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There were times when | almost thought my Boston friends were right in dissuading me
from my newspaper project. But looking back to those nights and days of toil and
thought, compelled often to do work for which | had no educational preparation, | have
come to think that, under the circumstances it was the best school possible for me. It
obliged me to think and read, it taught me to express my thoughts clearly, and was
perhaps better than any other course | could have adopted. Besides, it made it
necessary for me to lean upon myself, and not upon the heads of our anti-slavery
church;—to be a principal, and not an agent. | had an audience to speak to every week,
and must say something worth their hearing, or cease to speak altogether. There is
nothing like the lash and sting of necessity to make a man work, and my paper
furnished this motive power. More than one gentleman from the South, when stopping
at Niagara, came to see me, that they might know for themselves if | could indeed write,
having, as they said, believed it impossible that an uneducated fugitive slave could write
the articles attributed to me. | found it hard to get credit in some quarters either for what
| wrote or what | said. While there was nothing very profound or learned in either, the
low estimate of Negro possibilities induced the belief that both my editorials and my
speeches were written by white persons. | doubt if this scepticism does not still linger in
the minds of some of my democratic fellow-citizens.

One important branch of my anti-slavery work in Rochester, in addition to that of
speaking and writing against slavery, must not be forgotten or omitted. My position gave
me the chance of hitting that old enemy some telling blows, in another direction than
these. | was on the southern border of Lake Ontario, and the Queen’s Dominions were
right over the way—and my prominence as an abolitionist, and as the editor of an anti-
slavery paper, naturally made me the station master and conductor of the underground
railroad passing through this goodly city. Secrecy and concealment were necessary
conditions to the successful operation of this railroad, and hence its prefix
“‘underground.” My agency was all the more exciting and interesting, because not
altogether free from danger. | could take no step in it without exposing myself to fine
and imprisonment, for these were the penalties imposed by the Fugitive Slave Law, for
feeding, harbouring, or otherwise assisting a slave to escape from his master; but in
face of this fact, | can say, | never did more congenial, attractive, fascinating, and
satisfactory work. True, as a means of destroying slavery, it was like an attempt to bail
out the ocean with a teaspoon, but the thought that there was one less slave, and one
more freeman,—having myself been a slave, and a fugitive slave—brought to my heart
unspeakable joy. On one occasion | had eleven fugitives at the same time under my
roof, and it was necessary for them to remain with me, until | could collect sufficient
money to get them on to Canada. It was the largest number | ever had at any one time,
and | had some difficulty in providing so many with food and shelter, but as may well be
imagined, they were not very fastidious in either direction, and were well content with
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very plain food, and a strip of carpet on the floor for a bed, or a place on the straw in the
barn loft.

** CHAPTER VII.: TRIUMPHS AND TRIALS. - Frederick Douglass, The Life and
Times of Frederick Douglass: From 1817-1882 [1881]
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