his sake as much as mine.
Here in Maryland, helping an escaped slave is as serious a crime as murder.

Scene 8
Narr 1:

Less than 24 hours after leaving Baltimore, Frederick arrives in New York City.

Narr 2:

He has escaped from slavery. But he has left behind food and shelter as well.

Narr 3:

He sleeps that night on a wharf. Early the next morning, he is awakened by a
young white sailor.

Stuart:

Hello, stranger. First night in New York?

Frederick: (sleepily) Yes, sir.
Stuart:

Escaped slave, are you?

Frederick: How … how do you know?
Stuart:

You’ve got the look about you. Besides, that sailor’s outfit is not too convincing.
Well, what do you think of life here so far? You can’t care for it much, I don’t
suppose—not sleeping out in the open air like this.

Frederick: Oh, you’re wrong. It’s the most wonderful feeling in the world to be free.
Stuart:

You’re not free yet—not anywhere near it. This city’s full of hunters looking
for escaped slaves. And a strong young man like you—well, I’m sure there’s a
handsome reward on your head. You can’t trust a living soul. Not even Negroes.
They’re as likely as white people to turn you in for cold, hard cash. You shouldn’t
trust me, either—although I don’t suppose you’ve got much choice. What’s your
name?

Frederick: Frederick Bailey.
Stuart:

My name’s Stuart. And when I’m not working on a ship, I’m working on a
railroad—the Underground Railroad. Come on, follow me.
12
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Scene 9
Narr 1:

Soon, Frederick finds himself in the care of the Underground Railroad. It is not
really a railroad at all. It is an organization of people, both white and black. They
illegally help slaves escape to freedom.

Narr 2:

The railroad’s “conductors” send Frederick farther north to New Bedford,
Massachusetts. It is one of the safest towns in New England for escaped slaves.
Frederick settles there.

Narr 3:

He is still afraid that his old master will track him down and reclaim him. So he
changes his name from Frederick Bailey to Frederick Douglass.

Narr 1:

He works at whatever jobs he can find.

Frederick: (to himself) Sawing wood, shoveling coal, carrying wood, sweeping chimneys,
rolling oil casks … it’s all good work. Now that I’m my own man I’m making my
own living.
Narr 2:

He continues reading and learning. He practices his writing skills. He also
becomes deeply involved in the abolitionist movement.

Narr 3:

In August 1841, Frederick attends an anti-slavery meeting in Nantucket,
Massachusetts.

Narr 1:

Between speeches, Frederick is approached by a man named William C. Coffin.

Coffin:

Mr. Douglass, I must ask you to speak to all the people here.

Frederick: But why?
Coffin:

Every single speaker at this convention has been white. Not one has personally
felt the cruel lash of slavery. You must speak. You can help us better understand
the evil we wish to destroy.

Frederick: But I’m just an ignorant working man.
Coffin:

(chuckling) Come now, Mr. Douglass. You and I have talked together more than
once. You are better educated than most of the people here. Speak now—I insist.

Narr 2:

The 23-year-old Frederick Douglass steps before a crowd of more than a
thousand people.
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Narr 3:

He trembles with fear from head to foot. His knees shake so badly that he can
barely stand.

Narr 1:

He begins his speech in a soft, uncertain voice.

Frederick: Ladies and gentlemen … I stand before you a wanted fugitive.
Narr 2:

The audience gasps. They have never heard a former slave give a speech before.

Narr 3:

Frederick’s voice grows stronger and more confident.

Frederick: It is true. I spent most of my life as a slave in Maryland. You have heard that
slavery is less cruel in Maryland than in most other Southern states. No doubt it
is so. There was nothing we slaves dreaded more than being sold farther south.
And yet, I will now tell you of my life in bondage. You may decide for yourselves
just how humane slavery is, even in the good state of Maryland. I am not sure of
the year of my birth—it was either 1817 or 1818 …
Narr 1:

The audience is spellbound as he tells the story of his life.

Scene 10
Narr 2:

After that speech, Frederick Douglass’s life is never the same.

Narr 3:

From that day on, he becomes a leader in the fight against slavery. He gives
abolitionist speeches everywhere …

Frederick: When I was expecting a blow upon my head, I was worrying about my life. I was
not thinking about liberty. But, when the blow was not to be feared, then came
the longing for liberty. If a slave has a bad master, he wishes for a better one.
When he gets a better master, he hopes to have the best. When he gets the best,
he wants to be his own master. A slave must be treated brutally to keep him as a
slave.
Narr 1:

He publishes and edits abolitionist newspapers. One day, a group of angry men
raids his office to destroy his printing press. Frederick takes a surprising stand …

Frederick: You can smash this place and I’ll open my paper elsewhere. Stop me, and others
will take my place. You came here to destroy my paper? Let me help you.
Narr 2:

Frederick smashes the printing press himself.

Frederick: You can smash machines, but you can’t smash ideas.
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Narr 3:

The men are unable to carry out their plan. They creep away in shame.

Narr 1:

During the Civil War, he defends the right of Negroes to fight for the Union.
That would lead to their freedom.

Frederick: Why does the government reject the Negro? Is he not a man? Can he not wield a
sword, fire a gun, and march? Can he not obey orders like any other?
Narr 2:

At last Negroes are allowed to fight. Frederick helps to sign up black soldiers,
including his own sons.

Narr 3:

He becomes a trusted friend to President Lincoln himself.

Lincoln:

Douglass, there is no man whose opinion I value more than yours. I want to
know what you thought of my speech.

Frederick: Mr. Lincoln, that was a wonderful effort.
Lincoln:

I am glad you liked it!

Narr 1:

After the Civil War, slavery is finally ended. Frederick continues to fight for the
rights of black people. He also fights for the rights of women.

Frederick: I have never found an argument for man’s rights that did not apply to woman.
Man’s right to participate in civil government is equally the right of woman. I
have never yet been able to find anything to suggest that was not so.
Narr 2:

Frederick learns that one of his former masters is dying. He travels to Maryland
and makes peace with him at his deathbed.

Captain Auld: Frederick, I always knew you were too smart to be a slave. Had I been in your
place I would have done as you did.
Frederick: Captain Auld, I am glad to hear you say this. I did not run away from you, but
from slavery.
Narr 3:

During his later years, Frederick serves in many distinguished government posts.
By his death in 1895, he is one of the most respected Americans of his time.

Narr 1:

In his old age, he reflects upon his days …

Frederick: Forty years of my life have been given to the cause of my people. If I had 40 years
more they should all be given to the great cause. I am after all in debt to that
cause myself.
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Words to Know
abolitionist: a person who favors getting rid of slavery
blacksmith: person who makes and repairs things made of iron
brutally: severely, violently, cruelly
defiance: the refusal to obey
dialogue: talk, conversation
distinguished: highly respected
humane: showing kindness or sympathy
overseer: the man in charge of the slaves
plantation: a large farm

Think About the Story
1. Scene 1 ends with the line, “And so begins Frederick’s long education about slavery.”
What did Frederick learn in each of the 10 scenes? For some scenes, this is stated clearly at
the end. For others, you will have to infer the answer.

2. Why did slaves risk their lives to learn how to read?

3. Read the part of scene 7 that begins with the line “Just as the train pulls out of the station,
Frederick notices someone across the aisle.” Rewrite the rest of that scene in the form of a
short story.

4. Why was a slave still not safe even after escaping to the North?

5. Why does Frederick smash his own printing press?
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