REDERICK DOUGLASS FROM

MY BONDAGE AND MY FREEDOM

My Bondage and My Freedom (1855), the second of three autobiographies written by
Frederick Douglass (18187—1895) is not only a classic text of African-American en-
slavement, but a landmark for our understanding of black music in the United
States before the twentieth century. Like Douglass’s earlier autobiography, Narrative
of the Life of Frederick Douglass, an American Slave (1845), sections of which Doug-
lass reprised in this later book, these accounts of slave songs and music making
are explicated as multilayered experiences, unknowable to the outsider and per-
‘haps even to the insider. Ronald Radano writes, “More than any other single rhetor-
_}icaf aspect the slave song provides a marker of Douglass’s authenticity. His words
-about song communicate a profound truth told, a story so powerful it has served for

‘the past 150-0dd years as the conceptual starting point for the history of modern
African American culture.”
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[ON WORK SONGS]

[ have already referred to the business-like aspect of Col. Lloyd’s plantation. This businessJjj,
appearance was much increased on the two days at the end of each month, when the slaves from
the different farms came to get their monthly allowance of meal and meat. These were gala dayg
for the slaves, and there was much rivalry among them as to who should be elected to g0 up to
the great house farm for the allowance, and indeed, to attend to any business at this (for them)
the capital. The beauty and grandeur of the place, its numerous slave population, and the fy¢
that Harry, Peter and Jake the sailors of the sloop—almost always kept, privately, little trinket
which they bought at Baltimore, to sell, made it a privilege to come to the great house fary,
Being selected, too, for this office, was deemed a high honor. It was taken as a proof of confi.
dence and favor; but, probably, the chief motive of the competitors for the place, was, a desire 1
break the dull monotony of the field, and to get beyond the overseer’s eye and lash. Once on the
road with an ox team, and seated on the tongue of his cart, with no overseer to look after him,
the slave was comparatively free; and, if thoughtful, he had time to think. Slaves are generally
expected to sing as well as to work. A silent slave is not liked by masters or overseers. “Make a
noise,” “make a noise,” and “bear g hand,” are the words usually addressed to the slaves when
there is silence amongst them. This may account for the almost constant singing heard in the
southern states. There was, generally, more or less singing among the teamsters, as it was one
means of letting the overseer know where they were, and that they were moving on with the
work. But, on allowance day, those who visited the great house farm were peculiarly excited and
noisy. While on their way, they would make the dense old woods, for miles around, reverberate
with their wild notes. These were not always merry because they were wild. On the contrary, they
were mostly of a plaintive cast, and told a tale of grief and sorrow. In the most boisterous out-
bursts of rapturous sentiment, there was ever a tinge of deep melancholy. I have never heard any
songs like those anywhere since I left slavery, except when in Ireland. There I heard the same
wailing notes, and was much affected by them. It was during the famine of 1845-6. In all the
songs of the slaves, there was ever some expression in praise of the great house farm; something
which would flatter the pride of the owner, and, possibly, draw a favorable glance from him.

I am going away to the great house farm,
O yea! O yea! O yea!
My old master is a good old master,

O yea! O yea! O yea!

This they would sing, with other words of their own improvising—jargon to others, but full of
meaning to themselves. T have sometimes thought, that the mere hearing of those songs would
do more to impress truly spiritual-minded men and women with the soul-crushing and death-
dealing character of slavery, than the reading of whole volumes of its mere physical cruelties.
They speak to the heart and to the soul of the thoughtful. I cannot better express my sense of
them now, than ten years ago, when, in sketching my life, I thus spoke of this feature of my plan-
tation experience:

I did not, when a slave, understand the deep meanings of those rude, and ap-
parently incoherent songs. I was myself within the circle, so that I neither saw
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or heard as those without might see and hear. They told a tale which was then
altogether beyond my feeble comprehension; they were tones, loud, long and
deep, breathing the prayer and complaint of souls boiling over with the bitter-
est anguish. Every tone was a testimony against slavery, and a prayer to God for
deliverance from chains. The hearing of those wild notes always depressed my
spirits, and filled my heart with ineffable sadness. The mere recurrence, even
now, afflicts my spirit, and while I am writing these lines, my tears are falling.
To those songs I trace my first glimmering conceptions of the dehumanizing
character of slavery. I can never get rid of that conception. Those songs still fol-
low me, to deepen my hatred of slavery, and quicken my sympathies for my
brethren in bonds. If any one wishes to be impressed with a sense of the soul-
killing power of slavery, let him go to Col. Lioyd’s plantation, and, on allowance
day, place himself in the deep, pine woods, and there let him, in silence,
thoughtfully analyze the sounds that shall pass through the chambers of his
soul, and if he is not thus impressed, it will only be because “there is no flesh
in his obdurate heart.”

The remark is not unfrequently made, that slaves are the most contended and happy
laborers in the world. They dance and sing, and make all manner of joyful noises—so they do;
but it is a great mistake to suppose them happy because they sing. The songs of the slave rep-
resent the sorrows, rather than the joys of his heart; and he is relieved by them, only as an aching
heart is relieved by its tears. Such is the constitution of the human mind, that, when pressed to
extremes, it often avails itself of the most opposite methods. Extremes meet in mind as in mat-
ter. When the slaves on board of the “Pearl” were overtaken, arrested, and carried to prison—
their hopes for freedom blasted—as they marched in chains they sang, and found (as Emily Ed-
munson tells us) a melancholy relief in singing. The singing of a man cast away on a desolate
island, might be as appropriately considered an evidence of his contentment and happiness, as
the singing of a slave. Sorrow and desolation have their songs, as well as joy and peace. Slaves
sing more to make themselves happy, than to express their happiness. . . .

