
Frederick Douglass' Fourth of July Speech  

 

 

Former slave and abolitionist orator Frederick Douglass gave 

this speech to the citizens of Rochester, New York, on July 5, 

1852 (the same year Uncle Tom's Cabin was published). 

Douglass insisted on giving the speech on July 5 because he 

refused to celebrate Independence Day in a nation that 

allowed slavery. What follows is an excerpt. (To view the full 

speech, go to the list of websites in this site's Resources. 

Select PBS's Africans in America website, then "Judgement 

Day: 1831-1865," then "Resource Bank.") 

The Meaning of the Fourth of July for the Negro 

. . . To me the American slave-trade is a terrible reality. When a child, my soul was 

often pierced with a sense of its horrors. I lived on Philpot street, Fells Point, 

Baltimore, and have watched from the wharves the slave-ships in the basin, anchored 

from the shore, with their cargoes of human flesh, waiting for favorable winds to waft 

them down the Chesapeake. There was at that time a grand slave-mart kept at the 

head of Pratt street, by Austin Woldfolle. His agents were sent into every town and 

county in Maryland, announcing their arrival through the papers, and on flaming 

"handbills," headed, Cash for Negroes, These men were generally well dressed, and 

very captivating in their manners, ever ready to drink, to treat, and to gamble. The fate 

of many a slave has depended upon the turn of a single card; and many a child has 

been snatched from the arms of its mother, by bargains arranged in a state of brutal 

drunkenness. 

The fleshmongers gather up their victims by dozens, and drive them, chained, to the 

general depot at Baltimore. When a sufficient number have been collected here, a ship 

is chartered for the purpose of conveying the forlorn crew to Mobile, or to New 

Orleans. From the slave prison to the ship, they are usually driven in the darkness of 

night; for since the anti-slavery agitation, a certain caution is observed. 

In the deep, still darkness of midnight, I have often been aroused by the dead, heavy 

footsteps, and the piteous cries of the chained gangs that passed our door. The 

anguish of my boyish heart was intense, and I was often consoled, when speaking to 

my mistress in the morning, to hear her say that the custom was very wicked; that she 

hated to hear the rattle of the chains, and the heart- rending cries. I was glad to find 



one who sympathized with me in my horror. 

Fellow-citizens, this murderous traffic is, today, in active operation in this boasted 

republic. In the solitude of my spirit, I see clouds of dust raised on the highways of the 

South; I see the bleeding footsteps; I hear the doleful wail of fettered humanity, on the 

way to the slave-markets, where the victims are to be sold like horses, sheep, and 

swine, knocked off to the highest bidder. There I see the tenderest ties ruthlessly 

broken to gratify the lust, caprice, and rapacity of the buyers and sellers of men. My 

soul sickens at the sight. . . .  

What, to the American slave, is your Fourth of July? I answer, a day that reveals to him, 

more than all other days in the year, the gross injustice and cruelty to which he is the 

constant victim. To him, your celebration is a sham; your boasted liberty, an unholy 

license; your national greatness, swelling vanity; your sounds of rejoicing are empty 

and heartless; your denunciations of tyrants, brass-fronted impudence; your shouts of 

liberty and equality, hollow mockery; your prayers and hymns, your sermons and 

thanksgivings, with all your religious parade and solem- nity, are, to him, mere 

bombast, fraud, deception, impiety, and hypocrisy -- a thin veil to cover up crimes 

which would disgrace a nation of savages. There is not a nation on the earth guilty of 

practices more shocking and more bloody than are the people of the United States at 

this very hour. . . . 

 