[ON SLAVE SINGING AT HOLIDAYS]

The days between Christmas day and New Year’s, [were] allowed the slaves as holidays. During
these days, all regular work was suspended, and there was nothing to do but to keep fires, and
look after the stock. This time was regarded as our own, by the grace of our masters, and we,
; 3;'313110? useq 1t or abused it, as we pleased. Those who had families at a distance, were now
unpm(; :_ :10 visit them, and to spend with them the entire week. The younger slaves, or the
holigy l‘sle ones, were expected to see to the ‘cat.tle, and e.li'tend tf) incidental duties at home. The
"émploy t}\:iere Vanm%sly spent. The.sober, thinking and industrious ones of our number, would
of thesye \:mselves in manufacturing com brooms, mats, hgrse .collars z‘md baskets, and some
tabbitg anzxe very well made. Anot'he? class spent thevlr tm‘:te in hunting opossums, coons,
bo Xing’ o <_)ther game. But thg majority s?er}t the hohdays in s‘ports, ball playing, mgs’dmg,
e W,as ;111% foot races, dancing, and c}nnkmg whisky; and this latter mode of s.pendmg th?
days, wae %hnerally moslt agreeable to their .masters. A slave who would work (%urmg the holi-
o hig m ought, by his r'naste%r, u(ndeservmg of holidays. Such an one had rejected the favor
Raster. There was, in this simple act of continued work, an accusation against slaves;
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and a slave could not help thinking, that if he made three dollars during the holidays, he migh;
make three hundred during the year. Not to be drunk during the holidays, was disgraceful; 3
he was esteemed a lazy and improvident man, who could not afford to drink whisky during

Christmas.

The fiddling, dancing and “jubilee beating,” was going on in all directions. This lattg,
performance is strictly southern. It supplies the place of a violin, or of other musical insty,
ments, and is played so easily, that almost every farm has its “Juba” beater. The performer iy,
provises as he beats, and sings his merry songs, so ordering the words as to have them fall py
with the movement of his hands. Among a mass of nonsense and wild frolic, once in a while ,
sharp hit is given io the meanness of slaveholders. Take the following, for an example:

We raise de wheat,

Dey gib us de corn;

We bake de bread,

Dey gib us de cruss;

We sif de meal,

Dey gib us de huss;

We peal de meat,

Dey gib us de skin,

And dat’s de way

Dey takes us in.

We skim de pot,

Dey gib us the liquor,

And say dat’s good enough for nigger.
Walk over! walk over!

Tom butter and de fat;

Poor nigger you can't get over dat;

Walk over!

This is not a bad summary of the palpable injustice and fraud of slavery, giving—as it does—to
the lazy and idle, the comforts which God designed should be given solely to the honest laborer.
But to the holidays.

Judging from my own observation and experience, I believe these holidays to be among
the most effective means, in the hands of slaveholders, of keeping down the spirit of insurrec
tion among the slaves.

Tt ig the interest and b_usiness of slaveholders to study human nature, with a view o
practical results, and many of them attain astonishing proficiency in discerning the thoughts
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and emotions of slaves. They have to deal not with earth, wood, or stone, but with men; and, by
every regard they have for their safety and prosperity, they must study to know the material on
which they are at work. So much intellect as the slaveholder has around him, requires watching.
Their safety depends upon their vigilance. Conscious of the injustice and wrong they are every
hour perpetrating, and knowing what they themselves would do if made the victims of such
wrongs, they are looking out for the first signs of the dread retribution of justice. They watch,
therefore, with skilled and practiced eyes, and have learned to read, with great accuracy, the state
of mind and heart of the slaves, through his sable face.

But with all our caution and studied reserve, I am not sure that Mr. Freeland did not
suspect that all was not right with us. It did seem that he watched us more narrowly, after the
plan of escape had been conceived and discussed amongst us. Men seldom see themselves as
others see them; and while, to ourselves, everything connected with our contemplated escape
appeared concealed, Mr. Freeland may have, with the peculiar prescience of a slaveholder, mas-
tered the huge thought which was disturbing our peace in slavery.

I am the more inclined to think that he suspected us, because, prudent as we were, as
Inow look back, I can see that we did many silly things, very well calculated to awaken suspicion.
We were, at times, remarkably buoyant, singing hymns and making joyous exclamations, almost
as triumphant in their tone as if we [had] reached a land of freedom and safety. A keen observer
might have detected in our repeated singing of

O Canaon, sweet Canaan,
Lam bound for the land of Canaan,

something more than a hope of reaching heaven. We meant to reach the north—and the north
Was our Canaan.

1 thought I heard them say,
There were lions in the way,
I dow't expect to stay
Much longer here.
Run to Jesus—shun the danger—
I don't expect to stay
Much longer here,
a3 a favorite air, and had a double meaning. In the lips of some, it meant the expectation of a

S}_Jeec.ly Summons to a world of spirits; but, in the lips of our company, it simply meant, a speedy
Pllgrimage toward a free state, and deliverance from all the evils and dangers of slavery.

SC.)URCE: Frederick Douglass, My Bondage and My Freedom (New York and Auburn:
M'”ef. Orton & Mulligan, 1855): 96-100, 251-53, 276~79. Available at http://etext.lib
Virginia.edu/modeng/modengD.browse.html.
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NOTE

; Ronald A. Radano, Lying Up a Nation: Race and Black Music (Chicago: University of Chicago

Press, 2003): 49.




